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SETTING UP CAMP AT THE GREAT INSTRUCTIONAL DIVIDE

EDUCATING BEGINNING HISTORY TEACHERS

Robert Bain

Jeffrey Mirel
University of Michigan

This article sketches out a comprehensive approach for preparing history teachers. It argues that
grounding in historical content knowledge is necessary for success in the classroom, but such
grounding is not enough to ensure that success. For beginning teachers, the problem is not merely ac-
quiring content knowledge but acquiring it in ways that facilitate teaching subjects to young people
of varied backgrounds and abilities. In short, teachers need to understand content in the context of
teaching, meaning prospective history teachers must have a robust understanding of history’s de-
tails, ways in which historians acquire and structure those details, and how teachers can make the
subject accessible and worth knowing for students. This approach demands that teachers also know
how their students understand history and the assumptions they make about historical events and
developments. Finally, prospective teachers need to know how to offer content-rich, engaging
instruction within a standards-based, high-stakes testing context.

Keywords: social studies education; teachers’knowledge and beliefs; theories of teacher education

In 1840, at the end of his 4th year as the secretary
of the Massachusetts Board of Education, Hor-
ace Mann used his annual report to examine
“the qualifications essential to those who un-
dertake the momentous task of training the chil-
dren of the State” (Cremin, 1957, p. 44). The first
two qualifications that he identified were
knowledge of subject matter and mastery of the
“art of teaching,” by which he meant “a knowl-
edge of methods and processes” for teaching
school subjects (Cremin, 1957, pp. 45-48). These
qualifications are as relevant to beginning
teachers today as they were to their counter-
parts in the 19th century. Unfortunately, despite
more than a century and a half of work by a mul-
titude of scholars, thinkers, practitioners, and
visionaries, realizing the goal of preparing

teachers who know their subjects and how to
teach them seems as troublesome and elusive
today as it was when Mann penned his Fourth
Annual Report.

The problem as we see it is that educational
leaders, since the time of Horace Mann, rou-
tinely have treated content knowledge and
methods as separate albeit related areas of
study, research, and teacher preparation. At its
best, teacher education programs have viewed
this approach as an additive model. Preservice
teachers would enter professional education
programs with a reasonable amount of subject
matter knowledge and then gain expertise in
how to teach that knowledge to their students.
At its worst, the dichotomy of subject matter
and methods led to a compartmentalized model
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in which experts on both sides of the divide paid
little attention to one another. In this case, sub-
ject matter specialists disdained the need for
mastering teaching skills, and experts in meth-
ods abstracted content to such a degree as to
render disciplinary knowledge almost irrele-
vant to teaching practice. Throughout the 20th
century, teacher education programs employed
variations of both the additive and compart-
mentalized models. Consequently, most efforts
at reforming teacher education focused on priv-
ileging content or methods, with these efforts
consistently failing to bridge the divide.

Although we strongly align ourselves with
scholars who argue for the primacy of academic
content—teachers cannot teach what they do
not know—the knowledge needed to teach
challenging subject matter is more complicated
than simply demanding that prospective teach-
ers have majors in their subject areas. For begin-
ning teachers, the problem is not merely acquir-
ing content knowledge but acquiring it in ways
that facilitate teaching subjects to young people
of varied backgrounds and abilities. In short,
teachers need to understand content in the con-
text of teaching. As John Dewey observed in The
Child and the Curriculum, the teacher “is not con-
cerned with subject-matter as such, but with
subject-matter as a related factor in a total grow-
ing experience” (Archambault, 1966, p. 352). Or
as Lee Shulman (1986) argued, teachers’ content
knowledge must also include “ways of repre-
senting and formulating the subject that make it
comprehensible to others” (p. 9).

The problem before us, then, is not simply
adding more content knowledge in teacher edu-
cation programs, although more content is
surely necessary, but rather to transform the
knowledge prospective teachers learn in ways
that make it useful for the challenges of teach-
ing.1 This article examines that process as it
relates to the preparation of history teachers.

