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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING CHILDREN'S HISTORICAL SENSE-MAKING: A VIEW
FROM THE CLASSROOM

By

Shari Levine Rose

The social studies curricular community has always disagreed about what
children should and can learn, how they should learn, and what teaching should
look like. For the most part, these discussions have been uniformed by careful
study of how children understand and make sense of the past. This study
describes and explains a group of third and fourth graders’ construction of
meaning in an inquiry-oriented social studies classroom. In so doing, | offer into
current debates an empirical study of children’s sense-making. Moving back and
forth between three focus students and the class as a collective, | offer a
description of the dynamic interaction between what children brought with them
(i.e., knowledge, values, beliefs, and ways of knowing), our classroom discourse,
and the narratives students created.

This study took place in an urban school with a racially and
socioeconomically diverse student population. As both the teacher and the
researcher, | was responsible for creating the teaching context and studying my
students’ sense-making. Much of the data collection took place during the
normal course of instruction. In addition to taking daily field notes, | collected

children’s written work, journals, and projects. | engaged in more intensive data



collection by periodically interviewing a sample of six focal fourth graders who
represented a cross-section of abilities and backgrounds.

Standing at the intersection of multiple streams of overlapping intellectual
work, the analyses were informed by recent calls to attend to both the subject-
specific nature of history teaching and learing and to the constructed nature of
meaning (both for individuals and within the disciplines), and to consider the
situated nature of knowledge and cognition. Each chapter explores these
theoretical realms empirically, demonstrating how children’s historical sense-
making is subject-specific, constructed, and situated in multiple contexts.

In this study, | argue that in order to understand the subject-specific,
constructed, and situated nature of children’s historical sense-making one must
draw upon multiple disciplines and interdisciplinary fields. The analyses | offer
emerged out of the dialectic between my examination of the record of a year of
teaching and reading from various fields including the works of historians,
philosophers of history, socio-linguistics, social scientists, and cultural

psychologists.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Mrs. Rose, | understand why we study math. We need to know math so

we can balance our check book. | understand why we need to know how

to spell. We couldn't get a job if we couldn’t spell. And we have to have
language arts and English so we know how to read and write. But Mrs.

Rose, why history? (Bill', 1996-1997 school year)

My student Bill, a thoughtful fifth grader who always willingly participated
in class, asked me this question at the beginning of our study of American
history. Like many upper elementary students, he found history to be boring
and irrelevant (Goodlad, 1984). He apparently made no connection between
“all those dead people,” as he called them, and the present. Bill's assessment
of the need for and value of learning history is not surprising given what we
know about traditional history teaching (Cuban, 1984; Goodlad, 1984; McNeil,
1986). Students suffer through monotonous lectures, outline chapter after
chapter of textbook prose, and fill notebooks with information about names,
dates, and events — most of which they appear to quickly forget (Ravitch & Finn,
1987).

Bill's appraisal of history stands in sharp contrast to the role that
reformers contend history can and should play in schools. They point toward

its indispensable role in helping future citizens develop political intelligence

and judgment, a sense of national and personal identity, and an understanding

—————

" The names of all students and adults are pseudonyms.



of the relationship between the past and the present. Standards, frameworks,
benchmarks, and other curriculum documents make similar assertions about
the potential power of a high quality social studies education.

As an instructor of a social studies methods course for preservice
elementary school teachers at Michigan State University, | once asked my
students to consider what it might mean to teach history for understanding. To
this end, we evaluated history and social studies standards, curriculum
statements, and other reform proposals. While many of my students became
excited about the possibilities outlined in these proposals, they remained
skeptical about the feasibility of such goals. Like many prospective teachers,
they complained that “people from MSU” were hopelessly theoretical and out of
touch with the daily realities of classroom life (Tom, 1997). Furthermore, the
child development majors in my class who knew a little about Piaget argued
that the call for students to learn about history in the early elementary years
disregarded what we know about children’s cognitive development. Children at
this age, they maintained, could not understand the distant past nor could they
engage in the critical thinking skills which the various reforms set forth.

With these charges, my students unwittingly joined the wider debate
about social studies. The social studies curricular community has always
disagreed about what children should and can learn, how they should learn,
and what teaching should look like. For the most part, these discussions have
been uninformed by careful study of children’s historical understanding. The

purpose of this study is to describe how a group of third and fourth graders




made sense of the past. | do so in order to offer into the debates an empirical
study of children’s historical sense-making.

| begin this chapter by briefly discussing the larger picture in which
discussions of history education take place. | follow that with a description of
the teaching experiences that motivated me to conduct this study. | then
explicate my research questions and methods, setting them in the context of
current debates over children’s historical thinking. Finally, | provide an overview
of each chapter.
Competing Rhetorics: What Should be Taught and How

The purpose of social studies has historically been and continues to be
to promote “good” citizenship (Allen, 1996; Hertzberg, 1981; Jenness, 1990;
Lybarger, 1991). However, reformers and the general public disagree over
what it means to be a good citizen. Some believe that good citizens should be
obedient and well-behaved. Others believe that good citizens are critical and
take action to effect change and promote social justice. Depending upon their
view of good citizenship, reformers hold varying positions regarding what
knowledge is of most worth, what values, beliefs and skills a “good” citizen
should possess, and how social studies or history should be taught. As such,
the history of social studies proposals reflects a continual struggle over how to
help students become the kinds of citizens reformers envision (Allen, 1996).

A related but somewhat separate debate concerns the disciplines
traditionally associated with the social studies curriculum. Some argue that the

social sciences should take center stage, while others maintain that history
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should be the primary focus (Jenness, 1990). In recent years, there has been
a movement to include more history in the social studies curriculum (i.e.,
Gagnon, 1989). Yet even amongst these proponents, the question of what
should be taught and how it should be taught remains a “battleground of
political and pedagogical issues” (Cohen, 1995, p. 1).

Some curricular reformers such as Ravitch and Finn (1987), Hirsch
(1987), and Bloom (1987) believe that history should play a vital role in helping
students develop a strong national identity. To this end, they believe that
schools should teach a single historical canon that emphasizes our common
history as Americans. Multicultural reformers, however, argue that the effort to
define a single canon excludes the multiple histories which can be told about
our nation’s past, marginalizing minority groups, the working class, and
women. These critics argue that the “core body of knowledge” currently taught
in schools promotes cultural hegemony by privileging the Eurocentric history of
Great White Men (Banks, 1996; Giroux & Aronowitz, 1985).

Critical theorists argue that school history helps reproduce existing
economic inequalities by promoting capitalist ideologies and by presenting
students with sanitized versions of history devoid of conflict and controversy
(Anyon, 1979; Apple, 1982). Thus, multicultural reformers and critical theorists
call for the inclusion of the histories of groups that have traditionally been
excluded from the social studies curriculum.

The debate is more complicated still. Not only do reformers disagree

about what should be taught, they also disagree over methods of instruction.




Some scholars argue that students should be engaged in disciplined historical
inquiry so that they will develop the critical thinking skills necessary for effective
political participation (Newmann, Secada & Wehlage, 1995). Others contend
that students should participate in the decision-making process (Engle &
Ochoa, 1988). Some emphasize the role of lively storytelling in socializing
students to accept mainstream values, beliefs, and ideas about our nation
(Egan, 1988). Others argue that history instruction should focus upon social
education goals by using history to highlight democratic concepts (Brophy &
VanSledright, 1997). Still others maintain that history instruction should focus
on social justice issues and provide an impetus for students to become
change agents themselves (Hasbach, Roth, Rosaen, & Hoekwater, 1995).
These curricular debates continue to rage, not only amongst educational
reformers but also in the popular media (Cornbleth, C. & Waugh, D.; Nash, G.,
Crabtree, C. & Dunn, R., 1997). While much of these debates center around
theoretical issues, several researchers have attempted to describe various
approaches to social studies teaching in practice. Building on the work of
Evans (1989), Brophy and VanSledright (1997) characterize the approaches of
three teachers, labeling one as a storyteller, another as a scientific historian,
and the third as a reformer. The practices of these teachers reflect what they
believe the purpose of history instruction should be and resonate with the
larger debates over the form and content of history instruction. For instance,
the storyteller believes that all students should learn the story of their nation

(pp. 45-71). The scientific historian values teaching students about history as a
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discipline, and the reformer seeks to use history as a means of getting
students to rethink the past in light of social justice issues (pp. 195-249).
The Reality: What History Teaching Looks Like

While the instruction of the teachers Brophy and VanSledright (1997)
studied seem to parallel the competing approaches called for by reformers,
most agree that typical history instruction does not meet the various goals
which have been set forth. Even though few large-scale empirical studies of
social studies instruction at the elementary level exist, we do know some
things about modal teaching practice (Wilson, in press). Often referred to as
the de facto curriculum, teachers rely heavily upon social studies textbooks,
particularly at the fifth grade level (Brophy, 1992; Stodoisky, 1988). They
emphasize rote memorization of names, dates, and events (Cuban, 1984;
Goodlad, 1984).

At the same time, however, in her study of 19 elementary classrooms,
Stodolsky (1988) found that teachers used a wider variety of instructional
activities during social studies than they did in math classes. Although both
subjects were very teacher-centered, there were more opportunities for group
work during social studies instruction. Among other activities, students in
social studies classes played games, engaged in research, watched films,
and made crafts. Still, they spent most of their time listening to the teacher,
reading aloud, and answering teacher-directed questions (Stodolsky, 1988).

Alleman and Brophy (1993) found that although teachers often attempt to



integrate social studies with other subjects, the activities often lacked any
educational value or did not promote social education goals.
What is Historical Understanding?

Based on their assessment of modal practice, most reformers agree
that teachers do not generally teach history for understanding. Current reforms
uniformly call for teaching for understanding (Cohen, McLaughin, & Talbert,
1993; Wiske, 1998), yet the language they use belies deep and long-standing
disagreements regarding the nature of historical understanding. What it
means to “know” or understand history has varied over time and continues to
be the subject of much debate amongst historians, philosophers of history,
educational reformers, and researchers (i.e., Booth, 1994; Collingwood, 1946;
Hempel, 1962; Mink, 1987; Novick, 1988; Sexias, 1995; VanSledright, in
press).

The National Standards for History (1994, 1996) which grew out of the
Goals 2000 project, represent one view (though influenced by multiple
discourses) regarding what it means to know and understand history. |
present the view of historical understanding embodied in these Standards
because they influenced the goals | had for my own students as well as the
learning opportunities | created. In addition, the Standards represent the only
contemporary semi-consensus among a large group of historians and
educators over the meaning of historical understanding. However, because it
remains contested terrain, | situate their position within some of the larger

historic debates over historical understanding.



Objectivity. To begin with, historians and philosophers have long
disagreed about whether or not history is or can be objective. Some have
argued that the role of the historian is to “let the facts speak for themselves”
(Elton, 1967; Ranke, 1973). Others, often referred to by their opponents as
relativists, stress the human element of historical inquiry, highlighting the role
the historian plays in selecting facts and asking questions (Beard, 1935;
Becker, 1955). More recently, postpositivist writers have called into question
the distinction between history and fiction, blurring the boundaries between the
two (Jenkins, 1991; White, 1978). For these authors, history is made, not
found.

Like many contemporary writers, rather than treating history as
something which is discovered, the authors of the Standards (1994)
distinguish between what happened in the past with what historians write
about it, stressing the socially constructed nature of history:

Students need to realize that historians may differ on the facts they

incorporate in the development of their narratives, and disagree as well

on how those facts are to be interpreted. Thus, “history” is usually taken
to mean what happened in the past but written history is a dialogue
among historians not only about what happened but about why and how
it happened, how it affected other happenings, and how much

importance it ought to be assigned. (p. 26)

According to these authors, written history is contested and constructed, an
ongoing dialogue of real people with different “perspectives, beliefs, and points
of view” (p. 27) who select what to include and exclude from their narratives. It

is a dialogue about explanations, cause and effect, and significance.

