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History Teachers' Covert Agenda: Developing Student Literacy
McTygue, Nancy
TAXING UP THE CHARGE

While we all know history teachers who puzzle aloud, "How can I teach all of my content standards AND be expected to teach
kids to read and write?" increasing numbers in the profession are wondering, "How can I teach history without seizing the
many opportunities the content provides for building student literacy?" More than any other subject, history holds the
potential for developing the thinking, reading, and writing skills of our diverse student population, While a daunting list of
content standards spanning centuries, civilizations, and continents challenges even the most seasoned teacher, history is such
a natural for developing critical thinking and literacy skills that many of us are taking up the charge with renewed vigor and
applying innovative strategies with promising results.

DISCIPLINE-SPECIFIC LITERACY INSTRUCTION IN THE CONTEXT OF CALIFORNIA'S SCHOOLS

The History Project at UC Davis offers training in practical applications of groundbreaking research in the field of linguistics
and discipline-specific methodelogy. These strategies merge historical content with the literacy needs of our diverse student
population. Sacramento County's burgeoning immigrant population, speaking no fewer than fifty-four languages, has seen a
58% increase over the past decade, and, as elsewhere, increasing numbers of American-born and English-speaking students
with limited English literacy fill our classrooms. Since 63% of the county's English-learner population attends traditional,
mainstream history classes alongside their English-speaking peers with varying abilities, history teachers must do more than
provide graphic organizers and images that help students avoid significant reading, writing, and thinking. Teachers in every
discipline, therefore, must find ways to increase academic English.

Of paramount concern to many educational reformers is the relatively low performance of secondlanguage speakers on
standardized tests. In Sacramento County, for example, 35% of native English-speaking students reached at or above the
proficient mark in U.S. history on the California Standards Test (CST) in 2004, yet only 8% of English learners achieved
proficiency.1 The achievement gap between English learners and native speakers is clearly reflected in this data. While native
English speakers’ achievement plainly needs improvement, our second-language speakers appear to be falling even further
behind, ‘

Developing student literacy while teaching history makes sense. It makes sense for students who make significant gains in both
content understanding and literacy skills. It makes sense for teachers because it produces deeper, more complex content
understanding and more satisfying responses in written work. And it makes sense for administrators whose support for
professional development pays off with improved test scores in history, reading comprehension, and writing. In rethinking
history curriculum to bolster literacy instruction, history teachers serve their students and themselves, their discipline, and
their school's Academic Performance Index.

MERGING CONTENT, DISCIPLINE, ANDLITERACY
Literacy is the currency of history; of course we care about student literacy. To learn about past events, historical actors, and

the great social forces that have shaped humanity, students need not only to be able to listen to a lecture or appreciate
historical fiction, they need to be able to comprehend and analyze sources, primary and secondary; they need to discern
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differing perspectives; they need to weigh evidence and formulate arguments. Because clear writing both distills and expresses
clear thinking, they need to be able to express themselves in expository writing. Indeed, historical content instruction depends
on building students' literacy and analysis skills; void of discipline-specific thinking, students are left with a disparate list of
dates and details and the subject of history continues to be seen as "one damn thing after another.” With careful attention to
students’ literacy and to disciplinary thinking, students are challenged to reason historically, deconstruct source materials, and
defend their own explanations for change over time.

Likewise, literacy skill development without historic content does not serve our students best. After all, vocabulary drills and
sentence diagrams without content frequently fail to engage students’ intellect in age-appropriate ways, Limited English is not
an indicator of low intelligence; our immigrant students should be coached to meet the literacy challenges of content materials
instead of recounting the experience in coming to this country year after year. Literacy instruction should be designed to
advance student understanding of history. Strategies that help students comprehend their textbook or write a paper must also
develop a better appreciation of a specific historical concept, event, or actor. In this way, history teachers can continue to focus
on the histori(-:al content mandated by the California Academic ,Content Standards and their students can benefit from relevant
skill development that leads to a deeper understanding of the content at hand and the ability to communicate in written form.
Communication is a key skill needed by all students.

