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This qualitative multiple case study conducted from an interpretive 

epistemological stance, focused on three novice social studies teachers decision making 

practices in regards to the use critical historical thinking.  In seeking to understand 

teacher’s decision making practices, this research explored the bodies of knowledge that 

influence social studies teachers’ use of historical thinking in more critical ways. The 

theoretical framework guiding this research centered around three major frames: (1) the 

roots of teacher knowledge, including such things as teacher beliefs, teacher education 

experiences, and teacher content knowledge, (2) the bodies of teacher knowledge 

informed by these roots including official knowledge, and emancipatory or counter 

knowledge, and (3) how these bodies of knowledge lead to curricular enactment of 

critical historical thinking. Data analysis revealed four results that shaped teachers’ 

decisions and ability to use critical historical thinking in their classroom.  The first three 
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results highlight the bodies of knowledge teachers’ utilized in their decision-making 

practices, including their experiential knowledge, such as their familial and K-16 

schooling experiences, content knowledge, both their knowledge of official and 

subjugated narratives, and pedagogical content knowledge. The final result explores how 

these bodies of knowledge interact with teachers’ schooling contexts.  

Findings suggest that historical positionality shapes not only the learning process, 

but the teaching process as well. A teachers’ historical positionality influences the way 

they are able to engage students in more critical renditions of the past. Teachers’ personal 

experiences inform their historical positionality, including their rationale and 

commitment to choose particular curriculum and pedagogical practices that address 

issues of race, class, and gender. Additionally, teachers’ critical content consciousness or 

the degree to which they are able negotiate the distance between their academic content 

knowledge and their beliefs about the past also shape their decisions to use critical 

historical thinking as a regular pedagogical practice. Finally, the last finding highlights 

the complex process teachers’ engage in as they navigate the external factors that press in 

on their daily teaching practice in ways that are critically ambitious. As such, the findings 

from this study have implications for both preservice and inservice teacher preparation
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 Given the nation’s growing ethnic diversity, interracial tension and conflict and 

the increasing number of students who speak a first language other than English, it 

becomes imperative that schools respond to this multicultural reality in new and unique 

ways (Banks, 2001).  With about one million immigrants making America home each 

year, American classrooms are experiencing the largest influx of immigrant students 

since the beginning of the 20th century (Martin & Midgley, 1999).  In 2006 42% of the 

students enrolled in U.S. public schools were students of color and this percentage 

continues to increase each year (Davis & Bauman, 2008). The language and religious 

diversity of our nation’s students are also increasing (Eck, 2001). As such most 

preservice and in-service teachers are likely to have students from diverse ethnic, racial, 

language, and religious groups in their classrooms during their tenure.  

 While many view public schools and particularly social studies curriculum as an 

essential tool in promoting and preserving our democratic way of life, including instilling 

the skills and values necessary for democratic citizenship, this is not often the case. 

Recent events, such as the Rodney King riots and Hurricane Katrina relief disaster, 

illuminated “what too many people in the United States already knew through direct 

experience” (Lipman, 2006, p. 99), that deep racial and economic divisions cut at the 

threads of our democratic ideals. Lipman (2006) described an America in which 

neoliberal global and social agendas further the gap between the wealthy and the working 

classes. Schools then act as both products and reproducers of this increased stratification, 
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emphasizing minimal test-based skills for low-performing mostly poorer and culturally 

diverse schools while fostering advanced learning for higher performing, wealthier 

schools.  

 Despite the increasing diversity of our student population, the teaching profession 

remains largely white and female. As such, Epstein (2009) suggests that white teachers 

struggle to teach about controversial topics such as race in any meaningful way. Epstein 

(2009) contends:  

By avoiding teaching about racism and other forms of injustice as significant 

aspects of U.S. history, teachers present an inaccurate and dishonest 

representation of the nation’s development. They also rob young people of the 

knowledge and abilities necessary to learn from past injustice, connect past to 

ongoing systems of oppression and employ individual and collective strategies to 

resist and challenge inequality...By avoiding lessons about racism, educators 

perpetuate the racial divide between many whites’ and non-whites’ interpretations 

of U.S. history and society.  (p. xiv-xv) 

 This divide between the nations’ student population and their teachers is one way 

in which racial, ethnic, religious, and economic stratification is perpetuated in American 

schools. Faced with an ever diversifying student population, many social studies teachers 

struggle to fid ways in which to not only address this diversity but also to utilize it to 

create meaningful learning opportunities.   

 Unfortunately, there is a much more insidious issue that continues to reproduce 

and reinscribe the oppressive practices within our nations schools; the official or hidden 
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curriculum. As Walter Parker (2010) suggests, “public schools are technologies for 

creating persons of particular kinds” (p. 7). The social studies curriculum is one of the 

main areas in which “citizens” are educated and produced. Parker (2010) argues that 

every school has three social studies curricula: the explicit, the null, and the implicit. The 

explicit curriculum is the officially planned or publicized curriculum described in official 

state and district documents. What is not included in the explicit curriculum is called the 

null curriculum. The null curriculum is the complete admission or absence of topics and 

subject matter including those like race, class, gender, sexuality and other controversial 

topics. Finally, the implicit or hidden curriculum are the values, perspectives, and 

behaviors that are shaped by the social interaction patterns of the school and its rewards 

system. Apple (2000) describes the hidden curriculum as “the tacit teaching to students of 

norms, values, and dispositions that goes on simply by their living in and coping with the 

institutional expectations of schools and routines of schools day in and day out for a 

number of years” (p.13).  The hidden curriculum coupled with the explicit curriculum, 

including textbooks, state standards, and pre-packaged curriculum units, that get taught in 

schools becomes the official knowledge. Official knowledge is then seen as “knowledge 

for everyone” or commonsense knowledge. It is often accepted as what is right and good 

without asking the questions, “Whose knowledge is it? Who selected it? Why is it 

organized and taught in this way? To this particular group?” (Apple, 2004, p. 7).  

 The official knowledge that is transmitted in schools, often through textbooks, is 

the product of complex power relations and struggles among identifiable class, race, 

gender, and religious groups. The curriculum produced as a result of this official 
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knowledge, therefore, allows dominant groups to maintain hegemonic control over those 

in marginalized and oppressed groups. Within the social studies classroom, official 

knowledge plays a significant role in determining what and how history is recounted, 

remembered, and understood. In Ronald Takaki’s (1993) words, official knowledge 

determines the “mirror” through which we see ourselves. Unfortunately the mirror 

presented in most social studies classrooms reflects singular, uncomplicated, and often 

erroneous portraits of America’s past. As such, these mirrors certainly do not reflect the 

increasing diversity of our nation’s school children. Social studies textbooks and their 

supplemental materials are one mirror that continues to perpetuate a picture of America’s 

past that mythifies, herofies, and distorts the events and actors found within historical 

narratives (Kohl, 1994; Loewen, 1995; Takaki, 1993; Trouillot, 1995). Wineburg (2001) 

contends that textbooks make historical understanding particularly difficult because they 

act as if the way things are told is simply the way things were. To do so textbooks 

eliminate any metadiscourse about the positionality and stance of the authors. Textbooks 

also fail to reveal how the text came to be, rarely citing the documentary records that led 

to such conclusions laid out within its pages. Finally, Wineburg suggests that textbooks 

are often written in the omniscient third-person, speaking from a position of knowing on 

high.  Therefore the stories told within the pages of many history textbooks fail to 

account for the always present, but ever increasing diversity within our nation and in 

doing so continue to marginalize and oppress particular groups.  

 Thus social studies teachers are faced with the reality of teaching an increasingly 

diverse student population while lacking the appropriate resources and experience to 
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effectively address and capitalize on the diversity within their classrooms.  Fortunately, 

there are hopeful possibilities for addressing this issue within social studies classrooms.  

In recent decades the field of social studies has experienced a flurry of research in the 

field of historical thinking. Historical thinking offers a way for students to begin to 

construct their own interpretations and understanding of past events rather than simply 

relying on and regurgitating the stories told within history textbooks (Seixas, 1993a; 

VanSledright, 2002).  Historical thinking helps students “develop their own knowledge, 

skills, and predispositions. In other words, by dealing directly with primary sources, 

students are more likely to engage in asking questions, thinking critically, making 

reasoned inferences, and developing reasoned explanations and interpretations of events 

and issues in the past and present” (Singleton & Giese, 1999, p. 148). As a result of a 

several factors, including a surge in research on students’ thinking about history, the 

digitization of primary source documents, and an increased commitment within the field 

of social studies research and teaching, historical thinking has become a more popular 

practice in social studies classrooms.  

  The work of cognitive psychologists such as Sam Wineburg (2001) has focused 

on how students understand and learn about history. In his work, Wineburg suggests that 

while historical thinking may be an “unnatural act” for most, students can begin to think 

this way if given the appropriate support and resources. Other social studies scholars have 

also spent considerable effort exploring children’s thinking about history (Barton, 1997; 

Levstik & Barton, 1996, 2005; VanSledright, 2002). Much of this work suggests that 

children do have the mental capacity to think historically and “can do history if you show 
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them how” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 17). As a result, new materials emphasizing historical 

thinking have made their way into social studies classrooms. Unfortunately, as Barton 

(2005) suggests, “using primary sources in history classes is all the rage. But if teachers 

are not reflective about the best use of such materials, they may engage students in 

exercises that are neither historically or instructionally sound” (p. 745).  Consequently, 

questions still remain about how primary source documents are used in social studies 

classrooms to promote historical thinking.  

Increased access to online digital resources including a variety of primary source 

documents has added to the excitement about using historical thinking within social 

studies classrooms. Resources such as the Library of Congress National Digital Library 

have given teachers and students access to more than a million American history 

documents. Accessible, easy to manipulate, and often organized by content topics, these 

digital history sites have immense implications for how social studies teachers can 

conduct historical inquiry (Lee, 2002).  As Lee (2006) explained the added significance 

to the social studies has been the ways in which access to digital resources can also 

contribute to teachers’ abilities to develop an informed and thus engaged citizenry 

through the use of “digital civic resources” (DCR). Indeed, the inordinate number of 

primary source web sites/archives (Rosenweig, 2001), and thus the ensuing work with 

primary sources has “shifted the dynamics of doing historical research by changing who 

is able to conduct the research and how historical research is done” (p. 122). Searching 

for and using primary source documents has become much less cumbersome as a result of 

these digitized resources, leading to the potential for increased use of historical thinking 
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within social studies classrooms. However, there are still questions regarding how much 

and how well the Internet is actually being used to promote historical thinking in social 

studies classrooms (van Fossen, 2001). 

 Finally, as evidenced above, historical thinking has become an increasingly 

popular site of social studies research and subsequently teaching in recent decades 

(Spoehr & Spoehr, 1994; VanSledright, 2004; Wineburg, 2001). This increased 

commitment to studying historical thinking throughout social studies research has called 

for engagement in historical thinking in a global sense: 

We are all called on to engage in historical thinking–called on to see human 

motive in the texts we read; called on to mine truth from the quicksand of 

innuendo, half truth, and falsehood that seeks to engulf us each day; called on to 

brave the fact that certainty, at least in understanding the social world, remains 

elusive and beyond our grasp....school history possesses great potential for 

teaching students to think and reason in sophisticated ways. (Wineburg, 2001, p. 

83) 

As a result, the National Standards for History (National Council for History Standards, 

1996) and Texas state curriculum guides (Texas Education Agency, 1998) have 

supported the importance of using historical thinking in K-12 social studies classrooms:  

The study of history…rests on knowledge of facts, dates, names, places, events, 

and ideas. In addition, true historical understanding requires students to engage in 

historical thinking: to raise questions and to marshal solid evidence in support of 

their answers; to go beyond the facts presented in their textbooks and examine the 
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historical record for themselves; to consult documents, journals, diaries, artifacts, 

historic sites, works of art, quantitative data, and other evidence from the past and 

to do so imaginatively–taking into account the historical context in which these 

records were created and comparing the multiple points of view of those on the 

scene at the time. (National Council for History Standards, 1996) 

 Summarized by Davis (1998), the standards for historical thinking, “intend that 

students learn to derive warranted, substantive, historical knowledge and that they learn 

to communicate it in appropriate historical formats.” History is no longer a simple 

chronological accrual of facts and data punctuated by a few events told in narrative style. 

It has become a field of study with the potential for students to create their own 

interpretations and understandings of historical events.  

 Despite the increased focus and commitment to historical thinking, little research 

has been conducted regarding the use of historical thinking to disrupt and counter the 

traditional and oppressive narratives that continue to marginalize many of our nation’s 

school children. While historical thinking does provide an avenue for students to conduct 

their own historical investigation of the past and come to their own conclusions, it does 

not provide an explicit focus on exposing issues such as race, class, and gender. 

Therefore, if we want our students’ understandings of the world to account for such 

diversity, we must seek an approach to historical thinking that does more than introduce 

perspectives and documents that support the official curriculum; instead we must 

promote critical thinking that challenges dominant narratives and introduces a diversity 

of perspectives (Salinas & Sullivan, 2007).  In doing so we make explicit those implicit 
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goals articulated by scholars of historical thinking by adding a critical lens to the notion 

of historical thinking. 

 Critical historical thinking, with its roots in critical theory and pedagogy, focuses 

on critiquing traditional forms of knowledge, creating a dialogue between students and 

teacher, utilizing student experience, and introducing subjugated narratives into the 

curriculum.  As such it offers an important vehicle through which social studies teachers 

can help students understand, disrupt and challenge the official curriculum while 

introducing new and diverse perspectives that recognize and honor the unique 

experiences of students.  

 While critical historical thinking may have the potential to foster new 

understandings, disrupt oppressive narratives, and account for the diversity of our student 

population, it is ultimately a teacher’s decision that determines the effectiveness of such 

an approach. Professional decision-making is the fundamental responsibility of teachers’ 

practice (Hawthorne, 1992; Shavelson, 1973; Shulman, 1986a). Both veterans and 

novices share a tremendous responsibility to make the kinds of curricular decisions that 

will satisfy institutional, public, and professional demands as they facilitate learning 

among the students in their classrooms. Research in the field has attended to a continuum 

of factors influencing teacher decision making ranging from teacher cognition (Shulman, 

1986b; Wilson, Shulman, & Richert, 1987), teacher beliefs (Britzman, 2003; Richardson, 

2003b), teacher’s sense of self efficacy (Bandura, 1997), teacher’s content knowledge 

(Shulman, 1986b; Wineburg & Wilson, 2001), teacher’s views about the purposes and 

values of the social studies (Adler, 2008; Grant, 2003; Levstik & Barton, 2001), as well 
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as how preservice teachers interact with their university coursework and field experiences 

(Borko & Mayfield, 1995; Hollingsworth, 1989; Johnston, 1990; Ross, 1987). This 

research has shown that teacher decision-making is complex process involving the 

negotiation of a host of influences. 

Overview of Conceptual Framework 

 This research, therefore, seeks to attend to how these influences play out and 

inform social studies teachers’ enactment of critical historical thinking. In exploring 

teacher decision-making I employ the use of a theoretical lens that centers around the 

literature culled from three bodies of research. The first frame focuses on the roots of 

teacher knowledge, including the influences listed above. The roots of teacher knowledge 

then serve to inform the second frame, the bodies of knowledge teachers use to make 

decisions about what and how to teach. These bodies of knowledge include teachers  

knowledge of the official curriculum drawn from national and state standards as well as 

textbooks and teachers’ emancipatory knowledge or their knowledge that runs counter to 

official knowledge. Nourished by the roots of teacher knowledge, these bodies of 

knowledge in turn shape what actually happens in teachers’ classrooms including their 

enactment of both critical historical thinking. This third frame thus synthesizes the 

previous two frames and focuses on teachers’ curricular enactment. This research utilizes 

this theoretical framework to explore the multiple roots and bodies of knowledge teachers 

employ in deciding to enact critical historical thinking within their classrooms.  

 This research provides insight into the continuum of decision-making possibilities 

that emerge as novice teachers seek to use critical historical thinking as a tool to engage 
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students in the study of history in a way that attends to the diversity of perspectives and 

understandings within our society. In turn deepening our understanding of this important 

curricular and pedagogical practice and providing hopeful possibilities for educating 

future teachers to do the same.  

Overview of Study Design 

 This study employs case study methodology. Case study methods involve the 

exploration of “a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, 

through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 

observations, interviews, audiovisuals materials, and documents and reports), and reports 

on a case description and case-based themes” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). The current study 

utilizes a multiple case study design. Data was collected on three preservice teachers 

(cases). Each case was analyzed separately to determine the themes that emerged. The 

themes that emerged from each case were compared across cases to provide additional 

insight into the research questions (Yin, 2003).  

 The research questions for this study explore the ways in which novice social 

studies teachers make decisions regarding the use of critical historical thinking. The 

research questions include:  

1. How do novice teachers understand historical thinking and critical historical 

thinking, including the roots of this understanding? 

2. What factors influence the ways in which novice social studies teachers enact 

critical historical thinking within their classrooms? 
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These questions explore the extent to which these understandings manifest themselves in 

their practice of teaching. 

 Participants included three novice teachers (in their first or second year of 

teaching).  The participants were purposefully selected because of their participation in a 

particular teacher education program in the southwest United States. Data collection 

measures included interviews, teacher think-alouds, and observations, as well as artifact 

collection. Upon the completion of the fieldwork, the data was analyzed and shaped into 

narrative text describing the experiences of these novice teachers as they negotiated a 

host of influences in making decisions about the enactment of critical historical thinking 

within their classrooms.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

Daily teachers make countless decisions about what and how to teach in their 

classrooms. These decisions, of course, influence the lives of those students entrusted to 

them.  The decisions social studies teachers make in regards to the content they choose to 

cover as well as the way in which that content is presented have the potential to seriously 

influence the way students view the world around them.  Within the social studies, 

historical thinking has been promoted as one of the most promising curricular and 

pedagogical practices for engaging students in the study of history. Historical thinking 

provides a vehicle for students to engage in historical investigation that moves beyond 

rote memorization of historical facts and figures and toward a deeper understanding of 

the context and complexities of history.  Historical thinking, however, lacks an explicit 

focus on engaging students in the investigation of critical notions such as race, class and 

gender. As our students continue to function in an increasingly global society that is 

colored by a diversity of perspectives, it becomes important that our students are engaged 

in conversations and investigation centered around these critical notions.  This chapter 

begins with a presentation of key scholarship on historical thinking, critical theory and 

pedagogy in order to establish a framework for understanding critical historical thinking.  

After establishing a framework for critical historical thinking, I then investigate 

the factors that influence teacher decision-making. Ultimately because teachers act as the 

primary decision makers in regard to what happens in their classroom, including the use 
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of historical thinking and critical historical thinking, it becomes equally important to 

study if and how teachers make decisions to enact more critical renditions of history.  

Defining Historical Thinking 

  The notion of historical thinking is one that has been well researched and 

documented over the past two decades (Lowenthal, 1985; Seixas, 1993a; VanSledright, 

2002; Wineburg, 2001). But as VanSledright (2004) suggests: 

Some might argue that the term ‘thinking historically’ has become nothing more 

than education jargon, that educators use it as a metaphor for a significantly broad 

range of activities that occur in any given social studies classroom. Others might 

say that the term means different things to different people. As a result it can be 

difficult to know what it means to teach it. (p. 233) 

Much of the initial work on historical thinking grew out of the work of British research 

on young people’s historical understanding, particularly the work of Lomas (1990), 

Shemilt (1983), and Portal (1987; 1990). While each of these researchers focused on one 

aspect of historical thinking including elements of empathy, agency, significance, and 

investigation, these ideas were formally incorporated via the British national curriculum 

project in History (Seixas, 1993a).  This work was then later adapted by U.S. and 

Canadian researchers including Peter Seixas (1993a), Sam Wineburg (2001), and Bruce 

VanSeldright (2002) and applied more specifically to elementary and secondary 

classrooms. The research conducted by these three scholars has become the guiding 

framework for understanding historical thinking in our North American context.  In the 

following section, therefore, I synthesize these scholars’ conceptualizations of historical 
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thinking as a way of describing and defining this often used, but commonly 

misunderstood concept.   

Historical Significance  

 First historical thinking requires that we recognize and decide about the 

importance of certain historical events or their historical significance. In his qualitative 

study of six multicultural Canadian youth and their construction of historical knowledge, 

Seixas (1993) argues that there are three important elements that contribute to students’ 

historical thinking. The first element is students’ ability to identify historically significant 

events and determine why these events are important. Both teachers and students make 

choices and distinctions between events they consider significant and those they consider 

trivial. Therefore, historical thinking involves defining historical significance or 

“organizing events in a narrative that will show us something important about our 

position on the world” (Seixas & Peck, 2004, p. 111). Engaging in historical thinking 

thus requires students to develop some sort of criteria by which to judge the significance 

of events. 

  Similar to Seixas’ work, VanSledright (2002)  suggests that understanding 

historical significance is key to developing historical thinking. In his ethnographic study 

of a 5th grade social studies classroom, VanSledright spent time conducting historical 

investigations with 23 students.  From this work VanSledright noted the importance of 

helping students recognize that people make choices about what stories to tell based on 

what they think is historically important or worth mentioning. Wineburg (2001) further 

suggests that historical thinking begins with the “basic assumption that history teaches us 
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a way to make choices, to balance opinions, to tell stories, and to become uneasy—when 

necessary—about the stories we tell” (p. ix). Deciding what is historically significant, 

therefore, is not a neutral process but instead has serious implications for identity politics 

and sociopolitical contexts. Through historical thinking, students develop an awareness of 

the way certain events are highlighted while others are not. 

Historical Positionality  

Secondly, historical thinking seeks to uncover historical positionality or “your 

own temporal bearing that you use to make sense of yourself in relation to the past and 

your imagined future. In many ways it is a worldview, formed from experience in school 

and out” (Seixas, 2002, p. 75). One’s positionality is thus shaped by racial, ethnic, 

socioeconomic, and class factors that impact the way we perceive ourselves, those around 

us, and our relationship to the world. Epstein’s (2009) findings in her ethnographic 

examination contrasts the history teaching and learning experiences of teachers and 

students in 5th, 8th, and 11th grade classrooms in Oakdale, Michigan, and underscores the 

role of historical positionality and the importance of race and ethnicity in the reading and 

learning of history. Epstein (2009) argues that: 

White and black children and adolescents in Oakdale entered and exited U.S. 

History classrooms with conflicting concepts of race and rights. Developed from 

their experiences and interactions with family members and other trusted adults, 

as well as from peers, mainstream and popular media and their experiences as 

members of privileged and marginalized racial groups, the difference shaped their 
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overall interpretations of U.S. history, school knowledge, national identity, and 

civic responsibility. (p. 115) 

 Historical positionality then, according to Epstein, embodies those racialized 

experiences that premised the reading, acceptance, and/or rejection of American history 

narratives. Similarly, Wertsch (1998) suggests that historical narratives serve as a cultural 

tool composed of beliefs, values, and assumptions allowing those who employ it to 

understand themselves and their place in the world. As such historical positionality is 

heavily context shaped and situated. Historical positionality then in turn shapes historical 

epistemology or one’s understanding of how you know what you know and come to 

know it. As Stearns, Seixas, and Wineburg (2000) have explained, teaching and learning 

history is an “epistemological and cultural act.” 

Historical Epistemology  

 Closely linked to historical positionality, historical epistemology, the third 

characteristic present in effective historical thinking, seeks to help students uncover how 

they know what they know about the past. Seixas (1993) suggests that historical 

epistemology is students’ ability to “refine, revise, and add to their picture of history, 

either through new evidence or through reliance on historical authorities” (p. 303).  This 

element of historical thinking, epistemology and evidence, involves determining what 

accounts of the past one should believe and on what grounds and what accounts should 

be disregarded. Historical epistemology requires understanding how we know what we 

know about the past and how much we believe we can know about the past. In doing so, 
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we develop certain criteria or rules for examining evidence and determining its 

consistency and reliability.  

 VanSledright (2002) contends that to engage in deep historical thinking, students 

must engage in a pragmatist’s epistemology that recognizes “we imbue scattered artifacts 

and historical residue with meaning, and in the process—despite heroic efforts to do 

otherwise—we concoct more or less evidence-based fictions” (p. 144).  Wertsch calls this 

process appropriation, or the practice of making a historical narrative, regardless of its 

accuracy, one’s own. Wertsch also suggests that we may resist the appropriation of 

certain historical narratives based on our own personal experiences. Historical 

epistemology thus requires an acknowledgement of the ways in which we have 

appropriated or resisted certain historical narratives. In order to recognize historical 

epistemology, one must also be able to recognize their her positionality or the worldview 

and how this shapes personal construction and interpretation of historical knowledge. As 

Wineburg (2001) suggests:   

Historical thinking requires us to reconcile two contradictory positions: first, that 

our established modes of thinking are an inheritance that cannot be sloughed off, 

and, second, if we make no attempt to slough them off, then we are doomed to a 

mind-numbing presentism that reads the present onto the past. (p. 13) 

Unfortunately this type of historical thinking is an unnatural act for most people. We 

must teach students to recognize that we have a tendency to impose a particular way of 

knowing when we seek to understand the past. Therefore, as we educate students in the 

process of “doing” historical thinking, we provide them with the skills to read and 
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understand historical texts through a contextualized lens (VanSledright, 2002). Historical 

thinking, thus, is an interpretive process that recognizes perspective and positionality in 

assessing the significance, reliability, and validity of historical accounts. 

Agency, Empathy and Moral Judgment 

 The fourth element important to historical thinking is students’ development of 

agency, empathy, and moral judgment. Historical agency encourages students to think 

about historical causation including how and why people of the past made certain 

decisions and the resulting consequences, thus allowing students to conceptualize 

themselves within the specific context of those in the past in order to understand and 

make meaning of past events (Seixas, 1993).   

 Historical empathy involves seeing the world from a “perspective not our own” 

(Seixas, 2004, p. 113) and putting ourselves into the position of others.  In doing so, 

historical thinking requires students to use evidence or traces to imagine themselves in 

the past.  Developing empathy thus helps students avoid presentism, or using a modern 

perspective and frame of reference to judge and make decisions about the past. Wineburg 

(2001) contends that when we approach history only for the sake of understanding our 

present situation, we dismiss seemingly irrelevant pieces of history that might in actuality 

change or deepen our understanding of the past. Foster (1999) contends that historical 

empathy involves six key components including (1) developing an understanding and an 

explanation of why people in the past acted as they did, (2) appreciating historical context 

and chronology in the evaluation of past events, (3) engaging in thorough analysis and 

evaluation of historical evidence, (4) appreciating the consequences of actions 
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perpetrated in the past, (5) recognizing that the past is different from the present, and (6) 

being sensitive toward the complexity of human action and achievement.  Historical 

thinking asks students to explore the distant past through the eyes of the people who were 

there by putting themselves in the shoes of others and taking on their perspectives. 

 Furthermore developing historical empathy then allows us to better understand the 

moral judgments of the past as we see historical figures as “agents who faced decisions, 

conflicts, constraints, and hardships under certain circumstances” (Seixas, 1993, p. 303), 

but with ways of thinking very different from our own.  Ultimately, historical agency, 

empathy, and moral judgment encourage students to move beyond imposing their own 

frameworks of meaning on the past and to uncover the perspectives and frames that 

informed the decisions and actions of those in the past.  

Moving Beyond Heritage 

 Both Sexias’ and VanSledright’s work draw heavily on the work of historian 

David Lowenthal (1998).  In his work, Lowenthal makes a distinction between heritage 

and history. Heritage, he argues, is a celebration of the past that fixes the identities of 

people and events in an attempt to create a common culture or official heritage that we 

can all buy into, but it is not actually history. History, on the other hand, “seeks to convey 

a past consensually known, open to inspection and proof, continually revised and eroded 

as time and hindsight outdate its truths” (Lowenthal, 1998, p. xi). History utilizes 

rigorous methods of inquiry that attempt to overcome bias, while heritage uses the past in 

a way that creates a legacy that enhances our national identity regardless of the bias 
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imposed. Unfortunately schools are often more interested in transmitting heritage than 

they are in teaching history.  

 Theoretically, therefore, historical thinking as outlined by the authors mentioned 

above provides a vehicle for students and teachers to move away from the transmission of 

heritage by undertaking deep historical inquiry including examination of evidence, 

careful investigation, rigorous debate, and revision of claims. Thinking historically has 

the potential to undermine attempts to teach and transmit “official heritage” by analyzing 

how historical epistemology, significance, and positionality shape the retelling of the past 

in a movement toward creating one’s own historical understandings of events by 

investigating multiple perspectives and accounts.  Ultimately historical thinking has the 

potential to disrupt and complicate the traditional metanarratives that guide our thinking 

about the past.  

 While scholars have written extensively about the benefits of teaching historical 

thinking in social studies classrooms, we must consider what is actually happening in 

social studies classrooms around the country. In the next section, I discuss the ways in 

which social studies curriculum and pedagogy often serve as a tool of cultural 

transmission and in doing so disregard the major tenets of historical thinking proposed by 

the above mentioned scholars.  

The Reality of Social Studies Curriculum 

 Historical thinking has become “watered down” and even misrepresented in many 

social studies classrooms and does not guarantee a discussion about positionality or 

epistemology that includes critical issues like race, class, gender, power, and hegemony 
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(Barton, 2005). While the field of social studies has been characterized by a number of 

curriculum orientations, including the citizenship transmission, social science, reflective 

inquiry, social criticism and personal development traditions, the nature of social studies 

teaching practices and curriculum has remained relatively stable, focused on citizenship 

transmission and textbook driven (Cornbleth, 1998, 2001; Cuban, 1991, 1993; Nelson, 

2001).  As Vinson and Ross (2002) suggest, “While there has been lively debate about 

what should be taught among advocates of the various traditions within social studies 

education, in practice social studies has been marked by more constancy than change” 

(2002, p. 49). Despite the ongoing debate about what should be taught in social studies 

classrooms, research has shown that the vast majority of social studies teachers continue 

to use the textbook as the guiding curricular source. 

 In his (2008)  meta analysis of research on historical thinking, VanSledright 

points out that most history teachers in the US suggest that the goal of teaching history is 

to “assist their students in understanding common historical knowledge” (p. 10) or for the 

purpose of cultural transmission. This claim is further supported by the work of Gehrke, 

Knapp and Sirotnik (1992) who suggest:  

The three NSF studies, working from different data sources and using different 

inquiry methods, all concluded that most social studies curricula, in their planned 

and enacted forms, were aimed primarily at transmitting information and at 

socialization to prepare students to enter adult life. (p. 58) 
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Furthermore, Cuban’s (1991) review of research regarding how social studies teachers 

taught between the 1940s and 1980s supports the argument that the most pervasive and 

common pattern of teaching social studies is through transmission of information.   

The vast majority of teachers [employ] teacher-centered instruction. The pattern 

includes activities using the textbook and teacher as sources of the information for 

assignments, recitation…tests, and individual seatwork. Talking by the 

teacher…exceeds talking by students, whose responses are generally confined to 

answering the teacher’s questions. Occasional use of films, videos, and other 

devices supplements these activities. (p. 204) 

As Cuban’s review suggests, social studies teachers have consistently relied on the 

textbook as the primary source of information guiding their curricular and instructional 

decisions (Cuban, 1991).  

Problematic Nature of Social Studies Textbooks 

 Social studies curriculum drawn primarily from textbooks, however, presents a 

huge disadvantage for the promotion of historical thinking and particularly historical 

thinking that addresses critical issues of race, class, and gender.  In his two year analysis 

of the narratives presented in twelve high school history textbooks, Loewen notes 

“textbooks don’t want to touch this idea [of critical issues]. ‘There are three great taboos 

in textbook publishing,’ an editor of one of the biggest houses told me, ‘sex, religion, and 

social class’” (1995, p. 34).  By ignoring or tokenizing these topics as well as other 

controversial topics, Loewen suggests that textbooks engage in herofication or the 

“degenerative process in that it makes people over into heroes. Through this process, our 
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educational media turn flesh-and-blood individuals into pious, perfect creatures without 

conflicts, pain, credibility or human interest” (p. 16).  Loewen further argues that as 

textbooks stray further and further away from primary and even secondary sources, they 

fail to present the various sides of historical controversies. Loewen (1995), using the 

work of William Griffen and John Marciano (1979), suggests that textbooks offer a way 

for the dominant class to promote hegemonic ideals contending: 

By hegemony we refer specifically to the influence that dominant classes or 

groups exercise by virtue of their control of ideological institutions, such as 

schools, that shape perception on such vital issues as the Vietnam War…Within 

history texts, for example, the omission of crucial facts and viewpoints limits 

profoundly the ways in which students come to view history events. Further, 

through their one-dimensionality textbooks shield students from intellectual 

encounters with their world that would sharpen their critical abilities. (p. 275) 

 In the end, Loewen suggests that textbooks reinforce the American individualism 

ideology and are marred by blind patriotism, mindless optimism, sheer misinformation, 

and outright lies.  

 Moreover, traditional social studies textbooks also have a tendency to mythify the 

past in a way that glorifies the actions of individuals while ignoring larger social and 

political forces at work. In his work on revisioning the story of the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, Herbert Kohl (1994) argues that:  

When the story of the Montgomery bus boycott is told merely as a tale of a single 

heroic person, it leaves children hanging. Not everyone is a hero or heroine…but 
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everyone can imagine herself or himself as a participant in the boycott. As a tale 

of a social movement and a community effort to overthrow injustice, the Rosa 

Parks story opens the possibility of every child identifying herself or himself as an 

activist, as someone who can help make justice happen. (p. 140) 

Kohl suggests, therefore, that traditional renditions of events like the Montgomery bus 

boycott are problematic because they tend to treat history from a narrow, often uncritical 

perspective that discourages students from seeing themselves as active participants. 

Unfortunately, as research has shown, textbooks are filled with these kinds of traditional, 

linear, and uncomplicated narratives.  

 Historian, Ronald Takaki (1993) notes that, “while the study of the past can 

provide collective self-knowledge, it often reflects the scholar’s particular perspective or 

view of the world. What happens when historians leave out many of America’s people?” 

(p. 16). Takaki suggests that history is a much more racially complex than our current 

social studies textbooks or curriculum present. He argues that to overcome this linear and 

uncomplicated historical narrative, we must introduce alternative stories that address the 

lives and experiences of marginalized groups (Zinn, 1995). As he states, “America does 

not belong to one race or one group…Americans have been constantly redefining their 

national identity from the moment of first contact on the Virginia shore. By sharing their 

stories, they invite us to see ourselves in a different mirror” (p. 17).   

 VanSledright’s (2008) review of research sums up the dangerous impact of using 

textbooks as the primary source of information in social studies classrooms in the 

following quote: 
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It may take a few generations before the narrative becomes officialized. Yet 

myths are reified into truths, oppositional accounts are symbolically co-opted, and 

omniscient voice constructions come to dominate presentation. At least in the 

United States, conflict, controversy, and counternarratives almost always compete 

for limited space against the prevailing one. However, to the extent that the 

official narrative is compelling, sounds authoritative, is often repeated, its heroes 

and seismic turning points routinely celebrated, and is supported by and reified in 

important social and political institutions (e.g., school), its officialized status 

remains difficult to challenge. Caretakers find ways to embrace opposition by 

submerging potentially subversive elements into symbolic “cultural offerings.” 

The officialized narrative, then, becomes a pivotal conduit through which the 

nation-states’ collective memory passes. The authors and publishers of U.S. 

history textbooks, and the school personnel who authorize and use them, have 

been engaged fully in this ongoing practice for at least 100 years. (p. 8) 

 Although, textbooks present an uncomplicated and often-fallacious account of the 

past, students regularly accept what their teachers and textbooks tell them because they 

are going to be tested on this material. Therefore, students ultimately learn the material 

not for the sake of learning, but simply to regurgitate it on a test. Reliance on the 

textbook as the primary curricular guide thus contradicts the type of historical thinking 

promoted by social studies scholars.  

Heritage versus History  



27 

 While teachers may claim to engage their students in historical thinking by 

occasionally introducing outside materials such as additional print or audiovisual primary 

resources, these materials are often presented in a manner that supports the dominant 

narrative shared in social studies textbooks (Barton, 2005). In the end, as Cuban (1991) 

suggests, social studies teachers transmit a collective memory of the American story that 

serves to bind us all together while silencing or ignoring alternative narratives. In other 

words, most social studies teachers in the United States serve as heritage transmitters who 

promote a singular, rather linear and uncomplicated story of the past. As Kammen (1989) 

notes, “I believe that we have, in fact, and that highly selective, sentimental, sanitized 

versions of American history have produced a severely simplified vision of how we came 

to the society we are now” (p. 139). This “simplified vision” is what he calls heritage.  In 

his understanding, heritage often serves as an inaccurate synonym for history, clusters 

selective social memories into a broader collective memory that substitutes for history, 

and is “up-beat and affirmative in an unqualified way about the American past” (p. 151). 

Like Lowenthal, Kammen suggests that the American heritage narrative selects out and 

covers up elements of the past that fail to contribute to the celebratory storyline of 

American success and progress. If Kammen’s and Lowenthal’s assessments are correct, 

then we can argue that what goes on in American classrooms is largely an exercise in 

heritage consumption and collective memorialization and not history. This collective 

memorialization then leaves out critical renditions of history that address issues of race, 

class, and gender (Epstein, 2009; Van Sledright, 2008).   

 As Trouillot (1995) suggests, the historical narrative that is transmitted in schools 
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“is a particular bundle of silences” (p. 27) created by “the uneven contribution of 

competing groups and individuals who have unequal access to the means for such 

production” (p. xix). Consequently the dominant group has the ability to shape and 

produce the official narratives that are communicated in our society because they have 

access to particular means of cultural production including popular media and education.  

In essence, Trouillot suggests that history is a power-laden process in which certain 

narratives are highlighted and promoted while others are silenced and ignored. Even 

though teachers may introduce additional resources besides the textbook into their 

classrooms, if these resources fail to address the productive power of history they have 

done little to attend to critical issues such as historical epistemology and positionality and 

simply reify existing metanarratives.  

 The research has shown that social studies curriculum is relatively problematic. 

Historical thinking, however, has the potential to help attend to this difficult reality and 

work to dismantle the official narratives and curriculum transmitted in social studies 

classrooms. VanSledright (2002) suggests: 

Learning to think this way could undermine efforts to teach the ‘official’ heritage 

story because students might develop the intellectual tools necessary to question 

its partisan excesses and critique its attempts to inspire a form of unexamined 

patriotism. This in turn would work against schools’ socialization function, 

insofar as using school subject matter to achieve socio-cultural amalgamation and 

identity homogenization is a goal. (p. 12) 



29 

In teaching students to think like historians, including investigating multiple perspectives, 

weighing evidence, recognizing bias, and coming to solutions through reasonable inquiry, 

historical thinking has the potential to disrupt the traditional and often oppressive 

narratives that are told in schools, particularly those reified within social studies 

classrooms.  

Difficulties for Teachers 

 Unfortunately, however, a variety of factors mitigate against social studies 

teachers’ ability to teach history rather than heritage. First, the dominance of the official 

curriculum in the form of standards and standardized testing presents difficulties for 

teachers who try to teach their students to think historically (McNeil, 2000). Instead of 

testing students’ historical investigation skills and abilities, most tests simply assess 

students’ abilities to recall details about people and events surrounding heritage 

narratives.  Teachers often respond by teaching defensively or asking little from their 

students in order to satisfy the requirements of the standardized tests. In doing so teachers 

often omit, mystify, fragment and simplify the course content in an effort to make sure 

their students are prepared for the material tested on standardized measures. This type of 

defensive teaching thus limits the ways in which teachers can engage students in 

historical thinking, particularly historical thinking that is critical.  

 Secondly, as VanSledright (2002) points out, teachers must also have both deep 

subject matter and pedagogical knowledge as well as deep procedural knowledge in order 

to teach historical thinking effectively Teachers must know where to obtain materials and 

resources, understand how to read difficult texts, know how to analyze mysterious 
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artifacts and resources, and most importantly, how to translate these skills to students. 

