Bibliography on Teaching History

No Mummified History in New York Schools

By Andrew Sloan Draper, LL.D.

Commissioner of Education, State of New York

School Bulletin Publications, Syracuse, NY 1912

Address delivered 11.28.11, before the history section of the New York State Teachers Association. 

Draper mourns the new “scientific” and theoretical approach to history, mourning the loss of heroes and accounts by heroes. Probably a backlash to the popularity of the Beards, and the impact of the British and other European history schools with their emphasis on documentation and research.

“there are now two quite distinct schools of history writers and teachers. One of these, which we may call the old school, assumes that one who has participated in great events and can write well, can write the history of those events . . . 

“The other and newer school is the rather natural outgrowth of the universities. It occupies the critical attitude of the universities. It is more destructive than creative. It is more professional and pedantic than original and inspiring. Its work is done in the study rather than by searching fields and following streams. Its particular satisfaction is in calling down some old hero because he told a story with a little too much enthusiasm.” 8-10

“of course there is such a thing as a philosophy of history, a treatment of causes and effects, a connecting of results and an explaining of consequences, but that is wholly beyond the children in the elementary or secondary schools; and, aside from that, it is in the province of historical or philosophical speculation, and not in the field of historical fact at all.


The same considerations govern the teaching as the writing of history. To be effectively taught it will have to be done by partisans, whose hearts quicken with the teaching and are quickened by  it as it progresses.” 22

“It is our business to see that the children in the New York schools, for their own good and for the country’s sake, get their roper share in all this. They are to get the parts of it that they can assimilate, and get it at times and in forms and quantities that will be good for their patriotic health.” 31

2. A Plea for the Historical Teaching of History, by C.H. Firth, M.A.

Regius professor of modern history in the University of Oxford

Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1905. 

His plea is to produce historians who can write history, not just “sheep stuffed with facts.” The examinations and pressure for grades on bodies of facts pushes away from depth. Students aren’t being taught research methods and theory.

“The discovery of the truth is a scientific process. The historian finds out what the life of a given society was by means of the records it has left behind it.” 8

“The point of view is continually changing, and the relative importance of facts alters with it. For each age looks back upon the past from a different altitude, and with fresh eyes, demanding from him who tells the story the answer to new questions. It wants the history written over again to suit itself. So through this constant shifting of the perspective, as well as through the discovery of fresh evidence, standard histories grow imperceptibly obsolete and become at last ‘alms for oblivion.’ Only those endure in which the matter is so solid and the form so perfect, and both so harmoniously united, that they still satisfy and charm, and seem to triumph over time.” 12

“At present these hungry sheep look up and are not fed, but painfully swollen with a mass of undigested facts.” 18

“Keep it a general education if you will, but make it in Milton’s phrase a more ‘complete and generous education.’” 20

“He has remained too long the passive recipient of other men’s knowledge. He has been taught results instead of methods; not how to find out but what to remember.” 21

Jay Parini, The Art of Teaching

New York, Oxford University Press, 2005

“If anything, I think of myself as presenting to students an alternate vision, another way of living in a dangerous world, where the government itself is often corrupt and foolish, ready to sacrifice human liberties and human lives to maintain a good climate for business. In the post-9/11 world, I see my job as having a distinctly political edge, teaching students how to read the world as well as the texts before them. . . A teacher’s job in the twenty-first century is distinctly political, in that he or she must speak the truth, must find and talk about conflicting truths, must teach habits of resistance that fall under the category of critical thinking.” 52-3.

On Robert Frost:

“And in his journal in 1917, he wrote: “What we do in college is to get over our littlemindedness. To get an education you have to hang around till you catch on.” 86

In his famous essay, “Education by Poetry,” Frost wrote: “Poetry begins in trivial metaphors, pretty metaphors, ‘grace’ metaphors, and goes on to the profoundest thinking that we have. Poetry provides the one permissible way of saying one thing and meaning another.” He cautioned that “unless you have had your proper poetic education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere. Because you are not at ease with figurative values; you don’t know the metaphor in its strength and its weakness. You don’t know how far you may expect to ride it and when it may break down with you. You are not safe in science; you are not safe in history.” 89k

American Studies in a moment of Danger, by George Lipsitz, University of Minnesota Press, 2001.

Now if you’re looking for an explanation of The Moment Of Danger, it’s hard to find. I got too bored to search for it. 

