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ABSTRACT
HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE FOR BEGINNING TEACHING
By
Cynthia D. Hartzler-Miller

Recent efforts to delineate a knowledge base for beginning teaching have
emphasized several critical issues, including the need for novices to have
sufficient content knowledge. However, there has been relatively little
investigation into the nature of content knowledge for teaching. What does it
mean to understand one's discipline for the purposes of teaching it to young
learners of various ages and backgrounds? What knowledge and skills assist
teachers - particularly beginning teachers - in adapting and developing subject
matter knowledge?

This study describes and explains the nature and contribution of historical
knowledge in the practice of two novice history teachers. Through interviews
and observations over the course of one school year - designed to uncover
autobiographical influences, content knowledge, views of students and learning,
pedagogical reasoning, and reflections on action - a conception of subject matter
knowledge for beginning teaching emerged.

The findings of this study suggest that the more familiar beginning teachers
are with a topic they must teach, the more likely they are to critique content as
portrayed in the textbook, select topic-specific narratives to frame their units,
illustrate those narratives with concrete images and descriptive detail, be aware
of alternative interpretations of events, anticipate student difficulties and
generate multiple representations for communicating subject matter.
Furthermore, knowledge of historical forces, narratives, and imagination, along

with historical-mindedness is particularly useful in novice practice. Beginning
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teachers' subject matter beliefs, reaching back to childhood experiences, influence
their selection of content and what they are likely to learn about content from
practice.

Novices' efforts to transform content for their students are complicated by
various factors. Beginning teachers necessarily rely on their own memories of
learning content, which can be both a resource and a hindrance in their teaching.
They may not know what they know until they try to articulate subject matter to
learners. Thus, the first time they teach a topic they are primarily teaching
themselves. The task of learning how to manage pedagogical authority may
lead novices to view students’ prior knowledge as a problem to overcome rather
than a teaching resource.

These findings hold implications for professional education, suggesting that
one focus for prospective and beginning history teachers involves developing a
repertoire of historical narratives and cultivating the use of historical forces,
imagination and historical-mindedness as pedagogical tools. A second focus
should be on close, mentored interaction with students' work, transcripts and

curricular materials in the company of other professionals.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

I really did not enjoy this class. I do not feel prepared to start my internship
next year. . . [Learning about] the subject matter was a waste - that’s what

my classes are for in my major and minor.
(Prospective social studies teacher, May, 1998)
I still recall how it felt to read this statement among the final course

evaluations of my social studies methods class. My student’s words both stung
and perplexed me - and she wasn't the only one to give such feedback. I had
long been concerned about the subject matter knowledge of social studies
teachers. As a high school social studies teacher myself, I knew that my efforts
to teach World Geography had suffered from insufficient content knowledge. I
had worked with a colleague who confessed that his lack of historical knowledge
left him no recourse but to read to his students from the textbook, day after
dreary day. Furthermore, my personal interest in teachers’ content knowledge
owverlapped with national policy statements aimed at reforming teacher
pPreparation and induction (e.g., Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support
Consortium, 1992; National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future,
1996). Thus, I believed I had defensible professional reasons for wanting
P roOspective teachers to leave my course with more knowledge of at least a few

topics they might one day teach. Yet for some of my students there was a huge

disconnect between my assumptions and theirs.
This disconnect surprises no one who has studied the learning-to-teach

literature.! Preservice programs tend to reinforce the traditional partition

betwveen liberal arts coursework and professional training (Lanier & Little, 1986)
Teacher candidates enter programs with strongly-held beliefs about teaching

derived from the many hours they spend in educational institutions (Britzman,

1986; Feiman-Nemser, 1983; Lortie, 1975). Itis common for prospective

—_—
1 For reviews of this literature see Carter, 1990; Kagan, 1992; Richardson,

1 996 - and Wideen, Mayer-Smith and Moon, 1998.
1
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teachers to hold presuppositions about how much and what kind of content
knowledge they need to have. It is also typical for them to believe that real
learning to teach happens in the field, not in their university courses (National
Center for Research on Teacher Education, 1991).

My professional dilemma grew into a research problem. In order to
understand what beginning social studies teachers need to know about their
content as they leave their preparation programs, we must first describe and
explain the nature of content knowledge for teaching. How is disciplinary
knowledge different from content knowledge for teaching? It is one thing for
nationally-funded projects such as the National Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future (NCTAF) to call for “stronger disciplinary preparation that
incorporates an understanding of a discipline’s core concepts, structure and tools
of inquiry” (NCTAF, 1996, p. 76). But what does it mean to understand one’s
discipline for the purposes of teaching it to young learners of various ages and
backgrounds? What knowledge and skills assist teachers in adapting and
modifying subject matter?

A second question related to the task of conceptualizing what novices need
to know about their content concerns the nature of beginning knowledge and
practice. My reviews of the relevant literature revealed that investigations into
beginning teachers’ content knowledge are quite recent. Veteran teachers
frequently comment that they learned their content as they taught it (Ball &
McDiarmid, 1990). Although we may not expect beginning teachers to hold the
kind of knowledge their more experienced counterparts have, there may be a
minimum set of knowledge and skills that enables them to work with content in
pedagogically sound ways and develop the appropriate knowledge as they
teach. Yet further research is needed to help us understand the nature of
beginning teachers’ content knowledge and its role in emergent practice.

In this study, I attempt to describe and explain the role of content
knowledge in the practice of two beginning history teachers. This introductory

2
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chapter outlines the assumptions and constructs which frame the study. In the
following pages, I explore three relevant issues: notions of teacher knowledge;
conceptions of competence in history and social studies teaching; and
perspectives on the nature of novice practice.
Teacher Knowledge

Until recently, teacher education did not typically concern itself with the
problem of subject matter knowledge since the prevailing assumption was that
prospective teachers learn content in relevant disciplinary departments.2
Colleges of education were responsible only for teaching about pedagogical
theories and methods. This is, of course, a false dichotomy: preservice teachers
learn about pedagogy when they sit through a history or math professor’s
lecture and they learn about content when their education professor
demonstrates a teaching strategy. Still, educational researchers tended to treat
teaching as generic, rather than subject-specific. The “process-product” research
in the 1970s, for example, tried to correlate technical and context-free aspects of
“effective” teaching behavior with student achievement (Shulman, 1986a).

Spurred on by developments in psychology,3 researchers in the mid-1980s
shifted their attention to teachers’ cognition, including knowledge, beliefs and
pedagogical reasoning (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Teacher thinking research
assumes that teachers are active meaning-makers whose expectations, theories,
beliefs, and knowledge shape their judgments and actions in the classroom.
Investigators use research methods such as intellectual biographies, simulated

task interviews and extensive observations to explore practical and

2 Apparently, this hasn’t always been the case. Shulman (1986b) points out
that in 1875, it wasn’t unusual for ninety to ninety-five percent of the questions
on state licensing exams to evaluate teachers’ content knowledge.

3 Shulman (1986a) traces the evolution of interest in information-processing
and cognitive psychology back to the 1950’s when Jean Piiﬁet, s work - already
thirty years old - gained popularity among American psychologists.

3
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multi-dimensional features of teachers’ professional knowledge (Clark &
Lampert, 1986).

Not all scholarship under this umbrella is equally concerned with the role of
content knowledge in teachers’ thinking. However, several researchers identify
content knowledge as one of many variables which influence teachers’
pedagogical reasoning. As Wineburg and Wilson (1991) are careful to point out,
the idea is not to elevate subject matter to a special status in research on teaching,
but to use it as tool for understanding the role of teacher knowledge:

We use content as a window through which to examine teaching more
generally, for we believe that the close examination of teachers’ subject-
matter knowledge yields keen insights about many aspects of the
professional knowledge of teachers. (p. 309)

There are three prominent examples of research programs dedicated to
viewing the interaction of teachers’ knowledge and beliefs through the window
of content: the Knowledge Growth in a Profession project at Stanford
University, the Learning Research and Development Center at the University of
Pittsburgh and Michigan State University’s Knowledge Use and Learning to
Teach research program. Generally speaking, researchers in these projects used
methods consistent with teacher thinking research. They wanted to know how
novice and expert teachers made sense of their practice; they studied teachers’
biographies, perspectives and orientations; they stayed close to classroom
events. Their methods - along with the theoretical constructs they used -
produced multi-dimensional portraits of professional knowledge in the context
of practice. Because my dissertation study on the historical knowledge of
beginning teaching attempts to contribute to this effort, I describe three relevant
concepts emerging from that research - content knowledge, transformation, and
instructional representations - and summarize key findings.

Content Knowledge, Transformation and Instructional Representations

Typically, content knowledge researchers have taken as a given that “the

goal of education is to connect children to the communities of the disciplines”

4
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(McDiarmid, Ball, & Anderson, 1989, p. 194). In other words, they define content
knowledge in terms of its relationship to disciplinary knowledge. For example,
Wilson and Wineburg (1988) use Schwab’s (1978) distinctions between the
substantive and syntactic structures of a discipline to conceptualize teachers’
historical knowledge. They consider teachers' knowledge of facts and concepts,
various analytical frames (such as Marxian or Freudian), and knowledge of
historiography (the awareness that historians work with incomplete evidence,
for example, and that they employ particular notions of causation, chronology
and continuity).

Given that school subjects have long been organized around academic
domains - humanities, sciences and social sciences - it seems logical to assume
that disciplinary knowledge plays some role in teaching. But, as Dewey (1902)
pointed out, the purposes of a teacher are quite different from the purposes of
an academic scholar:

For the scientist, the subject-matter represents simply a given body of truth
to be employed in locating new problems, instituting new researches, and
carrying them through to a verified outcome. To him the subject-matter of
the science is self-contained. . . . The problem of the teacher is a different one.
. . . What concerns him, as a teacher, is the ways in which that subject may
become a part of experience; what there is in the child’s present that is
usable with reference to it; how such elements are to be used; how his own
knowledge of the subject-matter may assist in interpreting the child’s needs
and doings, and determine the medium in which the child should be placed
in order that his growth may be properly directed. He is concerned, not
with the subject-matter as such, but with the subject-matter as a related
factor in a total and growing experience. (pp.200-201)

The idea, then, is that teachers do not directly teach what they know about
their content. They think about subject matter in terms of their particular
students and the kinds of experiences they want to create for them. In the
process of selecting and organizing content, teachers draw upon much more
than their knowledge of subject matter: knowledge and beliefs about learners,
pedagogy, curriculum and context factor in as well. Cruse (1994) is a high school

history teacher who reflected on some of the considerations she brings to her






work. While her experience in master’s and doctoral-level history courses
provided her with a personally rich “intellectual exercise,” teaching requires her
to mold history content to fit her audience:

[Teaching] American history requires us to make history relevant to our
students. Students want to know why history matters,r{low it relates to
their lives, if at all, and how the study of history might affect them
personally. The manner and method we use to confront these questions can
convey enthusiasm and ignite a love of history in those whom we encounter
. ... Or we can perpetuate a distaste for the study of history by failing to
draw connections and to infuse our work with energy, effective
methodologies and multiple perspectives. For the high school student,
learning history becomes a way to fulfill a graduation requirement. (pp.
1066-1067)

As Cruse depicts, teachers’ content knowledge has a practical dimension
which is delineated by the professional responsibility to communicate subject
matter to a captive audience of young people in a way that facilitates
demonstrable learning. In an oft-quoted speech given at the 1985 annual
meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Shulman (1986b)
referred to this pedagogical process as “transformation,” identifying several
unasked questions:

No one asked how subject matter knowledge was transformed from the
knowledge of the teacher into the content of instruction. Nor did they ask
how particular formulations of that content related to what students came to
know or misconstrue. (p. 6)

In a later article, Shulman (1987) defined the notion of “transformation” as the
act of “think[ing] one’s way from the subject matter as understood by the
teacher into the minds and motivations of learners” (p. 16).

The notion of transformation is central to professional knowledge research
because it signals “knowledge-in-action,” the practical application of teacher
knowledge. A basic definition of transformation, drawn from the relevant
literature, is that it is an act of practical reasoning, in which teachers take what
they know about the subject matter and modify it to enable student
understanding (Grossman, Wilson & Shulman, 1989; Shulman, 1987; Wilson,
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Shulman & Richert, 1987; Wineburg & Wilson, 1991). These modifications of
disciplinary knowledge are called “instructional representations.”
Representations represent teachers’ conceptions of subject matter modified by
their sense of what the students under their charge need to learn and how they
will learn it. Representations include what are traditionally known as
“strategies” (lecture, recitation, small group work, debates and student
presentations) as well as the topic-specific analogies, illustrations, examples and
explanations provided by the teacher.

McDiarmid, Ball and Anderson (1989) propose several reasons for
subsuming both general strategies and topic-specific examples under the same
label. Both strategies and examples convey subject matter, a point which
challenges the conventional dichotomy between content and pedagogy.
Instructional methods that appear content-neutral may intentionally or
unintentionally communicate messages about the discipline. Classroom debates
over issues raised at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 may portray history

as contingent on human choice and context; textbook-generated worksheets, on
the other hand, frequently leave an impression of inevitability. 4 Furthermore,

since it is possible for representations to be misleading or inaccurate in the
messages they convey about the content, it is crucial for teachers to become
aware of the representations they are using and evaluate their appropriateness.
Teachers’ pedagogical approaches, materials, analogies, illustrations, examples
and demonstrations can all be evaluated in terms of a common set of warrants:

Using the notion of representation also connects the inventive work of
teaching - making worksheets, tests and designing activities - with the more
routine tasks, such as using textbooks. . . . Given this way of thinking, all
representations, whether invented, selected or adapted, are subject to similar
standards for their pedagogical usefulness and appropriateness.
(McDiarmid, Ball & Anderson, 1989, p. 197).

4 Similarly, as I mentioned before, an education professor conveys messages
about content (whether about its substance, epistemology or both) even when
presenting a so-called “generic” teaching strategy.

7



The term “representation” comes from the cognitive psychology literature
which sometimes refers to learners’ subject matter understandings as “mental
representations.” A constructivist theory of learning posits that through
experience, individuals construct understandings of the world (Piaget, 1952;
Vygotsky, 1978). When learners encounter new phenomena, they interpret
them in light of prior knowledge so they make sense. Thus, young learners are
not limited to acquiring only the information that adults teach them. They
constantly interact with their social environment, and in the process, develop
mental representations to explain what is going on around them. Appropriate
and pedagogically useful instructional representations, therefore, are those
which connect to and extend further than students’ mental representations
(Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987). McDiarmid, Ball, and Anderson (1989)
suggest that it is important for teachers to develop a “repertoire of subject
matter representations from outside sources and from their own ingenuity” in
order to broaden the range of options they have for influencing the subject
matter understandings students create in their own minds (p. 196).

Dewey’s (1916) theory about the nature of subject matter knowledge and
the role of the teacher helps to illuminate this point about appropriate
representations. He begins with the assertion that all knowledge is the outcome
of thought reflecting on experience. The process of learning subject matter
begins early in life, as young children first learn to walk, play, and work and
soon develop the capacity to reflect on their actions. In the act of reflecting on
experiences and communicating these reflections to others, individuals begin to
build subject matter knowledge. For Dewey, subject matter is not, as one might
assume, something one encounters only in school. In fact, he argues that a
child’s experience, “already contains within itself elements - facts and truths - of
just the same sort as those entering into formulated study” (1902, p. 189). When
Dewey (1902) refers to teachers as concerned “not with the subject-matter as

such, but with the subject-matter as a related factor in a total and growing

8
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experience” (p. 201), he is building a case for a pedagogical approach which treats
students’ life experience as the starting point of instruction and formulated,
organized, disciplinary knowledge as the end point:

It is a cardinal precept . . . that the beginning of instruction shall be made
with the experience learners already have; that this experience and the
capacities tﬁat have been developed during its course provide the startin
point for all further learning. . . . But finding the material for learning within
experience is only the first step. The next step is the progressive
development of what is already experienced into a fuller and richer and also
more organized form, a form t{at gradually approximates that in which
subject-matter is presented to the skilled, mature person. (1938, pp. 73-74).

Dewey’s theory of the continuity of experience provides a basis for studying
teachers’ content knowledge-in-action. In their acts of transformation -
modifying disciplinary knowledge to enable student understanding - teachers
may or may not treat students’ life experience as the starting point and
formulated subject matter as the end point of instruction. Because instructional
representations embody what teachers know about their content as well as
beliefs about students’ preconceptions, teachers’ representations can serve as
windows for viewing aspects of professional knowledge used (and learned) in
the process of transformation. Examining teachers’ instructional representations
helps researchers view what is being conveyed about both the substance and
epistemology of content. Representations may illuminate teachers’ beliefs about
learners and learning (McDiarmid, Ball, & Anderson, 1989; Wilson, Shulman, &
Richert, 1987). Because transformation involves “think[ing] one’s way from the
subject matter as understood by the teacher into the minds and motivations of
learners” (Shulman, 1987, p. 16), the analysis of representations may reveal the
extent to which content is transformed in ways that connect it to students’
experience.

Summary of Research Findings on Content Knowledge for Teaching
Using these theoretical constructs, researchers have studied mathematical,

scientific, language arts, and historical knowledge for teaching. Some have
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focused on experienced teachers, others have compared novices with experts.
Not surprisingly, these studies have found that - as one article title put it -
“subject knowledge matters” (Leinhardt, Putnam, Stein & Baxter, 1991). Itis
not uncommon for teachers, especially beginners, to have thin knowledge for
some of the subjects they are called upon to teach, despite an earned degree in
those subjects (Ball & Feiman-Nemser, 1988; Ball & McDiarmid, 1990;
McDiarmid, 1992). Sources of content knowledge such as the typical
undergraduate sequence of courses in the arts and sciences are not sufficient;
beginning teachers must learn content as they teach it (Ball & McDiarmid, 1990;
McDiarmid, 1989). Furthermore, thin content knowledge has significant
consequences. Teachers who do not know their subject matter well are more
likely to misrepresent both the nature and the substance of the content to
students. (Grossman, Wilson & Shulman, 1989; Wilson, 1988; Wilson, Shulman
& Richert, 1987; Wilson & Wineburg, 1993). They are less likely to teach in
pedagogically sound ways. (Hollon, Roth & Anderson, 1991; Wilson, Shulman &
Richert, 1987). Inadequate content knowledge may inhibit teachers' ability to
make the content relevant for students and convey it using multiple and
intellectually engaging representations. (Grossman, 1990; Leinhardt, Putnam,
Stein & Baxter, 1991; Shulman, 1987; Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987).
Teachers' knowledge of conceptual relationships, modes of inquiry, and
disciplinary perspectives bear on their selection of curricular materials, the way
they use textbooks, whether and how certain topics get taught, and their ability
to keep learning about their content (Grossman, 1990; Holt-Reynolds, 1999;
Leinhardt & Smith, 1985; Wilson & Wineburg, 1988; Yeager & Davis, 1995).
Studying instructional representations provides insights into the relationship
between teachers’ knowledge of students and content. For example, Leinhardt,
Putnam, Stein, and Baxter (1991) studied expert elementary mathematics
teachers’ use of representations. They determined that a critical feature of

representations is their “dual nature;” they often have both a “real-world

10



meaning” and a “symbolic meaning” (p. 109). The real-world meaning is quite
intricate and multi-layered, full of detail that makes the representation
interesting to students (because it connects to the familiar) but which may
distract from the symbolic meaning - the concepts and ideas to which the teacher
wants students to attend. For example, a teacher who wants to teach her
students about the Cartesian coordinate system might select as a representation
a city map with streets running north-south and east-west. Although the map
provides a real-world example, it also contains information such as street names,
parks and buildings which may distract students from the task of locating
positive and negative coordinates. Leinhardt, Putnam, Stein, and Baxter found
that teachers’ ability to perceive the difficulties students might have with certain
instructional representations depended on their familiarity with the specific
content.