Students deemed competent enough in English for the average history classroom frequently lack sufficient literacy skills to
succeed there. Worse, they frequently plateau in their acquisition of English and achievement across the board once they reach
an intermediate level of fluency. Without explicit instruction designed to build student literacy and academic English, English
learners and others struggle with reading and writing, many for the rest of their lives.

For better or worse, most secondary history teachers in California hold a Cross-cultural, Language and Academic Development
(CLAD) certificate. CLAD training, with its focus on strategies that avoid the textbook, offers history teachers few suggestions
for developing students’ academic literacy. In contrast, the History Project at UC Davis provides professional development by
and for practicing history teachers with the specific goal of inereasing student achievement in history.

We are uniquely positioned to bring the many resources of the University of California to bear on the teaching of history in

. local schools. Through our Project, university historians and linguists have joined forees with experienced secondary teachers
to develop a groundbreaking approach which is proving successful in raising student achievement in history by providing
teachers with both increased historical content knowledge and disciplinary-skill development. Over the past decade, working
groups have honed professional development programs and classroom-tested materials which make disciplinary thinking,
reading, and writing primary and focus on improved history instruction which merges content and discipline.

Our approach provides a constant undercurrent for our content-focused workshops featuring talks by academic historians and
model lessons designed by teacher leaders. We provide teachers training in the theoretical framework and specific strategies in
a one-week institute entitled "Building Literacy through History.” This unique course of study develops teachers’
understanding of t}}e discipline and suggests ways to organize content for effective instruction that apprentices students as
historians. "Building Literacy Through History" also trains participants in specific reading and writing instructional strategies
designed to advance student understanding of the standards-based history curriculum. By focusing on apprenticing discipline-
specific thinking, reading, and writing, History Project trained-teachers design curriculum that moves students beyond the
plateau and enables student success not only in the history classroom and on standardized tests, but also as literate citizens.
Literacy achievement is a key goal of the California History-Social Science Framework, and reflects the desire of the state to
have literate citizens who can actively and knowledgably engage the timely issues at local, state and national levels.

Starting with the History-Social Science Standards
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Teaching Thesis:

Because African Americans were allowed to associate freely in the Antebellum North, they established churches, schools, and
literary societies, and organized politically to fight for abolition. A key aspect of our literacy program is the development of
lessons grounded in the History-Social Science Standards. Acknowledging both the importance and scale of the Standards, any
strategy we employ must target both standards-based content and student literacy. Teachers use a standard to develop a
guiding question and preliminary teaching thesis that answers their question.

From there, participants design historical investigations around their questions, aimed squarely at their teaching theses. They
begin by identifying passages from their textbooks that help to answer their questions, and then locate primary sources that
further flesh out their topies. Each teacher organizes instruction to provide students opportunities to examine an historic
context, realize competing perspectives, forge an interpretation answering the unit's gu iding question, and marshal evidence in
support of thesis statements. The institute provides a supportive and academic envirenment in which to plan instruction that
guide students in an investigation of selected sources. With support from expert teacher leaders, participants design
appropriate activities for meeting the literacy challenges of a variety of texts. In so doing, teachers apprentice their students
into the discipline of history in age appropriate ways while directly attending to students' literacy skills. Investigations
motivate students as they seek the evidence they need to answer the initial standards-based question. Using questions to guide
instruction and assessment allows teachers to focus on the heart of a standard, use their textbook to develop expository
reading skills, and develop content and literacy skills, all while being true to the discipline of history.