“If we had not realized it before, we came to understand that academic struggles over meaning are always connected in crucial ways to social movement struggles over resources and power. Social movements shake up social life; they reconfigure the horizons of individuals and groups by challenging old forms of knowledge and advancing new ones.” Xv, xvi.

“the power of patriotism and patriarchy, of war and whiteness as cultural forces of the 1980s encouraged American studies scholars to see the price that previous movements for social change had paid by marginalizing issues of race, gender, and sexual identification, how cultural conservatism rooted in racialized, gendered, and sexualized hierarchies worked against egalitarian social change. At the same time, they also came to see the importance of oppositional, resistant and negotiated cultural practices among subcultures, and even groups within dominant culture itself.” 25

“No critique from the past ever becomes completely obsolete, but no critique from the past can ever be adequate for the purposes of the present and future. Our time could become a time of unpredictable creativity, but only if we acknowledge the ways in which yesterday’s solutions can become today’s problems, and only if we accept the necessity for each generation to fashion a social warrant appropriate to its own historically specific needs and circumstances.” 56

Murder of Bill Moore, white postal workers who attempted to strike a blow for civil rights by marching through the Deep South “to deliver a letter” to Governor Ross Barnett of Mississippi, urging him to end his allegiance to racism. 58

“As Michael Ryan explained with elegant precision, much of European cultural criticism revolved around one central dialectical premise, that cultural texts are inescapably part of social processes and that social processes are themselves always textualized in some form. The 1980s “crisis of representation” stemmed from the recognition of the inevitability of representation, and from an attendant acceptance of the necessity for understanding how the mechanisms of representation contained covert as well as overt ideological messages.” 96

(note is Michael Ryan, The Politics of film: Discourse, Psychoanalysis, Ideology,” in Marxism and the interpretation of culture, ed. Lawrence Growwberg and Cary Nelson, UI Press 1988)

“One of cultural theory’s great contributions was to challenge the division between texts and experience. Literary critic Terry Eagleton especially took pains to affirm that the construction of texts is a social process, while at the same time insisting that no social experience existed outside of ideology and textualization.” 100

“It is one thing to say that discourse, ideology and textualization are inevitable and necessary parts of social experience, but it is quite another thing to say that they are the totality of social experience. As phrased in a quip reported by Jon Weiner, those who think everything is a text should “tell that to the veterans of foreign texts.” 100 (Jon Weiner, The De Man Affair,” The Nation 246 9 Jan 1988, p. 22)

other notes of note

Ralph Ellison, “Society, Morality, and the Novel,” in The Living Novel: A Symposium, ed. Granville Hicks, Macmillan, 1957.

Randall Robinson, The Debt, 
If you want the horse to work, you first put blinders on him.

On Plessy and Haitian Americans:

Michel S. Laguerre, Diasporic Citizenship: Haitian Americans in Transnational America. St. martin’s press, 1998.

The Study of History, by Lord Acton

MacMillan and Co. London and New York, 1895

A lecture on the study of history delivered at Cambridge, June 11, 1895.

Fellow students, he begins, . . . 

““Politics,” said Sir John Seeley, “are vulgar when they are not liberalized by history, and history fades into mere literature when it loses sight of its relation to practical politics.” Everybody perceives the sense in which this is true. For the science of politics is the one science that is deposited by the stream of history, like grains of gold in the sand of a river; and the knowledge of the past, the record of truths revealed by experience, is eminently practical, as an instrument to action, and a power that goes to the making of the future.” 2-3

Reliance on documents rather than dogma, sifting of authority. 

“Modern history touches us so nearly, it is so deep a question of life and death, that we are bound to fin dour own way through it, and to owe our insight to ourselves. The historians of former ages, unapproachable for us in knowledge and in talent, cannot be our limit. We have the power to be more rigidly impersonal, disinterested and just than they; and to learn from undisguised and genuine records to look with remorse upon the past, and to the future with assured hope of better things; bearing this in mind, that if we lower our standard in history, we cannot uphold it in Church or State.” 74

How to Teach and Study History, by B.A. Hinsdale

(with particular reference to the history of the United States)

New York, D. Appleton and Co. 1894

“This Hebrew idea adopted into our civilization is the essence of history, because it is at once the cause of civilization and the measure of it. In proportion as a people organize institutions that realize righteousness and goodness, or what is the same thing, justice and mercy, they achieve civilization.

