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Introduction

As a historian of education, I have been fortunate in having a career in 
public school teaching and administration before entering academia. 
Between the mid-1950s and early 1970s, I taught history in Cleveland 
and Washington, DC, high schools. In this book, I return to those 
minority and poor high schools—then and now—and, through the eyes 
of a historian using the concepts and tools of my craft, answer a core 
question central to informing contemporary policies aimed at getting 
students to learn more, faster, and better, especially in urban districts: 
over the past-half-century: What has changed and what has remained the 
same in the content and pedagogy of high school history over the past half-century?

The academic subject of history is taught in elementary and sec-
ondary schools and required for graduation across the nation. Policy-
makers, teachers, parents, and taxpayers tell students: learn about the 
Founding Fathers, the Constitution, principles and practices of democ-
racy, and the wars fought for those principles and then cherish that knowl-
edge and those principles. Conserving the past is vital. Historians and 
social scientists call this the heritage approach to the teaching of history.1

Yet at the same time, those very same policymakers, teachers, par-
ents, and taxpayers want students not only to imbibe and appreciate 
their heritage but also to learn critical thinking skills such as prob-
lem solving, questioning, and analyzing ideas. They want students to 
apply the knowledge and skills they have acquired to both the past 
(e.g., Founding Fathers, slavery, the Civil War, immigration) and the 
present in both their communities and the nation. Students can then 
alter the present. Historians and social scientists call this the historical 
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approach to the teaching of the subject (I take up both in more detail 
in chapter 3).

The paradox of teaching history to conserve the past and change 
the present is wrapped up in the larger issue of continually reforming 
public schools over the past century in governance, organization, cur-
riculum, and instruction. The chronic impulse to preserve the status 
quo in schooling smacks up against the recurring impulse to change—
no, improve—what goes on daily in classrooms. Like the tension between 
the heritage and historical approaches to teaching, there is strain 
between stability and change at the very core of tax-supported public 
schools in a democracy. Why is that?

STABILITY AND CHANGE IN SCHOOL REFORM

Taxpayers, voters, and parents expect their public schools to conserve 
both national and local traditions, beliefs, and values. Consider the his-
toric goals for tax-supported public schools. Educators are expected to 
mold “good” citizens, prepare the next generation for the workplace, 
and promote the well-being of individual students and society. Schools 
socialize the young into community and national values embedded in 
these multiple goals.2

Inculcating habits, beliefs, and values so that children can behave 
as responsible adults in a community requires more than answering 
teachers’ questions, reading textbooks, answering multiple-choice 
questions, and doing Internet searches. Look into a kindergarten class-
room for the most obvious evidence of the school’s function: to absorb 
the norms of a community, five-year-olds learn to take turns; not to 
push, hit, or bite others; work independently; and cooperate with oth-
ers who look and act different. Yes, learning numbers and decoding 
words are important, but only the shortsighted could miss the critical 
social lessons taught here.

Similarly, throughout elementary and secondary schools, as knowl-
edge demands escalate, the goal of socializing children and youth per-
sists quietly and forcefully in posted classroom rules, report cards 
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that evaluate proper behaviors, and what gets rewarded or punished 
in school. Conserving values rooted in these historic goals for public 
schools is essential in a democracy.

Yet public schools are expected to also make changes. Taxpayers, 
policymakers, and parents expect public schools to change students 
by getting them to think critically. These thinking skills are embed-
ded in history, math, science, and English content and from kindergar-
ten through Advanced Placement courses. In the classroom and later as 
adults, students are expected to apply those skills to make changes in 
themselves and improve their community.

Understanding the paradox facing practitioners of how to enact 
two opposite and prized values—stability and change—through daily 
lessons is a first step in grasping the complexity of both schooling and 
teaching in a democracy. And that is why the core question of about 
what has changed in teaching history then and now is important to 
anyone concerned about public schools.

