Academic freedom: a teacher's struggle to include "other" voices in history
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This past semester, I taught three advanced American history classes at a rural school in north Alabama. I had envisioned the class based on the writings of contemporary social studies theorists: multiple points of view, allowing multiple voices in the classroom, less teacher directed and focusing on primary documents. Our class sessions were organized around teacher lecture relative to the Alabama Course of Study and primary documents seminars. (1) The mostly student-led seminars were basically structured discussions about primary document readings. A couple of the outside books that I bought for the class were Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States and the companion volume, Voices of A People's History of the United States. My intention was to have these alternative histories contrast with the official history that one would find in typical history books. I specifically chose the works of historian Howard Zinn because he represents a radical, revisionist (even Marxist) version of American history. The students seemed to be excited about the prospect of learning a "different" kind of history, one that deals with oppressed people of the world, in contrast to the usual accounts of presidents, diplomats, treaties, and wars.

I was attempting to teach using a critical, more inclusive approach to American history and social studies. However, I was not prepared for the reaction from individuals in my community who hold fast to the traditional, Eurocentric, male version of history--a perspective that appears threatened by the voices of indigenous or oppressed groups. I had made a point of including documents in the course by conservative historians, including Diane Ravitch's Democracy Reader and her American Reader. Every day's formal lecture came from the material found in the Alabama state-approved textbook; my intention was to provide students with differing sides to our nation's history: the textbook, conservative interpretations (Ravitch), and radical interpretations (Zinn).

The objectives from the Alabama Course of Study ranged from the age of exploration through the Civil War and Reconstruction. The primary documents that were used from Zinn's Voices corresponded exactly with the objective under study in my classes. For instance, when we studied the American Revolution, we read Paine's Common Sense from Voices, when we studied Native American removal, we read surrender speeches from Voices, when we studied the Mexican War, we read Thoreau and diary entries from soldiers involved in the conflict.

The first night that the books went home with my students, I received a phone call from one set of parents who demanded to know why I had chosen these books for my class. I explained that Zinn represents an alternative position in the telling of American history, and that I wanted to give students another perspective. Because they found the material so objectionable, I offered to provide their child with alternative material. The parents rejected that proposal. I offered to allow them to choose their child's supplemental material. They refused. I even offered not to give their child any additional material, but they would not agree. They did not want anyone in the class reading Howard Zinn's book. Over the next week, the parents pressured the superintendent into removing these books from this advanced, college-prep track course because of what they considered "inappropriate content." For the remainder of the semester, 60 copies of Zinn's social history sat on my shelves, unused. I continued to use excerpts from the collection of primary documents found in the companion volume, Voices. I continued to use this particular book (which had been featured in a Social Education book review) because it met the state requirements that I teach primary documents. I used excerpts from this book that corresponded exactly to the Alabama Course of Study and time period under consideration in my classes.

For the rest of the semester, I continued to face opposition from the same set of parents in teaching excerpts from this book. The parents called for my removal from the classroom; I was accused of brainwashing students; and I was threatened with unflattering media coverage if I did not stop teaching from this book. I was anxious about the escalation of the controversy and sought advice from colleagues and other educational professionals. "It doesn't matter if you are guilty or not ... if it hits the newspapers and the 10 o'clock news, you are guilty as charged," one education professional pointed out.

As the threats and pressure mounted, I contacted anyone who I thought might have advice about what to do, including other teachers, professional organizations, and parents. My students became frustrated over the course of the semester when we were told, on several occasions, that we could not read "specific" kinds of primary documents.

In my experience, the overwhelming majority of my students wanted to read the primary documents in question. At one point over the course of the semester, students in one of my classes, who were upset about being told by the administration that we could not read from Voices, actually engaged in civil disobedience by attempting to turn in their textbooks in protest.

After we had been told that we could not read from Voices, it was decided that my students would be required to do more traditional textbook work, such as section review questions at the end of that day's textbook reading. Upon telling my students that we would be doing "book work" as opposed to discussing primary documents readings, most of the 25 students brought their textbooks to the front of the room and put them in a pile. They were not refusing to do work because they were being disrespectful or disobedient; they were simply refusing to do something that they knew was not as valuable as reading and discussing primary documents.