Social studies teachers must not only have content knowledge, but what Shulman (1986) 

labels pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), or the idea that teachers’ are most effective 

when their deep subject matter knowledge is coupled with a profound understanding of 

how to teach this subject matter to their particular students most effectively. For social 

studies teachers who want to utilize historical thinking, this means an understanding of 

how to use primary and secondary sources to help students develop historical 

understanding. However, as Barton (2005) suggests, very few social studies teachers 

actually know how to utilize primary source documents effectively. Without both a deep 

knowledge base in both the content and pedagogy of social studies, teachers often find 

teaching historical thinking difficult and cumbersome and may resort back to more 

traditional ways of teaching.   

 Thirdly, teachers are also faced with pedagogical complexities when teaching 

historical thinking. Teaching students to think historically often asks students to engage 

in controversial subjects and conversations that question cherished heritage stories. In 

doing so teachers must be prepared to deal with unexpected, powerful, and often 

uncomfortable responses from students.  Unfortunately most history teachers have never 

received training on handling discussions about race or other controversial topics 

(Epstein, 2009). As Parker and Hess (2001) point out, novice teachers are often ill 

prepared to deal with such controversial topics and discussions because of their own poor 

experiences with discussions as students. Those teachers who do venture into the risky 

territory of challenging traditional historical narratives often do so in limited contexts and 
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with limited resources (Epstein, 2009). Thus teachers who are accustomed to teaching as 

a routine process or lack experience with dealing with controversial subjects may find 

teaching historical thinking uncomfortable and difficult to handle.   

 Because of the dominance of the official curriculum as well as teachers’ need for 

deep subject and pedagogical knowledge, historical thinking has the potential to become 

a tokenized practice in which primary source documents are occasionally introduced into 

the social studies classroom, but in such a way that reifies narratives told in textbooks and 

ignores critical issues of historical significance, epistemology and positionality in the 

name of promoting a “common history.” If we want our students’ understandings of the 

world to be truly changed and emancipated through historical thinking, we must seek an 

approach that does more than introduce perspectives and documents that support the 

official curriculum; we must promote critical thinking that challenges dominant 

narratives and introduces a diversity of perspectives (Salinas & Sullivan, 2007). Thus I 

seek to make explicit those implicit goals articulated by scholars of historical thinking by 

adding a critical lens to the notion of historical thinking. In the next section, I will 

provide an overview of critical theory and its connections to critical pedagogy and critical 

multiculturalism as a way of building a framework for understanding how critical theory 

informs and enhances the notions of critical historical thinking.  

Critical Theory & Pedagogy 

 Critical theory and a related school of thought, critical pedagogy, serves as a 

useful framework for developing a critical approach to historical thinking. Critical theory 

and pedagogy “examines schools both in their historical context and as part of the 
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existing social and political fabric that characterizes the dominant society” (McLaren, 

1998, p. 163).  Critical pedagogy emerged from “a long historical legacy of radical social 

thought and progressive educational movements that aspired to link the practice of 

schooling to democratic principles of society and to transformative social action in the 

interest of oppressed communities” (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2003). Centered 

around several key philosophical principles including cultural politics, political economy, 

historicity of knowledge, dialectical theory, ideology and critique, hegemony, resistance 

and counter-hegemony, praxis, and dialogue, critical pedagogy seeks ultimately to 

provide a critique of existing hegemonic power relations in order to achieve the ultimate 

goal of emancipation.  

 Critical pedagogy initially emerged out of the work of those at the Frankfurt 

School who “sought to challenge the traditional forms of rationality that defined the 

concept of meaning and knowledge in the western world” (Darder, et al., 2003, p. 8).  

The Frankfurt School, established in 1923, focused on praxis as a way of overcoming the 

struggle against domination, which would become one driving force of contemporary 

critical pedagogy. The type of critical thinking promoted by members of the Frankfurt 

School, in which questions of power, consciousness, and culture were central, provided 

an important lens for examining and promoting self-emancipation and social change 

(Giroux, 2003).  

 Critical pedagogues, therefore, examine the historical, social and political context 

of schools in an effort to expose how they maintain dominant ideology (McLaren, 1998). 

Building on the work of the Frankfurt School, Antonio Gramsci introduced his theory of 
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hegemony suggesting the dominant culture is able to exercise domination over 

subordinate classes primarily through consensual social practices and less through brutal 

violence or oppression (Darder, et al., 2003; McLaren, 1998). This theory suggested that 

the dominant culture is able to exercise domination over subordinate classes “primarily 

through consensual social practices, social forms, and social structures produced in 

specific sites such as the church, the state, the school, the mass media, the political 

system, and the family” (McLaren, 1998, p. 176).  As Gramsci and McLaren explained, 

schools, therefore, play a fundamental role in maintaining hegemony through their 

implementation of daily routines, practices, and behavioral expectations that promote the 

interests of the dominant class and become unconscious consensus for those in 

subordinate classes. Gramsci suggested that by “nourishing such consensus through 

personal and institutional rewards, students could be socialized to support the interest of 

the ruling elite, even when such actions were clearly in contradiction with the student’s 

own class interests” (Darder, et al., 2003, p. 7). Gramsci’s theory of hegemony serves as 

a fundamental component of critical pedagogy and its analysis of power and domination 

 Extending the work of Gramsci, Raymond Williams suggests that hegemony 

works by “deeply saturating the consciousness of a society” (Apple, 2004b, p. 4). This 

deep saturation occurs through the process of incorporation and selective tradition in 

which certain meanings and practices are chosen and emphasized as “the tradition,” while 

others are silenced and omitted. Not surprisingly, educational institutions play a 

significant role in promoting this selective incorporation of ideas or, in other words, 

determining the official knowledge that will be conveyed in schools.  
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 It is this notion of hegemony that has driven critical pedagogues to explore how 

schools, through their curricular and pedagogical practices, promote and maintain 

oppressive ideologies. Freire (2007)  terms this process banking education: “In the 

banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider 

themselves knowledgeable upon those who they consider to know nothing” (p. 72).  In 

this sense education becomes a process in which the knowledgeable other, the teacher, 

deposits the ideas, dispositions, and understandings of the ruling group upon subordinate 

groups, the students. As students continue in this banking process “the more completely 

they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt to the 

world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited on them” (p. 73), and as 

such, hegemonic control continues.  

 Therefore, as Michael Apple argues, “It is naïve to think of the school curriculum 

as neutral knowledge. Rather what counts as legitimate knowledge is the result of 

complex power relations and struggles among identifiable class, race, gender, and 

religious groups.” (2000, p. 44).  The political nature of curriculum is evidenced in the 

hidden curriculum or “the tacit teaching to students of norms, values, and dispositions 

that goes on simply by their living in and coping with the institutional expectations of 

schools and routines of schools day in and day out for a number of years” (p.13). In order 

to maintain dominance, the elite use schools as a primary site to instill and promote their 

values, ideologies, and cultural practices. This hidden curriculum coupled with the overt 

curriculum, including textbooks, state standards, and pre-packaged curriculum units that 

get taught in schools becomes the official knowledge. Official knowledge is then seen as 
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“knowledge for everyone” or commonsense knowledge. It is often accepted as what is 

right and good without asking the questions, “Whose knowledge is it? Who selected it? 

Why is it organized and taught in this way? To this particular group?” (Apple, 2004, p. 

7). Thus schools act as hegemonic gatekeepers as they promote and maintain this sense of 

official knowledge.  It is this official knowledge or  “knowledge for everyone” that often 

dictates what concepts, ideas, events, and people get taught in social studies classrooms.  

Critical Multiculturalism  

 Critical multiculturalist educators, like critical pedagogues, draw their inspiration 

from critical theory. They seek to expose and disrupt institutions and power structures 

that maintain inequities across race, class, and gender, while avoiding essentializing 

cultural groups and “romanticizing the curriculum” (Gay, 1995; Nieto, 1995; Sleeter & 

Grant, 2007; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2001). Like critical pedagogues, critical 

multiculturalist educators have also written extensively about the relationship between 

official and emancipatory knowledge. Most critical multiculturalist educators accept the 

premise of critical pedagogues that hegemonic or official knowledge dominates the 

curriculum in most schools. Instead of creating new conceptualizations of official 

knowledge, therefore, most of their work outlines how to move toward emancipatory 

knowledge. Together the tenets of critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism provide 

a nice framework for developing more critical perspectives in social studies education. 

The following section describes how both critical pedagogues and critical multicultural 

educators have conceptualized emancipatory knowledge.  

The Move Towards Emancipatory Knowledge 
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 Critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism, therefore, seek to expose the ways 

in which knowledge becomes canonized in an effort to move away from the transmission 

of official knowledge and curriculum towards more emancipatory possibilities. Darder, 

Baltodano, and Torres (2003) described the role of critical pedagogy to “transform those 

classroom structures and practices that perpetuate undemocratic life” (p. 11). McLaren 

(2003b) warned that “knowledge that does not go beyond contemplating the world and 

observing it objectively without transcending given social conditions merely affirms what 

already exists” (p. 197). Hence critical pedagogy encourages critique of the traditional 

curriculum including textbooks and supplemental materials.  

In viewing schools as institutions that serve to reproduce inequities in societies, 

critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism calls for an awareness of the ways in 

which knowledge is selected and organized for students in the public schools. In addition, 

these schools of thought challenge the ways in which ideological messages are 

communicated in the practices and content of teaching, in turn seeking more 

emancipatory knowledge practices.   

McLaren (2003) defined emancipatory knowledge as knowledge that “helps us 

understand how social relationships are distorted and manipulated by relations of power 

and privilege” (p. 197). Because the way in which knowledge is taught contributes to the 

continuation of hegemony in public schools (Apple, 2004a), critical pedagogues and 

critical multicultural educators often seek ways to disrupt traditional ways of thinking 

about and teaching knowledge. One important strategy for promoting emancipation from 

these ideological messages asks teachers to teach for critical consciousness. Kincheloe 
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(2001) described social studies teaching that works towards “critical enlightenment” as 

involving both critique and reflective encounters with dominant thinking and 

contemporary social studies information. This involves several key components including 

fostering a dialogic relationship between student and teacher, capitalizing on student 

experience, providing a critique of knowledge, introducing subjugated knowledge, and 

making racism and discrimination an explicit part of the curriculum. 

Fostering a dialogic relationship between student and teacher. 

To move beyond the oppressive pedagogical and curricular practices of schools 

and towards more emancipatory knowledge, Freire (2007) suggests an approach called 

problem-posing education.  Problem-posing education centers around thematic 

investigations that foster the development of conscientizaçāo, or “the deepening of the 

attitude of awareness characteristic of all emergence” (p. 109). Problem-posing or 

liberating education, therefore, focuses on developing cognition, a constant unveiling of 

reality, and a dialogical relationship between the student and the teacher. Through 

dialogue, students develop the ability to pose problems about occurrences in their daily 

lives. Freire (2007) described that “in problem-posing education, people develop their 

power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they 

find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but a reality in process, 

in transformation” (p. 83). Through this pedagogical practice, the teacher moves from the 

position as “the-teacher-of the students” who transmits knowledge to a reciprocal 

relationship in which he and his students are co-investigators in the learning process.  

Focusing on student experience. 
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 Problem- posing education, as a form of emancipatory knowledge, constructs a 

bridge from students’ lived experiences and global themes associated with both the 

critique of society and the exploration of new possibility for action (Giroux, 1998). As 

McLaren (1998) argues, emancipatory knowledge “encourages us to analyze the 

dominant forms of knowledge that shape student experiences; on the other hand, it 

attempts to provide students with the means to examine their own particular experiences 

and subordinate knowledge forms” (McLaren, 1998, p. 217).  Critical pedagogy with its 

emphasis on emancipatory knowledge “asks how our everyday commonsense 

understandings—our social construction or ‘subjectivities’—get produced and lived out. 

In other words, what are the social functions of knowledge?” (McLaren, 1998, p. 174). 

Furthermore, students’ social, cultural and linguistic experiences should be a vital source 

of knowledge within classrooms seeking to promote critical/emancipatory knowledge. 

“Listening to students is important not because of any romantic notions of student 

knowledge but because doing so can help inform our curriculum and instructional 

strategies” (Nieto, 1995, p. 213). Thus emancipatory knowledge with its focus on student 

experience seeks to expose and shift our commonsense and often oppressive 

understandings.  

Providing a critique of knowledge. 

 Emancipatory knowledge also provides an opportunity for students and teachers 

to critically examine knowledge and recognize the underlying political, social, and 

economic functions that extend the purpose of knowledge beyond the goal of simply 

mastering an academic subject (McLaren, 1998).  Emancipatory knowledge via 
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dialectical inquiry, provides students and teachers the opportunity to critically examine 

knowledge and ask the question “to what ends” (Giroux, 1988, p. 49). This process 

“helps us understand how social relationships are distorted and manipulated by relations 

of power and privilege…in short it creates the foundation for social justice, equality, and 

empowerment” (McLaren, 1998, p. 175).  

 Kincheloe suggests that the “fundamental impulse shaping critical 

multiculturalism involves the effort to make the pedagogical political” (Kincheloe & 

Steinberg, 1997, p. 28).  In doing so educators attempt to take power back from those 

who have shaped schooling in oppressive ways. Teachers and students come to the 

realization that “the knowledge produced in, say, popular culture is not objective” 

(Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997, p. 30) and seek to name those who create the “official 

knowledge” that deletes and silences particular stories and ideas. 

 This can be done, as Michael Apple (Apple, 2004b) suggests, by making the 

selection and transmission of knowledge and the ideas which guide them the “primary 

focus of critically oriented sociological and curricular investigation into schools” (Apple, 

2004, p. 147).  Adopting a critical perspective within education contributes to the 

development of new paradigms and ways of understanding that allow educators to 

challenge the commonsense assumptions that guide the field. For as Apple (2004) 

contended: 

One of the fundamental conditions of emancipation is the ability to ‘see’ the 

actual functioning of institutions in all their positive and negative complexity, to 

illuminate the contradictions of extant regularities, and, finally, to assist others in 
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‘remembering’ the possibilities of spontaneity, choice, and more equal models of 

control (p. 154).  

In order to engage in this type of critical practice, students and teachers must not think of 

curriculum as simply a syllabus or course of study, but rather as a “symbolic, material, 

and human environment that is ongoingly reconstructed” (Apple, 2000, p. 138) and ask 

whose knowledge is being taught through this curriculum. In examining the accords and 

compromises that are reached in the creation of classroom curriculum, students and 

teachers are able to begin a critical analysis of hegemonic control and move towards 

counter-hegemonic or emancipatory knowledge.  

Introducing subjugated knowledge. 

 Following this critique of traditional hegemonic knowledge, emancipatory 

education then highlights subjugated knowledge, or the stories and histories that have 

been suppressed and disqualified by certain social and academic gatekeepers. Educators 

seek to generate emancipatory knowledge by creating a “new cultural story, indeed a new 

culture, by resuscitating the histories, stories and cultural narratives of the oppressed so 

that they can be used to reshape official knowledge” by challenging the invisible cultural 

assumptions embedded within schools (Kincheloe, 1997, p. 40).  This focus on 

subjugated knowledge helps us rethink the curriculum and our purpose as educators, 

contributes to the analysis of how knowledge is produced and legitimized, constructs 

more inclusive and just socio-political and educational spheres, and produces new levels 

of insight by highlighting native knowledge.  



41 

  James Banks (1993) uses a knowledge typology to describe the various types of 

knowledge used in schools. The five types of knowledge include personal/cultural 

knowledge, popular knowledge, mainstream academic knowledge, transformative 

academic knowledge, and school knowledge. Banks suggested that the combination of 

popular knowledge and mainstream academic knowledge lead to the creation of school 

knowledge or the “facts, concepts, and generalizations presented in textbooks, teachers’ 

guides, and other forms of media designed for school use…[and] the teacher’s mediation 

and interpretation of that knowledge” (p. 11). This type of knowledge suggests a “highly 

selective view of social reality, give[s] students the idea that knowledge is static rather 

than dynamic, and encourage[s] students to master isolated facts rather than develop 

complex understandings of social reality” (p. 11).  On the other hand, transformative 

academic knowledge reflects the tenet that knowledge is not neutral but is influenced by 

the interests of those in power. This type of knowledge has the potential to disrupt school 

knowledge by introducing alternative perspectives and narratives that question traditional 

paradigms and ways of thinking.  

 The tenets of critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism challenge the power 

structures and institutionalized practices which inhibit the realization of democratic ideals 

and values by exposing the selection, organization, and control of knowledge that occurs 

in public schools serving as a powerful tool to maintain economic and cultural hegemony 

(May, 1998; McCarthy, 1993).  Scholars from both theoretical camps suggest that 

schools function to reproduce hegemony through the transmission of some sort of 

traditional or official knowledge. This type of knowledge is produced and reproduced by 
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dominant groups in society in a process through which this knowledge becomes 

canonized or commonsensical to the point that most people do not even question the 

validity of such knowledge. However, these scholars also suggest alternatives to such 

knowledge that bring about a more critical or emancipatory approach. Emancipatory 

knowledge comes in embracing multiple perspectives, valuing student opinion, 

questioning the validity and neutrality of official knowledge, and seeking to create social 

change that disrupts oppressive power structures.  

Freire (2003) explained that “putting into practice a kind of education that 

critically challenges the consciousness of the student necessarily works against some 

myths which deform us…Those deforming myths come out of the dominant ideology in 

society. By challenging the myths, we also challenge the dominant power” (p. 481).  

Critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism, therefore, provide a nice framework for 

understanding how to introduce more critical perspectives into social studies instruction. 

The tenets laid out by these two schools of thought provide the opportunity to make the 

critical elements of historical thinking explicit.  

While critical pedagogy and critical multiculturalism provide guidance on 

implementing critical historical thinking in social studies classrooms, it is ultimately 

teachers’ decision making about what and how to teach that determines if and how 

historical thinking is implemented in classrooms. The following section describes the 

various factors that serve to influence teacher decision making, including teacher beliefs, 

teacher education experiences, and teachers’ views about social studies content.  

Teachers as Decision Makers 
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 We must recognize the fact that teachers act as “curricular-instructional 

gatekeepers” and serve as the primary decision makers in regards to what happens in their 

classroom, including the decision to use historical thinking in critical ways (Thornton, 

1991, 2005).  As Thornton suggests, “as the curricular-instructional gatekeeper, the 

teacher makes the crucial decisions concerning content, sequence, and instructional 

strategy that determine the social studies experiences of students” (Thornton, 1989, p. 1). 

Other research has also shown that professional decision-making is the fundamental 

responsibility of teachers’ practice (Hawthorne, 1992; Schulman, 1986; Shavelson, 

1973). Classroom teachers have the primary responsibility to make the kinds of curricular 

decisions that will satisfy institutional, public, and professional demands as they facilitate 

learning among the students in their classrooms.  

 This understanding of social studies teachers as curricular instructional 

gatekeepers encourages us to consider the factors influence teachers’ decisions about 

enacting critical historical thinking in their classrooms.  Thornton (1989, 1991) suggests 

that the criteria teachers use to interpret, understand, and implement curricular and 

instructional decisions are a result of their particular frame of reference. Often the 

decisions teachers make are based on unexamined assumptions and intentions, but 

nevertheless they are guided by a teacher’s existing understanding and frame of 

reference.  Many of these understandings are based on social studies teachers’ beliefs 

about teaching and learning as well as their predispositions to the subject matter 

including the nature of the subject, how it should be taught, its significance to the overall 

school curriculum, and the teacher’s role (Angell, 1998; Wineburg & Wilson, 2001). 
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These beliefs are then manifested in their views on the social studies content and 

pedagogy related to that content. As Segal (2002) suggests, teachers’ “stances, 

dispositions, commitments, and investments” are all encompassed in what and how they 

teach. Furthermore, as Schulman argues, teachers’ knowledge about the purpose and 

value of social studies education often play out in the pedagogical and curricular choices 

they make in their classrooms (Schulman, 1986).  

 Experienced teachers rely on what Shulman (1986) terms “the wisdom of 

practice” to direct their thinking when it comes to effective decision making for teaching 

and learning. Strategic and specialized, the wisdom of practice develops over time 

through experience. Despite their lack of experiential knowledge, novice social studies 

teachers are nevertheless held accountable for students’ academic progress. Thus novice 

teachers’ thinking about choosing what and how to teach is worthy of scholarly attention 

if we are interested in examining the factors that influence their enactment of critical 

historical thinking.  

In the past two decades teacher education researchers have focused on a cognitive 

approach of examining how teachers learn to teach (Angell, 1998; Chant, 2001; Chant, 

2002; Fang, 1996; Kennedy, 2005; Richardson, 2003a).  In light of this, researchers have 

focused on a variety of influences that help shape teachers’ understandings of teaching, 

including teacher identity, prior beliefs, assumptions, and theories regarding curriculum, 

pedagogy, and content (Britzman, 2003; Johnston, 1990; Joram & Gabriele, 1998; Lortie, 

1975) as well as how preservice teachers interact with their university coursework and 

field experiences (Borko & Mayfield, 1995; Hollingsworth, 1989; Johnston, 1990; Ross, 
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1987).  Teacher’s sense of self-efficacy is also another factor that researchers have 

highlighted in exploring teacher decision making and teacher learning (Bandura, 1997). 

Richardson suggests, “the new ways of thinking about the teaching side of the 

teacher/learner relationship focus on what goes on in the minds of teachers and teacher 

education candidates as they engage in learning to teach, planning, classroom action, 

reflection and assessment” (2003b, p. 1).  Thus teacher education research has moved 

away from a traditional behaviorist approach to a more cognitive and constructivist frame 

of examining the process of teacher learning and decision making. 

This new way of thinking about teaching has several underlying assumptions: 1) 

teachers are professionals who make reasoned decisions and judgments within a 

particular context, 2) teachers’ knowledge, thinking, beliefs, judgments, and attitudes 

influence how teachers make sense of their teaching context, and 3) teachers’ knowledge, 

beliefs, thinking and attitudes serve as the basis for the decisions they make about what 

and how to teach (Adler, 2008; Fang, 1996).  Because teachers act as “curricular-

instructional gatekeepers” and are the primary decision makers in regard to what happens 

in classrooms, it is important to consider what factors might influence the curricular and 

pedagogical decisions teachers make in their classrooms (Thornton, 1991). To do so I 

will explore several areas key to teacher decision-making including teacher beliefs, 

teacher education experiences including methods coursework and field experience, views 

on the purpose of social studies content, pedagogical and content knowledge, as well as 

teacher enactment.  

Teacher Beliefs  
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Teacher beliefs are broadly defined as “psychologically held understandings, 

premises, or propositions about the world that are felt to be true” (Richardson, 2003b, p. 

2). Preservice as well as inservice teachers are not blank slates. They come to their 

university teacher education programs as well as their classrooms with personal 

biographies that are likely to affect their learning to teach (Anderson et.al, 1995; Feiman-

Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Joram & Gabriele, 1998; Lortie, 1975; Ross, 1987).  These 

personal biographies are influenced by a host of factors including their own prior 

schooling experiences. With regard to their own educational experiences, most preservice 

teachers spend over a decade in educational settings prior to entering teacher education 

programs (Lortie, 1975; Pajares, 1992).  Unlike other professions in which individuals 

may begin their education and training with limited practical experience, preservice 

teachers have extensive experience directly related to their field of interest (Feiman-

Nemser & Remillard, 1996; Lortie, 1975; Pajares, 1992). As Feiman-Nemser and 

Remillard noted, “the influence of schooling is especially strong. Future teachers spend 

thousands of hours in elementary and secondary school watching what teachers do and 

developing images about and dispositions toward teaching, learning, and the subject 

matter” (1996, p. 65). As a result, Holt-Reynolds (1992) found that preservice teachers 

often referred back to their own personal experiences in education “as if these were 

prototypical and generalizable” (p. 342). When preservice teachers encountered concepts 

contradictory to their own, they tended to treat their own experience as more accurate.  

Lortie (1975) described this as the “apprenticeship of experience” from which teachers 

develop a deep set of tacit beliefs about the nature of teaching, learning, and schooling.    
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Similarly, Deborah Britzman (2003) argued that preservice teachers come to the 

educational field with institutional biographies acquired through their own subjective 

experiences in the educational system. These biographies are informed not only by the 

teacher’s own schooling experience but also by a number of pervading cultural myths 

about the nature of the teacher and teaching. These educational biographies affect the 

way preservice teachers interact within their field experiences and how they come to 

understand their role as a teacher. “In the case of student teachers, cultural myths 

structure a particular discourse about power, authority, and knowledge that heightens 

individual effort as it trivializes school structure and the agency of students.” (Britzman, 

2003, p. 223). Without understanding the dynamics of the relationship between school 

culture and power by internalizing these cultural myths, teachers rely on their own 

institutional biographies to inform their practice. Reliance on one’s institutional 

biography then normalizes the status quo because it becomes the referent by which 

student teachers identify what is ‘normal’. Therefore, even though student teachers learn 

various theories and concepts in their teacher education programs, they tend to disregard 

these theories and focus primarily on their experience in the field. Essentially there is a 

devaluing of theory and an increased value placed on “practice.”  

Richardson (1996, 2003b) suggested that teacher beliefs come not only from 

students’ experience with schooling and instruction but also from their own personal 

experience and their experience with formal school knowledge—both school subject and 

pedagogical knowledge. She suggested that teacher beliefs “set within a framework of 

studenting may be narcissistic, idiosyncratic, and somewhat simplistic” (p. 6).  
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Calderhead and Robson’s (1991) year long qualitative study of 12 students enrolled in a 

teacher preparation program found that preservice teachers often based their images of 

good teaching on “one or two particular teachers they knew, who stood out as role 

models” (p. 4). Other scholars (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Ross, 1987) also 

argued against the tabla rasa notion of teacher understandings and suggested instead that 

preservice teachers come to university teacher education programs with personal 

biographies and beliefs that are likely to affect their learning to teach.  

Influence of Teacher Education Experiences  

 Because preservice teachers’ beliefs seem to have an influence on how they learn 

(Borko & Putnam, 1996; Calderhead, 1996; Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1996; 

Hollingsworth, 1989; Holt-Reynolds, 1992). The way that preservice teachers’ prior 

personal biographies interact with understandings they acquire from context of their 

methods coursework and field experiences is a complex and multidimensional process 

(Angell, 1998; Hollingsworth, 1989; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996, 2003b). 

Researchers have analyzed the influence of teacher education on preservice teacher 

beliefs  (Anderson, 2001; Hollingsworth, 1989; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Joram & Gabriele, 

1998; Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981). Early research on teacher education suggests that it 

was rather ineffective in changing preservice beliefs about teaching and learning. 

Zeichner and Tabachnick (1981) proposed three reasons for such failure. First, preservice 

teachers may become more progressive in their thinking during teacher preparation; 

however, those changing in thinking are often “washed out” once they become socialized 

into the profession. Second, preservice teachers do not change their thinking during 
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teacher preparation; rather, their prior beliefs about teaching and learning lie dormant 

during teacher education and begin to resurface once they are in their own classrooms. 

Third, although teacher education programs may claim to be “progressive,” they often 

present material in traditional manners that perpetuate conservative notions of teaching 

and learning.  

 More recent findings, however, have suggested that teacher education may 

influence beliefs, but the extent of its influence seems to vary (Gill, Ashton, & Algina, 

2004; Groulx, 2001; Hancock & Gallard, 2004; Hart, 2002; Hollingsworth, 1989; Joram 

& Gabriele, 1998; Linek, et al., 1999). As Clift and Brady (2005) contend, “one’s beliefs, 

intentions, knowledge frames, and skills interact continuously in classroom teaching” (p. 

313).  In regard to social studies methods coursework and field experience, several 

scholars have suggested these components of teacher education may have modest impact 

on preservice teachers’ classroom practices including the use of reflective teaching 

practice (Dinkelman, 1999, 2000; Freese, 1999), the use of primary source documents 

(Fehn & Koeppen, 1998), addressing issues of race and class (Donahue, 1999), and 

moving away from didactic forms of instruction (Slekar, 1998). Adler and Confer (1998) 

found that beginning teachers’ curriculum implementation was influenced when their 

methods coursework explicitly focused on articulating the rationale for social studies in 

terms of citizenship.  

 Although not specific to the social studies, Anderson’s (2001) multiple case study 

examining whether and how preservice teachers learned to teach also revealed that the 

way in which a course addressed preservice teachers’ incoming beliefs influenced the 



50 

extent to which those beliefs changed. In the first case study, the professor challenged 

preservice teachers’ traditional notions of teacher and teaching and found that preservice 

teachers’ entering beliefs shaped their perceptions of what they learned. Instead of 

developing new conceptions of teaching, the students used the course material to further 

explain their incoming beliefs. In the second case study, a teacher educator, using her 

knowledge about preservice teachers’ beliefs, made predictions about entering beliefs of 

her students and designed her course to specifically address those beliefs. This case found 

that changes in preservice teachers’ entering beliefs occurred when those beliefs were 

aligned with the predicted beliefs hypothesized by the teacher educator. When a student 

entered with a different set of beliefs, however, the coursework seemed to have less of an 

effect on changing the student’s beliefs. In the third case study, teacher educators 

collaborated on designing a core set of courses that incorporated similar themes, such as 

actively constructing knowledge and presenting a flexible curriculum model. Similar to 

the second study, the extent to which preservice teachers’ beliefs changed was based on 

how closely aligned their entering beliefs were with the course content.  

  In regard to field experiences, Owens (1997) and Montgomery (1994) found that 

carefully chosen mentor teachers do have the potential to impact preservice teachers’ 

classroom practice. Alternatively, other researchers like Koeppen (1998), Angell (1998) 

and Milson and King (2001) have found that there is little change in teacher beliefs and 

practice as a result of social studies methods coursework and field experience.  

 Most research suggests that the influence of methods coursework and field 

experience on preservice teachers’ beliefs and practices is rather fluid and complex. 
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Borko and Mayfield (1995) argued that preservice teachers’ learning to teach is closely 

related to the cooperating teachers’ views on their own roles. Cooperating teachers who 

believe they should not take an active role in student teachers’ learning seemed to have 

less influence than those cooperating teachers who believed they should be active 

participants in student teachers’ learning to teach. Similarly, Hollingsworth (1989) found 

that student teachers who were paired with supervising teachers with contrasting 

viewpoints were more likely to examine their own perspectives more critically. It seems, 

therefore, that cooperating teachers are a crucial part of preservice teachers’ field 

experience.  

 In regard to methods coursework, much research points to the idea that theories 

and concepts presented in methods coursework are filtered through preservice teachers’ 

prior beliefs and serve as only one factor influencing preservice teachers’ practice. Ross 

(1987) suggested that teacher perspectives form as a result of the interactive process in 

which individuals play an active role in negotiating the relationship between their 

biographies and social structural variables (i.e. field experiences, general education 

background, education coursework). Ross argues that as preservice teachers actively 

negotiate the interaction of prior and current socializing forces, they engage in four 

processes that help shape this negotiation: role playing, selective role modeling, 

impression management, and self legitimization. He found that preservice teachers saw 

the theory provided in teacher education programs as separate from the real-world 

activities of classroom teaching and actively resisted the restrictions placed on them by 

these forces.  Angell (1998) argued that there are multiple variables that mediate the 
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interaction between field experiences and prior knowledge of preservice teachers. She 

argued that preservice teachers’ belief restructuring results from a function of  

“overlapping” messages that increase the learners’ willingness to critically evaluate their 

beliefs about teaching, learning, and the social studies content. These findings 

problematize the nature of teacher education programs in that social structural forces such 

as teacher education coursework and field experiences are entangled with preservice 

teacher beliefs and therefore must be considered in this context. The literature, therefore, 

suggests that learning to teach is not simply a process whereby one influence overpowers 

another; instead it is a process of negotiating multiple influences, contradictions, and 

continuities.  

This is true of novice teachers as well. Cornett (1990) argues that teachers’ 

decision making practices are driven by their personal practical theories (PPT), which are 

a combination of teachers’ personal experiences outside of the classroom and their 

practical experience within the classroom.  Borko and Putnam (1996) clarify, “we may 

find ourselves thinking that teachers’ knowledge is organized into abstract, isolated, 

discrete categories whereas, in fact, what teachers know and believe is completely 

intertwined both among domains and within actions and context” (p. 677).  Accordingly, 

teachers’ curricular and pedagogical decision making practices are influenced by the 

interaction of personal, professional, student, and organizational factors (Hawthorne, 

1992). Support for the role of beliefs in preservice teachers’ development as teachers is 

well documented in the literature (Lortie, 1975; Pajares, 1992).  
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As preservice teachers exit their teacher education programs and enter the 

profession as novices, their personal and professional beliefs interact with knowledge 

gained during their teacher education program as well as contextual factors associated 

with their particular campuses and students in turn influencing their decisions about what 

and how to teach.        

Social Studies Content Knowledge 

Not only do social studies teachers have beliefs about teaching and learning, they 

also have predispositions to the subject matter including the nature of the subject, how it 

should be taught, its significance to the overall school curriculum, and the teacher’s role 

(Angell, 1998). Content knowledge within the social studies plays out in two ways, first 

in relation to teachers’ specific disciplinary knowledge and secondly in regards to 

teachers’ dispositions toward the nature and purpose of the social studies.  

Lee Shulman has written extensively about teachers’ content knowledge, namely 

in the areas of subject matter content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and 

curricular knowledge (Shulman, 1986b) . According to Shulman, teachers require a deep, 

structural knowledge of content including an understanding of both what Schwab (1964) 

calls the syntactic and substantive structures of the discipline. In understanding the 

substantive structure of the discipline teachers recognize the various ways in which the 

basic concepts and principles of the discipline can be organized. Knowledge of the 

syntactic structure of the discipline helps teachers understand the rules governing the 

particular subject area (Schwab, 1964). Subject matter content knowledge also involves 

understanding the ways in which one discipline connects to other disciplines. Solid 
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content knowledge interacts with teaching-specific pedagogical knowledge in the form of 

pedagogical content knowledge, which enables teachers to foster transformation of 

subject matter into understandable representations for student learning. Pedagogical 

content knowledge also involves understanding what makes learning certain topics easy 

and others more difficult as well as recognition of the conceptions, preconceptions, and 

misconceptions students bring with them when learning specific topics. Curricular 

knowledge entails knowing about and knowing how to use instructional materials and 

curricular programs in particular content areas and grade levels.  Using their curricular 

knowledge, teachers are able to make informed decisions about what curricular materials 

and resources to use to most effectively teach their students.  

 In their study of knowledge growth in novice secondary teachers, Wilson, 

Shulman, and Richert (1987) found that teachers rely on all of these domains of 

knowledge when deciding what and how to teach. Additionally, Grossman (1995) points 

out that teachers’ subject matter knowledge has been shown to influence how teachers 

represent, explain, develop activities, and teach about the nature of knowledge in the 

content areas.   

 Similarly, Wineburg and Wilson (2001) focus on teachers’ disciplinary 

knowledge as it relates to the content they include in their curriculum. They argue that 

teachers’ “disciplinary backgrounds wielded a strong—and often decisive—influence on 

their instructional decision making” (p. 140). Teachers’ curricular choices are then often 

shaped by what they do or do not about the content. Furthermore, while teachers may 

acquire new content knowledge, this knowledge is often incorporated into the 
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frameworks of their previously existing disciplinary knowledge. Thus if teachers have an 

economics background, new information they acquire about historical events are often 

incorporated in a way that emphasizes the economic rationale of such events but ignores 

other frameworks for understanding the significance of this event. Wineburg and Wilson, 

propose that we must help teachers understand the “ways of knowing” that surround each 

social studies discipline so they become aware of their existing frameworks and can 

consider others.  

 Research thus confirms that teachers’ content knowledge in the form of subject 

matter content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and curricular knowledge has 

the potential to influence the decisions social studies teachers make about what and how 

to teach particular topics and concepts, including the choice to use historical thinking in 

more critical ways.  

Social studies teachers also have certain views about the nature and purpose of the 

social studies. These dispositions about the purpose and value of social studies education 

often play out pedagogical and curricular choices they make in their classrooms 

(Schulman, 1986; Segall, 2002). As such, the field of social studies is abundant with 

conceptualizations for understanding how beliefs about the purpose and value of the 

social studies are enacted in teacher decision-making about curriculum and how to teach 

that curriculum (Adler, 2008; Angell, 1998). In the following section I will explore the 

various ways social studies scholars have conceptualized the stances or views social 

studies teachers may adopt and how these stance influence what occurs in teachers’ 

classrooms.  
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 Adler’s (1984) field study of four elementary preservice teachers revealed that 

teachers’ frames of social studies fall into two categories: a constructivist approach in 

which children’s skills of thinking and reasoning are developed and a more traditional 

approach where content is emphasized over the processes of learning and reasoning. 

Extending Adler’s previous work, Goodmand and Adler (1985) found that elementary 

student teachers’ perspectives on social studies education fell into six categories: social 

studies as non-subject in which social studies is not taught, as human relation in which 

social studies is primarily about interpersonal relationships, as citizenship in which the 

goal of social studies is the transmission of traditional citizenship values, as school 

knowledge in which social studies focuses primarily on textbooks and tests, as the great 

connection in which social studies has no boundaries and connects multiple disciplines, 

and as social action in which the goal of social studies is to promote reflective inquiry. 

The authors argue that most teachers unfortunately fall into the first four categories that 

are focused particularly on knowledge transmission.  While Adler and Goodman focused 

on teacher conceptions, they suggested that these official conceptions or beliefs have 

little to do with what actually occurs in their teaching practice. Therefore, instead of 

focusing on teacher conceptions, they proposed that research should focus instead on 

teacher perspectives which include a variety of factors such as social studies education 

experiences, significant individuals, university coursework, professional development, 

and other outside forces that influence teacher decision-making.  

 Focusing on teachers’ conceptions of history in specific, Ron Evans (1989, 1990) 

identified five conceptions teachers take towards teaching history: storyteller, scientific 
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historian, relativist/reformer, cosmic philosopher, or eclectic. He found that while 

teachers may adopt more than one conception, they tend to have one more dominant 

conception that guides their practice. Storytellers run a fairly teacher centered classroom 

where the purpose of studying history is to gain cultural knowledge and pay tribute to our 

predecessors. Teachers who adopt a scientific historian model focus on developing 

students’ understanding of the historical process including using inquiry models and 

primary sources. Relativist/reformer teachers emphasize the relationship between the past 

and the present as a way of making informed decisions in the present. Teachers who 

adopt a cosmic philosopher perspective teach history in a way that connects events across 

time and space. Finally, teachers who fall into the eclectic category adopt pieces of each 

of these conceptualizations and do not have a dominant tendency. Overall, Evans found 

that most teachers fit into the relativist/reformer category. In regard to teacher decision-

making, Evans suggested that teachers’ conceptions of history seem to have a profound 

impact on the transmitted curriculum in classrooms of teachers who adopt storyteller or 

scientific historian conceptions but little impact in teachers’ classrooms who adopted one 

of the other three conceptions.  

 Levstik and Barton (2001) suggest that teachers take four stances regarding the 

teaching of social studies that affect both the curricular and pedagogical choices they 

make in their classrooms: the identification, rationalistic, exhibitionist, and moral 

response stances. In the identification stance, teachers seek to anchor the present in the 

past by exploring our historical origins in order to establish “who we are,” describe the 

virtues of important figures of the past to model for those in the present, and use the past 
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to provide justification for the present. In the rationalistic stance, teachers seek to help 

develop the skills necessary to analyze the relationships of people and events of the past, 

including long term patterns of continuity and change as well as cause and effect 

relationships. In the exhibitionist stance teachers encourage students to demonstrate their 

mastery of a certain body of knowledge through their exhibition of discrete facts and 

details. Finally, in the moral response stance, teachers encourage students to make moral 

and ethical evaluations of the past, including admiring, condemning and remembering the 

events of the past. Each of these stances, Levstik and Barton argue, serve a unique 

purpose in social studies classroom. It is not so much the activity of the stance that 

determines the usefulness of a stance towards history, but rather the underlying purposes 

that guide it. “When those purposes revolve around the goals of humanistic education—

developing students’ judgment, expanding their view of humanity, and committing them 

to discourse about the common good—then they deserve a place in the curriculum” (p. 

