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          FORGET
WHAT YOU KNOW     
      ABOUT HISTORY

     A Stanford program fires  
  schoolkids’ interest in the past  
     and boosts their brainpower.
It’s all about provocative questions—     
              and detective work. PAGE 58
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     Give kids original source material, teach them  
how to weigh evidence and defend their conclusions,  
            and they’ll shine in class —and as citizens. 

HISTORY     DETECTED

In the 1986 comedy Ferris Bueller’s 
Day O!, Ben Stein famously plays 
a high school teacher who drones 

on about the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tari" 
Act while his students slump at their 
desks in a collective stupor. For many 
kids, that’s history: an endless catalog of 
disconnected dates and names, passed 
down like scripture from the state 
textbook, seldom questioned and 
quickly forgotten. 

 Now take a seat inside Will Colgla-
zier’s classroom at Aragon High School 
in San Mateo. The student population 
here is fairly typical for the Bay Area: 
about 30 percent Latino, 30 percent 
Asian and 40 percent white. The subject 
matter is standard 11th grade stu": What 
caused the Great American Dust Bowl?

by Teresa Johnston
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Tapping on his laptop, Colglazier 
shows the class striking black-and-white 
images of the choking storms that con-
sumed the Plains states in the 1930s. 
Then he does something unusual. In-
stead of following a lesson plan out of 
the textbook, he passes out copies of 
a 1935 letter, written by one Caroline 
Henderson to the then-U.S. 
secretary of agriculture, poi-
gnantly describing the plight 
of her neighbors in the Okla-
homa panhandle. He follows 
that with another compel-
ling document: a confiden-
tial high-level government 
report, addressed to President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
decrying the region’s mis-
guided homesteading policies.

Colglazier clearly is a gifted and well-
trained educator, a history/economics 
major and 2006 graduate of the Stanford 
Teacher Education Program. But what 
sets this class apart from Ferris Bueller’s 
is more than the man; it’s his method—
an approach developed at Stanford’s 
Graduate School of Education that’s 
rapidly gaining adherents across the 

country. At a time when national stu-
dent surveys show abysmal rates of pro-
ficiency in history, trial studies of the 
Stanford program demonstrated that 
when high school students engage reg-
ularly with challenging primary source 
documents, they not only make signif-
icant gains learning and retaining his-

torical material, they also markedly im-
prove their reading comprehension and 
critical thinking.

Colglazier builds his thought- 
provoking classes using an online tool 
called Reading Like a Historian. Designed 
by the Stanford History Education Group 
under Professor Sam Wineburg, the 
website o"ers 87 flexible lesson plans 
featuring documents from the Library  

of Congress. Teachers can download the 
lessons and adapt them for their own 
purposes, free of charge. Students learn 
how to examine documents critically, 
just as historians would, in order to 
answer intriguing questions: Did 
Pocahontas really rescue John Smith? 
Was Abraham Lincoln a racist? Who 

blinked first in the  
Cuban Missile Crisis,  
the Russians or  
the Americans?

Apparently the pro-
gram has struck a chord. 
In school districts from 
red states and blue, New 
York City and Chicago 
to Carmel, Calif., history 
teachers are lining up for 

workshops on how to use the materials. 
The website’s lessons have been down-
loaded 800,000 times and spawned a 
lively online community of history edu-
cators grateful for the camaraderie— 
and often desperate for help. 

 Many would agree that they need it. 
According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, just 30 percent of 
the people who teach history-related 
courses in U.S. public high schools both 
majored in the field and are certified to 
teach it. Fewer than one quarter of the 
country’s students in grades four, eight 
and 12 are considered proficient in 
American history. Only 32 percent of 
eighth graders who took the 2010  
National Assessment of Educational 
Progress could name an advantage 
American forces had over the British in 
the Revolutionary War. Just 22 percent 
of high school seniors knew that U.S. 
troops were up against Chinese forces 
in the Korean War.