ACQUIRING ROBUST CONTENT AND DISCI-

PLINARY KNOWLEDGE IN HISTORY

Beginning teachers must be steeped in the
disciplines they teach, and having an under-
graduate major is a reasonable proxy for assum-
ing that students have such knowledge. How-

ever, we maintain that unless these majors are
configured to ensure students understand what
Jerome Bruner (1960) called the fundamental
structure of the discipline, new teachers will
enter their own classrooms without sufficient
knowledge to teach their subjects well. Such a
focus does not privilege process at the expense
of facts but rather, rests on the understanding
that disciplines organize facts in ways that give
them meaning, making these facts more memo-
rable because they are more meaningful.

Detail is important in history, but as Bruner
(1960) has explained, “Unless detail is placed
into a structured pattern, it is rapidly forgotten”
(p. 24). Good history, whether in scholarly
monographs or eighth-grade classrooms, orga-
nizes factual detail in meaningful ways using
narrative, historiographic problems, and
spatial-temporal or causal schemes. How-
ever, the features that give meaning to histori-
cal detail are often invisible to students learning
history, whether sitting in a fourth-grade class-
room or in an undergraduate survey course.
When done effectively, history sweeps students
up in engaging stories, powerful problems, or
important events, often leaving students
unaware of the historian’s or history teacher’s
role in selecting, organizing, analyzing, and
structuring the details. Future history teachers,
however, must understand how historians
frame historical problems, select and organize
factual details, analyze and construct historical
stories, and as important, how to present these
“invisible” structures to their students in mean-
ingful ways. In short, history majors seeking to
become history teachers must be conversant in
historiography, looking carefully and critically
at ways various historians have organized and
created historical understanding. Without such
understanding, history for most prospective
teachers is, at best, a story well told and at worst,
merely a collection of facts.

Unfortunately, universities often leave
courses on the nature of disciplines to graduate
study or late in the program for undergraduate
majors. While this might make sense for stu-
dents going on to advanced study—though we
question that approach as well—it is not reason-
able for students preparing to teach. A robust
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understanding of history’s details, the ways his-
torians acquire and structure those details,
enables teachers to render the subject accessible
and worth knowing for students (Bruner, 1960).
In other words, this deep knowledge of content
and discipline is necessary for teachers to create
experiences that help students learn the
content.

USING DISCIPLINARY KNOWLEDGE TO

CONFIGURE PEDAGOGY

Prospective teachers, like novice historians,
must know the structure of their discipline. But
unlike historians, teachers are not using that
knowledge to make advances in the field of his-
tory. Rather, teachers have to use that knowl-
edge to help others master content, and often
they must do so in conditions that do not easily
facilitate learning challenging and complex
material and often with learners unwilling or
initially unable to take up such work. Beyond
knowing the content, then, beginning teachers
must be able to use the content to configure
classrooms for student learning.

Teacher educators cannot do this simply by
adding teaching techniques to content but
rather, must help prospective teachers use the
epistemology of the field to (a) probe students’
understanding of the content, (b) organize man-
dated curriculum, and (c) construct environ-
ments and experiences that help students move
from initial understandings to more sophisti-
cated knowledge of history. Beginning teachers,
therefore, need experiences using their content
knowledge to assess students’ knowledge of
history. For example, new history teachers
should be able to take their understanding of
the causes and consequences of the American
Revolution, including their familiarity with
historiographic debates about the revolution-
ary period, to probe what their students know
about the period and the theories the students
hold about such critical ideas as revolution and
change. In addition to students’ preinstruction-
al ideas about life in colonial America, teachers
might try to understand what students think
promotes rebellion. What assumptions and the-
ories do students have about the role of ideas,
economic restrictions, or other factors in pro-

moting change? What theories do students have
about what makes something historically sig-
nificant? What preinstructional conceptions do
students have concerning agency? What actors
are visible and invisible in the stories students
tell of the past?