The nature of explanations. While the authors of the Standards draw



attention to the idea that historians argue over why and how things happen,
they fail to address the fact that historians and philosophers of history disagree
about the very nature of historical explanations. For example, some have
claimed that historical explanations are (or should be) the same as
explanations in the natural sciences, conforming to the model of deduction or
induction used in generating scientific explanations (Hempel, 1962). Others
maintain that explanations in history are fundamentally different from those in
the natural sciences (Collingwood, 1946; Dray, 1959; Hexter, 1971). The latter
reject the idea that there are universal laws from which historical explanations
can be deduced (Collingwood,1946; Dray, 1959; Hempel, 1962; Hexter,
1971). Some authors distinguish between reasons and causes. These
writers argue that causes imply an inevitability, whereas reasons explain why
something occurred without treating events deterministically (Dray, 1959).
Others maintain that historians explain by simply collecting as much data about
past events as possible (Walsh, 1969). Still others equate historical
explanations with the reenactment of the thoughts which motivated the actions
of historical actors (Collingwood, 1946).

The authors of the Standards also reject the notion of covering laws or
laws of historical development, arguing that "nothing is more dangerous than a
simple monocausal explanation of past experiences and present problems” (p.
26). Instead, they call for students to “analyze cause and effect relationships
bearing in mind multiple causation” (p. 27). Similarly, they state that students

should be able to compare competing historical narratives, “demonstrating




how an emphasis on different causes contributes to different interpretations”
(p. 27).

Human agency/determinism. Finally, some historians have treated the
unfolding of events as though they were inevitable, a reflection of laws which
guide the evolution of human history (Engle, 1908/1969; Marx, 1888/1969).
Others stress the role of human agency and free will (Berlin, 1969;
Collingwood, 1946). Some emphasize both, seeking to understand the
structural factors which constrain human behavior as well the intentions of
historical actors (Appleby, Hunt, & Jacob, 1994; Seixas, 1995).

The authors of the Standards highlight the contingent nature of history,
stressing the role of human action and our capacity to make choices that
influence the course of history:

[WIlell-written historical accounts can also alert students to the traps of

lineality and inevitability. Students must understand the relevance of the

past to their own time, but they need also to avoid the trap of lineality, of
drawing straight lines between past and present, as though earlier
movements were being propelled teleologically toward some
rendezvous with destiny in the late 20™ century.

A related trap is that of thinking that events have unfolded inevitably — that

the way things are is the way they had to be, and thus that humankind

lacks free will and the capacity for making choice. Unless students can
conceive that history could have turned out differently, they may
unconsciously accept the notion the future is also inevitable or
predetermined, and that human agency and individual action count for

nothing. (p. 26)

In light of these beliefs, the authors want students to “challenge arguments of
historical inevitability” and to understand “the importance of the individual in

history, the influence of ideas, human interests, and beliefs and the role of

chance, the accidental and irrational” (p. 27).
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What Can Children Understand?

Just as reformers take positions within the contested terrain of historical
understanding, so too do researchers. Those who have investigated history
teaching and learning conceptualize historical understanding in multiple ways,
making it difficult to compare one study with the next (Wineburg, 1996). As
Wineburg explains in his review of the literature:

History, though bearing the same name in these reports, is rarely the

same thing. Historical understanding can mean anything from

memorizing a list of dates to mastering a set of logical relations, from

being able to recite an agreed upon story to contending with ill-structured
problems resistant to single interpretations. (p. 423)

These various conceptualizations of historical understanding shape the
questions researchers ask, their analyses, and findings. The majority of these
studies have not investigated the kinds of understandings called for by the
Standards. Therefore, many of these studies do little to inform the ongoing
debate about whether or not children can understand in the ways espoused by
the authors of the Standards and other reformers.

Much of the earlier research conducted in the Piagetian tradition treated
historical thinking as though it were identical to reasoning in the natural
Sciences, measuring children’s ability to engage in deductive thought (Booth,
1994). vYet the Standards (1994) provide a very different image of historical
reasoning, calling for students to “elaborate imaginatively upon the evidence”

(r.30). Moreover, those researchers who define historical understanding as
facts to be learned offer little insight into whether or not children can

u""’e"%‘»‘t'am:l history’s interpretive nature.
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At the elementary level, the small but growing body of contemporary
research typically uses the school curriculum as a starting point for assessing
students’ understanding. For example, Brophy and VanSledright (1997) have
studied what children know about Native Americans, explorers, the colonies,
the American Revolution, and westward expansion both before and after

instruction on these topics. Focusing on key ideas traditionally taught in fifth-
grade United States history courses, they derived their interview questions from
curriculum guidelines and the district's adopted textbook series. Similarly,
McKeown and Beck (1994) compared fifth and sixth graders’ prior knowledge
about the period before the American Revolution with the prior knowledge they
believed students needed to make sense of the textbook’s account of this time
period.

These researchers both found that students brdught differing amounts
of partial knowledge, confusions, misconceptions, and accurate knowledge
with them to the study of history. Brophy and VanSledright (1997) noted that
children tended to conflate bits and pieces of historical information from
various eras. However, the students had fewer misconceptions and
conflations after instruction. McKeown and Beck (1990, 1994) concluded that

children did not have enough prior knowledge to form coherent narratives from

Simply reading the textbooks. The textbooks, they argue, assume more

knowledge than the children typically had.
Brophy and VanSledright's (1997) and McKeown and Beck’s (1990,

1984) research may help teachers better link instruction to what children know

12



by enabling them to identify and eliminate common misconceptions. These
studies do not, however, help us understand whether or not children can move
beyond searching for the “one authoritative interpretation,” as the authors of the
Standards urge. These researchers do not problematize the nature or breadth
of school knowledge, but simply accepted its operational definition as what
traditionally appears in textbooks. In contrast, the authors of the Standards
(1994) view teachers’ reliance on textbooks as an obstacle to helping students
develop more sophisticated historical understandings:

One of the most common problems in helping students become

thoughtful readers of historical narrative is the compulsion students feel

to find the one right answer, the one essential fact, the one authoritative
interpretation. “Am | on the right track?” Is this what you want?” they ask.

Or worse yet, they rush to closure reporting back as self-evident truths

the facts or conclusions presented in the document or text. . . .

These problems are deeply rooted in the conventional ways in which

textbooks have presented history; a succession of facts marching

straight to a settled outcome. (p. 26)

Since most of the research has not adopted the view of historical
Understanding promoted by the Standards, the question of whether children
Can develop the kinds of understandings they call for remains largely
Unexamined.

In setting forth their ambitious goals for students, the authors of the
Siﬂﬂ.dﬁLds. explicitly reject more pessimistic assumptions regarding children’s
Capacity for historical thought embodied in the traditional elementary social
Studies curriculum known as “Expanding Horizons,” acerbically described by

Rauitch (1987) as “tot sociology.” This curricular approach assumes that

Students’ learning must start with their worlds; children study their family,
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neighborhood, and community, gradually expanding outward as they get older.
In the fourth grade they sometimes study state or local history and then receive
their first formal exposure to chronological American history in the fifth grade.
However, as Crabtree (1989) suggests, the expanding horizons curricular
approach has been based more in folklore and myth than in empirical study.

In contrast to the creators and supporters of the expanding horizons
approach, the authors of the_Standards (1996) are optimistic about children’s
capacity to understand the past, arguing that infusing history into the early years
will expand children’s “world of understanding far beyond the ‘here and now."
Specifically, they refer to the “widespread and growing support of more and
better history in the schools, beginning in the early grades” as one of the
“encouraging signs of this decade.” Furthermore, they maintain that “history --
along with literature and the arts — provides one of the most enriching studies
in which [young children] can be engaged” (National Center for History in the
Schools (NCHS), 1996)

Despite their enthusiasm for including “more and better” history into the
©lementary curriculum, they too make many assumptions about what children
are capable of understanding. The authors assert, for example, that even very
Y Oung children can understand times and places far removed from their own
! ives, explicitly stating that, “[c]hildren can, from the earliest elementary grades,

begin to build historical understandings and perspectives and to think

2
These. standards are published at http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/nchs/usk4-toc.htm. There

|QAre no page numbers referenced.
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historically” (NCHS, 1996). Yet, these assumptions are no more grounded in
large bodies of empirical research than the expanding horizons curriculum
(Barton, Downey, Epstein, Levstik, Seixas, Thornton & VanSledright, 1996;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Seixas, 1993).

Similarly, the Standards’ authors assume that children are capable of
understanding history as a social construction, rather than a literal
representation. However, current research suggests that most children (and
adults) view knowledge (history and otherwise) as being fixed, certain, and
knowable (Cohen, 1988; Gabella, 1994, 1998; Wineburg, 1991). The
understanding for which the reformers call would require students to move
from viewing historical knowledge as facts which correspond to objective reality
to understanding its socially constructed nature. Yet, we do not know when and
if children can make this sort of epistemological shift.

Again, research provides us with little insight. Those who have
conducted studies on epistemological beliefs disagree about whether or how
those beliefs are related to cognitive development, age, gender, and education
(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Hofer & Printrich, 1997; King &
Kitcherner, 1994; Perry, 1970; Schommer, 1994). Some argue that peoples’
Beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing are an “artifact of the
S cialization process,” reflecting various experiences both inside and outside
OF school (Cole, 1992; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Schommer, 1990). Others
MNaintain that people’s views of knowledge reflect innate cognitive apparatus

that develop over time (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958; Montgomery, 1992). Those
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who believe that experiences play a decisive role in shaping one’s view of
knowledge maintain that instruction can have a significant impact on student
learning (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, Moore, 1994). It is to the role of teaching that |
now turn.
The Role of Instruction
The Standards’ authors clearly take the position that instruction can
influence children’s ability to understand the past, arguing that it is the
teacher’s responsibility to create conditions that foster historical
understanding. To this end, they make claims about the kinds of opportunities
students should experience and the effect that those experiences will have on
children’s thinking. In the earliest grade levels they state:
History becomes especially accessible and interesting to children when
approached through stories, myths, legends, and biographies that
capture children’s imaginations and immerse them in times and
cultures of the recent and long ago past.
In addition to stories, children should be introduced to a wide variety of
historical artifacts, illustrations, and records that open them to first-hand
glimpses into the lives of people in the past: Family photos, letters,
diaries, and other accounts of the past obtained from family records,
local newspapers, libraries, and museums; field trips to historical sites
in their neighborhood and community; and visits to “living museums”
where actors reenact life long ago.
Al of these resources and activities, they claim, will help children formulate
Questions for study and support historical thinking, such as:
the ability to marshal information; create sound hypotheses; locate
events in time and place; compare and contrast past and present;
explain historical causes and consequences; analyze historical fiction
and illustrations for their accuracy and perspectives, and compare with
primary sources that accurately portray life, attitudes, and values in the

past; compare different stories about an era or event in the past and the
interpretations or perspectives of each; and create historical narratives
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of their own in the form of stories, letters such as a child long ago might
have written, and descriptive accounts of events.

The authors (NCHS, 1994) also maintain that having children actively engage
in systematic and disciplined inquiry will help students understand the
constructed nature of history:
students will better understand that written history is a human
construction, that certain judgments about the past are tentative
and arguable, and that historians regard their work as critical
inquiry, pursued as ongoing debates with other historians. By
their active engagement in historical inquiry, students will learn for
themselves why historians are continuously reinterpreting the past, and
why new interpretations emerge not only from uncovering new evidence

but rethinking old evidence in light of new ideas springing up in our own
times. (p. 29)

Appealing as these lofty claims are, they too are not grounded in
empirical evidence. In part, this is because the studies that do exist of
elementary age children’s historical understanding have not been conducted
with students who experienced Standards-like instruction. Brophy and
VanSledright (1997) studied students, for example, of a teacher who used a
traditional storytelling approach. She neither helped students understand the
Way historians construct historical arguments nor helped them assess the
Nature and quality of evidence upon which historians rely. Instead, she
Presented a single and correct version of the past which students were
©Xpected to know. Hence, it is not surprising that the students conveyed their
Ristorical knowledge in story-like narratives “delivered primarily as factual
Tnformation” (p. 253).

