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FROM LEARNING HISTORY
TO DOING HISTORY

Beyond the Coverage Model
Joel M. Sipress and David J. Voelker

ain (2000) writes of the odd experience of pursuing a graduate degree

in history while simultaneously working as a high school history

teacher: “During the evenings, I interacted with others who defined
historical study as a way of thinking, a manner of conducting research, and
a style of writing.” History at the university was “a way of knowing the uni-
verse.” In the high school, by contrast, “history was a subject students took
and teachers taught, differing from other subjects only in the facts covered”
(p. 331). This dichotomy between history as a “way of knowing” and history
as a subject to be learned is not simply a phenomenon of high schools. On
the contrary, it is often reproduced within the university classroom, particu-
larly in introductory-level courses. The scholarly life of the historian is
defined by participation in a contested academic discourse in which rival
truth claims are subjected to rigorous scrutiny on the basis of evidence drawn
from the human past. By contrast, the dominant approach to teaching the
history “survey” (as the introductory course is revealingly called) has long
been a “coverage” model that emphasizes the transmission of knowledge from
professor and textbook to student. In some cases, the knowledge covered is
littdle more than a body of factual information to be reproduced on objective
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examinations. More often, it also includes a set of themes and concepts to be
demonstrated in more analytically sophisticated exercises, such as papers and
essay tests. In either case, the coverage model casts the professor in the role
of producer of scholarly knowledge, with the students relegated to the status
of consumers whose tasks are to absorb and reproduce expert knowledge. In
the process, the contested discourse that defines historical scholarship is ren-
dered invisible.

The reduction of students to mere consumers of historical knowledge
stands at odds with the proclaimed values of the American historical profes-
sion, as well as the basic principles of liberal education. In a series of recent
position papers designed to persuade both policy makers and the public at
large of the value of the discipline, the Teaching Division of the American
Historical Association (AHA) emphasizes the importance of historical schol-
arship and study to the development of globally aware citizens and leaders.
According to this group, historical study trains students in “civic awareness
and responsibility by engaging them in issues that transcend their immediate
surroundings.” The study of history helps students “develop their capacities
to synthesize information, weigh evidence, evaluate points of view, and think
analytically” (Manning, 2006, p. 24). The mere consumption of authorized
historical knowledge, however, is unlikely to cultivate the habits of mind
associated with active citizenship and liberal learning. An introductory
coutse with a top priority (and organizing principle) of coverage will prevent
most students from recognizing that their professors are not merely dispens-
ing preexisting information, but are actually constructing knowledge by pre-
senting arguments and evidence. Students will thus fail to understand the
interpretative nature of historical study, which means that they will not pos-
sess the wherewithal or skills to critically evaluate historical claims they
encounter in their lives beyond the classroom. If the study of history is to
achieve the broader civic functions suggested by the AHA, then historical
ways of knowing must be emphasized in the introductory course—the only
history course that most undergraduate students will ever take.

Of course, some instructors have long encouraged introductory students
to think like historians. Operating as individual practitioners within the con-
fines of particular classtooms, however, these professors have had relatively
little impact on the dominant pedagogical discourse within the discipline,
particularly at larger universities, where large class sizes may create barriers to
discussion and student writing. In recent years, however, a growing body of
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historians has begun to openly challenge the dominance of the coverage
model by suggesting that all students, even at the in&oductory level, be asked to
do history. Are we witnessing the emergence of a pedagogic counter-model—a
new signature pedagogy in the making? Perhaps. But before this counter-
model can take hold, we must make more explicit (to ourselves and to our
students) that to “do history” is, at its most fundamental level, to enter an
evidence-based argumentative discourse about the human past.

Traditional Historical Pedagogy

Historians have been talking seriously about teaching for many years—since
the professionalization of the discipline more than a century ago, in fact.
These discussions, however, have often focused on what to cover and how to
cover it rather than on the purpose of the introductory course. Over the past
few decades, for instance, historians have spent a great deal of time and
energy assimilating postmodernism, multiculturalism, and social history (the
study of the lives of ordinary people) into their approaches to teaching intro-
ductory history courses. All three of these intellectual movements raised
questions about the “master narratives” often used to structure introductory
courses on Western civilization, the United States, and even world history.
Although few historians have entirely relinquished such master narratives,
most deploy these overarching stories more self-consciously and with more
sophistication than in earlier days. In part because of these sorts of discus-
sions, instructors have enriched introductory history courses with a diversity
of themes and supplementary readings, which can have the effect of encour-
aging historical thinking.