143).  Thus the authors suggest that teachers may choose to adopt anyone of these stances 

if they contribute to the humanistic approach to studying history.  

  In his qualitative cross case analysis of two social studies teachers, George Blair 

and Linda Straight, S. G. Grant (2003) explores the range of ways in which teachers can 

approach the social studies in a high stakes context, either as knowledge givers or 

knowledge facilitators, content, pedagogical, or pedagogical content knowledge 

specialists, and individual, small-group or whole-group instructionalists. Knowledge 

givers “believe that knowledge consists of facts, objectively derived from past sources” 

(p. 31). Knowledge givers tend to have teacher-centered classrooms in which ready-made 
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materials are delivered via lecture, textbooks, and worksheets.  Teachers who adopt this 

stance view their role as one in which they pass on certain historical knowledge to 

uninformed or misinformed students. For many teachers, knowledge giving seems to be 

the only solution for covering too much content, with too little time, and too many 

standardized tests. Knowledge facilitators, on the other hand, view knowledge as a social 

construction in which “learning is a complex, uncertain, interpretive activity that 

becomes embodied in the understandings that learners construct” (p. 33). Knowledge 

facilitators encourage students to develop their own understanding of historical events 

through the use of primary sources and multiple perspectives. Teachers who adopt a 

knowledge facilitator stance also foster students’ sense of responsibility for their own 

learning.   

 Grant argues that teachers choose the knowledge stance they enact in their 

classrooms based on the way they interpret the variety of contextual factors influencing 

their teaching practice. The way teachers view knowledge then influences the decisions 

they make regarding content and pedagogy. Therefore, despite the multitude of mandates 

imposed on classroom teachers’ practice by things such as standardized tests, ambitious 

teachers still manage to know their subject matter and students as well as find a way to 

create a space for knowledge facilitation within these limiting environments.  

 The literature, therefore, suggests that there are a number of ways to frame the 

ways in which social studies teachers’ beliefs about the purpose and value of the social 

studies, as well as content and pedagogy related to that content, are manifested in their 

daily decisions about curriculum and pedagogy. The initial work conducted regarding 
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teachers’ conceptions and beliefs about the purpose of social studies, however, seems to 

suggest a divide between what teachers said they believed and what they actually did in 

their classrooms.  More recent work has sought to account for this divide by expanding 

the notion of teacher perspectives and stances to include additional factors such as 

accountability pressures, school climate, influential experiences, disciplinary knowledge, 

etc. In this expanded view, researchers like Levstik and Barton and Grant describe a more 

complex, comprehensive, and powerful connection between teacher perspectives or 

stances towards the social studies and their influence on teacher decision-making.  

 Teachers’ content knowledge, including their specific disciplinary knowledge and 

their perspectives on the social studies, does have an influence on teachers’ decision 

making in regard to what and how they teach. As Wilson, Shulman, and Reichert (1987) 

suggest: 

In their [teachers] struggle to communicate understanding, they are forced to 

examine their personal understanding of the content. Subsequently, they generate 

representations of the subject matter that will facilitate the development of 

understanding in their students. These representations or transformations of 

subject matter take many forms-metaphors, analogies, illustrations, examples, in-

class activities, and homework assignments.  (p. 112) 

In examining teachers’ decision making regarding the use of critical historical thinking, it 

is important to consider teachers’ specific content knowledge as well as their 

understandings about the nature and purpose of the social studies content. Such a focus 
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provides possibilities for understanding how and why teachers teach with more critical 

perspectives.  

 As the research above has demonstrated, a host of factors including teacher 

beliefs, teacher education experiences, and teacher content knowledge all have the 

potential to shape the decisions teachers make regarding the curriculum and pedagogy 

they use in their classrooms.  A thorough examination of these areas of influence is, 

therefore, necessary to understand teacher decision making in a comprehensive manner.  

Curricular Enactment 

 Ultimately teachers have a vast array of sources upon which to draw the 

knowledge they use to decide what happens in their classroom practice. These sources 

include textbooks and other iterations of official knowledge, their own personal 

experiences and beliefs, teacher education experiences, and their understanding of the 

content. Each of these sources has the potential to shape the decisions teachers make in 

their classrooms regarding what and how to teach, including how much to rely on the 

textbook as a curricular guide. Ball and Cohen (1996) call this curriculum enactment. 

They argue that “while curriculum is often taken to refer strictly to the textbook or 

curriculum materials, the enacted curriculum is actually jointly constructed by the 

teachers, students, and materials in particular contexts” (p. 7).  As teachers make 

decisions about and enact curriculum in their classrooms, Ball and Cohen suggest that 

teachers consider five intersecting domains. First, teachers are concerned with what they 

think their students bring to the instructional landscape. Second, teachers work within 

their own understanding of the material, including their interpretations of what ideas are 
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central and how to frame the material for students. Third, teachers create material for 

students, choose specific tasks, and navigate instructional resources such as textbooks 

when designing instruction. Fourth, teachers consider the intellectual and social 

environment of the class, including recognizing and noting patterns in student 

interactions and discourse, the nature of tasks, and the roles played by the teacher and 

students. Finally, teachers are influenced by their perceptions of broader policy and 

community context in which they teach, including ideas expressed by parents, 

administrators, and professional organizations. Thus a teacher’s curriculum enactment is 

shaped by a combination of these varying domains of influence.  

 Cornbleth (1985, 1988) calls this type of curricular agency and decision making 

curriculum-in-use. Curriculum-in-use suggests that curriculum exists in practice and not 

independent of it. The curriculum-in-use and not simply the curriculum itself are the 

knowledge and learning opportunities that are actually made available to students, how 

they are created, and what values they reflect and sustain. In other words, curriculum-in-

use encompasses both subject matter and social organization, including teacher and 

student roles and patterns of interactions. Social studies teachers thus create a curriculum-

in-use that is influenced by curricular materials as well as the context of their classrooms, 

the nature of their students, and other social structural factors.  

 Both Ball and Cohen and Cornbleth highlight the importance of teacher decision 

making in regards to the actual enactment of social studies curriculum. Teachers do make 

decisions about what and how to teach in their classrooms. While some teachers may 

simply choose to follow the traditional curriculum presented in textbooks, others may use 
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the textbook as a guide while supplementing their curriculum with additional resources. 

Regardless, this research provides hopeful possibilities that the oppressive and 

uncomplicated metanarratives presented as the official knowledge in textbooks may not 

always become the curriculum-in-use in social studies classrooms. There is hope that 

teachers do have agency in deciding what and how to teach in their classrooms.  

Teachers’ curricular and pedagogical decision making, however, is not a linear and 

simple process and must be studied with great care and diligence.  

 Social studies teachers’ use of critical historical thinking thus involves a 

purposeful choice about enacting a particular type of curricular and pedagogical approach 

that addresses critical issues of race, class, and gender within the social studies context. 

This study examines the practices of three novice teachers who engage their students in 

critical historical thinking and explores the multitude of factors that shape their decisions 

regarding the enactment of more critical renditions of the past. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
 The purpose of this study is to explore novice teachers’ decision making related to 

the use of critical historical thinking in secondary social studies classrooms.  As the 

previous chapter demonstrated, teachers pull from a variety of knowledge sources in 

making decisions about what and how to teach in their classrooms. Within the social 

studies classroom, teachers make specific decisions about how to implement curricular 

and pedagogical strategies such as historical thinking, including the decision to use 

historical thinking as a tool to disrupt oppressive metanarratives and introduce more 

critical notions into the social studies curriculum.   

 This chapter, therefore, addresses the research design used to explore the 

following research questions: 

1. How do novice teachers understand historical thinking and critical historical 

thinking, including the roots of this understanding? 

2. What factors influence the ways in which novice social studies teachers enact 

critical historical thinking within their classrooms? 

 To answer these questions I followed a purposefully selected small group of my 

former student teachers at the outset of their teaching careers. 

 Given the nature of these research questions and the complexity of studying 

teacher decision making in regard to critical historical thinking, the interpretivist research 

paradigm serves to frame this study. According to Erickson (1986): 
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Interpretivist research is concerned with the specifics of meaning and action in social 

life that takes place in concrete scenes of face-to-face interaction as well as in the 

wider society surrounding the scene of action. (p. 156) 

 In line with the interpretivist paradigm, a qualitative case study methodology 

frames the research design (Merriam, 2002). Subsequently data collection and analysis 

grew out of this case study methodology. In this chapter, I explain this study’s research 

design by describing its: a) research paradigm, b) research methodology, c) conceptual 

framework , d) sampling, context, and participants, e) data collection and analysis, f) 

quality and rigor, g) ethical considerations, and h) possible limitations.  

Research Paradigm 

  Research, including its purposes, question, data analysis, findings, conclusions, 

and implications, is not only a reflection of a study’s results but also a reflection of the 

researcher herself. Subsequently a researcher’s overarching research paradigm influences 

every aspect of her work. According to Crotty (1998): 

 At every point in our research—in our observing, our interpreting, our reporting, 

and everything else we do as researchers—we inject a host of assumptions…Such 

assumptions shape for us the meaning of the research questions, the purposiveness 

of research methodologies, and the interpretability of research findings. Without 

unpacking these assumptions and clarifying them, no one (including ourselves!) 

can really divine what our research has been or what it is now saying. (p. 17) 

Thus the importance of one’s research paradigm in shaping research necessitates a 

discussion about my own paradigmatic stance, specifically the interpretivist paradigm.  
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 As Merriam suggests in an interpretive qualitative study, “the researcher is 

interested in understanding how participants make meaning of a situation or 

phenomenon, this research is mediated through the researcher as instrument, the strategy 

is inductive, and the outcome is description” (2002, p. 6).  Interpretivism is also built 

upon an ontology of realism and is rooted in a constructionist epistemology. 

Constructionism “is the view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as 

such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction 

between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42).  In the constructionist view meaning is 

not something that is objectively discovered, but it is something that is constructed as we 

engage and work to interpret our world.  Thus research guided by this paradigm does not 

focus on finding the one “correct” answer, but rather, on developing a deeper 

understanding of the topic of study.  

Research Methodology 

 In line with this study’s interpretivist paradigm, this study is grounded in 

qualitative research methods. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) characterize qualitative research 

as: 

a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices 

transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, 

including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and 

memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, 
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naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (p. 3) 

In exploring teacher decision making regarding their enactment of critical historical 

thinking, it is imperative to study teachers within the natural settings of their classrooms 

as teachers’ daily decisions about what and how to teach are a function of these specific 

contexts.  Thus qualitative research provides several important features necessary for 

studying the questions at hand.  

 First, this type of naturalistic approach to research provides an opportunity to 

explore the complexities and nuances associated with each participant’s interaction with 

and understandings of the phenomenon being studied.  Patton (1990) noted that 

qualitative research methods are most useful for questions that focus on the process and 

development of a participant, stress individual outcomes, call for in-depth information, 

and account for unique qualities exhibited by participants. These areas of exploration 

shift beyond the parceling of experience into quantifiable variables and attempt to make 

more complex our understanding of the phenomenon under investigation with respect to 

the unique experiences of the research participants. Robert Stake (1995) explained that 

the function of research “is not necessarily to map and conquer the world but to 

sophisticate the beholding of it” (p. 43).  Indeed the purpose of this research is to better 

understand how novice teachers make decisions about teaching historical thinking in 

critical ways.  
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 Qualitative research also allows for individuals to give voice to their experience, 

in essence, for a dialogue to occur between researcher and informant.  As Crotty (1998) 

puts it, “in telling our very own story, it is…the voice of our culture—its many voices, in 

fact—that is heard in what we say” (p. 64).  By implementing a research method that 

allows for, and even perhaps insists upon, rich descriptions of lived experiences and 

interactions within the social world, qualitative research gives voice to the struggles, 

triumphs, and negotiated understandings of novice teachers learning inside social 

contexts.   

 The research questions outlined in the beginning of this chapter therefore align 

with the goals of qualitative research methodology. Thus, the decision to use qualitative 

research methods--which allow for the researcher to delve deeply into how novice 

teachers view their role as social studies educators, conduct the curricular and 

pedagogical planning of lessons, enact particular historical narratives, negotiate within 

the contexts in which they work, and reflect upon their practice--in order to provide a 

thick and rich description of teacher decision making was a purposeful one.     

Conceptual Framework 

This study draws upon several rich and important bodies of research for its 

conceptual framework. In the previous chapter, I proposed and reviewed the major 

theoretical underpinnings of historical thinking, critical theory and pedagogy, and teacher 

decision making. Here I synthesize this literature and explore how these components 

provide a theoretical lens for framing the current study. According to Henstrand (2006), 

utilizing a theoretical framework can “guide my data collection and analysis, clarify my 
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ideas, unify my work, and justify my research role” (p. 12). A theoretical lens allows the 

researcher to focus on particular aspects of the data that help inform and redefine notions 

of both the phenomenon under investigation and the theories the researcher used to make 

sense of that phenomenon. 

 Three bodies of research inform this study’s conceptual framework (see figure 4):  

(1) the roots of teacher knowledge, including such things as teacher beliefs, teacher 

education experiences, and teacher content knowledge, (2) the bodies of teacher 

knowledge informed by these roots including official knowledge, and emancipatory or 

counter knowledge, and (3) how these bodies of knowledge lead to curricular enactment 

of critical historical thinking.  

FIGURE 1  

 

The first frame (see Figure 1), gleaned from research on teacher beliefs and 

experiences, (Angell, 1998; Hawthorne, 1992; Schulman, 1986; Shavelson, 1973; 
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Thornton, 1991) suggests teachers have deep roots of knowledge informed by their 

personal experiences. These roots may include teachers’ beliefs about teaching and 

learning which are informed by their own schooling experiences (Anderson, 2001; 

Britzman, 2003; Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Joram & 

Gabriele, 1998; Lortie, 1975; Richardson, 1996, 2003b; Ross, 1987).  The knowledge and 

experience teachers acquire from their teacher education experiences, including methods 

coursework and field experiences, may also serve as a potential guide for teachers; 

decision making (Anderson, 2001; Angell, 1998; Clift & Brady, 2005; Cornett, 1990; 

Hollingsworth, 1989; Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981).  Teachers’ dispositions about the 

purpose and value of social studies education also serve as a root of teacher knowledge 

and often play out in the curricular and pedagogical choices they make in their 

classrooms (Adler, 2008; Grant, 2003; Levstik & Barton, 2001; Schulman, 1986; Segall, 

2002). Furthermore, research suggests that teachers’ content knowledge also plays a 

significant role in decision-making (Grossman, 1995; Wilson, et al., 1987; Wineburg & 

Wilson, 2001).  The roots of teacher knowledge which may include teacher beliefs, 

teacher education experiences, and teacher views on content then interact and inform the 

bodies of knowledge teachers use to make decisions about what and how to teach.  
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FIGURE 2 

 

The second frame (see Figure 2) of research centers around teacher knowledge. 

The bodies of knowledge teachers bring with them to the classroom act as the foundation 

upon which teachers make decisions in their classrooms. These bodies of knowledge are 

nourished by the roots and serve to support what is then enacted in teachers’ classrooms. 

The first body of knowledge, experiential knowledge serves to guide the way they 

interact in their own classrooms and understand their role as a teacher. Experiential 

knowledge is informed by social studies teachers’ personal experiences outside of school, 

including their interactions with family, friends, neighbors and colleagues as well as their 

previous schooling experiences (Britzman, 2003; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Lortie, 1975).  

The second body of knowledge teachers often rely on in deciding what and how 

to teach is official knowledge. Official knowledge, or the knowledge that is seen as 

knowledge for everyone, (Apple, 2000) is drawn from teachers’ knowledge and 

interactions with things such as national, state, and local standards, district wide scope 
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and sequence, textbooks, narratives told in their own schooling experiences, as well as 

the media. This body of knowledge represents the hegemonic and dominant knowledge 

prevalent in most schooling contexts.  

The final body of knowledge teachers’ might use in their decision-making is 

counter or emancipatory knowledge. Emancipatory knowledge seeks to disrupt the 

transmission of official and oppressive knowledge in a move towards more 

emancipatory possibilities (Darder, et al., 2003; McLaren, 2003a). Emancipatory 

knowledge is often more difficult to develop since it is not the “commonsense” 

knowledge presented throughout society. This type of knowledge highlights subjugated 

knowledge, or the stories and histories that have been suppressed and disqualified by 

certain social and academic gatekeepers, (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997) in an attempt at 

making conscious the oppressive practices of the official curriculum and knowledge. 

While I discuss each of these bodies of knowledge as distinct, it must be noted that each 

of these bodies of knowledge informs and is informed by the other ones. In other words, 

one’s experiential knowledge serves to shape our understanding of official and counter 

knowledge and vice versa. 
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FIGURE 3 

 

Finally, the last frame (see Figure 3) results from the synthesis of the previous 

two frames as well as the research on curriculum enactment. Curriculum enactment 

references the process whereby the actual curriculum used in the classroom is jointly 

constructed by teachers, students, and the materials used in particular contexts (Ball & 

Cohen, 1996). As such, this frame seeks to uncover and understand the distance between 

teachers’ understanding and their actual classroom practice.   

Ultimately, teachers play an active role in deciding what and how to teach in their 

classrooms. In other words, teachers act as “curricular-instructional gatekeepers” 

(Thornton, 1991) who make decisions about what content, sequence, and instructional 

strategies to use in their classrooms. Teacher decision-making and subsequent curricular 

enactment is a complicated and complex process informed by a multiplicity of factors 

including the roots and bodies of teacher knowledge.  
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Context	  
FIGURE 4 

 

 

In seeking to understand if, when, and how teachers are able to enact critical 

historical thinking in their classrooms, the intersection of these three frames becomes the 

focal point of this research (see Figure 4). In particular, how do the roots of teacher 

knowledge, the bodies of teacher knowledge, and curricular enactment all overlap to 

inform teachers’ use of critical historical thinking. Of course, these frames are also 

situated within a local, state and national context. A context that also serves as a guiding 

source in teachers’ decision making practice. 
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In utilizing this framework the work of Michael Apple, James Banks and Joe 

Kincheloe is most fitting in defining ‘critical historical thinking’ as it applies within the 

bodies of knowledge and broader context. Apple’s concept of official knowledge, coupled 

with Kincheloe’s concept of subjugated knowledge, and Banks’ concepts of school 

knowledge and transformative academic knowledge, create a framework for 

understanding why and how social studies teachers engage in critical historical thinking. 

Critical historical thinking seeks to challenge the official narratives that are told in most 

social studies textbooks by introducing subjugated narratives and stories that seek to 

transform the traditional school knowledge that students acquire in educational 

institutions. Thus teachers who engage in critical historical thinking recognize the official 

curriculum as a creation of dominant hegemonic forces, understand how official 

knowledge is produced through both popular culture and traditional academic discourses, 

are familiar with the voices, perspectives, and information that have been subjugated over 

time, and then work to introduce this subjugated knowledge into their classroom in 

meaningful ways. Teachers who use critical historical thinking, therefore, are able to 

negotiate the divide between official knowledge and critical knowledge in a way that 

encourages students to recognize that knowledge is not neutral and histories are 

produced. 

Case Study Research Design 

 The case study methodology, in particular, offered several advantages for this 

study. Generally case study methods involve the exploration of “a bounded system (a 

case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data 
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collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, 

audiovisuals materials, and documents and reports), and reports on a case description and 

case-based themes” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). The bounded-system becomes the unit of 

analysis and can incorporate one person, one group, one program, one school, or even 

larger units (Merriam, 1998). Furthermore, multiple sources of data can be collected to 

illuminate various aspects of the case and provide a holistic understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation. In her description of case study methodology, Merriam 

(1998) suggests that:  

Case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

situation and meaning for those involved.  The interest is in process rather 

than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in discovery 

rather than confirmation (p. 19).   

 It is this quest for discovery and understanding that made the case study approach 

an appropriate methodology for this dissertation research.  Stake (1995) notes, “we do not 

study a case primarily to understand other cases.  Our first obligation is to understand this 

one case” (p. 4). This “emphasis on uniqueness” (p. 8) thus situates the study within a 

particular context, allowing the researcher to take note of the unique, complex, and 

nuanced contextual characteristics of the case under study. Similarly, Yin (2003) suggests 

“you would use case study methods because you deliberately wanted to study contextual 

conditions—believing that they might be highly pertinent to your phenomenon of the 

study” (p. 13).  As previously discussed, the context of public schools and social studies 

curriculum in particular create barriers for teaching critical historical thinking. How 



77 

novice teachers negotiated these barriers with their intentions and ideals of teaching with 

more critical perspectives was certainly a significant point for investigation.  

 Yin (2003) further provides more specific boundaries for case study suggesting it 

is an empirical inquiry that, 

1) investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context, especially 

when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; 

and, 

2) copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 

more variables of interest than data points: and as one result relies on multiple 

sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion; and 

as another result, benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions 

to guide data collection and analysis. (p. 13-14) 

Given that this dissertation project sought greater understanding about novice teachers’ 

decision-making practices regarding more critical renditions of historical thinking, a 

conceived (and bounded) case is necessary.  The selected case study participants were 

impacted by several different contexts.  Among these are the university methods 

classroom, where as preservice teachers they studied theory, subject area methods, 

critical practices and developed a distinct expertise in a core subject—in this case, social 

studies.  Fieldwork provides a second context, where as preservice teachers they 

interacted with and learned with and from students and other educators.  There is also the 

largely personal context that reflects each novice teacher’s unique life history and 

educational experience and serves as a frame for his/her perception of the world, 
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understanding of the teacher’s role within a classroom, and views on the nature and 

purpose of social studies curriculum and pedagogy. Novice teachers’ school climate 

serves as the final context. The school climate a beginning teacher works within provides 

both implicit and explicit messages and frameworks about what and how teachers should 

proceed in carrying out their practice. The use of case study methodology helped me 

attend to these multiple contexts in framing the analysis.  

In addition, case study methodology also offered the opportunity to explore the 

particular complexities and nuances of the particular case under investigation. Case 

studies tend to provide “thick descriptions” of the case. As Merriam (1998) articulates, 

thick description is “the complete, literal description of the incident or entity being 

investigated (p. 30). Likewise, Stake (2005) listed some of the unique characteristics that 

case study researchers tend to stress: 

1. the nature of the case, particularly its activity and functioning; 

2. its historical background; 

3. its physical setting; 

4. other contexts, such as economic, political, legal, and aesthetic; 

5. other cases through which this case is recognized; and 

6. those informants through whom the case can be known 

These multiple sources of information therefore complicate our understanding of the case 

by highlighting the nuances and complexities involved. The case study researcher must 

uncover both common and uncommon aspects that define the case being studied. In 

exploring novice teachers decision making practices in regard to the enactment of critical 
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historical thinking, case study methodology allowed me to more fully explore the 

multiple factors that served to influence these decisions, particularly the historical 

background of each participant. Through thick and rich description, case study provided a 

valuable way for the to discover and then articulate the variety of influences that shaped 

teacher decision-making.  

 Finally, case study methodology allowed for a holistic approach to investigating a 

specific phenomenon. Yin (2003) identified six sources of evidence case study 

researchers can use to investigate a case. These sources include documents, archival 

records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical artifacts. 

Merriam (1998, 2002) also described the use of electronic and computer-based sources, 

such as e-mail and Internet-based dialogue. Utilizing a variety of data collection 

measures allows researchers multiple avenues for understanding the case as a whole.  

 Knowledge gleaned from case study research has the potential to provide 

information different from any other design methodology and is particularly useful in 

answering “how” and “why” questions (Merriam, 1998) not necessarily accessible when 

employing a different methodology.  Case study research also allows for grappling with 

issues that are “not simple and clean, but intricately wired to political, social, historical, 

and especially personal contexts” (Stake, 1995, p. 17).  Thus case study methodology is 

particularly appropriate for the research questions this dissertation seeks to address.  

 This dissertation study may be considered multiple case study (Yin, 2003) or a 

collective case study (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995) since I will analyze data from three 

novice teachers, with each case representing a complete and bounded system. Multiple 
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case study analysis includes comparisons across multiple cases in order to develop a 

greater understanding of the way a theory may or may not apply across various cases. 

After analyzing each particular case, I identified themes that emerged across all cases.  

Throughout this research I highlight the importance of the particular contexts specific to 

each participant, including their experiences in university coursework and field 

experience, their school biographies, and the school climate in which they currently 

worked. Furthermore, in utilizing multiple data collection methods and providing thick 

and rich description I sought to provide a holistic understanding of each case as well as 

the cases as a collective. 

 Next, I will discuss the context of the case study, the data collection measures, 

and the methods for data analysis.  

The Context of the Study 

 According to Miles and Huberman (1994), qualitative methods call for purposive 

sampling of participants in which participants are selected because they have direct 

experience with the phenomenon under investigation. Merriam (1998) recommended that 

participants selected for a case study are able to supply “information-rich” data for the 

researchers. However, Hancock and Algozzine (2006) reminded beginning researchers of 

the importance of obtaining access to the case under consideration for investigation. The 

current interpretive case study will purposefully select highly informative participants for 

which the researcher has immediate and easy access to.  

Recruitment and Selection of Participants. 
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 A essential feature of qualitative research is to illuminate the particularities of 

cases (Stake, 1995), thus, selecting participants who would contribute to deep 

understanding of my research questions was essential (Creswell, 2007). I purposively 

selected five participants based on three criteria. First, each of the participants were 

graduates from the same social studies teacher education a State University1, a large 

urban university in Texas where they had earned their Bachelor of Arts degree and 

secondary social studies composite certification (8-12). Secondly, as their supervisor 

during their yearlong undergraduate professional development program, I noted that they 

each demonstrated a commitment to more critical renditions of history. During a variety 

of course activities, reflections, and field observations, the three participants in this study 

each exhibited decision-making practices that suggested they were interested in 

introducing critical issues within their classrooms. Thirdly, each of the participants were 

fully certified novice (first or second year) public secondary social studies teachers 

during the 2009-2010 academic year.  

My decision to recruit newly certified teachers with whom I had worked with 

during their undergraduate teacher education program was purposeful. Because I had 

observed these teachers‘ instructional practices multiple times over a year and conducted 

post-observation conferences with all them regularly, participants had become 

accustomed to my presence as an observer in their assigned classrooms and to my 

questions regarding their planning and teaching. Moreover, I felt that the rapport and trust 

                                                

1 All names are psuedonyms 
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I had built with these teachers would enable me to probe and question them more easily 

throughout the study. This proved to be the true. During the study, no participant ever 

refused to an answer to any of my questions, and all of the participants explained they 

were comfortable with my presence in their classrooms—even excited to have my there. 

Because participants were my former students, their success as professional educators 

was both a professional and personal concern of mine.  

Out of the 26 students who had matriculated from State University’s social studies 

teacher education program, I contacted 5 graduates (via email) whom I had worked with 

either during the 2007-2008 or 2008-2009 school year and asked them to participate in 

the study. I chose to contact these specific graduates because they demonstrated in 

previous course activities, field observations, and reflections a commitment to exposing 

critical issues within the social studies. Since I was interested in how teachers used 

critical historical thinking in their classrooms, I thought it was helpful to begin with 

teachers who had already demonstrated a proclivity for these types of curricular and 

pedagogical practices.  All five teachers I invited agreed to participate. Although, the data 

presented in this study only explores three of the participants.  

I contacted their school principals and submitted study proposals to appropriate 

district personnel in order to obtain permission to conduct the study. I secured permission 

letters from each of the participating schools to conduct the study. I provided each 

participant with letters—approved by their principals—which were sent home with 

students prior to beginning the study. The letters informed parents/guardians about the 

study‘s purpose, my background as a teacher, and my availability to discuss details about 
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the study should there be an interest or concern about my proposed classroom 

observations. The letter also communicated my interest in studying teachers and not 

students. I did not hear back from any of the parents/guardians with issues or concerns 

about my presence in the classroom.  

 Participants and school context 

The teachers highlighted in this study all worked in Texas public schools, two in a 

middle school and one in a high school.  Accordingly, the state‘s curriculum standards—

the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS)—served as the basis for all instruction 

in the content areas, including the social studies. Public school students in Texas are 

formally assessed on their knowledge of the TEKS in Grades 3-11 with the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), including social studies tests which occur 

at grade 8, 10, and 11. Results from these assessments are used to identify individual 

students eligible for grade level promotion, graduation, and to rank schools across Texas 

according to the state‘s accountability rating system, the Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (AEIS). TAKS scores are also used to help determine whether Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) is being made according to the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. 

Schools in Texas are rated annually on a four-point scale according to student performance 

on TAKS assessments and other factors. The scale, beginning with the highest rank, is as 

follows: Exemplary, Recognized, Academically Acceptable, and Academically 

Unacceptable. As a means of promoting high student scores on TAKS assessments and 

supporting teachers in their coverage of the state standards, many school districts have 

developed curricular pacing and planning guides. The participants in this study all 
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worked in schools where pacing and planning guides were utilized. I describe each of the 

participants below, although more specific biographical information for each participant 

is included in Chapter Four.  

Abigail. 

 Abigail graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in History and earned a social 

studies 8-12 social studies composite certification. She attended high school in a large 

city in North Texas and came to State University upon graduation. At the time of the 

study, Abigail was a second year 8th grade U.S. History teacher at Jackson Middle School 

in a suburb outside of a large central Texas city. Jackson Middle School has a fairly 

diverse student population, with 23% African American, 40% Latino/a, 29.7% white, and 

6.6% Asian Americans and nearly half (48%) of the students are “economically 

disadvantaged.” During the 2009-2010 school year, Jackson Middle School was rated as 

“recognized.” 

Antonia. 

 Antonia graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in History and earned a social 

studies 8-12 social studies composite certification. She had also earned a 6-8 social 

studies certification prior to the 2009-2010 school year. She attended high school in a 

suburb of a large south Texas city. A non-traditional student, Antonia entered State 

University at the age of 29. At the time of the study, Antonia was a first year 7th grade 

Texas History teacher at Jackson Middle School, the same school as Abigail.  

Cara. 
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 Cara graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Government and a minor in 

history. During her time at State University she earned her social studies 8-12 social 

studies composite certification. After leaving the university she had also earned her 

Advanced Placement (AP) World History certification as well. She attended high school 

in suburb outside of a large North Texas city. Upon graduation, Cara entered State 

University. During the time of the study, Cara was a second year 10th grade AP World 

History and AP Art History teacher at Rutters High School. Rutters High School had a 

diverse student population including 22% African American, 36% Latino/a, 34.6% 

White, and 7% Asian American. Nearly half of the students (47%) were classified as 

“economically disadvantaged.” During the 2010 school year, Rutters High School was 

rated as “exemplary.” 

University coursework.  

 During their professional development program at State University, participants in 

this study were enrolled in a year long advanced social studies methods course under the 

tutelage of, Dr. Eva María Gómez (a pseudonym), a Latina faculty member with research 

interests in social studies preservice education, critical historical thinking, and 

immigrant/migrant education. In her classes she stressed the importance of social 

constructivism and revisionist notions of teaching social studies. She described her 

practice in the following ways, “By situating myself in the ideal, I hope to prepare a 

generation of teachers who are pushing the envelope and always questioning what we did 

yesterday, to foster progress in education” (quoted in Sullivan, 2007). Furthermore, many 
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of her instructional practices mirror major tenets of critical multicultural citizenship (see 

Robinson, 2007). 

The yearlong course Dr. Gomez taught was centered around teaching and 

developing more critical views of the social studies (e.g. Ross, 1997), critical pedagogy 

(e.g. McLaren, 1998; Apple, 2004) and critical multicultural education (e.g. Sleeter & 

McLaren, 1995). This course began with three sessions aimed at revealing, 

deconstructing, and articulating the preservice teachers’ understandings of themselves as 

future social studies teachers. Dr. Gomez’s intention was to structure the course to serve 

as an opportunity for preservice teachers to discover and reflect upon their 

understandings of the social studies, the roots of those understandings, and the 

manifestations of these understandings in their roles as schoolteachers.  

These class sessions highlighted the varying points of view surrounding social 

studies education. Beginning with “What is social studies?” preservice students were able 

to assemble the multiple disciplines as well as approaches that were apparent in the 

national, NCSS, and state standards. Using a piece by Zola and Zola (Bragaw, 2000) 

students ranked multiple views of the social studies and then explained their choices. In 

the same class session, students also examined the NCSS themes and again chose which 

ones they were most aligned with. Throughout this class session, Dr. Gomez emphasized 

the competing perspectives that exist regarding the social studies and encouraged 

students to see where they placed themselves within the competing camps. Finally, 

students were also asked to reflect and respond to the following journal prompt, “What is 
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the purpose of teaching social studies?  What has influenced or helped shape your 

views?” 

In another early class session entitled “The dilemma of teaching the social 

studies” preservice teachers were again asked to reveal their own understandings, 

struggles, misgivings about the official curriculum, their own views, and the challenges 

they may encounter as classroom teachers. Dr. Gomez utilized multiple readings to show 

the conflicts social studies teachers encounter (e.g. Saints and sinners, Kent, 1998), the 

problematic presentations of history within the official curriculum (The politics of 

children’s literature: What’s wrong with the Rosa Parks myth, Kohl, 1994), and the 

function of mythification within the curriculum (Lies My History Teacher Told Me, 

Loewen, 1995).  The literature used throughout this methods course sought to help 

students think critically about social studies curriculum, including critiquing the 

erroneous and oppressive metanarratives that pervade social studies curriculum.  

Finally, in the class session, “Knowing the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge 

and Skills),” Dr. Gomez presented Levstik and Barton’s (2004) notions of stances for the 

common good and asked students to reflect upon where they positioned themselves 

within or across the stances. Students then viewed the TEKS as a function of the stances 

and attempted to understand what the intent of the state standards demonstrated as a 

function of the official curriculum. Each class reading, activity, and discussion was 

designed to expose but not disprove the relevance of the preservice teachers previously 

held ideas about the purpose of the social studies.  
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 The course requirements for participants in the study included not only traditional 

requirements, such as lesson planning exercises, but also stressed the importance of 

reflection and critical thinking (See Appendix A for syllabus). The syllabus provided 

opportunities for students to engage in discussion about issues affecting students from 

diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Assignments required students to reflect 

about their perspectives and framing of social studies education, including social studies 

curriculum and pedagogy.  

 Finally, the course also had a specific focus on teaching historical thinking. Three 

course sessions were devoted specifically to teaching about historical thinking including 

using editorial cartoons, personal accounts, and photographs. Students were also asked to 

read Seixas (1993a) and Wineburg (2001) as a springboard and framework for discussing 

historical thinking. Beyond these three specific class sessions, Dr. Gomez continually 

referred back to historical thinking as a framework for understanding good teaching and 

best practice within the social studies.  Students were also required to submit two lesson 

plans that demonstrated their mastery of historical thinking. These lesson plans required 

students to design a performance task, including selecting primary source documents and 

writing appropriate document based questions for these documents. Thus, throughout this 

course students were asked to reflect on their own understandings of the social studies, 

challenged to consider more critical notions within the social studies, and encouraged to 

utilize historical thinking as a primary curricular and pedagogical tool.  These three lines 

of focus all served to help students develop a working understanding of critical historical 

thinking.  
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 The context of this university coursework served as a significant factor in 

understanding the participants’ decisions about enacting critical historical thinking. 

Ultimately, one of the main questions of this dissertation research including examining 

the influence of this university coursework on novice teachers’ actual classroom practice.  

Data Collection 

Data collection occurred from Fall 2009-Spring 2011 and followed the procedures 

outlined by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines.  Data gathering began only 

after explicit permission by the IRB board, school district personnel, and participants had 

been granted, and I had offered a detailed explanation of the project’s aims and processes 

to informants. 

Qualitative research requires that multiple data sources be used to provide a 

holistic and well rounded understanding of the phenomenon under study (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; 

Huberman & Miles, 1983; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003).  Thus this 

dissertation research pulled from a variety of data sources made relevant by their 

interconnectedness to the research design and the study’s research questions.  Generally 

speaking, data evolved from the following sources: semi-structured interviews, teacher 

think-alouds, classroom observations, and artifacts. Details for gathering data follow. 

Interviews. 

 The use of interviews is commonplace in qualitative research and has been well-

documented in scholarly literature (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 

1995, 2005; Yin, 2003).  Interviews are conversations that have the specific purpose of 
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finding out a special kind of information that is “in and on someone else’s mind” (Patton, 

1990, p. 278). As Merriam suggests, “interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe 

behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them. It is also necessary to 

interview when we are interested in past events that are impossible to replicate” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 72). Therefore interviews served as a significant source of data in this 

dissertation research as I explored how teachers made decisions about what and how to 

teach, specifically why they choose to enact more critical renditions of historical 

thinking. Furthermore, in investigating the factors that influence this decision-making 

process, it was often necessary to explore novice teachers’ past experiences, including 

events that are impossible to replicate.  

 Interviews with the participants followed a semi-structured interview format. 

Merriam (1998) suggests that interviews range from unstructured to highly structured 

formats. In the unstructured interview, the researcher engages in an informal conversation 

with the participant usually without a set of predetermined questions. In this type of 

interview the researcher tries to capture the participant’s perspective on a recent incident 

and focuses on investigating the what, when, where, and why of the situation. On the 

other hand, structured interviews strive to ask participants the same set of questions 

related to specific information and can include both closed and open-ended questions. 

The semi-structured interview offered a balance between the spontaneity and 

conversational flow of the unstructured interview and the directedness of the structure 

interview.   

 Semi- structured interviews provide for consistent investigation of particular 
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topics with the participant on basic introductory questions but also afford flexibility to 

engage in natural conversation that provide deeper insight. This makes the interview 

more honest, morally sound, and reliable because respondents are treated as equals, 

allowing him or her to express personal feelings and therefore present a more “realistic” 

picture than can be uncovered using more structured interview methods (Fontana & Frey, 

1994, p. 371). Moreover, Merriam (1998) has noted that highly structured interviews do 

not afford a true participant perspective; they simply “get reactions to the investigator’s 

preconceived notions of the world” (p. 74). This semi-structured interview format offered 

a myriad of opportunities for exploring the multiple realities of participants and for 

participants to work as participating agents in the discovery (and discussion) process. 

 For this dissertation research, I interviewed each participant at least four times. 

One interview occurred before the classroom observations and one occurred following 

the completion of all classroom observations. Other interviews occurred throughout the 

research in order to elicit participants’ thinking about their decision-making practices. I  

utilized a semi-structured interview protocol, asking open-ended questions that focus on 

key concepts (See Appendix B for interview protocols). This allowed me to ask probing 

questions that dug deeper into participants’ understandings and helped clarify their 

previous answers and thoughts. During the pre-observation interview, I asked the novice 

teachers to describe their educational background, their interactions in university 

coursework and field experience, and their current school climate. During this interview I 

asked participants to describe their understanding of critical historical thinking and how 

that translates into their own classroom curriculum and pedagogy. Following each 
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observation, short interviews were conducted to follow up and clarify any questions or 

concerns I had as a researcher as well as provide the opportunity to probe the 

participants’ decision-making practices. The final post-observation interview asked 

participants to describe their own philosophies of social studies education and focused on 

more nuanced questions about the use of critical historical thinking within their 

classrooms.  

 Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim and offered to participants 

for member checking and review.  Member checking is integral to the construction of a 

trustworthy research design, but more than that, it allows for clarification and validation 

of information transcribed by the researcher (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 

1995).  Member checking also serves as a form of triangulation; by asking participants to 

look over “interview transcripts, analytical thoughts, and/or drafts of the final report” 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 203) the researcher ensures that the participants’ ideas and thoughts 

are represented appropriately.  During the course of the interviews, typewritten notes 

were taken to further elucidate the interview setting, context, and participant’s mood (if 

noteworthy).  These notes provided the opportunity to jot down extending questions and 

make connections between and among interviews with other participants 

Teacher think-alouds. 