GOING FROM POLICY TO CLASSROOM PRACTICE

There is another reason this question about the teaching of history 
past and present is significant. The answer traces what occurs in poli-
cymakers’ offices and the subsequent journey of adopted policies into 
classrooms. That policy-to-practice journey is filled with potholes that 
leave dings in even the best ideas before they arrive at the classroom 
door. Since the early 1980s, for example, US students’ mediocre per-
formance on international tests, middling graduation rates, and low 
numbers of graduates entering and completing college have led policy-
makers to worry about the nation’s future economic growth.

Following the publication of the Nation at Risk report in 1983, state 
and federal policies to improve US schooling increasingly treated pub-
lic schooling as a marketplace. Expanding parental options to include 
charters and vouchers, for example, created new schools that competed 
with traditional neighborhood schools and produced innovations that 
spread through districts, states, and the nation, according to reformers.
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And as in competitive markets, effective schools were rewarded and 
ineffective ones punished. Using a market-based approach to improve 
schools depended on adopting policies that would raise curriculum 
standards and test students to see if they reached those standards. 
Schools, teachers, and students were held accountable for results, 
and rewards and penalties were applied accordingly. The current state 
adoption of Common Core Curriculum Standards, with accompany-
ing online tests, is the most recent incarnation of that underlying belief 
that public schools should behave more like a marketplace. Both mar-
ket- and standards-based policies have driven reforms in the past thirty 
years to tie together more closely an educational system in dire need of 
repair to the production of “human capital” for a growing economy.3

These reforms, of course, are based on a set of assumptions—a the-
ory of change. Reform-minded policymakers assume that adopting 
higher standards and high-stakes testing will improve classroom prac-
tices, and that improved teaching practices will then lead to students 
acquiring the necessary content and skills to enter college and career. 
It is further assumed that there is a smooth path from policy to class-
room practice. These assumptions have dominated US policy thinking 
about improving public schools in recent decades. Taking a longer view, 
however, say over a half-century, of what policies and practices have 
remained the same and what has changed in the teaching of one aca-
demic subject—I examine two efforts, based on similar assumptions, 
to alter practice in the 1960s and 1990s. This inquiry offers an uncom-
mon way of testing the dominant theory of change.

Thus, in the following chapters, I will describe and analyze changes 
in history content and pedagogy over the past half-century. I first recon-
struct what I did in Glenville High School and Cardozo High School 
decades ago, offering a uniquely intimate view of classroom practices at 
that time. I then look at history teaching as it is occurs today in those 
same high schools. In comparing and contrasting the past and present, 
I can determine whether the assumptions reformers hold about policies 
as they wend their way into classrooms turn out as intended and which 
practices remain the same and which ones have changed.4
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I have already written widely over the years about the schools I have 
taught in, the content of my teaching, and how I taught between the mid-
1950s and early-1970s. What I have not done in these earlier writings, 
however, is connect the teaching of history to the “wars” that occurred 
in the social studies in the 1930s, 1960s, and 1990s and continue in the 
current squabbles over whose notion of the past should be taught. The 
record is clear that the content of history in schools—heritage versus his-
torical—has continually split Americans into different political camps.5

Look back, for instance, at post–World War I campaigns to ban US 
history texts with an “unpatriotic” slant. In the 1940s, a national move-
ment to rid public schools of so-called “socialistic” biases in a popular 
social studies textbook series prompted Mrs. Ellwood Turner, secretary 
of the Daughters of Colonial Wars, to speak out:

All the old histories taught my country right or wrong. That’s the 
point of view we want our children to adopt. We can’t afford to teach 
them to be unbiased and let them make up their own minds.6

Sharp criticism of history teachers and school boards periodically 
flared throughout the twentieth century after history tests revealed 
that most youth knew little about the Declaration of Independence, 
Abraham Lincoln, and whether the Civil War came before or after the 
Revolutionary War. Then in the 1960s, again in the 1990s, and a quar-
ter-century later, history “wars” flared anew over what history and 
social studies content should be taught children and youth. Those 
recurring battles capture the inherent contradiction within the mis-
sion of US public schools to both conserve and change.7

In short, this book contains two policy-to-practice case studies 
of Cleveland and Washington, DC, complete with national, city, dis-
trict, and classroom contexts. For both cities, I describe a half-century 
of political, social, and economic changes triggered by the Civil Rights 
movement, subsequent fiscal crises, revolving-door superintendencies, 
and mayoral control of schools.