Sitting back at his desk after the bell 
rings, Colglazier says he can’t imagine 
teaching history any other way. “It’s so 
powerful to give these skills to students 
at a young age,” he explains. “I easily 

     Only 32 percent of eighth           
   graders could name an advantage
Americans had over the British             
          in the Revolution.

SANDS OF TIME: Reading di!erent sources, 
students learn the Dust Bowl wasn’t just a 
case of bad luck with the weather. 
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could have told them in one minute that 
the Dust Bowl was the result of over-
grazing and over-farming and World 
War I overproduction, combined with 
droughts that had been plaguing that 
area forever, but they wouldn’t remem-
ber it.” By reading these challenging 
documents and discovering history for 
themselves, he says, “not only will they 
remember the content, they’ll develop 
skills for life.”

As Wineburg notes in the website’s 
book counterpart, “the practices histori-
ans have developed can be used to make 
sense of the conflicting voices that con-
front us every time we turn on Fox News 
or MSNBC. Put simply, the skills culti-
vated by Reading Like a Historian pro-
vide essential tools for citizenship.”

To understand how the series works, 
it’s helpful to look at the first lesson, on 
Pocahontas. The teacher is encouraged 
to start the class with a short clip from 
the 1995 Walt Disney movie: the scene 
where the svelte, eco-conscious Indian 
princess rescues her English settler boy-
friend from a clubbing ordered by her fa-
ther. The story is the best-known part of 
the Jamestown colony saga. But is it true?

Using a provided time line, the 
teacher o"ers some background on 
the doomed 1607 English settlement. 
Then she asks her students to pair up 
and hands out two accounts written by 
the man Pocahontas supposedly saved, 
Capt. John Smith. The first, dated 1608, 
makes no mention of the dramatic inci-
dent; instead it praises the Indians for 
their “kind welcome, good words and 
great platters of sundry victuals.” Only 
the second account, written for a wider  
audience 16 years later, describes his 
near-death experience at the hands of  
a now fearsome tribe. 

After students read the texts aloud 
to their partners, they answer written 
questions: Who wrote these accounts, 
and when? What’s the di"erence between 
them? Why might Smith lie or exagger-
ate? Why wouldn’t he lie? The exercise is 
repeated using short texts by two di"er-
ent historians. One says the rescue prob-
ably didn’t happen, because nobody else 
in the Virginia Company mentioned it 

in their diaries. Another suggests that 
Smith may have misinterpreted an Indi-
an manhood ritual. The class ends with 
a group discussion and homework: “Did 
Pocahontas rescue John Smith? Use 
evidence from these documents to sup-
port your argument.”

These are fairly challenging texts. To 
make them more manageable for middle 
school and high school readers, Stanford 
developers took the bold step of modify-

ing their language and length, editing 
them down to a few hundred words each 
while keeping the historical voices intact. 
Unfamiliar words, like victuals, are 
highlighted and defined in word banks 
o" to the side. Teachers who download 
the lesson plans are assured that they 
don’t have to use them exactly as written. 
Nor are they required to give up their 
state-issued textbooks; they just need 
to understand the books’ limitations.

THREE FACES OF POCAHONTAS: A 19th-century print shows her ‘saving’ Capt. Smith 
(top), while her time in London as Mrs. John Rolfe is depicted in a 1616 portrait (above, 
right) and in an early 20th-century painting by Richard N. Brooke. 
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“Don’t get me wrong,” says Wine-
burg, PhD ’89. “Textbooks are useful as 
background narrative. It’s di#cult to 
talk about the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
if students don’t know where Vietnam is, 
or the Lincoln-Douglas debates if they 
don’t know who Abe Lincoln was before 
he was Daniel Day-Lewis.”  But when a 
ten-pound textbook becomes the script 
for a whole year’s worth of instruction, 
a precious learning opportunity is lost. 
“Many students go through their entire 
middle and high school and never en-
counter the actual voice of a historical 
participant,” Wineburg laments. The 
secret to success, he says, “is removing 
the barriers between learners and the 
people of the past.”