However, a few studies have investigated elementary age children’s

thinking in less traditional contexts. VanSledright and Kelly (1998) studied a

17



(%2

2

»




group of sixth graders in a class where the teacher used muitiple sources such
as biographies, historical fiction, and other secondary sources, deliberately
choosing this site because of their belief that the use of multiple sources might
promote historical understanding. Echoing the claims of the authors of the

Standards, VanSledright and Kelly speculate that:

[s]tudents, for example, might encounter different versions of similar
events, which could produce cognitive dissonance that would create the
need for resolving disparities. Or, information obtained from a variety of
sources could require judgments about significance and reliability in
order to determine which source(s) would be best to use. In much the
way historical thinking involves weighing evidence, searching for
patterns and inconsistencies, and constructing different ideas about
what might have taken place, use of different sources could promote
corollary thinking and focus information gathering. (p. 242)
VanSledright and Kelly (1998) examine whether or not these students
exhibited any of the reading and reasoning practices which Wineburg
(1991,1994), Leinhardt and Young (1994), and Greene (1994) identified as
being characteristic of historians. They found that simply having students use
Mmultiple (sometimes conflicting) sources did not cause students to raise
Questions about the validity and reliability of evidence. In their interviews,
however, students did show emerging signs of critical reading and advanced
historical thinking. When pressed, for example, some students found the
QAuthor's point of view important in judging a source’s reliability. A few students
Faised issues related to bias in historical accounts and the role that the
QAuthor’s point of view might play in the selection of information.

The researchers concluded that the students’ uncritical stance toward

the multiple sources reflected the view of knowledge promoted by the teacher's
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assignments. The teacher provided students with topics; students were
expected to find “answers.” In this classroom, historical research consisted of
copying information verbatim rather than comparing and contrasting varying
accounts. VanSledright and Kelly's (1998) research highlights the idea that
simply providing students with multiple sources will not necessarily help them
understand the interpretive nature of history or gain critical reading skills. They
suggest that teachers must explicitly assist students in recognizing conflicting
accounts and developing explanations for differing interpretations. The teacher
in this classroom did not share these goals.

In a related study, Barton (1998) investigated fourth and fifth graders’
ideas about evidence. In contrast to the teacher in VanSledright and Kelly’s
(1998) study, the teachers in this study emphasized “active involvement, open-
ended assignments, and students’ construction of meaning” (p. 410).
Specifically, they wanted students to understand how historians use evidence
to construct narratives and to highlight that there can be muiltiple interpretations
of the same event. To this end, in one unit, the students read twelve different
Accounts of the battle at Lexington Green, evaluating each for its reliability.

Contrary to VanSledright and Kelly’s findings (1998), Barton’s (1998)
Subjects were able to skillfully evaluate the reliability of evidence, identifying
ISsues such as bias, motive, and one’s politics as factors which would affect
QAuthors’ accounts. As they critiqued various sources, students drew upon their

Personal experiences with disagreements, bias, and memory that they had

developed outside the context of school history. They did not, however, transfer
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these understandings to gain insight into how historians construct narratives.
In particular, they made no connection between evidence and the claims
historians or they themselves made. When students were asked who they
thought fired the first shot at Lexington Green, they reached conclusions based
on their opinions of what “must” have happened, rather than the evidence
which they had examined. Students specifically stated that they did not rely
upon the evidence because none of the sources were completely reliable.
Dismissing all sources because of their fallibility, they were left to rely upon
their intuition. They assumed that historians reached conclusions the same
way that they did.

Barton’s study sheds light on both what students bring with them to
school as well as some of the challenges teachers might face in introducing
students to multiple interpretations. Students’ experiences outside of school
helped them understand that behind accounts lie willful authors. This same
realization, however, led students to rely upon their own opinions in coming to
Conclusions, completely disregarding the lack of an evidentiary basis for their
Claims.

In sum, disagreements still exist regarding children’s ability to develop
the historical understanding described in the Standards, as well as the role
instryction plays. Some researchers, like Brophy and VanSledright (1997),
Continue to emphasize the way in which children’s cognitive development

Constrains their ability to engage in abstract historical thinking:

 fifth graders’ readiness for historical study is limited by not only their
prior knowledge but also by their cognitive development. The students’
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questions and comments in class, their written KWL responses and

work on assignments, and especially their oral responses to our

interview questions consistently reminded us that they were still

primarily concrete thinkers, not very skilled at abstract thought. (p. 252)
The researchers go on to assert that, “it is unrealistic to argue that the
elementary history curriculum should be developed primarily as socialization of
students into history as an academic discipline” (p. 254).

Other scholars continue to place a greater emphasize on the role that
context and/or culture play in shaping students’ understandings, without
making claims about the limitations of elementary students’ level of cognitive
development. For example, Barton (1998) attributed children’s difficulties in

leaming to use evidence to several factors:

their lack of previous experience with such skills, their exposure to

history primarily in the form of narratives, or their perceptions that the use

of historical evidence has little importance in the wider culture. (p. 426)
The disagreements among researchers are likely to continue. As long as their
studies conceptualize historical understanding differently, it is unlikely that their
findings will lead to some sort of consensus (Wilson, in press; Wineburg,
1996). Moreover, the lack of reform-oriented teaching contexts makes it likely
that much research will continue to investigate the historical understanding of

children who encounter traditional instruction.

A View from the Classroom

As a teacher, this ongoing debate left me dissatisfied. Furthermore,
Since social studies had taken a back seat in my own classroom (as it does for
Most elementary teachers, e.g., Stodolsky, 1988), | had no personal “existence

Proofs” that the kind of teaching and learning envisioned in the reforms were
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possible. | (like my preservice teachers) was left wondering whether the kinds
of understanding described in the Standards were too abstract for elementary
age children. | decided to return to elementary school teaching so | could figure
out what it might mean to teach in a reform-minded way. For the next two years,
| taught social studies to fourth, fifth, and sixth graders.

Armed with an optimistic stance regarding children’s capacity for
complex historical thought, | shared Booth’s (1994) concern that there is a
danger in limiting our expectations of what children can do. | believed that my
ability to help children develop more sophisticated historical understandings
rested on my skill in scaffolding students’ learing, a skill | was just beginning
to develop. This required me to attend to students’ ideas as | tried to figure out
both what my students brought with them and how | could build upon those
ideas.

Educational researchers have sometimes claimed that students have
little experience to draw upon in understanding history. For example, Brophy

(19g5) notes that:

Children acquire a great deal of mathematical and scientific knowledge
through their everyday experiences, and they develop emergent literacy
knowledge through social interactions and observation of parents and
older siblings. However, children’s informal learning experiences
ordinarily do not teach them much about the past. Instead they depend
on information communication from parents, teachers, books, and
audio-visual media to acquire historical knowledge. (p. 98)

VanSledright and Brophy (1992) argue that children “lack an experiential

knowledge base. . . . from which to draw information for developing historical

Constructions and understandings” (p. 841). Their work highlights the many
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misconceptions children have about the past. But, it also points to the fact that
children do bring much with them to their encounter with formal history in
school. They are not blank slates (Barton, 1995; Levstik & Barton, 1996;
Wineburg, in press). Children, like adults, as Seixas (1995) notes:
encounter everywhere traces of the human past in artifacts and relics,
documents, the built environment, landscapes, or, on a more complex

level, institutions and languages. . . [They] experience accounts of the
human past, in innumerable presentations of the past that we confront

outside of formal history-learning through family stories and the media,
including television news, film, historical fiction, historical references in
advertising, and popular commemoration. (p. 766)
As | taught, | began to witness the way in which my students’ personal, cultural,
and popular knowledge and beliefs influenced their sense-making.
Sometimes strengths, sometimes limitations, these sources shaped students’
understandings as they encountered new content.?

For instance, while teaching a unit entitled “The First Americans,” | asked
my sixth graders what evidence would convince them that the first Americans
haqg migrated from Asia over a land bridge (the textbook presented this as fact
Not theory). Many of the students cited the textbook as a good source of
©vVidence (they specified that the answer was, in fact, on page 41). However,
after some probing, Sue asserted that “the textbook was probably written by a
White person, so they wouldn’'t know who the first Americans were." Half
Chi|:>pevwa, Sue explained that the elder tribe member at Native American camp

hag told her about the tribe’s origin myth, a myth that held that her people

Originated in the Western Hemisphere. In this instance, Sue’s cultural and
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religious beliefs conflicted with the information in the textbook. This gave her

confidence to challenge the textbook’s veracity as she pointed out the limited

knowledge of the author.

Later in the semester, however, Sue encountered information that did
not conflict with her prior knowledge and her initial skepticism did not reappear.
The textbook stated that John Cabot wrote in his journal that the islands around
Newfoundland were “teeming with fish.” | presented the students with two
secondary sources that stated that John Cabot did not keep a journal. Sue
stated that the textbook had to be correct because “you could go to jail if you put

things in textbooks that aren't true.”

Similarly, in another instance, an African American student’s beliefs
about “white people” influenced the way she assessed a document's
credibility. The students were discussing Samuel Champlain’s journal in
Which he described the native people he had encountered. In it he wrote that
the natives “talked to the Devil.” Marcia, an African American student who
f"eq uently voiced her disdain of our textbook’s perspective, drew upon her
k""leedge of the way European people have treated minorities in the past to
Make inferences about Champlain’s credibility regarding the Iroquois:

It is a journal and he was there.

Joe:

Marcia: Are you saying that it is believable just because he was
there? He wanted to make them look bad and to make
himself look better. Then he could treat them bad. Just
because he was there doesn’t mean it was the truth. We
shouldn’t believe a word he says.

\

| draw here on experiences with students prior to the year in which this study was
COnducted. These examples, then, are anecdotes meant to illustrate.
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Kim:
Marcia:
Trissa:

Shari:

Marcia:

Jeff:
Shari:
Mary:
Melissa:

Tricia:

Why would he lie? It says it in the book.
He's devious.
That's prejudice! That's prejudice!

What evidence do you have to support that he is
devious?

Look what they (the Europeans) did to the Jewish people
and the black people.

The Indians should have written a book about him.
Why isn’t there a book?

They didn’t have a written language. | don’t think we should
believe him until we have more evidence.

We can find out by word of mouth.

But, the story can change with time. (Teaching journal,
11/95)

My experience with both Sue and Marcia highlighted the need to further

explore the way in which my students’ epistemological beliefs influenced their

Sense-making as well as their ability to “understand” in the ways called for by

Current reforms which challenged traditional notions of authoritative knowledge.

Sue’s experiences outside of school with her tribe provided her with the

foundation to challenge the authority of the textbook. She viewed the textbook

&S having an author who she assumed was not Native American and,

therefore, not an authority on matters related to her people’s history. At the

Same time, her experiences of “doing school,” reinforced beliefs about the

QAuthority behind textbooks. Similarly, Marcia’s distrust of Europeans made her
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estion Champlain's motives for painting what she considered to be a
gative portrait of the Native Americans and to highlight his biased point of
w. At the same time, however, Marcia's beliefs limited her ability to develop
re nuanced and subtle analyses. She did not believe anything about any
t written by a “white person.” She consistently rejected arguments to the
trary, even when those arguments came from other African American
dents who accused her of making generalizations that they viewed as
ejudiced.” While other students began to search for “more evidence” and
» a variety of criteria with which to assess the credibility of various sources,
rcia’s views remained impervious to challenges.