Think-aloud, also known as process tracing, is a research method in which 

participants explain their thinking while performing tasks such as planning lessons 

(Shavelson & Stanton, 1975).  This technique provides the opportunity to understand 

participants’ practical and thoughtful decision-making in regards to curriculum and 
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instruction. I asked participants to think out loud about the lessons I observed prior to 

teaching them, including the documents and materials they used in the lesson. 

Furthermore, I asked teachers to think out loud about student-generated materials 

following their instruction. Think-alouds allowed the participant to reason out loud 

making it possible for the researcher to understand the process of pedagogical reasoning 

(Afflerbach, 2000).  These think-alouds served as another means by which to understand 

teachers’ decision making practices in regards to critical historical thinking. Think-alouds 

were audio-recorded to assist me in compiling analytic memos for later analysis and 

interpretation.  

Classroom observations. 

 In addition to interviews, field observations provided another rich data source for 

this study.  The benefit of observation was the “personal capture of the experience [where 

researchers can] interpret it, recognize its contexts, puzzle the many meanings while still 

there, and pass along an experiential, naturalistic account” (Stake, 1995, p. 44) to others 

afterwards. According to Merriam (1998), observations offer several advantages for 

qualitative researchers. First, observations occur in the natural setting, in this case is the 

novice teacher’s classroom. Second, by conducting observations the researcher can glean 

a “first hand encounter with the phenomenon of interest rather than a secondhand account 

of the world obtained in an interview” (Merriam, 1998, p. 94). The observer, however, 

must have a clear idea of what to look for in order to make the most of the observation.  

Experienced researchers do caution those engaging in participant observation to 

avoid too much intrusion into the spaces of study participants and to try not “to draw 
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attention to themselves or their work” (Stake, 1995, p. 45).  Glesne (1999) concurs, 

saying, “you are not in the research setting to preach or evaluate, nor to compete for 

prestige or status.  Your focus is on your research participants, and you work to stay out 

of the limelight” (p. 46).  While it is impossible to cloak oneself in invisibility in the 

classroom, I worked to be as unobtrusive as possible, sitting on the periphery of the class 

space and conducting note-taking activities as discreetly and quietly as possible.  Data 

gleaned from the observations offered insight into how novice teachers used critical 

historical thinking in their classrooms strategies and serve as springboard for discussions 

regarding decision-making practices that occurred during interviews and member 

checking.  

This dissertation research involved five observations of each participant during 

historical thinking instruction. Observations were scheduled at the convenience of each 

participant. During each observation, the researcher took detailed field notes on the 

activities and interaction which occurred during each class observation. Furthermore, I  

also took note of the academic climate and culture of each participant’s school, 

recognizing that social studies teachers are subject to administrative pressures regarding 

curriculum and pedagogy within their own schools. Following each observation, I crafted  

thick and rich narrative descriptions of each classroom observation utilizing the field 

notes I had taken during the observation.  

Collection of artifacts. 

In addition to interviews and observations, data was also be gathered from 

participant artifacts including lesson plans, unit plans, classroom handouts, email 
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correspondence, and student work regarding historical thinking. Furthermore archival 

data from participants’ preservice teaching semester was also used for longitudinal 

triangulation purposes. This archival data included classroom reflections, reflective 

conferences, classroom assignments, and email correspondence between university 

personnel. According to Yin (2003), archival/document collections provide a less 

intrusive and more stable way of collecting data from participants. Researchers (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005; Erlandson, et al., 1993; Merriam, 1998) concur that no single piece of 

data is substantial for drawing conclusions.  Indeed, “single items of information 

contribute little to an understanding of the context of the study unless they are enriched 

through triangulation” (Erlandson, et al., 1993, p. 138). In an effort to strengthen the 

“reliability as well as internal validity” (Merriam, 1998, p. 207) of this project, artifact 

collection occurred throughout the research process. Furthermore, these artifacts served 

both as a springboard and follow up during the interview and observation processes.  By 

utilizing multiple data sources that allowed for the interaction between participants and 

researcher, including artifacts salient to the research question, opportunities for rich 

description and comprehensive analysis occurred as a natural result. 

Data Analysis  

 Because of the ongoing nature of data collection, data analysis occurred 

throughout the course of this dissertation study (Glesne, 1999). According to Robert 

Stake (1995), qualitative researchers cannot separate the process of data collection from 

data analysis and interpretation. He wrote, “There is no particular point when data 

analysis begins. Analysis is a matter of giving meaning to first impressions as well as to 
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final compilations” (p. 71). Creswell (2002) further describes the simultaneous and 

iterative process of data collection and analysis. The iterative phase refers to when a 

researcher cycles back and forth between data collection and analysis, reflecting on the 

data multiple times. The researcher will first scan the data for an overview, then code or 

categorize the data during a second review, and finally generate themes during the third 

review (Creswell, 2002, 2003). The researcher, therefore, is constantly interacting with, 

interpreting, and reinterpreting the data throughout the study. I will briefly describe the 

data analysis process this study employed, including coding, generating themes within a 

case, and then identifying trends across multiple cases.  

 During the coding process, the researcher organizes and names various pieces of 

the data that provide insight into understanding the phenomenon being studied. Guba and 

Lincoln (1985) suggest two steps necessary when coding data: unitizing and categorizing. 

During the unitizing phase the researcher divides the data into units that serve to describe 

key characteristics or subcategories of the data. In the categorizing phase, these units are 

combined based on common attributes that describe a broader theme associated with the 

phenomenon under study. Codes “are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the 

descriptive or inferential information compiled during the study” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 54). The units or smaller chunks of data are assigned a name, or code, that 

signifies a specific meaning. Researchers can employ a variety of techniques to perform 

initial coding, such as writing notes in the margins of transcripts, listing units of data on 

index cards, or using qualitative research programs.  
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 After the coding process is complete, researchers then generate themes from the 

various codes they identified in the data. Ely (1991) suggests, “a theme can be defined as 

a statement of meaning that (1) runs through all or most of the pertinent data, or (2) one 

in the minority that carries heavy emotional or factual impact” (p. 150). Generating 

themes within each case requires the case study researcher to establish triangulation 

across multiple data sources in order to determine which categories emerge as significant 

(Stake, 1995). While many themes may emerge as significant, these themes should be 

related to the study’s research questions (Merriam, 1998). Thus for this dissertation 

study, I coded each unit of data individually and then established which categories of 

meaning ran across the majority of the data sources, including interviews, observations, 

and artifacts. Utilizing this type of coding system allowed me to appropriately manage 

the data for each particular case as well as perform cross case analysis.  

 Because this dissertation was multiple case study, I also conducted cross case 

analysis and detailed themes that emerged across all of the cases. These cross case 

themes helped to establish an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study. 

Merriam (1998) describes the two phases necessary for analysis in multiple case studies. 

First, in within-case analysis, the researcher analyzes each case separately. Second, cross-

case analysis involves the synthesis of analysis conducted from each case. However as 

Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest: 

Looking across cases deepens our understanding and can increase generalizabilty. 

But cross-case analysis is tricky. Simple summarizing superficially across some 

themes or main variables by itself tells us little. We have to look carefully at the 
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complex configuration of processes within each case, understand the local 

dynamics, before we can begin to see patterning of variables that transcends 

particular cases. (p. 205-206) 

Cross-case analysis must recognize the holistic and complex nature of each individual 

case. When conducting cross-case analysis, Yin (2003) suggests that researchers should 

press for a high quality analysis. This can be accomplished first by attending to all the 

evidence, ensuring that each piece of evidence is collected and coded prior to generating 

themes. Second, researchers should also address rival explanations for the findings. In 

thinking about data from multiple perspectives, researchers can identify loose ends or 

weakness in the data. Third, researchers’ analyses should address the most significant 

aspect of the case study. Finally, researchers should use their own prior, expert 

knowledge when analyzing data. In adhering to these standards,  I worked to avoid the 

errors of cross case analysis identified by Miles and Huberman. In the following section, 

I describe how this dissertation research maintained trustworthiness. 

Establishing Trustworthiness 

 Guba and Lincoln (1985) defined trustworthiness as the truth value of a study or 

degree in which a study supports its research claims. Researchers must always be 

concerned with both validity and reliability inherent in each phase of every study they 

conduct. Thus I briefly attend to the criteria for establishing trustworthiness established 

by Guba and Lincoln (1985) and discuss ways in which this dissertation research met this 

criteria for trustworthiness.  
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Guba and Lincoln (1985) outlined five major elements necessary for 

trustworthiness in a study: credibility, transferability, confirmability, consistency, and 

reflexiveness. Credibility refers to the internal validity of the study or the degree in which 

the subject was accurately identified and described by the researcher.  The transferability 

of the study deals with the external validity or extent to which the findings can be applied 

to similar situations. Confirmability relates to the degree in which the researcher confirms 

that findings are consistent with the interpretations of the participants. Consistency, also 

called dependability, requires the researcher to vouch for the techniques and processes 

carried in the study. Finally, reflexiveness addresses opportunities for reflection about the 

data collection and/or comparisons of the data.    

 Erlandson and his colleagues (1993) detail the following techniques to help aid in 

meeting the criterion of trustworthiness established by Guba and Lincoln (1985): 

• prolonged engagement (to help build trust and offer context during a study) 

• persistent observation (to provide depth and help researchers distinguish between 

relevancies and irrelevancies collected during the research process) 

• triangulation (to build credibility, one needs multiple data sources) 

• referential adequacy materials (to provide context, materials like audio-taped 

recordings and photographs help situate the settings and substantiate data 

analysis, interpretation, and audits) 

• peer debriefing (to help ground the researcher and offer objective points of view) 

• member checking (to provide participants the opportunity to test researcher 

interpretations gathered during the data collection/analysis process) 
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• reflexive journal (to support transferability, dependability, and confirmability of 

the study) 

• thick description (to use all of the senses to capture the context and unfolding 

events of the study) 

• purposive sampling (to offer specificity) 

• an audit trail (to support the steps in the research process and provide others with 

documentation for study dependability and confirmability) 

 This dissertation study utilized a variety of these techniques to help ensure 

trustworthiness. Throughout the study, triangulation of multiple data sources was used. 

Using multiple data sources, including interviews, observations, and artifacts, permitted 

me to determine which aspects of the phenomenon under investigation occurred in 

different contexts and in multiple sources of data. Second, persistent observation also 

served to ensure trustworthiness in this study. Participants were observed five times 

throughout the year in order to gain valuable insights about both the continuities and 

nuances in each participant’s teaching practice. Third, member checking, in which I 

involved the participant in checking for accuracy of both the data collected and 

interpretations made along the way, were also be conducted. Member checks occurred 

throughout the research process in the form of providing participants with transcripts of 

interviews, copies of field notes, and initial findings. Fourth, I also conducted peer 

debriefing with “a peer who is a professional outside the context and who has some 

general understanding of the study to analyze materials, test working hypotheses and 

emerging designs, and listen to the researcher’s ideas and concerns” (Erlandson, et al., 
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1993, p. 140). In this process, I sought out rival explanations for data analysis and 

garnered outside insight into my research study. Both my dissertation committee and 

fellow graduate students served as peers with which I debriefed. 

 Providing thick description also increased the transferability of the study. More so 

than some other case study researchers, Robert Stake (Stake, 1995) stressed the 

importance of giving readers of the study enough data to be able to draw connections 

between their own situations and that of the research participants in the study. Hence 

thick description of the context of the study and the participants allows readers to make 

what he called naturalistic generalization. Therefore I “present the data in a more, rather 

than less, natural form, leaving in the richness and ambiguities and conflicts which are 

part of the daily experience.”  In study, I provide thick description to generate insights 

about the ways in which novice teachers understood and made decisions about if and how 

to enact critical historical thinking in their classrooms.  

Researcher Positionality 

“All researchers have great privilege and obligation: the privilege to pay attention 

and the obligation to make conclusions drawn from those choices meaningful to 

colleagues and clients” (Stake, 1995, p. 49). Beyond Stake’s assertion of paying attention 

and drawing conclusions, such privilege and obligation extends to the researcher 

disclosing positionality and conducting the research in an ethical manner. In his 

discussion about how positionality impacts epistemology, Takacs notes, “our views may 

be constrained by the narrow range of experiences we have had” (Takacs, 2002, p. 170). 

Takacs reminds us that we are all constrained and shaped—to some degree—by our 
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unique understandings of the world.  These understandings are the product of our lived 

experiences as teachers, scholars, and humans who exist in a politicized, context-laden 

world.   

It is only recently that I have begun to gain awareness of and name my unique 

worldview. As a white, middle class, college-educated woman, I have to recognize the 

privilege of my position in the world.  There are certain doors open to me that I have 

consistently taken for granted. The ability to walk through life without the concern that I 

am being judged or misunderstood because of language barriers, beliefs, or ethnicity has 

in many ways made my journey one of ease.  As a white, middle class protestant, I am a 

member of the dominant decision making force in this country. Prior to entering graduate 

school, I paid little attention to the privilege I enjoyed in my life. After one short semester 

in graduate school, however, I became increasingly aware of the ways in which dominant 

forces silence and oppress alternative voices and perspectives. While I have certainly not 

escaped my white, middle class, protestant identity, I am increasingly more aware of the 

impact of this identity on those around me as well as I now recognize and seek to 

understand alternative perspectives and experiences. This burgeoning sense of awareness 

about my own identity has served as one factor informing this dissertation research.  

I am interested in looking at how teachers, many of whom function in the same 

privileged space as myself and others who do not, seek to disrupt hegemonic discourses 

in an attempt to help create emancipatory, awareness raising possibilities for their 

students. Unfortunately, as a student, I was not challenged by teachers who engaged in 

practices such as critical historical thinking or who challenged traditional forms of 
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knowledge, and thus I was left to perpetuate these oppressive practices until I returned to 

graduate school. My hope in conducting this type of research is to shed light on how to 

better prepare teachers who will engage their students in this type of thinking and 

learning.  

My research is also informed by my work as a high school teacher for four years, 

graduate student in social studies education, and university facilitator and assistant 

instructor for three years.  My interest in conducting this research was further informed 

by my own struggles to implement theory into practice in order to create meaningful and 

engaging lessons for my students. Moreover, my work with preservice teachers also 

highlighted the ways in which prior beliefs and experiences significantly shape how we 

approach our classrooms. My own experience as a school teacher coupled with my work 

with preservice teachers prompted me to study ways in which teacher education programs 

might better prepare teachers to become forces of change in their schools. In doing so, I 

recognized the ways in which different bodies of knowledge including experiential, 

official, and the less used emancipatory knowledge all function together to inform what 

actually happens in classrooms. The question for me then became how do these bodies of 

knowledge work together and is there a way to encourage the development of these 

bodies in such a way that helps teachers develop the skills to think more critically about 

what and how they teach. As teachers, we can choose to reinforce the hegemony that 

plagues our larger society (and often serves to perpetuate institutionalized racism), 

(Apple, 2004a; Sleeter, 1989; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995), or we can work against the 

status quo and attempt to subvert the larger system.  
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As a researcher and novice scholar interested in equipping secondary social 

studies preservice and novice teachers with the tools they will need to engage and nurture 

students in their intellectual growth, it is necessary for me to acknowledge my own 

preferences and experiences as a classroom teacher.  This calls on me to consider the 

context in which preservice teachers are coming of age today—a context where the 

external mandates from the No Child Left Behind have produced state and local responses 

that I disagree with, namely with an increasingly narrowed (and in some cases) scripted 

curriculum (McNeil, 2000, 2005; Popham, 2005; Sloan, 2005; Valenzuela, 2005).  I 

believe that practices such as critical historical thinking have the ability to bolster student 

learning and hopefully keep those who support scripted, often test-preparation curricula 

at bay as well as the potential to plant seeds for larger conversations about power, 

democracy, and social justice.   

My work on preservice teacher beliefs, teacher knowledge, and historical thinking 

has developed over four semesters of classroom and pilot research. With each variation, 

the research has taken on and lost constructs, theories, and participants and has been 

refined as results emerged. As each version has improved, my own research skills have 

improved, and I have cultivated and nurtured the intuitions and abilities important to 

qualitative research such as descriptive writing, interviewing, keen observation, note 

taking, transcription, data organization, and ultimately, the analysis and synthesis of 

results. 

It is my goal that despite my own epistemological perspective and understandings 

about teaching and learning that I can remain open, honest, and ethical in how I construct 
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the narrative of this dissertation.  My commitment to ethical research practice and my 

desire to make a positive impact on the field of teacher education will govern the choices 

I make in how I construct my arguments and analyze data. Furthermore, my desire to 

construct a meaningful representation of each of this study’s participants guided my 

writing process. 

Pilot Studies 

While there is no distinct, related pilot study that corresponds with this research 

project, a couple of preliminary studies contributed to the origination of the proposed 

study.  When I entered this doctoral program, I was interested in how preservice teachers’ 

interactions with their cooperating teachers influenced their views on the purposes and 

values of social studies education.  Thus I engaged in a preliminary study examining two 

preservice teachers and their cooperating teacher. The following semester I extended this 

research to look at how preservice teachers’ interactions in both methods coursework and 

field experience influenced their views on the purposes and values of social studies as 

well as how these experiences shaped their actual classroom practice. In conducting this 

research I spent a great deal of time exploring preservice teachers beliefs and domains of 

knowledge in order to better understand their interactions in their professional 

development programs. This study was later presented as a paper at the College and 

University Faculty Assembly conference in November 2008. From these two studies I 

realized the important role preservice teacher beliefs and experiences play in shaping 

their conceptions of the social studies and how it should be taught. Furthermore, these 

studies also revealed the complicated and complex process in which preservice teachers 
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negotiate new ideas and perspectives introduced in their teacher education experiences. 

What these studies lacked, however, was an explicit focus on teacher practice beyond the 

preservice teacher experience.  

This dissertation builds on these previous two studies by examining novice 

teacher practice. While I still attend to preservice teacher beliefs and experiences as well 

as their bodies of knowledge, I expand this focus by examining the actual curriculum 

enacted in novice teachers’ classrooms. Novice teachers today face myriad obstacles as 

they enter the profession.  Kugelmass (2000) writes that in order to prepare teachers to 

meet the challenges of diverse and often institutionalized settings, they must equip 

themselves with more than pedagogical knowledge, an understanding of social-political 

culture, and a commitment to educational equity.  In addition to this commitment, if 

novice teachers are unable to cultivate an “internalized sense of agency” (p. 179) they 

may falter as they negotiate the complexities of work in the classroom. This longitudinal 

approach to research yields more insight into the influence teacher preparation programs 

have on teacher agency and practice, particularly practices that promote critical and 

emancipatory approaches to teaching and learning.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 
Introduction 

Historical thinking has become an increasingly touted tool for social studies 

education because it provides an authentic and investigative approach to teaching and 

learning history (Seixas, 1993b; VanSledright, 2002; Wineburg, 2001). Learning to think 

historically, VanSledright (2002) has maintained, extends beyond memorizing a list of 

dates and people and demands instead that learners sift through evidence, make 

judgments, construct explanations, and build historical arguments. In abandoning the 

traditional banking model of teaching that involves memorization of facts—names and 

dates (Freire, 2007)—historical thinking provides the opportunity for teachers to 

challenge their students through the extensive use of primary source material and related 

document based questions. While the research has explored how learners think 

historically (VanSledright, 2002; Wineburg, 2001) and how teachers can use historical 

thinking to engage their students in constructing their own understanding of the past 

(Barton, 2005; VanSledright, 2011), little to no research has explored the ways in which 

historical thinking can be used to introduce critical notions (i.e. race, class, gender, and 

sexuality) into the social studies classroom.  

The concept of critical historical thinking, therefore, seeks to attend to this gap in 

research. Critical historical thinking, with its roots in critical theory and pedagogy, 

focuses on critiquing traditional forms of knowledge, creating a dialogue between 

students and teacher, utilizing student experience, and introducing subjugated narratives 
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into the curriculum (Darder, et al., 2003; McLaren, 2003a).  As such it offers an 

important vehicle through which social studies teachers can help students understand, 

disrupt and challenge the official curriculum while introducing new and diverse 

perspectives that recognize and honor the unique experiences of students.  

Regardless of the potential for critical historical thinking to create more inclusive 

and just representations of the past, it is ultimately a teacher’s decision making practices, 

dispositions, and critical commitments that determine if and how this pedagogical tool 

will be used in the classroom (Thornton, 1991). Thus, this research explores the complex 

and nuanced process whereby teachers make decisions about if and how to use historical 

thinking, particularly critical historical thinking within their classrooms.   

Four themes resulted from exploring the participants’ decision-making process in 

regard to their use of critical historical thinking. The first three themes relate primarily to 

the bodies of knowledge teachers utilize when making decisions about using historical 

thinking as a tool for critical engagement. The final theme attends to the contextual 

realities in which these bodies of knowledge and decision-making processes play out. 

The first theme, experiential knowledge and critical practice, suggests that teachers’ 

historical funds of knowledge (Seixas, 1993a) are deeply shaped by their familial and K-

16 schooling experiences (Adler, 2008; Britzman, 2003; Richardson, 2003b). 

Particularly, teachers’ dispositions as critical educators are largely shaped through these 

experiences. The second theme, Content Knowledge and Critical Practice, highlights the 

important function teachers’ content knowledge plays on their ability to enact more 

critical versions of the past, specifically, how their knowledge of the official curriculum 
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interacted with their knowledge and beliefs about other subjugated narratives (Apple, 

2000; Kincheloe, 2001; Wertsch, 2000). The third theme, Pedagogical Content 

Knowledge and Critical Practice, explores the ways in which these teachers’ pedagogical 

content knowledge shapes the degree to which they are able to utilize critical historical 

thinking within their classrooms (Shulman, 2004b). The final theme, Context and Critical 

Practice, recognizes the important reality of the local, state, and national context on 

teachers’ curricular and pedagogical decisions. Additionally, these themes examine the 

way teachers negotiate the distance between their bodies of knowledge and schooling 

context (Grant, 2003).  

 In order to best characterize the way these themes play out within each teacher’s 

decision-making process, I present the data in three individual case study narratives,  

each highlighting a particular participant’s curricular and pedagogical practices and 

decision-making processes. Good qualitative research demands that the researcher 

provide thick and rich descriptions so that the reader can gain a better sense about the 

particularities of each case and then, if necessary, make comparisons across cases 

(Merriam, 2002; Stake, 1995).  Therefore, each of the following case study narratives 

begins with a vignette that characterizes the kinds of historical thinking activities these 

teachers use in their classrooms. Each case then provides thick and rich descriptions that 

highlight the way the four themes that emerged through both individual and cross case 

analysis influence these teachers’ decision-making practices. Additionally, cross case 

comparisons are also made within each of the narratives. I begin with a case study of an 

exemplary teacher, Abigail, then proceed to explore a case study of a struggling teacher, 



110 

Antonia, and finally end with Cara, a case study of a negotiating teacher.  

Abigail: A Case Study of an Exemplary Teacher 

The bell rang and the halls at Jackson Middle School filled with rambunctious 

middle schoolers. Abigail, an 8th grade US History teacher, stood outside her door 

excitedly greeting students as they walked in her classroom for the next period. “Good 

morning, Seth, heard you had a great game yesterday.” “Hello Anna, we missed you 

yesterday, are you feeling better?”  While it was school protocol that each teacher at 

Jackson Middle School shook hands with their students as they walked in the door, 

Abigail made this practice her own, giving students the more popular fist pound, having 

meaningful dialogue, and building rapport with each student as he or she walked in. The 

bell rang, the door closed, and Abigail was on. “Alright guys, I need you to get out your 

journals and work on your Sacagawea warm-up” (A. James, observation, 1/25/10).   

Students hurried to the back of the classroom to grab their composition notebooks 

out of the box labeled third period, talking with one another as they returned to their 

seats. Abigail traveled around the room giving each a two-page article about Sacagawea 

that detailed Sacagawea’s life including her abduction from her own tribe, her “marriage” 

and subsequent pregnancy with French trader, Toussaint Charbonaeu, and her 

involvement with the Lewis and Clark expeditions. The article suggested, “Sacagawea 

became so essential that when she fell ill in Montana, Lewis confided to his diary that ‘if 

this woman dies, our mission may fail.’” The article ended arguing, “lost amid the [Lewis 

and Clark] fanfare was the role of the indispensable woman who carried her newborn son 

up and down mountains, across swift rivers, earning nothing for her trouble so that a new 
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nation could take the measure of itself.”  This representation of Sacagawea differed 

markedly from the textbook account, which provided only a cursory reference to 

Sacagewea’s role in the expedition and certainly made no mention of Lewis’ thoughts on 

Sacagewea’s indispensableness. As such Abigail introduced her students to a deeper and 

contrasting perspective not traditionally highlighted in the social studies curriculum.  

As students read this article, Abigail pulled up the overhead screen to reveal three 

questions: 1) What role did Sacagawea play in the Lewis and Clark expedition? 2) Why 

is she not given the credit she deserves? 3) Write one level-three 2question about 

Sacagawea and answer it. Students take several moments to respond to these questions in 

their journals. The students excitedly turn to their neighbor as they share their answers 

with one another. Comments like, “She was the guide,” “she’s the only reason they 

survived,” “I didn’t realize she had a baby” resonated from the groups.  The discussion 

amongst groups continued as Abigail walked around the classroom.  The following 

conversation then ensued:  

Abigail: Why might Sacagawea not be given the credit she deserves, remember 

she was a pregnant teenager, who gave birth to a baby on the expedition, she was 

a Native American. Why might she not have been given the credit she deserves?  

                                                

2 From Costa, A. (2001) Developing Minds: A Resource Book for Teaching Thinking. 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  Level Three questions go beyond the 
text. This type of question is abstract and does not pertain to the text.  These questions ask that 
judgments be made from information.  They also give opinions about issues, judge the validity of 
ideas or other products and justify opinions and ideas. 
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Student A:  Because she was an Indian 

Abigail:  Because she was a Native American 

Student B: Because she was a woman 

Abigail: And why might that have caused her not to earn the credit she deserves? 

Student B: Because the men wanted to take all the glory 

Abigail: Perhaps.  Even Lewis says in his journal that she is so important, but she 

is still not given the credit she deserves. Why don’t we hear more about 

Sacagawea? Why is she not talked about much in traditional textbook story we 

read?  

Student C: Because she isn’t a guy. She’s young and pregnant and that’s not the 

story we want to tell people.  

Abigail: Interesting point….it’s not the story we want to hear. So let’s continue to 

consider this question as we work through our next activity.  

 The lesson then continued as students progressed through a series of seven 

stations that encouraged them to examine a variety of primary and secondary source 

material as they investigated to answer questions about the Lewis and Clark expedition. 

For example one of the stations asked students to imagine they are a member of one of 

the Native American tribes the Lewis and Clark Expedition came into contact with and 

then write a letter to a neighboring tribe retelling about their experience and impression 

of Lewis, Clark and their companions. At another station, students were asked to use the 

knowledge they’ve acquired about the Lewis and Clark expedition from primary and 

secondary sources and explain if they thought the Lewis and Clark expedition would 
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have succeeded without the help of Sacagawea. Other stations investigated people such 

as President Jefferson, Meriweather Lewis, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Jean Baptiste. 

Passing out the station materials to each group, Abigail set her timer and instructed the 

groups that they had 10 minutes at each station.   

 Detailing the purpose of this lesson, particularly her extensive focus on 

Sacagawea, Abigail said: 

 I tried to get the students to understand that, yes, the Lewis and Clark 

Expeditions were a great thing.  I mean 1803 Louisiana Purchase doubled the size 

of the U.S., but I also wanted them [students] to think about who was impacted. I 

wanted them to think about how Native Americans were negatively impacted in a 

variety of ways. Also, I wanted them to see how crucial Sacagawea was to the 

expedition and why we never hear much about her.  One of my goals is to 

introduce more women into the curriculum, especially Native Americans. The 

curriculum is all about white people, so I try to introduce more perspectives. (A. 

James, observation notes, 4/12/10)   

This brief vignette characterizes the types of lessons that occurred regularly in Abigail’s 

classroom. Lessons that focused on highlighting neglected narratives, exposing 

misrepresented stories, and introducing students to multiple perspectives were 

commonplace in Abigail’s 8th grade U.S. History classroom.   

To better understand how and why Abigail made decisions to teach in this way, 

the following section explores the four themes their classrooms emerged from both 

individual and cross-case analysis.  First, teachers gleaned knowledge from their personal 
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experiences, including from their familial background and schooling experiences 

(Britzman, 2003). This experiential knowledge played a significant role in the shaping of 

these teachers’ critical dispositions and desire to teach social studies from a more critical 

perspective. Secondly, teachers’ knowledge of social studies content also added to their 

critical dispositions and influenced their commitment to more critical renditions of the 

past. Specifically, these teachers’ knowledge of the official curriculum, their awareness 

of its problematic nature, and their knowledge of subjugated knowledge, all served to 

influence their aspiration to teach social studies in a more critical fashion (Apple, 2000; 

Shulman, 1986b; Wineburg & Wilson, 2001). Thirdly, teachers’ pedagogical knowledge 

played a uniquely important role in the way these teachers were actually able to use their 

experiential and content knowledge to engage students in issues of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality. The degree to which teachers enacted critical historical thinking in their 

classrooms was influenced by their pedagogical commitment to highlight multiple 

perspectives, explore historical positionality, and critique the traditional social studies 

narratives (Levstik & Barton, 2001; VanSledright, 2002). The final theme that emerged 

explores how these bodies of knowledge interact and are situated within a teachers’ 

schooling context. This theme focuses particularly on the ways in which these novice 

teachers were able to negotiate the myriad of challenges they faced in their first and 

second years of teaching, including working with a team, navigating state and local 

standards, and managing a classroom.  

In the following section, therefore, I highlight the way in which these four themes 

played out in how and why Abigail, as a second year teacher in a diverse public school, 
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was able to use critical historical thinking as a tool to raise critical consciousness (Freire, 

2007). 

Experiential Knowledge and Critical Practice 

The first body of knowledge, experiential knowledge, served as a guiding source 

in all three teachers’ decision-making practices. Research has shown that this body of 

knowledge drawn from several key areas including familial background, K-16 schooling 

experiences (Britzman, 2003; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Lortie, 1975), and general 

dispositions toward the subject matter (Adler, 2008; Levstik & Barton, 2001; Ross, 1987) 

play a mitigating role in the decisions teachers make about both curriculum and 

pedagogy. 

Familial background. 

Abigail’s personal experience, including her familial background, her schooling 

experiences, and her dispositions toward the subject matter all played a role in her 

knowledge of and commitment to more critical renditions of social studies.  The daughter 

of a white father and African American mother, Abigail’s personal experiences were 

deeply shaped by the racial makeup of her family.  Abigail’s father, a former history 

teacher, lawyer and now judge, who Abigail described as a “history buff,“ played a 

particularly important role in helping raise a critical awareness in his children.  From her 

father’s turning family vacations into history lessons, to reading stories that highlighted 

alternative renditions of traditional stories, to encouraging his children to question the 

textbooks in high school, Abigail consistently credited her father with encouraging her to 

have a passion for history and question the status quo. “We love history and stuff. But, 
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my dad, he made it a purpose, even though he was White, to learn about other narratives, 

especially African American history. So we learned a lot of African American history 

growing up” (A. James, Interview, 4/26/10). 

In doing so, Abigail began to develop what Signithia Fordham (Apple, 2004b; 

1996) terms a fictive kinship, or “a sense of peoplehood or collective social identity” (p. 

72), with the Black community. As part of this fictive kinship Abigail became an 

advocate for her “brothers and sisters” (p. 73) as she identified with their struggles and 

triumphs and sought to understand her relationship to such events. This sense of 

belonging Abigail developed as a result of her exposure to the events, actors and 

discourses of the African American community in many ways shaped the way she 

encountered the world around her. In particular these experiences help to develop 

Abigail’s cognizance of other narratives and discourses.  

Schooling experiences 

Abigail’s familial background, including the narratives she encountered during 

this time, shaped the way she encountered her schooling experiences. Abigail attended a 

middle-sized high school in a suburb of a large Texas city, which she described as being 

“really White” when she grew up there, but “much more diverse” when her younger 

sister attended. “So when I went to high school, I found there was something different 

from what I was being taught at home and what was being taught at school.  I began to 

question, and I would go home and we would talk about these things. Why are these 

things left out?” (A. James, Interview 4/26/10).   
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Not only had Abigail been exposed to alternative stories about history, but she 

also saw how these narratives were often excluded from what was traditionally taught in 

schools.   “So in 11th grade we totally skipped over the chapter on slavery. And I was like 

how can you do this? ‘Cause I know all this information about it. And that’s when I kind 

of figured they were leaving some stuff out” (A. James, interview 4/26/10).   In essence 

she noted how the official social studies curriculum silenced, omitted and delegitimized 

certain narratives, particularly African American narratives, while at the same time 

highlighting other narratives and presenting them as legitimate knowledge (Apple, 

2004b).  

While Abigail knew that particular history related to the African American 

experience was being left out of the curriculum, her excitement about history, particularly 

revisionist, continued to increase throughout high school, primarily because of one 

teacher who used primary source documents to provide his students with multiple 

perspectives that moved beyond the traditional textbook depictions. This teacher was 

purposeful in helping students develop a depth of knowledge that moved beyond simple 

textbook renditions. In the end, Abigail’s experience in high school complicated what she 

had learned at home and caused her to begin to question why “we teach the things we do” 

(A.James, interview, 4/12/10).  

After completing high school, Abigail entered college as a history major at a large 

public university in the southeastern United States. It was in college that Abigail’s 

knowledge of more critical renditions of the past began to infuse with her desire to 

become a social studies educator.  Abigail credits several of the history courses she took 
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at the university including American Social and Cultural History Since WWII and the 

American Presidency as two courses that provided content knowledge she had not been 

exposed to in her previous schooling experiences.  Along with her upper division 

methods coursework, she credited these courses as pivotal in solidifying her desire to 

“tell the other story” (A. James, interview, 4/26/10). 

It was, however, Abigail’s social studies methods coursework that she pointed to 

as having the greatest impact on helping her fuse her critical consciousness and 

knowledge of other narratives with curricular and pedagogical practices.  “When I got 

into Dr. Gomez’s class and she had us read all of these different stories, that is when I 

was like wow. I wish I would have known this sooner” (A. James, Interview, 4/26/10).  

Dr. Gomez was Abigail’s professor for her last two social studies methods courses in the 

teacher preparation sequence. These classes had an explicit focus on raising issues of 

race, class, and gender (e.g. Epstein, 2010), exposing students to other narratives (e.g. 

Loewen, Kent, Kohl), encouraging student teachers to be self-reflective about their own 

personal histories (e.g. Britzman, Adler), and examining preservice teachers’ stances 

towards the nature and purpose of social studies (e.g. Levstik and Barton).  Describing 

the impact of these courses, Abigail noted, “I knew about all these alternative narratives, 

but I didn’t know what to do with them. I knew lecture and things like that. I would just 

have students regurgitate. And then in Dr. Gomez’s class I learned about things like 

historical thinking and started to figure out what I could do” (A. James, interview, 

4/26/10). Abigail’s methods coursework provided an opportunity for her to see how her 

critical disposition could be infused with particular pedagogical practices like historical 
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thinking; pedagogical practices that noted the unresolved nature of the history. As such 

Abigail then used her student teaching experience at a diverse middle school as a testing 

ground for introducing subjugated narratives into the curriculum. Commenting on this 

experience, Abigail noted, “while this did not always go well, at least I was doing more 

than just lecturing from the textbook” (A. James, interview 4/26/10). In her student 

teaching, Abigail worked to introduce her students to multiple perspectives and 

subjugated narratives through historical thinking. While she was not able to do this in 

every lesson she taught, she did note that this was one of her primary goals.  

Abigail came to her teacher education program with a critical disposition, or a 

specific awareness of and desire to expose issues of race, class, gender, sexuality within 

society within the classroom context. While this disposition was largely shaped by her 

familial background and K-12 schooling experiences, it was her methods coursework that 

provided the resources and clarity Abigail needed to see how her critical knowledge 

might be used in actual classroom practice.  Abigail described herself “as a product of 

UTeach3. I am all about cooperative learning, historical thinking, bringing in primary 

source documents, and having them work to come up with their own ideas” (A. James, 

interview, 4/12/10).   

                                                

3 UTeach-Liberal Arts is a professional middle and high school teacher preparation program for 
The State University undergraduate and post-baccalaureate students planning to teach English, 
languages other than English, or social studies. This four-semester program aims to transform 
secondary school teacher certification from the ground up with a balanced practical and 
theoretical approach to teacher preparation. 
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Eager to learn more and to continue to develop her prowess as an engaging social 

studies educator, Abigail began working on her master’s degree in social studies 

education during the second semester of her first year of teaching.  Thus the knowledge 

Abigail gleaned from her schooling experiences continued to burgeon as she worked on 

her graduate degree. Enrolling at the same university where she had received her 

undergraduate degree, Abigail was able to continue working with Dr. Gomez at the 

graduate level. The social studies graduate program was committed to introducing critical 

notions into the social studies, particularly focusing on how issues of race, class, and 

gender play out in contemporary social studies classrooms. While Abigail did not 

necessarily highlight her graduate work  in our interviews, I would be remiss not  to 

suggest that her experience taking graduate courses also influenced the ways in which she 

was able to develop a commitment toward critical historical thinking.  From developing a 

vocabulary, including terms likes “funds of knowledge” and “official curriculum,” to 

reading the work of both critical pedagogy (e.g. McLaren, Sleeter & Grant, Banks, 

Apple) and social studies scholars (e.g. Levstik, Wills, Epstein) to engaging in dialogue 

with more seasoned social studies educators also enrolled in the graduate program, I 

would argue that Abigail’s graduate school experiences, although new, played a role in 

further developing Abigail’s critical disposition as they appeared in her teaching of 

American History.  

Abigail’s personal experiences provided fertile ground for her critical disposition 

to take root. Both her familial and schooling experiences fostered the development of a 

knowledge base that allowed and encouraged her to teach social studies in more critical 
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ways.   “I want my students to critique history, what people did in the past and what they 

thought, what historians think, and what we are teaching them. I want them to think for 

themselves and question” (A.James, interview, 4/12/10).  The knowledge Abigail gleaned 

from her personal experiences, however, was only one body of knowledge that served to 

inform her commitment to use critical historical thinking (see chapter 2) in her 

classroom.  

Content Knowledge and Critical Practice 

What and how Abigail chose to teach was consequently shaped by her knowledge 

of the official curriculum, particularly her awareness of the problematic nature of the 

official curriculum and her familiarity with narratives traditionally avoided or silenced in 

the social studies curriculum.  As Wills (2001) suggests, the traditional social studies 

curriculum is missing, “meaningful representations of the actions and interactions of 

diverse groups and individuals as agents, actors, and subject in US history and society” 

(p. 59).  Moreover, scholars such as Levstik (2000) and Epstein (2009) have pointed 

toward social studies teachers’ overwhelming propensity to ignore issues such as race, 

class and gender in the classroom as well as the ill effects these silences have on 

students’, particularly students of color and their identification with, understanding of, 

and general enthusiasm for the subject.  Abigail, however, defied the portrayals laid out 

by these researchers by not only recognizing the ways in which official curriculum 

silences particular perspectives but also by introducing other, subjugated narratives into 

her classroom practice.  As such her story presents a rare case in the teaching of social 

studies.  
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Knowledge of the official curriculum.  

A history major with a minor in government, Abigail knew a great deal about the 

content she was teaching. As such Abigail had a disciplinary background in history that 

allowed her to feel confident about the content covered in her 8th grade U.S. history 

course. As Wineburg noted in his qualitative case study of 4 secondary teachers, the 

curriculum teachers enacted within the courses they taught was significantly “shaped by 

what they did and did not know,” including their disciplinary knowledge (Wineburg & 

Wilson, 2001, p. 150).  Unlike the teachers in Wineburg’s study, Abigail was well aware 

of her disciplinary knowledge and the way in which this knowledge base shaped the way 

she viewed the world around her. She also recognized the way traditional disciplinary 

knowledge negated and silenced particular histories. As a result, Abigail’s disciplinary 

knowledge had been expanded to include narratives often left out or misrepresented in 

the 8th grade U.S. History curriculum.   