 
History is an account of this progress, and Hegel has well said, in his Introduction to the Philosophy of History, that “the theme of world history is the onward progress into the consciousness of freedom.”” Vi, vii – From Editor’s Preface by W.T. Harris.

Author’s preface:

“The change in the colleges and universities is very marked. A college or university can not be named that, thirty years ago, employed a single professor exclusively in historical teaching; now there are a number of such institutions that require the united labors of several men to do the work. There has been a similar if not an equal growth of interest in the secondary and elementary schools. In fact, it was only a few years ago that the States first began to put the History of the united States on the list of studies required to be taught in the common schools.” Xiii

Professor Seeley comes nearer the truth when he says, “History should not merely gratify the reader’s curiosity about the past, but modify his views of the present.” 7

Rightly studied, history has a strongly sobering effect upon the mind, in which fact consists much of its value; taught as a mnemonic exercise, it becomes a burden and an obstacle to progress. 16

Germane to the subject also is the undoubted fact that an exclusive study of one’s own country, especially when the student is narrow-minded to begin with, tends to conceit. 17

On what became political history:

It suffices to say that in time the tendency to confine history closely to the transactions of government and the doings of important personages became strong. . . 

Lord Macauley more tersely describes

 this view of history”. . .Historians have, almost without exception, confined themselves to the public transactions of states.” 


This narrowing of the field was due to a variety of causes. . .” 20-1

Urges teachers to study primary sources on their own. “A majority of teachers in the Mississippi Valley can form an acquaintance with the works of the Mound-Builders; at least , they can read some of the books in which these works are described, as Short’s North Americans of Antiquity, and Foster’s Prehistoric Races in the United States of America. 37

Germans in the Herbart-Ziller school of pedagogists, . . . begin with Grimm’s, which are the core of 1st year instruction. Then Robinson Crusoe, then Old Testament, Odyssey, Norse Sagas, Shakespeary.  57

“Experience often shows that courses of lectures that have been taken with interest and are recalled with pleasure, have left little behind them save mistaken notions and vague ideas.” 61

“The Germans, deeply impressed by the value and even necessity to university students of original studies, invented the Seminar, as a means whereby such students could carry on such studies in various branches of knowledge, history included, under the direction of a competent professor.”

[The Seminar’s] proper function lies in the field of original work. 65

Discussing the discontents in America in 1775, Mr. Burke said that “where multitudes of slaves are found those who are free are by far the most proud and jealous of their freedom. Freedom is to them not merely an enjoyment but a kind of rank and privilege. . . Such were all the ancient commonwealths; such were our Gothic ancestors; such in our days were the Poles; and such will be all masters of slaves who are not slaves themselves. In such a people the haughtiness of domination combines with the spirit of freedom, fortifies it, and renders it invincible.” 293-4

Jefferson: “indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just, and that his justice can not sleep forever.” 298

Me: What is Irony? A dark tension between stories. . . counterpoint in a minor key. . . the difference between what our stories say we want to be and what our stories say we are. 

Help students locate historical resources in their lives, families, communities.

Liberal Education and the Public Interest

James O. Freedman

University of Iowa Press, Iowa City, 2003

Characteristics of Higher education during the last half-century:

1. access, time to degrees

2.      “Second, the traditional disciplines continue to control the ways we organize universities into academic departments and fit new areas of knowledge onto their procrustean beds, very much as they did fifty years ago. At the most fundamental level, the disciplines control the ways in which we shape our curricula and fields of concentration and how we make decisions on academic qualifications for appointment, promotion, and tenure. Indeed, even the architecture of most campuses, with buildings widely separated from one another, works to reinforce the academic Maginot lines that separate the disciplines.

             “To be sure, there has been a considerable increase in the extent to which interdisciplinary work has been introduced into universities. Familiar examples include African American Studies, Asian American Studies . . . Women’s Studies . . . “

“By and large, however, universities have not significantly altered their organizational arrangements better to reflect these new disciplinary and interdisciplinary concerns. Most faculty members who teach interdisciplinary courses continue to have their primary appointments in an established department, and, as a consequence, serve that master first.

“Third, lectures and seminars remain the dominant vehicles for conveying knowledge to students, just as they were in 1950.  

