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When I first began teaching some twenty year s ago, scholars di d no t discuss 
their methods of instruction. On the university level, even in my "education" 
classes, I saw no evidence of anyt hing except lecture/discussion . Therefore , 
when I came t o teach in t he university, I taught my students the way I had been 
taught. I did what my professors had done (lecture); they in t u rn did what 
their professors had done, and so on all t he way back to Thomas Aquinas--an 
example of apostolic succession. Some of my professors even had "chairs" from 
which they could make ex cathedra pronouncements . The same traditions are still 
pre served on the univer;ity leve l in spite of all that has been written about 
change.l 

Beginning in the late 1960s history and hist orians began to undergo a 
crisis which was (and is) linked to society i n general.z The details are all 
too familiar: Vietnam, t he economic crunch , decline in enrollment and literacy , 
the end of history requirements, the alienation from knowledge of the nonverbal 
generation--and on and on goes the litany .3 If not caused by the crisi s , at 
least spurred on by it, there developed a subst antial movement to i mprove and 
to re-evaluate history teaching, even to re-evaluate the discipline itself.4 

A vast amount of literature on history a nd the teaching of hi story has 
come out in the last fifteen years or so . Some s tress teaching methods often 
linked to behavioral objectives. Other s favor the learning based movement. 
Stil l others emphas ize curriculum c hanges . Finally there are t hose who are 
concerned with the nature of the disc ipline itself--history vis a v is the social 
sciences, the social studies, and the humanities.S What emer ges from all of 
this material i s that there is little consensus which i s understandable because 
the pr oblem of educating t he young is what the la te E.F. Schumacher called a 
divergent problem; the answers diverge r a t her t han converge . In fact, all of 
the gr ea t problems of life a re divergent problems that cannot be solved in the 
s ense of es t abl ishing a " correct fo rmula;" ye t we must grappl e with them.6 

Although there is no "correct formula," certain attitudes or assumptions 
are important for success in the classroom. It has been pointed out frequently 
that teaching is very personal; it is a reflecti on of our per sonality, even our 
character. We should do what we do best. 7 Two members of my departmen t at 
Ball State who teach l a r ge numbers of students have received outstanding 
teaching awards . One r eceived it because he l ectures (didactic), while the 
othe r received it because he doe s not lecture (evocative). Education must be 
a fusion of thought (cognitive), feeling (affective), a nd action (relevant) 
regardle s s of the method used. 

Recent data concerning liberal arts colleges show tha t only 10% of the 
students taught by historians are his t or y majors , and among majors only 10% are 
preparing for careers as professional historians.B J.H. Plumb i s cor rect, 
therefore, when he says that the prime ac tivity of his tory t eacher s should be 
to teach non-historians.9 The soundness of this advice is further demonstrated 
when one considers hist or y in relat i on to gener a l s tudies. Courses that are 
part of general s tudies should at t emp t to achieve the goals of that pr ogram, 
i.e., general education; however, over the past twenty yea r s the curri culum 
for a variety of reasons has become too specialized, t oo fragmented, and 
"fragmentation denies perspec tive." The ver y utility of history is per spec­
tive .10 Most of our efforts so far have been directed t owar d t he i mpr ovement 
of the so-calle.d civilization courses. One authority suggests that universi­
ties offer two different yet equal l y valid courses . One should be the pas t as 
prologue tha t would treat history as a social science; the other should be the 
past as pa s t that would s tress the uniqueness and humanistic values of the 
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subject. In his critique of "civilization" courses, Richard E. Sullivan 
points out that the courses require of the students a variety of skills in 
which they have no adequate previous training: "the ability to learn a great 
number of discrete facts, to read and understand expository material and to 
reason in various categories."!! And building upon the research of Jean 
Piaget, William G. Perry has shown just how complex is the evolution in the 
forms of thought in the mind of a student. He shows why no one thing works 
for every student: "What is a feshman 1 s meat may be a senior 1 s poison. "12 
These · problems remain in attempting to teach an advanced undergraduate course 
in medieval history where freshmen mix with juniors and seniors, and non­
majors mix with history majors . 13 

