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The Teaching American History Program: An Introduction and Overview 
Alex Stein* 


	THE TEACHING AMERICAN HISTORY (TAH) program began in 2001 as a bold new idea: that history content could be delivered directly to United States history teachers through ongoing partnerships with providers of history expertise. The program awards three-year federal education grants for up to $1 million to develop and carry out these professional development partnerships. After a nationwide competition, the grants are awarded to school districts to improve the history teaching abilities of their United States history teachers. This is a brief overview of the program's background and practices in order to introduce the articles which follow. These articles are written by TAH grantee project directors who summarize and analyze the first year's experience of their professional development partnerships.
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	     The law establishing the TAH program was originally a one-year addition to the fiscal year 2001 appropriations bill for the United States Department of Education. In 2002 it became part of the No Child Left Behind Act, which is the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. TAH is part of the Teacher Quality section of this law and is authorized until 2006. Funding levels are set by Congress on an annual basis. The law specifically states that United States history is to be separated from the general social studies curriculum.
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	Program Background
	 

	     The professional literature in the field of history education usually focuses on three major elements. All three are generally characterized as being weak and in need of improvement. They are:
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	1. The elementary and secondary history curriculum in most areas of the country. This curriculum is usually characterized as being more social studies and less history. History is undervalued. There is little or no emphasis either on the facts of history or on the use of history thinking skills like chronology, cause and effect, and the importance of analyzing documents and using primary sources. 

2. Teacher Preparation. Many current history teachers lack content knowledge and took few or no history courses in college. 

3. Student performance on standardized history tests. The percentage of students achieving history proficiency is quite limited. 
	

	The creation of the Teaching American History program was motivated by the effort to reverse these limitations in history education.
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	     The Congressional sponsor of the program, Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia, included many of these issues in a May 10, 2001, speech from the Senate floor a few months after he created the program. Senator Byrd recounted his own childhood and youth in the West Virginia coalfields. He described how the study of the life of Nathan Hale and other American heroes helped bring him into a wider world in which he could place the history of the country into a meaningful context.1
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	Interconnected Elements and Efforts at Reform
	 

	     The above three elements are connected: the weak curriculum and poor teacher preparation may lead to students being unable or unwilling to learn history. The likelihood of improvement in the field is greater if these elements are approached with a unified strategy, rather than with a piecemeal approach. The elements are further explained below.
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	     Diane Ravitch of New York University has examined teacher preparation and found that fifty-five percent of those who teach history have neither a major nor a minor in history. She also found that fifty-nine percent of students in middle school and forty-three percent of students in high school study history with teachers who did not major or minor in history.2 According it Ravitch, it is even worse in elementary school, where the "content-free" social studies curriculum that is taught does not require a history background for elementary teachers. She writes:
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	In 1982 I began to research the condition of history instruction in the public schools. The more closely I examined this curriculum of 'me, my family, my school,' the more my attention was drawn to the curious nature of the early grades, which is virtually content-free. The social studies curriculum for the K-3 grades is organized around the study of the relationships within the home, school, neighborhood, and local community. 'My community' now dominates the early grades in American public education. It contains no mythology, legends, biographies, hero tales, or great events in the life of this nation or any other.3
	

	     As a consequence of findings such as these, organizations and individuals in the field of history education have, in recent years, been trying to improve the knowledge base and skills of history teachers in elementary and secondary schools. The Bradley Commission on History in the Schools recommended a set of professional development reforms. Brad-ley Commission chair, Columbia University Professor Ken Jackson, put forth the need to direct the energies of all who truly love history into the teaching and learning of history in the schools. The Commission's successor organization, the National Council for History Education, has been instrumental in developing intensive history content seminars for teachers.4 The American Historical Association's Teaching Division has also been actively seeking to upgrade history education. They have prepared guidelines for states and school districts to select and evaluate history textbooks. They also recommend criteria to states for consideration in the creation or modification of their state history standards.5 These criteria ask that standards:
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	1. Strongly emphasize a number of analytical skills, beyond standard critical thinking skills.... capacities relating to the interpretation of change and continuity, ability to utilize and assess historical documents, and ability to evaluate different historical interpretations. 

2. Provide clear emphasis on chronology and periodization. 

3. Delineate a balance among various major facets of the human experience in the past. They should indicate the importance of dealing with social, cultural, economic, technological and political components. 