Wineburg and Wilson (1991) also encountered the issue of representational
complexity in their study of two experienced history teachers. These teachers
tended to select representations which served multiple purposes. For example,
when teaching about the American Revolution, one teacher had students read
two pre-war newspaper articles - one pro-rebel and the other pro-British. The
articles conveyed conceptual knowledge about the points of debate at that time
as well as epistemological understandings about why we have multiple,
sometimes contradictory accounts of the past. As the teacher worked to
transform his complex knowledge of history into forms his students would
understand, he had to skillfully avoid the dual pitfalls of misrepresenting the
content by oversimplifying it and confusing students by revealing too much of
its complexity at once. Thus, his knowledge of students - developed over years
of practice - included finely-tuned understandings about learners’ developmental
readiness in relation to particular topics.

Knowledge of learners entered into Wilson’s (1988) study along with

teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical expertise. Experienced teachers
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with a great deal of pedagogical experience but thin historical knowledge were
able to easily create generic activities (holding a debate, assigning a reading) but
they could not evaluate the historical content contained in those representations
in relation to students. This finding further underscores the point that some
teachers hold subject-specific knowledge of their students: understandings about
what their students already know and are likely to find difficult about particular
topics.

Naturally, we would expect beginning teachers to have less of whatever
knowledge teachers gain from accumulated classroom experience. Wilson (1988)
discovered that beginning teachers who had a solid grasp of historical content
and inquiry but who had a limited repertoire of instructional representations
tended to prefer didactic instruction. These teachers’ representations portrayed
history as a static body of knowledge and did little to take into account students’
interests or prior conceptions. On the other hand, novices whose historical
knowledge and repertoire of representations were relatively strong were better
able to link concerns about the content with concerns about learners.

Wilson, Shulman, and Richert (1987) claim that the process of selecting and
creating instructional representations helps beginners develop skills of
pedagogical reasoning. Facilitated by the interaction between a teachers’ content
knowledge and their need to communicate with learners, this process
encourages teachers to explicate their tacit knowledge. They try out a
representation on their students and sometimes experience failure. These
unsuccessful attempts to communicate previously tacit knowledge spur them to
further examine their knowledge and develop new representations. They not
only learn to reason pedagogically, they also build a repertoire of
representations, conscious awareness of their content knowledge, and insights
about their students’ prior knowledge and interests.

One implication of Dewey’s theory that all knowledge results from

reflection on experience is that teachers - like their students - began developing
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subject matter knowledge as children. Teachers’ content knowledge is
influenced by the particular experiences upon which they have had opportunities
to reflect. Some scholars suggest that teachers’ particular experiences with
subject matter lead them to form “subject matter orientations” (Grossman, 1990;
Gudmundsdottir, 1991) or “disciplinary perspectives” (Wilson & Wineburg,
1988). Disciplinary perspectives can be powerful influences on teachers’
decisions. For example, Grossman (1990) compared the instructional
representations used by two beginning English teachers, one of whom had a
“text-orientation” and the other a “reader-orientation.” Both taught their senior
English classes using Shakespeare’s play Hamlet. However, the one with the
text-orientation used the play to teach students skills involved in literary analysis
while the other used it to help students explore aspects of personal experience.
Similarly, Wilson and Wineburg (1988) found that history teachers’
representations were influenced by whether they had developed historical,
political science, or geographic “disciplinary lenses” in their academic training.
The geography major explained the role of post-war Japan in terms of climate
and location; the political science major focused on economic and political
patterns in revolutions, rather than highlighting historical contexts which set one
revolution apart from another. Wilson and Wineburg conclude that “when one
is unfamiliar with the ways of knowing in disciplines other than one’sown. ..
new information becomes a slave to the old and fundamental beliefs go
unaltered” (p. 538).

In addition, teachers’ conceptions of school subjects may be distinct from
their personal understandings of the discipline. VanSledright (1996) offers a
detailed portrait of a high school teacher with a Ph.D. in history. Because of her
experience at the doctoral level, this teacher indicated that she was “probably
morre sensitive to the fact that history is so interpretive and I guess I probably

emphasize that more now than other teachers might” (p. 264). VanSledright,
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however, perceived that an “objectivist” view of history prevailed in her
teaching, which he defined as an “emphasis on the accumulation of indisputable
evidence for the purpose of drawing verified conclusions and making timeless
generalizations” (p. 263). He concluded that mitigating factors prevented this
teacher from offering students content that was more consistent with her
interpretive view of history. These factors included her beliefs about what it
means to teach history as a school subject: the textbook is the unbiased source of
factual information; historical facts speak for themselves; tests and quizzes
assess students’ recall of definitions associated with people, events, laws and
documents. McDiarmid and Vinten-Johansen (1993) made a similar discovery
about the power of teachers’ beliefs about teaching history to young learners.
When studying prospective (not yet practicing) history teachers, these
researchers found that, although students’ participation in a historiography
seminar helped them develop deeper understandings of historical inquiry, the
experience had no apparent effect on their prior, conventional beliefs about how
they would teach history.

Taken together, these studies underscore the notion that instructional
representations are “the product of two processes - the comprehension of
content and the understanding of the needs, motivations and abilities of
learners” (Wineburg & Wilson, 1991, p. 333). Developing appropriate
representations hinges on teachers’ familiarity with content, topic-specific
knowledge of students, disciplinary perspectives, and beliefs about what it
means to teach and learn a school subject. One cannot examine the nature of
content knowledge for teaching in isolation from teachers’ knowledge and
beliefs about subject matter and students.

These findings also cast light on the difficulties novices may have as they

attempt to modify content in pedagogically sound ways. New teachers’ content
knowledge is likely to be uneven and novices are unlikely to hold finely-tuned

understandings of learners’ potential difficulties with particular topics and
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representations. To complicate matters further, learning to transform content
seems to depend on interaction between novices and students. There appears to
be truth in prospective teachers’ comments that real learning to teach happens in
the field, not in university courses. It makes sense, then, to focus future research
efforts on the kinds of knowledge and beliefs that enable novices to create
pedagogically useful representations and develop appropriate knowledge in the
context of practice. It is possible that some features of professional knowledge
are more pivotal than others in the beginning phase of teaching.

Any effort to contribute to this growing body of work must be clear about
its central construct: knowledge. Fenstermacher (1994), for example, reminds us
that in conventional philosophy a statement cannot be elevated to the level of
knowledge unless it is deemed “justified” and “true.” Yet in the content
knowledge literature, beliefs about learners, disciplinary orientations and tacit
understandings are often labeled “knowledge” - a term that enjoys higher status
than “beliefs” or “orientations.” As Fenstermacher points out, it is important
for researchers to pay attention to their use of the term. Researchers’ claims
may be treated by practitioners and policymakers as having “epistemic status”
when in fact the word is being used merely to classify a potpourri of personal
beliefs (p. 34).

Conceptual clarity is unnecessarily compromised when, for example, no
distinction is made between naive, unexamined beliefs and knowledge based on
careful reflection. For example, Grossman (1990) writes about a novice English
teacher who justified his decision to teach literary analysis of classic literature to
ninth-graders on the basis of his own fond memories in college English courses.
This was a naive belief in the sense that its premise was faulty: ninth graders and
their teachers usually do not share the same interests. The English teacher’s
belief does not carry the epistemic warrant that does knowledge about the
special characteristics of young learners and their difficulties grasping new

content that is not tailored to their needs and interests. In her description of this
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teacher, Grossman referred to the basis for his pedagogical decisions as “ideas”
and “views” - not “knowledge” (pp. 25-27).

The conceptual problem here involves setting a standard for teacher
knowledge which acknowledges that teachers’ actions are often based on “what
has worked in the past, situations, particular instances, trial and error and
‘muddling through’” (Orton, 1996, p. 140). Such grounds are not considered to
be “justified, true belief” in the conventional sense, but neither are they
necessarily unexamined and naive. One approach is suggested by the notion of
“practical argument” (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 1993; Morine-Dershimer,
1988; Orton, 1996). Fenstermacher (1994) describes this concept:

It is possible to take a liberal stance on the matter of justification, such that
there are a number of ways of warranting a knowledge claim. . . . Another
way to justify that we know something is to offer good reasons for doing or
believing it. Indeed, this form of justification might be called the “good
reasons” approach. . . . Reasoning of the sort I am referring to here is what
Aristotle called phronesis: deliberative reflection of the relationship between
means and ends . . . . The provision of reasons, when done well, makes
action sensible to the actor and the observer. That is a minimal form of
warrant for practical action. Such reasoning may also show that an action is,
for example, the reasonable thing to do, the obvious thing to do, or the only
thing one could do under the circumstances. Each of these is, I believe, a
contribution to the epistemic merit of a practical knowledge claim. (pp. 44-
45)

The “good reasons” approach gives researchers flexibility in their use of the term
“knowledge.” Some teacher statements - although not proven to be true
according to traditional standards - carry more epistemic weight than “beliefs”
because they are based on good reasons and evidence to support claims.
Following this argument, in this study I use the term “knowledge” whenever I
can show a novice’s good reasons and empirical evidence for holding certain
beliefs. For example, I call it knowledge when one of the teachers in this study -
Julia - believes that her students know more about Martin Luther King, Jr. than
Bobby Seale. Her own experience, as well as later events, provided reasonable
support for her initial hunch. But whenever the teachers’ premises seem

unexamined, naive, or partial, I use the term “belief” in order to highlight what is
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undeveloped or more disputable in beginning teachers’ understandings.
Competent History Teaching

It is perhaps an understatement to say that there is a lack of consensus
among educators about what constitutes good history or social studies teaching.
The field has been plagued or enlivened - depending on one’s perspective - by
differences of opinion regarding such issues as the social studies’ relationship to
the social science disciplines, whether subjects should be taught as separate
disciplines or interdisciplinary perspectives, whether teachers should emphasize
“cultural literacy” (Hirsch, 1987), “critical literacy” (Giroux, 1988), decision-
making (Engle & Ochoa, 1988), or social transformation (Banks, 1991). Even
when history is considered as a distinct course, views of competent teaching
differ. Should history teachers emphasize chronology, big ideas, heroes,
ordinary folk, political history, intellectual history, historical ways of thinking,
common culture, multiculturalism, or the detrimental effects of European
domination (Cornbleth & Waugh, 1999; Nash, Crabtree & Dunn, 1998; Seixas,
1993; Thornton, 1994)?

To some extent, ideological differences between these various camps may
be irreconcilable. Yet some research suggests that history teachers’ actual
practice cannot be neatly categorized into one camp or another. Romanowski
(1996) conducted interviews and observations of nine experienced history
teachers. He found that although teachers are guided by their “personal
curriculum” (values and beliefs about history which reflect broader debates),
they also tailor their teaching in light of the views and expectations of parents
and students. Although Evans (1989) found variation in teachers’ conceptions of
history, a significant percentage of the 160 teachers he surveyed (22%) appeared
to have no “coherent philosophy,” but rather took “a very pragmatic approach
to teaching . . . borrowing ideas and rationales from various traditions” (p. 236).
Leinhardt (1994) calls teachers’ conceptions of history “a negotiated process, not
simply their own personal construction” (p. 213). Still, these and other studies
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help to build the case that teachers are - consciously or not - “curricular-
instructional gatekeepers;” their beliefs about appropriate subject matter and
instructional strategies play a major role in shaping the history students have
opportunities to learn. The culture of history teaching in the schools sustains this
degree of autonomy by isolating teachers from each other and from pressures to
conform to broad curriculum mandates (Thornton, 1991; 1993).

Researchers, like the history teachers they study, are influenced by their
conceptions of competent history teaching. Embedded in their work is a “world
view or value system related to the purpose of knowledge, a conception of a
preferred social order, and a view of the good person” (Stanley, 1991, p. 253). In
the content knowledge literature on history teaching, for example, there is a
clear preference for practice which connects students to features of history as a
discipline. Thus, Leinhardt (1994) defines “mindful” history teaching as that
which coaches students in the skills of “historical dialogue,” modeled after
historians’ approaches to interpreting evidence and constructing narratives.
Wineburg and Wilson (1991) describe two experienced history teachers who
appeared to vary greatly in their use of direct instruction. However, both were
portrayed as competent teachers because they treated history as a human
construction, creating representations which modeled historical ways of thinking
and they continually updated their disciplinary knowledge.

Wineburg and Wilson’s (1991) portrayal of these two teachers suggests that
there is more than one way to teach history competently, within disciplinary
boundaries. In terms of their selection of content, one teacher might approach
the American Revolution by considering the influence of individual choice;
another by applying theories of revolution. In terms of teaching historical ways
of thinking, one teacher emphasizes the close reading of both primary and
secondary sources while another combines this with analysis of current events.
Some educators separate learning content from acquiring process skills, as Seixas

(1993) notes in the contrast between the “chronological narrative” emphasis in
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the National Council for the Social Studies’ curriculum guide (1989) and the more
recently released National Standards for History (1995), which proposes that K-
12 students have opportunities to engage in "historical thinking,” to “examine
the historical record for themselves . . . create historical narratives and
arguments of their own . . . and examine the interpretive nature of history”
(National Center for History in the Schools, p. 59). But content knowledge
researchers have challenged this dichotomy by arguing that:

Students can learn both the content - the Boston Tea Party and the
Intolerable Acts, Sam Adams and the Committees of Correspondence,
Lexington and Concord - and historical analysis - examining different
interpretations of the same set of characters and events, weighing the
evidence presented by historians and source materials, discussing the
strengths and weaknesses of various accounts. (Wilson, 1991, p. 100).

Furthermore, some researchers have pointed out that interrogating historical
evidence, applying historical imagination, and constructing explanations about
historical events are cognitive activities which help students develop more
mature subject matter understandings (Downey & Levstik, 1991; Torney-Purta,
1994).

We have several examples in this literature which feature expert melding of
historical content and inquiry. Besides the two teachers in Wineburg and
Wilson’s (1991) work, the teacher in Leinhardt’s (1993) study helped students
construct a narrative about the Constitutional Convention by comparing the
writings of three historians. In his college history courses, Holt (1990) has his
students read post-Civil War letters to outline the conflict between aspirations of
former slaves, white plantation owners and the federal government. Kobrin
(1996) provides high school students with basic rules and a grading structure
which guide them in reading documents to identify major themes related to U.S.
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involvement in various wars. 5

Research on the content knowledge of beginning history teachers, however,
suggests that when teachers are not familiar with the processes of historical
inquiry themselves, they are more likely to misrepresent this aspect of the
discipline, treat history as a fixed body of knowledge and transmit content
didactically (Wilson, 1988; Wilson & Wineburg, 1988; Yeager & Davis, 1995).
There is evidence to suggest that even when novices hold these epistemological
understandings, they do not necessarily believe historical inquiry is appropriate
for their students (McDiarmid & Vinten-Johansen, 1993). Although it appears
that a “natural affinity exists between history and a cognitive understanding of
learning” (Bain, 1995, p. 1) when content is taught alongside historical inquiry,
we do not know enough about the combinations of knowledge and beliefs held
by beginning teachers which may provide opportunities or obstacles in
constructing this kind of practice.

Beginning Teaching

The task of teacher education is to launch candidates on their journey
toward skillful, accomplished teaching. One important aspect of this preparation
involves providing new teachers with the subject matter knowledge that enables
them to transform content to promote student understanding. State and
national governments and professional organizations call for teachers to hold
knowledge of disciplinary-based understandings and ways of reasoning. But we
know that prospective teachers have not typically encountered this knowledge
in their elementary or secondary schooling experiences. Even after earning a

degree in a content area, beginners’ knowledge appears thin (Ball & Feiman-

SNone of these reports, however, provide indicators about what students
actually learned from these strategies. As Wilson (in press) has pointed out,
difficulties in defining good history teaching stem from the absence of research
which attempts to correlate subject-specific instructional approaches with student
learning. Although this dissertation addresses gaps in the literature related to
beginning history teaching, it does not answer the need Wilson identifies.
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Nemser, 1988; Ball & McDiarmid, 1990; McDiarmid, 1992). The challenge is
especially daunting for history and social studies educators who prepare novices
to teach everything from U.S. and world history to geography, economics,
government, psychology, sociology and anthropology. Each of these subjects is
drawn from distinct, albeit related, disciplines with various lenses for viewing
content and inquiry. New teachers trained in one or two of these disciplines are
nonetheless expected to teach any social studies course.

This then, is the practical concern about teacher preparation and induction
which motivates this study. One impulse is to say that the task is impossible,
especially when we consider that content knowledge for teaching is not a direct
translation of disciplinary knowledge, but includes knowledge and beliefs which
enable teachers to transform what they know, to represent content to young
learners. Maybe it is too much to ask teacher education to provide both
disciplinary-based understandings which novices are unlikely to encounter in
their liberal arts courses as well as knowledge of students that is typically
developed after novices enter the classroom. Indeed, as a member of one of the
INTASC sub-committees charged with the task of writing standards for
beginning teachers, I have often felt overwhelmed by the expansive and
demanding lists of expectations we have for novices.

An alternative response is to look for the theoretical problem that lies
behind this practical dilemma. Beginning teacher knowledge is poorly

conceptualized.6 This is not because researchers have neglected to study

beginning teaching, but because until recently, the focus has been on
investigating novices’ psychological concerns rather than their knowledge and

practices. For example, two literature reviews on beginning teaching portray the

6The Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium
(INTASC) uses the term “beginning teacher” to refer to practitioners in their
first, second or third years of teaching, a period they call “provisional practice.”
In this dissertation, I use the same definition of beginning teacher.
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first years of teaching as a kind of “culture shock;” initial idealism and humanistic
commitments give way to “disappointment and despondency” or “anger” as
novices encounter school cultures which do not support their approaches to
teaching. Classroom discipline concerns consume novices’ time and energy
(Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998). In an extensive review of studies which
asked new teachers to rank their problems and concerns, Veenman (1984) found
that beginning teachers’ top five concerns included classroom discipline,
motivating students, dealing with student differences, assessing students’ work
and relating to parents.

Representing subject matter was not on this list. Neither did subject matter
figure prominently in the expert-novice studies which sought to identify the
kinds of knowledge new teachers develop as they gain experience. In controlled
interview settings, these studies found that experts’ knowledge of their students
is clustered into categories, connected to classroom events, conditional and
detailed. In contrast, novices had difficulty interpreting classroom events,
weighing the relative significance of student information and developing
hypotheses or making predictions based on that information (Berliner, 1988;
Carter, Sabers, Cushing, Pinnegar & Berliner, 1987). In a review of expert-novice
literature, Reynolds (1992) concluded that beginning teachers have difficulty
making “contingency plans,” seeing the connections between topics in the
curriculum, taking into consideration their students’ prior knowledge,
determining what to do when they notice student differences in performance or
motivation, linking related concepts within a lesson and identifying the sources
of student misbehavior.

These expert-novices studies are valuable in that they reveal the complex
nature of the knowledge and skills beginning teachers must develop. Good
teaching really is a kind of “professional artistry;” much of what goes into the
work cannot be grasped except through the experience of actually teaching
(Schon, 1987). But the lack of attention to beginning teachers’ content
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knowledge is unfortunate, given that this is one resource they must have in
order to transform subject matter.

When researchers have explicitly investigated the role of subject matter
knowledge and its consequences for what students have opportunities to learn,
they have found that, in contrast to earlier findings, novices are concerned about
subject matter understanding. Their content knowledge interacts closely with
their concerns about engaging students and both concerns affect the kinds of
historical texts they select (Noordhoff, 1993; Yeager & Davis, 1995). Novice
teachers must learn content as they teach; their content knowledge - along with
other kinds of professional knowledge and skill - develops in the act of planning,
teaching and reflecting (Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987). There is significant
variation in beginning teachers’ subject matter knowledge. Those with weak
knowledge tend to misrepresent both the nature and substance of history
(Wilson, 1988). Others may hold interpretivist understandings that lead them to
select content and representations which more accurately convey recent
developments in historical scholarship (Wilson & Wineburg, 1993).

But studying beginning teachers’ content knowledge is a recent
development in research on beginning teaching. Without further research, it is
difficult to speak about a minimal set of knowledge, beliefs and skills that enable
new teachers to work with content in pedagogically sound ways and develop
appropriate knowledge as they teach. Without more fine-grained
understandings of the combinations of knowledge and beliefs that teacher
education can provide, and upon which novices can build expert practice over
time, we don’t know whether some kinds of professional knowledge are more
pivotal than others in the beginning stages of teaching.