he roots of Reading Like a Histo-
rian go back to Wineburg’s boy-

hood in upstate New York. 
The son of a veteran “who 
never met a World War II 
documentary he didn’t like,” 
Wineburg devoured his-
tory books as a kid and did 
well in Advanced Placement 
courses at his public high 
school. But when he entered 
Brown University, he was 
shocked at how ill-prepared 
he was  in the subject. Em-
ployed after college as a high school his-
tory teacher, he saw similar weaknesses 
in his students. “The best ones could re-
peat what the text said,” he recalls, “but 
when I asked them to critically examine 
whether they believed the text, I could 
have been speaking Martian.” 

Why do some students “get it” when 
they read history, and others don’t? The 
question led Wineburg to a doctorate in 
psychological studies in education. An 
answer came in the early 1990s while he 
was working at the University of Wash-
ington. One day Wineburg was watching 
a history professor examine a document 
relating to Abraham Lincoln when he 
noticed something interesting: The his-
torian barely glanced at the first line of 
the text before zooming in on its attribu-

tion. When Wineburg asked about this, 
the historian dismissed it with a wave of 
his hand, saying, “Everyone does that.” 
But when Wineburg gave the same doc-
ument to undergraduates in the histori-
an’s class, not a single one seemed to care 
about where it had come from, let alone 
the context in which it was written. 

Wineburg realized that the art of his-
torical thinking is not something that 
comes naturally to most people; it has to 
be cultivated. Students have to be taught 
to look at the source of a document be-
fore reading it, figure out the context in 
which it was written, and cross-check it 
with other sources before coming to a 
conclusion. The professor codified his 
thinking in an award-winning 2002 book, 
Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural 
Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching the 
Past. Then he returned to Stanford, de-
termined to spread his educational the-
ories to an even wider audience.

Wineburg founded the Stanford His-
tory Education Group in 2002 with the 
help of two doctoral students, Daisy 
Martin, PhD ’05, and Chauncey Monte-
Sano, PhD ’06. They sought to promote 
research from a variety of Stanford de-
partments on how history is best taught 
and learned. (The three later co-authored 
the 2011 book Reading Like a Historian: 
Teaching Literacy in Middle and High 
School History Classrooms.) During  
the next decade, Wineburg taught his 
methods to hundreds of master’s stu-
dents enrolled in the Stanford Teacher 
Education Program, as well as doctoral 
candidates eager to devise new docu-
ment-based lesson plans. Leading the 
pack were Abby Reisman, PhD ’08, PhD 
’11, and Brad Fogo, PhD ’10. 

In 2008, Reisman was ready to con-
duct a test of the curriculum at five 
schools in the San Francisco Unified 
School District. As expected, students 
in the test classes showed an increased 
ability to retain historical knowledge, 
as well as a greater appreciation for his-
tory, compared to the control group. 
What took everyone by surprise, though, 
was how much the test students ad-

vanced in basic reading.
“It was cool, for lack of 

a better word,” says Valer-
ie Ziegler, a social studies 
teacher at Abraham Lin-
coln High in the Sunset 
District, who participated 
in the trial. “Several of the 
students said they felt  
better about their reading 
because they were doing  
so much more of it. It 

wasn’t just textbook reading, it was 
more challenging.”

 Stacey Horman, a 2008 STEP 
graduate, has seen similar gains over the 
years among her lower-income, ethnical-
ly diverse students at Fremont High 
School in Sunnyvale, Calif. “I have one 
student this year who had some health 
issues and was reading at a sixth- or 
seventh-grade reading level. He 
recently completed a history essay for 
me, which was a huge triumph,” she says 
proudly. “Students often push back at 
the beginning of the year, because this 
class isn’t like anything they have ever 
seen before. They are not used to reading 
a document—or two or five—every 
single day. I frequently hear students 
say, ‘Ms. Horman, this isn’t my Lit class!’ 