4. Provide systematic global perspectives in history. 

5. Build a curriculum sequence in history from the early grades through the high school years. 

6. Include input from practicing historians and history teachers, who can help attune standards to current research findings and best teaching practices in the field. 
	

	The Organization of American Historians, the Society for History Education, the Gilder Lehrman Institute and other history organizations and associations have also become actively involved in promoting an improved history education.
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	     In spite of the efforts of this important reform involvement, however, national test results have revealed little progress in student learning in history. History learning was tested in the 1994 and 2001: [United States History Tests of the National Assessment of Educational Practice (NAEP)]. Indiana University Professor John Patrick commented on the release of the 2001 results:
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	The 'Basic' Level of achievement represents only partial mastery of knowledge and skills that are presumed to be prerequisites for competency in U.S. History. It is alarming to note therefore that more than half of a nationally representative sample of 12th grade students was unable to reach the minimally acceptable level of achievement in U.S. history. The "Profi-cient" level, which represents competent performance in U.S. history, was attained by a mere 11 percent of the 12th grade students, by 17 percent of 8th graders, and by 18 percent of 4th graders.6
	

	     An explanation for these results is that history teachers are often unprepared to teach United States history. Many lack content knowledge. Many states still require only general social studies knowledge to teach United States history. These loose requirements may lead to a situation in which teachers take only one United States history survey course in college. Many states do not even require elementary school teachers to have a social studies credential in order to teach United States history; an elementary education credential may suffice. Many elementary school history teachers have not even taken a college survey course in United States history. Many districts have teachers who teach totally outside their field of competence. This problem is particularly acute in urban and rural school districts. These deficiencies in elementary and secondary school carry over into the knowledge base of university undergraduates. The American Council of Trustees and Alumni reported in 2000 on a survey that revealed "that seniors from America's elite colleges and universities were graduating with an alarming ignorance of their heritage and a profound historical illiteracy."7
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	State History Standards, Assessments, and Instructional Patterns
	 

	     There is a widely diverse pattern of history requirements across the country. Over thirty-five states have history content standards. A slightly smaller number have history performance standards that provide goals for demonstrating history knowledge and skills. Most states use tests or other assessments to measure progress toward meeting the history standards. Some states include history standards and assessments in their social studies curriculum; other states keep their history standards separate. Some states have specific graduation requirements in history.8 States also have different patterns for their history courses. Most offer history in elementary, middle, and high school. Some states offer the entire United States history course in 5th grade and then up through the Civil War in 8th grade, and then, go from Reconstruction onward in the 11th grade. Others teach three separate full courses of United States history. In some states, there is no elementary level history course.
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	Grantee Characteristics
	 

	     School districts in forty-five states and the District of Columbia are TAH grant recipients. Sixty grants were awarded in 2001 that covered thirty-three states. A third of these grants went to rural and small town school districts. One hundred fourteen grants were funded in 2002. They reached thirty-nine states and the District of Columbia. Like the first cohort, the second group of grants covers a diverse network of rural areas, small towns, cities, and suburbs. The TAH web site contains project abstracts and National Center for Education Statistics data on the grantees and their school districts, including number of teachers trained, district enrollment, number of districts served, funding, student race and ethnicity, and location of the district. Consult the web site for further information on the 2001 and the 2002 grantees: www.ed.gov/offices/OESE/TAH.
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	     The grantee partners include community colleges, universities, historical societies, archives, and museums. Other partners include such national organizations as Colonial Williamsburg, the National Council for History Education, the National Association of Scholars, the Organization of American Historians, the National Writing Project, the National Park Service, the Smithsonian Institute, and the Gilder Lehrman Institute. Many grantees have multiple partners. The partners often perform different functional roles within the project. One partner might take the lead in teaching 17th and 18th Century history content to history teachers. Another might cover the 19th Century, and a third the 20th Century.
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	Grant Activity
	 