Enrollments in my medieval classes are higher now than they were ten 
years ago. Perhaps as things get worse, the Dark Ages do not seem so dark; or 
perhaps-- as several of my students have told me--they are preparing for a new 
Dark Age. Students in my classes are equally divided between prospective 
teachers and history majors and minors. The remaining third or more of the 
class is comprised of a diverse assortment: students in religious studies, 
those picking up an elective or completing a general studies requirement, etc. 
To meet these many needs, therefore, I treat medieval history as one of the 
humanities and as one of the social sciences. (The recent AHA Guidelines for 
social studies teachers emphasizes the links between history and the social 
sciences,)l4 I would agree with Hunt and Metcalf that history is a social 
science only insofar as historians work at the development of present-tense 
generalizations,lS In my class, I try to help students to see the unique, the 
fundamental otherness of the medieval period, that combination of strangeness 
and familiarity that Larry Benson writes about,l6 to generalize about that 
time, to appreciate its cultural heritage, to search for humanistic values 
there--all goals of history as one of the humanities. But I also encourage 
students to search for the universals of human experience, and to frame and to 
test present-tense generalizations, i.e., the past as prologue. 

In a world so deeply divided, we teachers have as our first charge "to 
identify the things we have in common."17 Put in another way, we should raise 
questions that can be asked of any historical period (Giles Constable). One 
quarter I began the course with a discussion of the views of Viktor Frankl . 
The class received a sheet that summarized his concepts of creative, experi­
ential, and attitudinal values. Questions were then posed for them to answer . 
How did men attempt to give meaning to their lives by creative, experiential, 
and attitudinal values in the medieval period? Are there any universals in 
the human experience that you have discovered? If so what are they? Are they 
present today? With which period of the Middle Ages do you have the greatest 
empathy? Why? With which period do you have the least empathy? Why? What 
does this tell you about yourself? Can your increased knowledge of the 
Middle Ages help you in any way to draw closer to other people today? How? 

Besides the above ·assignment, there were many activities in class . All 
teachers are familiar with books dea ling with historical problems. The limita­
tion of these books, at least in teaching· undergraduates, is their specialized 
character. They are locked into the problem and the time period and seldom 
raise questions beyond the problem itself . But in handling any great histori­
cal problem, more profound questions can always be raised. For example, in 
dealing with the decline of the Roman Empire and the beginning of the Middle 
Ages, the critical issue of continuity or break could be discussed. A topic 
such as this or any other that encompasses broader issues can be used to help 
students frame and test generalizations, essential cognitive skills outlined 
in Bloom's taxonomy.l8 

I try to begin each unit with either induction (inquiry) or deduction 
(hypotheses testing) . In inquiry, the teacher selects the concepts and leads 
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the students to "discover" them through induction. The other approach is to 
begin deductively by giving the concepts as hypotheses to be tested. Some­
times I have the students write papers involving hypotheses testing. This 
assignment is designed especially for future social studies teachers. First, 
they are asked to read several articles on historical generalization.l9 They 
are then given a long list of generalizations from which to choose, or they 
may pick others. A few examples are given: 

HYPOTHESES TESTING _ 

1. The hero is important and often crucial in history. 
2. Despotism may retard concentration of wealth, but democracy 

with its freedom accelerates it. 
3. History shows us that inequality is natural and grows as 

civilization develops. 
4. Freedom and equality are enemies. 
5. Social evolution has been and is a fact. 
6. Moral codes change according to economic conditions. 
7. Civilizations decay slowly. 
8. No reconciliation is possible between religion and philosophy. 
9. No society can successfully maintain moral life without the aid 

of religion. 
10. Every ·economic system must sooner or later rely upon some form 

of profit motive. 
11. Challenges s.uccessfully met raise the level of a civilization. 
12. Progress depends on the transmission of the heritage of the 

civilization, and history is, above all else, the "creation and 
recording of that heritage." · 

These examples were culled from the works of the popular historian Will Durant. 
From the time of the Greeks, historians have been doing this. Remember the 
famous lines of Thucydides: 

In peace and prosperity both states and individuals are activated 
by high motives, because they do not fall under the dominion of 
imperious necessities; but war which takes away the comfortable 
provision of daily life is a hard master and tends to assimilate 
men's characters to their conditions.20 

