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Recent concern over the quality of history teaching in schools and 
colleges and the grim reality of declining history enrollments have stimu­
lated numerous experiments in the content and methodology of traditional 
courses and encouraged the creation of courses dealin~ with new subject 
matter altogether. However, many history teachers continue to depend on 
conventional visual sources for their own teaching and for student proje.cts. 
By confining themselves to books, documents, even quantitative data, history 
teachers neglect some of the most obvious, to say nothing of the largest, 
teaching resources available when they neglect buildings. By looking at · 
buildings as artifacts rather than merely or even primarily as expressions 
of aesthetic taste, historians can demonstrate how build\ngs reveal the 
cultural, social, even political attitudes of past societies and how they 
have, in turn, conditioned -these societies.! Furthermore, _arcnitectural 
study is particularly helpful in courses dealing with local or family his­
tory and in teaching about those groups who have left little documentary 
evidence of their experience.2 

Sometimes buildings have been overlooked as historical evidence and as 
potential teaching tools because of an iMplicit determinism about architec­
ture. Buildings, at l~ast until the late nineteenth or .early twend.eth 
century it is assumed, take .their form at any ·point in time because of 
particular cl~ctic conditions, available building materials, the ·level of 
technological sophistication, or the physical requirements of the site.3 
Certainly these factors are involved in constructing any _building, but a 
closer look at architecture quickly reveals that culture is often a more 
important factor in determining form than are these others. Moreover, it 
is evident how buildings themselves can support and perpetuate a particular 
form of life and specific values. 

In the Tidewater region surrounding the Chesapeake Bay, early settlers 
built farmhouses resembling those in the area from which they had origi­
nally come. Around 1660, however, a clear change in the form of farmhouses 
constructed occurred, and another house type found in the west country 
highlands of England became common. This change was not the result of 
available building materials nor climate. Rather the preferred new arrange­
ment was selected because it was relatively easy to separate the quarters of 
bonded servants (and ultimately slaves) from those of the family. Clearly, 
then, the west country house plan suited the nature of the Tidewater tobac­
co ·society better than the domestic arrangement settlers had brought with 
them. Culture determined form and, in turn, form shaped culture as the 
nature of social interactions possible between masters and servants was 
patterned by the house itself.4 

As a noted anthropologist has suggested, "Building a house is a cul­
tural phenomenon, and its form and organization are greatly influenced by 
the cultural milieu,"5 Using this insight historians can build an element 
of excitement and discovery into their classroom teaching and into the 
student projects they assign. Although this essay points out the ways in 
which a consideration of architecture can be useful in general American 
history courses and especially in courses dealing with community or family 
history, the same approach can be adapted to non-American materia1.6 

Earlier versions of this paper wer~ presented at the Southern Histori­
cal Association, New Orleans, November 11, 1977, and at the Second Conference 
on Col~ege Teaching of State and Local His~ory, Newberry Library, Chicago, 
January 13, 1978. 
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There are several different ways in which the teacher might use 

buildings as a teaching device. One approach would be to focus on the 
types of buildings found in a single community at any one moment in time 
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or at selected moments in time. The kinds of -buildings in any community 
illustrate that. group's priorities and values, as well as existing economic 
and technological restraints.7 A series of slides to show what buildings 
do or do not exist (and this is often a most important point to convey), 
the numbers involved, and the character of the buildings themselves (size, 
elaboration, apparent function, etc.), can let students see the social and 
even political s-tructure of that community and some of its values and 
choices. None of this - demands a sophisticated understanding of style, for 
the focus is not on style but on buildings as physical evidence of the 
social and economic structure of the community and its cultural attitudes. 

The appearance of a mid-nineteenth-century western mining town details 
the workings of this approach. Any visual exploration of its buildings 
quickly reveals the nature of mining society. The main street typically 
shows numerous saloons, a restaurant, hotel, perhaps a drugstore and smoke 
shop. In the rest of the town bordellos, shacks- for the miners, perhaps a 
few permanent houses are found, but often no religious or governmental 
buildings. The ramshackle nature of most of the construction suggests the 
imperman~nce of gold mining society, the types of buildings its male orien­
tation and worldliness, the scarcity of traditional or permanent structures 
its sexual composition and unregulated social nature. The buildings along 
the main street with their pretentious false fronts, and even wooden clas­
sical porticos, give yet another indication of the mixture of male sophis­
tication and transiency typical of mining society.S 

As students look at the physical character of a mining community, 
they can perceive the -nature of mining life in a way which is impossible 
when dealing with verbal accounts, which often ignore the built environment. 
In terms of structuring this kind of exploration of the community, it is 
exciting if students have the opportunity to draw their own conclusions from 
the visual evidence without much initial explanation from the teachers. 
There will be some wild guesses and some overimaginative responses, but the 
exploration of the past will be underway. 

