Toward vigilant citizenship: teaching history with a broad perspective
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Among many educators, getting students to act as historians is viewed as the way to improve social studies education and create critical and thoughtful citizens. However, our strategies for analyzing primary source documents must also include ways to apply the past to the present.

For example, in their article "Studying Local History in the Digital Age: The Story of Asaph Perry" [SOCIAL EDUCATION April 2004], John K. Lee and W. Guy Clarke describe a lesson that uses primary sources ("a tattered box of letters ... and memorabilia") from the 1800s. Their aim was "to understand as much about Perry's life as possible, but to do this with a parallel aim of engaging larger stories and themes" from the records of this former citizen of Cherokee County, Georgia. Although their examination of documents from the life of this "common man" was interesting, the authors fall a little short of the mark when it comes to the "larger stories and themes."

Lee and Clarke created a temporary website that told the story of Asaph Perry and his family, using primary documents. (1) One passage from that website, quoted in the SOCIAL EDUCATION article, explains,

   After the discovery of gold in the

   Cherokee Nation and the annexation

   of the area in 1831, a radical

   demographic shift occurred. By

   1835, the overwhelming percentage

   of Forsyth and Cherokee county

   residents were small farmers and

   gold prospectors who had won

   their land in the 1832 Georgia land

   lottery.... (p. 206)

Would not this be an appropriate place on the website (and juncture in the history lesson) to probe more deeply into the history of Native Americans? For example, what, in fact, happened to the Cherokees? (2) Were they treated fairly? How exactly did this "radical demographic shift" come about? Where are the Cherokees today? What should be done about past and present injustices? And to what degree should we judge people of the past by today's standards? (3)

In such a lesson, students would deliberate over issues and hear diverse perspectives. In discussions, they would examine questions about values, goals, and means and ends. They would critically dissect phrases such as "annexation" and radical demographic shift." Students might even be moved to act--for example, to research the history of Native Americans in their area, or learn about current allegations of "ethnic cleansing" in various places around the world. They could send a letter to their congressional representatives about the issue. (4) Such critical thinking and group deliberation is essential to the democratic process--and to a mature understanding of our nation's history.

As relentless marketing and images of the rich and famous strive to distract our students from the real problems facing our generation, the social studies classroom becomes one of the few places in our society for deliberation about democracy and justice and how precious they are to every citizen.

Notes

(1.) For a history of the removal of the Cherokee Nation, see William L. Anderson, Cherokee Removal: Before and After (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1991); Andrew Burstein, The Passions of Andrew Jackson (New York: Borzoi Books, 2003).

(2.) By the time of the Trail of Tears, Cherokee men were themselves farmers and crafts men by an "overwhelming percentage." Sadly, their assimilation failed to protect them from the expulsion acts.

(3.) Jack Crittenden, Democracy's Midwife: An Education in Deliberation (Lanham, MD: Lexington Press, 2002).

(4.) See, for example, www.pbsorg/newshour/extra/teachers/lessonplans/world/Sudan_genocide.html.
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The Authors Respond:

As we constructed the story of Asaph Perry, our primary interest was in producing a resource that laid bare our historical analysis and provided additional layers detailing the processes used to construct our narrative, as well as our pedagogical thinking. We appreciate Professor Dull's analysis of our resources and wholeheartedly agree with her assessment and her suggestions. Since the publication of our article, we have continued our work on Asaph's story. One of our most important activities was to use this resource with a group of students in our teacher education program. The students were asked to read the Perry narrative, identify generalizable historical antecedents and extend their subject matter thinking about these historical topics. They were then asked to write pedagogical essays on their thinking about teaching about this topic. Several students identified issues similar to what Professor Dull discussed.

As our students worked on their projects, we were reminded of an important limitation of historical narrative. We found that our students were being compelled by the narrative to think almost exclusively about progress. Our narrative is one of progress and is not unlike other historical narratives which tend to ignore the struggles of marginalized people and the failure of our "advancements" to reach beyond a sometimes privileged group of people. For example, we made a lot of the fact that Asaph lived in a time of technological advancement (late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) and took advantage of these advancements to alter the course of his life by rejecting his family's yeoman agrarian past for a more urban mercantile middle-class life. This narrative ignores those who struggled as sharecroppers or tenant farmers only to make a not-so-progressive move into the textile labor market. We are actively working to expand and critique our narrative in ways that will address the failures left out of our story of progress.

Teachers and students in social studies need to think deliberately about people in the margins of our society, but we believe they must also engage stories of progress, such as Asaph's, so they can see examples of what we ultimately want for ourselves. The trick is to find a balance somewhere between a pessimistic or disheartening overemphasis on the problems in our past and an overly optimistic or mythic recounting of our history. We believe that if teachers and students do critical work with historical narratives, they can achieve this balance. We also believe that historical inquiry using authentic documents will enable this type of critical work.

Furthermore, we believe that digital history, enables the deliver of both narratives and the resources relating to these stories. Ultimately teachers have to select materials, allocate time, and develop a sequence of instruction that will enable students to critically engage narratives and related primary historical sources.

Problems arise in social studies when teachers and students conduct historical inquiry without clear social studies related purposes. At times, when working with our students we have overemphasized the historical disciplinary qualities of our resources. For example, when we ask students to read the Asaph Perry narrative and identify "generalizable historical antecedents" we were essentially asking them to find topics that were substantive or commonly agreed upon by historians as being important. This approach assumes that the agreement about what is important is rooted in needs and purposes of the social studies. We know that often this is not the case. Professor Dull identified a subject matter topic sometimes ignored in our U. S. history narratives and suggested a social studies extension of students' work. This type of pedagogical thinking gets us closer to enabling our students as they seek to achieve the citizenship goals of our profession. Keith Barton and Linda Levstik call this type of student work in social studies "history' for the common good." We are very interested in presenting the Perry story and supporting documents as a resource which might enable students to pursue knowledge which contributes to the common good, and will continue to develop our resource toward this goal.