Ironically, the students carried out this action after discussing Henry David Thoreau's famous essay, Civil Disobedience, relative to the civil rights movement. In Civil Disobedience, Thoreau rails against those who are indirectly contributing to the war machine in the Mexican War. These students discussed Thoreau and actually implemented his ideals in my classroom: they were refusing to take part in something that they saw as unjust (i.e., not being allowed to read certain primary documents). They had made the connections between Thoreau's message, the civil disobedience of the 1960s, and their present situation.

Later in the class session, I passed their books back out, and lectured on that day's lesson. For the rest of the semester, they were resistant to any form of education that took a more traditional tone (i.e., textbook questions, worksheets, etc.).

My critics accused me of telling students not to do their work; but to the contrary, my students were simply doing what most teachers hope their students will do: applying what they learn in class to real world situations. My students were practicing democracy.

Originally, the parents who protested my teaching approach stated that they disagreed with Voices in its entirety and did not want anything from the book to be taught because Zinn is a radical historian (even though this particular book was not written by Zinn, but is simply a collection of primary documents compiled by him).

But two weeks before school was to get out for the summer the parents modified their position, saying that they simply wanted me to teach with more "balance." By this they meant that they wanted me to teach "both" sides of the historical picture--in other words, not spotlight voices of resistance. This was essentially an attack on the radical aspects of American history. Yet resistance and radicalism is a major part of American history and its aspects are in the Alabama Course of Study: The Declaration of Independence, the Emancipation Proclamation, the Declaration of Sentiments are all radical documents. The civil rights movement was a radical movement. The idea of a government "by the people, for the people" was a radical idea. William Lloyd Garrison set a copy of the U.S. Constitution on fire to protest slavery; that was radical. Even the Bible, in certain historical contexts, has been a radical document.

When my class began to study the removal of Natives from their ancestral lands via primary documents, my detractors said that I was "bringing down the white man." I was perplexed about why it was appropriate to read the protest writings of Thomas Jefferson, but not the protest writings of the Native leader Black Hawk. My opponents also told me that "Malcolm X was a thug" and that "no one should have to study him." Yet the students in my classes were very open to learning about the perspectives of others. During the study of the U.S.-Mexican War, a male student asked, "How do they (Mexicans) feel about that war?" This was a perfect moment to teach how historical perspective and opinions on imperialism is often a byproduct of one's citizenship in a particular nation state.

During the semester, I struggled in and out of the classroom with the notion of perspective in teaching primary documents and how social studies teachers should use these. Is there an inherent two-sidedness in teaching American history? And was it always appropriate to teach two "opposing" points of view? The same set of parents said they wanted me to teach "American" history--not white, black, Indian, women's, or labor history, but simply "traditional" history.

Slavery, unfortunately, is part of American history. Should we teach and study the institution of slavery from "both" points of view? My critics did not seem to want me teaching any aspect of American history that made our nation "look bad." Was I to teach about slavery's economic impacts and social influence but leave out the fact that slaves were sometimes beaten to death? Was I to repeat the cliche that people during this time period "didn't think anything was wrong with slavery" when in fact there were always people who had moral qualms with this institution? It seems to me that there are certain topics in American history in which virtue is hard to find ... and if virtue is to be found, it lies with the refusal of certain people to be erased, enslaved, raped, or murdered. To teach American history without the voices of the oppressed leaves teachers and students with an emaciated notion of history. History is not, nor should it be, "one damn fact after another."

Lessons Learned

I learned a great deal from this experience of being attacked for teaching American history from the perspective of those not in power. As teachers, we are often in danger of being criticized for our approach to certain topics. In my case, I knew that I was following the guidelines established in the Alabama Course of Study, but that did not prevent me from feeling the stress and anxiety triggered by the attacks directed against me. From this experience, I learned key lessons, which I believe could be useful to other teachers who find their methods or material under scrutiny and attack:

1. Be sure that you are abiding by local and state mandates.

Before you teach primary documents, evaluate how and when (if applicable) they are to be used in your area. In essence, make sure you are following the rules of your school district before you attempt to teach documents that can be labeled reactionary or radical by members of the community.