I know that this type of assignment meets with opposition and criticism-­
that it leads to facile generalization, that it encourages superficiality. 
But critics forget that the students are -just testing hypotheses and not 
reaching dogmatic conclusions. If they become teachers, they most likely will 
ask their students to do the same thing. As future teachers, such an assign­
ment will help them to distinguish between good and poor generalizations. 
They can see how history and the social sciences are really complementary. The 
social scientist can learn from the historian to be more tentative in his 
generalizations and to test hypotheses against evidence from the past. The 
histor·ian can learn to be less reticent about drawing generalizations. Arnold 
Toynbee tells us not to be intimidated by the mass of material. Be realistic. 
You can't master everything. Above all be bold, he says. Generalize! Have 
the courage to take a panoramic view--de l'audace, et encore de l'audace.21 
Should we ask less of our students? - - ----

While future social studies teachers are advised to check the validity of 
present-tense generalizations, history majors are encouraged to test past-tense 
generalizations. One quarter a student wrote a remarkable paper in which he 
tested generalizations about the caste structure of society in the tenth 
century. His point of departure was the famous description of Adalberon con­
cerning the three orders: 
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The ecclesiastical order forms one body, but society is divided into 
three orders. Two other conditions are recognized by human law. 
The noble and the non-noble are not ruled by the same law. The 
nobles are the warriors and the protectors of churches. They defend 
all the people, great and small, and, as a matter of fact, they 
protect themselves. 

The unfree is the other class. This unfortunate group possesses 
nothing without suffering . Supplies and clothing are provided for 
everyone by the unfree because no free man can live without them. 
Therefore, the city of God which is believed to be one is divided 
into three: some pray, others fight and the others work. These 
three groups live together and could not endure separation. The 
services of one of them allows the work of the other two . Each, ·by 
turn, lends its support to a11.22 

I might add that the paper was done without the help of Georges Duby's bril­
liant book, The Three Orders: . Feudal Society Imagined. Last year the class 
tested the ideas of Charles Radding presented in the American Historical 
Review in which the author attempted to a~ply the theories of Jean Piaget to 
the "Evolution of Medieval Mentalities. " 2 

There is much debate about structure in the social sciences, but there is 
general a~reement that the structure of history is the historical 
inquiry.2 I have devised a number of inquiry exercises designed 
develop this mode of thought.25 They fall into five categories. 
ples for each category must suffice. 

INQUIRY EXERCISES 

mode of 
to help 
A few exam-

1. Reconstructing the Past through Artifacts and Primary Sources. 
Show slides of the Sutton Roo collection and ask for some 
generalizations. What can you learn about the Germanic 
tribes from the artifacts? At the same time, hand out 
selected portions of Beowulf to read. The burial scenes, for 
example , would work well with the Sutton Roo slides. 

2. Determining Reliability of Evidence. 

a. Exaggera tion. Select some documents dealing with the First 
Crusade, such as found in A.C. Krey, The First Crusade: 
The Account of Eye-Witnesses and Parthlp~(Princeton, 
New Jersey: Pri nc eton University Press, 1921). 

b. Contradictions. Here the possibilities are infinite . 
For example, have students read contemporary accounts of 
the coronation of Charles. These are readily available. 

c. Conflict of Values. An interes ting theme would be 
Christianity as viewed by Christians and Pagans. "The 
Address · to Diognetus" is good for the Christian side, as 
is Justin Martyr's First Apology. From the Pagan side, 
the Hermotimus of Luc i an makes a good contrast to Justin. 
I might add here that primary sources can ·be used effec­
tively with Lawrence Kohlberg's schema on the cognitive 
theory of moral development. Holocaust materials, for 
example, can be applied to heretics in the presentation 
of moral dilemmas . 
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d. Mind Set. One might take the topic of medieval belief in 
miracles . Here the selection of document s is vast. The 
Dialogues of Pope Gregory the Great are easily attainable, 
or you might use The Little Flowers of St. Francis, a 
favorite with student-s-.----

e. Stereotyping. The r aci sm in Pope Urban II's famous speech 
at Clermont could be contrasted with an equally i n tolerant 
Moslem view such as that of Usamah ibn-Munquidh. 

3. Dating Evidence--Periodization. An interesting exercise consists 
of selecting portions from Peter Abelard's Historia Calamitatum 
and from Petrarch's Letter t o Posterity, Ditto the materials 
and hand them out in class.--This is perhaps the most popular of 
all the inquiry exercises I have used . 