Wineburg 
and Reisman

     ‘I’m coming to appreciate  
that history is a collection   
 of thousands of accounts and     
    perspectives, and it ’s our job 
to interpret it. ’  —11!" #$%&'$ U($)*"
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By February they don’t make any 
negative comments because they are 
used to it.”   

Fremont 11th grader Ayanna Black 
agrees. “In other history courses I have 
taken, I wasn’t able to fully understand 
what was going on. It seemed that it was 
just a bunch of words I had to memorize 
for a future test,” she says. “Now that I 
contextualize the information I am giv-
en, it helps me understand not only what 
is being said but also the reason behind 
it.” The approach, she says, “leads me to 
remembering the information out of cu-
riosity, rather than trying to pass a test.” 

cholars in the Stanford History 
Education Group hope to develop 

more online lesson plans in world 
history, as well as plans geared to middle 
schools. Their most pressing task, 
though, is to give schools the tools they 
need to measure their students’ 
progress in light of coming changes in 
state-mandated testing. 

The Common Core State Standards 
Initiative is a nationwide e"ort to re-
form and better align state education-
al standards so that U.S. students can 
compete more e"ectively in the glob-
al economy. (States that accept the new 
standards bolster their chances for com-
petitive federal Race to the Top grants.) 
The Common Core curriculum will 
bring radical changes in the standard-
ized state tests that youngsters have 
been taking for decades. Instead of fill-
ing in multiple-choice bubbles, they will 
be expected to write out short answers 
that demonstrate their ability to ana-
lyze texts, and then cite those texts to 
support arguments—the exact skills that 
Reading Like a Historian fosters. 

With that in mind, in 2009 the Li-
brary of Congress gave Wineburg’s group 
a $315,000 grant to help teachers make 
better use of the 37 million letters, 
photographs, recordings and other pri-
mary sources the library makes available 
online. “Incorporating primary sources 
into K-12 instruction is mandated in all 50 
states, and the new Common Core State 

Standards, which 45 states have adopt-
ed, rely heavily on their use,” notes Viv-
ian Awumey, program manager for the 
library’s Teaching with Primary Sources 
program. “We have been following Profes-
sor Wineburg’s work for many years and 
considered him to be a trailblazer.”

To help districts prepare for the 
challenge, Wineburg and his PhD 

students have teamed up with the library 
on another project: a website called 
Beyond the Bubble, where teachers can 
learn how to evaluate their students 
using short written tests called History 
Assessments of Thinking. Each HAT 
asks students to consider a historical 
document—a letter drawn from the 
archives of the NAACP, for example—
and justify their conclusions about it in 
three or four sentences. By scanning 
the responses, teachers can determine 
quickly whether their pupils are grasping 
basic concepts. 

 “The materials aren’t just created 
in a vacuum; they’ve been piloted by 
hundreds of students,” says Joel Break-
stone, who developed the site along with 
fellow Stanford education doctoral 
student Mark Smith. “At the same time, 
we’ve rolled up our sleeves and are 

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED?: One  
lesson shows that widely accepted 
‘facts’ about Rosa Parks’s civil rights 
actions are inaccurate.  
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traveling the country, talking about this 
in districts from Colorado Springs to 
South Carolina. It’s hard, interactive 
work, but teachers really appreciate it.”  

 Farther down the road, Wineburg 
hopes to make Reading Like a Histori-
an lesson plans completely paperless, 
with exercise sheets that can be filled out 
on a laptop or tablet computer. And he’ll 
continue searching for opportunities to 
spread the word about his ideas. Scholarly 
journal articles are useful for establishing 
credentials, he says, but if professors of ed-
ucation want to reach teachers and princi-
pals in the trenches, they need to be more 
comfortable using mainstream media, 
YouTube, blogs and social networking. 