Knowing, Teaching & Learning History: national and International Perspectives, Stearns, Seixas, and Wineburg, editors. NYU Press, 2000, published in conjunction with the AHA

“One cannot mobilize for any social or national purpose without invoking the best version of history to support it. Indeed, the idea of social change (or even the conscious ideal of social conservation) makes no sense without a historical orientation in which to frame it.” – Peter Seixas, Schweigen! Die Kinder!, 23

“In either instance, historical knowledge appears as something fixed by authority rather than subject to investigation, debate, and its own system of warrants.” 23

“One way to start to comprehend the postmodern impossibility of bridging the gap between present and past is through an examination of the narrative form of historical writing. Historical accounts are organized as narratives, with a beginning, middle and end, with a meaning expressed through language that conforms to its own rules. The past, on the other hand, is not organized at all; it has no beginning, middle, or end (except as chosen by the historian), nor does it have meaning (except as imposed by the historian), and it exists beyond linguistic rules.” 27

Knowing how to use a cultural tool (history or cultural criticism) rather than knowing that ____.

“Indeed, if ‘historical thinking’ displaced the memorization of approved facts and an approved “framework” as a major goal for the history promoters, would some of the official and corporate enthusiasm for school history fade?” Desmond Morton, Teaching and Learning History in Canada, 59

Dilemmas and Delights of Learning History, by David Lowenthal, above collection, 64:

Modes of thinking specially needed in history:

Familiarity: Ability to recognize and situate a substantial common store of references about a consensually shared past.

Comparative judgment: Ability to absorb and critique evidence from a wide range of variant and conflicting sources.

Awareness of manifold truths: Ability to understand why different viewers are bound to know the past differently.

Appreciation of authority: Ability to acknowledge the debts to forerunners and to tradition while avoiding blind veneration or unquestioning adherence to earlier views.

Hindsight: Awareness that knowing the past is not like knowing the present and that history changes as new data, perceptions, contexts and syntheses go on unfolding.

History as Essentialist Apologetics (page 70, Lowenthal)

“A vogue for historical guilt valorizes presentist spins on past events. A culture of contrition condemns past iniquities. A rage for restitution – of land, art objects, grave goods, skeletal remains, bars of gold, languages, history itself – sweeps the world. I do not deny its legitimacy where heirs of the victimized are indubitably agreed and amends are more than windy rhetoric. But restitution and repentance fog historical understanding. They lump present groups as sole inheritors en bloc entitled to receive, or required to yield up, this or that ancestral good. Heritage so viewed exalts group purity, continuity, single-mindedness to the detriment of commingling, creolization, flexibility. It encourages people to essentialize history, giving particular groups special claims on “their” past and privileging their interpretive views.”

Essential fallacy: that those back then would feel as we do, given the chance.

Heritage versus History.

Get Becker, Everyman His Own Historian, 1931 AHA Presidential Address.

“Rational present action demands insight into other people’s pasts as well as our own.” 73

Hindsight entails risks as well as benefits, false illusion of superiority, 

“Moreover, hindsight lends the past an apparent coherence, consistency and reliability it never possessed for its denizens, tidying chaos into order, often into predestined sequence, as though things could not have happened otherwise. Knowing how things have turned out removes us still further from those for whom the past was a messy and confusing present.” 78

“We are bound to see the Second World War differently in 1985 than in 1950, not merely because masses of new evidence have come to light, but also because the years have unfolded further consequences—the Cold War, the United Nations, the revival of the German and Japanese economies.” 78

Hindsight throws a humbling light on the present; time will similarly outdate what we know, too.

“It is therefore prudent as well as politic to treat our students as the historians they are bound to become.” 79

“Historical enlightenment requires being receptive to astonishment. The best-taught past is unendingly surprising. It is full of tales at once true and false, tales given added salience by being translated into our own words and for our own eyes. But to be worth seeing and studying at all, it should be encountered as simultaneously bizarre and wonderful.” 79

Gary B. Nash, the “Convergence Paradigm”, 104

“This aptly describes the furtive power of words such as ‘inevitable,’ ‘inexorable,’ and ‘unstoppable’ – or, in Isaiah Berlin’s elegant formulation, the transferring of guilt about sordid parts of history to cosmic forces beyond the power of individuals to alter.” 

Role played by great books in social movements, Helen Hunt Jackson’s Century of Dishonor, 1881, about native Americans. 

Texts and slavery, Textbooks

Daniel Boorstin, The Americans: The Colonial Experience,

Henry Steele Commager and Samuel Eliot Morison, The Growth of the American Republic 

Oliver Chitwood, A History of Colonial America, editions from 1931 to 1961 on slavery

Stages involved in historiogrpahical research: Formulating an historical problem from the secondary literature, choosing a topic and developing a prospectus, conducting research, and writing an interpretive essay. (most history majors don’t get to do this.) 162

Finally, they rarely had the occasion to step back from their fields and consider the stability or certainty of knowledge, how it was created and tested and by whom, much less what this implied for what and how they would teach. 