Moreover, further research might tell us more about the possible variations
in beginning teachers’ content knowledge. Insights into the meanings teachers
construct about their content and students may help teacher educators and

mentors more readily identify the diverse knowledge, beliefs and commitments
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novices bring to their practice.
Central Questions Guiding this Study

The points I have raised in this chapter reveal the complexity of the problem
of beginning teachers’ subject matter knowledge. In the current reform climate
calling for “stronger disciplinary preparation” of teachers, we still do not know
enough about what is best taught in teacher preparation and what is best learned
in the first years of teaching. Research on historical knowledge for beginning
teaching is quite young, although findings to date suggest the following: novices
vary in terms of the substance and organization of their content knowledge;
their exposure to history in school and college may be insufficient, even when
they have an undergraduate degree in the subject; their historical knowledge
interacts with beliefs about history and learners with consequences for what
their students have opportunities to learn. In general, the content knowledge
literature provides useful constructs for further investigations: the notion of
“transformation,” which highlights teachers’ reasoning related to connecting
students and content; the concept of “representation,” which provides a window
for viewing aspects of professional knowledge used and learned in the process of
transformation; and the construct of “practical argument,” which provides some
latitude in the use of the term “knowledge.” Dewey’s (1938) theory about the
continuity of experience provides a warrant for judging the extent to which
beginning teachers transform content in ways that connect to and extend
students’ understanding.

Throughout this introductory chapter, I have raised questions for further
study. What is a minimum set of knowledge and skills that enables beginning
teachers to work with content in pedagogically sound ways and develop the
appropriate knowledge as they teach? Are some features of professional
knowledge more pivotal than others? What combinations of knowledge and
beliefs provide opportunities or obstacles in constructing a practice which melds

historical content and inquiry?
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To address these issues, I designed a study which attempts to describe and
explain the role of content knowledge in the practice of two beginning history
teachers. The study is guided by the following research questions:

What is the nature of content knowledge for beginning teaching?

a. What do novices know and believe about content and students?

b. How do categories of knowledge and belief relate to one another
in novice practice?

c. What knowledge and skills assist (or hinder) novice teachers’
attempts to transform content?

d. What do novice teachers learn about content and students as they
teach?

In the pages which follow, I build a conception of novice teachers’
knowledge and beliefs relevant to the process of transformation, the task of
modifying disciplinary understandings for the purposes of teaching. In Chapter
2, I discuss my research methods, study design and methodological issues the
emerged in the process of data collection and analysis. In Chapter 3, I introduce
the reader to the study participants - David and Julia - by describing their subject
matter beliefs, school settings, students and curricula. Chapter 4 is an analysis of
four episodes of Julia’s and David’s teaching using a conceptual model which
breaks “transformation” into three interactive categories: knowledge and beliefs
about content, students and instructional representations. In Chapter 5, I put the
pieces back together again in an effort to explain what the portraits of teaching
can tell us about historical knowledge in beginning practice. Finally, Chapter 6
includes a discussion about implications for teacher education and beginning

teacher support as well as a set of research questions for future investigations.
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Chapter 2
EXPLORING HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE
FOR BEGINNING TEACHING:
A RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Overview of Methods and Study Design

In order to study professional knowledge and beliefs in the practice of
beginning history teachers, I designed a comparative case field study in which I
interviewed and observed two promising beginning history teachers. I chose
two teachers who had graduated from the same highly-regarded teacher
education institution and had received strong recommendations from their
instructors and field supervisors in terms of their content knowledge and success
in student teaching. My hypothesis was that observing promising novices could
help me speak to assumptions about the knowledge base of beginning teachers.
In addition, I assumed that careful research on “best case scenarios” might
inform our developing sense of possible and appropriate beginning historical
knowledge. I chose to study two such teachers in order to compare cases (Yin,
1994). By using the same methods to study two different people, I hoped to
learn more about potential variations than I would with just one case.

Because I wanted to understand beginning teachers’ thinking as they
transformed knowledge for teaching, I followed naturalistic research principles
which promote understanding from an “insider’s” viewpoint, gathered multiple
kinds of data and allowed grounded theories to emerge. Specifically, I adapted
methods and interview protocols borrowed from the Knowledge Growth in a
Professional Project at Stanford University and the National Center for Research
on Teacher Learning at Michigan State University. I also borrowed an approach
Connelly and Clandinin (1985) describe as effective in eliciting teachers’ tacit
“knowledge in action” (see appendices for interview protocols).

I spent considerable time with each teacher, collecting data around two

distinct units: one the teacher designated as “familiar” (based on his or her
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content knowledge) and one designated as “unfamiliar.”1 I then observed each

teacher teach those topics to two different class periods for the duration of the
unit. I structured interviews around particular tasks that elicited the teachers’
autobiographies, historical knowledge and beliefs, and pedagogical reasoning in
the act of planning and teaching. Finally, I collected documents that the teachers
produced as part of their units (such as lesson plans, handouts, student work,
tests, quizzes, and seating charts) as well as information from district and state
offices concerning socio-economic, cultural and political features of the school,
school practices, and the student body.

Finding David and Julia?

To locate study participants, I searched for two history teachers who had
been teaching less than three years, since that corresponded to the Interstate
New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium’s [INTASC] (1989) definition
of a “beginning teacher.” My primary concern was to find two teachers who
had performed well in their teacher preparation program, based upon the
measures commonly used to designate promising teacher candidates, however
crude those measures might be. I generated a list by talking to social studies
field instructors who had worked in a secondary teacher preparation program
which requifes a subject matter major and a full year internship. I asked each to
identify students who stood out in their minds as individuals with “strong
subject matter knowledge” and “skills in developing a classroom learning

community.” These two qualities were explicitly included as part of the

1These terms should not be interpreted as fixed and oppositional categories.
As the analysis of the data will show, the features of David’s knowledge of both
familiar and unfamiliar topics differ from Julia’s. Thus, the terms should be
understood as relative and subjective; David regarded his content knowledge of
the American and French Revolutions to be stronger than his knowledge of the
Russian Revolution. Julia felt that she knew much more about the Civil Rights
Movement than about the Progressive Era.

2David and Julia are pseudonyms, as are the names of their schools,
students, principals, colleagues and college professors.
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program’s standards for successful completion of the program. This meant that
each field instructor had evaluated their students on precisely these qualities and
I could use the final written evaluations to substantiate their more recent
recollections.

Once I had generated a list of twelve potential participants, I called each to
describe my study and get a sense of their interest. Isaid I was interested in
learning about the experiences of beginning teachers as they interacted with
students around the subject of history. Only four out of the twelve were
teaching history, even though many of them had majored in that subject.
Several told me that they had not been able to find history teaching positions
and were teaching in their minor area, such as English or a foreign language. 1
eventually opted to work with Julia and David.

I arranged to meet informally with each of them in order to set up a
schedule for interviews and observations. I also asked them to bring copies of
transcripts, collaborating teacher evaluations, and course papers, to help
substantiate my impression of them as promising teacher candidates. From the
start, I learned something of their differences. David, who later told me he still
has papers and notes saved from elementary school, brought me copies of
everything I requested. Julia, who later expressed feelings of alienation from
some aspects of academia, brought only her collaborating teacher evaluation and
said that she wasn’t sure where to find her course-related work (she had recently
married, moved, and hadn’t unpacked all of her boxes). Aé time went on, |
neglected to collect these other documents from Julia, so my claims about her
performance in college history courses are based solely on self-report.

Of course, there are limitations to relying so heavily on field instructors and
collaborating teachers’ impressions to identify potential participants for a study
designed to look at “promising” beginning teachers. I return to this issue in the
last chapter of the dissertation as it relates to my findings. For now, based on the

information I had going into the study, I felt satisfied that David and Julia fit the
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profile of a promising beginner.
The table below provides basic information about each of the two

participants in the study.

JULIA | DAVID

27-year-old biracial woman ~ 24-year-old Caucasian man

Political Science major,  History major, French minor
History minor

First yearteacher ~  Third year teacher

| Ninth grade US History ~ Ninth grade World History

Fairmont HS: 1000 students, ' Sycamore HS: 1400 students,
85% graduation rate; 17% | 90% graduation rate; 6.6%
free/reduced lunch; 20% '@ free/reduced lunch; 11%
non-white non-white

 Familiar Unit: Ageof
Revolutions

~ Familiar Unit: Civil Rights

Movement ‘

Unfamiliar Unit: Progressive Unfamiliar Unit: Communist
‘ Revolution

b

Table 1: Profiles of Julia and David

Cultivating the Relationships

In my initial contact with Julia and David, both expressed a high level of
interest, commenting that the experience would help them improve their
practice. Itook this as a good sign. Although I had not identified this as a
criterion in my initial search for participants, interest in improving one’s practice
is frequently cited as an important aspect of good teaching. Also, if they felt they
were getting something out of the experience for themselves, I might be able to
learn more from them. I knew that I would be posing tough questions, not to
mention inhabiting their professional space in their first years of teaching. I was

asking a great deal of them and I did not take this lightly.
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I was determined to give Julia and David the respect they deserved as
willing and novice participants. At one point, this meant risking the possibility
that Julia would drop out of the study before it even began. When I called her
two weeks into the school year to set up the first interview, she told me she was
feeling “overwhelmed” with the life of a first-year teacher and didn’t know if she
would have time for the research project. She wondered how long the
interviews would take. I tried to be straightforward, acknowledging that her
participation would place extra demands on her time and assuring her that I
would understand if she changed her mind. I tried not to betray my own panic
and was tremendously relieved when she decided: “I'll do it, I'll do it.”

Throughout the study, I felt a deep gratitude toward David’s and Julia’s
willingness to stick with me until the end, even though it meant coming in early
or staying late, providing a desk for me to sit in, and an extra copy of each
worksheet. I had told them upfront that there was no monetary compensation,
but I tried to repay them in small ways. During each visit, I adjusted my
schedule so that our meetings took place at times and locations convenient to
them. Once, Julia and I met at a coffee shop close to her house. Ibrought
brownies to an after-school interview with David and coffee to an early morning
meeting with Julia. On more than one occasion, I offered to run copies for them
between class periods when they were busy with other tasks. In the spring, after
data collection ended, I gave each of them a 50 dollar gift certificate to purchase
teaching materials from a major publishing company.

It turned out that I was far more anxious about protecting David and Julia’s
confidentiality than they were. Since I knew other teachers in both buildings, I
anticipated having to provide an explanation about my presence. I told both
Julia and David that I would not reveal their identities, that I would simply tell
anyone who asked that I was doing a research project in the school. I used this
line on a few occasions, but both teachers introduced me to their colleagues as

someone who was “studying” their teaching. David explained that he would be
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referred to by a pseudonym in the final report: “I’'m going to be one of those
Joe Johns you read about in the research.”
Collecting the Data
As I conceptualized this study, I realized I would need to gather multiple
kinds of data. Previous studies indicated that life history, content knowledge,
and disciplinary orientations impact teachers’ transformation of subject matter.
In addition, since I wanted to theorize about knowledge in action, I had to find
some way to tap into teachers’ reasoning close to particular classroom events.
And because this was a study of beginning teachers, I needed data that told me
something about what might be changing or developing in their practice.
Table 2 displays each type of data I collected.3 In the Autobiographical

Interview, I asked David and Julia questions about their pre-college memories
related to learning about history, both in and out of school. They described
some significant college history courses and identified influential aspects of the
teacher preparation program. I asked them what they thought it meant to
“know” history and why high school students should learn history. These
questions also triggered quite a bit of detail about the teachers’ life histories -
what their parents did for a living, the kinds of schools they attended,

3The citation abbreviations for data collected in this study are as follows:
Interviews are cited by title, date and Roman numeral to indicate whether the
interview took place during the first or second round of data collection.
“Autobio” refers to Autobiographical Interview; “CK” refers to Content
Knowledge Interview; “ROA” refers to Reflection on Action Interview; and
“Post-Ob” refers to Post-Observation Interview. Portions of classroom dialogue
are cited by class period and date. Thus, “2nd; 11/24/98" refers to a second
period class session held on November 24, 1998.
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experiences which shaped their values and worldviews.4

I designed the Content Knowledge Interview to help me understand David

and Julia’s content knowledge directly related to the four units I observed. I
waited to do these interviews until the teachers told me that they had reviewed
the topic in preparation for teaching it. I wanted to assess their topic-specific
knowledge while fresh in their minds, reasoning that this would give me the
closest approximation of the content they were drawing upon prior to actually
implementing the unit. The plan was to have each teacher draw a conceptual
map about the topic, followed by a “mind dump:” “Tell me everything you
know about this topic, even if you’re not planning to teach everything you know
to your students.” The second part of the interview involved having the
teachers look over a “fact list” about the topic which I had gleaned from a
current high school history textbook. I asked each to comment on any items
they hadn’t included in the mind dump. I closed the interview with questions
about where and when they had learned about this topic and whether they were
aware of alternative or conflicting historical interpretations.

By using both open-ended questions and the fact list, I hoped to get insight
into what several researchers (e.g., Grossman, Wilson & Shulman, 1989,
borrowing from Joseph Schwab, 1978) refer to as “substantive” and “syntactic”
content knowledge. The first of these categories includes knowledge of the facts
of historical events and interrelated concepts. This is typically the kind of
knowledge college students are tested on in their history courses: What

significant events led to the French Revolution? How did Progressive reform

4Prior to the first interview, I piloted both the Autobiographical and the
Content Knowledge interview questions with a history major who was currently
doing his student teaching. I made a few adjustments based on his responses: to
the Autobiographical interview, I added a question about describing the schools
they had attended and a phrase about learning history outside of school; I
incorporated a concept mapping task into the Content Knowledge interview.
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ideas shape political and social institutions?

Syntactic knowledge refers to understandings about the process of historical
inquiry - how historians use evidence to construct interpretations of events. It is
less common for history courses to emphasize this kind of knowledge, but since
some of the current reforms in history education call for teachers to teach about
the processes of historical inquiry, I wanted to find out whether or to what
extent Julia and David held these understandings. I made some discoveries
about the format of this particular interview which reveal some of the
complexity of trying to study teachers’ content knowledge. I discuss these at the
end of this chapter.

I arranged to observe each teacher for two class periods every day for the
duration of their units. This enabled me to see each lesson plan twice, with two
different groups of students. This method helped me to notice aspects of the
teachers’ curricular goals and representations that were dynamic and evolving,
since no lesson plan was ever taught the same way twice. In addition, I asked
the teachers to identify topics with which they felt familiar in terms of the
content and topics with which they felt less comfortable or familiar. I made a
point to observe one of each, which gave me an opportunity to notice variations
in their teaching based on differences in content knowledge (see Table 1 for these
topics).

Midway through each unit, I held the Reflection-on-Action Interview. The
general rationale for this interview comes from Schon (1983). Teaching, like
other complex, uncertain, and ambiguous professional work, relies on
knowledge which is very often tacit and intuitive. Schon posits that:

both ordinary people and professional practitioners often think about what
they are doing, sometimes even while doing it. Stimulated by surprise, they
turn thought back on action and on the knowing which is implicit in action.
They may ask themselves, for example, “What features do I notice when I
recognize this thing? What are the criteria by which I make this judgment? .
.. How am I framing the problem that I am trying to solve? (p. 50)



I was interested in eliciting David’s and Julia’s reflections on their actions because,
as Fenstermacher (1994) suggests, in this way teachers’ tacit understandings may
be brought to a level of “practical reasoning:”

The provision of reasons, when done well, makes action sensible to the actor
and the observer. That is a minimal form of warrant for practical action.
Such reasoning may also show that an action is, for example, the reasonable
thing to do, the obvious thing to do, or the only thing one could do under
the circumstances. Each of these is, I believe, a contribution to the epistemic
merit of a practical knowledge claim. (p. 45)

I designed the Reflection-on-Action interview around a set of tasks which I
hoped would stimulate this kind of “turning thought back on action,” especially
around moments of surprise. For example, during the first round of data
collection, I asked the teachers to comment on a list of representations I had seen
them use up to that point. I asked them to tell me which representations they
had planned to use in advance, which were generated in the moment and the
content they hoped to convey to students with each representation. I also
replayed a tape of their teaching or read a transcript and had them do a “think
aloud” - stopping at any point where something unanticipated had happened
and report on what they had been thinking at the time. These tasks elicited rich
detail about the teachers’ curricular goals and evolving content knowledge for
very specific pieces of the unit.

However, in the second round I created tasks specifically intended to test
hypotheses I had generated from my preliminary analysis of the first round.
The second Reflection-on-Action interview asked the teachers to recreate what
was going through their minds as they planned their units and then comment on
any mid-stream adjustments they had made.

The format for the Post-Observation Interview also changed from first to
second round. In the fall semester, I asked the teachers to imagine that they
were preparing to teach the entire unit again. First, I asked them to evaluate
their major representations, identify the ones they would and would not use in

the future and why. Then they described the central theme of their unit and
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explained whether they would teach it differently next time. Their responses to
these questions gave me information about their selection of curricular goals and
representations across the entire unit, as well as which lessons stood out in their
memory as having been particularly instructive for them as beginning teachers.
Finally, in an effort to discover whether the teachers had acquired new content
knowledge as they taught, I asked them to recall what they had said in the
content knowledge interview (with the aid of the fact list and concept map) in
order to find out whether they felt they had learned new content while they
were teaching.

At the end of the second semester units, I again changed the interview
protocol in order to test my hypotheses. This time, in addition to asking the
teachers how they would teach the unit in the future, I had them analyze
samples of students’ work, react to four vignettes of history teaching, and
comment on aspects of their teaching they would like to develop over the next
few years.

Obtaining Consent

In my application for university permission to conduct research using human
subjects, I had indicated that I would obtain consent from principals and
students’ parents, as well as the teachers. Prior to the Autobiographical
Interviews, I contacted the principal of each school to get approval for the study.
Fortunately in those districts, principals held the authority to give approval; I did
not have to wait for the decision to get processed at the district level as is often
the case in larger school systems. David’s principal signed the consent form and
made it clear that he didn’t want to be further involved. He left it up to David
and me to determine procedures for collecting parents’ signatures. The only
caution he expressed to me was, “Some of these parents are lawyers so make
sure they’re satisfied.”

Julia’s principal wanted to be more involved. He provided me with a



computer print-out with the home address of each of Julia’s students in her
second and third period classes (the sections I would be observing). He wanted
me to mail the consent form and cover letter to each parent, with a statement
about contacting him about concerns or questions. I did exactly what he
requested. The letter indicated that students were to return the consent from to
Julia, but for some reason about fifteen students apparently never received their
letters. With the principal’s permission, I gave these students their consent forms
directly.

The return rate was one hundred percent with David'’s students and about
eighty-six percent with Julia’s. Several factors account for this difference. Both
teachers said they preferred to explain my presence and the consent form
process to their students rather than have me do it. That was fine with me, after
all, they had relationships with parents and students to maintain. Julia
introduced me the first day I observed and explained that they would be
receiving consent forms in the mail, if they hadn’t already. I was surprised that
David chose not to introduce me to his students until I had already been
observing for over a week. Students were accustomed to observers in their
classrooms, so my presence didn’t seem unusual until it became apparent that I
intended to keep coming back! When one of his fourth hour students finally
said, “Mr. Parker, you never introduced us to the visitor,” David explained my
presence, distributed the consent forms and offered five extra credit points to
anyone who returned them (making it clear that they did not have to give
consent to get the points, only return the form to indicate their preference).
Several students wanted to know if their real names would be used in my report.
At that point, I spoke up and said that I would make up names for them, but if
they had a particular preference, they should write it on the form. This appealed
to a few of them who immediately called out their preferred pseudonyms.