4. Interpretations of Historians. Little need be said concerning 
this category. There are countless books on t he market. The 
editions originally published by Holt, Rinehart and Winston , and 
D.C. Heath are well known . 

5. Interpreting History . Using both primary and secondary accounts, 
the students write their own inte rpretations based on the 
sources. 

In r egard t o the sect ion entitled "Conflict of Values ," and the use of 
Kohlberg ' s use of moral (value) dilemma case studies, a word of caution is in 
order . Real cases are s uperior to fictionalized account s , but, in either 
instance, each document should be considered in the historical context in which 
the dilemma occurred. The sequence of events that preceeded the decis ion 
should be sorted out. The s tudents should consider whether the decision 
reached was a correct one . Finally, they sh ould ask themselves why t he partic­
ular decision was made at that time,26 The case of Gregory VII and Henry I V is 
an obvious yet classic example. The s ection on "Stereo t yp ing" r aises the 
question of women ' s studie s. The Middle Ages could be considered in relation 
to the opportun ities of women vis ~ vis the stereotyping of them in both pri ­
mary and s econdary sources. Examples of c lerical "mind set" in relation t o 
women likewise a re numerous .27 

All of thi s emphasis upon inquiry does not mean that other me thods have 
been a bandoned. I am inclined to accept the views of David Ausubel that 
problem-s olving is useful for a certain portion of t he time , but that t oo mL ~\1 
of i t means no t enough time on content. In general , I agree with Myron Mar ty 
that we don't t a ke history to the s tudents-- we bring it out of them-- and that 
telling is n ot teaching and teaching is not telling. But t here are times 
when an expository method serves a useful purpose, especially the par ticipatory 
l ectur e . 28 

Besides t he mental operati ons of the cognitive domain , I am also con­
c erned with the values of the affective domain. These involve student aware­
ness of aesthetic factors, their sensitivity to a different cultural pat tern 
s uch as that of the Middle Ages , a nd their empathy--their abil ity to place 
themselves " in" another period . The Macrorie t ype of writing assignment i s 
very fruitful.29 Let me describe this assignment and give an example. The 
s tudents are asked "to use their experience to unders t and the l i t erature, 
rather than literature t o under s t and lif e ." It is a difficult assignment , Few 
s tudents can do it, but, when it is done well, the results are r ewarding , The 
following is a poignant example of one young woman's response to "The Wanderer." 



8 TEACHING HISTORY 

THE WANDERERS 

Well, these last few months I sit alone in crowded p1aces 
looking at the droplets .of grease in my cup of coffee or the 
wilted celery in my Bloody Mary. I am becoming a divorcee. Yes, 
I am experiencing many of the same soul twisting emotions of "The 
Wanderer. " What do the two of us (The Wanderer and I) see? 

There was a beautiful time when we pledged our lives to a 
"man." Our lives had purposes--the dedication of a vassal to his 
liege. The outside world., its chaos of no right or wrong--no 
order-- was insignificant because we had our own little safety, 
our own world. I knew that to love and to be loved, to be a good 
wife, to enjoy life with Pete was an absolute. There was a small 
answer to, 'What is Truth?' He knew that 'To kiss his master and 
embrace and lay down both hands and head on his knee--' was the 
best life to lead. 

Then came the shock. My husband said, 'I don't love you any 
more. You disgust me . I have found someone who gives me every­
thing you never could. 1 The furniture is sold: 

(1) The fifty-year-old rocker my invalid grandmother used, 
and I used to rock my son. 

(2) The glasses with the letter "R" on them. 
(3) Our baby's toys. 
( 4) Everything. GONE I 

For The Wanderer the shock was war: 

'Tottering bulwarks ••• • ••••••• 
The wine-halls linger to decay, 

Their lord is taken to the pleasant day •• • •• 
Alas for the bright cup: Alas for the man of war! 

How the time goes o'er, 
It vanishes under night's shade, as it had never been!' 

By dying, his lord also desert ed him. All his pleasant familiar 
surroundings were also lost: There was nothing left to cling to. 

We were both forced to face the empty chaos of the world . 
'The lordless man then wakes and finds the fallow sea stripped 
by cold winds.' Like _a fog that suddenly overtakes our consc ious­
ness, we realize that the world has no true companionship, no 
ideals, not even a set of rules by which to build a new life--­
only cold indifference and people who are clinging to their own 
social bonds or who are among the starkly lonely "singles." 