Determine the mental tasks that are approrpieate for learning goals and then select or develop activities that require those tasks.

“ We introduced two ideas that are new to our students: that instructional activities should be designed to provide continuous information on pupil learning, information to which the learners are privy and that assessment should involve tasks that have some meaning beyond success in school.” – Catwalk across the great divide, 166

Identifying, researching, and writing about an issue of historical significance, creating a timeline for the issue, serving as a critical colleague, identifying learniners, identifying activities, 

Ubiquitous topical organization: Explorers, Colonies, Revolution, etc. 

Okay, this is me: What historians formulate their question “US to 1877”?

Add creating a timeline for the issue to our Fall tasks?

As a model for the preparation of history teachers, the issue-based curriculum unit appears infinitely adaptable to the individual tacher, subject matter, learners. 

People learn lots of history outside the classroom, maybe most. Voice of the academy not privileged. Memory versus learning. Knowledge versus belief.

Document based question, provide a raft of primary documents and have students write interpretation. Maybe good for citation workshop?

Best essay in the book, How Americans Use and Think about the Past: Implications from a national survey for the teaching of history, by Roy Rosenzweig. 262

Most people in their survey participated in past related activities. 

“Respondents felt most unconnected to the past when they encountered it in books, movies, or classrooms. They felt most connected when they encountered the past with the people who mattered the most to them, and they often pursued the past in ways that drew in family and friends.” 265

which past was more important, family, nation, racial/ethnic, place

“This tendency to construct collective narratives about the past and to use materials from those collective narratives to understand their lives in the present, which is so evident among African Americans and Sioux Indians, is much less marked among most white Americans.” 270

Put this with Baldwin!

“Equally significant, we did not hear many of the conventional, textbook narratives of linear progress that are often associated with capital “H” history. Respondents rarely mentioned the triumphal national narrative favored by those who write textbooks or advocate history as a means of teaching patriotism and civics.”  271

“While some might be inclined to blame an insufficiently nationalist school curriculum, I believe that the fading power of the national story is rooted in much deeper changes than shifts in school curriculum – for example, the suspicion of traditional nationalism fostered by American misadventures in Vietnam and the globalization of the economy.” 271

He quotes Hobsbawm: “Historians are to nationalism what poppy growers in Pakistan are to heroin addicts: We supply the essential raw material for the market.” 272

They often added that they forgot the details as soon as the exam had ended. Memorization and regurgitation, calling out dates. 

The web so readily makes student work publicly available. 

Maybe have a journal? Students rotate the editing? Publish each others’ papers? 

“But white Americans, it seems to me, less often use the past to reach beyond their families and to recognize their connections to wider groups of neighbors and fellow citizens. . . Many white Americans understand and use the past in ways that make them suspicious of outsiders.” 279

Making Historical Sense, by Sam Wineburg

“I write these words at a time when the scent of blood rises from the fields of Kosovo. When sixteen- and seventeen-year-old adversaries lay waste to each other’s villages and shell each other into oblivion, they do so as historical beings, as representatives of struggles each side has inherited and made its own.” 307

content versus skills debate. Sean Wilentz, The Past Is Not a Process, NYT April 20, 1996, E15.

“Heritage, like history, uses the past, but it makes no pretense of being self-critical; It makes no apologies for pursuing its work with the predetermined goals of making us feel proud of our past, whether or not we ought to feel proud. In the everyday language of public discourse, history and heritage (or history and memory) tend to get conflated. . .” 311

On social learning, quoting Vygotsky

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological plane. First it appears between people as an interpsychological category and then within the child as an intrapsychological category. . . social relations or relations among people genetically underlie all higher functions and their relationships.” 336

Using historians’ heuristics, students ask their classmates:

Who made the source, and when was it made?

Who is the intended audience for the source?

What is the story line within a source?

Why they produced a source and the purpose it served?

Whether other evidence supports the source? Contests it?

Whether the source is believable?

What is the story line that connects all the sources?

345

Actually, we want them to treat historical text as they would other texts, with critical questions and a sense of delight in beauty or beautifully done work – mea.

Media literacy inevitably historical as well as cultural 

Where’s the research about collective learning? 