It hadn’t occurred to me until that point that technically I should have
obtained all parents’ signatures before I started the observations. Logistically,
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this was difficult to do - in part because I was negotiating with David and Julia
about which class periods I would observe and respecting their professional
judgments about when to distribute the forms. Ijustified the delay in my own
mind by reasoning that I had the teachers’ and principals’ permission to
audiotape class sessions, which is something I would do even if no parents
consented to my use of students’ comments or written work. And, I refrained
from making copies of student work until I had obtained parents’ consent. In
the end, there were only nine students whose words and work I could not use.
Observing in Classrooms

Initially, I had planned to videotape several class sessions, as a way to
supplement field notes and audiotape and help me to identify student voices as
well as a possible tool to use in the Reflection-on-Action Interviews. I tried this
on two occasions in David’s classroom, with limited success. I found that without
an extended microphone, the video camera was no better than a tape recorder
(and perhaps worse) in picking up students’ voices. Furthermore, although I
was not a total novice when it came to operating a video camera, I found myself
distracted by the task of operating it. It also impeded my ability to get a holistic
view of what was happening in the classroom at the moment. Naturally, a
camera lens puts a frame around interactions so that what is happening outside
that frame is not recorded. Since I didn’t have the funds to pay someone to run
the camera for me, I ceased videotaping.

Eventually, I developed a technique for recording my observations that
seemed generative. I placed my tape recorder in a central location and used a
sound-grabber microphone which enabled me to pick up all but a few voices.
Since I was spending so much time in the classrooms, I quickly learned to
recognize students’ voices when I listened to the tape. During each class session,
I kept a running written commentary of the dialogue, writing as fast as I could,

recording virtually very word that was spoken. This required a high degree of
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concentration, because my writing was always a few seconds behind the
conversation. (My years of sitting through college lectures helped me out here!).
Every time there was a substantial pause in the conversation, I was able to look
up and notice behavior, which I recorded in the margins. I made no effort to jot
down my own thoughts during this time; I was a recording machine.

However, I was able to arrange my schedule so that within 30 minutes of
leaving each school I could be somewhere (the library or a coffee shop) to plug
in my laptop computer and type up my field notes. AsIdid so, I kept a list at the
bottom of each document containing more analytical comments or questions or
ideas of things I needed to ask David and Julia about. During the second round
of observations, I also began to integrate my notes from each pair of class
periods for the same lesson. I highlighted one class period in bold-face to keep
them separate, but this way, I could easily compare what each teacher did or did
not change from period to period. Ithen used my field notes to help me be
more selective about which class sessions to transcribe.

During the actual weeks I was observing, this was about all I had mental
energy to do. I was committed to typing up my notes on a daily basis, when the
classroom events were still fresh in my mind. I left the transcribing to the
periods of time between observations, except for the portions I chose to use in
the Reflection-on-Action interviews. These needed to be typed up so the
teachers could read them as they were listening to the tape.

By the time I had collected all my data and transcribed field notes, interviews
and selected teaching episodes, I had gathered a total of 28 hours of observations
for Julia, 42 hours of David, 18 hours of interviews and 523 pages of transcript.
Analyzing the Data

My methodological orientation in this study was naturalistic. I wanted to
immerse myself in the culture of David and Julia’s teaching environments,

understand as much as possible what reality looked like from the “insiders’”
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perspective and allow theories to emerge from the data. In the final section of
this chapter I will say more about the complexities of doing this kind of research.

In a sense, I was analyzing data as I collected it, but my analysis was more
concentrated and productive during the breaks in interviews and observations.
In the process, I came to see my mind as an instrument of analysis. I prepared
myself for the analytical process by reading research journals periodically and by
interviewing three “expert witnesses:” Alex Mann, a high school history teacher
who recently earned a Ph.D. in Asian history; Bob Bain, a teacher educator with
26 years of history teaching experience and a Ph.D. in social policy and history;
and Trudy Sykes, a teacher educator who coordinates field experiences and
regularly interacts with prospective and practicing secondary social studies
teachers. I met with each of them for an hour to share with them some of my
data and get their reactions. Their perspectives helped me to see things - in
terms of historical content and pedagogy, as well as aspects of Julia and David'’s
personal orientations - that I might otherwise have overlooked. I also received a
great deal of help from my weekly involvement in two study groups composed
of doctoral students - who were also collecting and analyzing dissertation data -
and one faculty advisor. We read each others’ transcripts and analytic memos,
co-constructed concept maps, and discussed strategies for displaying data.

I read and reread my field notes and interview transcripts many times over. |
looked for themes and patterns pertaining to David and Julia’s knowledge and
beliefs about content, students, pedagogy, curriculum and context. I bought a
large tablet of poster paper and filled it with circles, charts and arrows - all in an
effort to display the data in fresh ways. After the first round of data collection, I
wrote two analytic memos - one about each teacher - describing their personal
backgrounds, views of history, instructional representations and points of
surprise. Based on these memos, I created a set of hypotheses about the
interaction of their knowledge and beliefs, as well as the aspects of teaching that
seemed difficult for them. I turned my hypotheses into predictions about what I
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would observe during their second teaching episodes. At the end of data
collection, I reread my predictions and found that the comparison to what really
happened helped me build explanations. I also used the hypotheses to develop
a new set of interview protocols for the Reflection-on-Action and Post-
Observation Interviews that helped me to test my hunches.

After the second round of data collection, I was able to identify emergent
analytic categories. I then cut and pasted segments from the interview
transcripts onto index cards, each with a label such as “conceptions of history” or
“beliefs about students.” These cards helped me construct my next four memos:
one each on David’s and Julia’s familiar and unfamiliar units. Later, as [ was
writing various drafts of the dissertation, I referred back to the notecards I
hadn’t used in order to look for confirming and disconfirming evidence.

In these memos, I tried to describe what I saw and heard in vivid detail.
Whenever I had an analytical comment to make, I stuck it into a footnote.
Eventually some of these footnotes came together to form the outline of my
theoretical argument. Toward the end of second semester, after all interviews
and observations were complete, I gave Julia and David early drafts of my
memos about them. My analysis was still fairly preliminary at that point, so I
didn’t get the kind of feedback from them I might have if I had waited until my
argument was more developed. Still, their comments were useful. Both pointed
out a few factual errors I had made and affirmed my decisions about which
aspects of their teaching to focus on.

Reading Teaching

To paraphrase a popular line, research is a journey, not merely a destination.
Likely, most readers will be more interested in the final chapter of this
dissertation than in this methodological report, but this project taught me as
much about doing research as it did about beginning teachers’ knowledge. In

this last section, I summarize a few insights I gained about research.
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I had anticipated that a major hurdle in the effort to understand what
teachers know and believe is the fact that so much is tacit. As an observer, I
couldn’t depend solely on my interpretations of their actions to infer knowledge
and beliefs. After all, teacher actions are highly contextualized. Even though I
was more than an occasional visitor, how could I know whether a teacher was
withholding information for a pedagogical reason or because of lack of
knowledge? When teachers simplify content, they may or may not hold more
complex understandings. Teachers select certain representations for reasons that
may not make sense to an outside observer.

Consequently, I felt quite dependent on David’s and Julia’s self-awareness.
At the same time, I assumed that it would be natural for them to want to explain
their actions as if they were part of a deliberate, coherent philosophy, when in
fact, beginning teachers may still be sorting through competing purposes and
values. So I experimented with various ways to tap into their thinking. I think
that some of these strategies were useful but I also believe that, to the extent
these teachers made their knowledge and beliefs available to me, it was in large
measure due to their own desire to reflect on and learn from their practice.

Although I had not anticipated it, observing two class periods turned out to
be fruitful. My presence seemed to sensitize Julia and David to any changes they
made across groups of students. It wasn’t long before each of them started
approaching me to offer spontaneous explanations: “Did you notice I erased the
board before second hour but left the diagram on the board for fourth hour?
That's because fourth period [students] need more structure.” “I decided to give
the worksheet to this group today instead of waiting until tomorrow because I
think they will need more time to finish it.” They also initiated these kinds of
comments when they modified a lesson slightly from the original plans they had
described in the interviews.

A similar thing happened during the Reflection-on-Action interviews in
which each teacher “relived” a lesson they had taught in order to identify where

42






something unexpected had happened. It seemed natural for them to want to
explain what was going on in their heads at the time. Ihad been a little
concerned that David and Julia would hesitate in admitting that they had been
caught off-guard in the middle of a lesson. However, perhaps because they
were beginning teachers, they seemed to presume that surprises were inevitable
- a daily occurrence - and they were quite willing to reflect on those surprises.

I also developed a set of phrases that I would use whenever they had time to
talk between class periods. Referring to something that had just happened in
class, I would ask “When did you learn to do that?” or “I noticed that you
seemed excited by what that student said,” or “What'’s going on with [name of
student] today?” This approach seemed less aggressive than asking them “Why
did you do that?” and their responses seemed more extensive and involved than
I might have gotten had I waited.

Naively, I had assumed it was possible to separate what these teachers
knew about their content from their “knowing in action.” I believed that the
Content Knowledge interview would give me access to the former and
observations would give me access to the latter. What happened instead was
that David and Julia repeatedly mentioned historical facts or interpretations in
their teaching that did not come up in the interviews. Julia actually froze up
when I asked her to talk about the items on the Progressive Era fact list, even
though I learned later that she was quite familiar with some of them (the
NAACP and the Nineteenth Amendment). Both of them surprised me by
making knowledge statements while teaching that revealed more understanding
than I thought they had. It turned out, for example, that David knew much
more about 18th century European social history than he ever revealed during
his Age of Revolutions unit. Julia described a scene at a history department
meeting in which she had been the sole member who knew that Yugoslavia had
been created in the aftermath of World War I (as opposed to World War II).
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Experiences like these made me cautious in assuming that I was discovering
anything more about David and Julia’s historical knowledge than what
happened to be triggered in a given moment. This was still useful data; when I
put it all together I was able to make claims about the interaction of certain facts
and interpretations with particular beliefs or orientations. But I learned I had to
be careful about characterizing their historical knowledge as if I had just taken a
snapshot of it and could study it under bright lights.

A final insight - perhaps the most important of all - concerns my role as the
researcher. I anticipated that my presence in Julia’s and David’s classrooms
would affect the data. My goal was to minimize my influence and I think I
succeeded most of the time. I arrived in the classrooms early to set up my
equipment. I did not participate in class discussions unless a comment or
question was directed at me (which only happened once or twice). When it came
to my interactions with the teachers, I tried as best I could to set aside the role I
had grown accustomed to playing in schools - the role of field instructor
responsible for helping new teachers develop their practice. At the beginning,
this was especially hard, because I would reflexively think of comments I could
make or questions I could ask to bring something to their attention

On the other hand, there was no question that as an adult in the school, I felt
a moral imperative to be a positive presence. This meant that when a student
sitting near me asked me to repeat David’s directions or a phrase Julia had just
erased from the board, I did so. Once on my way into David’s building, I moved
closer to two boys who were yelling at each other in order to deter a fight.

Similarly, I didn’t feel that I could be completely detached in my interactions
with Julia and David. After all, they were beginning teachers in need of
resources and I was a resource. This reality was apparent from the beginning.
Both asked for my advice on more than one occasion. I think they were
primarily interested in my point of view as a former social studies teacher,

although I’'m sure my connections to the university had some bearing as well.
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Julia asked me what I would do about students who fall asleep in class or hand in
poor quality work. David wondered how to respond to a student who seemed
openly annoyed with him. Once, Julia asked me to comment on a handout she
had prepared: “How can I improve it?” she wondered.

In each case I was careful with my response to show respect for their
autonomy, to make it clear that I didn’t have prescriptions for their practice. I
said things like “Yeah, I've had that same dilemma” and “What have you done in
the past?” or “How is she doing in her other classes?” In the case of Julia’s
handout, I offered her a summary of the related content she had taught students
and asked her how that tied into the worksheet she had created. She had several
ideas. I'had a particular preference for one of her ideas and told her so.
Afterwards, I worried that I had over-stepped my bounds but as it turned out,
Julia did not use the worksheet in the way I had encouraged her to. This was a
relief because it seemed to suggest that, although she cared about my opinion,
she didn’t feel obligated to agree with me.

There was another way in which self as researcher entered into this study. I
had to keep reminding myself to watch out for the presumption of familiarity
based on my own past experience as a beginning, ninth-grade social studies
teacher. There were times when I could use my past experience as a resource; |
knew enough about experiences common to teachers to be able to make some
educated guesses about what might be going through David’s and Julia’s minds.
However, I also found myself judging their teaching against the standard of my
own practice. I was initially quite drawn to David'’s scholarly approach, his
interest in intellectual history. I found myself dismayed by Julia’s very different
sense of what it meant to teach history. My colleagues at the university told me
my preference for David was conspicuous in my analytic memos. “You're
neglecting Julia” one of them scolded. After this, I make a special effort to read
Julia’s transcripts more empathetically and David’s with a more critical eye. An

additional problem was that, with only two teachers in my study, I was inclined
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to polarize contrasts. It was only by carefully monitoring myself that I was able
to moderate this tendency.

Given the complexity of “reading teaching,” this study has all the limitations
of this kind of research. A large part of the data relies on self-report: David and
Julia’s accounts of their knowledge and reasoning which were probably
influenced by the natural impulse to look good or the fact that self-
understanding is rarely complete. Among the transcripts and field notes stored
in two boxes in my office, there is likely some piece of data which seemed
inconsequential a few months ago but may later strike me as significant. I
continue to reflect on the ambiguity surrounding my role as researcher, a role I
negotiated with myself as well as with Julia and David.

Allin all, the time I spent with these two teachers was much more personally
intense - physically, mentally and emotionally - than I had imagined. Clearly it
was for them as well. David asked whether he could have his transcripts because
he’s thinking he would like to write a book. “There are no interesting books
about social studies teaching out there,” he explained. Julia commented that the
experience was "cathartic” for her. Whereas she felt her colleagues treated her
like a blank slate, I at least acknowledged that she “knows some stuff.” Indeed,
the experience of reading a transcript of her teaching as part of the Reflection on
Action interview helped convince Julia herself that she knew some stuff:

This is so interesting. I'm getting a lot more pedagogically out of the kid’s

responses, I'm getting a better picture of what kids are thinking. In the class,

I'm constantly trying to monitor my own thinking, what my goals are, what

kids might be perceiving. But now I can hear voices I didn’t necessarily hear.
(ROAT, 12/22/98)

In a sense, my task as researcher was similar to Julia’s as teacher. I wanted
to hear the voices of beginning teachers, the meanings they construct about
content, students, curriculum and school culture. In order to do so, I couldn’t
depend solely on my interpretations of their actions. I needed Julia and David to

articulate their tacit and intuitive knowledge and beliefs to me as best they could.
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And I needed to position myself so I could hear what might not have otherwise

occurred to me.
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Chapter 3
JULIA AND DAVID: SUBJECT MATTER BELIEFS,
SCHOOL CONTEXTS, STUDENTS, AND CURRICULUM

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the beliefs about history Julia and
David brought to their practice as well as the contexts in which they taught. The
chapter introduces the reader to each beginning teacher’s disciplinary
perspectives, conceptions of history as a school subject, work setting,
involvements in the life of the school, relationships with colleagues, interactions
with and general attitudes toward their students, their typical teaching style, and
the curriculum units I observed. My goal is to provide the reader with a global
impression of each teacher in which then to situate later chapters.

Descriptions of novices’ orientations toward their subject matter are
particularly relevant to studies about the nature of transformation. Previous
researchers found that teachers’ personal theories about what is worthwhile and
significant to know, as well as their epistemological beliefs about the nature of
knowledge and ways of knowing, influence the process of transformation
(Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). In addition, teachers’ ideas about the purposes of
teaching subject matter are powerful influences on their pedagogical reasoning
(Grossman, 1990). In order to understand such beliefs, we need to explore early
influences on David’s and Julia’s process of constructing meaning about what
history is and how one comes to know it.

Like their pupils who are trying to make sense of subject matter, Julia and
David have been and are students of history, bringing their existing knowledge
to bear on any new historical information they encounter. What each of them
“knows” about their content is a product of ongoing efforts to adapt to the
world as they perceive it: “knowledge consists of those beliefs that ‘survive’ in
the sense that surviving beliefs help the human who holds them” (Orton, 1996).
This is similar to Becker’s (1968) observation that “every normal person - Mr.

Everyman - knows some history” because drawing meaning from the past is
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what the mind does before acting in the present:

History in this sense cannot be reduced to a verifiable set of statistics or
formulated in terms of universally valid mathematical formulas. It is rather
an imaginative creation, a ﬁrsonal possession which each one of us, Mr.
Everyman, fashions out of his individual experience, adapts to his practical
or emotional needs, and adorns as well as may be to suit his aesthetic tastes.
(p- 13)

Thus, we would expect to find that teachers, like their students, hold
personalized historical knowledge. Polanyi (1958) used the phrase “self as a tool
of understanding” as shorthand for his central thesis that “into every act of
knowing enters a passionate contribution of the person knowing what is being
known” (p. 3). Other theorists have emphasized that knowledge is socially-
constructed, since people make sense of phenomena within particular social and
historical contexts (Dewey, 1916; Vygotsky, 1978). In the following sections, I
attend to the social settings in which Julia and David “adapted and adorned”
their beliefs about history and what it means to know it.

Julia Richards: Teaching Social History
in an Under-Resourced High School

Julia and her Beliefs about History

Julia Richards, 27 years old, does not remember very much about her social
studies classes in elementary and secondary school, although she has one
striking memory from fifth grade. The previous year, her parents had divorced
and Julia had been allowed to choose the parent with whom she would live. She
chose her father, which meant a move from Michigan to Colorado:

I remember in Colorado, the teacher had a map and he said “What states are
on here?” 1said Michigan, but he didn't want Michigan. It was a teacher
question. I felt stupid. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

For young Julia, history was a school subject in which one was expected to

memorize “fact-oriented names and dates” and Julia was “not a memorizer.”1

She did not - and still does not - consider herself to be a strong student. She

1All quotes are Julia’s own words.
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thought of her teachers as “robots the government gave” her. And yet, as an
adult, Julia decided to become a social studies teacher and now, in her first year
of teaching, says that she feels she has finally found her "niche."

Julia explained how her early dislike of history evolved into her decision to
become a U.S. History teacher. Julia’s father is black and her mother is white.
Julia refers to them as “social studies people” because they were constantly
discussing social history and politics. She learned early on that, from her parents’
perspective, "It was taboo to vote Republican.” When she was older, she heard
the stories about when her father was a social worker in Kentucky and fought to
get indoor plumbing for the elderly, about how her parents were escorted by
police out of town because there were laws against black people being in town
after dark, about how her parents got shot at while eating in a restaurant and
were approached by members of the Ku Klux Klan.

Julia’s parents were less concerned about social mobility and competition
than they were about encouraging their daughter to identify and express her
authentic self. They did not put pressure on her to excel in school:

[They said] you are who you are, we’re not placing any racial or financial

constraints on you. You don’t have to go to college. . . They didn’t even say

“you’re biracial,” they said “you’re Julia.” They were very accepting of me
as a person, and not Bs:olely] because I was their child. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

Because of her parents, Julia was drawn at an early age to historical and
contemporary individuals and movements directed toward social change. Her
interests rarely found support in school. Only two school events stand out in her
memory as occasions in which she felt connected to the curriculum. In seventh
grade and then again in high school, she moved back to Michigan to live with
her mother and attended a predominantly white school in a semi-rural
community. She remembers learning about Mahatma Gandhi and Martin
Luther King, Jr.:

In seventh grade, we watched the movie Gandhi. Iloved it, it made me feel
connected to people doing things with other people. I'm very emotional, I
cry and connect to the way people were feeling. What was amazing was
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that I didn't talk at all or pass notes during that movie. . . . I remember
learning about Martin Luther King Jr. and becoming enamored with his
voice and because he was speaking to everyone [about] how compassion
works better to change things. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

In the all-white Michigan high school, Julia became conscious of her skin
color in a painful way, feeling like she “stuck out like a sore thumb.” Yet,
teachers and students seemed to pretend that wasn’t the case, as if racial histories
had no relationship to Julia’s present experience. She dreaded any mention of
slavery in her history classes because there was no recognition of her connection
to that experience. In the predominantly black Colorado schools, “black girls
hated me because of my [light] skin color . . . one called me a “half-breed bitch.””
Looking back, Julia feels that her parents’ well-intended “experiment in not
making race an issue,” made her “naive.” “I wasn’t warned about what was out
there . . . [as ] was growing up), society didn’t make sense to me.”

