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In orienting us panelists, Claire suggested that we discuss the special challenges of 
teaching history these days, and I promise to get to those in a moment.  But it seems to 
me that we can't really understand the issues facing the present-day history teacher 
without giving a little thought to the fundamental weirdness of teaching history at all, in 
any time or place.  It's just not like most other teaching.  Most other teaching involves 
skills – equipping students to read a Latin poem, or repair an automobile, solve a calculus 
problem, defend a client in a court of law.  In areas like those, we know what the 
objective is, and we have a clear way of measuring success:  after her studies, the student 
can get the car to start, predict where the cannon ball will land, get her client acquitted, 
and so on.  
 
Of course a lot of what we do in a history classroom centers on skills also.  We teach 
students to make sense of complicated texts, to present their ideas orally and in writing, 
to understand others' arguments and put together their own.  We also teach a more diffuse 
set of skills, what we might call citizenship skills.  We believe that effective participation 
in the modern world requires some background knowledge about the past; and so we 
expect a college graduate to know at least something about Shakespeare, the American 
Revolution, World War I, the Civil Rights movement.  
 
These skills matter enormously, and in my own classrooms I put a lot of effort into 
teaching them.  Also, like every other teacher I know, I complain regularly about 
students' declining preparation for these tasks—it almost goes without saying that the first 
challenge of teaching nowadays is that most students don't read or write as well as their 
predecessors, and that we have to think about new ways of conveying ideas and 
information to them. 
 
But the skills are not the real point of teaching history; they're really means to a larger 
end, namely, encouraging in students certain stances toward the world, a set of attitudes 
and approaches, ways of thinking and (eventually, perhaps) ways of acting.  In one form 
or another, we want students to develop what we call "historical understanding," 
"historical perspective."  Unlike the skills side of our teaching, the learning objectives for 
this part of the classroom enterprise aren't easy to define, and success and failure are 
impossible to measure.  And here of course we encounter a second specific challenge of 
teaching right here, right now:  the authorities' growing insistence (as voiced for instance 
by the New York State Education Department and our own dean's office) that learning is 
mainly about skills, that learning objectives can be neatly summarized, that success and 
failure can be measured by scantron exams.  Serious history teaching will likely be 
among the first victims of this pressure, though it certainly won't be the last. 
 



 2 

But if most historians agree that "understanding" and "perspective" trump skills as the 
goal of our teaching, there's plenty of room for disagreement about what that 
understanding consists of.  Here we encounter a third challenge in teaching history 
nowadays, and to me it's the most important:  it's not clear what historical understanding 
means here in the twenty-first century, or how it's supposed to fit into the other 
components of our students' lives.   
 
This uncertainty was not a problem in the 1960s and 1970s, when I received my own 
education.  Then it was generally believed that studying history provided a basic 
understanding of how the world worked and how it evolved.  Ultimately that 
understanding centered on a series of success stories, accounts of how the world—and 
especially the western world—had achieved the relative freedom, stability, comfort, and 
inventiveness that characterized the later twentieth century.  Book titles from the era 
convey something of that atmosphere:  "the unbound prometheus," "the age of the 
democratic revolution," "medieval origins of the modern state," "the first industrial 
revolution."  Of course historians disagreed about many issues, but most shared the 
fundamental commitment implicit in such titles:  they sought to understand the West's 
modernizing successes. 
 
Even the CIA adhered to this faith in the fundamental usefulness of historical scholarship 
—it employed as part-timers a whole string of prominent historians, including a 
medievalist from Princeton, a Tudor-Stuart specialist from Penn, a Harvard specialist on 
European intellectual history, a Yale historian of nineteenth-century French voting 
systems.  These men (and of course they were all men) had no particular expertise about 
the Cold War's hot spots.  But their familiarity with thirteenth-century France or 
sixteenth-century England was thought to give them something just as important:  an 
understanding of what political leaders are likely to do, what conditions are likely to 
produce either obedience or rebellion, what makes for a successful society.  They could 
see the big pictures, the patterns lying beneath the apparent chaos of events. 
 
Few of us today still hold that vision of "historical understanding," at least with anything 
like the confidence that earlier scholars felt.  Our doubt has many sources, but among the 
most important are our growing recognition of the sheer size and complexity of the past, 
and our growing attentiveness to the multiple stories that it contains.  Since about 1960, 
historians have opened up all sorts of new or previously under-studied subject matter.  
Peoples once thought to have little or no history now constitute important fields of study; 
women's history, ethnic history, Native American history have all acquired new 
importance; we now study a variety of outsider groups—sexual minorities, criminals, the 
losing sides in historical struggles.  It's a basic principle of contemporary historical 
thinking that all those stories from the past have value.  We may never be able to tell 
them:  probably we'll never know very much about the daily lives of women in ancient 
Greece or the intimate thoughts of a farmer in seventeenth-century France—but we want 
to know, and scholars are constantly devising smart new ways to find out. 
 
For teaching, this immense diversification of historical interests is mainly good news.  
Not 100 percent good news:  in this intellectual setting, it's harder to provide the coherent 
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overviews that introductory teaching requires, and fewer students bring a strong 
framework of background knowledge to their more advanced work.  But mostly it's a 
delight to teach courses on sexuality, or empires, or the environment, or crime, or 
whatever subject we want to pursue. 
 
The problem—the main reason that this redefinition of history constitutes my third 
challenge for contemporary teaching— isn't so much in the classroom itself as in the 
relationship between the classroom and students' lives outside and after the classroom.  
For if the history of the 1950s equipped young men to work for the CIA, this new history 
is much more likely to produce critical skepticism, both epistemological and ethical.  As 
culture conservatives so often complain, we no longer know who are the good guys and 
bad guys in the past, or distinguish clearly between beneficial and harmful historical 
developments.  We understand in ways our predecessors did not that the past includes a 
nearly-infinite array of experiences, all of them worth our attention.  The price for that 
awareness is doubt that there ever was a big picture lurking beneath the details.  
 
At its best, that critical skepticism can provide students indispensable lessons in 
citizenship—the lessons that other people are just as complicated as we are, with just as 
many day-to-day thoughts and contradictory desires, just as many layers in their psyches, 
as many personal dramas, living lives as well- or badly-ordered as our own, even if 
differently ordered.  History education thus can warn against the grotesque 
simplifications and over-confidence that so often guide our public policies.  But even at 
its best, perhaps especially at its best, historical education today has a more complicated 
relatitonship to the real-life needs of our students when they leave the university.  Our 
students will not be citizens only.  They will also need to survive in an increasingly harsh, 
increasingly competitive corporatist society.  The historical knowledge of the 1950s 
equipped its students rather well for their world.  To me, the most fundamental challenge 
of teaching is addressing the question, how does historical thinking today fit our students 
for coping with this new world around us?  