To help develop this capacity for considering
students’ thinking, prospective history teachers
should become familiar with a growing body of
literature describing ways that students’ pre-
instructional ideas about history might influence
what they learn, including, for example, studies by
Bain (2000, 2005); Barton (1997); Epstein (2000); Lee
(2005); Leinhardt, Stainton, Virji, and Odoroff
(1994); Levstik (2000); Seixas (1994); VanSledright
(2002), and Wineburg (2001). The work of
Wineburg, Levstik, Lee, Seixas, Barton, or Bain can
alert prospective teachers to problems their stu-
dents might have in working with primary
sources, determining significance, creating con-
text, or understanding the “pastness” of the
past. Although not predictive of how students
will think, these studies focus prospective
teachers on students’ thinking while “doing”
history, sharpening teachers’ eyes to the situa-
tion in which they will act—the classroom.

The beginning teacher, therefore, should
understand the value of uncovering students’
history-specific knowledge of events under
study and the ideas that give power and mean-
ing to historical details. Furthermore, prospec-
tive teachers should become familiar with ways
to design formal and informal assessments to
identify their students’ understanding of his-
tory. In short, beginning teachers must have
knowledge of and experience in using content
to determine the facts that students know, the
meaning students give to these facts, and the
theories students have about history, agency,
significance, cause and effect, and last, what
goes into the construction of plausible historical
accounts.

We are not saying that beginning teachers
must become psychologists probing student
thinking to uncover the dynamics of learners’
cognition. Rather, new teachers must learn to
make the effort to “see” their students’ histori-
cal thinking and then use what they learn to
shape instruction. This does not mean, as is typ-
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ically defined, that teachers should “dumb”
down the curriculum or pander to the interests
of students but rather, that teachers should be
capable of discovering “where their students
are” to bring them to the deeper and richer
understanding of history that we seek.

REIMAGINING STANDARDS AND TEXT-

BOOKS FOR EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGY

Beginning teachers also must be able to
employ their content and disciplinary knowl-
edge to organize curriculum and design learn-
ing activities. In this era of mandated standards
and heavy reliance on history textbooks, we
often neglect the vital role that teachers must
play in thoughtfully organizing standards and
textbooks for instruction. Standards and text-
books are not curriculum. However, for teach-
ers without rich content knowledge and prac-
tice in using disciplinary knowledge to create
instruction from standards and texts, the stan-
dards and textbooks, unfortunately, become the
curriculum. Given that, new teachers must have
experience and skill in bringing disciplinary
understanding to standards and textbooks.

Consider the ways content arrives at the
beginning teacher’s classroom door, often in the
form of behavioral objectives listing what stu-
dents should be able to do or in textbooks thick
as encyclopedias, filled with dry descriptions of
even the most dramatic historical events, and
overflowing with visuals that are supposed to
breathe life into this otherwise barren field
(Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991; Ravitch, 2004).
From a disciplinary stance, there is little in stan-
dards or texts that captures the meaning and
excitement of studying history. For example,
most state standards and textbooks typically
leave out the very questions or debates that
stimulate historical inquiry and lead to
advances in historical knowledge in the first
place. The questions in history textbooks rou-
tinely come after students have studied the con-
tent and are used as vehicles to assess learning,
not to drive inquiry or to organize study (Bain,
2005, in press). Beginning teachers, therefore,
must be able to use their understanding of
historiographic questions to restructure stan-
dards and texts with regard to the fundamental

problems and enduring questions that engage
us in studying history.

Furthermore, history is a discipline that is
grounded in evidence, shaped by what histo-
rian Carlo Ginzburg (1989) has called the “evi-
dentiary paradigm.” Yet in schools, students
regularly trek across vast expanses in textbooks,
films, worksheets, and lectures and rarely stum-
ble over the evidence that supports the narra-
tives they are encountering. Using their under-
standing of the discipline, teachers should see
the necessity of bringing historical evidence to
historical study and of embedding a variety of
historical sources—primary and secondary—
into the classroom experience. Initially, new
teachers should have the knowledge and capac-
ity to identify one or two areas of the history
curriculum that they know well enough to use
as models for explaining how historians have
derived and assessed the evidence they use in
re-creating the past for historical examination.
They should be able to use this knowledge stra-
tegically to select and edit sources for their stu-
dents to use as evidence when studying those
areas. Moreover, we expect that new teachers
will understand some of the challenges stu-
dents face in working with texts and evidence
and have some history-specific strategies to
help their students understand and assess the
variety of evidentiary material.