Research Questions

Through interactions like these, | became convinced that students are

able of complicated historical thought and can engage in actively
istructing historical narratives of their own. During my second year back in

class teaching, for example, my fourth and fifth graders examined and
iqued primary and secondary sources while conducting an extensive oral
rview project concerning life in their city during the Great Depression, World
r |l and the Civil Rights Era. Students encountered multiple (and conflicting)
rpretations of the same time period which they highlighted in a video
duction which aired on the local cable channel. However, | continued to
leve that the limitations in my own students’ understandings could be
ibuted to my lack of knowledge of how students make sense of the past and

w to best help them acquire new understandings.
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Around the same time that | returned to teaching, several researchers
began to investigate the social, cultural, and historical contexts in which
historical understandings develop (Epstein, 1994, 1997; Gabella, 1994, 1998;
Levstik & Barton, 1996; Seixas, 1993; Wertsch, 1994; Wineburg, in press).
Drawing upon social constructivist theories of cognition (Brown, Collins, &
Duguid, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Levine, Resnick, & Higgins, 1993;
Vygotsky, 1962, 1978; Wertsch, 1994), these researchers assume that:

human thought and learning can only be understood by placing

them in the muiltiple contexts -- interpersonal, structural, cultural and

historical — in which they occur. To understand how people think and

learn, then, one must understand the social, cultural and historical basis
of that thought. Rather than attempting to examine an individual's
privately constructed meaning, one must look to the way in which social
interaction, structural and cultural processes and historical heritages

shape meaning. (Levstik & Barton, 1996, p. 533)

These researchers attempt to understand children’s historical sense-making
on their own terms. Rejecting the explicit contrast of children with historians,
they opt for a more phenomenological approach without explicitly stipulating
ahead of time what children’s understanding ought to look like.

Through these studies, researchers have sought to determine the way in

Which students’ values, beliefs, sources of knowledge and experiences shape
the way they make sense of the past. They found that students derive much of
their historical understanding from family stories and popular culture (Barton,
1 995; Levstik & Barton, 1996; Seixas, 1993; Wineburg, in press). Epstein

Q) 994, 1997) concluded that, based on their prior experiences, African

American students were likely to regard their family members as more credible

Sources than their textbooks, while European Americans found the textbook to
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be believable. In addition, African American and European American students
understood the historical significance of events quite differently.

While my own teaching experience and these research results and
findings all point to the important role that the thinkers’ “local and present
position” play in their sense-making (VanSledright, in press), there was little
research in the field which | could draw upon to inform my own practice related
to this issue. As VanSledright (in press) notes:

the question of who this learner is, what s/he brings by way of

temporal bearings to the task of historical thinking, and what

implications this might have for history teaching and learning and the
development of historical understanding - is left generally unexplored.

(p. 2)

In particular, very few studies provide portraits of how students draw upon
knowledge, beliefs, and values that they acquire outside of school as they learn
new information in schools.
In Barton's (1995) study on the situated nature of historical

understanding, he attempts to make a connection between what children bring
with them and the meanings they construct in school. He describes, for
example, the way children’s views of the present shaped their encounter with
New topics. As children studied immigration and the Civil War, they imagined
What life would have been like if those events had not taken place. However,
Barton does not bring the reader inside of the classroom. As a result, the
Teader does not get a sense of how children constructed meaning in the
Context of their own discourse community. Nor does the reader get a sense of

the way in which students’ values, beliefs, and experiences shaped and were

28



shaped by that community and its discourse practices. While Barton provides
excerpts of his interviews with pairs of students, he does not provide any
examples of classroom dialogue (although he does state that the teachers did
give students opportunities to discuss their ideas as a class).

| became convinced that | needed to study how my students made
sense of history more systematically, in ways | had been unable to given the
pace and pressures of everyday teaching. At the outset, two questions guided
my inquiry:

What kinds of historical understandings do children develop in the
context of a particular inquiry-based social studies class?

How do various factors including a student’s prior knowledge, values,

experiences, cultural beliefs, family background and classroom and

school contexts shape the way in which they make sense of the history?
The Setting

Located in the capital city of a midwestern state with a large industrial
base, the elementary school site in which | conducted this study has a racially
and socioeconomically diverse population. Fifty-five percent of the students are
African American, thirty percent white, eleven percent Asian, and one percent
Native American. Affiliated with a nearby university, Walker Elementary serves
as a professional development school, a place where teachers and university
facmty work collaboratively to improve teaching and leaming through joint
inqmry (The Holmes Group, 1990). In addition, the school plays a central role

N the university's preservice teacher education program as a field site for

Novice teachers’ learning.
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In my role as the professional development resource teacher, | provided
release time for the Walker teachers to plan for instruction and collaborate with
school and university colleagues. Through this work, | established a
collaborative relationship with Pam Smith, a veteran teacher of nine years who
holds a master’s degree in literacy. | conducted this study in her classroom.
The Teaching Context

In the tradition of a growing number of studies where researchers use
their teaching as a site to investigate student learning (Ball, 1993; Heaton,
1994; Lampert 1985, 1990; Lensmire, 1994; Roth, 1993; Theule-Lubienski,
1997; Wilson, 1990, 1995), | taught social studies three days a week to eight
third graders and twelve fourth graders in Pam Smith’s multiage classroom. Of
the twenty students, 60% were African American, 25% were Mexican American
or Guatemalan American, and 15% were European American. Mrs. Smith co-
planned with me on a regular basis, coordinating and integrating her language
arts curriculum with my social studies instruction. Over the course of the year,
she read the children historical non-fiction and fiction that related to the topics
the students were investigating with me.

In much the same spirit as Brown's (1992) design experiment, | saw my
Work as teacher-researcher as one who “engineer{s] innovative environments
and simultaneously conduct[s] experimental studies of these innovations” (p.
141). while several teacher-researchers have focused studies on their
teaching practice, my primary inquiry concerned students’ historical sense-

Making. Throughout this dissertation, | use the term historical sense-making
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to refer to “the process of finding meaning in facts sought and encountered, or
relating (and relating to) a web of actors, events and interpretations” (Gabella,
1994, p. 140).

My study allowed me to create a teaching context that provided students
with tools for sense-making that they typically do not acquire in traditional social
studies classrooms. Conducting research in my own classroom also enabled
me to create a context that provided me with a source of data to which other
researchers would not readily have access. Most classrooms (regardless of
the subject) lack extended classroom discourse in which children speak to
each other as well as the teacher (Cazden, 1988). In such classrooms
children’s sense-making remains largely private, making it difficult to “see” the
way in which the immediate social context shapes their understandings. In

contrast, my students engaged in extensive discussions as they collectively
and individually constructed meaning. As their teacher, | was able to record
these conversations for later analysis.
| do not, however, present my classroom teaching as a case of “best

Practice” or as an instantiation of the kind teaching called for by the Standards -
= although this is how many readers might choose to read this work. This, as
Ball ang Lampert (1999) point out, is a typical interpretation of teacher-
research. Having written extensively about their own experiences trying to teach
Mathematics for understanding, they found that people often cited their

teaching as “exemplary of the NCTM Standards” (p. 373). They found this

trOubling for their purposes, like my own, were not to pose as models of
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instruction use their power as teachers to create laboratories in which they
could examine questions of teaching and learning.

| view teaching as a work-in-progress, not as a matter of getting things
‘right.” The kinds of learning opportunities | provided for my students reflected
my ideas about what constituted “sophisticated historical understandings,” my
beliefs about what was worth knowing, constructivist theories of learning, and
my limited knowledge about how to help students acquire such
understandings. All of these ideas guided my teaching and shaped the
choices | made. However, my thinking about these issues evolved over the
course of the year | was teaching as well as through the process of conducting
this research.

When | began this study, my ideas about historical understanding
resonated with the National Standards (1994). | believed that since there are
multiple stories and interpretations of the past, there are also multiple ways of
understanding the same events. As Bruner (1996) notes:

Understanding something in one way does not preclude understanding

it in other ways. Understanding in any one particular way is only “right” or

“‘wrong” from the particular perspective in terms of which it is pursued.

But the “rightness” of particular interpretations, while dependent on

perspective, also reflects rules of evidence, consistency, and coherence.

Not everything goes. There are inherent criteria of rightness, and the
possibility of alternative interpretations does not license all of them

equally. (p. 13-14)

Bruner's definition of understanding reflects the idea that “all ‘truths’ are relative
to the frame of reference which contains them” (Bove, 1990, p. 56). Still, “not

@verything goes.” Instead, Bruner argues:
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[ulnderstanding is the outcome of organizing and contextualizing
essentially contestable, incompletely verifiable propositions in a

disciplined way. (p. 90)
History, then, represents a disciplined means of understanding the past even
though the claims people make are tentative, contestable, and change over
time as historians offer new interpretations in light of emerging concerns.
They engage in disciplined systematic inquiry, using certain rules of evidence
and means of justifying claims.

| believed, like Bruner (1996), that it is the role of schools to aid children
“in learning to use the [culture’s] tools of meaning making and reality
construction” (p. 20). In the case of history, the culture is a diverse set of
professional historians. It was in this spirit that | provided my students with the
opportunity to engage in a year-long systematic, disciplined inquiry into the
questions, “Why have people moved to Michigan and what was it like for them?”
While the methods we used in answering these questions were not
isomorphic with those used by historians, they bore some initial resemblance
to some historians’ tools.

In contrast to traditional social studies classrooms in which teachers
feed students the product of historians’ work, my students constructed their
Own historical narratives. Through our investigation, we developed particular
Ways of answering our inquiry question, ways of knowing which evolved as

Students participated in and contributed to the development of the historical
Practices established by our classroom community. Students conducted oral

i"\tervi‘ews, used evidence to support claims, subjected their claims to the
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scrutiny of their peers, and developed shared understandings about the kinds
of explanations that “made sense.” In light of the norms we established,
certain claims or explanations were considered reasonable, others were not.
Not everything counted as “correct” or “right.” We developed “criteria of
rightness” and ways of dealing with competing reality claims.

My beliefs about learning also informed my teaching practice. Influenced
by constructivist learning theories, | believed that what people bring with them --
their knowledge, values, and beliefs — shape the way they make sense of new
information and ideas. In enacting this belief, | asked the children questions
that required them to make their thinking public. Doing so not only subjected
their ideas to the evaluation and scrutiny of their peers but also allowed me to
build upon the understandings they brought with them.

My desire to make my students’ histories a part of the curriculum
influenced the choices | made as well. The general curriculum for fourth grade

social studies is Michigan history and geography. In an attempt to connect both
the curriculum to the children’s lives and the children’s personal family
histories to larger historical narratives, | chose migration to Michigan as the
focus for our inquiry. | knew that since all the children lived in Michigan, each of
their families would have a story to tell about why they first settied here, stories
that would often and inevitably connect to larger social, economic, and political
trends. I did not, however, know what specific stories they would bring.