Julia’s parents tried to protect her from the realities of racial conflict, but her
school experiences left her feeling frustrated by the intolerance directed toward
her as well as the messages about race conveyed by the hidden curriculum. She
noticed that this wasn’t just her experience, but a reflection of something going
on in society at large. “Society didn’t make sense” to her. When things don't
make sense, the human mind “fights to create explanations” (Delval, 1994, p. 97).
Ironically, history provided a lens for constructing explanations. From an
historical perspective, it seemed less surprising to Julia that "the lower class is still
having a hard time" and "people are still prejudiced:”

I never understood the cliche “ignorance is bliss” until I started trying to
understand society and looking at all those things that are going on. It's so
hard not to feel heavy and frustrated and scared about the future. ... A
friend of mine is real ignorant about social issues and sometimes I think how
great, she has noidea. So when I am looking at the negative, it helps me to
understand [that] it has only been thirty-three years since segregation laws
in the South ended. So if you think about it that way, we have made a lot of
strides and how can you expect someone who was racist thirty-three years
ago to wake up one day and say “Oh, the law says I'm not supposed to do
that so I'm not going to anymore.” So that's why I like to connect past
[realities] to the present. (CK 1, 12/10/98)

51



It is only partially accurate to call this an “historical perspective.” Yes, it
relies on some historical knowledge, but it is history in the service of social
analysis. What Julia constructed was an explanation of persistent prejudice based
on the socialization of attitudes over decades of U.S. race relations. She drew on
political and social history to make sense of her experience as a biracial woman.

Perhaps that is why she initially entered college planning a future career in
civil rights law. She reasoned that as a civil rights lawyer, she could “speak a
message to a lot of people and help them to understand both sides or all sides of
racism. I wanted to be a civil rights attorney, help people understand their
rights.” So she chose to major in political science and at first, minor in English.
But “there was something missing” and when she realized that she had actually
earned more credits in history than in English, she declared a history minor
instead. It wasn’t until she was almost finished with her bachelor’s degree that
she decided to become a social studies teacher instead of a lawyer, and applied
for the teacher preparation program as a post-baccalaureate:

I was sitting at the dining room table with my mom, where most epiphanies
happen, and I said, “I think I want to be a teacher.” Before then, I had
always felt void of [knowing] what my talent was. Because of my
experience in school, I thought I would do very well. . .. We didn’t talk
about prejudice [in school]. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

When Julia entered the teacher preparation program, she imagined that she
would be a government teacher: “Ilove the law, I love the Constitution.” But in
both her internship and now in her first teaching job, she found herself teaching
U.S. history. She bemoans the fact that she didn’t major in history, because “You
need to major in it to feel confident walking into the classroom. I had eight
classes of history and I felt weak walking in. What are the chances you're going
to have come across all the facts that your students could ask you about?” Such
comments provide clues as to Julia’s disciplinary perspectives. As a youth, she
viewed history as “fact-oriented names and dates.” Now, as a teacher, she is

concerned that her history courses did not teach her sufficient facts. And, as a
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political science major who “loves the law,” she may tend to perceive historical
content through a civil rights lens.

Indeed, of the eight history courses Julia took in college, those that stand out
in her memory were the History of the Constitution, two African-American
history courses and one women’s history course. Even in these courses, she
found memorizing facts difficult. She didn't “read stuff unless I had to” and sold
most of the assigned books at the end of each semester. She admits that she
probably wouldn’t do well on a test that measured her memory of details. But
what she does remember from those courses are the facts, themes, and concepts
which connected with or challenged her evolving conception of U.S. History:

I had never heard of the Harlem Renaissance or the cult of true womanhood
or that the Supreme Court molds our lives so much, more than any other
branch of government. I also learned that some stuff I had learned in high
school was distorted, like [the perception] that Martin Luther King had led
the whole civil rights movement or that [the movement] was primarily in
the South. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

These history courses provided Julia with knowledge about the experiences
of women and minorities in our nation’s history, particularly from a civil rights
standpoint. They also taught her something about historical research:

Dr. Stevens gave us primary source documents that were hard to interpret.
She had us do historian stuff and make conclusions and evaluate evidence
and go find resources of where this person was from and [reach] logical
conclusions. (Autobio, 10/27/98)

She says that from this course, she developed a sense that history is"ambiguous
and conceptual,” in contrast to a subject like math:

It’s not one plus one equals two. It's more like sometimes it’s two, but if

ou do this and this is might be three. In the past couple of years history
{as changed. That &uy who worked at the Swiss bank found these
documents saying they laundered money for Hitler. He changed history
because we were always going on the idea they didn’t [launder money].
And they have proof now that Jefferson had children by his slaves, whereas
before they just thought no. (Post-Ob I, 12/22/98)

So Julia has some conception that histories are based on interpretations of

evidence which may change over time, but she doesn’t emphasize this aspect of
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the discipline. What she remembers most from the historiography course is not
so much the epistemological issues involved but the realization that there is a
“historical way of writing” that she was not good at, based on the feedback she
got from her professors.

Julia’s historical knowledge and disciplinary perspectives developed long
before she entered college. She is interested in historical knowledge which
supports social change. She seems to view the discipline as primarily fact-based,
although she is aware that historical accounts are created and evolve. This is not
surprising, given that the history she encountered in school seemed to consist of
trivial facts which were disconnected from personal experience and made her
feel “stupid.” In contrast, the historical understandings she developed in the
context of family and minority group identity-building held explanatory power.
History the way Julia constructed it could shed light on why progress toward
social and racial equality has been so slow and inspire her with images of
nonviolent, collective efforts to “change things” and visions of what might have
been:

Can you imagine if Malcolm [X] and Martin [Luther King, Jr.] had united [as
Malcolm had proposed just before his assassination]? . . . We've never had
two leaders rise up to that magnitude and I would love to see it happen
again. Ahh, I'd love it, it would be beautiful. (CKII, 5/18/99)

This is a formulation of history in which the starting point is not so much the
discipline of history as it is social analysis. History is but one tool among many
for understanding and changing contemporary society; history serves a broader
purpose.

Julia’s commitment to use her knowledge to change society is clear: first her
interest in becoming a civil rights attorney; later her decision to enter teaching
where she could do what her own teachers failed to do: “talk about prejudice.”
When Julia talks about teaching history, she emphasizes the impact of the past
on the present. She wants her students to “remember stuff, although the stuff
isn’t lists of vocabulary, but understand society and why things happen today,
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why there are certain laws that there are.” She wants them to be able to explain,
for example, “not just what happened in 1492, but why Native Americans would
say Columbus Day is a disgusting holiday. Why it’s significant today.” She is
not as present-minded as her colleagues who “want to hurry up and get through
all the early history so they can get to contemporary history.” She feels that is:

doing a disservice to students . . . . You can't get to contemporary history
without knowing why you got there. You can't get to the ‘80s without
understanding where it came from. To understand the Cold War, you have
to understand WWII. (CK1, 12/10/98)

Julia is especially committed to providing her students with historical
information which helps them to become more tolerant of others and active in
the struggle for social equality and justice:

[Knowing] history gives you an understanding of society, to understand
stereotypes, why people are prejudiced . . . and why people are still angry.
You can learn to be tolerant through understanding why we are the way we
are. Like if you go from Reconstruction to the Great Depression, you can
see how aid was handed out. Minorities didn't get it. Then you can
understand why people are still having a hard time and have more tolerance
and understand your role as citizens. (Autobio, 10/27/99)

For this reason, Julia gravitates toward historical narratives which teach “lessons
about society.” History is not something to be learned for its own sake; she
finds no intrinsic pleasure, for example, in teaching “descriptions of characters,”
unless she can use their stories to teach a “lesson about society:”

Like Celia the slave who was raped by her owner . .. so she killed him. . .
Some abolitionist lawyers helped her, kept her throughout the trial, and she
was found guilty on the grounds that [the owner] could rape her because
she was his [property]. If someone else had raped her, that would be

tres a/ssing. . . A story like this reinforces lessons about society. (Post-Ob
1,6/2/99)

Julia’s beliefs about history correspond closely to Evans’ (1994)
characterization of the “reformer” who “emphasizes relation of the past to
present problems and suggests that history is background for understanding
current issues” (p. 189). One can also recognize parallels with the “New History”
which emerged in the early 1970s. In the wake of post-modern attacks against
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historical objectivity, some historians began producing African-American,
working class, and women'’s histories to promote political and social change.
Seixas (1993) notes these developments in the discipline of history coincided with
a movement in history education to teach historical antecedents of current
controversies and social problems.

While it is likely that Julia’s historical understanding has been shaped in part
by broader social forces, to simply place her in a particular category of history
teacher diminishes the sense of interplay between Julia’s encounters with
disciplinary content and the rest of her life experience. For example, growing up
as the daughter of a black father and a white mother, Julia had been raised to
consider Martin Luther King, Jr. as a hero for suggesting that black and white
people can learn to live in harmony. She had been taught to reject the anger and
militancy associated with Malcolm X, the Nation of Islam, and the Black Panthers.
“How could somebody like me hate white people?” she recalled, “It made me

feel torn because of being born to my parents.”2

But when Julia entered college, she encountered new information about
Malcolm X. Yes, he held more militant views than Dr. King, but these views
could be interpreted as appropriate responses to his social environment. Julia
became more sympathetic toward Malcolm because the social environment
explanation fit her own life experience. As a teenager and young adult, Julia had
struggled to understand why, despite civil rights legislation, she and other
people of color still experienced intolerance. She realized that intolerance, at its

foundation, is a problem of attitude and understanding, not a legal issue. And

2 Epstein (1998) discovered that “African-American students’ historical
perspectives . . . were shaped by their own and their family members’ race-
related experiences, many of which were marked by racial discrimination and
oppression” (p. 418). The students’ perspectives were oriented around the
historical struggle for equality, concerns about the gap between the ideal and
real in discussions about individual rights, and skepticism toward academic
accounts of history. Epstein’s findings are similar to those described by
Rosenzweig and Thelen (1998) who interviewed 224 African-American adults
about their views of history.
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foundation, is a problem of attitude and understanding, not a legal issue. And
where do people get their attitudes and understandings? From their
socialization, their experiences within particular social and cultural contexts. Julia
refers to this view as her “eerie understanding of society and of people" that
most people don't have, that “developed from my experiences.”

Thus, Julia’s beliefs about history are the product of an interplay between
new information she encounters and prior understandings which have helped
her make sense of experience. Sometimes the result is a fresh interpretation
which replaces a more naive conception. Sometimes the new information
provides further support for her previous understanding. It is not clear that her
college courses did much to change her views of the nature of history.

Although she listened to her college professors and read scholarly texts when
she “had to,” she seems to view both the discipline and the school subject much
as she did in her formative years, as facts to disseminate. Julia intends to
improve on the history teaching she observed as a child in regard to the
particular facts she selects: facts and generalizations which support the
connection between past and present, particularly around contemporary social
issues.

Julia and her School Setting

Julia Richards, 27 years old, teaches ninth and tenth grade U.S. History at
Fairmont High School, a school of about 1000 students on the outskirts of a mid-
sized Midwestern city. She is a first-year teacher, hired a few weeks after she
completed her year-long internship at a school in a neighboring district. About
80 percent of the Fairmont student body is Caucasian; the remaining twenty
percent is predominantly African-American, with some Latino and Asian
students as well. The community surrounding Fairmont is racially, economically
and religiously diverse.

Fairmont has some characteristics of an urban school: it is located in a school
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community where 17 percent of students receive a free or reduced lunch and less
than 50 percent of eleventh graders score at the proficiency level in science and
writing on state assessments. However, nearly 85% of Fairmont's students
successfully graduate and a substantial number of students from other districts

request admission under the state's choice program. The school district spends
$7,467 per pupil per year compared to the national average of $6,146.3

In terms of its physical structure, Fairmont High School faces some of the
same problems that plague many school buildings throughout the United States
- a consequence of inadequate funding and the public's disregard for the
environmental conditions conducive to learning. The high school building is a
one-story, gray cement block building, with linoleum floors, dingy lockers,
dysfunctional drinking fountains, and movable walls separating classrooms that
allow the noise from neighboring classrooms to seep through. Julia has to use
her own money to purchase desk cleaner, a fan and extension cord. During
some of my visits, there was a problem with hallway littering. However, in spite
of these less than desirable physical conditions, the social environment at
Fairmont has some positive features. There is a positive rapport between
students and staff evidenced by the high level of faculty involvement in student
events and activities and the freedom that students have to move about the
building during the day.

In Julia’s classroom, the students’ desks are arranged in traditional rows with
her desk at the back of the room. Typically, Julia sits or stands at a small table
located front and center, piled with books, papers, pens, and overhead markers
and a travel mug containing water or coffee. A new television and VCR hang
from the ceiling. They were installed last summer, although the equipment isn’t
networked into a school-wide system the way it is in wealthier school districts.

An old set of history textbooks collects dust on a small bookshelf; Julia told me

3Data from 1996-97.
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that a soon-to-retire colleague passed them on to her, thinking she could use
them. She suspects he was trying to “unload them” onto her. Above all, one’s
eye is drawn to the posters Julia has selected to decorate her walls. One
proclaims "Diversity is our Strength” and another "There is only one race: the
human race. Do your part to stop hate.” There is a map of Europe during World
War II which shows the locations of concentration camps. Squarely in the front
of the room, below the chalkboard, hangs another poster with a quote by
Holocaust survivor and Nobel Peace Prize winner Elie Wiesel: "Only the guilty
are guilty, the children are not.”

As a first year teacher, Julia feels protective of her time. She prefers to spend
her time learning about her curriculum, becoming familiar with a new group of
students, and developing relationships with her principal and colleagues. She is
hesitant to take on extracurricular responsibilities, and when the athletic director
approached her about being a cheerleading sponsor, she refused. But, as she
described the interaction to me later, he “practically got down on his knees and
begged” and Julia was worried that if she persisted in saying no, she would be
perceived by her colleagues as unwilling to do her part. So she agreed, but with
the stipulation that the athletic director find a second faculty member who would
share the responsibility with her. I checked in with Julia a few months later and
she said that she was glad she had taken the extracurricular position, but she had
told the athletic director that she would not be doing it next year. Julia’s
sentiment is that extracurricular involvements make it difficult for her to spend
the time she needs on developing her professional skills and knowledge.

When Julia talks about her relationships with colleagues, she seems torn
between wanting to fit in with her department’s culture and needing to assert
her own opinions (which she sees as quite different from those held by some of
her colleagues). She negotiates this tension by conforming at some times and
doing her own thing at other times. For example, at the first social studies

department meeting of the year, a veteran history teacher suggested that they
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rent the newly-released sequel to Gone with the Wind and show it in the school
auditorium over a three-day period to all U.S. history students as an introduction
to the Reconstruction period. Julia told me later that she was “shocked” that this
teacher viewed this as a serious suggestion. She felt she could not agree to this
on the grounds of historical accuracy: she believed the film did not provide the
information about constitutional debates over equal protection and the
complexities of race relations which she intended to teach her students. So she
gathered up her courage and told her colleagues that she didn’t want to show
the film.

However, the week before Thanksgiving, this same history teacher
proposed showing another film to all sections of U.S. History: Far and Away, a
story featuring two Irish immigrants played by famous celebrities Tom Cruise
and Nicole Kidman. This time, Julia agreed to allow her students to view the
film, because of the “pressure” she felt to teach common curriculum within the
department.

For the most part, the social studies department at Fairmont gives teachers
considerable autonomy over decisions about what and how to teach. Some of
Julia’s colleagues, particularly those who have been teaching for less than five
years or so, occasionally stop by her room and ask her “What chapter are you
on?” or give her a copy of a handout or worksheet they are using in their
classrooms. I observed some of these interactions myself, and in each case, Julia
was gracious and friendly. But after the teacher left, Julia expressed her
misgivings. Was there an implied criticism in the question about “What chapter
are you on?”? She feels badly if she perceives that she isn’t “keeping up” with
the pace set by her colleagues. At the end of the year, she mentioned to me that
at least one fellow history teacher had not managed to get beyond World War II,
a fact which I could tell had boosted her own self-assessment, because she had

gotten as far as the Vietnam War. Apparently, one of her worries all along had

60



been a fear that her colleagues would criticize her for not covering the
curriculum.

Julia also confided in me her mixed feelings about accepting help from
colleagues in the form of worksheets and tests. She rarely, if ever, uses anything
they give her because their emphasis seems to be on asking students to
memorize lists of information. This is not how Julia wants to teach her class - she
recalls how much she hated rote memorization when she was in school. And she
feels slightly irritated that no one in her department ever comes to her and asks
her for help in working with material she feels she knows a lot about: the
Reconstruction period, for example, or the Civil Rights Movement. It is as if her
colleagues assume that as a first year teacher, she knows little and all she is
trying to do is “survive:”

I don't think they think I feel as comfortable as I do. There's a lot of stuff I
like that I did this year—it's not all about treading water and staying alive. I
feel successful. They don't give me credit, they don't realize that I found my
niche and my talents. It used to be a big deal, to say I'm a loser, I don't have
a talent. And [now] I think I've got it - which doesn't mean I can't improve -
but I feel like this is where I'm supposed to be and it feels good . . . . When
we were doing wars, I went to [my colleagues] for help, but that's expected
because I'm a first year teacher. (ROA I15/20/99)

Julia sees herself as a teacher and even though she knows she is still learning
her craft, she feels she brings strong foundational skills and knowledge to her
first year of teaching; she is not just “treading water.” She wishes that her
colleagues would acknowledge this, perhaps even ask her for her help
occasionally. She is hesitant to offer unsolicited advice or suggestions because no
one seems to expect that from her. There is, however, one person with whom
she shares a more mutual relationship: an English teacher. One day when I
happened to be in the room, this teacher stopped by and asked Julia whether she
had anything written by Maya Angelou. Julia smiled, pulled out an anthology of
Angelou poems and handed it to her grateful colleague.
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Julia and her Students

On a typical day in Room 118 at Fairmont High School, Julia stands at her
podium which is close to the door as her ninth and tenth graders enter--black,
white, Asian, wearing baseball caps and baggy sweatshirts, name-brand
backpacks slung over their shoulders. They greet her with adolescent energy -
"Hey Mrs. Richards" - and she jokes back - "Got your homework done Jeremy?
I'm calling on you first today." The room gets noisier as students fill their seats.
Cassandra calls out from across the room: "Mrs. Richards, we need to have a
discussion about how you walk around this school and people are like 'Oh, I hate
you’ and that's their way of saying ‘Hello.”” Julia doesn't hear her because she's
talking to another student. Several students sit and read magazines or novels
while they wait for class to start; a pair of boys enters the room arguing about
which fast food burgers are the "nastiest;" another looks to see if Julia is watching
and when he sees that her back is turned, he throws his pencil toward the ceiling
to see if it will stick in the porous tile. The morning announcements come over
the intercom, but no one seems to notice. The equipment is old and the voices
are blurry and metallic, making them unpleasant to listen to, even if it were
possible to make out what they are saying.

As soon as the announcements are over, Julia calls for attention and within

seconds the room is quiet. "Get out your Learning Logs? and start writing," she

says. There is the sound of backpack zippers opening and more chatter, then
quiet again as Julia reads the Learning Log question from the chalkboard where
it is written in large letters: "Why do you think the U.S. has a War on Drugs?”
Her students spend the next four or five minutes in silence, except for the sound

of pens scratching paper and pencils being sharpened. Everyone is writing

4Julia required her students to keep a spiral notebook in which they were to
write their reactions to an open-ended question which the class later discussed as
a group. She did this on almost a daily basis first semester and much less often
during second semester.
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something, although one student looks bored and appears to have written no
more than a few sentences. Julia is taking attendance and organizing
transparencies in preparation for her lecture.