In late spring Abigail planned a unit on reconstruction, a topic required by the 

state-standards or the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). In planning this 

unit she noted: 

Basically I know what needs to be covered, somewhat from the TEKS and from 

the textbook: 13, 14, 15 amendments, reconstruction plans, what ended 

reconstruction, Johnson’s impeachment. So now I am looking for primary sources 

and photographs. I want to do more this year with the Freedman’s Bureau and 

other stuff not on the TEKS. I want for them to understand was reconstruction a 

success?”  (A. James, interview, 4/26/10) 
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While Abigail recognized the official curriculum, noting the particular content 

(i.e. 13th, 14th, 15th amendments) she was required to teach, she also acknowledged that 

this curriculum presented an incomplete and sometimes inaccurate historical narrative. 

As such she sought to cast doubt on the celebratory/progressive narrative so often 

associated with slavery and reconstruction (Epstein, 2009; Loewen, 1995; Wills, 1996) 

by introducing additional, often omitted, narratives into the curriculum and providing a 

richer and deeper understanding of the topic (i.e. The freedman’s bureau).   

To open this unit on Civil War Reconstruction, Abigail began with a warm up that 

asked her students to imagine they were slaves who had just been set free as a result of 

the passage of the 14th amendment.  As students opened their journals, Abigail asked 

them to describe what they were feeling, what they were going to do next, where they 

would go, and any challenges they thought they would face in accomplishing these goals.  

In doing so Abigail was helping her students develop historical empathy or  “not merely 

knowing that certain historical agents or groups had a particular perspective on their 

world, but being able to see how that perspective would have affected actions in 

particular circumstances” (Lee & Ashby, 2001, p. 24).  Historical empathy involves both 

cognitive and affective dimensions (Endacott, 2010), including not only recognizing the 

perspectives of the past but also caring about and for people and events of the past 

(Barton & Levstik, 2004).   

After finishing their journal entries, Abigail’s students shared their responses with 

the class. The following conversation ensued:  
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Student C: I would get a job so I can buy a house. And then once I realized my 

life is stable, I would go look for my family and then bring them back with me. 

Abigail: Do you think it will be difficult for you to find a job, as a freed slave? 

Why? 

Student C:  Yes, because there wouldn’t be that many jobs 

Abigail: So what kind of job would you find? 

Student C: Something low paying 

Abigail: Why? 

Student C: Because I wouldn’t be educated. 

Abigail: Good point. You wouldn’t be able to find a good paying job because you 

weren’t educated. Why weren’t you educated? 

Student C: Because of the Black codes.  

Abigail: What were the Black codes designed to do? 

Student D: To keep Blacks from getting educated because they might know their 

rights if they could read 

Abigail: Very good. That’s part of what they did.  

Abigail: Student E what did you write? 

Student E: I am super happy that I am free. But with being free comes a price. I 

have no money, no place to live, and no food. It is cold out here, can someone 

please help me. I look for a job, but I can’t find one. Abigail: So you are free. 

Your first instinct when you hear this is probably that you are happy. Woohoo! 

But then Student E brings up a good point, what will I do now? You are scared. 
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Your whole life you have been working for a master. They have given you some 

sort of housing, they have fed you. You had some sort of job, even though you 

didn’t get paid for it. And now you are out on your own. Remember you are 

uneducated. So what do you do now? What challenges do you face? (A. James, 

observation notes, 5/4/10) 

The conversation continued as students listed a myriad of challenges including 

racism, joblessness, homelessness, and difficulty finding one’s family. This activity 

provided an opportunity for students to put themselves in the place of freed slaves 

following the passage of the reconstruction amendments in 1868 and to begin to develop 

historical empathy and agency (Endacott, 2010; Seixas, 1993a). While Abigail was 

required to cover the reconstruction amendments by state standards, she encouraged her 

students to move beyond simply memorizing or summarizing these amendments to 

actually looking at the impact of these amendments on freed slaves, particularly the 

difficulty African Americans faced in transitioning from slavery to freedom.  In creating 

opportunities like the one mentioned above, Abigail encouraged her students to not only 

understand perspectives of past but also to develop emotional connections to the stories 

and struggles of slaves and other marginalized people, a “critical tool for making sense of 

the past” (Barton & Levstik, 2004, p. 241).   

Knowledge of subjugated narratives.  

Framing the reconstruction unit around the central question, “Was reconstruction 

a success?,” Abigail spent several days helping her students analyze a variety of primary 

source documents representing a multiplicity of perspectives.  Students examined 
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documents, including the Mississippi Black code, a letter written from a freed slave to his 

former master, a share cropping contract, a memo from the assistant commissioner of the 

state of Georgia, Jourdan Anderson’s letter to his former master demanding wages from 

his past service as a slave entitled,  “There was never any payday for former slaves,” and 

a letter from Edomonia Highgate, an African American missionary born to two freed 

slaves, detailing her work to establish schools for freed slaves in the south.  Using a 

document analysis sheet created by the National Archives and Resource Administration, 

students analyzed the documents as they sought to understand the impacts of the 

reconstruction amendments on the United States, particularly from the perspectives of 

African Americans, a perspective often excluded from the traditional textbook account. 

In essence, Abigail was working “with and against the state learning standards in 

teaching about the contributions that people of different races and ethnicities have made 

in national history” (Epstein, 2009, p. 121).  While Abigail recognized the coverage of 

reconstruction in the official curriculum was limited and often misrepresentative, she was 

also knowledgeable about alternative perspectives (e.g. Edmonia Highgate, Jourdan 

Anderson, sharecropping contracts) and was comfortable using these other narratives in 

her classroom.  

 To help students answer the central question about the success of reconstruction, 

Abigail ended the unit by introducing her students to the civil rights movement, a topic 

not generally covered in the 8th grade standards, but one she felt was vitally important in 

helping her students understand the way in which the reconstructions failed to secure an 

equal and prosperous future for African Americans.  As she noted, “If every state passed 
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the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments, then why was there a need for the civil rights 

movement?” (A.James, Interview, 4/26/10). Abigail recognized that the official 

curriculum isolated reconstruction, providing a progressive conclusion, separating it from 

the civil rights movements, and ultimately diminishing the long-standing history of 

African Americans struggle for equal rights (Epstein, 2009; Loewen, 1995; Wills, 1996).  

As such, she sought to help students understand this persistent historical issue by 

developing historical empathy (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Endacott, 2010) and agency as 

well as examine the complex and continuous nature of cause and effect relationships.   

Knowing but not believing. 

Abigail engaged “knowing but not believing” (Wertsch, 2000, p. 39).  In other 

words, Abigail knew the official narrative, but she did not believe it to be accurate or 

truthful.  Abigail had in Wertsch’s terms mastered the official narrative in that she knew 

what it was and had the ability to reproduce it, but she had not appropriated or made this 

narrative her own.  Because of her knowledge of subjugated narratives gathered from her 

personal and schooling experiences, Abigail was able to both actively resist the narratives 

presented in the traditional social studies curriculum and appropriate other narratives.  

Thus her knowledge of subjugated narratives provided the means by which she was able 

to help students recognize and resist the incomplete and inaccurate nature of the official 

social studies curriculum, engage with narratives and perspectives often marginalized or 

silenced in the official social studies curriculum, and begin to appropriate more critical 

and complete renditions of history.  

Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Critical Practices 
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 While Abigail’s personal experiences and content knowledge set the stage for why 

she had a critical disposition, it was her pedagogical choices that opened the curtain on 

how she was able to engage in critical practices within her classroom.  By exposing her 

students to primary source documents that highlighted multiple and often competing 

perspectives, Abigail was able to help her students “check and corroborate evidence as a 

means of refining interpretations, and reading and analyzing historical evidence 

critically” (VanSledright, 2002). This approach created opportunities for students to both 

explore historical positionality as well as critique the traditional social studies curriculum. 

Commenting in an interview about her pedagogical commitment, Abigail remarked:  

One of my main goals this year was to include more minorities into the 

curriculum.  To talk about the other perspectives. To answer the questions, why 

aren’t these people given the credit they deserve? Why don’t we study this person 

more? Why do we choose some people over others? I want them to critique the 

social studies curriculum.”  (A. James, interview, 4/12/10) 

As a second year teacher, Abigail adeptly met these goals through her use of historical 

thinking as a primary pedagogical tool, a tool she readily used to help raise critical issues 

in her classroom.  

Highlighting multiple perspectives and historical positionality. 

Abigail used historical thinking regularly as a means of engaging students in 

examining multiple perspectives and developing their own conclusions about the events 

and actors of the past.  Abigail saw historical thinking as important pedagogical tool 

because it allowed students to take on the role of a historian by exploring, analyzing, and 
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synthesizing evidence from multiple perspectives and sources to create their own 

perspective and understanding about various events and actors.    

You give them a primary source, whether it’s a photo, a painting, an object, a 

speech or whatever, have them read it and come to their own conclusions about it. 

So they are becoming the historians. So they are not just reading about what 

historians said. They are thinking about why the primary source is important and 

what it means to them. I want them to develop these critical thinking skills. 

(A.James, interview, 4/12/10) 

 For example consider Abigail’s week -long unit on the Jacksonian Era. After 

Abigail provided a brief context for Andrew Jackson, students worked through a variety 

of primary and secondary sources and subsequent document based questions examining 

several perspectives on Andrew Jackson’s presidency, including his involvement in the 

national bank crisis and the Trail of Tears.  After interrogating individual documents and 

answering the document based questions, students were then asked to synthesize the 

evidence by writing an essay responding to the question “Was Andrew Jackson a hero or 

a villain?”  The unit continued as Abigail’s students put Jackson on trial for crimes 

against humanity.  Based on the way students responded in their original essay, students 

were assigned to either the defense or the prosecution. Interestingly students who argued 

Jackson was a villain were assigned to the defense, and those who argued Jackson was a 

hero were assigned to the prosecution (A. James, observation notes, 10/29/09).  

Commenting on this decision, Abigail remarked, “the students were like ‘Miss, I can’t 

believe you assigned this to me, this isn’t what I said.’ And I was like, yes, I know, I want 
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you to take the opposite role and think about how one could defend the opposite position” 

(A. James, interview, 4/12/10).  Simulating a traditional trial format, the prosecution and 

defense teams each gave an opening statement, called witnesses to the stand, cross 

examined each other’s witnesses, and ended with a closing statement. In the end the jury 

assisted, by a real life judge (Abigail’s father), found Andrew Jackson not guilty of 

crimes against humanity. Following the verdict, students who were not part of the 

prosecution and defense teams acted as reporters and were tasked with the role of 

presenting the outcome of the trial to the public via a newspaper.  

Throughout this unit, Abigail’s pedagogical decisions provided students with 

opportunities to examine multiple perspectives via primary and secondary sources as well 

as explore how knowledge is socially constructed and context laden. For instance, 

Abigail was purposeful in her decision to have students explore the opposite perspective, 

suggesting, “I wanted them to understand that you can’t just decide if someone is a hero 

or a villain, there’s more to it. It depends on who you are and where you’re coming from” 

(A. James, interview, 4/12/10).  In doing so, Abigail encouraged her students to consider 

how one’s perspective or positionality shapes the way he views the world around him and 

how this worldview shapes the way evidence is interpreted. Historical positionality refers 

to the way in which worldviews and personal experiences shape students’ and teachers’ 

perspectives and interpretation of historical evidence (VanSledright, 2002). For example, 

Epstein’s work on African American and European American high school students turns 

educators’ attention to racial diversity in the teaching and understanding of U.S. history. 

She explains that students’ thoughts about history are shaped by their own racial and 
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ethnic experiences and “teachers who understand the interpretive frameworks through 

which students construct or critique school knowledge will be better able to create 

pedagogical strategies which open students’ minds to learning about U.S. history from a 

social justice perspective” (Epstein, 2009, p. xvi). Not only was Abigail interested in 

providing her students with information that challenged the traditional portrayal of 

Andrew Jackson, but she was also deliberate in highlighting the overarching need to 

investigate multiple perspectives in order to gain greater understanding of the way 

positionality colors the retelling of history.  This approach exposed how particular 

positionalities are reflected in the social studies curriculum and other’s are not.  This unit 

was just one example of how Abigail used historical thinking to introduce her students to 

multiple perspectives to highlight the role of historical positionality in the construction 

and interpretation of historical narratives.  

The textbook at hand. 

Abigail also used historical thinking to introduce her students to perspectives 

traditionally left out of the textbook and supplemental materials. When the textbook was 

used in Abigail’s classroom, it served as a departure point, providing students with basic 

context about events and actors. Using a variety of primary and secondary source 

documents, students often evaluated the ways in which the textbook may or may not have 

been accurate in its portrayal of particular events. For instance, when studying the Boston 

Massacre, Abigail had her students read a passage in the textbook along with several 

primary sources including memos from generals from both the British and American 

sides and eye witness accounts as well as watch a video detailing the contested nature of 
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this event. Each document provided a unique perspective on the event, some suggesting it 

was the British who fired first and others suggesting it was the colonists. Abigail then 

asked students to respond to the question, who started the Boston Massacre? By 

providing competing perspectives, Abigail was hoping to help students move away from 

“the adoption of a singular, one-sided perspective and teach novices to read all manner of 

historical texts more critically” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 92).   

Thus the textbook became a vital part in Abigail’s teaching practice, although not 

in the way one might expect from a novice teacher. Using the textbook as a departure 

point against which to compare additional and often competing perspectives, Abigail 

created opportunities for students to see how textbooks frequently present information in 

an authoritarian manner avoiding discussion about the contested nature of history; 

essentially providing a story devoid of a teller (Wineburg, 2001). This is what 

VanSledright calls referential illusion, or the “mirage that ‘authorless’ textbook histories 

actually demonstrate strict, direct correspondence to what “really happened” in the past” 

(2002, p. 38).  Instead of ignoring or throwing out the textbook completely, Abigail used 

it purposefully as a part of her historical thinking pedagogy.   In having her students 

juxtaposing the histories presented within the textbook against alternative perspectives, 

Abigail encouraged her students to interrogate the referential illusion of textbooks and 

investigate narratives and perspectives traditionally omitted or misrepresented in the 

social studies curriculum.  

Thus Abigail’s use of historical thinking as a primary pedagogical tool created a 

space for students to both explore multiple, often subjugated perspectives, as well as 
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become critical consumers of textbooks and their supplemental materials. As such 

Abigail was purposeful about using historical thinking as a tool for critical engagement.  

The Influence of School Context on Critical Practice 

 While Abigail had a number of personal and individualized experiences that 

propelled her to use historical thinking in more critical ways, her decision-making was 

also situated within the larger national, state, and local schooling context.  As Stephanie 

van Hover (2006) points out in her qualitative case study of a second year  teacher’s  

curricular and pedagogical negotiation within a high stakes climate, “ beginning 

teachers…are developing their teaching craft within a high-stakes environment: they 

know and have know no other context” (p. 196).  Abigail had known no other context 

than the high stakes testing climate that had driven the Texas educational system for 

several decades. 

In an era when state and local agencies worked to socialize teachers into the world 

of standardized testing (McNeil, 2000) and in which “teacher proofed” curriculum was 

seen as the answer to low test scores, Abigail found a way to “teach in spite of the test, 

rather than because of it” (Gradwell, 2006, p. 158).  She was an ambitious teacher (Grant, 

2003) in that she knew her subject matter and students well, saw the potential for both to 

create rich learning environments, and knew how to create the space necessary for both 

herself and her students to succeed regardless of working within a climate that was 

unsupportive of such efforts.   

Teaching against the grain. 
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Abigail taught with three other 8th grade US History teachers, heretofore known as 

her team.  At the beginning of Abigail’s tenure at Jackson Middle School, her team met 

weekly to plan units and daily lessons together. However, by the beginning of her second 

year of teaching, her team was only meeting once or twice a month to plan together.  

When they did meet, Abigail suggested they were not working on the specifics of lessons, 

but rather checking in on larger content coverage issues.  The school district in which 

Abigail worked provided curriculum bundles aligned with the state mandated standards. 

These bundles were designed to provide teachers with lesson plans and resources for 

teachers to use in their classrooms. Teachers in the district were expected to follow the 

curriculum bundles as a guide for what and how to teach particular content in their 

classrooms. The 8th grade US history team at Jackson Middle School used the curriculum 

bundles provided by the district to guide most of their instructional planning; however, 

Abigail did not.  

Describing her team, Abigail commented in an interview, “they like to do the same 

thing every year. They have their interactive notebook4 and it’s all about efficiency. Just 

getting through it, so they have time to review for the TAKS5 test” (A. James, interview, 

4/12/10).  Abigail, on the other hand, suggested that she did not follow this approach 

because she preferred to use cooperative learning, engage her students in historical 

thinking, introduce primary sources, and help her students think critically about history, 

                                                

4 A notebook of worksheets, maps, and diagrams created by the PMS social studies team that 
students used to process through a variety of social studies material.  
5 Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (state mandated exam) 
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and she did not feel the approach the other teachers employed allowed for these kind of 

curricular and pedagogical acts.  As a result, Abigail often did her “own thing” instead of 

following the plans outlined in the team planning sessions.  This meant she was often not 

in line with the curriculum bundles provided by the district. This fact upset several of her 

colleagues, but Abigail did not acquiesce.  

For example, consider Abigail’s unit on slavery. While the state social studies 

standards did address slavery, including comparing the effects of political, economic, and 

social factors on slaves and free Blacks and analyzing the impact of slavery on different 

sections of the United States, Abigail felt that she needed to expand on these somewhat 

limited standards in order to provide her students with a more accurate understanding of 

slavery in the United States.  She noted, “I think slavery is one of those things in U.S. 

History, because it was so horrible, that we don’t really like to think or talk about. So I 

wanted to get into slavery and the experiences of African Americans in that time period” 

(A. James, interview, 4/12/10).   

While Abigail shared her lesson idea with her colleagues and suggested they do 

the same, Abigail’s team members decided not to cover slavery in the same detail 

because it wasn’t on the state standards and “it would take too much time” (A. James, 

interview, 4/12/10). However, despite the limited coverage of slavery in state mandated 

curriculum and her colleagues’ disapproval, Abigail’s students worked collaboratively to 

examine primary source documents detailing arguments from both abolitionists and pro-

slavery advocates, study excerpts from Frederick Douglas’ autobiography, listen to slave 

narratives, and read Henry’s Box, a children’s book about a boy who ships himself to 
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freedom.  At the end of the unit, students wrote a poem about slavery using the various 

perspectives and accounts they had studied during the unit on a patch of cloth.  Abigail 

then sewed all of the pieces together in order to create a Views from the Field slavery 

quilt that was displayed outside her classroom for the school to view.  

She then emailed the Jackson Middle School staff and faculty to tell them about 

the project and invite them to come view the quilt.  In the end, “everyone loved it, the 

kids were so into it, but my department chair came and chewed me out because I didn’t 

tell them. I told him, I did tell you, but you dismissed it. So I got in trouble because I 

made them look bad” (A. James, interview, 4/12/10).  Despite the fact that her team 

failed to adopt her lesson idea, Abigail, relying on both her knowledge of content and her 

students, felt it was important that her students spent extra time investigating this often-

neglected topic. Abigail pushed against the constraints presented by her team because she 

knew “this was something that they would never forget, something that was important to 

their understanding of citizenship” (A. James, interview, 4/12/10).   

Throughout our interviews Abigail regularly referenced the fear of “being in 

trouble,” however, she noted that “my kids are learning, so I don’t care” (A. James, 

interview, 4/29/10).  Abigail’s knowledge of her students and genuine concern for their 

learning propelled her to resist conforming to the practices of her team members. 

Fortunately, however, Abigail did develop a positive relationship with one colleague, 

Sarah, who shared similar views on teaching and learning. This teacher became a 

sounding board for Abigail and a lesson co-planner. By the end of the study Abigail’s 



137 

team had basically broken down into two factions, Abigail and Sarah, and the other two 

teachers.  

Part of Abigail’s ability to push against her team came from the fact that Abigail 

did not feel hamstrung by the standards, actively encouraging her students to develop a 

deeper, richer knowledge of the past.  When asked about how the state level standardized 

test impacted her practice, Abigail said, “I feel like if you are a good teacher and you are 

covering the material well and students are engaging in it well, then they will be fine for 

the test.  It doesn’t drive how I teach” (A. James, interview, 4/12/10).   

While the state standards did have some influence on the basic content Abigail 

covered in her classroom (van Hover, 2006), she consistently pushed beyond the 

standards to introduce her students to perspectives and narratives left out of the mandated 

curriculum. While van Hover argues that the state mandated test had virtually no 

influence on teachers’ instructional decisions, I would argue that many of Abigail’s 

pedagogical decisions were a direct result of her rebellion against the limited and 

hegemonic nature of the state test.  The state mandated curriculum and subsequent test, 

like the textbook, served as a departure point for Abigail to use historical thinking as a 

tool to raise critical issues within the classroom.  

As Marilyn Cochran-Smith (2001) aptly noted in her editorial about teacher 

education,  “more than ever we need teachers able and willing to teach against the (new) 

grain of standardized practices that treat teacher as interchangeable parts and—worse—

reinscribe social inequities” (p. 4).  Abigail was one such teacher. Despite the pressures 

of working within a team of colleagues and the ensuing push to follow the standardized 
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practices required by local, state, and national education entities, Abigail found a way to 

teach against the grain, to fight against practices that reinscribed social inequities, and to 

help her students develop emancipatory knowledge.   

Second year realities. 

I would be remiss if I did not address the fact that Abigail was in her second year 

of teaching, a position that afforded her a greater sense of agency than she had 

experienced in her first year. After completing her student teaching in 8th Grade US 

History at Jackson Middle School in Spring 2008, Abigail was hired to teach the same 

subject on this campus during the 2008-2009 school year and continued in this position 

during 2009-2010 school year.  A second year teacher at the time of the study, Abigail’s 

described her classroom practices as continuously evolving, but much more effective than 

during her first year of teaching.  “This year and last year are like a complete 180. I feel 

like I am really engaging the kids in learning because they are doing the work. They are 

looking at primary sources and deciding what they think and how it relates back to them” 

(A. James, interview, 4/12/10).  During the first semester of Abigail’s tenure at Jackson 

Middle School she kept her mouth closed (A. James, interview, 4/12/10) and did what 

she was told to do. Around Christmas time, however, Abigail realized that not only was 

she bored with the way she was teaching, so too were her students. So she decided to try 

something different. She moved away from using the interactive notebook and textbook, 

the two curricular resources her colleagues most often used, and began introducing her 

students to more historical and critical thinking activities.   
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We must, therefore, attend to the reality that Abigail’s experience as a second year 

teacher did influence the ways in which she was able to push against both state and local 

constraints. In this additional year of teaching, it seems that Abigail had developed a 

sense of agency that allowed her to actively resist the constraints of her school, district, 

and state. This sense of agency enabled her to enact curricular and pedagogical decisions 

that attended to her knowledge of her content and her students even if these decisions put 

her at odds with those around her.  

 Antonia: A Case Study of a Struggling Teacher 

 It was a typical Monday morning.  The bell rang, and Antonia took her place 

standing guard outside the door of her 7th grade Texas History Classroom. The hallways 

filled with lively and somewhat awkward middle schoolers, yelling at one another as they 

moved from one class to another. As students approached Ms. Urbina’s classroom, she 

greeted each student with a handshake and personally acknowledged each by his or her 

name. Down the hallway, other teachers stood doing the same thing—this handshaking 

practice was standard protocol at Jackson Middle School. As students moved into the 

classroom they walked by a table in the back and picked up several handouts. The bell 

rang again. Antonia greeted the last student, shut the door and walked to the front of the 

room.  Standing behind her desk, she greeted her students who sat in rows facing the 

front of the classroom. “Did everyone get a handout from the back? If not, please go get 

one. You should be working on the first two questions of the handout” (A. Urbina, 

observation, 3/1/2010).  
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 Several students headed to the back to pick up the handout titled “Closing the 

Frontier: Analyzing Primary Documents.” Other students talked to their neighbor about 

what happened in physical education the period before, others simply stared around 

blankly, and a handful began to work on the warm-up questions.  The handout indicated 

students should take about 5 minutes to respond to the following two questions: “1) 

Think about what it would be like to be told that all the families in their community had 

to give up their homes and move. How would you feel?  2) Think about conflicts that 

settlers in other parts of the country had with American Indians. What was the typical 

outcome of these confrontations?”  During this warm-up period, Antonia stood at her 

computer pulling up the PowerPoint presentation she would be using with her students 

during the lesson.  

After about seven minutes and upon noticing that many of her students were off 

task, Antonia reconvened the class and with no reference to the warm-up questions began 

the following conversation:  

Antonia: Okay guys, what did we just finish learning about last week? 

Student A (quietly, from the back of classroom): the civil war 

Antonia: What else? Can you be more specific? 

Antonia (responding quickly after no responses from her student):  Civil war, 

secession, and reconstruction. Well, today we are going to begin talking about 

expanding the Texas Frontier and Native Americans. Can anyone remember from 

a while back how Sam Houston and Lamar treated Native Americans? 

Student B: One of them was mean to them and the other was not. 
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Antonia: Can you remember which one was mean and which one was not? 

Student B: Ummmm...I can’t remember 

Student C: Houston treated the Native Americans well, and Lamar was mean to 

them.  

Antonia: Very good. Houston was a friend of the Native Americans and Lamar 

wanted to remove them from Texas’ territory.  Well, today we are going to 

continue to talk about the treatment of American Indians but during the period 

after the civil war by looking at some different points of view.  Can anyone tell 

me what a primary source is?  

Student C: A document from the time period 

Antonia: Very good. Okay let’s take a look at the handout you have in front of 

you and practice one of the questions together.  (A. Urbina, observation notes, 

3/1/10) 

Most students looked at their handouts as Antonia put the first document, John 

Gast’s 1873 painting American Progress, up on the overhead. Students were asked to 

respond to four questions listed on the Closing the Frontier handout, including noting 

what they saw, identifying the point of view of the painter, the nature of the source 

(public or private), and the purpose of the painting (to persuade or inform). Together with 

her students, Antonia attempted to use this painting to model what she wanted her 

students to do for the following four documents.  Looking at the handout questions, 

Antonia asked her students,  “So what do you see in this painting?” Students began 

calling out their observations including, horses, Indians, men, deer, buffalo, and train. 
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One student questioned, “why is there an angel flying over?” To which Antonia 

responded, “I think she has something to do with the title” “Is she building the 

powerline?” The student enthusiastically replied. “I think you are on to something.” 

Antonia said.  

After students finished calling out their answers, Antonia then proceeded to put 

up a version of the picture that had labels to various symbols throughout the picture 

including such things as dark sky, light sky, wild bison, boats, trains, American Indians, 

Farmers, and explorers. “So see the angel is bringing in light, it is supposed to be a good 

thing.” Antonia noted.  “But what about the Indians and the buffalo, they look like they 

are getting pushed out?” questioned an eager student. “Good point, just because she is 

bringing light, doesn’t make it right or wrong, how do you think of it, how do you 

process it? That’s what I want you to write down on your paper” Antonia responded. 

Antonia then instructed her students to record their answers to the four questions on their 

papers. Students turned to one another trying to figure out the answers to the remaining 

questions that were not specifically answered during the modeling portion of the lesson. 

The lesson continued after a few minutes as Antonia put up new pictures for the students 

to analyze. About every 8 minutes, Antonia would introduce a new document and ask 

students to respond individually to the questions on their handout.   

Students continued working throughout the period to finish the handout. Realizing 

class was almost over, Antonia tried to get the attention of her students, who were 

hurriedly packing up their things, and said, “Do you guys understand what I am trying to 
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show you? That there are two sides to this story. You have to think about both sides.” As 

Antonia finished talking, the bell rang and the students rushed out to lunch.  

Antonia engaged her students in these kinds of historical thinking activities about 

every other week. So while this vignette does not characterize the majority of Antonia’s 

lessons, it does characterize the way historical thinking was used in her classroom. 

Throughout this lesson and many of the others I observed, Antonia set out with the desire 

to use historical thinking as a tool to engage her students in examining multiple 

perspectives, including perspectives traditionally left out of the curriculum, in turn 

gaining broader insight into issues, events, and actors of the past.  

Although many of Antonia’s lessons were purposefully conceptualized, many of 

them failed to reach their full potential to engage students in developing their own 

understanding of the past. As the vignette above describes, there were moments in 

Antonia’s teaching practice where historical thinking was used to introduce more critical 

issues into the curriculum and where students were truly engaged in constructing their 

own understanding of the past (i.e. examining the treatment of Native Americans during 

westward expansion and questioning the progressive narrative so often associated with 

this event), but there were also many missed opportunities and moments of insight that 

kept Antonia and her students from pushing towards more complex understandings of the 

past. In Antonia’s classroom these missed opportunities became the missing puzzle 

pieces that prevented her and her students from putting the whole historical thinking 

puzzle together. Without these pieces it was difficult for Antonia to successfully engage 

her students in examining evidentiary trails and creating their own interpretations of the 
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past. Interestingly, it was not the same puzzle piece that was missing each time Antonia 

attempted to engage her students in historical thinking, but rather different pieces came 

up missing each time. These missed opportunities took shape sometimes as poor 

instructional design, other times as poor lesson implementation, and often as poor 

classroom management.  

As noted in the previous case study, four themes emerged from individual and 

cross-case analysis. In the following section, I examine how the themes serve to highlight 

the similarities and differences between Abigail and Antonia as they tried to engage their 

students in more critical renditions of the past.    The first theme highlights the way 

personal knowledge, including knowledge gleaned from familial and schooling 

experiences, shapes teachers’ dispositions about teaching, learning, and the purpose of 

social studies in general (Britzman, 2003). The second theme, explores the way content 

knowledge, including knowledge of the official curriculum, and its problematic nature 

and knowledge of subjugated knowledge, influences the use of critical practices within 

the classroom (Apple, 2000; Shulman, 1986b; Wineburg & Wilson, 2001). The third 

theme, examines how both experiential and content knowledge are then filtered through a 

teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and commitment (Levstik & Barton, 2001; 

VanSledright, 2002). The final theme explores how these bodies of knowledge interact 

and are situated within a teacher’s schooling context.  In the following section, therefore, 

I highlight the way in which these four themes played out in how and why Antonia, as a 

first year teacher, struggled to use historical thinking as a tool to raise critical 

consciousness (Freire, 2007). 
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Experiential knowledge and Critical Practice 

Antonia’s personal experience, including her familial background, her schooling 

experiences, and her dispositions toward the subject matter all played a role in her 

knowledge and use of more critical renditions of history.    

Familial background. 

One of four children, Antonia was raised by her Latino parents in the suburbs of 

Houston. Her father and his family were Texas natives while her mother was a first 

generation Mexican immigrant. The knowledge Antonia gleaned from her personal 

experiences was shaped by both the racial and socioeconomic identity of her family.  

Antonia described her family as working class and “fairly traditional in the Mexican 

sense” (A. Urbina, Interview, May 16, 2009).  As the only daughter, Antonia was 

expected to assume more traditional roles in her household, a reality she later rebelled 

against.  “I felt like there was a double standard in my family, I didn’t just want to go to 

college, get married and have a family, I wanted to do more” (A. Urbina, Interview, 

5/16/09).  After graduating high school, Antonia enrolled at State University, but she only 

stayed one semester before leaving to work in a local coffee shop. Through her coffee 

shop connections, she eventually ended up deeply rooted in the music scene traveling all 

over the country as a roadie. At the age of 27, tired of traveling and ready to settle down 

in one place, Antonia again enrolled at State University.  Therefore, Antonia was a non-

traditional student in her teacher education program in the sense that she was older and 

had a number of experiences that differed from her peers, most of whom entered college 

immediately following high school.  
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Describing her desire to become a teacher, Antonia noted: 

I knew I either wanted to be an art teacher or a history teacher. I decided that by 

teaching history I would make more of a difference probably because I kind of 

consider myself an underdog, a minority. So I am always rooting for the 

underdog. In a sense I want to teach the underdog’s point of view.  (A. Urbina, 

interview, May 16, 2009) 

Antonia cited her great aunt as one influence on her interest in teaching, particularly her 

interest in teaching neglected perspectives. A former English teacher, Antonia’s great 

aunt, on her father’s side, was an active member of the Chicano movement, dining with 

and providing lodging for Caesar Chavez. The experiences of her tia were somewhat of a 

legend in her family, providing a context for Antonia and her family to talk about 

oppositional narratives and experiences.   

Throughout her childhood and adolescence, Antonia regularly traveled to Mexico 

to visit her mother’s family. As such Antonia became a regular border crosser both 

physically as well as culturally and linguistically (Anzaldua, 1999). As a result she 

developed knowledge of cultural and linguistic contexts other than that of the United 

States, a reality that added to her interest in highlighting underrepresented and neglected 

perspectives. “You know it’s funny, but I was a little embarrassed by my dad’s family. I 

felt like my mom’s family was so honorable. I have no clue why. My uncles were 

vaqueros and I thought that was so noble. My dad’s family was educated on the other 

hand, and I didn’t give them as much respect” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/09).  Unlike 

most people who would give more respect to the educated, made-it-on-their own side of 
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Antonia’s family, Antonia was more inspired by the people in her family who worked 

hard and were committed to their native roots, a further testament to Antonia’s interest in 

highlighting perspectives not traditionally given credit or honor.  

Antonia’s experiences as a Latina, however, were not always positive as she 

noted:  

I have had to deal with a lot of racism in my life. As a kid we moved to the 

suburbs and kids would ride their bikes and say “look they are Mexicans.” That 

didn’t scar me necessarily, it just really annoyed me. I hate all that prejudice. I 

don’t like bigoted people. (A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/09) 

Recognizing how she was positioned by people as “other,” Antonia felt compelled to help 

her students recognize the way traditional social studies curriculum “othered” certain 

races, classes, and genders. Therefore Antonia’s ultimate goal in teaching social studies 

became to develop “empathetic people who think twice about how they treat the people 

around them” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/10).  Antonia’s familial experiences provided 

the opportunities to gather knowledge of multiple, often underrepresented, perspectives 

and propelled her interest helping her students develop awareness and knowledge of the 

underdogs perspective.  

Schooling experiences. 

Antonia gleaned knowledge not only from her familial experiences but also from 

her experience in K-16 educational contexts. Antonia attended a middle-sized high school 

in a suburb outside of a large Texas city, which she described as “super diverse.” During 

high school, Antonia had a particularly profound experience with one of her English 



148 

teachers that helped her realize “that there are bigoted notions deeply imbedded in the 

school curriculum” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/09).  This teacher had Antonia and her 

peers read Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee which detailed the horrific 

treatment Native Americans received at the hand of the United States government for 

nearly 100 years. While students were only required to read a couple of chapters from the 

book, Antonia was so intrigued by the perspective presented in this book that she ended 

up reading the entire book. “This was one of those projects I will never forget. It stuck 

with me, I was like wow, I never knew this stuff, why haven’t I heard about this before?” 

(A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/09). This experience with this marginalized narrative opened 

a new world of understanding for Antonia, thus adding to her burgeoning disposition as a 

critical consumer of the past.   

This teacher also had her students do another project involving protest songs of 

the Vietnam era, including both dove and hawk songs. Antonia pointed to this project as 

being influential in her understanding of multiple perspectives and knowledge of 

subjugated narratives. While most of Antonia’s experiences in high school were not as 

revelatory as the one she had in her English teacher’s classroom, through this particular 

experience she developed an awareness of the way traditional school curriculum often 

presented inaccurate or erroneous representations of the past.  

Therefore, when Antonia entered college at State University, she already had a 

sense that there was more to the past than what was told in textbooks and traditional 

curricular materials.  As a result Antonia took a variety of courses that helped expand 

upon these notions, including courses on social movements in the United States, the Civil 
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Rights Movement, and the Mexican Revolution. During this coursework, Antonia was 

exposed to works such as Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States and 

James Loewen’s Lies My History Teacher Told Me,  books that helped illuminate 

narratives to which she had not been previously exposed and added to her desire to teach 

the underdog’s perspective. “I wanted to take what I wanted to take and finally I was like 

I should teach, so I do have 160 hours and a lot of them are in history” (A. Urbina, 

interview, 5/16/09). Antonia suggested that the courses she chose to take in college 

“highlighted the underdog and enhanced my views to teach this perspective to my 

students” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/16/09).  

While Antonia took a number of courses in college that furthered her knowledge 

of content, particularly her knowledge of counter narratives, she pointed to her social 

studies methods coursework as providing the means by which she was able to begin 

incorporating some of this content into her classroom.   “I really liked the stuff we did on 

constructivism and historical thinking. I like DBQs. That stuff is really fun and it gets 

more out of the kids” (A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/10).  While Antonia noted several of the 

primary theories (i.e. constructivism and historical thinking) presented in her methods 

coursework, her deep knowledge of these theories seemed somewhat limited, noting they 

were “fun”, but failing to account for the possibility they provided for increasing student 

engagement, understanding, and critical thinking. Antonia was also fairly critical of some 

of her education courses, arguing that many of these courses were decontextualized and 

thus limited her ability to see how the theories and ideas presented in these courses might 

be used in actual classroom practice. On the other hand, Antonia suggested that because 
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her social studies specific methods coursework occurred during the semesters in which 

she was more actively engaged in field experiences in secondary school settings, she was 

able to incorporate ideas such as historical thinking and constructivism more readily into 

her classroom practice.  

Antonia, like Abigail, was a student in Dr. Gomez’s social studies methods 

coursework. As such Antonia was also exposed to critical issues within the social studies 

as well as to pedagogical theories like historical thinking and constructivism.  However, 

as Fehn and Koeppen (1998) found in their qualitative case study of preservice teachers, 

while Antonia had a positive regard for historical thinking and document based 

instruction, her efforts to use such instructional techniques were tempered by the 

perceived realities of covering material and working within a predetermined curriculum.  

Thus while she was exposed to critical issues in the social studies including the use of 

historical thinking to address issues of race, class and gender, she had difficulty 

consistently integrating these ideas into her classroom practices. Commenting in an 

interview about her use of the theories and ideas presented in her teacher education 

program, Antonia said: 

As the years go by I think I will me able to do more with them. If I can do 2-3 

good lessons every couple of months, then over time I will have a collection of 

good lessons. I know I can do better and I will continue to try. I am not just going 

to give up and forget about those ideas. (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10) 

In the end, although Antonia came to her teacher education program and first year of 

teaching with a critical disposition, shaped by her familial and schooling experiences, she 
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struggled to transform the knowledge gained from these experiences into actual 

classroom practice (Wilson, et al., 1987).  

Content Knowledge and Critical Practice  

What and how Antonia chose to teach social studies was also impacted by her 

knowledge of both the official curriculum, including her recognition of the problematic 

nature of the official curriculum (Apple, 2000) as well as her knowledge of subjugated 

narratives (Kincheloe, 2001). As Truillot (1995) notes, “any historical narrative is a 

particular bundle of silences” (p. 27) created through the negotiation process of power 

and privilege. Scholars have suggested that most social studies teachers are unaware of 

these negotiations, including the way historical knowledge is “created, distorted, 

politicized, and used for specific purposes” (Levstik, 2000) and as a result complacently 

accept existing curriculum content. In turn these teachers often fail to address issues of 

race, class, and gender and subject students to renditions of the past that perpetuate 

silences, lies, and misrepresentations (Epstein, 2009; Loewen, 1995; Wills, 2001). 

Antonia’s case presents an interesting caveat for this research for while she was well 

aware of the way traditional social studies curriculum silenced particular events and 

actors of the past, she struggled to articulate this to her students in a meaningful way.  

Knowledge of the official curriculum. 