Transforming classroom materials in this
way will enable beginning teachers to organize
and give multiple meaning to historical details.
School history—particularly as represented in
textbooks—relies almost exclusively on chrono-
logical patterns of organization, minimizing or
obscuring other more powerful ways to make
sense of historical facts. We are not saying chro-
nology is insignificant—history is the study of
change over time. But most students experience
historical study as just “one damned thing after
another,” whereas historians make meaningful
connections among facts, thus, yielding more
powerful analyses than simply identifying
when events occurred.

For example, the year 1492 is an important
date in both American and world history
classes. But if the date is just used to establish a
chronology leading to the eventual emergence
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of the United States or the rise of the West, it will
simply stand out as one more date, albeit a sig-
nificant one, that students need to memorize.
However, if the date is used to group events
such as (a) the Spanish Inquisition, (b) the
Reconquesta, (c) Columbus’s first voyage and
the beginning of the conquest of Native peoples,
and (d) the publication of the first book to study
and define the grammar of a European lan-
guage, Antonio de Nebrija’s The Art of the
Castilian Language, teachers, like historians,
might examine these events in relation to
emerging nationalism, thus, giving the above
facts meaning grounded in the context and not
just the year. They would also be providing stu-
dents with a powerful tool to assess similar
attempts throughout history to forge nation-
states based on a common ethnicity, religion,
and/or language.

Furthermore, the epistemological approach
to history encourages teachers and students to
consider the date of 1492 itself by asking how
different historians and people viewed it, what
it signifies, and how that signification has
changed with time (Bain, 2005; Bushman, 1992).
Such a stance opens the study of history to the
story of peoples often ignored, such as Native
Americans, Moors, and Jews, as well as more “tra-
ditional” interpretations. And the historiographic
approach offers teachers and students the oppor-
tunity to situate parochial histories of Europeans
and Native peoples against a larger backdrop of
shifting global movements and transformations
(Crosby, 1997). In short, understanding the
structure of the discipline of history helps teach-
ers move beyond mere chronology to develop
multiple ways of representing historical facts
and events.

It is not too much to ask that beginning his-
tory teachers be able to take an era or problem in
history and consider two or three historically
appropriate ways to organize it for learners,
analyzing and discussing the strengths and
weaknesses of each. Then, after teaching the
content, beginning teachers should be able to
analyze what students learned and the obsta-
cles faced in learning by analyzing the pedagog-
ical strengths and weaknesses of the approach

they took teaching specific history content to
specific history students.

Again, without deep and robust understand-
ing of history, beginning teachers could not
engage in such instructional work. However,
without experiences in an epistemologically
structured design of learning, including analy-
ses of students’ historical understanding and
thinking, beginning teachers still might not be
able to use fully their historical knowledge for
history teaching.

Finally, novice teachers should learn how
other history teachers have successfully taught
history and be able to assess the evidence
offered for that success. Too often beginning
teachers, like veteran teachers, simply rely on
lesson plans for their guides in teaching history.
These recipes for instruction typically fail
beginning teachers because they never show
the result of following the recipe (i.e., students’
learning) or the mess the “chef” made in the
kitchen. Beginning teachers need to learn how
to locate and read strong examples of instruc-
tional practice such as Holt’s (1995) writing
about teaching history in college or Bain’s (2000,
2005) in high school or VanSledright’s (2002) in
elementary school. Just as historians read the
works of the great practitioners of their craft to
identify and criticize ways to frame historical
problems, build historical cases, and represent
historical knowledge, beginning teachers also
need to develop familiarity with history-specific
scholarship on teaching and learning. By examin-
ing the specific problems in teaching and learning
history, beginning teachers will be able to join and
contribute to the ongoing professional conversa-
tion about history instruction.