Julia and her students appear to get along pretty well. She does many of the
things that help to build rapport: she says please and thank you when making
requests; she is quick to compliment a student for demonstrating knowledge or
ability. Once she led the class in singing "Happy Birthday" to someone who
otherwise was a relatively uninvolved student. Frequently during transitions in
her lessons - as students are passing their homework to the front of the room or

getting ready to take notes - Julia and her students engage in pleasant bantering:

Student: (to Julia) Are you coming to our concert?

Julia: Are you singing?

Student: Yes and Pamela is playing [violin].

Pamela: It's going to be non-stop music, first the symphonic band,

then the ensemble starts as soon as the band plays their
last song. The theme is Music of the Twentieth Century.

Julia: I have too many things to go to - track, the fashion show -
and I have to write your test!

Student: That's OK, you don't have to.

Julia: I guess it would be easiest if I made a one-question test.

Student: Yeah - like “What is your name?’ (laughter) (2nd;
5/20/99)

Julia's typical teaching style vacillates between lecture and relatively open
class discussions around divergent questions Julia poses. During the lectures, she
stands at the front of the room, sometimes at her overhead projector, and asks
students to take notes. “Taking notes” means writing down basic information,
either copied from Julia’s transparency or filling in blanks on a worksheet which
follows the content of Julia’s lecture. She speaks distinctly and with little

inflection; she monologues for two or three minutes before directing a question
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to either a particular student or the class in general. The questions are often
close-ended, but occasionally, Julia poses a question which requires students to
express opinions. Her students rarely initiate their own questions or assert their
own ideas unless prompted.

The nature of the discourse is very different during class discussions, which
take place whenever Julia has her students complete a “Learning Log”
assignment or they may erupt spontaneously when a student interjects a
comment or question that stimulates wider participation. Sometimes these class
discussions last only a few minutes; other times, they last the entire hour. In
these instances, Julia’s voice becomes less dominant, the discourse livelier. She
shifts slightly from her lecturer stance presenting information in a uni-directional
fashion, as students actually respond directly to one another. Still, I never
observed Julia take the role of “guide on the side”; student-to-student
interaction never lasted more than a few minutes before Julia interjected
comments intended to emphasize points she wanted students to remember.

Julia uses sarcasm sometimes when a student repeatedly loses his
homework or asks "Are we going to need to know this?”, but overall the tone of
the classroom is positive and supportive. She describes her classroom as "a nice
place to be because you can talk about anything you want to and get respected
almost unconditionally.” In fact, she suspects that one reason one of her students
is not doing any assigned work is because he discovered that he can repeat the
course with Julia next year.

At the beginning of the year, Julia described her classroom management
style as "laid back but in control," but later, she decided to make some changes in
future years:

Because I'm laid back, sometimes they don’t understand the boundaries
there. So next year I just want to make those boundaries more clear. When
I say work silently, that means work silently. (ROA II, 5/20/99)

I noticed for myself what Julia was referring to. Occasionally, during her
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lectures, she would lose the students’ attention and there would be an
undercurrent of conversation going on. But this was actually a relatively
infrequent occurrence, and when Julia raised her voice and told students to
“quiet down” they did so, at least for a little while. During the time I observed, I
only witnessed one instance of more serious misbehavior. Julia caught a student
writing on his desk after she had told him not to; she said to him in an even
voice, although loud enough for everyone to hear: "Andy, you are now cleaning
all of the desks, come in at lunch." Andy made a half-hearted protest, but Julia's
attention had turned back to the rest of the class and their assessment of
Woodrow Wilson as a president.

The way Julia handled this incident was unusual for a first year teacher, in
that she was able to attend to what her students were doing while she was
implementing a lesson. Indeed, I made note of several more occasions in which
Julia, during the course of a lesson, noticed and responded without disrupting
the flow of the lesson, when students were not paying attention, doing other
work, putting their heads down, or feeling upset.

Although the rapport between Julia and her students is strong and positive
in both second and third periods, there are differences among the students.
Second hour is an "Honors" U.S. history class and almost entirely composed of
white, female students. Third hour is a "regular” history class, with slightly more
ethnic and gender diversity (see Table 3). The honors students rarely initiated a
question or comment; they seemed intent on taking notes and following
directions. In contrast, the “regular” history class included about a dozen
students who routinely interject comments and questions in Julia’s lectures and
Julia appeared to enjoy and encourage that mode of interaction. In fact, she told
me that third hour is her favorite class because “they’re interested and yet don’t

misbehave.

65



Period  Females” Males ' African- | East  SW  Latino/. White = Total
: | !American ' Asian | Asian| a | !Students
AN S S R S SO S S SR
| ! | ; |
2d 16 8 2 1 1 0 2 24
| | | | |
3d 14 13 6 1 0 3 17 27

Table 3: Julia’s Students

Julia notices differences among her students. Some of them, particularly in
her honors class, are “into being a good student:”

They are going to learn, they will be just fine. It has nothing to do with me
as a teacher, as long as I do the minimal amount. If they had done the
section questions, chapter reviews, worksheets, quizzes and tests, they
would have learned because they have the ability to memorize and the "A
student” ability to listen. (Post-Ob I, 6/2/99)

Julia doesn’t think that her actions as a teacher have much to do with her honors
students’ success and she has found that their focus on memorizing and listening
sometimes actually inhibits their ability to think creatively. For example, she
noticed that some honors students tried to answer an essay-type test question by
stringing together all the facts they knew, at the expense of writing a coherent
argument. “If something is in their notes,” she said, “they think they have to
make it fit the essay, even if it doesn't.”

Julia tends to speak more positively about students who are not doing as
well. Mark, for example, is a flamboyant African-American twelfth grader who
is required to take her ninth-grade U.S. history class in order to graduate. Not
surprisingly, Mark’s interests and personality tend to dominate class discussions;
. even though Julia tries to persuade him to allow others to speak, it is Mark’s
comments which garner the most reaction. Julia says that she gets irritated at
Mark at times. He walks into the room with an air of authority, he sits at a

different desk every day, usually choosing one near an empty chair so he can
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elevate his feet. But Julia has decided to say nothing to him about these antics.
She perceives that Mark is “invested in protecting his freedom to do things” and
if she fought him over his freedom, she, not he “would lose.” She says she
would rather invest her energy in drawing out Mark's intelligence and interest in
history.

Julia also has a few special education students. She says that she makes few
modifications in her lessons to accommodate them, because most are earning
passing grades. She has noticed, however, that a few of them seem to prefer
taking their tests in the learning center, where the special education teacher reads
the test questions out loud. Julia has concluded from this that some students
“communicate better orally than in writing.” She also observed that one
student, who had been absent for awhile, seemed to concentrate better and get
his work done when she gave him end-of-chapter questions to answer on his
own in the library. She then gave him the textbook publisher’s test for that
chapter and he did very well, in contrast to his usual performance in class.
"When we talk about the abstract ideas, he gets frustrated and can't stand taking
notes.” The lesson she took from this was that "that's what he needs. . . he is
learning, he will remember this stuff.” It bothered her a little bit that he wasn’t
doing “what the rest of us are doing because that’s important, but he's learning
the other stuff.” So Julia is willing to expose her students to different content if
they seem more successful at it.

Overall, Julia seems to pay attention to characteristics of her students that go
beyond their academic and study skills. Toward the end of the year, she told me
that it felt “weird” when she realized the kinds of things she had inadvertently
learned about some students over the year. For example, she developed the
impression that Sandra was “kind-hearted, a Christian who is concerned about
loving and helping others. . . she watches Touched by an Angel (a television

drama with a Christian orientation).” She told me about another student who
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has close to expert knowledge about car mechanics, according to Julia’s husband
(who is also quite knowledgeable in this area). “He knows my husband is a
machinist and he’s into that so he talks to me. I'll say something about
carburetors and he thinks I know what I'm talking about. So he’s connecting to
me.”

Julia also demonstrated several times that she takes into account her white
male students as she teaches lessons that emphasize historical and present-day
social inequality and injustice. As much as she wants to "counter the white male

perspective” in her teaching, she is aware that:

There are white men in my class who are going through teenage stuff, who
don’t want to feel guilty or defensive or resentful. I wouldn't want to close
them off. So I say "We don't usually hear this part of history" but I don't say
"It's because white men wrote [history]." (Post-Ob II, 6/2/99)

Julia and her Curriculum

The U.S. History curriculum at Fairmont covers events from Reconstruction
to the present, in chronological order, over two semesters. In this first year of
teaching the course, Julia followed this order of events, which coincided with the
succession of textbook chapters. However, one of the central notions that runs
through Julia’s comments about her preferred curriculum is the idea that
students should primarily be learning about the world they live in through direct
experience. History, like any subject taught in the sterile environment of the
high school, is only one of many disciplines that can help students to examine
social and political issues. In future years, Julia has a plan for modifying the
curriculum according to her ideas about what high school students should be
learning:

What I'd like to do in future years is the whole first semester we talk about
whose responsibility is it to change society - the government'’s or ours - and
that history is made utE of people who took it upon themselves to change
society. . . . So spend the whole first semester talking about that, then after
Christmas - where we talk about giving but then afterwards the giving stops
- then . . . have a project where they figure out how to change society in our
own little corner. (Post-Ob Interview, 12/22/98)
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I observed Julia teach two units, one in the fall and one in the spring. The fall
unit was one she felt she knew very little about - the Progressive Era. It lasted
five days and fell between a previous unit “Industrialization, Urbanization, and
Immigration” and a subsequent unit on World War 1. In the spring, she taught
one of her most familiar topics, the Civil Rights Movement, just after the Cold
War and prior to a unit on the Vietham War. That unit lasted eight days.
Although these two units were similar in length, this had more to do with Julia’s
interest in following the department’s folk wisdom that, in order to “get through
the textbook,” teachers should teach one unit a week. As an observer, [ saw
differences. Julia was stretching what she knew about the Progressive Era to
make a one-week unit, whereas in the case of the Civil Rights Movement unit,
she seemed to be forcing herself not to teach everything she knew in order to
keep it to a roughly one-week unit.

Julia was not inclined to plan daily lessons prior to beginning the unit, due to
lack of time and a sense that activities and representations would evolve as she
learned about her content from teaching it. She was apologetic about this. She
has the impression that she ought to have “specific objectives” in her head
because that is what she was taught to do in her education courses. She feels
torn about this because having specific objectives before she teaches a unit flies in
the face of what she has directly experienced. As a beginning teacher, she finds
that “it’s impossible to predict what students will say,” so she has to come up
with examples and analogies on the spot. She tried to create a final test at the
beginning of a unit once and couldn’t do it: she didn’t know what the unit was
about until she taught it.

Although Julia predicts that her planning skills will “get better with
experience,” she also believes that being a teacher has more to do with “who I
am” than “what I do:”

I think that’s the only way you can be a teacher. I can’t make a plan and say
this is what I'm going to teach and that’s it, we have to get through it
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because I have to hit this benchmark by this day. . . . No, when I'm
planning, I don’t think about what questions they’re going to ask, because

even if you try, you’d have no idea where they’re coming from . ...Idon’t

lan, I think I should plan, but I feel I can’t. It’s all up there [point to her
ead] and it will come out. (ROA 1, 12/22/98)

A comparison between the Civil Rights Movement (her familiar topic) and

the Progressive Era (her unfamiliar topic) shows some differences.

Day 1. Time Day 2. Little | Days 3-4. 'Day 5. Video on|Day 6. Unit test
Line of Southern | Rock video ' Changes in Malcolm X l
|[CRM Events | | voting patterns; ! ;
' lecture on
 Malcolm X,
| Black Panther
| Party and Black
i Power | :

I
|
L ]

Table 4: Julia’s Intended Unit Outline for the Civil Rights Movement

I: Learning Log '2: Learning Log 3: Learning Log 4: Learning Log '5: Umt Exam

Discussion on | (related to |(related to |(related to :
War on Drugs; | qualities of good |qualities of good qualities of good
What is | president); Iﬂresident); ,Eresident); ‘
Progressivism? Reforms under  Reforms under |Reforms under !
' Roosevelt; time Taft Wilson; Chart of
i line assignment i 1Progressive Goals

f | i
i
|

Table 5: Julia’s Intended Unit Outline for the Progressive Era

Julia had much more prior knowledge about the Civil Rights Movement
than the Progressive Era and it showed. For one thing, she had some topic-

specific representations in mind for teaching civil rights: a video from the Eyes

on the Prize series, another about Malcolm X, and a chart depicting the changes

in voting registration patterns as a result of the Voting Rights legislation in 1966.

In contrast, the Progressive Era unit included more generic representations: a

70






time line and a series of Learning Log questions.
In neither unit did Julia deviate very much from her original plan. However,
as the tables below show, in the Civil Rights Movement a rather major

unexpected event took place.

I: Reviewof  2: Little Rock  3: Changesin -4: Lecture on R White Power

Reconstruction ' video; Writing ! voting patterns ' Malcolm X, 'vs. Black Power;

and time line | Activity and ,Black Panthers ‘' Heated
| Discussion | "and Black Power discussion in 4th
! ‘ \ period

6: Racism vs. f7: Civil Rights '8: Finish video;

Oppression; | video ‘exam review

Black Panther | | worksheet

party speech,

Fairmont's Black:

Student Union,

Name your

|
favorite sitcom
|

Table 6: Julia’s Actual Unit Outline for the Civil Rights Movement

Day 1: Learning Day 2: Learning Day 3: Learning 4: Learning Log 5: Unit Exam:
Log discussion Log discussion Log discussion discussion and Explain the four
and lecture and lecture; and chart on chart on goals of the
Time line progressive Progressive Progressives,
assignment goals goals how they
reached them
and what
difference it
makes

Table 7: Julia’s Actual Unit Outline for the Progressive Era

The big surprise came when Julia started teaching about the Black Power

movement. In one class period on Day Five, several white students disagreed
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vocally with Julia’s comment that there was a difference between “Black Power”
and “White Power.” This reaction caught her off guard and she spent that
evening trying to come up with a lesson that would communicate the idea she
was trying to convey in a form she thought her white students would find
acceptable and believable. The incident led her to several unanticipated
representations which she used in class the following day: a primary document
consisting of a speech given by a member of the Black Panther Party, reference
to the Black Student Union at Fairmont, and a discussion of racial and sex role
stereotypes in television sitcoms. The experience of facilitating discussion
around such delicate issues left Julia feeling exhausted and worried that she had
“spent too much time” on the events taking place in northern cities. So she
substituted the Malcolm X video for one which provided a chronological
overview of events in the south.
David Parker: Teaching Intellectual History
in a State-of-the-Art High School

David and his Beliefs about History

As a child, David was drawn to history because of its story-like quality, “the
whole grandness of seeing history happen and people getting caught up init. ..
Even now when I look at history, I see it as a story with characters.” In third
grade, David read Walter Lord’s A Night to Remember for a school project and
became “obsessed” with the story of the Titanic. He says that “it was the single
thing that sparked my whole interest in history.” He also remembers enjoying
historical fiction, like Across Five Aprils about the Civil War because “it’s not just
a story, but it catches you up in a real time and place.” This interest in
connecting fictional characters with historical places and events continues to this
day. When David saw the recent film version of the Cinderella fairy tale, Ever
After, he was excited to recognize the chateau palace and authentic dress he had

studied about in France the previous summer. For his current pleasure reading,
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he is enjoying Harry Turtledove’s fictional “alternative histories” which portray
what the world might look like if certain major events had ended differently.

David’s elementary and middle school experiences were in predominantly
white public schools, while he spent his high school years in a private, all-male,
mostly white Catholic school. He enjoyed learning history no matter how it was
taught, as long as he was encountering new material. He remembers the
“Puritan Christmas feast" in sixth grade which involved costumes and "weeks of
preparation.” He credits his middle school history teacher for giving him his
“love for the Civil War.” He loved the “difficult” teachers whom his peers
“hated:”

Mr. Malik was a really hard man, a difficult teacher, but he inspired me. .. .1
got a lot out of it, but most students hated him. He was a bit of a jerk I
guess. (CK1,11/3/98)

By the time he got to twelfth grade, he realized he knew as much about U.S.
History as his Advanced Placement teacher. David was also an exceptional
student in college who received 4.0s in all of his history courses.

Well before David entered college, he knew he would become a history
teacher. In fact, he saved notes and assignments from elementary and
secondary school, thinking that he might need them some day. For example, his
notes from Mr. Malik’s class are as "thick as a book." In college, he "got into the
history side and the education side right away," by pursuing a history major and
seeking out a dean's assistantship which enabled him to work with two
nationally-known education professors on a K-5 social studies curriculum
project. In the history department, he served as the undergraduate history
association president and accompanied a history professor on a summer tour of
England. He enjoyed “feeling like part of a community, being accepted into a
profession, becoming involved in the teaching life of the university.”

As one listens to David describe his educational experiences from elementary

school through college, several factors seem central to his construction of
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historical understanding. For one, his early encounters with history came via
historical fiction. Brooks and Brooks (1993) argue that when facts are
encountered in the form of stories, the human mind builds more connections
between those facts. Indeed, David is extraordinary in his ability to recall
historical facts and dates, evidence of the intricate web of knowledge he has built
over the years. Secondly, long before David got his first teaching job, he was
already thinking about history pedagogically. He identified with his teachers
and college professors, sought out extensive contacts with them and learned the
discourse of both history and education.

Because David immersed himself not only in learning the products of
historical research but also in the culture of academia, he developed a disciplinary
orientation around the work of historians. In his high school and most of his
college history courses, "[history] was really just absorption; this is history, this
is the answer.” But one of his undergraduate courses and a recent master's level
education course taught him that "being like an historian, that's history." For
David, knowing history means understanding it from an historian’s vantage
point. When he hasn't read what historians have written about a topic, he feels
that he lacks important knowledge. One of his favorite pastimes is to visit used
bookstores in search of historical narratives. Recently, David decided to limit
these visits because he has accumulated eleven bookcases full and "it got to be
too much.” He goes to that book collection, which includes works by historians
on diverse topics in U.S. and world history, to sharpen his knowledge of topics
he's interested in, regardless of whether he’s preparing to teach them or not. He
seeks out information about context and chronology, as well as scholarly
interpretations:

History is unique in that you aren't going to get this anywhere else. It
provides a way of looking at the world, seeing yourself, looking at the other
subject matter, the sum of human knowledge. Without it, you're lacking in
being a human being, not able to see that it's not just you in the world.
Knowing the history - the background knowledge to world events - puts
events in a context. (Autobio, 10/21/98)
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In his references to the discipline of history, David frequently refers to what
historians do. What happened in the past is known (or not known, as the case
may be) by virtue of the fact that historians construct interpretations. They
“take bits and pieces and try to see how they make sense,” they “create an
order” out of otherwise meaningless details and “tear causes apart and group
them into categories to see how they’re connected.” History has meaning
because human beings give it meaning:

People sometimes refer to [one kind of historical inquiry] as “revisionism.”
It's all revisionism. If we see the same set of events, we're going to have
radically different interpretations. To say that we stick to the facts is dumb.
Even the facts we choose to present are slanted by the way we try to make
sense of them. The order we create is history, but it's also us. You can never
take the bias out of it. People think that because they got it from a certain
book it must be true. Even the most primary sources are biased by the
individuals who wrote them, their choices about what to leave in and leave
out. Even with a camera, there are things you choose to ignore. (CK1,
11/3/98)

In middle and high school, David was “weaned on military history.” But in
college he realized the appeal of intellectual history. One of the most important
classes he took in college was a two-semester European civilization course from
a professor with a “humanities perspective:”

Dr. Clark was the greatest professor I've ever had in the way that he
combined music, art, literature, science, everything. A humanities approach
to history, it summed up everything that I had been learning, everything
cox/nes/to ether, everything about the history of mankind. (Autobio,
10/21/98

History was still drama, but for David it became a drama in which ideas like
humanism, Darwinism, and Marxism took center stage more often than
individuals or events. When he talks about Alexander Hamilton and Thomas
Jefferson, for example, David doesn't describe them as individuals, but in terms
of ideas they represent, namely, the fundamental debate about the distribution
of power in a democracy. He also frequently comments on the

interconnectedness of events:
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Most historians view the American Revolution as an outgrowth of the
Enlightenment. . . . There’s so much evidence to support the connection
between the American and the French revolutions: Franklin and Jefferson in
Pa;‘is, },afayette [who] sent the key of the Bastille to Washington. (Post-Ob ],
12/18/98)

For David, what is interesting about the American Revolution is its connection to
the French Revolution; what makes these revolutions interesting is their
connection to Enlightenment ideas about human nature, progress, and liberty.