 Antonia graduated from the State University as a history major with 160 hours, 30 

hours beyond the required amount to graduate from the university. Antonia had taken an 

array of history courses during her time at the university and as such had the opportunity 

to gather broad historical content knowledge.  Antonia was also an avid reader who 
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enjoyed learning about new things, particularly historical events. Prior to teaching Texas 

History, Antonia had taken a Texas History course in college. After being hired in 2008 

by Piney ISD, she spent the summer reading a variety of books pertaining to the subject. 

While Antonia was not terribly excited about teaching 7th grade Texas History, she did 

indicate that she felt comfortable with the content.  

As previously mentioned, Antonia was aware of the ways in which the official 

social studies curriculum highlighted particular narratives, while diminishing and 

silencing others.  In response, Antonia indicated that she felt compelled to help her 

students recognize these neglected perspectives, commenting:  

Many public school students never get into the meat of real history. We learn 

about dates and political leaders in history, and we only see the naive versions of 

those leaders. We really didn't learn about the lives of the "little people" in 

history: the ones who were wiped out by Union soldiers, the ones who lived an 

average lifespan of 17 years old because they toiled in factories to make the 

aristocracy richer...We also never learned about the fact that many of America's 

heroes are placed on a pedestal, and we don't learn about the human mistakes they 

made in their lives (adultery, slavery, etc.).  I try to say that I have no bias as a 

teacher, but I cannot help but teach revisionist history.  Who else is going to do it? 

(A. Urbina, personal communication, 9/19/10)  

Despite her belief that the official curriculum presented a fairly distorted picture 

of the past, throughout our interviews and discussions Antonia consistently pointed to 

both the textbook and curriculum bundles as guiding curricular sources for her planning, 
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noting few outside resources she used to help make decisions about what and how to 

teach. Antonia felt that the textbook “wasn’t so bad,” but that the bundles, “which are 

based primarily around the textbook are pretty narrow” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/4/10).  

Thus Antonia’s commitment to teach what she termed revisionist history (see critique of 

revisionist history, (Epstein, 2009), shaped by her knowledge of the problematic nature of 

the official curriculum, was not always fully translated into her classroom practice and 

thus had rather innocuous impacts on classroom practice and student learning.  

Consider a lesson Antonia taught in the middle of the spring semester on the 1900 

hurricane that devastated Galveston, a topic required by the state standards which said: 

The student is expected to explain ways in which geographic factors such as the 

Galveston Hurricane of 1900, the Dust Bowl, limited water resources, and 

alternative energy sources have affected the political, economic, and social 

development of Texas. 

 Talking about the purpose of that lesson Antonia said: 

Today was really simple. I wanted them to compare something from the past to 

something recent. The Galveston hurricane and other natural disasters and their 

impact on Texas are part of the curriculum bundles, but I wanted to show that we 

make mistakes. That it isn’t just about nature, but human error is at fault too. I 

wanted to connect it with bigotry. Why we listen to certain people and not others, 

like Cuba? Why we care about certain people and not others, in the case of New 

Orleans?” (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10) 
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While Antonia recognized the Galveston hurricane was a part of the state mandated or 

official curriculum, she was also cognizant that the portrayal of this event in the official 

curriculum provided for a limited and fairly whitewashed understanding. Thus, she 

wanted to move her students beyond a simplistic understanding of how natural disasters 

impacted Texas to a more nuanced understanding that tied natural disasters to human 

action across time, specifically the ways in which cultural and economic politics and 

discrimination underlie the ways natural disasters are handled. While this was Antonia’s 

goal for the lesson, she failed to provide the overt questions and language students 

needed in order to understand this topic in a more nuanced fashion.  

Knowledge of subjugated narratives. 

  To begin the lesson, Antonia used a PowerPoint presentation highlighting 

images from the Galveston Hurricane. Initially, Antonia had planned to use a video from 

YouTube that had a variety of pictures and statistics about the 1900 Galveston Hurricane, 

but she was unable to access this site due to the school’s firewall. Thus she resorted to 

using a PowerPoint presentation one of her colleagues had produced the previous year. 

As students were watching the PowerPoint of photos, Antonia pointed out the widespread 

damage in the photos.  Finishing the slideshow, Antonia flipped on the lights and said, 

“Galveston was going to be like the next New York City, but in 1900 they had a 

hurricane and that vastly changed things. Let’s talk about why?” Antonia then proceeded 

to put up several questions on the overhead screen that students were asked to respond to 

in their notebooks, including 1) Why do people continue to resettle and rebuild Galveston 

Island even though hurricanes continue to ravage this area? and 2) Though technology 
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has changed and more than 100 years have passed, what has not changed about the effect 

of natural disasters and hurricanes?  

Without raising their hands or being recognized, students randomly called out 

answers. As such the volume in the classroom rose to a level that made it difficult to 

understand what students were saying and for Antonia to appropriately recognize student 

responses. Antonia tried to manage the conversation, but quickly moved on, encouraging 

her students to record their answers in their notebooks  

Then she said, “Did you know that Cuba had warned the United States about 

these hurricane, but we didn’t listen? Why don’t you think we listened to Cuba?” and, 

without waiting for students to respond, added, “maybe the United States just dismissed 

Cuba thinking that they were too rudimentary to know what they were talking about. 

How do you think the U.S. felt when Galveston was destroyed by a hurricane they had 

been warned about?” (A. Urbina, observation notes, 4/5/10). A frenzy of student 

responses ensued including a comment from the back of the classroom; “that was just 

racist that we didn’t listen to them.”  However, overwhelmed by her students’ responses, 

Antonia quieted the class, said “good answers,” but then quickly moved on to the next 

question without any more discussion on Cuba’s hurricane prediction. Although Antonia 

had thoughtfully conceptualized this issue, including the persistent nature of racial and 

ethnic discrimination in natural disasters, in a single fleeting moment everything she had 

conceptualized and designed dissolved. In this moment as Antonia pushed through the 

lesson, failing to recognize and extend her student’s comment on racism, Antonia’s initial 

hopes to help her students connect the 1900 Galveston Hurricane to bigotry vanished.  
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Regardless of this missed opportunity, Antonia continued forward with the lesson 

as she showed students pictures from both hurricanes Katrina and Ike and asked them to 

consider the similarities they observed between the 1900 footage and the more recent 

footage. Antonia said, “What do you notice about the people in these photos?” Students 

called out answers like “things were really messed up,” “lots of things were destroyed,” 

“all the people are Black,” and “wow, that’s a lot of damage.” “Very good. Can you 

record those answers on your paper please,” Antonia resounded. Frustrated by the amount 

of talking in her classroom and realizing the bell was about to ring, Antonia handed her 

students a worksheet they were to complete for homework.  

Again, there was great possibility for Antonia to help students explore the 

persistent nature of this issue and to introduce a point of view traditionally omitted from 

the official curriculum, including examining the way in which cultural and economic 

discrimination influence the impact of natural disasters. However, she lacked the explicit 

focus, questions, and patience necessary to help students effectively explore the 

connections between natural disasters, human decision-making, and persistent racism. 

While there were several moments in this lesson where Antonia was able to introduce 

subjugated narratives (i.e. e. Cuba’s warning and the racial undertones of Hurricane 

Katrina), she struggled to scaffold student learning in a way that allowed her students to 

make sense of these new perspectives and develop their own understandings of this event 

and issue.   Ultimately, while Antonia knew the official curriculum and was familiar with 

its problematic nature, even attempting to use historical thinking to trouble the narratives 

told in this curriculum, she had great difficulty implementing her lessons so that students’ 
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understandings of the past were pushed beyond the simplistic, white-washed, and narrow 

pictures painted in the official curriculum.  

Knowing but not believing. 

Undoubtedly Antonia engaged in “knowing but not believing.” (Wertsch, 2000, p. 

39).  In other words, Antonia knew the official narrative, but she did not believe it to be 

accurate.  Like Abigail, Antonia had mastered the official narrative, but had not 

appropriated or made this narrative her own because she was familiar with other 

subjugated narratives that ran counter to those told in the official curriculum. However, 

unlike Abigail, Antonia was not as explicit in articulating the distance between the 

official and subjugated narrative. In turn, she was unable to actively resist the narratives 

presented in the traditional social studies curriculum.  While Antonia expressed a desire 

to highlight other perspectives in her classroom practice and “to talk about the underdog” 

(A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/11), she often struggled to implement lessons that allowed her 

students to explore, understand, and appropriate these alternative stories. Even though 

students did not have the opportunity to explore these other ideas in deep and meaningful 

ways, Antonia did plant seeds of critical knowledge within her students by providing 

cursory glimpses into subjugated viewpoints and narratives.  

Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Critical Practices 

 While Antonia’s personal and content knowledge provided the basis for her rich 

“fund of historical knowledge” (Seixas, 1993a, p. 301) and enhanced her desire to teach 

social studies in more critical ways, elements of her pedagogical practice hindered the 

effective introduction of these ideas into her classroom. Unlike Abigail who had great 
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success implementing historical thinking as pedagogical tool, Antonia had more 

difficulty implementing historical thinking in her classroom.  While Antonia was also 

interested in exploring multiple perspectives, like Abigail, her knowledge of effective 

pedagogical tools often prevented students from fully exploring the nature of historical 

positionality.  

Despite Antonia’s interest in exposing her students to various points of view, 

Antonia’s lack of pedagogical knowledge led to her reliance on the textbook, guiding 

readings, and worksheets as regular pedagogical practices in her classroom. Commenting 

about this reality, Antonia said:  

Most of the time I am not teaching like I want to teach. There are times when I 

can change it up. I am working with one teacher who also teaches Texas History 

and we are working together to do the kind of teaching we want to do, but we 

can’t do it all the time. (A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/10) 

Fortunately, Antonia was aware that her pedagogical practices often fell short of her 

desired goals as a critical educator and was working to add to her pedagogical knowledge 

and skills.   

Multiple perspectives and historical empathy. 

Antonia felt that historical thinking was an important pedagogical tool despite the 

fact that she was not able to enact it in her classroom on a regular basis. She was 

particularly interested in the way historical thinking exposed students to multiple 

perspectives and allowed them to develop a sense of historical empathy and agency.  

Commenting on historical empathy, VanSledright noted: 
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In the ideal, this tempers and textures our understanding of our ancestors and what 

makes them seem odd at first glance. It makes us less quick to judge them as 

short-sighted dimwits with idiotic beliefs and stupid customs. By extension we 

therefore would be less quick then to judge those in our contemporary world who 

do not share our sentiments and sensibilities. (2001, p. 58) 

Antonia’s interest in empathy closely aligns with VanSledright’s conception of historical 

empathy, in that empathy is not only key to students’ understanding of the past, but also 

to their success as citizens within a multicultural, democratic society.  Describing 

historical thinking, Antonia said:  

It’s about trying to see whatever side or point of view you are studying and trying 

to put yourself in that position. Like there isn’t a good, like you shouldn’t teach 

history as a good or bad, but as different points of view. Like these people aren’t 

bad or good, this is just what they had to do. I really like the whole idea of 

empathy, it helps students connect to the past, but also it’s about being empathetic 

to our current world. (A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/10)  

Thus Antonia’s interest in using historical thinking was not only to have her students put 

themselves into the shoes of those in the past but also to develop respect for the 

perspectives of those around them.  

 Unfortunately, Antonia’s commitment to developing historical empathy within 

her students was not always realized because of several pedagogical shortcomings, 

including the fact that she often rushed through lessons when she was uncomfortable, 

interjected her own opinion when she felt that students were not  responding, and 
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ultimately stifled the opportunity for students to discuss, wrestle with, and develop their 

own conclusions about the past.  

For instance, consider Antonia’s lesson on Vietnam protest songs. Concerned 

about the limited focus of the Vietnam war in the textbook, noting “the textbook literally 

has half a page on the Korean War and half a page on the Vietnam war” (A. Urbina, 

interview, 5/4/10), Antonia wanted to help her students develop a depth of knowledge 

beyond what the textbook and curricular bundles suggested. Antonia presented her 

students with a packet of Vietnam protest song lyrics and an accompanying worksheet 

titled “Anti-War Protest Songs: Vietnam War.” She explained to her students that they 

would listen to several songs protesting the Vietnam War in order to better understand 

public sentiment toward the war. Detailing the goal of this activity, Antonia noted, “I 

wanted to try and get them to connect with primary sources. Just the simplest thing, using 

a source that was made at the time to connect it to things that were going on around the 

world and see more perspectives” (A. Urbina, interview, 5/4/10). Thus, Antonia wanted 

to help her students step into the role of those of the past and examine how music of this 

era reflected the sentiments and emotions of the time.  

Before playing the protest songs, Antonia instructed her students to listen closely 

and follow along with the printed songs in their packets so they would be prepared for the 

discussion that would follow each song. Antonia played several protest songs including 

Bob Dylan’s God on Their Side, Tom Paxton’s LBJ Told the Nation, and Buffalo 

Springfield’s For What its Worth. After each song played, Antonia asked her students to 

share their thoughts on the song with the class. As students randomly called out their 
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answers, Antonia struggled to manage the conversation and keep students on track. While 

Antonia asked her students to share their opinions about the songs, including the 

perspective and meaning behind each song, she narrowed the time and space necessary 

for students to share their thoughts to develop their own historical conclusions.  

For instance when discussing Bob Dylan’s God on Their Side, Antonia asked her 

students to share their opinion about the song. After a few seconds without any student 

response, Antonia quickly said, “This is what the song is all about: the government tries 

to justify their involvement in the war with religion” (A. Urbina, observation notes, 

5/4/10).  In telling students the meaning of the song instead of encouraging them to use 

their own capacities to reason historically, Antonia negated the merit of her students’ 

perspectives. In turn Antonia’s actions reified the erroneous notion that there is a singular 

perspective to the past and a singular perspective when looking at primary sources 

documents; in effect she became prey to the referential illusion she wanted to challenge 

(VanSledright, 2002). 

Although Antonia’s pedagogical approach during the in-class discussion failed to 

help students effectively explore evidentiary trails, the worksheet students were asked to 

fill out did provide a few hopeful possibilities for helping students engage in these issues.  

This teacher generated worksheet provided an opportunity for students to synthesize their 

learning about protest songs. Several questions provided students with the opportunity to 

think about multiple perspectives and historical empathy. For instance question number 

five read:  
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Songwriters use different lyrics to convey their disapproval of the War. Some 

plead for the end of the war, some preach love and brotherhood, some outwardly 

criticize the government and war, and some use a mixture. Read over the lyrics of 

the songs. Decide which method each writer used to convey their message. (A. 

Urbina, observation notes, 5/4/10) 

This question allowed students to consider the multiple motives and tactics used by these 

songwriters to convey their ideas. In exploring the point of view of each songwriter, 

students had an opportunity to see how actors of the past made unique decisions about 

how to approach this event.  

Another question on the worksheet asked students, “If you were around during 

this time, which song would have appealed to you?” This question was designed to help 

students put themselves into the position of people in the tumultuous mix of the Vietnam 

War. Essentially this question was posed to help students explore historical empathy and 

agency (Seixas, 1993a). By providing the statement “if you were around during this 

time,” Antonia attempted to help her students engage in historical contextualization, or 

“the practice of interpreting people and events in terms of the historical context of the 

time in which they lived, not by our current standards and tastes” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 

146).  

This worksheet certainly was not perfect, as it failed to provide individual 

document based questions for each document and included some fairly superficial 

questions (e.g. “Write a question to the writer about a song or the time period.”).  It did, 

however, provide further evidence of Antonia’s steps toward using historical thinking to 
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engage students in examining multiple perspectives, particularly perspectives not often 

highlighted in the traditional social studies curriculum. In the end Antonia’s expressed 

desire to help her students explore multiple perspectives and develop a sense of historical 

empathy was not always fully enacted in her classroom in ways that her students could 

understand.  

The textbook at hand. 

The textbook played a fairly prominent role in Antonia’s classroom despite her 

somewhat mixed feelings about the merit of this curricular resource.  First, it must be 

noted that the curriculum bundles and district scope and sequence were based around the 

textbook.  Therefore, the chronological order in which events were taught in Antonia’s 

classroom were dictated by the order of the textbook (Paxton, 1999; VanSledright, 2008). 

On one hand Antonia expressed a desire to help students move beyond a simple textbook 

understanding arguing: 

I found that if I stuck with the textbook the students and I were bored senseless. 

Whenever I went searching for materials online or from other texts I had read, the lesson 

tended to be more interesting for me which usually meant the kids were more interested. 

(A. Urbina, personal communication, 1/17/11).  

On the other hand she said, “the textbook isn’t too horrible” (A. Urbina, interview, 

5/4/10). Thus Antonia had a fairly conflicted opinion about the merit of the textbook and 

its use in her classroom.  

When probed further about what she liked about the textbook, however, Antonia 

commented that she liked that it included primary source documents, and she specifically 



164 

highlighted an instance where the textbook presented two competing perspectives about 

who won a battle between the Mexican and Texan armies.  Antonia had her students 

examine these two perspectives in the textbook and asked them what they thought:  

The kids were like what is that all about. I was like different points of view. You know 

different sides of the story. They said why do we do this, can’t we just figure out the 

truth? And I am like you can’t ever know without looking at different perspectives. (A. 

Urbina, interview, 3/1/10)  

Thus, Antonia used the textbook as a tool to highlight the need to explore multiple 

perspectives in order to develop a more complex understanding of the past.  As such 

Antonia justified her use of the textbook as a curricular and pedagogical resource because 

it seemingly reinforced her pedagogical commitment to explore multiple perspectives.  

Unfortunately, we must recognize that the inclusion of primary source documents in the 

textbook does automatically provide the appropriate resources needed for historical 

thinking (Barton, 2005).  When primary source documents are included in textbooks, 

they are often singular, uncontested perspectives that do not challenge the existing 

narrative.  

Interestingly, however, while Antonia noted the need to explore multiple 

perspectives, students in her classroom still spent a great deal of time doing popcorn 

reading and filling out guided reading worksheets based on the textbook, worksheets that 

did not account for multiple perspectives, referential illusion, or historical positionality 

and epistemology. The textbook and guiding readings became one of Antonia’s staple 
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curricular and pedagogical resources. Thus, as a first year teacher Antonia had very 

contradictory feelings on the textbook and its place in her classroom.  

The Influence of School Context on Critical Practice 

As the previous themes have alluded to, the school context within which Antonia 

worked significantly shaped the way she was able to enact more critical practices within 

her classroom. While Antonia had both personal experiences that propelled her critical 

disposition, her decision making to use historical thinking in more critical ways was also 

situated within a larger local, state, and national context, a context of high stakes testing, 

standardized curriculum, and teacher proofing.  Antonia struggled to negotiate the divide 

between this context and her more critical tendencies as an educator. Faced with similar 

organizational and contextual factors as her colleague Abigail, including working within 

a content team and the requirement to use local curriculum bundles based on the state 

standards, Antonia found it difficult to push against the practices of her colleagues and 

insert her own knowledge of students, content, and pedagogy on a consistent basis. As 

Grant (2003) suggests, “With organizational influences, however, comes an important 

distinction: Teachers may interpret and act upon the same influence in very different 

ways. Thus, depending on the teacher, any factor may be perceived as an opportunity or 

as a constraint” (p. 173).  A first year teacher, Antonia felt tremendous constraints from 

the schooling context in which she worked. 

Working within a team. 

 Antonia taught with a team of three other Texas History teachers at Jackson 

Middle School. Antonia’s work within this team served to constrain her teaching practice 
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in several ways. First, the formalized structure of the team, which was touted as 

promoting a collegial and cooperative atmosphere, actually served as a means to control 

the degree of latitude Antonia felt she had in her classroom. Secondly, the curricular 

materials the team used to guide their planning also limited what Antonia felt she was 

able to do in her classroom. Finally, the pedagogical practices and expectations of her 

team also failed to support Antonia’s desire to use more critical practices within her 

classroom.  

 Antonia’s team met two or three times a week to plan together in what was 

supposed to be a cooperative environment in which team members brainstormed and co-

planned.  Describing her team, however, Antonia said,  “We meet and plan together and 

most of the time it is just our Texas History department chair saying we did this last year, 

what do you think about this? And most of the time we just do that again” (A. Urbina, 

interview, 3/1/10).  Thus Antonia’s experience with her team was much less than 

collegial. As a matter of fact she felt that when she did suggest new ideas for topics and 

lessons her team members did not honor them, and Antonia found it easier to acquiesce to 

the demands of her team than to challenge them.  

 The school district in which Abigail worked provided curriculum bundles aligned 

with the state mandated standards, which were designed to provide teachers with lesson 

plans and resources they could use in their classrooms. Teachers in the district were 

expected to follow the curriculum bundles as a guide for what and how to teach particular 

content in their classrooms. The 7th grade Texas History team at Jackson Middle School 

used the curriculum bundles provided by the district and the textbook to guide most of 
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their instructional planning. While Antonia felt that these bundles presented a very 

narrow conception of the past, she still used these as her guiding curricular resource 

because of the pressure from her team.  

Antonia reported that most of the lessons suggested by her team involved a heavy 

reliance on the textbook, guided readings, fill-in-the-blank worksheets, and other lower 

level activities, a reality that Antonia was not pleased with. “I try to push them. I tell 

them this is too easy, I don’t like fill in the blanks, can’t we do more discussion and have 

the students write more?” (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10).  

For example in one lesson on Texas secession, Antonia decided to diverge from the 

lesson planned by her team members. Instead of having her students simply read the 

textbook and fill out a guided reading worksheet, Antonia had her students look at several 

primary source documents detailing various perspectives on the issue of secession. After 

reviewing all four of the documents, students were then asked to write a three-paragraph 

essay detailing the reason Texas seceded from the Union, including providing references 

from each of the documents. Although this historical thinking activity only included one 

DBQ for each document and did not really push students to more critical notions about 

secession, it did represent Antonia’s desire to help her students “form their own 

understandings, instead of just regurgitating the textbook” (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10) 

and her continued struggle to move beyond the tired pedagogical practices of her team.  

While Antonia suggested that she pushed against the demands of her colleagues, 

she still felt that they did not honor her ideas and continued to teach in the same rote 

fashion. “One of the teachers told me I love what you do, but it is work. You have to dig 
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through stuff, you have to find different books. And they don’t want to do that. So it’s 

hard to constantly stand against that” (A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/10).  Unlike Abigail, who 

was able to resist the pressures provided by her team, Antonia grew weary of fighting her 

team and ended up acquiescing to many of their curricular and pedagogical choices. This 

decision often left Antonia with a heavy sense of guilt, but as she noted, “In the 

beginning of the year I was pushing more, I would say I have this idea, let’s do stations or 

historical thinking. But now I am running out of steam, and they will say ‘here it is’, and 

I will just say okay” (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10). As such, Antonia’s knowledge of 

subjugated narratives and her desire to use historical thinking were often neglected 

because she lacked the energy and motivation to push against the grain.  

First year realities. 

 Much of Antonia’s weariness toward using historical thinking as a tool to raise 

critical awareness stemmed from her overwhelming concern with classroom management 

issues. Grossman (1992) has asserted, “For better or worse, classroom management and 

instruction are eternally married. How teachers manage classrooms enables or constrains 

the possibilities of teaching, classroom discourse, and student learning” (p. 174). When 

asked about why she was unable to implement the kinds of historical thinking lessons she 

had hoped to, Antonia said: 

More than anything it is dealing with the management issues. I tried to do class 

discussion, but it is really hard to get them to do like any kind of debate. It’s kind 

of sad. I have tried it, and it was a mess. I tried to do a Socratic seminar and I was 
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like no, it is so bad. Even to the point group projects are a difficult thing to do 

because of management issues. (A. Urbina, interview, 3/1/10) 

Unlike Abigail, who never referenced classroom management in our interviews and 

whose classroom functioned like a well-oiled machine, Antonia frequently referenced 

classroom management issues as hindering her teaching practice. Although Antonia had 

spent 40 hours observing and working in a 7th grade classroom during her internship 

semester, she was still overwhelmed by the middle school students she had been hired to 

teach: “I knew they were going to be wild, but I had no idea how bad they would be, how 

disrespectful they would be” (A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10).  

Throughout my observations it was apparent that the students in Antonia’s 

classroom were rather loud and unruly; however, it was Antonia’s inability to manage her 

students that compounded the problem. While classroom contracts, rules, and procedures 

detailing things like no talking while others are talking, be respectful, turn work in on 

time, and be ready when the bell rings were clearly posted on the classroom walls, it 

seemed that these were only suggestions and not actually the norm in Antonia’s 

classroom. Students called out answers at random, were often off task, and rarely got 

started when the bell rang. While Antonia did try to quiet her students, threaten 

bookwork, and provide proximity control, these methods were simply not conducive to 

producing the kind of student behavior necessary for effective constructivist classroom 

instruction. As such, Antonia often appeared frustrated and at a loss for how to handle her 

students when they became disruptive. Instead of directly dealing with classroom 

management issues, Antonia ended up planning lessons that she felt would limit the 
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amount of disruption that would occur in her classroom, lessons that involved little 

discussion, cooperative learning, or individual work time.  As demonstrated in the 

opening vignette, when Antonia did try to introduce a lesson that involved more 

constructivist strategies, including historical thinking lessons, she often became 

overwhelmed with classroom management issues and ended up rushing through 

meaningful portions of the lesson. 

To compound the classroom management issue, there were frequent interruptions 

in Antonia’s classroom. Teachers, administrators, parents, and other school personnel 

constantly knocked on Antonia’s door or called her classroom phone. While Abigail had 

markedly fewer interruptions, she was able to seamlessly manage these interruptions 

without allowing them to disrupt her classroom. When these interruptions happened in 

Antonia’s classroom, students were quick to get off task. When Antonia returned, she 

struggled to get them back on topic.  

Furthermore, Antonia had given in to what she perceived as a complete apathy on 

the part of students, commenting “The kids know if they fail Texas History, they will go 

on to 8th grade because it doesn’t matter. So you really have no leverage because the 

students are like you can’t do anything to me, even if I don’t pass I will get to move on” 

(A. Urbina, interview, 4/5/10).  Antonia was also overwhelmed with the number of 

meetings and paperwork she had to complete as a first year teacher. From going to 

admission, review, dismissal (ARDs) meetings, to having parent conferences, to tutoring 

students, to filling out failure and detention notices, Antonia said that she felt like she 

was playing constant catch-up. Unfortunately, this reduced her already limited 
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instructional planning time and caused her to resort to using lessons in which she was less 

than pleased.  

Despite Antonia’s overwhelming concern for classroom management, she was 

quick to highlight that she had seen moments of breakthrough with her students. moments 

that encouraged her to continue pushing forward toward her goal of engaging students in 

critical issues and historical thinking: 

You know there have been kids where I was like at the beginning of the school 

year, what is this kid doing. He isn’t doing anything. And now I am so proud, he 

is doing the work, and he gets it. There were quite a few failing the first 6 weeks 

and now they are doing great. And it is encouraging. (A. Urbina, interview 

5/4/10) 

and,  

When the kids say certain things like I have never had anyone tell me that before, 

no teacher has told me that. When I hear them say that social studies is exciting, I 

am like, wow, that is awesome. It encourages me to keep trying. (A. Urbina, 

interview, 3/1/10) 

Therefore, while Antonia’s use of historical thinking, particularly critical 

historical thinking, was not as consistent or sophisticated as Abigail’s, Antonia’s case 

presents interesting insight into the myriad of challenges first year teachers face when 

trying to negotiate the enactment of their experiential, content, and pedagogical 

knowledge within a particular context.   

Cara: A Case Study of a Negotiating Teacher 
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 It was 8:30am on a Thursday morning in early spring semester, and Cara stood 

outside the door of her 10th grade Advanced Placement (AP) World History and Art 

History classroom, a classroom tucked away in the back of Rutters High School. Papers 

and posters demonstrating student work cluttered the walls of the classroom. Cara’s desk 

placed in the corner of the classroom stood covered in papers, books, and student 

projects. On this morning the desks in Cara’s classroom were arranged in two concentric 

circles, purposefully positioned for the Socratic seminar students would be participating 

in during class.  

 “Good morning, Ms. Goldstein,” one student remarked as he walked past Cara 

who stood greeting students at the doorway. “Hey John, how are you. How did your 

English exam go yesterday? I heard it was pretty tough,” Cara remarked back. “It was 

hard, but I think I did okay,” John said. With enthusiasm and genuine concern Cara said, 

“Good to hear!” Students continued to stream into the classroom as Cara greeted each by 

name. It was clear that Cara had developed a very positive rapport with her students and 

they responded very well to her.  

The tardy bell rang.  Cara shut the door and walked to the front of the classroom. 

“Good morning guys, let’s go ahead and get started. Is everyone ready for our Socratic 

seminar today?” Students shuffled through their backpacks pulling out papers as Cara 

walked toward her desk. “Does anyone need an extra copy of the scoring guide?” Cara 

asked. Several students raised their hands and Cara circulated, handing materials to the 

students. For the next few minutes Cara explained how the Socratic seminar would work, 

how students would be scored, and the basic norms for discussion.  “Okay, so you should 
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each have your slave trade documents packet, the questions you have written for 

homework that you will ask during the seminar, and your scoring criteria out on your 

desk,” Cara reminded students. Students quickly and eagerly gathered their materials and 

were soon ready to begin their discussion.  

In order to prepare for this seminar, students were given a packet of documents 

detailing various perspectives about African slave trade. These documents included a 

document written by John Barbot (1732), an agent for the French Royal African 

Company, a journal entry from Olaudah Equiano (1789) detailing his journey from 

enslavement to freedom, and a first hand account about the atrocities of the middle 

passage from the perspective of Alexander Falconbridge (1788), a surgeon aboard slave 

ships and later the governor of a British colony for freed slaves in Sierra Leone. Students 

were given three days to read this material at home and to write at least 9 questions 

pertaining to these readings, including “3 opening questions (Who?, What?, When?, 

Where?), 6 core questions (Why?, How?, In your opinion…), and 1 closing question that 

relates the material to you, other students, Dallas, the U.S., the world, etc.” (C. Goldstein, 

Socratic Seminar Document, 1/28/10).  These questions would then be used to guide the 

Socratic seminar discussion.  Students were graded on both the preparation of their 

questions as well as on their participation during the seminar itself.  

Looking around the circle of students, Cara said, “Okay, who wants to ask the 

first question to get us started? Remember we are going to be respectful of other people’s 

viewpoints.”  Students raised their hands, and Cara pointed toward a young man, who 

said, “Okay, who is Falconbridge really trying to help in writing his perspective. The 
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slaves or the Africans who are trading the slaves?” Students chimed in by citing their 

opinions and frequently referencing the text. Most students said Falconbridge was 

helping the slaves by exposing the atrocities of the slave ships; others argued his loyalty 

was a little skewed since he was paid to be a surgeon aboard these ships.   When there 

was a lull in the conversation, Cara asked for another student generated question. 

Students asked questions like (1) “How effective was it to use slaves? Was it cheaper or 

did it end up costing more money in the end?,”, (2) “In the first document it talks about 

converting the slaves to Christianity and how they would have made their conditions 

better if they were Christians.  Do you actually think the Europeans would have treated 

them differently if they were Christians?,” and  (3) “Why was slavery such a prominent 

industry?” (C. Goldstein, Observation Notes, 1/28/2010).  These questions suggested that 

students had indeed engaged with the readings and worked to craft questions that would 

elicit discussion among their peers. 

About two-thirds of the 17 person class actively participated in the discussion. For 

those 4-5 students who were not actively participating, Cara encouraged them to ask a 

question or respond to the questions that were being posted. In response, a fairly quiet 

student posed a question and the following conversation ensued.  

Student A: The second document is from an African perspective and his point of 

view as a slave. What would have been different if white people were taken as 

slaves?  
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Student B: Nothing would be different whatsoever. Maybe like the ship and 

continents, but I still think it would be the exact same thing just the other way 

around.  

Student C: I think it would be different. Cause you know how we’ve been having 

all white presidents and now we have a African American president and people 

are like oh wow. It wouldn’t have been so weird for that to have happened if it 

had been the other way around.  

Student D: Africa would be better off economically. They would still live in the 

same place and have same continent. But it would be different.  

Student E: I think it’s hard to answer that question because everything would be 

completely changed and that’s hard to imagine.  

Student C: Well, you know in the recent years there has been separation between 

whites and blacks. That would probably be completely different.  

Cara: Great answers, guys. I think we all agree it would be different but it’s hard 

to judge now that history has already happened. It is hard to say what would 

change if the tables had been turned.  How about another question? 

Student F (raising her hand): In the first document it talked about how people 

would sell their family or themselves to slavery so they wouldn’t starve. Do you 

think it would be better or worse to sell yourself or your family, because the 

slaves didn’t always get fed? 

Student B: Selling yourself to slavery is wrong but at least you have a chance to 

escape and free yourself and live.  
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Student A: But even when you tried to escape sometimes you were killed or 

beaten or something and they didn’t always get fed. 

Student B: It’s better than not trying at all. 

Student G: In the beginning the question asked was about why people who didn’t 

have food sold themselves for food. Why would they try to escape if they didn’t 

have food before they went into slavery, what promise would there be for food 

after they escaped. 

Student H: It all depends if you are selling yourself to support your family versus 

selling yourself so you wouldn’t starve. I would rather die with my family than 

die working for somebody else being underpaid, not clothed and stuff.  

Student G: I don’t think either way selling yourself or your family is a good 

solution. Even if you are not getting fed, if you are free and not enslaved you have 

a chance to do something, you have some freedom and some hope. But when you 

are a slave your hope lies in someone else’s hands you don’t even know.  

The Socratic seminar continued as students discussed several more questions. With 5 

minutes till the bell, Cara concluded the Socratic seminar and asked her students to 

reflect on their experiences with this pedagogical method. The students enthusiastically 

responded, “It was fun,” “it was neat to hear what everyone had to say,” “I liked it,” and 

“it was better than just reading about this in some boring book” (C. Goldstein, 

observation notes, 1/28/10).    

 Detailing the goal of this lesson, Cara commented:  



177 

Part of it is to get some of my students who don’t talk in class to talk. To hear 

their ideas. I have noticed when I do discussions like this and I force them to talk, 

even though they hate me for it, I get some of the best discussion and most 

profound statements. Also, to make sure they understand, a big thing, just getting 

back to point of view and understanding different points of view. The documents 

they have today represent various perspectives on the middle passage. To talk 

about how these points of view can be so different and shape our view of what 

happened.” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10) 

Cara regularly, about once a week,  planned and implemented lessons like the one 

featured in the vignette above. These lessons encouraged students to engage in historical 

thinking by examining multiple perspectives and developing their own understandings of 

the past. The students in Cara’s classroom were, for the most part, very receptive to 

activities like the one described in this vignette. They were attentive, engaged, and 

thoughtful in their discussion.  Part of this response can be attributed to the ease with 

which Cara conducted such activities. She helped facilitate the conversation and propel 

the discussion forward. Part of this might also be attributed to the fact that Cara’s 

students had encountered this type of pedagogical tool in their pre-AP courses along the 

way, a marked difference from the students in Abigail and Antonia’s classroom.  

As with Abigail and Antonia, we can better understand Cara’s teaching practice, 

including the bodies of knowledge that serve to inform her practice, by examining the 

four themes that emerged from both individual and cross case analysis. First, Cara’s 

teaching practice was shaped by the knowledge she gleaned from both her familial and 
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schooling experiences, including her apprenticeship of observation and experiences as a 

student teacher (Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975). Secondly, Cara’s knowledge of content, 

both her knowledge of the official narratives presented in the social studies curriculum 

and her knowledge of alternative narratives, served as a key component in her decisions 

about what to teach. Cara’s experiential and content knowledge coupled with a third body 

of knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, served to inform her intellectual biography or 

“that set of understandings, conceptions, and orientations that constitutes the source of 

their [teachers’] comprehension of the subject they teach” (Shulman, 2004b).  Finally, the 

fourth theme investigates how these three bodies of knowledge interact within and are 

informed by Cara’s specific teaching context, including how Cara navigates local, state, 

and national pressures.  

These four themes help illuminate the similarities and differences between Cara 

and the previous two informants and provide insight into how she is able to use historical 

thinking to raise critical issues (i.e. race, class, gender) within her classroom. These 

themes also shed light onto the continuum of decision-making possibilities available in 

regard to critical historical thinking. In the following section, I describe how these themes 

informed why and how Cara was able to use historical thinking as a tool to raise critical 

consciousness (Freire, 2007).  

Experiential knowledge and Critical Practice 

Research has shown teachers’ experiential knowledge drawn from their familial 

background, K-16 schooling experiences (Britzman, 2003; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Lortie, 

1975), and general dispositions toward the subject matter (Adler, 2008; Levstik & 
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Barton, 2001; Ross, 1987) play an important role in the decision making practices of 

teachers. Specifically, this theme underscores the impact experiential knowledge has for 

novice teachers who are just beginning to develop their prowess as educators and who 

have yet to develop a sophisticated “wisdom of practice” (Shulman, 2004a).  

Familial background. 

 An only child, Cara was raised in the suburbs of a large Texas city. The daughter 

of two middle class Jewish parents, Cara said she “had been privileged most of her life” 

(C. Goldstein, Personal Correspondence, 1/31/11).  “While I was the only Jewish kid in 

my school, I didn’t ever really get made fun or anything. It never was a big deal” (C. 

Goldstein, Personal Correspondence, 1/31/11).  Cara described her father as a “history 

buff” who was always reading about historical events and talking about them with his 

family. Unlike Abigail, who referenced her father frequently and provided many 

descriptive stories of his desire to introduce new perspectives to his family, Cara said 

only that her father loved to read about history and inspired her to do the same. Thus, 

while both Cara and Abigail’s fathers were “history buffs,” the role they played in 

solidifying their daughters’ thinking about the past differed.  

 Cara’s grandmother had emigrated to the U.S. from Poland before WWII and had 

shared this experience with her grandchildren. “My grandmother told us to be tolerant 

people. To respect everyone around us. To be polite. To honor them, because you never 

know about their background or what they’ve been through ” (C. Goldstein, Personal 

Correspondence, 1/31/11).  In our discussions, Cara suggested that both her grandmother 

and her parents taught her to be “tolerant of others”, but that they never really exposed 
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her to the counter histories or narratives that she would learn later in college. “They are 

good people, and they wanted me to be the same. They weren’t very critical people” (C. 

Goldstein, Personal Correspondence, 1/31/11).  As such Cara did not grow up with a 

focus on raising a critical consciousness. “I mean, I am Jewish, and somewhere in the 

back of mind, I have always sort of thought about what it is like to be the minority, but it 

wasn’t that big of a deal growing up” (C. Goldstein, personal communication, 1/31/11).  

Despite the potential for Cara’s rich historical background and “otherness” to help shape 

her thinking about the past, Cara suggested that her Jewishness really didn’t matter.  

Particularly because Cara’s family did not place priority on this area, focusing instead on 

helping her become a good person who was tolerant of others, Cara did not feel like her 

familial background had a big impact on her critical disposition.  

 Responding to the expectations set out by her parents, Cara did well in school, 

respected her peers, and was “generally a good kid 

” (C. Goldstein, personal communication, 1/31/11).  It was actually Cara’s schooling 

experiences that seemed to have the greatest impact on her disposition as a critical 

educator.  

Schooling background. 

 Cara’s schooling experiences played a significant role in shaping her knowledge 

about teaching, learning, and the purpose of social studies. Cara attended a middle-sized, 

moderately diverse high school in a suburb of a large Texas city. A successful student 

who took all advanced social studies classes, Cara said, “I had a great experience in my 

high school social studies classes. That’s probably why I am doing this now. I made 5’s 
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on all my AP tests and I was named the outstanding social studies student my senior 

year” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10).  Cara described the practice of her high school 

social studies teachers as the “basic stand up lecture,” but noted that this style of teaching 

was particularly suited for her as a learner. Cara’s positive experience in high school thus 

prompted her desire to become a history teacher herself, despite that fact that her AP U.S. 

history teacher told her not to become a teacher because she “could do something better 

than that” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10). After being nominated by her English 

teacher to attend a young leaders conference in Washington, D.C, Cara also developed an 

interest in government. So upon high school graduation, Cara enrolled in the State 

University to pursue a degree in government and a teaching certificate.   