The traditional coverage model of teaching introductory history never-
theless remains dominant. For example, Kornblith and Lasser (2001) mod-
erated a virtual round table on the U.S. history survey course, asking 11
historians (from public and private institutions, most of them larger univer-
sities) to describe how they teach this staple introductory course. The result-
ing discussion ran about 30 pages when an edited version was published in
the Journal of American History (JAH) as an installment in the journal’s
annual section entitled “Textbooks and Teaching.” The discussion revealed
the diverse priorities that historians have for this course. A number of the
participants expressed anxiety about student ignorance of basic American
history, such as the significance of the post—Civil War Reconstruction period.
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This anxiety was often paired with a sense of responsibility to ensure that
their students, some of whom will go on to teach high school history, master
these basics. After encountering survey data showing the historical ignorance
of college seniors, for instance, one participant said that he “began thinking
that some way of drilling content, content, content, into students’ minds
must be pursued” (Kornblith & Lasser, 2001, p. 1412). Although these his-
torians’ descriptions of their courses varied, they shared a sense that the
survey “should give students a basic literacy in American political history”
(p. 1421), with politics being construed broadly, while also raising students’
awareness of the diversity of the American experience (in terms of race, class,
ethnicity, sex, and so on).

As Calder (2006a) pointed out in his groundbreaking Jjournal of
American History essay “Uncoverage: Toward a Signature Pedagogy for the
History Survey,” one striking aspect of this discussion is the lack of any refer-
ences to “serious studies of cognition, learning, historical thinking, or
course design” (p. 1362). Calder is correct that historians have been slow to
pick up on the “cognitive revolution” that had emerged in educational theory
by the 1980s. The editors of Knowing, Teaching, ¢ Learning History explained

this development:

More than anything else, the cognitive revolution has problematized the
‘copy model’ of mind, in which learning was thought to be an unques-
tioned reflex of teaching, something that sprang forth automatically from a
well-planned lecture or carefully crafied textbook narrative. (Stearns,

Seixas, & Wineburg, 2000, p. 4)

It may be the case that histotians” well-intentioned and productive debates
about the proper content of introductory historical courses has led us to take
student learning more or less for granted.

This problem is suggested by a second conspicuous absence in the round
table discussion: the lack of attention to assignments and assessments. Apart
from a couple of references to student papers, the question of assessment
never came up in the round table. The unspoken assumption seems to have
been that students simply learn whatever material they cover. In other words,
there was little attention to how students make the leap from being exposed
to material to actually learning something worthwhile, nor was there any dis-
cussion of how instructors would know if students were learning. To be fair,
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a number of the participants mentioned that they assigned historical mono-
graphs to supplement the textbook, but they did not discuss how the stu-
dents were meant to read these books or what they were supposed to do with
them. Likewise, several of the participants mentioned the importance of his-
torical thinking, but none of them attempted to define it, and a couple
expressed concern that placing too much emphasis on historical thinking
might lead to confusion or to a lack of attention to factual evidence.

The round table participants by no means come across as careless or inef-
fective teachers, but the traditional mode of teaching reflected in their discus-
sion, although it does encompass some diversity, rests upon a shared
assumption that introductory students are learners who will absorb a body of
knowledge presented to them through lectures and readings, and who will
demonstrate learning by repeating it back to their instructors on exams. This
approach seems widespread, but nobody has yet carried out a thorough qual-
itative survey of how historians teach introductory courses. Those limited
surveys that do exist, however, suggest that the ‘majority of instructors sup-
plement the textbook with additional readings, regularly assign primary
sources, and give written exams (Cohen, 2005; Townsend, 2005). These data
reveal that most history instructors take pains to ensure that students analyze
primary sources and are doing more than mere memorizing, but it does not
suggest the demise of the coverage model. Neither written exams, nor pri-
mary source readings, nor even active learning exercises necessarily depart
from the foundational assumption of the traditional model, where students
are essentially absorbing and replicating a received body of knowledge. To be
sure, introductory history courses today are often rich in content, but most
continue to prioritize coverage.