CONCLUSION

The obvious criticism of the program we are
recommending is that we are expecting begin-
ning teachers to have the content knowledge of
history Ph.D.s and the skill of master history
teachers with 20 years of experience. Such criti-
cism misses the point. We are not suggesting
that new history teachers have expert ground-
ing in all the areas we have discussed in this arti-
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cle. What we are saying is that they need more
than a breadth of understanding of world and
U.S history in their training. In addition to
broad content knowledge, we think that at a
minimum beginning teachers should have suf-
ficient understanding of and experience in
using disciplinary and pedagogical knowledge
dynamically to design and enact history
instruction about one or two key events or peri-
ods (such as the Civil War era or the rise of fas-
cism and communism in the post–World War I
years). New teachers should be able to use their
knowledge of a few selected historical periods
to assess students and develop instruction
grounded in the discipline in the ways we have
outlined. These “expert units” will then serve as
the models for how to approach the other areas
of history that these teachers must teach.

We believe that this sound foundation then
will foster effective professional growth. In
other words, new teachers starting with small
but rich pedagogical successes will be able to
build on their experiences and expand the range
of their knowledge and teaching skills into new
areas of history. To paraphrase Dewey, learning
to teach is a total-growing experience and teach-
ers, like all professionals, should continually
learn on the job. This process will be easier and
more productive if they have sound founda-
tional knowledge.

Where to begin? We might start by redefining
the additive or compartmentalized relationship
between learning content and learning how to
teach by setting up our programs in the great
divide between content and pedagogy. As
teacher educators, we could begin by asking
how our courses provide prospective teachers
opportunities to learn teaching strategies and
whether they also offer chances to acquire and
use an understanding of the structure of the dis-
cipline to think about standards, curriculum,
textbooks, and learners’ discipline-specific
thinking. Although we suspect most instruc-
tional approaches to preparing teachers stress
the use of the discipline’s “big ideas” or “essen-
tial questions,” we should remember that pro-
spective teachers have little experience with
such epistemological questions (McDiarmid &
Vinten-Johansen, 2000; Wilson & Wineburg,

1988). Hence, they need regular opportunities
to identify the discipline’s critical problems and
ideas—most likely beginning with the very his-
tory courses they have taken. We could have
prospective history teachers use their methods
or educational psychology classes to reframe
the notes from their history classes, looking for
the underlying ideas and theories about cause
and effect, significance, agency, or narrative that
structured both the course and their learning.
Then, the preservice teachers might apply those
same ideas to instructional materials, such as
state standards and textbooks, or design ways
to probe student thinking of these issues.

Such activities at the intersection of content
and pedagogy could populate a variety of
courses from foundations to methods to educa-
tional psychology. This would require teacher
educators to expand the assigned readings and
pedagogical practices of such courses to include
historiographic articles, studies of students’
thinking historically, and classroom examples
of history teachers’ employing epistemically
grounded pedagogy; and it would require pro-
spective teachers to employ these ideas in
designing, enacting, reflecting, and modifying
instruction situated at these intersections.

Of course, this makes two critical assump-
tions about the preservice teachers entering
teacher education programs and the teacher
educators teaching in the programs. First,
incoming students need a well-stocked portfo-
lio of content knowledge to “make pedagogi-
cal.” Second, teacher educators must have an
even more fluid and flexible depth of disciplin-
ary knowledge to assist prospective teachers as
they transform their understandings. How
much and what type of content knowledge is
needed? Here the field needs more scholarship
to define what makes usable knowledge for
both history teachers and history teacher
educators themselves.

Admittedly, however, even the best teacher
education programs imaginable will not be
enough to provide the kind of sustained support of
the “well-started” teacher we envision. To continu-
ally develop deeper disciplinary and pedagogical
knowledge, both novice and experienced teachers
must have access to high-quality, ongoing profes-
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sional development programs. Indeed, we believe
that this and other institutional supports are
essential for improving the quality of instruc-
tion in every content area, not just history.

We realize the difficulty of preparing begin-
ning teachers with the knowledge and skills
described here and recognize the obstacles that
stand in the way of creating truly effective pro-
fessional development programs for practicing
teachers. But we also are certain that if we do not
make this effort, if history education programs
do not move in the direction that we have
described, educators may well spend another
century and a half repeating the fruitless strug-
gle between content and methods that has char-
acterized curriculum history in this country.

NOTE

1. For example, we think the recent efforts of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (2004) to “raise student achievement by im-
proving teachers knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of
American history” (para. 1) have captured only a piece of what
history teachers need to improve students’ knowledge, under-
standing, and appreciation of American history.
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