We launched our investigation by studying when and why Native

Americans first came to this region. After learning about the French fur traders
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and missionaries, we explored Michigan's early settlement by the English.
Next, we examined three groups who settled in Michigan during the 1800s and
why: settlers from the East, European immigrants, and runaway slaves from
the South. Beginning in February, we turned our attention to the 20™ century,
focusing on the impact of the automobile industry on migration. The students
spent the remainder of the school year on an oral history project. For the next
four months, they crafted interview questions, conducted (and videotaped)
interviews, analyzed their “data,” and wrote historical narratives about why
people came to Michigan and what it was like for them during this time period.*
Our year-long investigation led to the creation of a video entitled “Coming to
Michigan: A Joumey Through the Ages.” The students both wrote the narration
for the video and selected clips from the informants’ testimonies
to support their claims. Like the year before, the show aired on local television
at the end of the school year.
A Note on Data Collection
Much of the data collection for this study took place during the normal
Course of instruction. | collected the students’ written work, journals, and
Various projects. | also audio-taped class discussions and kept a journal in
Which | recorded my lesson plans, reflections, and observations. In addition, |
©ngaged in more intensive data collection by periodically interviewing a sample

of six focal fourth graders who represented a cross-section of abilities and

———

qQ

The children interviewed 14 people: 9 relatives, 4 members of the community, and the
Children's classroom teacher. Of these 14 informants, 10 were African American, three
Were immigrants (from Mexico, Guatemala, Germany), and finally, their classroom teacher
Was a white Southemner.
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backgrounds. Some of these interviews were semi-structured, while others
were more informal as | used the interviews as an opportunity to follow-up on
particular ideas students articulated in their journals or in class discussions. |
interviewed each focus student at least five times for between 45 minutes to an
hour each time. | chose not to interview third graders since several of them
frequently left the class to work with volunteers on other subject areas.
Overview of the Chapters

The next three chapters reveal the understandings my students
developed as the stories they told about the past became more “disciplined.”
The purpose of this dissertation, however, is not to make claims about the
kinds of understandings elementary age students are ultimately capable of
developing. My students’ sense-making was both enabled and constrained by
the learning opportunities | provided them as well as by the prior knowledge,
experiences, and beliefs they brought with them. Still, this study does shed
light on the debate over young children’s capacity for complex historical
thought. In the end, readers are likely to judge for themselves how “mature,”
“sophisticated,” or “genuine” my students’ understandings were. They will do
S0 based on their own views of historical understanding.

I do not explicitly compare and contrast my students’ reasoning with
those of historians, highlighting their deficiencies or strengths. Rather, | use
the writings of historians, historiographers, and philosophers of history as

lenses through which | might “see” and “hear” the children’s sense-making. In

36



conceptualizing the growth of historical understanding, Seixas (1995) draws
upon recent academic historiography for a similar purpose. He notes:

Recent academic historiography has been shaped by the same

cultural conditions that provide the seedbed for contemporary,

naive, or novice historical thinking (Seixas, 1993a). For that

reason, | conjecture, it provides insights into naive or novice

historical thinking in our own time, which might be more difficult

to uncover with other tools. (p. 768)

The following chapters are first and foremost about the construction of
historical meaning -- about how a particular group of children made sense of
the past in the context of a social studies class which provided students with
particular tools for sense-making.

One of the principle ways people make sense of experience -- of
organizing and contextualizing propositions -- is through narrative: “by telling a
story of what something is ‘about’” (Bruner, 1996, p. 90). This is particularly
true in the field of history, as much “of historiography has been and continues
to be in narrative form” (Mink, 1987, p. 184). But it is equally true of children:

Storytelling is the most ubiquitous of human activities, and in any culture

it is the form of complex discourse that is earliest accessible to children

and by which they are largely acculturated. (Mink, 1987 p. 186)

Nelson and her colleagues (1989) found that children recount experiences in
story-like form when they are as young as two years old, formulating temporal-
Causal sequences of events. Hence, narrative provides a window into the
Meaning my students constructed, standing as a product of their intellectual

Work in organizing and contextualizing information. At the same time, narrative

Served as a tool of thought, “a primary cognitive instrument” they used in the
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process of sense-making (Mink, 1987, p. 187). In all three chapters, my
analyses focus on the narratives students constructed.

Building upon the research which has begun to investigate the situated
nature of historical understanding, | place students’ thinking in the multiple
contexts in which it occurs (e.g., interpersonal, cultural, and historical). In each
chapter, | highlight the values, beliefs, and cultural tools children brought with
them which shaped their understandings. | move back and forth between
foregrounding and backgrounding individual students’ sense-making and the
class’s collective construction of meaning, highlighting the relationship
between the two.

In Chapter Two, | introduce three focus students, emphasizing the
interpretive frameworks which influenced the stories they told. |1 do so by
showing how these children selectively combined and ordered information,
filling in gaps and making connections to create particular plots and realities,
based on their individual life histories, concerns, curiosities, worldviews, and
values. In Chapter Three, | bring the reader inside of the classroom, providing
a portrait of my students’ work together as they constructed narratives about
why people came to Michigan and what it was like for them. In this chapter, |
focus on how the norms of discourse we established shaped students’
Understandings, constraining what stories could and could not be told. |
©Xxplore how students’ storytelling became disciplined by our cultural norms as

the class collectively negotiated meanings.
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In Chapter Four, | return to my focal students once again as the primary
unit of analysis, describing the narrative explanations they developed about
prejudice and discrimination in Michigan. Specifically, | examine the reasons
students offered to account for people’s actions and attitudes, as well as how
those attitudes changed over time. This chapter also explicates the way in
which the students’ interpretive frameworks and our norms of discourse
influenced the stories they told. All three chapters are interrelated. | treat each
analysis, while it could stand alone, as a building block for a more holistic
argument about the situated nature of children’s historical sense-making
which | explore in Chapter Five. Taken together these four chapters provide the
reader with a fuller sense of the meanings my students constructed as well as
the various factors that contributed to the development of those
understandings. In Chapter Six, | leave the classroom and students to reflect
on the story behind my study. In doing so, | explicate my developing
understanding of the relationship among research, subject matter knowledge,
and practice.

As | tell my students’ stories, | recognize that doing so is itself an
interpretive act and that what it is | “see” is the product of my own interpretive
framework, a framework which has developed and changed over the course of
the year through both reading and interacting with my “data.” In the end, it is my
story about their stories (Geertz, 1995) and the “object of interpretation” -- to

paraphrase Bruner (1996) -- is my students’ understanding (p. 90).
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Chapter Two
What They Find Worthy:
Children’s Interpretive Frames

History is what one age finds worthy of note in another.
Jacob Burckhardt

The idea that people’s analytic or interpretive frameworks shape their
understandings has become common place across disciplines. Anthropologists,
as Geertz (1983) notes, have long had “a keen sense of the dependence of what
is seen upon where it is seen from and what it is seen with” (p. 4). Weber (1994)
highlighted the role that a person’s point of view plays in the construction of

social reality:

All of the analysis of infinite reality which the finite human mind can
conduct rests on the tacit assumption that only a finite portion of this
reality constitutes the object of scientific investigation, and that only it is
“important” in the sense of being “worthy of being known.” (p. 535)
Weber argued that our attention on reality is guided by values that shape what
we “see.” For example, Kuhn's (1962) history of science revealed the role that
paradigms play in shaping research agendas and findings of scientists.
Recently, cultural psychologists, such as Bruner (1996) have adopted a similar
view: “The meaning of any fact, proposition, or encounter is relative to the
perspective or frame of reference in terms of which it is construed” (p. 13).
Philosophers of history have also pointed to the role subjectivities play in
determining the realities we construct. Specifically, they have tumned their

attention to the study of narrative, examining the way historians combine events

and create interrelationships to tell their particular stories. Mink (1987), for
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example, argues that:

[w]hen it comes to the narrative treatment of an ensemble of

interrelationships, we credit the imagination or the sensibility or the insight

of the individual historian. This must be so, since there are no rules for
the construction of a narrative as there are for the analysis and

interpretation of evidence. (p. 199)

Constructing narratives, whether about the past or the present, requires
making choices. As Gee (1992), a linguist, explains:

Putting “facts” into a sequence means making choices about “billions” of

“happenings” that could be reported as “facts,” making choices about what

will count as a fact and which facts will get into the sequence and which

will be foregrounded and which others backgrounded. That is to say, it

means emplotting the world. (p. 65)

My students constructed different versions of the past, even though they
encountered a common set of historical texts in class. They “emplotted” the
world differently, telling their own stories. This is not surprising, for as Seixas
(1997) notes:

Students do not swallow whole what this year's teachers and textbooks

tell them is historically significant. Rather, they filter and sift and

remember and forget, adding to, modifying, and reconstructing their
frameworks of understanding, through their own often unarticulated

values, ideas, and dispositions. (p. 22)

The stories my students told about the past reflected their own values, beliefs,
ideas, and dispositions — their own interpretive frameworks.

The students’ interpretive frameworks were, in part, shaped by the times
in which they lived. As students of history know, the “life and times” of historians
matter. They shape the questions historians ask and the narratives they
construct. So too, the life and times of my students influenced their historical
sense-making. Epstein (1997) makes explicit the similarities between the way

historians make sense of the past with the way teachers and learners do so:
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Just as historians’ interpretations of the past are influenced by the social

and cultural contexts in which they live, so too are those of teachers and
learners. (p. 28)

The times in which the students lived provided them with values and beliefs
which | explore in detail in this chapter. My students’ values and beliefs about
the world served as a basis for comparison between their present reality and
what they “saw” in the past.

In the remainder of this chapter, | introduce three focus students,
describing their interpretive frameworks and how these shaped the meaning they
constructed’. In future chapters, when | explore the class narratives we created
and the children’s individual theorizing, images of students’ interpretive
frameworks will inform the pictures | paint of our work together.

Jessica
Jessica was smaller than most of her classmates, but what she lacked in
size, she made up in presence. A powerful and positive force in the classroom,
Jessica earned the respect and admiration of her classmates. Kind and
thoughtful, Jessica attracted other children to her like a magnet. When her
regular classroom teacher gave the children the chance to choose three

classmates to sit by, every single child picked Jessica as one of their choices.

For the purpose of this analysis | have chosen to focus on three of my six focal students. |
selected these students because they each come from interracial backgrounds: Two had white
mothers and a black father, while one had a black mother and a white father. | wanted to avoid
the tendency to essentialize students’ sense-making by attributing their interpretations of the past
Primarily or solely to their racial backgrounds. While the students’ racial backgrounds clearty
played an important role in the sense they made, focusing on children from similar racial
backgrounds allows one to see the differences in the children’s sense-making (without being able
to simplistically attribute those differences solely to the children’s racial or ethnic backgrounds.)
In addition, these three students represent a range of academic abilities and brought with them
varying amounts of cultural capital related to the study of history. Furthermore, they come from

ifferent economic and educational backgrounds. Both of Jessica's parents had graduate level
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Sometimes the other children teased her for talking too much and sharing her
ideas too often, but her enthusiasm was contagious. Confident, yet humble,
Jessica rarely mentioned her own achievements. A straight A student, her
standardized test scores were amongst the highest in the class. She scored in
the high 90™ percentile in both reading and math. Outside of school, Jessica
took dance classes, played the piano, and regularly frequented the local
bookstore to add to her growing collection of novels. An avid reader, Jessica
consumed books as though they were candy.

Leadership runs in Jessica’s blood. Her grandfather, one of the first
African American lawyers in the city, was the president of the local chapter of the
NAACP during the 1950s and 60s. Her father and many of his brothers and
sisters followed in their father's footsteps and have become lawyers. Jessica's
mother, who is white, has a background in theater. She currently trains

businessmen around the country to help sharpen their presentation skills.

| enjoy hearing stories from the past because it is the history of my family"2

Jessica brought to our class a wealth of knowledge about the past based
on family stories, television shows and movies, and historical fiction and non-
fiction. Her family’s history shaped her interest in the past, the content she found
worth pursuing, and the questions she found worth asking. The past provided
Jessica with lessons on how to live in the world. It shaped the kind of person she

wanted to be, the role she wanted to play in society. It gave her a vision of how

educations, while only one of Michael's parents finished high school. One of Josh's parents
g°mpleted college, while the other took a few college courses.

m'zhroughout this study, | use quotation marks to signal when | am borrowing the words of my
Students.
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to make a difference, to actively create the future of which she dreamed.

Jessica explicitly connected her interest in the past to her own family’s
history at the very beginning of the year. In September she wrote:

| enjoy hearing stories from the past because it is the history of my family

and to me it is interesting. It can be funny and sad but cool to hear the

silly things and the weird things and that is why | like stories of the past.