Support for Instructional Texts

While primary sources do play a key role in our approach, we are not advocates of dismissing the textbook, as was once in
vogue. We recognize that the history textbook is the most available source for both students and teachers, and that in providing
the "big picture,” it serves to contextualize outside sources, Further, its expository style provides a multitude of opportunities
for teaching how language functions. One analysis of junior high school history textbooks suggests that textbook history "is
neither a story nor is it about people. In the process of arranging, interpreting and generalizi ng from recoverable facts, people
are effaced, actions become things, and sequence in time is replaced by frozen setting in time."2 Effective teachers must be able
to help students reanimate the past, by restoring a sense of the peopleboth famous and ordinary-who have shaped history.
Students must command more than a simple understanding of vocabulary terms. They need to understand the sentence and
paragraph structure commeonly employed by historical texts. They need to understand that textbooks do not always organize
events chronologically, but may arrange them thematically. Finally, they need to appreciate the fact that although a textbook
raay appear to be an historical narrative or description, it often times is really an argument, designed to convey a particular
interpretation.

For example, consider this excerpt from a U.S. history text: "The problems with the Embargo Act led Congress to repeal the
unpopular law and replace it with the Non-Intercourse Act of 1809."3 This sentence highlights a common challenge for
students. Without a careful reading, students may miss the author’s creation of a causal link - the problems and unpopularity
of the Embargo Act led to its being repealed and replaced. Moreover, this sentence highlights a common practice that poses
difficulties for many students: an abstract idea, "the problems with the Embargo Act,” has been turned into an historical actor
causing change. Many students have difficulty understanding how ideas, documents, or movements can "do” things.
Superficial comprehension may distort history by divorcing human agency and the individual actions behind movements or
ideas.

These and other challenges posed by history textbooks and primary sources point to a myriad of opportunities for developing

student literacy. While our approach to unit planning supports disciplinary thinking and skills, building student literacy
requires an additional focus. The "Functional Linguistic" framework4 points to interesting implications for secondary history
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classrooms; applying this research has been central in developing our reading pregram. Functional linguistics offers our
teachers tools for helping students break apart selected passages in order to understand causality, agency, perspective,
persuasion, and abstraction. By employing such tools in teaching history, we enable students to understand the meanings
constructed in historical texts, both primary and secondary, and develop their ability to tackle expository text independently,

EXPOSITORY WRITING INSTRUCTION

While most history teachers would agree that constructing and supporting arguments in writing is essential for content and
disciplinary understanding and for literacy skill development, few have the training to design and implement an adequate
writing program while teaching 150 or more students each day. Our step-by-step writing program trains teachers to scaffold
the writing process for students, ensuring mastering of discrete skills from thesis devéiopment to analysis. By building
competence, offering plenty of opportunities-big and small-for practice, and developing students' expository writing skills over
the course of a school year, teachers are less likely to collapse under the burden of grading hundreds of poorlywritten essays;
by the time a teacher assigns a full essay, he or she should feel confident that each will have an argumentative thesis, evidence
in support of that thesis, and analysis connecting the two. By applying the History Project’s writing strategies for developing
student writers of history, history teachers become outstanding teachers of expository writing without sacrificing content
instruction.

PRELIMINARY EVALUATION RESULTS AND CONCLUSION

"History offers a literacy environment as rich as anyone is likely to encounter prior to college,”s notes M. Anne Britt and her
colleagues. The preparation of histery educators is therefore paramount. Preliminary findings in our first year of an ongoing
evaluation, conducted by Gargani & Company, document greater gains in content and literacy development for the students of
teachers who attended History Project professional development programs. In fact, it seems the more time teachers dedicated
to this kind of training, the greater the gains. Controlling for school site, propensity to attend training, and a subjectively
scored teacher quality rating, Gargani found that 60 hours of History Projeet training resulted students-gains averaging 22%
higher than their peers with teachers who attended no professional development activities.6 The History Project's approach
increases achievement in history because teachers review the content of the history standards with assistance from
professional historians who enthusiastically share their time and expertise. Teachers also develop lessons rich in historic
content and literacybuilding activities, frequently in collaboration with other history teachers K-16, apprentice students in the
discipline of history in age-appropriate ways, and learn specific strategies for deconstructing text to develop reading
independence, In so doing, they ensure that all students have access to rich and engaging curriculum which stretches their
understanding of history while providing literacy skills that support all the disciplines.
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