I take up also a series of curricular, instructional, and organiza-
tional policy-driven reforms between the 1950s and 1960s (e.g., the 
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appearance of black history materials, battles over the New Social 
Studies, expanding use of new technologies) and the 1990s to the pres-
ent (e.g., new curriculum standards, increased testing, and regulatory 
accountability). I note where these connections between larger societal 
changes and policy-driven reforms may have touched the actual class-
room lessons that fellow teachers and I taught.

CLARIFYING STABILITY AND CHANGE

The key part of the analysis of both time periods and answering the 
central question I ask requires parsing what the words change and sta-
bility mean.

There are, for example, different kinds of institutional, organiza-
tional, and individual change over time (e.g., incremental and funda-
mental).8 Are the planned changes occurring over the past five decades 
mostly incremental (e.g., adding new high school courses in ethnic stud-
ies and dropping others such as ancient history, new textbooks, adopt-
ing a different way of teaching the Gettysburg Address)? Or were there 
also some fundamental changes in organizing the school, curricu-
lum, and instruction (e.g., introducing project-based learning, trying a 
new instructional technology, creating schools-within-a-school)—that 
is, were there changes in the grammar of schooling (the deep structures 
of schooling such as the age-graded school with self-contained class-
rooms, daily schedules comprising forty-minute to hour-long periods 
of instruction, and a system in which students progress or regress from 
year to year depending upon their academic performance and behav-
ior)?9 Or were these changes mixes of both?

Sorting out both policy and practice changes gets complicated 
when, for example, policymakers make decisions that end up in prac-
tice reinforcing traditional patterns of teaching (e.g., more tests and 
accountability policies result in teachers spending more instructional 
time in preparing students for exams). Moreover, school structures and 
cultures that affect what is taught and how it is taught shift over time 
within schools. For instance, over time, school enrollments expand 
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and shrink, daily schedules shorten and lengthen class periods, and 
big schools get split into smaller ones and then get reorganized back 
into big ones.

I consider these distinctions between incremental and fundamen-
tal planned changes when determining whether my colleagues and I 
have altered daily teaching practices under repeated reform move-
ments. Thus, the complexity of the concept of change (and reform) has 
to be unpacked, analyzed, and fit to the contexts and teaching over 
time. In doing so, the current dominant theory of change propelling 
reform policies in 2015 can be examined and assessed.10

To sum up, the question What has changed and what has remained the 
same in the content and pedagogy in high school history over the past half-century? 
illuminates the core function of public schools in a democracy, which 
is to both conserve traditions, values, and beliefs and at the same time 
to alter them. It is not an easy question to answer but vital to current 
decision makers, researchers, and practitioners involved in making and 
implementing policy to improve teaching practices and student learn-
ing not only in history but also in other academic subjects as well.11

SCHOLARS WRITING AUTOBIOGRAPHICALLY

What will complicate answering the question I have posed is that I 
combine the personal with the scholarly. I value my fourteen years as 
a teacher and remember so much of the highs and lows of that experi-
ence. Yet a scholar writing autobiographically is uncommon and when 
it does occur, precarious. Memory can be unreliable.12 Psychologists, 
lawyers, social scientists, and novelists (who have their place here as 
keen social observers) have written extensively about how memory 
is selective and distorted. For example, one of Ward Just’s characters 
observes: “There were gaps in Andre’s memory, things omitted or for-
gotten, glossed over, redacted and invented. Memories bore the same 
relation to the facts as distant cousins to a common grandfather.”13 
As Cormac McCarthy describes the phenomenon, “You forget what 
you want to remember and remember what you want to forget.”14 Mark 
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Twain’s take: “It isn’t so astonishing, the number of things that I can 
remember, as the number of things I can remember that aren’t so.”15