 While Cara had a great high school experience and excelled as a student, it was 

her experiences in college that began to shape her commitment as a critical educator and 

her desire to expose students to critical notions within the social studies. Commenting 

about this experience, Cara said,  

I think a lot of what has been most influential was being at the university and 

taking classes and me myself learning how to think critically. I had a professor 

who really opened up my eyes to how I want to teach social studies. I took two 

history seminars with him. When I got to the university and started taking these 

classes, it was just this process that I learned. More than anything I got out of his 

class, looking at things through different lenses.  I mean we just don’t think about 

how we all have a certain lens that shapes the way we view the world. (C. 

Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10)  
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Cara had been a student in the above-mentioned professor’s courses on History of AIDS 

in Africa and Africa in the Media. Describing these courses, Cara said, “That’s the 

classes where I really started questioning things. That’s where I learned about 

colonialism, underdevelopment, imperialism. That’s where I learned about the whole idea 

of master narratives and who writes history” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/11/11).  As such, 

Cara recognized the importance of historical positionality and the way our worldview 

shapes our interpretation of the past (VanSledright, 2002), but in a different way than 

Abigail. For Cara, historical positionality was an academic exercise of exploring different 

perspectives and not one propelled by lived experiences. For Abigail her focus on 

historical positionality was informed by her own lived experiences and enhanced with her 

academic interests.  

Cara also recognized historical thinking is what Wineburg (2001) has adeptly 

noted as  an unnatural act. Describing this reality, Cara noted,  

I took a class about Africa, and I realized that when you are studying things like 

this, things we are unfamiliar with, we come in with these American lenses. You 

just don’t see what people who have gone through these activities really did see. I 

think this is a really important thing about history; things are really time period 

specific, so when we read about and understand history we have to remember 

that. It seems really foreign to us because it was so long ago, but we need to 

switch lenses to understand. So I want to get my students to take off their lens and 

put on a different lens to look through history. (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10)  
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Unlike Abigail and Antonia, it was primarily Cara’s content coursework, not her personal 

experiences, that provided the opportunity for her to consider how worldview and 

positionality shape the way we see the past. As such she began to question the linearity of 

history and embraced the idea that historical interpretation is complex and “unnatural” 

process. 

 While Cara took a number of courses in college that furthered her knowledge of 

content, particularly her knowledge about the process of historical thinking, Cara pointed 

toward her social studies field experiences as providing the needed space for her to 

incorporate this new content and pedagogical knowledge. Unlike Abigail and Antonia 

who cited their methods coursework as being particular influential in their enactment of 

more critical renditions of the past, Cara quickly glossed over her methods coursework 

and focused specifically on her field experience.  

I like having the experience of learning from different teachers who had taught for 

so long. Hearing their classroom experience is what really helped me. Being in 

the classroom just makes you feel so much more comfortable. Not so much the 

literature, but hearing the hands on stories, different perspectives, and life lessons. 

(C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10) 

Cara felt that the theories and ideas presented in her social studies methods coursework 

were only helpful when they could be related back to what was currently happening in 

her classroom. Therefore, Cara saw the theory presented in her methods coursework as 

fairly meaningless unless it could be directly applied to her practice. . Essentially she 

valorized her student teaching “as the authentic moment in teacher education and the real 
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ground of knowledge production” (Britzman, 2003, p. 30).  She fell prey to the pervasive 

myth that theory and practice are dichotomous and exclusive, instead of seeing the two as 

praxis. 

 Fortunately Cara’s felt like each of the five teachers she had worked with during 

her field experience provided new insights that challenged and pushed her views about 

what and how to teach in social studies. In the semester prior to her full time student 

teaching semester, Cara worked with a veteran cooperating teacher who had served in 

this capacity for over 10 years. This cooperating teacher often took the time to sit with 

Cara and explain his decision-making practices as well as his views about teaching, 

learning and the purpose of social studies. Cara cited this experience as being particularly 

influential in both her curricular and pedagogical practices. “It was helpful for me to see 

why he did what he did. Why he introduced certain topics and not others? Why he used 

particularly strategies?” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/11/11). In her student teaching 

semester, Cara also worked with a veteran (6 years) cooperating teacher. Again, Cara 

cited this teacher’s deliberate efforts to talk through her decision-making practices and 

overall views about social studies curriculum and pedagogy as being helpful for her 

“understandings as a teacher” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10).  

 Cara’s experiential knowledge informed her desire to “educate students about the 

past and what’s happened and show them the connections and how everything 

intertwines. To get them to question everything they read. To look at different primary 

sources and points of view so they think critically” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10). In 

the end, Cara’s personal experiences provided a rich knowledge base that informed 
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decisions about her classroom teaching practice, particularly her decisions to use 

historical thinking to promote critical thinking. 

Content Knowledge and Critical Practice  

The decisions about what and how Cara teaches in her classroom were also 

affected by her social studies content knowledge (Shulman, 2004b). Cara’s knowledge of 

the official narratives presented in the social studies curriculum as well as her knowledge 

of narratives often omitted, silenced, or misrepresented in this curriculum served to guide 

her classroom practice (Kincheloe, 2001). As Cornbleth and Waugh (1995) note, “the 

widespread public perception of history as a story or narrative, master or otherwise, may 

be a convenient fiction” (p. 42).   Scholars have suggested that most social studies 

teachers are unaware of the way in which the master narratives told in traditional social 

studies curriculum “represent the viewpoints and interests of the dominant groups in 

society” (Cornbleth & Waugh, 1995, p. 42). Consequently, teachers often accept the 

existing curriculum content with little regard for the way these narratives fail to address 

issues of race, class, and gender and subject students to distorted versions of the past 

(Epstein, 2009; Loewen, 1995; Wills, 2001).  

Cara’s content knowledge allowed her to recognize the ways in which the official 

curriculum silenced particular perspectives while highlighting other more dominate 

views. Fortunately for Cara, her position as an AP teacher provided a unique and helpful 

context in which she was actively able to introduce her students to points of views and 

ways of thinking that differed from those presented in traditional, on level social studies 

curriculum.  Committed to helping her students make connections between events of the 
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past, develop a more global picture of history, and think critically, Cara commented “that 

having AP classes makes it so much easier to do this, because everything I have to do in 

AP aligns with my goals anyway” (C. Goldstein, Interview, 1/28/10).  In essence, Cara 

dismissed the state mandated curriculum as her “official curriculum” and had instead 

adopted the AP curriculum as her guiding resource. In doing so, she was able to shift 

toward a curricular resource that was more aligned with her own thinking.  

Knowledge of the official curriculum.  

 A government major with a minor in history, Cara was hired to teach AP World 

History and AP Art History immediately after graduating from her teacher preparation 

program, a job she was ecstatic to receive. Not only would she be teaching in an AP 

context, but she would also return to her hometown to do so. A second year teacher, Cara 

was still teaching both AP World and Art History at the time of the study. While Cara 

had taken a variety of history content courses during her undergraduate years, she 

suggested, “content wise, I don’t think I have a lot of ownership over the content” (C. 

Goldstein, Interview, 2/25/10). Thus Cara suggested she often relied on “what the experts 

have done” (C. Goldstein, Interview, 2/25/10) to guide her decisions about what to teach. 

By experts, Cara was referring to her fellow AP teachers who produced materials and 

resources that were often shared at AP conferences and workshops. Cara also highlighted 

the AP guide as an important document in guiding her thinking about what to teach.  

 Despite her expressed concerns about her content knowledge, Cara did have a 

good working knowledge of both the TEKS and AP standards: 



187 

We have a guide for AP. It says teach this. It’s basically the big things I need to 

cover, but I like to add in more stuff, even though there isn’t a lot of time to do 

that. And I know if I follow the AP guidelines I know that I will be covering the 

TEKS.” (C. Goldstein, interview, 2/25/10) 

Cara also recognized that these standards, both the state-mandated standards and the AP 

guidelines, presented a fairly limited conception of the past. As a result, Cara often asked 

her students to consider the question “who writes history?” (C. Goldstein, interview, 

2/25/10). In doing so Cara sought to help her students recognize the limited point of view 

represented in most textbooks and social studies curriculum (Loewen, 1995; 

VanSledright, 2008).  In order to help her students explore this reality, Cara taught her 

students to “question everything they read and to think critically” (C. Goldstein, 

interview, 1/28/10).  

 Consider the human rights unit Cara planned for the end of the semester, after her 

students had taken their AP exam. Cara developed this idea during her student teaching 

semester and had continued to refine and use it in her first and second year of teaching. 

During this weeklong unit, students spent several days exploring the concept of human 

rights. The AP curriculum made no particular mention of human rights. The state 

mandated curriculum suggested students should be able to 

C) identify examples of political, economic, and social oppression and violations 

of human rights throughout history, including slavery, the Holocaust, other 

examples of genocide and politically motivated mass murders in Cambodia, 

China, and the Soviet Union.  
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D) assess the degree to which human rights and democratic ideals have been 

advanced through the world during the 20th century. (TEKS §113.33.18) 

Describing the purpose of this unit Cara said: 

I want them to see how human rights still get violated today. I like to show them 

what is going on around the world. These things are still happening. I want them 

to see that, although we are Americans, we aren’t immune to violations of human 

rights and that they need to be aware of global issues. This week I pose a lot of 

questions. I don’t have answers for them, but I want them to think critically about 

these issues and how these continue to affect our world today, even in the US (C. 

Goldstein, interview, 5/18/10).  

While Cara’s unit did attend to the ideas laid out in these standards, it also went a step 

further to interrogate the role of the U.S. in human rights violations. Cara chose to frame 

the issue of Human Rights violations not just as something that happened in the past in 

distant and rudimentary lands like Cambodia, China and the Soviet Union, but rather as a 

persistent and contemporary issue facing the greatest nation in the world. Furthermore, 

instead of ascribing to the progressive narrative promoted by the second standard, which 

conflates human rights and democratic ideals and suggests there has been advancement in 

the way human rights issues are dealt with around the world, Cara’s unit challenged 

students to consider the reality that human rights violations continue to occur throughout 

the world, even in their homeland. As such Cara introduced her students to evidence that 

challenged the progressive narrative provided in the official curriculum (Cornbleth & 

Waugh, 1995).  
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Knowledge of subjugated narratives. 

 To begin this unit, Cara had her students brainstorm their own definitions of 

human rights and then provided them with the official definition from the United Nations. 

Students were then asked to brainstorm some examples of human rights based on these 

definitions. Following this opening activity, Cara then provided her students with a copy 

of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the General Assembly in 

1948. After reading this primary source document, students were then asked to choose 

the three rights they thought were most important and explain their rationale for this 

decision. Students were also asked to decide what rights needed to be added to the 

Universal Declaration. Students responded with things like “the right to privacy,” “the 

right to chose their sexual orientation,” and “the right to participate in the political 

process” (C. Goldstein, observation notes, 5/18/10). This provided the opportunity for 

students to examine which rights they considered important by considering those that 

were left off the declaration.  

The unit then continued as students explored human rights in the news. Students 

were put into groups and given an article on a contemporary human rights issue, 

including issues occurring in Ethiopia, Thailand, Zimbabwe, and Kuwait. After reading 

the article students were asked to respond to a series of questions, including questions 

like what human right is being violated?, who is the violator?, what is the government’s 

roles in the conflict?, how do you feel about this situation?, and, if you were in this 

situation and your human rights were being violated, what would you do?  The groups 

then presented their findings to the rest of the class. Following these presentations, Cara 
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then showed her students a slideshow that highlighted the Top 10 Human Rights 

Violators of 2009. During this slideshow, the following conversation ensued:  

Cara: Did you notice where most of these dictators were educated? 

Student A:  Not in their home countries. 

Cara: Good, not where they were from. So where were they educated? 

Student B: Uhmmm… Europe and in schools in the west.  

Cara: Absolutely. So what do you think about that? 

Student B: That some bad stuff is being taught in these schools. 

Student C: That these dictators aren’t stupid. Even though they have had a good 

education, they still do terrible things.  

Cara: For sure. So what does this mean for the west?  

Student D: It’s like the idea that the US is the one who equipped the people in 

Afghanistan or that the September 11th terrorists were educated in the US and in 

other places like England.  

Cara: Great point. (C. Goldstein, observation notes, 5/19/10) 

To conclude the unit, Cara framed the last three class sessions around the 

question“Is the United States a human rights violator?” In one class session, students 

explored the death penalty by reading a variety of perspectives on the issue. They then 

crafted a short statement in which they used evidence gathered throughout the unit to 

answer the question “Is the U.S. death penalty a violation of human rights? Why or why 

not?”  (C. Goldstein, interview, 5/19/10).  Commenting on the purpose of this activity, 

Cara said, “I wanted them to see that the U.S. isn’t perfect. That even though we act like 
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the world human rights police, we ourselves violate these rights” (C. Goldstein, 

Interview, 5/19/10). As such, Cara sought to introduce her students to a perspective often 

avoided in the social studies curriculum, a point of view that challenged the progressive 

narrative that the United States is intellectually and culturally superior to other nations 

around the world.   

In the following class period, students continued to explore the role of the U.S. in 

human rights violations by investigating issues surrounding U.S. immigration policy. 

Students examined a variety of documents, including legal definitions and memorandums 

produced by the Department of Homeland Security and newspaper articles highlighting 

immigration issues around the country. “I decided this year that we would talk about 

immigration. I try to talk about events that are current in the news. You know part of the 

Declaration of Human Rights talks about having the right to free movement in and out of 

the country. So I want them to think about if U.S. immigration law violates human rights” 

(C. Goldstein, 5/8/10).  Thus, not only did Cara highlight the role of the U.S. as a human 

rights violator, but also the continuous and persistent nature of this issue both in the U.S 

and around the world. As such Cara was able to use her knowledge of subjugated 

narratives to move her students beyond the representations often provided in the official 

curriculum.  

What must be noted, however, is that this unit came only after her students had 

completed their AP test. Cara suggested throughout our discussions that she was able to 

spend considerably more time and energy on this unit because her students were already 

finished with their AP test. Therefore, she was able to diverge from the AP guide and 



192 

investigate a topic that was interesting to both her and her students. These comments 

provide evidence of the negotiations and compromises Cara engaged in as a second year 

AP teacher, negotiations that often pitted her desire to expose students to alternative 

stories and develop critical thinking skills against the fast paced nature of the AP 

curriculum, a curriculum that included content and skills that aligned with Cara’s goals as 

a social studies teacher, but that required she moved quickly through.  

Knowing but not believing. 

Like her peers, Abigail and Antonia, Cara engaged in “knowing but not 

believing” (Wertsch, 2000, p. 39).  Cara knew the official narrative, but she did not 

believe it to be accurate or truthful.  In Wertsch’s terms, Cara had mastered the official 

narrative in that she knew what it was and had the ability to reproduce it, but she had not 

appropriated or made this narrative her own.   However, unlike Abigail and Antonia, 

whose goals and purposes as social studies educators were deeply challenged by the 

official curriculum mandated by the TEKS, Cara felt that the curriculum she was required 

to teach, in the form of the AP guidelines, actually provided a decent vehicle for her to 

accomplish her goals. Thus unlike Abigail, who actively resisted the narratives presented 

in the traditional social studies curriculum, and Antonia, who struggled to navigate the 

distance between the official and subjugated narratives, Cara was able to simply move 

beyond the official curriculum of the TEKS and embrace the AP curriculum as curricular 

guide. Cara’s wariness of official representations of the past coupled with her knowledge 

of subjugated narratives was easily incorporated into the AP context.   As such she was 

able to help students recognize and resist the incomplete and inaccurate nature of the 
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official social studies curriculum, engage with narratives and perspectives often 

marginalized or silenced, and begin to appropriate more critical and complete renditions 

of history.  

Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Critical Practice 

 Cara’s experiential and content knowledge provided the background for her 

critical disposition, but it was her pedagogical content knowledge that allowed her to 

transform this knowledge into a classroom practices that were meaningful for students 

(Shulman, 2004b). Cara’s knowledge of “the most useful representations of those ideas” 

(p. 203) including exposing her students to primary source documents that highlighted 

multiple and often competing perspectives, helping students make connections between 

historical events, the  present, and their own lives, and critiquing the traditional social 

studies curriculum, allowed her to transform her critical content knowledge into 

representations that bridged the distance between what she knew and what she wanted 

her students to learn (Wineburg, 2001). Commenting about her pedagogical commitment, 

Cara  remarked:  

I want my students to think critically about events of the past. To be able to 

acknowledge different points of view and how they fit together to form a larger 

story. To think about whose point of view we are getting? To get them to that 

higher level and to make those connections. (C. Goldstein, Interview, 1/28/10)  

To meet this goal, Cara often used primary source documents and historical inquiry to 

help students “to engage these sources, to learn to assess their status, and to begin 

building and writing their own interpretations of the past” (VanSledright, 2010, p. 117).  
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Multiple Perspectives and historical epistemology. 

About once a week, Cara’s students spent time engaging in historical thinking by 

examining primary source documents and exploring multiple perspectives as a way of 

developing their own understanding of the past. Unlike Abigail and Cara, whose personal 

commitment to have students investigate multiple perspectives and engage in historical 

thinking was often pitted against their mandated curriculum, Cara’s use of primary 

sources was encouraged both by her desire to expose her students to a variety of 

perspectives and the fact that the AP curriculum she followed mandated that students 

develop the skills necessary to analyze primary source documents. The AP curriculum 

required highlights four habits of mind addressed by any rigorous history course, 

including the following  

1. Constructing and evaluating arguments: using evidence to make plausible 

arguments 

2.  Using documents and other primary data: developing the skills necessary to 

analyze point of view and context, and to understand and interpret information 

3. Assessing continuity and change over time and over different world regions 

4.  Understanding diversity of interpretations through analysis of context, point of 

view, and frame of reference ("AP World History: Course Description," 2009) 

 Commenting about this reality, Cara said, “It’s about historical thinking, hoping 

they achieve it. Especially because that is what the entire AP test is over” (C. Goldstein, 

interview, 1/28/10). This is not meant to diminish Cara’s use of primary source 

documents to encourage students to investigate multiple perspectives, but rather to 



195 

highlight the ease with which she was able to negotiate her personal commitments and 

contextual realities. Nonetheless, Cara saw historical thinking as an important 

pedagogical tool because it allowed students to explore, analyze, and synthesize evidence 

from multiple perspectives and sources to create their own understandings about and 

connections to various events and actors of the past.  

Consider the lesson described in the opening vignette, a Socratic seminar focused 

around the Middle Passage. Cara’s students spent several days examining primary source 

documents representing three very different perspectives on this event. Cara described the 

points of view represented in these documents about the African slave trade as “someone 

who did this, someone who experienced it, and someone who witnessed it,” and also 

noted, “it would have been great to actually have an African slave trader’s point of view, 

but you have to cut it off somewhere. And these were easy to find” (C. Goldstein, 

interview, 1/28/10). As such, Cara sought to provide her students with documents that 

would help students better understand the complexities of this horrific event. At the same 

time, Cara’s comment also suggests that she ended up compromising her initial goals 

because of time and resource constraints.   

Cara said she purposefully chose to have her students read these documents 

because: 

 We were talking about how the history we learn is often incomplete because we 

only have one side of the story. So we talked about the Equionou part and how it 

is in the little box in the textbook. But how it is still not written into the actual 

text. So until it makes it into our history, it is put outside in the box. I told them, 
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that is why we have three different documents to read. Hopefully this helps you 

see the whole point. What we have to keep in mind is that we don’t know the 

truth. It’s up to you taking these documents, what you already know, and the 

primary documents to decide what happened. (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10) 

Thus, Cara wanted her students to shift their epistemological understandings from one of 

a naïve realist or the position that historical accounts, especially those presented in the 

authorless, omnipresent prose of the textbook, are wholly truthful, to a pragmatist 

epistemology or the position that history is “a set of stories we construct and tell—and 

continually reconstruct and retell.” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 144).  

 Not only did Cara want her students to develop their own understandings by 

exploring multiple perspectives, but also to make connections between various historical 

events and their relationship to present. “I want them to see when we get into 

imperialism, how the slave trade has contributed to the way we view Africa today. How 

this contributes to how America was started” (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10).  

Following the Socratic seminar, Cara’s students continued their exploration of the slave 

trade by watching a video produced by the Discovery Channel called Slave Ship, which 

detailed the Amistad case including detailing the Supreme Court case that eventually led 

to their freedom. After watching this video, students then read the actual Supreme Court 

case and then engaged in a discussion as a class.  

 Cara: So who started the slave trade? 

 Student A: The Portuguese 

 Cara: Did you know that? Or who did you think started it? 
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 Student B: I thought it was the English the whole time. 

 Cara: Interesting, well who ended up dominating the slave trade?  

 Student C: The English 

Cara: Why?  

Student C: Because they had the best navy.  

Cara: So when did the Amistad case take place? 

Student A: 1841 

Cara: When did slavery end in America? 

Student D: 1865 

Cara: So 1841 and if we talk about the case. What did we gather that they it said? 

Did they say that the Africans being transported had rights?  

Students: Yes 

Cara: And they were allowed to be free because they were humans? 

Students: Yes 

Cara: So why do you think that it took over 20 years to be ended in the Americas, 

when in 1841 you already you had this case that said these people have rights?   

Student E: Because it took time to spread everywhere 

Cara: Okay, spreading it everywhere, taking its time.  

Student D: Well slavery was already an institution in the US, and people didn’t 

just want to undo that.  
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Cara: Good, I know we aren’t in U.S. History yet, but I want you to remember 

this idea and think about the way this connects to what happens during the civil 

war and reconstruction. (C. Goldstein, observation notes, 1/29/10) 

Thus, not only did Cara utilize primary sources to reveal multiple perspectives and shift 

historical epistemology, but to help her students make connections between various 

events of the past. Instead of simply relying on the textbook to make these connections 

for students, Cara wanted her students to engage in their own hands-on investigation in 

order for them to have more “ownership of their learning” and truly understand how 

historical events are not isolated from one another.  

 While Cara’s students engaged in historical thinking activities fairly regularly, 

these activities did not always push into more critical realms of understanding (i.e. race, 

class, gender), like they did in Abigail’s classroom. Although Cara’s pedagogical content 

knowledge allowed her to highlight multiple perspectives and historical epistemology, 

she was not as deliberate in resisting the appropriation of more traditional narratives. 

Instead her focus in using historical thinking remained primarily on helping her students 

develop critical thinking skills like analysis, interpretation, and synthesis, not on helping 

right the wrongs of the past.  

The textbook at hand. 

 Cara’s use of the textbook fell somewhere between Abigail’s overarching critique 

of it and Antonia’s consistent reliance on it. Each week Cara and her students tackled a 

chapter from the textbook, thus the order in which Cara approached the teaching of AP 

World History was primarily dictated by the arrangement of the textbook. While Cara 
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never asked her students to read aloud from the textbook or to engage in guided readings 

in class, students were required to complete a SCRIPTED chart for each chapter of the 

AP textbook. This chart asked students to identify the following information for each 

chapter: social structures, culture, religion, interactions, politics, technology, economics, 

and demography. Cara said, “These charts are a way for students to quickly synthesize 

the information in the chapter and to have something to review with at the end” (C. 

Goldstein, personal communication, 1/31/11). Thus, like Antonia, Cara did rely on the 

textbook as a primary source of information for her students, although it was not often 

used in class.  

On the other hand, Cara often used the textbook to raise questions surrounding 

critical issues like race, class, and gender. Commenting on this practice, Cara said:  

I tell my students all the time, who writes history? The winners. So whose point 

of view are we getting?  So when you go into the textbook do you see everything? 

I always say where does it bring up things like women? Oh right, in the little 

section on the side. (C. Goldstein, interview, 1/28/10) 

This was reflected in the way she drew her students’ attention to how Equinou’s 

story was written in a side box outside of the actual textbook narrative. In another project, 

students were required to create a set of revolutionary figure trading cards. They were 

given a list of revolutionary figures from which they would choose ten to design a card 

that included their name, birth date, birth place, early life, greatest achievements, 

significance in history, and an icon to represent them. After handing out this assignment, 

Cara asked her students to look over the list and tell her what they noticed about it. After 
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several observations about the nature of these leaders, one student responded, “there’s 

only one woman on this list” (C. Goldstein, observation notes, 2/25/10). “And why do 

you think that is?” replied Cara. A string of student comments ensued, including 

statements such as, “because they weren’t involved in the revolutions,” “women don’t get 

the credit they deserve,” and “women didn’t get to write history back then.”  To these 

comments Cara replied, “Good ideas. You know sometimes it is more important what is 

not said. Notice what is in your textbook and then what is not in your textbook. What’s in 

your textbook and what stories don’t you read?” As such Cara attempted to help her 

students recognize the insidious nature of textbooks in which information is presented in 

an authorless yet authoritarian style that avoids any reference to historical positionality or 

point of view and ultimately contributes to the continuation of the referential illusion 

(VanSledright, 2002).   Cara’s use of the textbook as a springboard for conversations 

about critical issues was not as sophisticated Abigail’s in that she was not always as 

explicit in having her students compare the textbook account with multiple, competing 

perspectives. Despite this lack of sophistication, Cara’s criticism of the textbook did 

encourage her students to again consider a shift in their historical epistemology as they 

interrogated the referential illusion of the textbook. 

The Influence of School Context on Critical Practice 

 The schooling context in which Cara taught also proved important to her decision-

making practices as a novice teacher. Cara’s experiential, content and pedagogical 

content knowledge were all situated within the local, state, and national schooling 

context. As such, Cara was faced with a myriad of organizational influences including 
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working with a team of teachers, responding to the pressures of administrators and 

parents, navigating local and state curriculum guidelines, and preparing students for 

standardized tests. As S.G. Grant notes, “negotiating among [these] competing influences 

is a persistent and ongoing dilemma for all teachers” (2010, p. 46).  Cara was indeed a 

skilled negotiator in deciding what and how to teach. In these negotiations, however, 

Cara never engaged in what Linda McNeil (2000) has described defensive teaching, in 

that Cara was not always reacting against the pressures of organizational and policy 

factors, but rather she acted as one who had agency in making decisions about her 

classroom practices.  

 Cara was what S.G. Grant (2003) describes as an ambitious teacher, although her 

classroom practice looked very different from the ambitious practice of Abigail 

previously described. As Grant notes:  

Ambitious teachers take no elixir that offers immunity from the influence of state 

exams. Instead, they understand the challenges that state tests pose and they factor 

those challenges into the mix of ideas and influences they consider when creating 

and teaching instructional units. The results are not always satisfactory: 

Ambitious teaching is no nirvana where every lesson meets every child’s need. 

But ambitious teachers know that if they keep their eyes on the big ideas of 

history and the potential that their students bring to class they can effectively 

navigate the sometimes uncertain waters of their teaching contexts. (2010, p. 50) 

Cara’s lessons were not always perfect. She did not always meet the needs of every 

learner, she did not ignore the pressures of standardized tests, and she was not always 
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happy with her teaching practice, but she did realize that she had a degree of agency in 

making decisions about what and how to teach. As such she did not simply acquiesce to 

the pressures of her schooling context, but rather revealed herself as an active negotiator, 

mediating the distance between her experiential, content, and pedagogical knowledge and 

the larger schooling climate in which she was a part.  

Teaching with and against the grain. 

As an AP teacher Cara’s teaching context was significantly different than that 

described in the previous two cases. While Cara also faced the constraint of teaching a 

fairly standardized curriculum, the curriculum she followed was a more comprehensive 

and, often, more critical curriculum than those of her peers. Thus, the curriculum Cara 

worked with more aligned fairly nicely with her goals and purposes as a social studies 

educator. As such Cara did not feel as conflicted by this curriculum as Abigail and 

Antonia. Cara’s efforts to introduce her students to more critical notions within the social 

studies and to teach against the grain, therefore, did not involve the same type of 

resistance as that of Abigail and Antonia, whose teaching contexts were less privileged.  

Cara also enjoyed the privilege of developing her own unit and lesson plans. 

Unlike Abigail and Antonia who were under intense pressure to follow district 

curriculum bundles, Cara was not required to follow any kind of district-mandated 

curriculum.  Cara taught with a team of two other AP World History teachers. Cara’s 

team met on a weekly basis to discuss lesson plans and common assessments. These 

meetings consisted of  “just telling each other what we are going to do everyday and 

making sure we are all on the same page with assessments” (C. Goldstein, personal 
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communication, 1/31/11).  Cara described her team meetings as more of a formality and 

primarily for the purpose of making sure that the different sections of AP World History 

had common assessments, a practice mandated by the district.  

Despite the fact that Cara worked with a team of colleagues, she was not under the 

same pressure to follow lockstep lesson design or implementation. However, Cara did 

mention that district officials and campus administrators had made it clear that she should 

not deviate too much from what her peers were doing until she had better scores. For 

Cara this meant that she needed to be covering the same content and assigning the same 

assessments, not necessarily teaching the exact same thing or in the exact same way 

because “my style is really different from their style”  (C. Goldstein, personal 

communication, 1/31/11). Commenting on her team members, Cara said, “I work with 

this one guy, who thinks he is like the World History guru because he has really good 

scores. The other guy I work with, he doesn’t really know what he is doing” (C. 

Goldstein, personal communication, 1/31/11).  Cara indicated that during her two years at 

Rutters High School she had developed a fairly good relationship with the senior member 

of her team primarily because, “I know how to appease him and make him feel confident. 

Because that is what some people need. I give him credit for things and encourage his 

ideas, but at the same time I can really do what I want. I mean within reason” (C. 

Goldstein, personal communication, 1/31/11). Unlike Abigail who openly pushed against 

her team members’ ideas to the point of creating division within her team, Cara 

negotiated this tension by openly compromising and then sometimes closing her door and 

doing something different.  
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While Cara worked in high stakes climate, she rarely referenced the high stakes 

TAKS test in our conversations, instead she more often focused on the AP test and 

curriculum. Thus while Cara did push to introduce her students to perspectives and 

narratives left out of the state mandated curriculum, her reason for doing so was driven 

by both her critical disposition informed by her experiential and content knowledge, but 

also by the nature of the AP curriculum she worked with. Cara’s ability to move her 

students beyond the hegemonic nature of the official social studies curriculum, therefore, 

was not solely driven by her resistance to the official curriculum, but because she worked 

with a curriculum that prioritized multiple perspectives and historical thinking.  This is 

not to say that Cara simply settled for the AP curriculum because she often pushed her 

students beyond the ideas and issues presented in this curriculum, but rather that her 

resistance was situated within a context that seemingly valued many of the same things 

she valued as a critical educator.  

Second year realities.  

 It is important to note that Cara was in her second year of teaching during the time 

of this study, a reality that influenced the sense of agency she felt as a classroom teacher. 

During her first year of teaching, Cara indicated that she relied heavily on the expertise of 

other teachers on her team and around the state to help her decide what and how to teach. 

In her second year of teaching, however, Cara said: 

I have begun to figure out what works for me and my students and what doesn’t. 

My first year, I just copied other teachers’ PowerPoints and notes and would add in 

a little of my own stuff. This year, I am really working on changing the design of 
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my lesson and working on making this stuff more relevant to my students. But part 

of it is just figuring out what resources are out there and what to use. That’s part of 

the challenge of figuring out what it means to teach an AP class. (C. Goldstein, 

interview, 2/25/10) 

Consequently, Cara suggested that she thought her students understood the content and 

skills better during her second year of teaching than they did during her first year. During 

her first year of teaching, Cara said she used a lot of PowerPoint notes and lecture, but 

she quickly realized that wasn’t her style or effective for her students in general.  Thus, in 

her second year she began introducing her students to more historical and critical 

thinking activities that required students to “take ownership of their own learning and 

begin to craft their own conclusions about the past” (C. Goldstein, interview, 5/18/10).  

In her second year of teaching, Cara also indicated that she became more familiar 

with both the world history content and the AP design. This increased familiarity and 

knowledge increased Cara’s confidence to “introduce narratives that we don’t 

traditionally hear about” (C. Goldstein, interview, 5/18/10), in turn pushing toward 

historical thinking toward more critical realms. We must, therefore, attend to the reality 

that Cara’s experience as a second year teacher did influence the way she was able to 

negotiate the myriad of factors that influenced her teaching practice.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to provide a better understanding of novice social 

studies teachers’ decision making practices, particularly in regard to their use of critical 

historical thinking. Specifically this research study sought to explore the various sources 

of knowledge that novice teachers pulled from when deciding what and how to teach in 

their classroom. As such this study utilized a conceptual framework that centered around 

three major frames: (1) the roots of teacher knowledge including teacher beliefs, K-16 

schooling experiences, and teacher education experiences, (2) the bodies of teacher 

knowledge including official knowledge and subjugated knowledge, and (3) how these 

intersection of these bodies of knowledge influences classroom practice.  Given the data 

described in Chapter Four, the findings in this chapter seek to answer the research 

questions posed at the outset of this dissertation study: 1) How do novice teachers 

understand historical thinking and critical historical thinking, including the roots of this 

understanding? and 2) What factors influence the ways in which novice social studies 

teachers enact critical historical thinking within their classrooms?    

In order to attend to these questions, Chapter Four included case studies of three 

novice teachers’ decision-making practices in regard to their use of critical historical 

thinking.  The case studies presented in Chapter Four revealed a continuum of possible 

enactments of critical historical thinking in novice teachers’ classrooms, ranging from 

Abigail, an exemplary second year teacher who regularly engaged her students in critical 
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historical thinking, to Antonia, a struggling first year teacher who had difficulty 

translating her critical disposition to actual classroom practice, to Cara, a second year 

teacher who used historical thinking to engage her students in critical thinking, but not 

always with critical issues.   Each of these case studies examined in detail the four themes 

that emerged during cross-case analysis and provided evidence of this continuum of 

decision-making possibilities.  

 The first theme, Experiential Knowledge and Critical Practice,  explored the 

influence of teachers’ experiential knowledge on their critical practice. Data from this 

theme revealed that teachers’ critical dispositions are largely shaped by  their familial 

background and K-16 schooling experiences (Anderson, 2001; Britzman, 2003; Shulman, 

2004). While teachers shared similar experiential knowledge, the manner in which this 

informed their teaching practice varied. The second theme, Content Knowledge and 

Critical Practice,  highlighted the way in which teachers’ content knowledge shaped their 

critical dispositions and desire to teach social studies from a more critical perspective. 

Data revealed that while teachers’ knowledge of the official curriculum, their awareness 

of its problematic nature, and their knowledge of subjugated narratives influenced their 

aspiration to teach social studies in a more critical fashion, these things were not always 

translated into actual classroom practice (Apple, 2000; Kincheloe, 2001). Theme three, 

Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Critical Practice, examined the way in which 

teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge allowed them to engage students in more 

critical renditions of the past. The degree to which teachers were able to enact critical 

historical thinking within their classrooms was largely influenced by their commitment to 
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highlighting multiple perspectives, exploring historical positionality and epistemology, 

and critiquing the textbook (Levstik & Barton, 2001; VanSledright, 2002). The final 

theme, Context and Critical Practice, detailed the role that the schooling context played 

in teachers’ enactment of critical historical thinking. This theme focused particularly on 

the way these teachers were able to negotiate the contextual realities of their novice 

teaching experiences including working with a team, navigating state and local standards, 

and managing a classroom (Grant, 2003).  These four themes underscored the decision-

making continuum that teachers engage in when deciding if and how to use historical 

thinking for critical purposes.    

As such, the whole of the themes in Chapter Four, culminate to comprise the four 

findings detailed in this chapter. Before detailing the specific findings of this study, it is 

important to mention that this study has sought to bridge research from both the field of 

social studies education and critical pedagogy in order to better understand what happens 

when notions from each of these fields unite. Essentially, what happens when the ideas 

presented in critical pedagogy research are put to use in social studies classrooms?   

For instance how can S.G Grant’s (2003) notion of ambitious teaching  be 

extended to purposefully include notions of race, class and gender? How can Barton and 

Levstik’s (2004) stances on the common good be extended to include attention to critical 

notions and deepen our understanding of  teachers’ stances  purpose and value of social 

studies education? What happens when novice social studies teachers decide they are 

going to be critical via historical thinking within their classrooms? Each of the teachers in 

this study indicated a commitment to being a critical educator as a teacher who felt it was 
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important to address issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality in their classrooms. The 

degrees to which teachers are able to enact their critical dispositions within their 

classrooms and the way this decision making unfolds becomes the focus of the following 

four findings.  

Finding one suggests that historical positionality (VanSledright, 2002) shapes not 

only the learning process but also the teaching process. This finding explores the ways in 

which teachers’ historical positionality influences the way they are able to engage 

students in more critical renditions of the past. The second finding argues that teachers’ 

historical positionality is shaped by their personal experiences and thus influences their 

critical historical thinking. This finding focuses particularly on how teachers’ personal 

experiences inform their rationale and commitment to choose particular curriculum and 

pedagogical practices that address issues of race, class, and gender. The third finding 

suggests that teachers’ content knowledge matters. Specifically, this finding addresses the 

influence of  teachers’ critical content consciousness or the degree to which they are able 

negotiate the distance between their academic content knowledge and their beliefs about 

the past on their decisions to use critical historical thinking as a regular pedagogical 

practice. The final finding highlights the important role context plays in teacher decision-

making. This finding explores how teachers ambitiously navigate the external factors that 

press in on their daily teaching practice in ways that focus on critical issues. In the 

following sections, I will address each of these four findings in detail, examine the 

implications and limitations of this research, and suggest areas for further study.  

Historical Positionality as a Teacher Event 
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 Much research has pointed toward the importance of historical positionality in the 

understanding of the past (Epstein, 2009; Seixas, 1993; Wertsch, 1998). Historical 

positionality, or our worldview that informs how we make sense of the past, is shaped by 

a variety of racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and class factors. These factors serve to color 

the way we perceive ourselves, those around us, and our relationship to the world at 

large. Traditionally historical positionality has been characterized as a learner event. 

Researchers like Seixas (1993) and Epstein (2009) have studied the way that students 

encounter and analyze historical texts and narratives based on their own historical 

positionality. These studies have highlighted the important role learners’ historical 

positionality, shaped by a myriad of personal experiences, plays on their interpretation of 

the past. While we cannot distance ourselves from our historical positionality, it is 

important that we are able to recognize the overwhelming influence it has on the way we 

interpret and encounter the world around us  

Not only do we have historical positionality as learners but also as teachers. The 

research on historical positionality, however, has not attended to role historical 

positionality plays on the event of teaching, only on the process of learning. The data 

presented in this study suggest that historical positionality does indeed extend beyond the 

process of learning and into the actual act of teaching. The decisions teachers make about 

what and how to teach are deeply rooted in their worldview and historical positionality.   

Teachers have unique worldviews and historical understandings that are informed 

by a host of factors including their personal experiences, content knowledge, and 

pedagogical content knowledge. These historical positionalities shape not only how they 
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encounter the past as learners but also the way they approach the teaching of history as 

well. As such we must understand teacher decision-making as an ideologically driven act. 

The decisions teachers make about what and how to teach are deeply rooted in how they 

make sense of the raced, classed, and gendered world around them (McLaren, 2003). 

Thus, the choices they make about what historical questions and tensions to pursue, what 

narratives to highlight, and what pedagogical tools to employ are not made in an 

ideological vacuum.  

Teachers’ identities, both personal and professional, (Britzman, 2003; Richardson, 

2003), their stances about the purpose and value of social studies education (Barton & 

Levstik, 2004), their disciplinary knowledge (Wineburg & Wilson, 2001), including their 

knowledge of both the official curriculum (Apple, 2000) and knowledge of subjugated 

narratives (Kincheloe, 2001), are just a few of the factors that influence teachers’ 

historical positionality. In order to better understand why and how teachers make certain 

decisions to enact more critical renditions of the past within their classrooms, it becomes 

readily important to consider teachers’ historical positionalities, the roots of those 

positionalities, and the impact these positionalities have on the decisions they make 

everyday in their classrooms.  