	     Teaching American History is the first program to make the history professional development needs of the school district primary. The program has awarded grants to several hundred of the more than 15,000 school districts and thus can only reach a limited audience. However, there can be an effect on other districts and on states as well, especially the effort to provide funds and form ongoing partnerships with providers of history expertise. While the program is aimed primarily at professional development, it is also involved in the effort to promote and separate United States history from the social studies curriculum. The 2002 grant applicants were rated on selection criteria that were specified in the grant announcement. One criteria required applicants to respond to how they would go about promoting history as a separate discipline, apart from social studies.
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	     Other agencies have periodically awarded professional development grants to universities or museums for individual history teachers. Unlike these former practices, however, the TAH program takes a more systemic approach by focusing on the needs of a given district or consortium of districts. School districts apply for the grant in a nationwide competition. The grants are judged by peer review panels. Most panel members are people who teach history at elementary, secondary, or postsecondary levels.
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	     The TAH grants provide funding for school districts in partnership with providers of history expertise (e.g. universities and colleges, museums, historical societies, archives, national and state parks, history organizations, and libraries). This partnership recruits teachers and provides professional development services over a three-year period. These grantee services focus on providing teachers with content knowledge, on helping them transmit that knowledge in the classroom, and on improving history learning among students at all levels as demonstrated primarily on statewide assessments of history knowledge. A popular means of achieving the first and second focuses is through the use of content sessions in combination with content bridges. Content bridges are content-rich approaches that re-format and transform the strong content message from the history professor into classroom usage at the elementary, middle school or high school level. This bridge is the history content re-formatted for the classroom, not out-of-context pedagogy.
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	     This content bridge engages teachers and allows them to become more involved in the history education improvement process. An example of this would be the West Morris, New Jersey TAH grantee, which held its 2002 summer institute at Princeton University, which the author attended. Professor Gordon Wood of Brown University developed some significant themes and discussed some important debates that occurred during and after the American Revolution. He dealt in great detail with the Madison-Jefferson approach vs. the Hamilton approach that was adopted by George Washington in his first term. The approaches were related to the traditional self-sufficient agricultural view of the future vs. those that saw commerce, banking, finance, and the building of an economic infrastructure as the way to go. This debate had major political and governmental ramifications. Interspersed with the Wood presentations were shorter content bridge interactive sessions led by school district historian educators Gloria Sesso of Patchogue, New York and John Pyne of West Milford, New Jersey, as well as by Bill Ross of the National Council for History Education. These presentations examined contextual topics such as the Boston Massacre, European attitudes on the Eve of the Revolution, the Whiskey and Shays Rebellions, family life in early America, Abigail Adams, frontier farmers and their commercial issues, and the arts. They included the distribution of such primary source documents as letters, newspaper articles, and personal accounts of major events as well as later commentaries, analyses, and other rich secondary source material. These presentations had built-in discussion intersections and the teachers found a lot to discuss. Of special interest to the teachers was the issue of how political and economic changes affected daily life in the new nation.
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	     Virtually all grantees conduct a summer seminar for their teachers. The average seminar length is one to two weeks. Many districts contract with nationally-known historians who work directly with teachers. One evaluator compared this process to that which existed under the post-Sputnik National Defense Education Act in which leading scientists and mathematicians provided professional development to high school teachers. Here the historians work directly with teachers.
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	     Some grantees train groups of teachers intensively for the entire three years. Some may become mentor teachers and work with colleagues in their schools or school districts. Some grantees select and train mentor teachers by school level. Other grantees may train different cohorts of teachers each year. Some may select their teachers based on school level or cluster patterns. Others may concentrate on teachers from low-performing schools or on teachers who have the least extensive content background in United States history. Still others focus on teachers who are the most interested in participating.
	20 

	     All grants are designed to lead to ongoing sustainable partnerships that will endure after the grant funds end. Evaluations are usually conducted by independent evaluators. These evaluations often include both summative evaluations which collect statistical information and formative evaluations which report back to the grantee on the overall progress of the grant and can help lead to mid-course corrections when these changes are warranted. Grantees submit two annual and one final reports to the Department of Education that relate to their progress toward meeting the goals and objectives stated in their applications.
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	     There is as yet very little evaluative data on the early implementation of the TAH program, other than episodic information, most of which is quite positive. The United States Department of Education has contracted for an independent evaluation of the 2002 cohort of grantees. This national evaluation, in addition to evaluation reports and annual reports from each grantee, will provide a wealth of information and data on all stages of implementation.
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	     The program is alive and well and off to a good start.
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	Notes
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