Yet summoning up facts from one’s past is even trickier than what 
these writers suggest. As Elizabeth Loftus, an expert on memory, espe-
cially eyewitness testimony in trials, puts it: “Truth and reality, when 
seen through the filter of our memories, are not objective facts, but sub-
jective, interpretative realities. We interpret the past, correcting our-
selves, adding bits and pieces, deleting uncomplimentary or disturbing 
recollections, sweeping, dusting, and tidying things up . . . We are inno-
cent victims of our mind’s manipulations.”16

And here is where conflict inevitably enters. I value my training as 
a historian who is highly aware that the sources available to me about 
how I taught a half-century ago are not only fragmentary (e.g., my rec-
ollections, actual homework assignments, gradebooks, teacher diaries) 
but are also selective and necessarily biased. The same is true of for-
mer students’ recollections and what appears in high school yearbooks 
and other school documents. I have learned to be cautious with certain 
primary sources, especially autobiographies describing classrooms, 
reports from former students, and retired teachers’ reminiscences. So 
I know that writing a personal account means that some things are 
accurately recorded, some unintentionally misrepresented, and some 
left unsaid.

I want to recapture faithfully what happened in my classes and 
at the same time maintain a historian’s skepticism of biased sources 
inherent to any inquiry into the past. Thus, writing about how oth-
ers and I taught history a half-century ago, scholarly objectivity—that 
“noble dream”—is very difficult to attain.17 In writing autobiographi-
cally about my seven years at Glenville High School (1956–1963) and 
four at Cardozo High School (1963–1967), I will portray the truth as I 
see it, knowing full well the limitations of memory.18

Given these truths, the historian-autobiographer faces questions 
about the facts and style of writing. How will I document my state-
ments? What will my experiences reveal about the micro-history of 
teaching at Glenville high school in the late 1950s and early 1960s and 
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Cardozo High School in the mid- to late 1960s? How did the macro-his-
tory—those larger trends in these cities, their schools and policies, the 
spreading civil rights movement, and the national struggle over what 
history should be taught and how—touch room 235 at Glenville and 
room 101 at Cardozo? Documenting the macro- and micro-history of 
teaching history does not erase the dilemma I face; it does, however, 
present an ongoing challenge to any historian-autobiographer—one 
that I accept in writing this book.

THE OUTLINE OF THIS BOOK

In chapters 1 and 2, I reconstruct how I taught at Glenville and Car-
dozo high schools. In each chapter, I describe the respective city and its 
school systems, as well as national social and political context, to offer 
a macro view in which I locate my teaching.

Chapter 3 captures the significant national debates that occurred 
in the 1960s and 1990s on the importance of history within the social 
studies and its impact on students’ ideas and values. The chapter looks 
at policy changes in curriculum at two different points in time and 
estimates to what degree policy changes in history content and instruc-
tion permeated classroom lessons.

Chapters 4 and 5 return to Glenville and Cardozo high schools a 
half-century later. As a historian-autobiographer, sitting in classrooms 
in 2013–2014 and watching history teachers teach lessons was more 
than a déjà vu moment. Sorting out what I remembered of teaching 
history a half-century earlier from what I observed now was a task that 
could easily become a trap—seeing similarities in content and pedagogy 
and rushing to judgment that little has changed in over five decades. 
Thus, noting the differences in external and internal contexts (e.g., 
demographics, city and district politics, school organization) between 
then and now becomes crucial. Changes have, indeed, occurred in the 
city, district, schools, and classrooms, but there has been continuity 
in school structures and regularities in teacher and student behaviors. 
These two chapters describe and analyze how history teachers teach 
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today in those schools and the macro- and micro-influences that shape 
their classroom decisions.

Finally, chapter 6 compares and contrasts the two case studies of 
urban high schools and summarizes the data at two different points 
in time to answer that central question: Over the past-half-century, what 
has changed and what has remained the same in the content and pedagogy of high 
school history? I then go beyond answering that question by asking a final 
one: So what?