(J., 9/8/97)

Stories about the past were a central feature of Jessica’s family get-togethers.
Her grandfather would regale the family with stories of his days as the NAACP
president, stories Jessica had heard “hundreds of times.” At these gatherings,
Jessica learned of her grandfather’s exploits in helping to desegregate an urban
school district, in suing a local hotel which refused to provide accommodations
for a black basketball team, and in forcing the local school districts to hire black
teachers. She frequently shared these stories with the class to highlight a point
or to use as an example of concepts we were discussing such as rights, equality,
or discrimination.

Through our inquiry project, Jessica discovered that her family had a long
legacy of resisting injustice and fighting for equality. When we first conducted
our initial survey of the students’ relatives, Jessica found out that her ancestors
had escaped from a Southern slave plantation to freedom in Canada. They
eventually returned to Michigan after the Civil War. When we studied the early

1900s, Jessica learned that her great grandfather had been an active political

leader in the state. She brought in copies of several newspaper articles about

——

| use “J. “ to reference students’ journals, “1.” for interviews | conducted with students, “C.D."
class discussions, and “S.|.” for student interview of community members.
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his achievements. The first President of a local branch of the NAACP, he also
worked in the Office of Director of Negro Affairs and was a member of the
executive council of the Negro division of the Republican National Committee.
Through his political activities, the articles stated, he “won state and county-wide
recognition as an outstanding member of the Negro race.”
When we studied immigration at the turn of the century, Jessica learned

about her great grandmother, an Italian immigrant who made a living renting out
her small home to boarders. Jessica also attended to the struggles immigrants

faced. She wanted people to know that:
A lot of immigrants went through very hard times. They faced prejudice,

they had the worst houses and their working conditions were lousy. |

would like people to know about this because it interests me and maybe it

interests other kids as much as me. | really like learning about this topic

because | like to learn about my background. (J., 2/2/98)

Over the year, Jessica regularly read books which contained themes
similar to the ones embedded in her family’s stories. She chose books which
emphasized the oppression and exploitation people faced and people's efforts to
make our society more just. She read about the collective struggles of African
Americans as they sought to gain their freedom and civil rights. She read every
book she could find on slavery and the Underground Railroad, including The

Story of Harriet Tubman; Freedom Train (Sterling, 1954), Get on Board: The

Story of the Underground Railroad (Haskin, 1993), A Picture of Freedom: The
Diary of Clotee, a Slave Girl (MisKissack, 1997), and | Thought My Soul Would

Rise and Fly: The Diary of Patsy, a Freed Girl (Hansen, 1997). She read books

about the immigrant experience which highlighted the hardships, obstacles, and

Prejudice they faced as they sought to make a better life for themselves.
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Jessica’s beliefs about the purpose of learning about the past were clearly

shaped by the stories she heard at home and read on her own. For Jessica, the

purpose of history was to learn about “mistakes of the past™ and how people

worked to overcome them:

Shari: Are there things which you have learned about the past that
you think are important to know about?

Jessica: When the Civil War happened.

Shari: And why do you think that's important to remember?

Jessica: Because that's when slaves became free. They got to be
free. They weren't owned anymore.

Shari: Is there anything that you know a little about but that you
would want to study more about the past?

Jessica: People who wanted to get rid of slavery -- abolitionists.

Shari: You're reading a book about that right now, aren’t you?

Jessica: Yeah, | thought the chapter | read last night was interesting
because it's about this lady who opened a school for black
girls even though the county or something didn’'t want it. So,
therefore, it was against the law and people from the county
would throw rocks at the house and they burned part of the
house and they threw rocks at the girls and one of the girls
on the way to school, this kid he blew a horn into her ear and
she couldn’t hear anymore. And like all the people who
owned stores wouldn't let her buy from them anymore
because she had a black school. And the doctor wouldn’t
see the girls. One girl got hit in the arm by a rock and the
other girl couldn’t hear from that one ear and the doctor
wouldn’t see them because they were black.

Shari: Was the teacher black?

Jessica: The teacher was white.

Shari: Did anything happen to her?

- Jessica: No. Well, she got arrested once.
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Shari:

Jessica:

Shari:

Jessica:

Why did she get arrested?

Because it was against the law to have a school for blacks
unless like your county or something, the community, agreed
that you could, then you could.

What would you want to tell people about what you learned
from that book?

| would tell them about that lady | read about last night. (l.,
12/18/97)

Jessica wanted to tell people “about that lady,” the lady who broke the law in

order to educate blacks. The woman and her story provided Jessica with an

example of the “special things people did that helped correct” the mistakes of the

past such as slavery.

At the end of the year, Jessica continued to see the past in terms of

mistakes made and actions taken to overcome them:

Shari:

Jessica:

Shari:

Jessica:

Shari:

Jessica:

Do you think history is important to learn about?

Yes, because | think we should learn about things that
happened and we can learn from the mistakes we made
before and we can learn about the good things that have
happened.

Could you tell me a little bit more about what you mean by
we can leamn from the mistakes?

Like slavery and things, like we can learn back then, that
was not a good thing and that will keep other people and the
people to come from making the same mistakes we did
before.

And how about the other part. You said that we can also
learn about good things.

Um, we can learn about special things that people did that
helped correct those mistakes. (l., 5/21/98)

Jessica viewed the problems of the past such as slavery as vivid reminders of
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how things ought not be, of how things must never be again.

Just like her grandfather and other people she had read about in the past,
Jessica envisioned herself as the kind of person who would do things to “correct
mistakes” in society. For example, one day when | asked the children what they
thought they would have done in the face of segregation in the 1920s Jessica
wrote nonstop for nearly an hour and then returned after lunch to finish her
essay. She outlined her plan for protest:

What | would do is if | were white | would stick up for blacks and where
blacks could not go, | would not go, where they could go, | would go and |
would be supportive of them and | would try not to be disagreeable with
blacks and | would try to help them get their rights back like getting a good
education and getting the kind of job that would pay them a decent
amount.

What | would do if | were black, | would do what | thought was right. |
would stand with my friends and | would let the whites who were against
me know that | was not afraid to go to jail or die for what | thought |
deserved like the right to go where | pleased just as the whites did and not
be told | was not allowed to do this or go there, that | could not drink from
this water fountain or get this job because | was black. | would stay with
anyone who was trying to get me and my friends’ rights back. | would try
to show that | would not be afraid and run, but | would not use violence to
show that | would stand up for all the blacks who lost their rights because
whites thought us less because of our color. | would be in all the protests
against whites and when there were meetings to talk about what we could
do to make our rights happen.

| would make an amy of people who would be peaceful but who would
help me get my message that blacks were not going to be pushed around.
I would get my education the best | could and teach all blacks who were
denied education all | knew so that they could make a better life for
themselves and for their families. | would write books and rewrite them
400 times and pass them out so that blacks would know that there were
people who wanted to make things better. | would make signs, have
rallies, and make speeches till all knew that | was working to make a
better life for the generations to come. | would go to churches and preach
what | wanted to happen. | would go to court to try and get things like fair
~trials and rights that say | can drink from the same fountain and go to the
same restaurants and if | can't go whites can't go, if | can go, whites can
go too. If my white friends were with me, | would ask them to ask all the
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people they knew to protest with me. And | would make all | knew to
come with me and be with me and say that they knew | was right. And |
would try to get any whites with blacks and make it known that whites and
blacks can mix and be together. The way | would fight is with my words
and signs and speeches and protests. And | would use public facilities in
which | could not go for places where | made the speeches and the
protests. Even if | went to jail, | would want it to be from a place | was not
to go but | still made part of a speech and had a protest and was taken to
jail. But as soon as | got out | would just keep on making speeches and,
leading protests and fighting till | died. Plus, | would quit my job and this
would be my job, my life, what | was meant to do and | would not let
anyone make me be discriminated against and segregated and made me
stop what | was doing. Make me mad if you dare is what my sign would
say because if they said | was dumb or stupid for trying to get me and my
family rights | would make even more speeches, go to more churches,
more rallies and probably go to jail even more. | would stay on a course to
make my world a better place. Why | would do these things is because |
would want to be known as someone who stands up for what they believe
in. (J., 3/12/98)

Jessica wanted to be known as someone who “stands up for what they believe
in.” Clearly, she inherited her family’s strong sense of faimess and a desire to
improve the world and to act against injustices. Her deep and abiding interest in
history is rooted in this heritage. Learning about people who helped correct
mistakes provided her with a blueprint of how to make a difference in the world
and how to work collectively to effect change.

Jessica believed, however, that racial discrimination was a problem of the
past, a mistake which had largely been corrected. In a group interview at the end
of the year, she said that she did not think that people who came to Michigan in
the 1980s or 1990s would tell stories of discrimination “because | have never
heard, seen, or read about any discrimination of people not being able to get jobs
or anything like that in the 80s and 90s.” Jessica imagined that there might be
isolated instances of discrimination, but she was certain she would hear about

them in the news:
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| don't think [discrimination] would happen. It might happen once or twice,

but | don't think it would happen more than once a year. | mean like in

Michigan it wouldn't. | think if something like that happened then we

would hear about it, cause | think people would sue and you would hear

about it in the newspaper or in the news if it happened. (l., 5/8/98)

Racial problems were not a part of Jessica’s direct experience. She had not
“heard, seen or read about” instances of it in Michigan and even at the end of the
year, it was hard for her to imagine contemporary discrimination.

Instead, Jessica identified a different set of problems in the present. An
essay she wrote for the school end-of-the year assembly reveals her view of the
salient social, economic, and political problems of the day:

| am dreaming of a better world where everyone can get along. Where no

one is poor and everyone has good food and good water. | am dreaming

of a world where there is a cure for cancer and aids. Where there is not
any violence or people who use drugs. Where everyone can speak their
minds and be listened to and considered. That is what | dream will

happen some day. (J., 6/8/98)

Jessica dreamed of a society in which there was economic justice, “where no
one is poor,” and everybody receives the basic necessities of life such as food
and water. She wanted an end to the violence and drugs of which children today
are intimately aware. Jessica ended her essay on a political note, reflecting her
desire for power to be shared more broadly. A democrat at heart, Jessica
envisioned a world “where everyone can speak their minds and be listened to

and considered.” Jessica dreamed of a future which she played an active role in

shaping through her own actions and by working collectively with others.

Stories about Mistakes and the “Special Things” People Did to Help Correct
Them

Jessica’'s values and beliefs about the purpose of learning about the past

provided her with a lens for seeing and sense-making. She paid attention to
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what she considered to be mistakes. Jessica's view of the way the world should
be defined what she perceived as a “mistake.” She valued equality, freedom,
peace, and economic and social justice. She focused on events in the past
where there was an absence of these values or what she viewed as violations of
democratic principles. She then sought to understand how such mistakes could
have occurred. Finally, she tried to figure out how people worked to solve them.
As the class worked to create a collective narrative which explained why
African Americans came to Michigan by way of the Underground Railroad,
Jessica simultaneously sought to create her own narrative which made the
actions of the slave owners and slave catchers understandable to her and shed
light on why blacks, in particular, were excluded from the American creed. When
we read the Declaration of Independence, Jessica was quick to point out that the
people who wrote “All men are created equal” were not including blacks. “They
just meant white men,” she told the class, “Blacks were slaves when they wrote
the Declaration of Independence” (C.D., 12/15/97). This, she believed, was an
example of a “mistake,” a mistake Jessica struggled to understand. She
wondered why whites “pick[ed] blacks to be slaves in America” (C.D., 12/15/97).
After watching segments from a video about the Underground Railroad
called Roots of Resistance, Jessica began her answer:
They chose blacks to be slaves because they thought they were inferior.
There was slavery because they didn’t need to pay the slaves. (J.,
12/19/97)
The video mentioned both of these causes of slavery. While these explanations
provided Jessica with insights into both the ideological beliefs and the economic

motivation which led whites to enslave blacks, she was still dissatisfied. She
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struggled to explain why whites would have thought blacks were inferior in the

first place.