The Emerging Model: Doing History

Over the past decade, the coverage model has been subjected to increasing
challenge in the pages of some of the discipline’s most influential and widely
read professional publications. Central to this challenge is a changing concep-
tion of what it means for students to know and learn history. In 2002, Calder
published a critique of the coverage model in Perspectives, the monthly news-
magazine of the American Historical Association. Calder argued that the cov-
erage approach to historical knowledge “covers up the epistemological
linchpins of our discipline.” As an alternative, Calder suggested “uncoverage,”
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a term and concept borrowed from Wiggins and McTighe (2005). By “uncov-
erage,” Calder meant “a deliberate attempt to lay bare for students the central
assumptions, forms of inquiry, and cognitive habits that transform data into
knowledge for practitioners of our discipline” (p. 44). Calder was hardly the
first instructor to step outside the coverage model. In fact, a course developed
by Breihan that centered on historical argumentation was the subject of a
1990 published study (Walvoord & Breihan, 1990). That same year, Holt
(1990) suggested that history students at all levels be presented with and asked
to think creatively about the raw materials of history and of historical debate.
Two years later, in the pages of Perspectives, Wineburg (1992) questioned
whether content-oriented history education fosters habits of critical thought.
Calder, however, moved beyond these earlier efforts. He did not simply offer
“uncoverage” as an alternative to the traditional model. Instead, he challenged
historians to systematically investigate the relative merits of the two
approaches. On the basis of research into his own course, he posited that exer-
cises that are specifically designed to uncover the “routines of historical
thought” and recurring exercises that sharpen skills will help beginning stu-
dents “get started with historical thinking” (2002, p. 45).

. By 2006, Calder had moved beyond such tentative conclusions. Citing
the work of cognitive psychologists, he argued that the coverage model with
its “facts first” approach was “wrongheaded” and a failure even on its own
terms. Factual knowledge, he argued, is not accumulated like furniture, but
rather develops in the context of questions and problems. By emphasizing
factual knowledge as an end in itself, the coverage model left students with
neither an understanding of the discipline of history nor a base of historical
knowledge. Calder thus concluded that “coverage-oriented surveys,” which
are “[bluilt on wobbly, lay theories of human cognition,” “must share in the
blame for Americans’ deplorable ignorance of history” (2006a, p. 1362).
While Calder cited a number of other scholars, including Wineburg and
Bain, about the shortcomings of the coverage model, he rested his alternative
approach upon evidence that he gathered through thorough investigation of
student learning in his own courses. He explicated his research methodology,
which included surveys, examinations, and “think alouds,” through an excel-
lent companion website to his “Uncoverage” article (Calder, 2006b).

Calder is unusually direct in challenging pedagogical orthodoxy, but he
is only one of a growing number of scholars exploring and advocating
approaches to history education that move beyond the coverage model. This
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group of like-minded scholars, which also includes Walvoord, Breihan, Bain,
and Wineburg, is part of an emerging “scholarship of teaching and learning”
(SoTL) movement that, since the 1990s, has attempted to develop and test
more rigorous pedagogies for higher education. SoTL distinguishes itself
from general discussions of “good teaching” by focusing on gathering evi-
dence of student learning—something that a number of historians have
begun to do. Wineburg (2001a) sums up the thrust of much of this scholar-
ship in the title of his influential work, Historical Thinking and Other Unnat-
ural Acts. For Wineburg and others, it is historical thinking itself, rather than
a particular body of historical knowledge, that should be the emphasis of his-
tory education. Along similar lines, British scholar Booth (2000) critiques
the “transmission model” of learning, in which the transfer of factual knowl-
edge from professor to student serves as the principal objective of history
teaching. Instead, Booth calls for a history curriculum in which “students
gain insight into their subject, themselves and the world around them by
questioning established notions, considering diverse views, and building
independent judgments” (2003, p. 5). Bain (2000) challenges historians and
history teachers to break down the dichotomy between history as a discipli-
nary “way of thinking” and history as a subject matter to be mastered, and
Jeffrey (2003) proposes that students in the survey class be asked to do his-
tory rather than simply learn it. : :
This outpouring of pedagogical and scholarly innovation leads Calder
(2006a) to ask whether historians might be close to establishing a new sig-
nature pedagogy for the history survey. In the end, he leaves that question
unanswered and suggests that, in a discipline renowned for its freewheeling
intellectual diversity, it may not be possible (or desirable) to define a single
distinctive approach to introductory courses. And indeed, though critics of
the coverage model agree that students must be asked to “think histor}—
cally,” a common understanding of what exactly constitutes historical
thinking, let alone how to promote it, has yet to emerge. Even among crit-
ics of the coverage model, definitions of “historical thinking” abound.
Calder, for instance, organizes his introductory course around six “cogni—
tive habits™: questioning, connecting, sourcing, making inferences, consid-
ering alternative perspectives, and recognizing limits to one’s own
knowledge (2006, p. 1364). Andrews and Burke (2007), by contrast, pro-
pose the “five Cs” of historical thinking: change over time, context, causal-
ity, contingency, and complexity (p. 32). Booth and Hyland (2000)
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identify 10 characteristics of high-level learning in history, a list so long
and detailed as to defy concise summary.