In a similar fashion in a community or local history course, a teacher 
can set up a walking tour so that students can learn by observing the actual 
building~ themselves, rather than merely looking at slides or photographs 
of buildings. But in either exercise, it is important to make sure that all 
the types of buildings which existed at any moment in time are included or 
at least suggested to the students. Although art historians have dealt 
exclusively with the great and their buildings, the approach here seeks to 
illuminate the nature of an entire community and the texture of its life 
rather than that of its elite group. The use of architecture in history 
teaching should not turn into an exercise of illustrating the life of the 
elite or of editing the past. The privies, shanties, and shacks, which are 
nowhere to be found in a place like Williamsburg, give a romanticised and 
false view of colonial society, all the more misleading because it is so 
vivid. The history teacher should not try to create a similar misunder­
standing of the past by excluding certain parts of thephysical setting. 

Another approach might focus on the changing forms of certain kinds 
of buildings in order to illuminate the ~elationship between cultural, 
economic, and social needs and technology. An analysis of the changes in 
the physical appearance and the internal arrangement of the church and its 
location would be one such exercise, but so too would be a study of apart­
ment houses or movie theaters. The space between buildings and open spaces 
like parks are also means of exploring community values and norms, social 
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priorities, and technological expertise. 9 In every case, students can move 
from the concrete to the abstract, from what they can see to what it :means. 
Teaching wi.th and .through· buildings is an inductive exercise and one which 
does not demand great buildings or great spaces as the starting point. 

The internal arrangements of buildings can yield a wealth of informa~ 
tion about the past. Here domestic buildings of all kinds can become the 
focus ·for study and discussion. Most people probably realize intuitively 
that different··kinds of rooms give different behavioral cues. The Victorian 
parlor, for example, demands one kin~ of behavior, while the twentieth­
centu-ry family room demands another. · 0 Individual rooms suggest accepted 
ideas of proper behavior just as clearly as ·books on manners, but they 
reveal behavioral norms for rooms and functions which the etiquette books 
avoid. The bathroom is the most obvious example of an important area of 
human experience always neglected by conventional sources. In-the room by 
room approach it is, -of course, · most useful if rooms and their furnishings 
can be considered together. But here the teacher should beware ·of ' 
depending upon the overfurnished local house museum, which; in addition 
to having too much, furniture, may have it improperly arranged. Old 
photographs and. drawings, advertisements, and documentary evidence should 
be helpful in reconstructing interiors, however. 

· Domestic space can give many other clues to the texture of family 
life, family structure, and the ways in which the fainily relates to the 
outside world. Physical space shapes the way in which work can be done 
and the ways in which family or hOusehold members can or are likely to . 
interact.ll Indeed, internal space offers a kind of evidence about family 
life that most traditional sources do not reveal and is suggestive about 
the lives of groups about whom conventional sources have almost nothing to 
say. 

Consider having students investigate the nature of kitchen space, 
how it. relates to other domestic space, how these two factors . change over 
time. Ask ' students to observe whether the kitchen is large or small, 
separated from other activities and spaces or the center of them.· Is the 
kitchen the gathering place for the family or does it reinforce sexual and 
social distinctions? If exc~usively a female space, whether that of house­
wife or servant, how does it relate to areas in which children might play? 
How is cooki~g actually done in such a space and with what equipment? Is 
the kitchen apparently the center of other economic activities in addition 
to cooking,. as it was the center of laundry work in the· small nineteenth­
century working clae:s row 4ouse (hence, the j:~erous child accidents and 
deaths resulting from scalding and burning)? Encouraging students to ask 
these kinds of _questions about individual rooms starts to make family 
experience in the past very .real, and their insights have a basis in a very 
tangible reality. 