In an interview two months later, Jessica revealed how she had made

sense of this unanswered question:

Jessica:

Shari:

Jessica:

White people found this civilization in Africa and they just
thought, “These people are different from us and | think they
aren’t worth as much as we are, we could take them to our
country and they could work for us because they don't
amount to what we do and so therefore, it would be right to
take them to work for us.”

Why do you think they thought that?

Because sort of like being prejudiced, they felt that other
people didn't amount to what they amounted to and they had
never seen black people and they thought, “There is not this
kind of civilization in America, they don't have what we do,
that must mean they don’'t amount to what we do and there
are only black people in Africa, so obviously Africa is where
people are different and it's probably okay for us to take
them.” (l., 2/20/98)

Although we had not studied Africa or the slave trade, Jessica constructed a

story which helped her understand the “mistake” of slavery. She reasoned that,

based on their view that Africans “aren’t worth as much as we are,” the whites

must have convinced themselves that “it would be right to take them to work for

us.” Jessica imagined that they must have come to this conclusion based on

their perception that the African’s civilization was less developed. Rather than

demonizing the white slave owners and slave catchers by telling a tale of good

and evil, Jessica told a story which helped her understand how human beings

could act so unjustly, how they could reason their way into exploitation despite

the American creed.

At the same time, Jessica interpreted the story of the Underground
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Railroad as being a story about resistance to oppression and civil disobedience,
a story of “special people” who worked to correct the “mistake” of slavery. Before
we began to study about the Underground Railroad, Jessica already knew about
the role that blacks played in helping others escape. When | asked the students
what they knew about the topic, she wrote:
| know that people went on the underground railroad to escape slavery. |
know that Harriet Tubman was a famous black who helped slaves escape
to freedom. | know this from books that | read last year. (J., 12/15/97)
When | asked Jessica why she thought white people were willing to risk
helping out on the Underground Railroad, she highlighted the idea that breaking
the law allows one to “make a statement”:
[They helped out on the Underground Railroad] because they thought
other people were doing the wrong thing and they thought even if they
lose their stuff, they're helping someone else get free. And also, if they
got caught they could also make a statement about it because they could
make it more public even if they got caught, they could say, “Yeah, okay, |
want to prove that I'm not gonna stop just because you can take my stuff
and arrest me doesn’t mean I'm going to stop doing this and trying to
make it right.” (l., 2/20/98)
The class had learned that the abolitionists were morally opposed to slavery and
that they could be arrested if they were caught helping free runaway slaves. But
neither the video we watched nor the books we read as a class mentioned the
issue of getting arrested as a means of purposefully gaining attention for a
cause. Drawing upon her knowledge of social action, Jessica imagined that the
abolitionists were willing to take the risk of being arrested because doing so
would afford them the opportunity to make their cause “more public.” They stood

up for what they believed in and fought for what they knew was right. As such,

the story of the Underground Railroad served as an example of the way in which
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“special people” helped close the gap between the nation’s ideals and reality.
Over the course of the year, Jessica continued to focus on “mistakes” and the
actions people took to correct them.
Josh

A sensitive boy, Josh always looked out for the feelings of his classmates.
Having frequently been teased about his pronounced lisp, Josh cared about how
people treated each other. He “knew how it felt to be called names.” Josh was
the first (and only) child to begin wearing a WWJD (What would Jesus do?)
bracelet to class, an accessory that gained popularity in the late 1990s. More
than simply a fad for Josh, the question seemed to provide him with a tool for
reflecting upon his own actions and those of others. As his third grade teacher
wrote:

Josh is sensitive to the feelings of others. He has a strong sense of

fairess. He prefers us to use what he considers an unbiased way to

choose groups, helpers, and students to answer questions, etc. (1*

quarter report, 1996-97)

A reluctant writer, Josh preferred to share his ideas orally. A teacher from
a prior year identified the same pattern, noting on his quarterly evaluation that,
“Josh is much more confident articulating his ideas. Conveying them on paper is
more challenging” (1* quarter report, 1996). His journal entries were typically
short, sometimes only a sentence or two. Occasionally, he simply drew a picture
to express an idea.

Josh was sometimes hesitant about sharing his ideas verbally as well. In

interviews, he often began an answer by saying, “l don’t know.” | came to

realize, however, that after a long pause Josh would typically launch into a




thoughtful response. Josh identified his own tentativeness in a story he chose to
tell about himself when | asked the children to write about something that
happened to them in the past:

Before | was one years old | started walking but | did it on my knees. | did

it so much my mom had to buy kneepads so my knees wouldn’t turn black.

When no one was looking | would walk on my feet until | was good at it.

Then when | was really good, | would just walk everywhere on my feet. It

did not hurt my knees. But my knees did turn black and they still are. (J.,

9/10/98)

At parent-teacher conferences, Josh's mother repeated the story, joking that
“Josh has always been like that.” The story seemed to be one that was told and
retold, illustrating Josh'’s cautious nature, a trait exhibited at an early age.

While Josh's reading scores were just slightly above average, the
comments he made in class often revealed the great depth of his thinking.
Moreover, he demonstrated a keen ability to make connections both across
topics and between his own experiences and the information he encountered in
school. Josh’s response to a question | asked about a song which encouraged

“Yankees” to move to Michigan in the early 1800s reveals the kinds of

connections he often made:

Shari: If you were living in the 1830s, would you trust the
information in this song if you were trying to make a decision
about moving to Michigan?

Josh: Maybe.

Shari: Why or why not?

Josh: Well, one reason is that most people write songs that aren't

true. Sometimes people write songs so they can make
money, like advertisements for a store. They advertise with
the song so people can come to the store so they make
money. And the people who wrote this song wanted to
make people come to Michigan and maybe they just wanted
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to make money with people coming to Michigan.
(1., 12/18/98)

Josh knew from his own experience that advertisements were not always truthful
— they aimed at making money. It stood to reason then, according to Josh, that

the people who wrote this song many have had a similar motive. Other teachers
also noted Josh’s tendency to make connections between ideas. His third grade
teacher highlighted this on his quarterly progress report, noting that “Josh is able

to connect concepts and link them to his prior knowledge.”

‘| want to remember everything because | might have it in a test one day when
I'm in college or something”

Unlike Jessica, Josh did not, at first, appear to have an obvious framework
for making sense of the past. After each unit, Josh would typically write the
same pithy comment about what he thought was important to remember. About
the Underground Railroad he wrote, “Everything” (J., 1/22/98). About
immigration he wrote, “| want to remember all of it” (J., 2/2/98). He wanted to
remember “[e]verything about what life was like” for the people we interviewed
about coming to Michigan (J., 3/5/98).

Since Josh hated writing, | assumed that his short responses reflected his
desire to write as little as possible while still completing the assignment. But
even in an interview where Josh was inclined to elaborate on his answers, he

mentioned his desire to “remember everything”:

Shari: Why do you want to remember everything about the tribes in
Michigan?
Josh: | want to remember everything because | might have it in a

test one day when I'm in college or something.
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Shari: Are there any other reasons why you might want to
remember this stuff?

Josh: Cause my dad said that when | grow up and have kids, he
said kids ask a lot of questions so | would need to know.

Josh believed he needed to learn about the past so he could do well in college or
so he could tell his children the information in the future — neither of which
seemed related to current concerns.

Although Josh identified remote reasons for studying the past, he seemed
genuinely interested in our investigation. He stayed after school on many
occasions to work on the filming of our video production. He also came to the
Michigan Historical Museum after school where the children filmed themselves in
front of various exhibits as a backdrop for narrating the script they wrote about
why people came to Michigan. Standing in front of the logging exhibit, he told
about how his grandfather had migrated to Michigan from Finland to chop down
trees because “Michigan was a popular logging state.”

Moreover, despite Josh’s contention that he wanted and needed to
remember everything, as one might expect, he did not do so. He remembered
some things and forgot others, selectively filtering information. He, like Jessica,
had his own lens for doing so which reflected his values and his beliefs about
why it was important to know about the past.

“If Martin Luther King and nobody tried to change anything...”

Just as Josh made connections across concepts and ideas, he also made
connections between the past and the present. As the year went on, those
connections became clearer. Josh linked events from the past to the present,

noting the impact of those events on the contemporary world, a world which, like

57



Jessica, he viewed as being free from racial problems. Also like Jessica, Josh’s
family history shaped his view of the present. Josh came from an interracial
family. His mother is black, his father white. In referring to racial discrimination,
he, like Jessica, told me that “all of those problems are solved” (1., 5/8/98). For
his family members, “those problems” had been solved. Josh’s mother, a college
graduate, worked for the Department of Corrections, an area which we had heard
in class had not been open to blacks in the past. Similarly, his grandmother
finally got a job as an English teacher after initially being turned down “because
of her color” (l., 5/8/98).

Josh contrasted the past with the present in ways which were highly
relevant to his own life. When we talked about whether and how things had
changed since the 1960s Josh was, uncharacteristically, the first to raise his
hand. He confidently told the class:

Schools aren’t segregated, the housing isn't segregated, and you can go

into a restaurant and have fun and be happy and you can have any job

you want, if you're qualified. (C.D., 4/23/98)

Josh could “have fun and be happy” and get a job someday if he was qualified for
it, while his grandmother could not (even though she had a teaching certificate).
Proof of that lay in his mother's and grandmother’s triumphs over past prejudices.
Josh valued what he perceived as the current state of racial harmony and equal
opportunity.

A critical feature of Josh's thinking involved his belief that events are
contingent upon the actions of people who were faced with choices about how to
act. The choices people made affected the outcome of history. Viewing the

significance of events in terms of their consequences, he often imagined “what
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might have been" if people had not made those choices:

If Martin Luther King and nobody tried to change anything, there wouldn’t

be any Tiger Woods or Michael Jordon or any black famous people like

Michael Jordon or anybody like that. And my mom and dad wouldn’t meet

because black people couldn’t marry white people, because my dad is

white and my mom is black. (l., 1/26/98)

Josh saw the actions of people like Martin Luther King, Jr. as being directly
responsible for his current life and the life of others.

Josh also imagined the course of history without the negative impact of
hatred:

[l}f there weren't people being prejudiced, then we probably wouldn't have

had any wars and then we wouldn’t have had discrimination or

segregation and then it would be almost like it is now. Because there is
maybe a little bit of prejudice going on now, but there’s not discrimination

or segregation. (l., 5/8/98)

If there had not been “people being prejudiced” then life would have always been
like it is today, free from racial problems and the wars which Josh associated with
those problems.

As | looked back over Josh'’s journal entries from the beginning of the
year, it seemed that his ideas about the contingency of history on the actions of
individuals influenced his thinking early on. For example, when | asked the class
to predict what they thought would happen after Europeans first came to
Michigan, Josh imagined the possibility that Europeans and Native Americans

might have lived in harmony if Europeans decided to love the Indians:

| think the book says that the Indians’ lives would soon change forever
because people will take their land unless they love them. (J., 10/21/97)

Josh anticipated that if the Europeans who came to Michigan loved the Indians,

they might not take the Indians’ land. Only Josh entertained the possibility that
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things might not turn out as the rest of the class expected.
Linking the Past to the Present: Stories of Caring Choices

The stories Josh constructed often linked seemingly disparate events
together in order to provide an explanation for how the problems of the past were
eventually solved. As he constructed stories about the past, he noted caring
choices people made along the way which he believed had a positive impact on
the course of history. Although | never directly asked Josh about this and have
no evidence to test my hunch, | can not help to wonder whether there was a
connection between Josh's WWJD (What Would Jesus Do?) bracelet and his
attention to issues of caring choices.

In contrast to Jessica's story about the Underground Railroad which
emphasized the important role of civil disobedience in effecting change, Josh
constructed a coherent story in which the choices of caring individuals eventually
led to freedom by linking the Underground Railroad to the North winning the Civil
War. He first articulated the connection between the Underground Railroad and

the Civil War in an interview:

Josh: The Underground Railroad is important to know about.
Shari: Why do you think that is important to know about?
Josh: Because if it wasn't for [the Underground Railroad] they

probably wouldn’t have escaped and they wouldn'’t be free
and then they probably wouldn’t have had enough blacks to

have the war.