“If you had told me five years ago 
that I would be on Twitter, I would have 
laughed at you,” Wineburg admits, smil-
ing. “But you cannot ignore the way that 
people access information if you want 
to be relevant these days.” His ultimate 
goal would be for textbook publishers to 
get the message. “Perhaps when they re-
alize that people are downloading our 
stu" for free, and it’s better, they will up 
the quality of the things that they pro-
duce. Who knows whether that’s a sound 
theory of change? But it’s the principle 
that we are working on.”  

Back at Aragon High School in San 
Mateo, 11th grader Annika Ulrich has 
finished her homework on the Dust 
Bowl and is busy with another activi-
ty: putting out the next edition of the 
Aragon Outlook newspaper. Though the 
work has been hard in history this year, 
she appreciates what it’s taught her. 
“I’ve learned that you don’t just read 
what is put in front of you and accept 
it, which is what I had been doing with 
my textbook all summer,” she explains. 
“It can be frustrating to analyze docu-
ments that are contradictory, but I’m 
coming to appreciate that history is a 
collection of thousands of accounts and 
perspectives, and it’s our job to inter-
pret it.”  For a budding journalist, that’s 
an important lesson—one even Ferris 
Bueller could appreciate. Q

T$%&%'( J)$*'+)*, ’83, is a frequent 
contributor.

I SAW IT IN A MOVIE
ONE OF THE LESSONS in the Stanford-developed Reading Like a Historian 
series uses the 1995 Disney animated feature Pocahontas to explore how popu-
lar lore, and popular depictions, can distort the facts. David Kennedy, emeritus 
professor of history, has mixed feelings about history Hollywood style.

Movies that tackle historical themes may help foster interest in learning more 
about the past, says Kennedy, ’63, but they can also become an accepted version 
that risks obscuring what really happened. 

“On the one hand, I’m very grateful that filmmakers want to dwell in histori-
cal places and use historical material—that helps develop an appetite for histo-
ry,” says Kennedy, whose 1999 book Freedom From Fear won the Pulitzer Prize. 
“On the other hand, it runs the constant danger of messing up the accuracy of 
the historical record.”

Kennedy recalls a fishing trip in Alaska 20 years ago when his tent mate was 
Robert Altman, the award-winning director of such films as MASH and Nashville. 
The two had a running argument about whether writers and filmmakers who 
use historical subjects should strive for accuracy. “I said, look, Bob, I’ve spent 
most of my life trying to get the facts straight and you guys don’t really care 
about the facts,” Kennedy recalls. They agreed to disagree and parted friends. 

“You don’t need absolute fidelity to the historical record, but that doesn’t 
mean the audience receives it in that framework,” Kennedy observes. “It’s easy 
even for dedicated professional scholars to get the facts wrong from one gen-

eration to the next. For the casual consumer of so-called ‘historical faction’ the 
danger is that they’ll ingest some less-than-accurate version and this will 
become conventional wisdom. It’s not trivial.”

But Kennedy is not a purist, and he concedes that filmmakers should be given 
su"cient latitude to make pictures that entertain. “We would badly constrain 
artistic license if we insisted that all these things be in essence documentaries.”

A spate of recent films dramatized historical figures and periods with varying 
success, in Kennedy’s view. While he enjoyed Argo, winner of the Academy 
Award for best picture, he worries that the central focus of the film may leave a 
false impression.  “People may see the narrative of rescued embassy employees 
as a key feature of the Iranian crisis, and that would be a mistake,” he says.

What about Lincoln, featuring an Oscar-winning performance by Daniel Day-
Lewis in the title role? “I thought it was a brilliant movie, and I thought it was 
su"ciently faithful to the historical record,” Kennedy says. “A lot of credit goes 
to Tony Kushner, the screenwriter. There is a scene in which Lincoln explains the 
constitutional necessity of the 13th Amendment because the Emancipation 
Proclamation was a war measure, and freedom needs a better guarantee than a 
war measure. That is a dense piece of intellectual political history that the dia-
logue rendered absolutely marvelously.”                               —Kevin Cool