Thus, David’s content orientation seems much more closely aligned with the
discipline of history than Julia’s. He perceives history through the eyes of
intellectual historians and reads scholarly interpretations in order to develop his
disciplinary knowledge. There is also a great deal of continuity between David’s
disciplinary perspective and his conception of history as a school subject. David
not only finds intellectual history personally fascinating, he feels it is important
for students to learn:

. My ideas about what is worthy [to learn] come out of my humanities
background. Ideas are the thing that I emphasize the most. [My students]
are going to forget who Pizarro is, I don't care. But if they remember what
humanism is, that means a lot to me. . . because those ideas are mind-
expanding, applicable and useful in life in general. I do believe in cultural
literacy: there are things that if you read something, you're going to have to
know it. But there's a lot of things which aren't so important. Ideas like
humanism, Social Darwinism, Marxism, the dialectic of changing warfare -
these big grand ideas, these larger concepts are much more important.
(Autobio, 10/21/98)

But David is clearly not interested in carrying these big ideas too far. What
moderates the temptation to try to subsume the entire World History
curriculum under a few sweeping ideas was David’s socialization into the
discipline of history. Because he saw his curriculum in part through the eyes of
the discipline, he worried that too much emphasis on themes across the year
would weaken the sense of sequence and chronology that is a mainstay of the
historians’ craft. He worried that presenting history in this way would
misrepresent the discipline to students.

I like to have a theme within a given unit, but . . . if you teach all history
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from a thematic base . . . you give up this sense of time, the chronology,
understanding history as a series of periods. . . [A whole-year theme] has
some appeal, but my fear would be of over-simplifying things. Just like I
would beware of single causation. [That’s] a horrible mistake in history, to
look at anything through a single lens or theme. (Post-Ob II, 5/4/99)

David appreciates the importance of chronology and context, what gives an
event “a sense of time.” He is tuned to the danger of “presentism,” when
people mistakenly treat the past as if it was simply an extension of the present.
He wants his students to learn about facts and ideas particular to an historical
event. David fell in love with history in third grade and he has nurtured that
love over his lifetime. Now he wants to recreate that experience for students:
“If I could create a Titanic experience for every student, I would feel successful.”
He is also interested in teaching students “skills to help them in their adult life . . .
skills like determining the validity of evidence, bias, the validity of witnesses,
developing generalizations, facts versus theory.” However, he has a belief about
the developmental nature of learning various aspects of history:

When you first start out learning anything new in history . . . you start out
with the basics, the details, so when you're reading a history book, you're
basically gaining factual knowledge. The interpretation of that and contrary
interpretations - it's almost like Bloom’s taxonomy - those things come later
(ROA, 4/16/99)

David’s beliefs about teacln'rig history do not fall neatly into Evans’ (1994)
categories. There is a bit of “cosmic philosopher” in him when he speaks
excitedly about patterns in history. His statements about the importance of
knowing what historians do, perceiving history as interpretation resemble the
“scientific historian.” But he is also like a “storyteller,” fascinated by the people
and events, the basic facts of history, which, when woven together produce “the
whole grandness of seeing history happen.” There are strong indications that he
is partial to the “cultural literacy” view that students need a common factual
knowledge base before they can do more higher-level thinking, although he
scorns trivia as facts disconnected from a larger narrative. He seems largely

oriented toward the “historical canon,” with its focus on Western nations (Seixas,
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1993). He also has an affinity for intellectual history which explores the influence
of thought, values and subjective meanings on historic individuals and events
(Novick, 1988).

Certainly David’s beliefs about history have been shaped by these broader
debates over the nature of history as a school subject. But his beliefs also bear
the imprint of much more direct experience, the influences of family and school
on his desire to find a community with scholars. It is not just that he knew how
to do well in school; David wanted to participate in the culture of academia, a
culture which values intellectualism, Western thought, and cultural literacy.
David'’s orientation toward history was forged in his childhood when he
encountered stories from the past that were as compelling as fiction. It was
nurtured in high school by teachers who assigned Grapes of Wrath and The
Jungle and humorously appointed students to represent opposing interest
groups from the New Deal era.

David Parker, 24 years old, teaches World History, Economics and French at
Sycamore High School located in a well-to-do suburban community on the
outskirts of a mid-sized Midwestern city. He is in his third year of teaching,
although this is his fourth year at Sycamore, since he completed his one-year
practice teaching internship there. David works in a newly-built, $40 million high
school with carpeted hallways and classrooms, vaulted ceilings and skylights.
Every classroom has its own television, VCR, computer and telephone. The
school is equipped with its own educational access channel which produces and
broadcasts daily morning announcements to students in a TV news format. The
teacher’s lounge has a microwave and coffeemaker, a large refrigerator and soft,
comfortable furniture; for lunch, a special cart of food is wheeled in from the
cafeteria so teachers can buy and eat their lunch in the comfort of the lounge.

Each teacher also has a personal desk in the departmental office, where there is
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easy access to a copying machine and a computer with a scanner.

The building is an aesthetically-pleasing place to be, but it is Sycamore’s
reputation as a place of rich academic opportunity that draws parents from
outside the community to request that their children be enrolled there, under the
state’s choice program. The Sycamore school district is one of the most desirable
in the area, with 70 to 80 percent of eleventh graders scoring at the “proficient”
level in math, reading and scierice in state assessments. In 1996, the district
admitted seventy-nine students from other school communities. Sycambre
parents tend to be well-to-do; only 6.6% of students in the entire district receive
free or reduced school lunches and the district spends $8,151 per pupil each year,
compared to the national average of $6,146. Ninety percent of Sycamore
graduates attend two-or four-year colleges; only 1.5 percent do not finish high
school.> The high school offers an unusual array of electives, clubs and
activities, such as courses in Latin and Statistics, and a camping/ canoeing club
called Explorers. Out of the 1400 students who attend Sycamore High, 89
percent are white, 5 percent are Asian and the remainder are African-American,
Latino and Native American.

In David'’s classroom, the students’ desks are arranged in a semi-circle facing
the dry eraseboards (there is no chalk dust at Sycamore High). The floor is
carpeted, windows along one wall let in natural light, a television set hangs from
the ceiling and serves as a digital clock except when the Sycamore Channel News
comes on at 9:00 every morning. David has covered nearly every square inch of
the walls with National Geographic posters, reprints of famous paintings,
student artwork, Far Side cartoons and jokes he downloaded from the web.
Some items around the room are labeled in French. A black-and-white photo of
a nuclear bomb explosion hangs over his desk, which is in the far corner of the

room; he rarely sits at it except to work at his computer. As evidenced by the

SData are from the 1996-97 school year.
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long row of trophies sitting on the window sills in his classroom, David coaches
the Sycamore Quiz Bowl team. He also sponsors French Club, Cinema Club,
and the Freshman class. There are a couple of houseplants and a small table-top
fountain at one end of his desk. Occasionally when he is alone in the room, often
late at night grading papers, he turns off the bright overhead lights and turns on
a small lamp which emits a soft, warm glow.

The teacher next door once commented that David’s room looks like he lives
there. Indeed, if he is not somewhere in the school building or involved in some
extracurricular activity on evenings and weekends, David is working at the
convenience store next door to the school to supplement his income. He
occasionally comments about how busy he is or how little sleep he gets, but not
in the form of complaint. Instead, one gets the impression that David is
energized by his teaching and extracurricular involvements. On one occasion,
for example, I heard him tell the women'’s soccer coach that he would stop by the
field to watch the game as soon as he could take a break from supporting the
home baseball team.

David is equally enthusiastic about his role as a member of the social studies
department. His colleagues view him to some extent as a resource: one stopped
by to ask David for suggestions of historical fiction set during the American
Revolution (David offered several off the top of his head). Another colleague
and he exchange teaching ideas (and jokes) from the Internet. David is also
currently working with this colleague to push for more Asian, African and Latin
American content in the World History curriculum; they share the criticism that
it is too Euro-centric.

In the faculty dining room, David usually eats with the special education
teachers and frequently initiates conversations about students they have in
common: “Did you get Jake’s paper?” “ I'm giving the next test the day before
Thanksgiving.” “ Do you know Aaron likes Laura?” He also reaches out

informally to the student teachers in the building. One mentioned that some
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parents complained about the way she graded group work. David suggested
she try an alternative approach to peer evaluation, in which students choose
their own partners with the admonition to "make a wise choice," and their grade
can be reduced one grade level for low participation.

The fit between David and his professional environment is good. He's
actively involved in a variety of activities at the school, with a strong preference
for clubs that attract the most academically-oriented students. His classroom
decor reflects his broad range of interests in the arts, humanities, and sciences.
He nurtures his collegial relationships around the professional work of providing
support to students, designing curriculum, and sharing knowledge about
teaching strategies. David clearly enjoys teaching at Sycamore and his rationale
reveals his sense of himself as a member of a profession: “If my career keeps
going the way it has for the last three years, I would be the happiest teacher.
There is an atmosphere of team work and quality education, but we’re not
content - there’s always more to do.”

David and his Students

On a typical day in David’s classroom, he moves about the room getting
things ready as students enter one or two at a time. Most of them wear T-shirts
advertising popular brand names and carry backpacks. One student, Karen,
jokes “Mr. Parker, you don’t have anything written on the board today. That
just isn’t like you!” Aaron enters the room, pulls out a bag of goldfish crackers
and starts munching. When Laura comes in wearing a brightly colored striped
shirt over plaid pants, Aaron calls out “Laura, you're looking wild today.” Laura
smiles with false sincerity and gives him the finger.

David'’s students seem relaxed and comfortable. A few take off their shoes
and sit in their stocking feet. They bring water and small snacks to class, since
many of them will not be able to eat lunch until 12:30. One student, Brian,

approached me a few days after I started observing and offered an unsolicited
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opinion: “World History is fun everyday.” It is clear that David helps to create
this kind of environment. During the passing periods between classes, he invites
early arrivals to collect or staple papers for him; he asks individuals to give
feedback on a new seating chart he has created. While he’s handing back
homework, he makes conversation: "I didn't know you were on the swim team,
is there a meet tonight?" "How was lunch?" "Is today your birthday, Ann? How
old are you? Have you started driver’s ed yet?"

David occasionally begins class with a story or joke. One day, he mentioned
that he had thrown up his meal at a restaurant the night before. The class
laughed and hooted, one called out “Way to go, Mr. Parker.” Eva, who acts
more maturely than most students in her class, said in an adult voice, tinged with
sarcasm, “Thank you for sharing that with us, Mr. Parker.” Later, David told me
that he told this story because he figured that it was “typical ninth grade humor”
and this is one way he tries to “bond” with his students.

David also displays a natural compassion for students in distress. One day
during lunch, he saw one of his students crying on a hallway bench. Even
though his next class was starting in 5 minutes, he stopped and sat down beside
her. She was upset that she hadn't gotten all A’s on her report card, “I've always
been an A student,” she exclaimed. David reassured her that she doesn’t have to
be perfect, that she’s good at many things. “Look at me, I'll never be an athlete,
but I'm good at other things.” He told her that when she felt ready to go to her
next class, she should come by his room and he would write her a late pass.

David’s typical teaching style is what one might call “interactive lecture.” He
positions himself at the front of the room and he is clearly in charge of the
conversation, the flow of information in the classroom. Without question, David
is a "sage on the stage.” But he rarely carries on a strict monologue. On the
contrary, he involves students in his lectures, calling on them to represent
branches of government, for example, or to demonstrate Copernicus’ view of

the movement of the spheres. He regularly invites them to respond and react,
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he uses their ideas to supplement his central message. He peppers his lectures
with questions to which students answer back, often in chorus. He asks leading
questions in order to guide his students to the understandings he holds. He uses
repetition because he knows the concepts he teaches are difficult and abstract.
The discourse is lively, David leans forward as he talks, moves from one side of
the room to another, uses large gestures, creates diagrams on the board, calls on
students to respond to his questions and repeats their answers. His face is
animated, he speaks at an even pace, but with lots of expression, and he
occasionally pounds his stool to emphasize a point. His eyes twinkle, his voice is
mellow and soothing.

During the year I collected data, I observed David teach two World History
units to two different groups of ninth graders: his second and fourth period
classes. There was some ethnic diversity among these students (see Table 8), but
socioeconomics and teenage culture have an homogenizing effect. Still, David
notices differences between his students. At Sycamore High School, ninth
graders are not tracked into different sections of World History. But David has
noticed that a kind of “de facto tracking” occurs: students who take band and
orchestra tend to be the more successful or serious students and since these
courses are offered only in the afternoons, those students fill up the morning
social studies sections. At any rate, David finds that his second period students
are generally more studious and independent, whereas he finds his fourth period
class “more challenging to teach.” He feels frustrated at times that, whereas his
second hour students tend to take school seriously, his fourth hour students
“regard school as a place to come to be entertained for awhile.”

Indeed, I noticed the contrast myself. In second hour, a majority of students
seem oriented toward doing what they are told, raising their hands politely to
speak, never answering a question unless they’re sure they are right. A
significant number fourth period students blurted out comments to whomever

might be listening, saying the first thing that came to their minds (no matter how
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unrefined), and seemed to feel freer to make lateral connections with the topic at
hand. They were noisier and brought it more gadgets and toys to show their
friends. They shared their thoughts with their neighbors rather than waiting for
their turn to speak to the entire class, the girls combed and braided each others’
hair, the boys looked around to see how much attention they have managed to

draw to themselves.

[ Period ' Female | Male African- = Asian | Caucasian Total No.
| ! ' American | ' of
I L . Students
_d 12 B2 419 25 |
|
: |
4th ‘ 13 15 1 1 1 | 26 28

Table 8: David’s Students

David is careful not to make only negative comments about his fourth hour
students. He recognizes strengths that come out in other ways that aren’t
graded - such as their verbal responses in class or their willingness to take risks
with open-ended assignments. He called them his “creative hour,” because
“they aren’t afraid to make mistakes.” Once, when he deliberately refrained
from giving students much direction in regard to an assignment which required
that they make a visual representation to depict the ideology of one of the
political parties in pre-Communist Russia, David noticed that more of his second
hour students wanted him to reassure them that they were doing the
assignment correctly; his fourth hour students were more inclined to draw
whatever came to mind, whether it was accurate or not:

Fourth hour is more comfortable being wrong and making mistakes than
any of my other classes. Second hour is sharper. They’ll pick up the
connections and make the leap and they’ve got it better . . . but they have
more trouble on their own. (ROA II, 4/16/99)

But typically, when David is reflecting on his students’ diversity, it is in
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regard to their grades in the course. I happened to talk to him one day soon
after he had calculated quarter grades. Ten of his fourth hour students received
failing or nearly failing marks, compared to only two in his second hour class.
Most of these were his inclusion students, who receive additional support from
the special education faculty. He commented, “This is depressing,” and
speculated out loud about what might account for these low grades. For most of
them, he figured, “it’s because they just didn’t do the work. If they did their
homework, they would at least pass.” He said that since he started teaching, he
has learned that many students who are weak academically have particular
problems with history courses because “they don’t have the cultural literacy and
they are concrete thinkers.”

David sees history as full of “abstract ideas,” some of which are “right over
some students’ heads.” In an effort to accommodate “concrete thinkers,” he
says he tries to use a variety of teaching strategies: individual reading, group
activities, writing assignments, and oral presentations. Also, in the last year or
two, he modified his grading system so that students who do poorly on his tests
(the most abstract of his assessments, according to David), can still pass the
course as long as they make an adequate attempt on homework and projects
(which involve students in making posters or other visual presentations). David
considers the projects to afford students the opportunity to exert more “control”
over the final product than they have on tests or homework and feels frustrated
that he has so many students - particularly in his fourth hour class - who don’t
take advantage of this opportunity.

David wonders why some students don’t do homework. He confesses that
“I don’t really understand them, because I wasn't like that [as a student].” He
wonders whether the problem is that some students don’t comprehend the
abstract ideas presented in class and then feel it is useless to attempt the
homework. Or is it the other way around: a student doesn’t have the discipline

or interest in doing homework and, as a consequence, has difficulty
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understanding the content of the course? And then there’s the possibility that
“some students just aren’t bright; they’re never going to get A’s and B’s. I hate
to say it, but it’s true.” Another possibility is that this is a developmental
problem: ninth graders may not have been assigned much homework in middle
school and some are not mature enough yet to take seriously the consequences
of their actions.

At any rate, David is disturbed by the fact that some other teachers,
including some of the special education faculty, are “working harder than the
student is” to get a student to pass the course. David sees his role as one of
“helping the student up to a point.” But then he has “no qualms” about failing
students who do not do passing work. He does not think it is so terrible to make
a student repeat a course. “Perhaps they will do better with a different teacher”
or because they are one year older.

One persistent theme in David’s interactions with his students has to do with
his concern that they develop more studious and academic attitudes. He wants
them to become independent readers, writers, and thinkers. To this end, he
occasionally presents a lesson on, for example, test-taking strategies or assigns
them the task of re-reading a project assignment just before turning it in to
double-check the requirements. He also scolds them from time to time, as he did
on the day after their disappointing performance on the Reformation and
Renaissance test:

It's time to put away childish things. Put away the Tubby babies and turn off
the TV and do some homework. Be an adult. There can be no
independence without responsibility. Turning homework in late, or doing it
on the bus is middle school stuff. When you get to college you're going to
have more independence and more responsibility. (2nd; 11/9/98)

David is not one of those teachers who waters down the curriculum so
students pass the course with little effort. He doesn't apologize for having the
reputation as someone who gives "hard tests.” He considers various possibilities

as to why a student might be failing his course, including his own responsibility
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to make abstract ideas more concrete and provide a grading structure which
allows students to pass even if they do poorly on tests. But, for the most part, it
seems to him at this stage in his learning to teach that much of the responsibility
lies within each student. Some of his students are able to grasp abstract ideas
and others are not; some are proficient at reading for understanding and writing
effectively and others are not; some are inclined to finish homework and study
for tests and others are not.

David and his Curriculum

The World History curriculum, as agreed upon by the teachers in
Sycamore’s history department, encompasses 4000 years of major events in
chronological order from ancient Greece and Rome to the present (or at least
post-Cold War). Previous to this year, the World History curriculum began
much later with the Industrial Revolution and “The Age of European
Dominance,” as the textbook labels it. However, several faculty members were
concerned that this did not provide students with sufficient historical
background. While David expressed sympathy with his colleague’s rationale
(and voted in favor of the decision), he also disliked the idea of trying to fit more
content into a two-semester course. “The breadth is killing me,” he groaned.

I observed David teach two curriculum units, one in the fall and one in the
spring. The fall unit lasted 20 days and focused on the “Age of Revolutions.” It
fell between a previous unit on Renaissance and Reformation and a subsequent
unit called “Changes in Ideas” with a focus on the impact of Darwin, Marx and
Freud on Western thought. The Age of Revolutions encompassed the period of
time immediately preceding the American Revolution through the French
Revolution, the Industrial Revolution in England and the beginnings of

unionization. David considered his knowledge of these topics to be quite strong,
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although he had never taught this unit before.6 The spring unit was actually a

series of six lessons about the Communist Revolution of 1917, contained within a
larger unit about the years between World War I and World War II. David
considered his knowledge of this topic to be weaker. In his words, he has not
“studied the topic in depth at all” and “I don’t consider that very good. I don’t
feel like I've got it or that I know a lot about it.”