2. Garner support from national or professional organizations.

If you are threatened with negative media coverage, or if people in the community threaten to have you removed from your position, the first step is to contact your local teachers' union representative and other national organizations for support. In my case, I contacted the National Council for the Social Studies, the National Organization of Women, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and the Alabama Bureau of Indian Affairs, who all agreed to write letters of support on my behalf.

3. Gather support from the community.

Call parents in the community and explain what you are trying to do in your classroom. This experience showed me that what one is trying to do in the classroom (in my case, teach for social justice and fairness) can be publicly portrayed by critics in a manner that is diametrically opposed to your own actual intent. Beat your opponents to the punch. I received several emails from parents wanting to know what they could do to help in the situation. Take them up on their offers. Ally yourself with people in the community who want to help.

4. Gather support from your students.

In my experience, the overwhelming majority of my students wanted to read the primary documents in question. Several times during the semester, students asked me what they could do to help in this situation. My students enjoyed reading the voices of oppressed people in our nation's history, and told me on several occasions that they had been unaware of these types of stories. In some ways, the "banning" of this material at certain points during the semester, created an atmosphere that fostered more interest in what I was trying to do in my classroom. My students were angered and frustrated by the fact that one set of parents was determining what everyone in the class could read; these students had registered for an advanced class, and they wanted to read anything that I thought appropriate. After sending my students to the local library as part of their term paper assignment, one student brought me a button that said, "I Read Banned Books." Some parents and students told me that they had purchased copies of Zinn's books so they would have an opportunity to read them. One of my students pointed out that the book that was causing so much trouble for our classes was actually in the collection of our school library.

5. Gather support from other teachers.

If you are under attack from the community, gather allies in your own department as well as in other academic departments. English teachers and history teachers are particularly susceptible to attacks regarding reading materials used in the classroom. In my case, I received support from an English teacher who had been similarly attacked by parents some years earlier for teaching I.D. Salinger's Catcker in the Rye. This teacher drew from her experiences and gave me invaluable advice about whom to contact and how I should proceed throughout the semester.

6. Head off attacks: Be proactive.

I found that substantive progress was made when I took the initiative and demanded that my school system protect me and what I was trying to do. During the first portion of this ordeal, I found myself trying to "not get in trouble," by acquiescing to demands, although I was following national, state, and local guidelines. When I was threatened with negative media coverage, I decided to go before the school board to make my case before my opponents could misrepresent my teaching ability and methods, as well as my personal character. With this demand, a meeting was arranged with the parents and the superintendent, in which the parents were told I was allowed to teach from Voices. Hindsight tells me that meeting with the superintendent together with the parents should have been the first step in my struggle. Instead of backing down, forge ahead.

7. Consider your school and district leadership.

Many of the decisions in a situation like this will be determined by your school and district leaders. Often times decisions are made based more on political pressure than academic interests or social justice. The school district in which I taught had been embroiled in two major incidents resulting in teacher removal based on inappropriate actions inside and out of the classroom that particular academic year. It had received negative national media coverage with both of these stories. Much of the decisions and reasoning of educational administrators related to my case were done with these two episodes as the political backdrop.

Conclusion

The academic year ended with me teaching primary documents from a variety of sources, including Zinn's Voices. After a semester of being told that I could not teach from this specific book, I was given permission to do so, as long as "balance" was achieved. But I feel that my students learned the very lesson that my opponents were trying to deny-that most histories are not objective, value-free documents, but rather are written and supported by those in power to create the perception that the status quo is acceptable. They have learned that the source of a document or historical account should always be examined, and that if a certain book is banned or curtailed, then one must examine the reasoning behind such a decision. They were allowed to critique the powerful discourse of American exceptionality in our social studies classes, and they actively fought against it in my classroom.

Noted intellectual, novelist, and essayist James Baldwin once said, "American history is longer, larger, more various, more beautiful, and more terrible than anything anyone has ever said about it." How can we, as social studies teachers, help our students to understand American history, if we do not have the academic freedom to study the voices of people that make up a significant portion of our story? It is imperative that social educators fight to teach the voices of those not traditionally portrayed in our national story. The mission of the social studies is not being fulfilled if teachers' academic freedom is curtailed. Only by attempting to teach how different groups in American history have interacted positively, as well as negatively, can we hope to instill notions of social justice in our students.
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