Abigail, Antonia, and Cara, like most preservice teachers, came to their teacher 

education program with a variety of experiences that shaped their understanding of 

curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and the purpose of social studies.  These experiences 

in turn shaped their historical positionalities both as learners and as teachers. At the 

outset of this study it appeared that these three teachers shared similar historical 
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positionalities, or what was termed at time, dispositions.  These teachers were 

purposefully selected because they demonstrated a commitment to exposing critical 

issues (i.e. race, class, gender, sexuality) during their preservice teaching experience. As 

the study progressed, however, it became readily obvious that while teachers may exhibit 

a commitment to critical issues, the manifestations of these commitments vary greatly. 

The following three findings; therefore, attend to the reasons why teachers’ positionalities 

reflect an intricate, but certainly not predictable, enactment of teaching in social studies 

classrooms.   

Experiential Knowledge and Critical Commitment 

One reason for the continuum of decision-making practices exhibited by  teachers 

can be linked to the way in which they make sense of their personal experiences. 

Particularly the way their familial and schooling experiences inform their specific 

commitments to critical social studies education. Teachers’ familial experiences have the 

potential to add to their rich historical funds of knowledge in ways that encourage a 

critical commitment to social studies education (Seixas, 1993).  For instance, both 

Antonia and Cara had family members who propelled their thinking about issues of race 

and class. Enduring familial encounters may create a sense of dissonance between the 

knowledge teachers glean from personal experiences and the knowledge they encounter 

in traditional schooling experiences. As such, these two teachers often wanted to lessen 

this sense of dissonance for their own students. Abigail’s desire to “critique the 

curriculum” and Antonia’s commitment to include the “underdog’s perspective,” 

demonstrate the way in which personal experiences propel teachers’ ideological 



213 

commitments to exploring critical issues within the social studies. Thus, for some, 

teaching about critical issues is an ideological endeavor centered around social justice.  

 Although teachers may share similar social justice commitments to critical issues, 

this commitment often manifests differently in each teacher’s classroom. In some cases 

this commitment translates into a primary and compelling focus. Unable to allow 

knowledge dissonance to continue in their own lives, much less in the lives of their 

students, these teachers purposefully create opportunities for students to wrestle with 

critical issues. Yet other teachers’ classroom practices and decision making process are 

not always as immediately compelled by their ideological commitment to critical issues. 

While they recognize that the traditional social studies curriculum excludes particular 

groups of people and perspectives, they are not as adamant about or perhaps capable of 

creating opportunities to help students explore these issues.  

 Other teachers may recognize that the traditional social studies curriculum 

excludes particular groups of people and perspectives, but these teachers demonstrate a 

different, but not necessarily ideological, commitment to critical issues. As demonstrated 

by Cara, whose historical positionality manifested more as an intellectual commitment to 

critical thinking and not always to critical issues. Unlike Abigail and Antonia who had a 

vast array of personal experiences that propelled their thinking about these issues, much 

of Cara’s experiential knowledge came from her experiences in her college coursework. 

For teachers like Cara whose experiential knowledge is primarily shaped by their college 

coursework, teaching history often focuses on teaching students to think critically about 

the past and to explore the merits of particular arguments and historical narratives. Their 
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teaching is not about highlighting issues of race, class, and gender for the purpose of 

social justice but for the purposes of intellectual gain. Thus some teachers may lack 

experiential knowledge regarding class, gender, race or religion or may act to diminish 

the role of such knowledge, and instead develop an intellectual commitment to critical 

issues informed primarily by their academic experiences. As such their attention to race, 

class, or gender is focused primarily on the integrity of the argument and the intellectual 

examination of other narratives.  

 When these teachers use historical thinking in their classrooms, they do so for the 

purpose of promoting critical thinking as an essential skill for any citizen of a democracy. 

Even though issues of race, class, and gender are highlighted, they are incidental to the 

process critical thinking. This practice does not diminish teachers’ use historical thinking 

for promoting critical thinking, but it does distinguish the way teachers’ critical 

commitment shapes the enacted curriculum. Thus,  teachers’ experiences matter, but the 

degree to which these experiences define the “intentions” behind their decision making 

practices may differ. Intentions may be deliberately aimed at deconstructing race, class, 

and gender in the school curriculum or parenthetically used to deconstruct race, class, and 

gender in the school curriculum. 

Critical Content Knowledge and Degrees of Resistance 

 Not only do teachers’ critical commitments inform their decision-making 

practices, but so does their critical content knowledge and consciousness. Historical 

positionality consequently is not only rooted in one’s experiences, beliefs, and ideology, 

but also in content knowledge. As such, historical positionality often involves negotiating 
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the divide between what one “believes” to be true and what one “knows” to be true in the 

teaching and learning of history. Teachers must often struggle to negotiate the distance 

between what they believe to be true about the past, informed primarily from their 

experiential knowledge and what they are required to know as part of the official 

curriculum. Relevant to this analysis, Wertsch (2000) theorizes that learners negotiate 

this divide via three related processes: mastery, appropriation, and resistance.    

A person masters a narrative when she knows and can reproduce this narrative. 

Mastery is a cognitive act that lacks the emotional commitment found when a person 

appropriates a narrative. Appropriation involves making a narrative one’s own to the 

point that it becomes part of one’s identity.  Resistance, on the other hand, involves 

purposefully distancing oneself from a text, often because of knowledge of alternative 

accounts. Thus a person may master a narrative, but not make it his own by 

appropriating, or a person may master a narrative, but actively distance herself from this 

account by resisting. While Wertsch’s initial conceptualization of this divide between 

believing and knowing clearly delineates, suggesting one either appropriates or resists, he 

does provide a caveat that helps blur these rigid boundaries: 

Any complete account of the appropriation of historical texts must address the 

issues of levels of appropriation of historical texts must address the issues of 

levels of appropriation and how these levels exist in a dynamic system. Believing, 

appropriating, or resisting texts is perhaps never a simple, all-or-nothing affair, 

and statements such as my own about “knowing but not believing” official 

accounts of history accordingly stand in need of revision.  (Wertsch, 2000, p. 44) 
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Indeed, the themes presented in the previous chapter do provide evidence of the blurry 

boundaries and dynamic system that exists as teachers seek to negotiate the divide 

between what they believe and know about the past. 

 First, extending Wertsch’s argument from the context of learning into the context 

of teaching becomes vital to understanding when and how teachers enact critical 

historical thinking in their classrooms. It is one thing to master, appropriate, or resist a 

narrative as a learner, but quite another to do so as a teacher. A teacher may resist a 

narrative as a learner, but  she may have difficulty translating this resistance into the act 

of teaching.  Secondly, building on Wertsch’s brief caveat,  teachers do not simply 

appropriate or resist, but rather their knowledge and understandings render a complex 

continuum of classroom enactments.  

 The results presented in the previous chapter highlighted the ways in which 

teachers’ content knowledge, both their knowledge of official and subjugated narratives, 

served as an important source for their decision making about using historical thinking as 

a tool for critical engagement.  As learners Abigail, Antonia, and Cara had all mastered 

the accounts found in the official curriculum, but, in their cases, they had not 

appropriated these narratives and often actively resisted these accounts on the basis of 

their knowledge of alternative narratives gained through both personal and schooling 

experiences.  Like the participants in this study, learners may often describe themselves 

as rebels or activists with critical dispositions. in terms of how they distance themselves 

from the official curriculum. However, the way this negotiation process plays out in the 

context of learning can differ from that of the context of teaching.  
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In the context of teaching, resistance as a learner is not always manifested in the 

practice of teaching.  For example, Abigail exhibited the greatest sense of continuity 

between her practice as a learner and her practice as a teacher. As both learners and 

teachers, teachers may master the official curriculum, but they may not appropriate it as 

their own.  Instead they appropriate other subjugated narratives and actively resist the 

accounts provided in the official curriculum. As demonstrated in this case study, not only 

do these teachers resist heritage narratives as learners and teachers, but they also 

deliberately use critical historical thinking to encourage their students to do the same and 

thus cultivate a sense of resistance and awareness of the official curriculum.  

On the other hand, teachers like Antonia,  exhibit a great deal of conflict between 

their practices as learners and their practices as teachers. As learners, these teachers may 

master the official curriculum, not appropriate it, and even resist it. However, as teachers 

they struggle to translate this resistant stance into actual classroom practice. These 

teachers’ practice may reveal moments of resistance and abilities to distance themselves 

and their students from the traditional social studies curriculum, but they find it difficult 

to actively resist the official narratives on a consistent day-to-day basis. For the most part 

despite the periodic emergence of alternative perspectives, students are encouraged to 

master the official curriculum without either appropriation or resistance. Teachers who 

fail to reconcile their personal stances with their classroom practices often recognize the 

pressure of this tension, but they do not have the means to do anything to relieve it.  

 Finally, Cara serves as an example of a learner who has mastered the official 

narratives and appropriated several other subjugated perspectives but does not actively 
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resist the official curriculum from an ideological stance.  Like many teachers, Cara was 

attentive to the rules of evidence that Schwab (1964) argues define how a discipline 

reaches conclusions or agrees upon knowledge. As such, these teachers may not assert 

the failures of the official curriculum from a social justice orientation, but instead they 

find great flaw in the construction of historical arguments and narratives that present 

heritage rather than history. While this use of historical thinking does fit with Wertsch’s 

notions of appropriation and resistance, it exposes another way in which teachers’ use of 

content is predicated.  

 The way in which teachers’ critical content knowledge is enacted in their 

classrooms is tied to the degree of resistance they demonstrate. This finding suggests that 

having critical content knowledge does not ensure critical practice. It is one thing to have 

critical content knowledge, it is a wholly different thing to enact it in the classroom.  

Ambitious Teaching Goes Critical 

The final finding suggests that teachers’ contextual realities do indeed influence 

the way they are able to enact more critical renditions of the past. However, it is not the 

context in and of itself that matters, but rather the way teachers make sense of these 

realities. The data revealed in the previous chapter showed the ways in which Abigail, 

Antonia and Cara managed the contextual milieu of their schooling context, including 

working with the curriculum standards, a team of colleagues, and managing a classroom.  

While each of these teachers managed their context differently, I would argue that they 

all had moments of ambitious teaching in which they exhibited knowledge of their 

subject matter and their students, as well as the ability to create the space necessary for 
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students to be successful. Thus while teachers may have moments of ambition in their 

classroom, the consistency of that ambition differs among teachers.  

First, the way in which teachers manage the external factors imposed by state and 

local agencies often influences the ways in which they are able to use critical historical 

thinking in their classrooms. For example, while all participants taught in the same state, 

a state that produced fairly prescriptive social studies standards for each grade, they all 

managed this reality differently. Some teachers, like Abigail, push beyond the standards 

and incorporate critical issues they feel are important for their students to know about and 

experience. Other teachers, like Cara, may ignore the state curriculum and adopt an 

alternative curriculum like the AP curriculum as their guide. Still other teachers may 

attempt to push against  external factors, but for a number of reasons end up relying 

heavily on the state curriculum and  district curricular bundles to guide their teaching.  

This finding suggests that the practices of teachers are highly contingent on the sense of 

constraint they feel as a result of the local and state mandated curriculum.  

Secondly, the way in which teachers with critical dispositions negotiate the 

realities of working with a team, particularly a team who lacks a focus on critical issues 

and practices, also influences the way teachers are able to enact critical historical thinking 

within their classrooms.  Teachers value and respond to their teams in very distinctive 

ways. Teachers like Abigail may openly reject advice and guidance of their team because 

they find their ideas ideologically objectionable.  In doing so, these teachers attempt to 

withstand and distance themselves from the mandates of their teams. Conversely, other 

teachers similar to Antonia may end up surrendering to the demands of their team 
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members. While they may disagree with much of what the team proposes and 

occasionally try to push against these ideas, these teachers often grow weary of fighting 

and end up acquiescing to the demands of their team members.  Other teachers like Cara 

may distance themselves from their team and rely instead on the wisdom of other 

professionals in the field, particularly those who share similar intellectual commitments. 

This finding suggests that teachers exercise degrees of agency in dealing with colleagues 

who may not value the same ideological and pedagogical commitments.   

Finally, teacher practice is also shaped by the way teachers respond to the 

students in their classrooms. While all the teachers in this study taught in fairly diverse 

contexts of classrooms where students of color were the majority, not all teachers 

responded in the same way. The cultural and ethnic demographics of students may well 

compel some teachers to use critical historical thinking to help students understand how 

their cultural and ethnic experiences and ancestry fit into the American history narrative.  

These teachers present both an awareness of and desire to value students’ prior 

knowledge to explore critical issues of race, class, and gender (e.g. Epstein, 2009). 

Unfortunately other teachers who work in diverse cultural and ethnic schooling contexts 

may avoid instructional approaches like critical historical thinking for multiple reasons 

(Valencia, Valenzuela, Sloan, & Foley, 2001; Valenzuela, 2005). Research shows that 

low expectations, worksheets along with drill and kill activities, and ‘management’ 

become a dominant guide for teacher decision making (Cochran-Smith, 1991). Such 

fixation on or lack of understanding about teaching and their students in diverse contexts 
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prevents teachers from introducing students to higher-order activities and emphasizing 

inquiry based practices like critical historical thinking.  

Finally, it is important to note that though Cara’s students did reflect cultural, 

ethnic, and religious diversity, they also reflected a privileged educational background. 

Most students in an AP classroom have a “tracked” educational background that is most 

likely defined by challenging course work and high performance expectations.. Teaching 

and learning in these settings would prominently include critical thinking and extensive 

writing, and analysis of primary sources. This should not diminish the efforts of teachers 

like Cara, but instead shed some light on the ease with which AP teachers are able to use 

historical thinking/critical historical thinking in addressing the problematic nature of 

meta-narratives. 

While teachers who know their subject matter and students well may demonstrate 

moments of ambitious teaching and create the space for their students to be successful 

despite the odds that stand against them, this does not imply they will engage their 

students in pedagogical practices like critical historical thinking. Grant’s (2003) notion of 

ambitious teaching lacks an explicit focus on how teachers are able address critical issues 

in their classrooms; teachers may be ambitious but never address issues of race, class, and 

gender in their classrooms or never focus on helping students develop emancipatory 

knowledge for the purpose of social justice.  Thus, critically ambitious teachers must also 

have one more quality: an overarching commitment to exposing critical issues in the 

classroom through their knowledge of content, their students, and the uniqueness of their 

teaching contexts/spaces. Teachers may be ambitious to a point, but they may not be as 
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adept at fully mapping this complex constellation of factors. Critical ambitious teachers 

are successful because they embody and employ the complex constellation of content 

knowledge, knowledge of students, and commitment to critical issues in a manner that 

creates the necessary space for students to explore these issues in an environment that 

does not value these things.  

Implications 

The findings from this study invite further reflection with regard to the 

preparation and support of beginning social studies teachers.  In regard to teacher 

preparation three implications arise. First, preservice teachers need the space to reflect 

upon the complexity of their historical positionality and its implications for classroom 

practice. Second, preservice teachers also need to be exposed to more models of 

pedagogical content knowledge that attend to history in contrast to heritage. Third, 

preservice teacher education must help social studies teachers cultivate a sense of 

efficacy so they can become agents of change in their schools.  In relation to in-service 

teacher support, two implications emerge. First, we must carefully consider the role grade 

level content teams play on beginning teacher efficacy and success. Second, on-going 

professional development is needed to help teachers continue to act as self-reflective 

practitioners who regularly examine their historical positionalities and the implications of 

these positionalities on classroom practice and develop rich content and pedagogical 

content knowledge.  

Implications for Preservice Teacher Education 

Examining historical positionality.  
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The data analysis presented within both the themes and findings of this study 

indicate that teachers’ historical positionalities play a significant role throughout their 

endeavors to learn and teach with critical historical thinking. This implication calls for 

teacher education programs to provide specific and purposeful opportunities for 

preservice teachers to explore their historical positionalities in depth. Thus teacher 

education programs should be designed to help preservice teachers engage in the 

consistent practice of reflection as described by Zeichner and Liston (1990), including 

examining the way their views of teaching, learning, and the purpose of social studies as 

well as their historical positionalities are influenced by their personal and schooling 

experiences, content knowledge, both official and unofficial knowledge, and their 

pedagogical content knowledge. Purposeful reflection about preservice teachers’ 

historical positionality may encourage their further self-analysis and understanding of the 

ways in which their own belief systems and knowledge shape their use of critical 

historical thinking in their classrooms. This exploration into historical positionality also 

has the added potential to help future teachers recognize the important role their students’ 

historical positionalities play in their understanding of the past. 

 If we want preservice teachers to develop the habit of self-reflection, as teacher 

educators we must model the same. We must be the first to examine how our own 

historical positionalities shape the way we interpret the world around us, both past and 

present, and the impact this positionality has on what and how we choose to teach. In the 

purposeful examination of historical positionality, we seek to merge theory and practice. 

Having future teachers simply read about the idea and impact of historical positionality 
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often leaves them in a place of theory and not of practice. In having preservice teachers 

actually reflect on the way their own beliefs, experiences, and bodies of knowledge 

impact their historical positionality as both a learner and as a teacher, this notion of 

historical positionality moves them theory into actual practice. Cochran-Smith (2005) 

urges the consideration of the intersection between theory and practice in order to best 

utilize resources and facilitate learning. 

 This purposeful reflection on historical positionality means providing the 

appropriate time and resources necessary for preservice teachers to engage in self-

reflection. For teacher educators, this means devoting class time, individual 

conversations, extended writing assignments, and regular conversations to this topic. It 

means regularly revisiting the ways in which preservice teachers’ past experiences and 

positionalities are playing out in their fieldwork experiences. It means revisiting the 

dynamic topic after new information has been presented that might shift teachers’ 

positionalities.   

Modeling and developing pedagogical content knowledge. 

In order to facilitate the development of good pedagogical content knowledge, 

including critical historical thinking, preservice teachers need multiple opportunities to 

experience and observe exemplary models of this kind of practice. Explicit modeling of 

historical thinking, particularly critical historical thinking by teacher educators and the 

ensuing debriefing opportunities, is pivotal in helping preservice teachers employ these 

pedagogical practices within their own classrooms. While preservice teachers may 

indicate they have a commitment to critical issues and historical thinking, they need 
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opportunities to merge these two ideas into practice. These opportunities involve 

participating in the lessons they experience as students as well as observing and reflecting 

upon them as student teachers. Modeling not only provides visualization of how this 

concept works for preservice teachers, but it also demonstrates support for this type of 

pedagogical content knowledge in the university setting.  

Many preservice teachers are working against the apprenticeship of 

observation—developed through their prior schooling experiences and institutional 

biographies (Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975) and have not yet worked in a classroom 

where students are engaged in inquiry based, critically focused, historical thinking 

activities. Unfortunately, as research has indicated, preservice teachers are not likely to 

see these types of interactions consistently during their classroom observations in the 

field either. This deficiency in their field observations may be attributed to the political 

importance of the standardized curriculum and exams which tends to center the 

classroom on the teacher and the curriculum itself (McNeil, 2000), but also to the reality 

that some veteran teachers in the field lack either the disposition or knowledge to push 

against heritage narratives. Thus it becomes important that preservice teacher education 

models the types of pedagogical practices we want our teachers to employ in their own 

classrooms.  

Cultivating efficacy, agency, and empowering critically ambitious teachers. 

The third implication of this research relates to the self-efficacy teachers have 

about their classroom practice. Self-efficacy is an individual’s judgment of the relative 

probability of his or her likely success in attaining desired outcomes (Bandura, 1997). 
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Newman, et al (2000) suggest that self-efficacy beliefs serve as a predictor of teacher 

performance. Strong teacher efficacy beliefs are linked to more positive teacher 

characteristics such as greater levels of planning, willingness to experiment with new 

ideas, greater patience with student error, and resilience in the face of setbacks (Poulou, 

2007; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001).  

There are several sources for self-efficacy beliefs, including vicarious 

experiences, verbal persuasion, and psychological cues, but Bandura argues, “mastery 

experiences are the most influential source of efficacy information because they provide 

the most authentic evidence of whether one can muster whatever it takes to succeed” 

(1997, p. 80). As teachers acquire more positive mastery experiences via their preservice 

and novice teaching experience, the more likely their concept of self-efficacy is to be 

positive (Fives, Hamman, & Olivarez, 2007; Newmann, et al., 2000; Woolfolk & Hoy, 

1990). While teacher educators cannot instill efficacy within their students, they may be 

able to assist in strengthening preservice teachers’ personal perceptions of teacher 

efficacy by providing preservice teachers with opportunities to practice critical historical 

thinking in settings where they will be well supported and encouraged. Thus, in both 

methods coursework and field experiences, preservice teachers need the opportunities to 

take risks and try new things in a way that is well structured and supervised.  

If teachers feel more self-efficacy not only about critical historical thinking as a 

pedagogical practice but also about their knowledge of content, and general abilities as a 

teacher, they are more likely to take the risk to teach oppositional narratives and 

introduce more critical perspectives into the curriculum. Likewise, if teachers have a low 
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sense of self-efficacy, they might be more hesitant to veer from the official curriculum 

for fear of failure on many accounts. It is this positive sense of self-efficacy that pushes 

teachers towards more critically ambitious teaching practices. As Kugelmass (2000) 

writes: 

Preparing teachers to work in equitable ways within inequitable educational 

systems requires developing new teachers' belief in their own power to effect 

change. This requires more than the development of pedagogical knowledge and 

skills, social-political expertise and a commitment to educational equity. An 

internalized sense of agency is also needed to resist dominant ideologies while 

conforming to institutional demands and, simultaneously, providing effective 

instruction for children.  

As teacher educators if we fail to help teachers develop a sense of efficacy and 

agency about their teaching practice, they may falter as they negotiate the complexities of 

decision making in the classroom.  

Implications for In-Service Teacher Education 

The role of grade level content teams. 

 Feiman-Nemser (2001) suggests, “new teachers have two jobs—they have to 

teach and they have to learn to teach. No matter how good a preservice program may be, 

there are some things that can only be learned on the job” (p. 1026). As both the themes 

and findings of this study revealed, grade level content colleagues played an active role in 

participants‘ learning on the job. While these teams were designed to provide a space for 

content area specialists to share ideas, design lesson plans, craft assessments, and debrief, 
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they often failed to serve these intended purposes. Instead these teaming experiences 

often left the participants in this study feeling discouraged and constrained. As novice 

members of their content teams, teachers’ ideas and concerns were often dismissed in lieu 

of the experiences of the veteran teachers in the group.  

 Instead of effectively mentoring and supporting these novice teachers in their 

practice, these teams may actually have discouraged teachers not only from introducing 

critical issues into their classrooms but also from using particular pedagogical practices 

that were more inquiry and constructivist based. Thus, if we truly want to transform the 

current structures of the educational system that continue to promote oppressive, didactic, 

and disengaging experiences for students, then we must find a way to challenge the old 

guard of teachers who discourage beginning teachers from taking curricular and 

pedagogical risks, risks that have great potential to enhance student learning 

opportunities.  

Ongoing professional development. 

The results of this study suggest that “one size fits all” approaches to professional 

development for novice teachers need to be supplemented with needs-based support for 

curricular and pedagogical decision making.  Both a  teacher’s years in the field and the 

content area in which she teaches demands professional development opportunities that 

are more specific. Although district-wide and campus-wide training for new teachers may 

be cost effective and helpful for many, the teachers in this study each had unique needs 

that were not sufficiently addressed in these kinds of workshops. Within the social 

studies, professional development experiences should provide opportunities for teachers 
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to continue to reflect on their historical positionalities and the ways these shape their 

teaching practice. This need can be addressed by creating professional learning 

communities in which critical reflection and discussion are regular practices amongst 

teachers. Social studies professional envelopment should entail working with individual 

teachers in an effort to help them unpack and understand how their own experiences, 

ideological underpinnings, and knowledge sources influence their understanding of 

history and subsequently their teaching of history. 

Furthermore, ongoing professional development should help teachers continue to 

develop both content and pedagogical content knowledge. The reality is that most social 

studies teachers end up teaching in a content area that differs from the area in which they 

took the most content coursework (Ingersoll, 1999). Thus, social studies teachers are 

teaching in disciplines for which they have little content knowledge, particularly a depth 

of knowledge about subjugated narratives. As such, professional development should 

encourage the continual development of content knowledge including exposing teachers 

to a variety of perspectives and narratives. Additionally, ongoing professional 

development should attend to the best practices in the field, including practices such as 

critical historical thinking. Even if teachers have deep content knowledge, they may not 

have the ability to translate this knowledge into practices that are meaningful for students. 

As such, teachers would benefit greatly from the opportunities to develop a greater depth 

of pedagogical content knowledge. This means that we must craft professional 

development opportunities that attend to both content knowledge as well as the ways in 

which this content knowledge may be effectively introduced in the social studies.  
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Limitations  

Whether due to time constraints, access to research participants, or various other 

concerns, all research studies have limitations which impact the full extent to which the 

study may yield significant understanding about phenomena under investigation. The 

current case study is no exception.  

First, this study was not consistent in studying either the first or second year of 

teaching. The study revealed the potential for much change between the first and second 

year of teaching. As such it might be helpful to distinguish the decision-making practices 

of teachers during their first, second, and additional years of teaching as a way of better 

understanding the growth or negation of ‘critical’ knowledge and practice that occurs in a 

teacher’s career during a period of time.  Longitudinal exploration of teacher practice 

might reveal more complex understandings of teachers’ enactment of critical historical 

thinking. 

A second limitation involves the fact I had served as the methods course 

instructor and field supervisor for the study participants during their teacher preparation 

programs. Consequently I faced the possibility that my preconceived ideas about 

participants as student teachers would filter what I did and did not notice about their 

curricular decision-making. Admittedly, a bias I brought to the study was my expectation 

that participants would use critical historical thinking successfully because they had all 

indicated a proclivity towards and aptitude for such practices during their preservice 

programs. Peer debriefing and researcher reflexivity helped me acknowledge this 
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assumption as I made sense of the data, and member checks and data triangulation helped 

minimize effects of my biases on the conclusions. 

However, a final limitation of this study lies in the implicit nature of interpretive 

inquiry. Given the design of this case study research, the data, by necessity was exposed 

to interpretation by the single principal investigator. The researcher’s voice, interpretive 

authority, and representation (Yin, 2003) all played a role in the interpretation of data, as 

was the situation in this case study. Methods of triangulation have been employed to 

maintain the characteristics of trustworthiness in qualitative research as outlined by Guba 

and Lincoln (1985).  Despite all efforts to retain the quality of study, qualitative research 

is essentially interpretive and therefore subjective to the principal investigator’s analytical 

stance. The principal investigator did also engage peer debriefing throughout the study in 

an effort to gather the reactions and interpretations of others in the field (Erlandson, 

Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). However, it must be noted that the principal 

investigator’s analysis and interpretation are inherently privileged in this multiple case 

study. 

Despite these limitations, the current case study provides additional insights into 

the process of teacher education and the development of secondary social studies teachers 

as well as the transition from preservice teacher education into novice teaching 

experiences.  

Future Research and Final Remarks 

 One of the most exciting, albeit most challenging, aspects of educational research 

is the fact that answers always lead to more questions and ideas. This dialogic research 
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process is what ensures that new research extends and adds to the existing body of work 

and propels the field forward in important ways. As such the results of this study raise 

several new questions and areas for further study. First, what will happen to these 

teachers’ ideological commitments, historical positionalities, and teaching practices as 

they continue in the profession? Will they begin to see constraints as opportunities or 

perhaps the reverse? Will they continue to be ambitious in their teaching practice? Will 

their ambitious practice influence those around them? Or will they leave the profession 

because they lack the support necessary to successfully navigate the uneven terrain 

between their personal commitments and professional responsibilities? 

Second, are there more teachers like the ones in this study? Would a larger sample 

help to better understand and characterize the difficult reality novice teachers face when 

making decisions about introducing critical issues in their classrooms? Third, how do 

students respond to critical historical thinking? What happens when they encounter 

subjugated perspectives that challenge their traditional understandings? How does this 

type of pedagogical practice shape their feelings about learning about the past? These 

questions are certainly not exhaustive and represent only my initial quandaries; 

regardless, they suggest that the findings of this research provide only a beginning 

glimpse into the complex process that is involved in novice teachers’ enactment of 

critical historical thinking within their classrooms.  

 It is my hope that the case studies presented in this research provide rich examples 

of the ways in which novice teachers are beginning to teach against the grain, to embrace 

ideas that recognize the cultural and linguistic diversity of our nation’s school children, 
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and to utilize this diversity to create meaningful learning opportunities for their students. 

As such, I hope both teacher educators and future teachers find this work encouraging 

and compelling.    
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APPENDIX A: SYLLABI 

 
Date Topic Readings/Due Dates 

9/2 What is Social Studies? • TEKS, TAKS, NCSS, National 
Standards 

• Zola & Zola 
• Banks  

9/9 Review of Syllabus & 
Constructivist Lesson Design: 
Review your own lesson and a sample 
lesson plan 
 
Seminar #1: Placements  

• Richardson (2003) 
• Smith and Regan (1999) 
Note: Please bring two copies to 

class of a previous lesson plan that 
you have designed 

 
9/16 Knowing your TEKS : 

(concepts, facts, and skills)…but what are 
the BIG ideas & BIG questions  
Guest speaker: Christal Kates, AISD  
 
Seminar #2: Student Centered Learning 

• TEKS 
• Levstik and Barton (2001) 

9/23 The Dilemma of Teaching the Social 
Studies:  
Myths, Herofication, Omission 
& Learning to think critically 
(Discuss Loewen Project requirements) 
 
Seminar #3: Motivating and Managing All 
Students 

• Loewen (Ch 1 only)  
• Kent (1999) 
• Kohl (1994) 
• LESSON ONE DUE 

9/30 Historical Thinking & Problem Based 
Historical Inquiry 
(Discuss Student as Historian Project 
requirements) 
 

• Wineburg (2001) Ch. 1 
• Saye & Brush (2003) 
• Schuerman & Newman (1998) 

10/7 Historical Thinking with Photos & 
Editorial Cartoons: 
Developing good DBQs 
 

• Reiss, p. 13-14, (Bloom chart) 
• Barton (2001) 
• Seixas (1993) 
• APPARTS 

(http://www.tea.state.tx.us/ssc/primary_re
sources/apparts.html) 

• National Archives 
10/14 Historical Thinking with Participant 

Accounts:  
• LESSON TWO DUE 
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Using the Presidential Time Line 
 

10/21 Service Learning:  
Guest Speaker: Deborah Wise & Jeannette 
Bellemeur, Annette Strauss Institute on 
Civic Participation  
 
Seminar #4: Deficit Thinking  

• Readings TBA 
• Presidential Timeline evaluation 

DUE 

10/28 A Day With Loewen:  
Student presentations 
 

 

 
11/4 Teaching World Geography:  

A Geography Walk 
Guest Speaker: Tony Castro  

Banks (1999)  
Readings TBA 
WEB TEACH MATERIALS DUE: 
Please bring with you all primary 
sources, accompanying DBQs, and 
the summary narrative on a CD for 
your Student as Historian Project 

11/11 Teaching Economics:  
Making it relevant 
 
Seminar #5: Classroom Management  

• Ostlin (2008) 
• Lopus (2003) 
• Schug (2003) 
• LESSON THREE DUE 

11/18 Web Development Technology Teach  
 
Seminar #6: Semester Reflections/Group 
Discussions 

 

11/25 The Social Studies and Second 
Language Learners:  
Using textbook aids, graphic organizers, 
and building language from graphics 
Guest Speaker: Diane LaGrone 

• Ries: p. 15, 114-122, 141-145, 
146-149 

 

12/2 Student as Historian Presentations 
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Date 350S Topic 
(1:00-2:30) 

Reading/Assignment for 350 
(all readings on Blackboard) 

650S Topic & Readings 
(2:45-3:45) 

1/26 Historical Thinking & 
“History Lessons”  

Return to Seixas, Wineburg, 
Barton, Saye & Brush AND  the 
Presidential Timeline 
VIA National Archives 
www.archives.gov/education/less
on 
And Historical Thinking Matters 
(http://historicalthinkingmatters.o
rg/) 
Grant, chapter 1-2 

Introduction to Apprentice 
Fieldwork: 
Responsibilities, paperwork; 
administrative stuff 
 
Case Study: The Messages we 
Communicate 

1/31 TExES Exam 
2/1 Classroom Reflection & Response DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 

a) Reflect on the creativity/success/effectiveness level of your lessons (or work/observations early 
in the semester) this week;  
b) What was the best moment this week? Why?  

c) What was the most difficult moment this week? How will you work to improve or correct this?  
d) How can the facilitators provide specific help or direction for you? 

AND  
Classroom Response: Think about a social studies teacher who had a positive impact on your 
sense of social studies teaching. Please describe the way that teacher taught. What was her/his 
approach to social studies content? How did that teacher engage students? What qualities of that 
person would you like to emulate?  
 

2/2 Historical Thinking and 
a cautionary note & 
“History Lessons” 

Return to Seixas, Wineburg, 
Barton, Saye and Bush and the 
Presidential Timeline 
VIA DBQ in American History 
OR World History 
Barton, 2005  
Grant, chapter 3-4 

Building Student-centered 
Classrooms: Management 
Concerns  
 
Brophy & Alleman (1998) 
Ross & Bondy (1993),  
Case Study: About Mr. Smith 

2/8 Classroom Reflection & Response DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions (see a-d above) 
AND 
Classroom Response: What is a democracy? What role should social studies teachers play in 
promoting it? 

2/9 ESL & “History Szpara (2007) Supporting ELLs Quality Instruction: The 
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Lessons” 
 
Guest lecturer: Christine 
Velesquez 
 

Gallavan & Kottler (2007) 
Graphic Organizers 
Grant, chapter 4-5 

Glasser Approach & 
Sharing/General concerns  
 
Glasser (1990) 
Glasser (1992) 

2/15 Classroom Reflection & Response DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions AND 
Classroom Response: What do you see as the primary goal of teaching the social studies? Why?  

2/16 Social Studies Skills Review TEKS skills expectations 
Reading elaborate maps (Gilbert 
handouts), Bednarz, Acheson, & 
Bednarz 

Motivating Students 
 
Brophy (2003) 
Case Study: On Motivation 
Case Study: Mr. Marcus 

2/22 Classroom Reflection & Response DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions AND 
Classroom Response: What influences lead to you becoming a social studies teacher and why?  

2/23 Citizenship 
Law Related Education 
Guest speaker:  TBA 
(http://www.texaslre.org/)   

 Collaborative Lesson Planning  
 
Bring lesson planning materials 
and ideas 

3/1 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions AND  
Classroom Response: What makes an ideal citizen? In what ways should social studies help 
students become good citizens? 

3/2 Writing your resume 
and interview skills 
Guest Lecturer: Office of 
field and career services, 
Rita Moreno 
Assessment 

Banks (1999) Assessment 
Strategies Part I & II 

Culturally Responsive 
Teaching Strategies & 
Sharing/Management concerns 
 
Ladson-Billings (1995) 

3/8 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions ONLY 

3/9 Questioning skills via 
Power Points; Socratic 
seminar, discussion, and 
seminar 

Parker (2003) Leading 
Discussions 
Reiss, p. 13-14 (Bloom chart) 
AND 
Bring a power point you have 
used or are developing this 
semester. 

Facilitating Discussions & 
General concerns 
 

3/16-
3-20 

Spring Break 

3/23 History Alive-
Experiential Exercise 

History Alive materials available 
on blackboard 

Scaffolding & Collaborative 
Lesson Planning 
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OR-Response group 
 

 
Bring lesson planning materials 
and ideas 

3/25 Mid-Program Review Due 
3/29 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 

Weekly Reflection Questions ONLY 
3/30 Reading in the social 

studies 
Guest Speaker: Diane 
Lagrone 

Reiss, p. 13-14, (Bloom chart) 
114-122, 141-145, 146-149 
 
 

Differentiating Curriculum  
 
Strategies for Managing a Diff… 
Elements of Differentiation 
 
Pick Management Group  

4/4 TExES Exam 
4/5 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 

Weekly Reflection Questions AND 
Classroom Response: Standardized tests exert a tremendous influence on the teaching of specific 
content in the social studies. What should determine how a social studies teacher plans what to 
teach? In other words, what types of social studies knowledge is of most worth? Why? 

4/6 Views from the field: A 
panel of social studies 
teachers  
 

 Discipline Management  
 
Readings TBA 
 

4/12 Classroom Reflection & Response DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions AND 
Classroom Response: Based on your experience in the public schools, what do you believe is the 
most significant challenge facing social studies teachers? 

4/13 Teaching the social 
studies through and with 
popular culture 
LaGarrett King 

Readings TBA Lesson Share 
 
Bring your favorite lesson to 
share 

4/19 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions ONLY 

4/20 Teaching through current 
events 

Segal, A. & Schmidt (2006) 
Reading the Newspaper 
- 

Showcase of Management 
Ideas:  
 
Groups will choose between 
Jacob Kounin, Bill Purkey & 
Diane Novack, Thomas Gordon, 
Fred Jones, Geneva Gay, Lee 
Canter, Harry Wong 

4/26 Classroom Reflection DUE by 5pm (emailed to facilitator) 
Weekly Reflection Questions AND 
Classroom Response: What are the biggest three lessons you have learned from working in your 
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field experience (including your work with your CT, students, administration, etc)? Why?  
4/27 Staying in touch-Office 

of field and career 
services 
 
Final Presentations: 
Teaching the social 
studies through and with 
technology DUE 
 
SG Grant Final Reading 
 

Grant, 7-8 
 
Complete course and faculty 
evaluations 
 

No Seminar 

5/4 No regular class session-
seminar only 

 Classroom Management Final 
Presentations 
 
Complete program and 
university facilitators evaluations 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

First Interview Protocol  

1. What is the purpose of teaching social studies? 
 

2. Tell me a little bit  about your personal background? 
a. Where did you grow up? 
b. What was your familial situation?  

 
3. Tell me a little bit about your educational background, 

a. Where did you grow up 
b. Where did you go to high school? What was your social studies experience 

there 
c. Where did you go to college? What was your major?  

 
4. Tell me about your teacher preparation program  

a. Why did you choose to enter a teacher preparation program?  
b. Why did you choose this specific teacher preparation program? 
c. Tell me about your experience with methods coursework. Was it positive? 

Negative? Please explain 
d. How did your interaction with methods coursework shape what you think 

about social studies teaching? 
e. Tell me about your field experience? Where did you do your internship and 

student teaching? In what field 
f. How did your CTs views about social studies teaching and learning shape 

your own conceptions? 
g. How were your conceptions about social studies teaching and learning shaped 

by other experiences in your apprentice semester? 
 

5. How would you describe historical thinking? 
a. Do you use historical thinking in your own classroom? If so, what does that 

look like 
b. What is the purpose in using historical thinking? What do you hope students 

will accomplish through this practice 
c. Can you give me an example of how you use historical thinking in your 

classroom 
 

6.  How would you characterize critical historical thinking? 
a. Do you use critical historical thinking in your own classroom? 
b. What is the purpose of critical historical thinking? What do you hope your 

students will accomplish through this practice 
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c. Can you give me an example of how you use critical historical thinking in 
your own classroom?  

Second Interview Protocol 

1. Tell me a little bit about your department?  
a. How many people are in your department? 
b. How often do you meet together 
c. How do you plan with your team? 
d. What kind of support do you get from your department? Do you find it helpful 

or not? 
 

2. How do district guidelines effect what you teach? 
a. Does your district have a scope and sequence? If so, how closely must you 

follow this? 
b. Does your school have their own scope and sequence? If so, how do you 

follow this? 
c. Are you able to incorporate your own lesson ideas into district lessons? If so, 

how? Can you give an example? 
 

3. Tell me about your typical lesson planning process? 
a. Do you have to turn lesson plans in to your administration? 
b. Do you plan as a team, individually, etc? 
c. Do you use the textbook?  
d. What other resources do you use to plan lessons?  

 
4. What are the struggles you are facing as a first or second year teacher? 
 

5. What is surprising you about your first or second year of teaching? 
 

6. What do you think you will do differently next year?  
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