Let one illustration, the early New England house, show how much informa­
tion can be discovered by studying the allocation of space. Typically an 
early seventeenth-century · dwelling was small, with two main rooms ·side by side. 
One of these; the hall, was used for cooking and numerous other activities; 
the other room, the parlor, was nothing like its Victorian descendant, but was 
often a sleeping room for the heads of the household and perhaps others. 
Above the two rooms there might be a simple loft, also used for sleeping. 
Sometimes a lean-to built onto the rear of · the house gave more space .to the 
family. By showing floor plans with the appropriate dimensions, by suggesting 
demographic information about ·the numbers of people likely to live in this 
kind of a house and the ages of the members of the household, and by describ­
ing the kinds of artifacts typically found there, the teacher. can go on to 
ask students to speculate on the relation between men and women, adults and 
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children, the living experience possible in such a house, and attitudes 
towards privacy, sex, and community which. the house reflects \ 
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Students will, doubtless, be quick to notice the. lack of differentiated 
space, the crowded sleeping arrangements, the absence of hallways, and the . 
necessity of pass:i,ng through one. ;room. to reach another. · They .may comment on 
the failure to provide space especially for children and the necessity of 
living. in the hall during the cold winters. They will realize .the hall was 
in reality a multipurpose room. From these observations about functions and 
spatial patterns, ·they can: see how family life was stnic.tured by space. · 
Crowded living conditions suggest constant family interaction, and the density 
of family experience the n-ecessity- for wat.chfulness and. organization, both 
of which were reflected in Puritan emphasis on the family and order. The lack 
of privacy among household members, the difficulty of avoiding contact are 
clear. Early attitudes toward-s sexuality are revealed by tracing traffic 
through sleeping spaces.. After such an exercise students should have no 
trouble distinguishing Puritan ideas of sexuality from those of the Victorian 
period, 

The status of colonial women and their -copartnership with men are re-: 
fle~ted in the house arran:gement where the ha~l was the center of various 
female activities; as well. as the locus of. family. life, rather than a 
separate area. The ways in which children were integrated into family life 
is also suggested. The relationship between family and community takes on 
substance when students see the way in which the visitor, welcome or not, 
stepped into the center of family life, an arrangement which was quite 
impossible in the houses built in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. A 
variety of other cultural ideas beyond those directly concerned with the 
family and its community can be discovered (such as the relationship -between 
the man-made and natural environment and what this suggests about concepts 
held about man and nature). But enough has been said to indicate how many 
possibilities using buildings as a teaching device exi~t.l3 

More obvious perhaps is the way in which buildings can be used to show 
the process of regionalization, settlement, or urbanization. Local varia­
tions of national styles are vivid clues of the relationship between regional 
and national levels; the different regional building styles in any community 
attest to the origins of sett"lers and suggest some of the tension and 
dynamics of community building. Again with some consideration of styie, 
students in an urban area can study house and building fa~ades to work out 
the rough stages of urban growth. A more ambitious project would involve 
using city directories in . combination with a rough .stylistic analysis to 
trace the development of social and occupational segregation in the 
nineteenth-century city.l4 

There are, then, many possibilities and opportunities for incorporating 
architectural material into an American history curriculum. As some of the 
examples have -suggested, many of the assignments and activities have .. i::he 
added benefit of bringing students into the. community to work ~nd· to. study·.· 
One assignment, in particular, the one house assignment, has proved useful 
in creating links between students (and their schools) and local communities. 
Students are asked to select one building in the community and to do ~n 
architectural and historical analysis of it. This analysis can of ten fuse 
with local historic preservation efforts. Many historic preservation groups 
are trying to document all the bui;I.dings in their co~unities ·and. are doing 
so with an inadequate staff; student research provides welcome assistan~e. 

If students cooperate with local survey efforts, they will investigate 
their building's ownership and occupancy pattern back to, the approximate· date 



22 TEACHING HISTORY 

of construction, the use and changes in use which have occurred, the build­
ing's architectural features, and its significance, whether visual, 
architectural, historical, or social. In the process of doing survey work, 
students get a good sense of evolution of the community, of the utility of 
the built environment as a community resource. They make a valuable contri­
bution to historic preservation efforts. They also learn to -use a variety 
of primary documents, ranging from wills, land deeds, and court cases to 
maps. Oral history is another one of the starting points for any study of 
a building. But perhaps most important of all, students make a kind of 
identification with their research which is rare in most of their academic 
work. The buildings become "theirs" and the phrase "my building" replaces 
addresses or house names within a few weeks or even days. 

If architecture presents many teaching possibilities, it is also clear 
that using buildings in teaching requires careful preparation. It takes 
time and often ingenuity to put toge;t,her effective and suggestive slide 
presentations or walking tours. Existing walking tours or house museums 
can be useful, but they may "distort the past too. Architectural studies, 
old photographs and drawings in historical societies and libraries, 
atlases, maps, and the more familiar primary and secondary sources may all 
have to be consulted in order to provide students with enough information 
to do the kind of thinking which the visual material is designed to stimu­
late. The preparation, then, may be difficult. But the payoffs, in terms 
of teaching and personal development, can be most rewarding. 
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