David’s choices about how to divide up the 4000-year span of World History
are sometimes quite independent of what his colleagues do. For example, most
of David’s colleagues teach about the French Revolution and the Industrial
Revolution in Europe as separate units. However, there is no requirement that
these topics be taught separately and David decided to combine them, along
with the American Revolution, into one unit, held together by the concept of
“revolution” which he had studied in college. Similarly, David used his own
judgment in creating the Communist Revolution unit. His colleagues typically
teach about the 1917 Revolution as a completely separate unit. But David felt
that this made the topic seem "more important” than other events during the
interwar years, such as the independence movement in India and the end of the
Chinese dynasty. In his perspective, the Communist Revolution did not need "its
own corner, its own unit by itself." So, he decided to give it a more minor place
in his curriculum and treated it on par with the other four topics he taught as a
package during the Interwar Years: the Treaty of Versailles; the Amritsar
Massacre in India; Chinese history from 1911-1931; and the Rise of Fascism.

Despite these deviations from the chapter-by-chapter approach taken by

some colleagues, for the most part David taught events in chronological order.

6However, he had taught parts of this unit before. He had taught about the
American Revolution in his U.S. history courses in two prior years. He had also
taught about the Industrial Revolution last year in his World History course,
before the department made changes in the curriculum. But, he had never
taught about the French Revolution and had never before combined all three
into one unit.
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One exception was his one-week “Plague Unit” which compared the Black Death
plague in fourteenth-century Europe with the current AIDS epidemic. However,
David felt strongly that the problem with teaching thematically was
“compromising the story, making sense of sequence:”

You lose sequence, you lose chronology, you sacrifice narrative for
meaning. I think you can do it either way, either [focusinion themes or
chronology] is valid, but you give up this sense of time [when teaching
thematically]. . . understanding U.S. history as a series of periods. You can
link these tangs across [time] - that’s good - you should be able to see that
the Alien and Sedition Acts in 1796 have a lot to do with the Vietnam War
and other protest movements against the government and about civil rights.
... But I think you should also know that the Alien and Sedition Acts fit here,
they have meaning here in this context, outside of being part of a story of
civil rights development in U.S. history. (Post-Ob II, 5/4/99)

For neither unit did David prepare daily lesson plans in advance or make
decisions about how he would assess student learning:

I don’t always know quite where everything is going to go. I have my plans
and I know how I'm going to frame a unit, what I want them to know, but
how other things come into play and how to test those? Ialways wait until
the end [to write the test]. I tried it once, making the test earlier, but I found
out that not everything on the text did I end up doing and important things
that came up . . . | had to deal with. If I'd already written the test, that
wouldn’t be on there and I would want to test that. So sometimes my
objectives change. (ROA II, 5/20/99).

It seems understandable that, as a beginning teacher, David’s unit plans would
be rather sketchy; writing more detailed objectives, activities, and assessments
requires knowledge of how students of a particular age respond to specific
content - something that a teacher learns from experience. So David’s plans
consisted of broad outlines, in which he selected several major representations,
sequenced sub-topics and estimated how much time he would spend on each of
them. He did not consult district curriculum guidelines because none existed for
the course he was teaching. Neither did he refer to national history standards,
although he was familiar with both the National Council for the Social Studies
(1994) and National Center for History in the Schools documents (1996). He

considers these documents to be “excellent” in that they emphasize “conceptual
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understanding,” but they are also “terribly vague:” “They assume that students
are getting some content, some history from [each] time period . . . but there’s
no cookbook approach to how to do it” (ROA 1II, 4/16/99).

Without a “cookbook” or extensive prior experience teaching these topics to
ninth-graders, David draws upon the knowledge and beliefs he does have to
structure a sequence of learning opportunities for his students. Since I explore

these dynamics in later chapters, here I simply present the outlines of each unit.
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Table 10: David’s Intended Unit Outline for the Communist Revolution
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A comparison between Tables 9 and 10 shows that David had much more
content he wanted to teach about the Age of Revolutions (his familiar topic) than
about the Communist Revolution (his unfamiliar topic). This is not only an
indication of his familiarity with the former but also his judgment that the
American, French, and Industrial Revolutions were more significant events than
the one in Russia. He also had more diverse ways to represent the content of the
Age of Revolutions: Candide; the structure of government; a play about the
French Revolution, a choose-your-own adventure story about the Industrial
Revolution and the classic film How Green Was My Valley. In contrast, his
representations for the Communist Revolution were the textbook, a social

pyramid, the political spectrum, and a documentary video.
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f
1

revolution? 5 i
6. Locke, 7 Locke 8 Structure (9. U S |10 Causes
Rousseau, | Rousseau L of 'Constitution ;of the
Montesquieu; Montesquleu government | | American
Hobbes Hobbes . ! Revolution
11. What i isa 12. Effects of 13. '14. French  115. Causes
revolution?; 'the Am. ' Guillotine  Revolution; |of Fr.
Causes of the‘ Revolution § video  Time line and Revolution
Am.Rev. | Play |

{ ' | |
16. Industnal 17. Benefits _18. Review, 19. Exam  '20. Exam
Revolution  and Jeopardy ‘Part One: | Part Two
story Negatives to | ‘Historian's |

 the Industrial 'Exercise

' Revolution ‘

Table 11: David’s Actual Unit Outline for the Age of Revolutions

92



I: Student '2: Russian 3: Compare  '4: Introduce ‘Day 5: People's
Presentations on 'social pyramid; . Russian social  political i Century video;
chapter terms ' read about Bread pyramid to 'spectrum  Homework
{Riots in . Sycamore High | ‘assignment: "10
“textbook 'School sentences on
’ 1 i where your
 political beliefs
 fall along the
“political
. .spectrum”

Day 6: Finish A week later:
People's Century Exam over the -

video; Read | Interwar Years

about the ’

"history ‘

mystery" of * |

Anastasia : { ‘ ‘

Table 12: David’s Actual Unit Outline for the Communist Revolution

A comparison between Tables 11 and 12 reveals that, although David’s
actual Communist Revolution unit closely followed this original plan, his Age of
Revolutions unit deviated considerably. He ended up spending not one, but
four, days with Candide in order to provide students with the background
information they needed to make sense of it as a satirical piece of literature. The
same thing happened with the American Revolution, when he realized that his
students did not have the prior knowledge he had assumed. He also added
major new content after he started teaching the unit. Montesquieu and Hobbes
joined Locke and Rousseau in a discussion about how views of human nature
influence the structure of governments. Quite by accident, he happened to see a
documentary film about the guillotine which seemed to support his theme so
well he decided to show that and postponed the viewing of How Green Was My
Valley until the week following the exam. He also extended the unit exam by
one day to include an "Historian's Exercise" dealing directly with a theory of

revolution he had wanted to serve as a conceptual frame for the entire unit.
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Summary

If the collection of studies on the psychological concerns of beginning
teachers can claim to represent the typical novice, then Julia and David are clearly
not typical. They are not “angry” or “despondent,” they are not preoccupied
with classroom discipline, they are not so focused on themselves that they fail to
attend to the learning needs of their students. On the contrary, these two
teachers behave like promising young professionals. They have established
classroom routines, they interact appropriately and positively with their
students, they are able to attend to simultaneous classroom events, they are
finding their place in the institutional culture of the school and they inquire into
their own practice. And yet, they still have things to learn. They find it difficult
to predict how their lessons will go, what students will find difficult or confusing,
and what kinds of assessments they will give. They are inclined to explain poor
academic performance in terms of poor study habits or disposition, rather than
considering cognitive factors such as information-processing difficulties.

We can also see in these portraits evidence of the work environment that
seems so prevalent in schools. Julia and David are expected to carry the full
workload of experienced teachers, including extracurricular responsibilities. In
Julia’s case, she must be very assertive in order to protect the time she feels it will
take her to develop her teaching skills. When she does so, she also worries
about how this will be perceived by her colleagues. Both teachers experience the
tension between wanting to conform to departmental expectations and needing
to live by their own convictions. Both teach in schools which offer them a great
deal of autonomy, although this comes with the price of further isolating them
from their colleagues. This is particularly apparent with Julia who disagrees with
most of her colleagues and feels dismayed that they don’t regard her as a
resource. It may be that David’s additional years of experience help him feel
more secure in his peer relationships and professional conversations.

In the next two chapters, I select several episodes from Julia’s and David’s
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teaching in order to examine the knowledge and beliefs they draw upon in
transforming content for their students. However, this chapter has already
provided a glimpse into features of these novices’ knowledge and beliefs about
subject matter and students. Julia’s disciplinary perspective is less about history
than about civil rights issues and social analysis. History the way she perceives it
explains why progress toward social and racial equality has been so slow and
inspires with images of nonviolent, collective efforts toward social change. Julia’s
experiences learning history do not seem to have shifted her view that history is
primarily an accumulation of facts; although she knows that historians interpret
evidence, she is not particularly drawn to the process of historical inquiry. Beliefs
are apparent in her curricular decisions and in the posters in her room which
convey a strong social message. These beliefs seem powerful because they are
so embedded in her life experience.

Similarly, David’s beliefs about history begin to take shape early in life and
are embedded in particular configurations of experience, opportunity, and

personality.” However, unlike Julia, David found it easy to memorize factual

content and his love for reading historical fiction gave him a sense of historical
narrative at an early age. His disciplinary perspective maps onto historians’
perspectives; he enjoys intellectual history and seeks scholarly interpretations to
further his historical knowledge. He wants students to develop this same love
for the abstract ideas that shape historical events and he is concerned that
students comprehend historical events chronologically and contextually. His
preference for intellectual history comes out in his selection of curricular content.
The Communist Revolution was about the clashing of political ideologies on first
a national, then global scale. The Age of Revolutions was about stages in

revolutionary change, what he referred to as the “revolutionary dialectic” or

7Instead of the term “beliefs,” other researchers have used the terms
“historical positionalities” (VanSledright, 1998) or “temporal bearings” (Seixas,
1996).
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“pendulum.” His humanities interests show in his eclectic room decor.

David and Julia also bring different orientations toward their students.
When David considers the differences between his students, he notices whether
they are independent thinkers, disciplined in completing homework and able to
fathom abstract ideas. Although he appreciates students who are “willing to
make mistakes,” he grades them based on whether they “got it right.” Julia is
more inclined to feel critical toward learners who are “into being good students.”
She likes the challenge of helping students like Mark who might be dismissed by
other teachers because of his defiant behavior. She is not strongly committed to
making sure that all students are exposed to the same curriculum and she takes
an interest in learning about their non-academic pursuits.

It may be that these characteristics of their knowledge and beliefs interact
with their school settings. David teaches in a school with lots of intellectual
stimulation and a clear expectation that students will do well on standardized
tests and attend college. The physical environment of Julia’s school is less
conducive to serious learning. The relatively lower socio-economic status and
test scores of Fairmont compared to Sycamore students allude to the possibility
that Fairmont students lack the “cultural capital” needed to do well
independently on academic tasks (Lareau, 1988).

Finally, both teachers have difficulty establishing specific lesson objectives,
writing detailed lesson plans and creating assessments in advance because they
do not yet know how their students will respond to the topics they teach - a
crucial piece of curricular knowledge. As they teach, they are still continually
surprised by the content that receives the most attention, by what students have
more or less difficulty with, by the unplanned representations that emerge.
Curriculum standards do not guide their thinking; they rely on their colleagues,
textbooks and (primarily) on their own knowledge to help them create unit
plans. Furthermore, their knowledge is uneven for the different topics they

must teach: with more familiar units, they tend to teach more content and use
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topic-specific representations and are more likely to deviate from their plans.
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Chapter 4
REPRESENTING CONTENT TO STUDENTS:
JULIA’S AND DAVID’S KNOWLEDGE-IN-USE
Introduction

This study aims to contribute to our understandings of novice teachers’
knowledge relevant to the process of transformation, the task of modifying
disciplinary knowledge for the purposes of teaching. In this chapter, I take apart
the theoretical construct of transformation in order to analyze the knowledge
and beliefs David and Julia used in their teaching. In the following chapter, I put
the pieces back together again in an effort to explain the nature and contribution
of historical knowledge in beginning teaching practice.

In this chapter, I use a conceptual model to examine three significant
categories of Julia’s and David’s knowledge and beliefs: knowledge and beliefs
about subject matter, learners and instructional representations. The model is
based on constructs developed in the content knowledge literature, in which

instructional representations are viewed as “the product of two processes - the

comprehension of content and the understanding of the needs, motivations and
abilities of learners” (Wineburg & Wilson, 1991, p. 333).1 Dewey’s (1902) theory

of the continuity of experience suggests a way of conceptualizing the relationship
between these categories of knowledge, as illustrated in Figure 1. Students’ life
experiences are the starting point of instruction; formulated, organized,

disciplinary knowledge is the end point; and teachers’ acts of transformation (in

1 Researchers have identified other possible categories of knowledge
experienced teachers seem to draw upon as they transform content. Wilson,
Shulman and Richert (1987), for example, list the following categories of
professional knowledge for teaching: knowledge of subject matter; pedagogical
content knowledge; knowledge of other content; knowledge of curriculum;
knowledge of learners; knowledge of educational aims; general pedagogical
knowledge. Ilimit my analysis to subject matter, students and representations
because these three emerged as the most significant types of knowledge in
David'’s and Julia’s practice.

98



the form of instructional representations) are the means.

Knowledge and Knowledge and
Beliefs about Beliefs about
Leamers Subject Matter
(The Starting Point) N / (The End Point)

Knowledge and Beliefs

about Instructional

Representations

(The Means)

Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Knowledge for Transformation

In my decision to base this study on the notion of transformation, I take a
normative stance toward knowledge and teaching. Researchers - like the history
teachers they study - are influenced by their conceptions of competent history
teaching. Embedded in our work is a “world view or value system related to the
purpose of knowledge, a conception of a preferred social order, and a view of
the good person” (Stanley, 1991, p. 253). I deliberately linked my study to what I
have termed “the content knowledge literature” because I share some of the
perspectives often expressed in that literature. These perspectives include
preferences for knowledge, beliefs and practices of teaching which treat students
as active creators of meaning and aim to connect students to disciplinary
knowledge and ways of thinking. I believe that we do a disservice to young
learners when we treat their minds as blank slates or assume that they are only
capable of understanding “ready-made” knowledge, the products of disciplinary
study but not the processes, questions or debates that occupy the minds of
expert thinkers. My views and convictions led me to this study in the first place;
they also shape the conclusions I draw in this chapter and the next.

In order to make claims about the nature of historical knowledge for

99




teaching, it is necessary to delve more deeply into these normative conceptions
of subject matter and students. Dewey (1916) describes the subject matter
knowledge needed by teachers as “formulated, crystallized and systematized:"”

Scientific subject matter is organized with specific reference to the successful
conduct of the enterprise of discovery, to knowing as a specialized
undertaking . . . . The ideal of scientific organization is, therefore, that every
conception and statement shall be of such a kind as to follow from others
and to lead to others. Conceptions and propositions mutually imply and
support one another. . . . The [chemist’s] description of H,O is superior from
the standpoint of place and use in inquiry. It states the nature of water in a
way which connects it with knowledge of other things, indicating to one
who understands it how the knowledge is arrived at and its bearings upon
other portions of knowledge of the structure of things. (pp. 182, 190)

Dewey uses the term “scientific subject matter” to refer specifically to knowledge
created in the context of disciplined inquiry. To understand subject matter is to
grasp both content and inquiry, interconnected “conceptions and
propositions”as well as notions of “how the knowledge is arrived at.” Dewey’s
idea is that teachers need to hold such subject matter understandings because
“scientific subject matter” represents the end point of instruction. It is what
teachers should be helping their students to develop; it defines the direction of
their growth. In history courses, then:

Students can learn both the content - the Boston Tea Party and the
Intolerable Acts, Sam Adams and the Committees of Correspondence,
Lexington and Concord - and historical analysis - examining different
interpretations of the same set of characters and events, weighing the
evidence presented by historians and source materials, discussing the
strengths and weaknesses of various accounts. (Wilson, 1991, p. 100).

In this chapter then, I investigate David and Julia’s disciplinary
understandings - including their knowledge of facts, core concepts, interpretive
frameworks and modes of inquiry - as well as their conceptions of school
subjects. Because they are history teachers, I examine their knowledge and
beliefs related to the discipline of history and the historical topics they were
teaching: the historical narratives they constructed by interrelating particular

facts and themes; their awareness of multiple historical interpretations; and
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personal beliefs about what students should learn about history. Since Julia and
David also drew upon other fields and disciplines (political science, sociology, and
physics for instance), I include their knowledge and beliefs about other academic
subjects within this category as well.

Teachers’ content understandings may actually “get in the way,” according
to Dewey (1916), unless they know their content in terms of its “interplay in the
pupils’ own experience:”

There are certain features of scholarship or mastered subject matter - taken
by itself - which get in the way of effective teaching unless the instructor’s
habitual attitude is one of concern with its interplay in the pupils’ own
experience. In the first place, his knowledge extends indefinitely beyond the
range of the pupil’s acquaintance. It involves principles which are beyond
the immature pupil’s understanding and interest. In and of itself, it may no
more represent the living world of the pupil’s experience than the
astronomer’s knowledge of Mars represents a baby’s acquaintance with the
room in which he stays. In the second place, the method of organization of
the material of achieved scholarship differs from that of the beginner. Itis
not true that the experience of the young is unorganized - that it consists of
isolated scraps. But it is organized in connection with direct practical centers
of interest.” (Dewey, 1916, p. 183)

Even when teachers know relatively little about a particular topic in their
curricula, it is possible for them - by virtue of their adult experiences - to bring
knowledge that is “beyond the immature pupil’s understanding and interest.”
Unless teachers realize this, they may be ineffective in introducing students to
the “material of achieved scholarship.” And yet, herein lies another
complication. Students’ understandings of physical and social phenomena
represent rational efforts to make sense of the matters which directly concern
them. Thus, teachers may also be ineffective if they assume that their students
are empty vessels and have no prior conceptions of subject matter. The
implication of all of this is that for content transformation to be educative,
teachers must routinely enter into the “living world “ of their students, gather
evidence about how young learners organize their experiences, decide where
there is “interplay” between students’ experiences and content and only then

create representations - new experiences upon which students may reflect and
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develop subject matter understandings.

Teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about learners encompass ideas and
assumptions about what is difficult, confusing or easily misconstrued by students
when they encounter particular topics or concepts. Additionally, teachers may
hold knowledge about points of continuity between students’ lived experience
and the subject matter. They may hold beliefs about the extent to which
students’ ideas are a resource for teaching. There may be characteristics of
learners that teachers consider for purposes that are secondary to transforming
content. However, these are not the focus of my analysis. For example,
although David offered a rationale for recounting a story in which he lost his
dinner at a restaurant (his belief in the importance of “bonding” with students), I
focus my attention on his knowledge and beliefs about learners in relation to the
content he teaches.

Because instructional representations embody what teachers know about
their content as well as beliefs about students’ preconceptions, Julia’s and David’s
representations serve as windows for viewing the other two categories.
Representations represent teachers’ conceptions of subject matter modified by
their sense of what students need to learn and how they will learn it.
Representations include what are traditionally known as “strategies” (lecture,
recitation, small group work, debates and student presentations) as well as the
topic-specific analogies, illustrations, examples and explanations provided by the
teacher. An example of the former is Julia’s Learning Log activity (mentioned in
Chapter 3); an example of the latter is the Learning Log question she posed -
“Why do you think the U.S. has a War on Drugs?” - to create an analogy with
Prohibition in the 1920s. Teachers have more or less knowledge of useful and
appropriate strategies, analogies, illustrations and explanations. They also have
beliefs or preferences for particular ways of representing content. In their acts

of transformation - modifying disciplinary knowledge to enable student
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understanding - teachers may or may not treat students’ life experience as the
starting point and formulated subject matter as the end point of instruction.

Overlaying this conceptual model of knowledge for transformation onto the
actual practice of two beginning history teachers helps us see - not only what
novices may know and believe about content and students - but also what
knowledge and beliefs assist or hinder novices teachers’ attempts to transform
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