Absent a shared understanding of historical thinking and a set of learning
goals that flow from that definition, a new signature pedagogy for the introduc-
tory course seems a distant prospect. Nevertheless, some common themes
emerge out of this conversation. First, critics of the coverage model agree that
the discipline of history is, in Bain's words, an “epistemic activity” characterized
by distinctive ways of knowing (2000, p. 352). Central to this epistemic activ-
ity is the rendering of judgments—judgments that, while contested, must rest
upon concrete evidence drawn from the human past. Second, for the habit of
historical judgment to develop, students must directly engage opposing perspec-
tives on significant issues. They must, as Booth suggests, explore “a variety of
sources, historical approaches and interpretations, and dimensions of an issue”
(2003, pp. 28-29). This exploration of conflicting perspectives must happen,
Calder (2006a) emphasizes, even at the introductory level. Finally, it is insuffi-
cient for students to merely encounter and consume the historical judgments of
others. Rather, for students to learn to think historically, they must do history by
entering into a contested, evidence-based discourse regarding the human past.

Although critics of the coverage model ask students to do history in ped-
agogically diverse ways, the underlying epistemic activity is essentially the
same: students directly enter a contested discourse in which they produce
their own judgments and argue for them on the basis of historical evidence.
Jeffrey (2003) and Musselman (2004), for instance, both ask students to
draw conclusions on the basis of primary source documents provided to the
class. Jeffrey requires that students make a case for their conclusions in a brief
formal paper, and Musselman conducts a series of structured in-class debates.
Calder (2006a) assigns primary-source-based papers as well, but he also asks
students to argue in writing for the inclusion of either Howard Zinn’s A Peo-
ples History of the United States or Paul Johnson’s A History of the American
People in a hypothetical adult education course, thereby requiring them to
think critically about the interpretations of two very different overviews of
U.S. history. Breihan (Walvoord & Brethan, 1990) has students address
meta-issues of modern history, such as the value of political stability, the
meaning of economic growth, and the necessity of war, in both argumenta-
tive essays and in-class debates. Despite the superficial differences in teaching
methods and materials, all of these instructors ask their students do history

by having them argue about the human past.
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A number of scholars have placed argument explicitly at the center of
their analyses of historical thinking (Calder 20063; Sipress, 2004; Spoehr {(S)(
Spoehr, 1994; Walvoord & Breihan, 1990). Often, however, th; tieme f
argument remains implicit. An important step toward a new s’ignature edo-
gogy for the introductory course would therefore be to render visible pb 1
to ourselves and our students, the centrality of argument to the pract’iceOtf
history. Estes provides a model for doing so. Like others, Estes declares h(')
central teaching goal to be helping students learn to think like historian Tls
achieve this goal, he systematically introduces students to a “culture of asr. ’
ment.” This acculturation process is woven into the course readings ag:ci
assignments, but it begins With a section in his syllabus entitled “Whg Hi
torians Argue All the Time—And why YOU will be too this semy S':
(Estes, 2007, p. 186). ’ o

. Reorienting the introductory course away from coverage and toward
doing history involves more than simply subtracting a bit of coverage t
make room for some historical thinking. Rather, historical thinking nee%is t((:
bef:or?e the organizing principle of the course. In Understanding by Des;
Wiggins and McTighe (2005) argue that instructors often put the cart bef(f:l ’
the horse by beginning course design with questions about which to i te
cover, which books to assign, and what kinds of papers or exams to r(l: isireo
Inste‘ad, Wiggins and McTighe recommend a “backward design” proces(: that.
asks instructors to start by carefully articulating the desired outcomes of the
course. What should students know, understand, and be able to do, as a
.result of taking the course? After comprehensively defining course goaJ’s the
instructor then asks difficult questions: How will I know if each student’ has
developed the specified knowledge and skills? What will each student do to
demonstrate his or her understanding? If we truly wish our students to
unde.rstand what it means to think historically, we must thus dispense with
any lingering attachment to coverage and instead redesign the introductor
course with this outcome in mind. If students are to learn how to argue abou)t,
the past as historians do, the entire course design, from beginning until end
mus: advan.ce this goal. Making this shift does not mean eliminating “con—’
{;ntk from introductory courses or relegating such pedagogical tools as text-
s o comen e e T 0 i
historical content as simply the subje};tl Sn?:tt‘:rl al:;t;:selff;" a;: e il
e o which our students will