Shari: Why did they need blacks to have the war?

Josh: They needed some blacks cause the blacks could help fight.
(I., 2/10/98)
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At the time, | was not clear about how Josh had connected the
Underground Railroad with blacks fighting in the Civil War. Over three months
later, Josh'’s response to an interview question reveals more explicitly the
connection he made. He told me that of all the things he had learned over the
course of the year, he wanted to remember the role that blacks had played in
fighting for their freedom during the Civil War. He explained:

Even though they only had one more state to go to get to Canada to be

free, they fought so they would get freedom. They didn't just like go to

Canada. (l., 5/8/98)

We had not actually discussed the fact that ex-slaves fought in the war, although
the class had seen pictures of black troops when they went to the Michigan
Historical Museum.

A closer look at the path of Josh's reasoning provides a portrait of how he
connected one event to the next to tell a story that explained the end of slavery.
Josh knew that slaves could be returned to the South if they were caught. He
also knew that the number of blacks living in Michigan had increased in the years
before the Civil War ended while the Underground Railroad was active. He, like
many other children in the class, inferred that their numbers increased during this
time period as a result of blacks escaping to freedom on the Underground
Railroad. He further inferred that the blacks who fought in the war must have
been ex-slaves. Based on this assumption, Josh viewed the fugitive slaves as
being faced with a choice: They could flee the country and live in freedom or
they could stay and fight for the freedom of those who were still enslaved. Josh

concluded that they had made an altruistic choice, a choice which Josh inferred

had helped win the Civil War.
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Josh also viewed the abolitionists as making choices which were
motivated by love and a sense of caring for fellow human beings. He described
why he thought the abolitionists helped on the Underground Railroad:

They risked their lives because they cared about stuff. Like they cared

about African Americans because they know they are as good as they are

so people cared about them. And because almost all blacks had to lose

their lives because of slavery. (l., 2/10/98)

Josh connected human agency, the act of “risk[ing] their lives,” to the capacity of
human beings to empathize with the plight of others, others who were of equal
worth or “as good as they are.”

Josh selectively remembered things about slavery, the Underground
Railroad, the abolitionists, the fugitive slave laws, the role of blacks in the Civil
War five months after we studied this topic. One might expect that he would
have forgotten details such as the Fugitive Slave Law. We had only discussed
this in passing. But, for Josh, this information contributed to his overall narrative
about why the North won the Civil War and the role that the choices of runaway
slaves played in this victory. It was as if he, and the other children, were weaving
a grand narrative over the course of the year. Each piece of selected information
contributed to their narratives. Throughout the year, Josh, and others, told
similar stories that explained both the past and the present, making connections
between events and filling in gaps to make sense of the past.

Michael
Hardworking and conscientious, Michael took school seriously. He always

completed his assignments on time, keeping them neatly organized in his social

studies folder. He cared deeply about his grades. Unlike most of the other
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students who were typically content with my comments and questions in their
journals, Michael wanted to know how well he was doing. He often mentioned
his concern about grades both orally and in writing. For example, at the end of
his journal he wrote, “P.S. | hope | get a good grade” (J., 10/15/97). Or, “P.S. |
want a good grade” (J., 10/19/97). Sometimes Michael took it upon himself to
evaluate his own work by putting an A+ at the top of his paper. After taking two
pages of notes related to an interview the children had conducted, Michael wrote,
“| give myself an A+ because | did good” (J., 4/2/98).

Despite the importance Michael placed on grades, he struggled with
reading. As his third grade teacher noted:

Reading is something Michael avoids. We need to keep encouraging him.

He does not seem to like to read for fun. He has a hard time just sitting

and reading at DEAR (Drop Everything and Read) time. (Third Grade

Quarterly Report, 1996-1997).

Michael's test scores were average, although they had improved considerably
each year since the first grade when he scored in the 4™ percentile. Doing well in
school was an integral part of Michael's identity and he worked hard to improve.
His teacher described him as a “serious learner.”

At the beginning of the year, Michael reluctantly participated in class
discussions, yet he actively engaged with ideas in his writing. Michael loved to
write, often filling several pages with notes. He even envisioned himself
becoming an author one day:

Authors are very smart and some day | might be an author and write

things that were never. What do authors do in their spare time? How do

authors get their ideas? Where do authors go to get their ideas? What

do authors do if they want to be an author someday? (J., 11/6/97)

He often mentioned how much he liked to write as an aside in his journal:
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What | like best about journal is you get to write a lot which | like to do.

Also you get to know more by asking questions. And you get to write

down your own ideas on paper unlike a book when you just sit there and

read, no fun at all. (J., 5/7/98)

While | encouraged the students to ask questions in their journals and in class,
Michael made it his practice. Throughout the year, he sprinkled his journal with
questions when he wanted to “know more.”

Michael's writing skills were a valuable asset that his classmates came to
admire. They frequently commented on his extraordinary ability to take copious
and accurate notes, often turning to him to remind the class about what a
particular interviewee had said about their experience coming to Michigan. The
stories he heard through the oral history project provided him with a repository of
information that he lacked at the beginning of the year, and his participation
increased in skill and confidence. Adept at repeating stories which our

interviewees told — often almost verbatim — Michael eventually began to eagerly

share his ideas and questions with his classmates.

| think blacks would like to know how their parents were treated”

At times, particularly before we began our oral history project, Michael's
interest in the past seemed connected to his desire to do well in school. Like
Josh, he identified all information as being equally important without using any
historical criteria for assessing its significance:
| think the information that we got on immigration is informational because
| think people would want to know about this. People would want to know
about what is going on in Michigan with them coming from where they
lived and leaving from where they lived. | think everything is important to
learn about because everything on Michigan is informational. | think this is

informational because things on Michigan history is good to know about so
it will give you a better education and make your mind think better and
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make your mind focused on what is going on in class.

Why | think Michigan in the 1800s is important to know about because if
you are in school and you are a kid you would want to know about this
because you were not alive in the 1800s so you would want to know a lot
about it. Now | am going to tell you what | would remember to tell my
friend. | would remember everything is important you need to know a lot
about the 1800s. | would want somebody to tell me everything they knew
because | would think what they had to say would be important. | would
like to know because | would like to know what they learned so | would
know more and | would know about more in social studies in school and
be proud about myself and what | know. (J., 2/4/98)

In contrast to Josh who, at first, only imagined reasons in the distant future for
knowing about the past, learning information served an immediate function for
Michael. It helped him get a better education, to focus his mind, and make him
“think better.” It contributed to his self-esteem by making him feel proud for
knowing things.

Michael's interest in acquiring knowledge led him to pay careful attention
to whatever we studied. Typically, he included more details and facts in his
notes than any of his classmates. This, in turn, provided an entry point for
making more personal connections. For example, when | read the class Jacob
Lawrence’s book, The Great Migration (1993), Michael included over twelve
descriptive details in his journal which he gleaned from the book and our
discussion:

The reason African Americans left from the South to the North was

because there were floods and bugs and bugs were eating the cotton crop

and the land was being destroyed. They were treated badly still over 51

years past when slavery stopped. Segregation is when whites are

separated from blacks and they had to go to separate schools and
separate public bathrooms, cafeterias, and separate neighborhoods and
separate drinking fountains and separate buses. | think it is really unfair
how they made the blacks do all separate things and | think all blacks

should have equal rights and you can do all the very same things and they
should not have to go to the back of the hot dog place and the whites
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could just walk in. (J., 2/6/98)

Michael's final comments convey his own values. Segregation was unfair. He
believed that all people should have equal rights and should be able to do “all the
very same things.” Judging segregation laws as unfair, Michael implicitly
distinguished between the past and the present in moral terms. Although
Michael did not explicitly say so in this journal entry, he implied that things were
better now.

Michael's immediate family experience stood in contrast to the relationship
between blacks and whites depicted in the book. Like several of his classmates,
Michael came from an interracial family. In his world, blacks and whites are now
friends, even husband and wife. In an interview in June, he expressed the view
that racial discrimination no longer existed in Michigan. He supplied evidence
from his own life that there were no longer problems in automobile factories.
According to Michael, his dad, a factory worker had “never been discriminated
against” (1., 5/8/98).

Michael's experience in an interracial family seemed to motivate him to
understand the historic relationship between blacks and whites, how things were
different in the past, and when relationships began to improve. When we studied
the Underground Railroad, he asked:

| have one question or more. My first is when did blacks and whites start
being friends and how did blacks get to school? (J., 1/15/98)

Although Michael seemed motivated to understand these relationships, he had
little to draw upon in terms of personal knowledge of his family’s history or history

more generally. He never shared family stories in class nor did any of his
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relatives come to be interviewed. Thus, unlike Jessica who used her family
stories to make sense of the curriculum, Michael used the curriculum to make
sense of his history.

Michael adopted the stories of our interviewees as representative of the
collective experience of African Americans. After listening to another child's
grandfather speak of segregation in restaurants and hotels, Michael explained
why we should put that information in our video:

| think [the video] should be about how it was like in Grand Rapids, how

[blacks] weren't allowed in restaurants or hotels or motels. Because |

think blacks would like to know how their parents were treated so they

would know and some blacks weren't alive in the thirties so they would like

to know what it was like for their parents. (J., 3/5/98)

Michael assumed that his imagined audience, blacks, would want to know how
“their parents” were treated, even though the story he had heard was only about
one person. “| know | do,” he added.

When Rosenzweig and Thelen (1998) investigated how people use history
in their own lives, the researchers found that black Americans tended to blur the
distinction between “I” and “‘we.” When they spoke about “we,” they were
typica]ly referring to the experience of black Americans, whereas when white
Americans spoke of “‘we,” they were typically referring to their own immediate
families. Michael seemed to be doing the same thing here, using “their parents”
to broadly represent the collective African American experience.

At the end of the year, Michael reiterated that this was the reason why it is

important to learn history:

Shari: Do you think history is important to learn?
Michael: Yes, so people that weren't alive back then, like when their
67



parents and grandparents were living, they would know
about what it was like.

Shari: And why do you think that is important to know?
Michael: Cause they would never know what it was like and they
would think it is important to know about their grandparents
and their parents. (1., 5/21/98)
Michael seemed to assume that by learning about the experiences of other
African Americans, he (as well as the television audience) could make inferences
about what life must have been like for his own relatives.
Stories about What Life was Like “Back Then”

Like my other students, Michael's assumptions and beliefs about human
behavior and the way the world works framed his view of the past. When people
behaved in ways which were inconsistent with his expectations, he asked
questions aimed at understanding what people were like “back then.” In
particular, he wanted to understand the beliefs and desires that motivated their
actions. Over time, Michael began to develop expectations about how people
would behave in the past, given his developing ideas about the norms and values
of the times. He worked to construct stories which helped him make sense of the
world of the past, a world he wanted to understand.

Michael asked questions when people’s actions did not fit with his
expectations about human behavior in the present. For example, in response to
learning that during one of the riots in the 1960s blacks broke store windows, he
wondered, “Why would blacks break the store windows if they liked stores?”
(4/23/98). Michael assumed that people “like stores” because you can “buy

things there.” Hence, he viewed the actions of blacks who broke store windows
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during the riots as incomprehensible (given his current beliefs about people’s
attitudes toward stores).

Similarly, when Michael learned that a school district in Michigan would
not hire a black teacher in the 1950s, he asked:

How do they know that black teachers aren’t better than white teachers in

teaching? | got a question for those people that wouldn’t let somebody get

a job because of their color and they don't even know if she is a good

teacher or not. (C.D., 4/17/98)

Michael believed that the most qualified person should (and would) get the job.
Given this assumption, he viewed the school’s refusal to hire blacks as illogical,
irrational, and unwarranted (If <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>