'Here shortly is wealth .given; 
Here, to have a friend is short; 
Here, man is short; here kinship short, 
All the order of the world shall be in vain! ' 

It is more than a love lost or a dream dying. It is the loss 
of the .WILL to try for anything more than very existence until 
the end comes. Lif ~ .is simply_ VERY LONG.30 

I also make use of creative projects. Students are given a long list 
of suggestions from which to choose, or they may pick others. As in the case 
of the generalizations, a few examples must suffice. 
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CREATIVE PROJECT SUGGESTIONS 

1. Write a journal in which you express the feelings and 
impressions of a Christian upon hea ring about the sack 
of Rome in 410. 

2. Depict the same theme in art as treated by a Greco­
Roman and a Christian artist. 

3. Compose a hymn in Ambrosian or Gregorian style. 

4. Write a poem in the s tyle of Prudentius, Ausonius, 
Fortunatus, Rabanus Maurus, or some other poet. 

5. Write a j ournal in which you express the feelings and 
impressions of a Christian upon first entering a Gothic 
cathedral such as Chartres. 

6. Write an imaginary diary of a businessman whose con­
science bothers him because of the question of usury. 

7. Write an imaginar y diary of a pilgr im who journeys from 
Cologne to Rome. 

8. Record a conversation between an inquisitor and a person 
accused of heresy. 

9. Write an account of a vassal defending himself against a 
charge of felony. 

10. Describe the reactions of a monk who ha s just read the 
De~ of Andrew the Chaplain. 

11. Create your version of a medieval chronicle, either 
secular or monastic, e.g., Froissart, Salimbene, Giovanni, 
Villani. 

12. Imagine yourself as a pagan living in the fifth century 
who has read St. Augus tine's Confessions, As a result 
you have converted to Christianity a nd ins pired by 
Augu s tine, you write your own conf ession s . 

9 

Creative writing projects help sharpen the writing skills of students 
while at the same time encouraging personal involvement. The value of this 
approach can be seen by comparing the f ollowing ass ignments. Here is a 
standard approach: "Explain the feuda l system in medieval Europe b y 
identifying the r ol es and dutie s of the serfs, vassal s , and lords ." Would 
not an equal amount of knowledge be r equired with a creative writing proj ec t 
a l ong the followi ng lines? "The class wil l b e div ided into three groups 
r epresenting ser fs , vassals , a nd l ords i n medieval Europe. Write a one- week 
dia ry of a ma n or woman i n you r assigned group that describes your l i fe , work, 
and ac tivities in a typical week, and illustrates the interrela tionships you 
would have had with the other two groups."31 Time does not allow me to 
present examples , but the quality of most of the c reative projec ts has been 
very high, and several of the poems and short stories have been published in 
journa l s . In addition t o the creative writing , students have been invol ved 
in art and mus ic proj ect s , given medieval dinne r s , progr ammed compl ex audio­
vis ua l shows, an d t aken pa rt in a l ocal Medieval/Renaissance Fair as histori­
cal cha r acter s in dialogues . 
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So that one doesn 1 t go. in all directions at once, it is necessary to be 
clear about goals, subject matter, and methods. But perhaps all of these 
goals and tasks are too ambitious; yet as Dexter Perkins noted over a quarter 
of a century ago: "Our best chance of making impact on others will come 
through the influence we can exert in the classroom." That "is our greatest 
chance of usefulness, our largest hope." I am reminded also of the words of 
Jacob Burckhardt: "The teacher cannot give much. He can only, in the first 
place, keep alive faith in the value of spiritual things, and secondly awaken 
the conviction that there i~ great happiness to be found in occupying 
oneself with these things." 2 But even in this case, the medievalist occupies 
a unique and advantageous position. The modern parent is remote from his 
child, Christopher Lasch contends, because he feels he has little to pass on 
and, in any case, now gives priority to his own self-fulfillment.33 To an age 
then that has lost its faith, The Age of Faith with its ideal of a united 
Christendom offers a very special message: Men must put their trust . in some­
thing more than ego-fulfillment, in something more than the nation. "We feel 
once more the need for spiritual or at least moral unity. We are conscious 
of the inadequacy of a purely humanist and occidental culture •••• "34 The 
roots of our civilization are buried deep in the fertile soil of the Middle 
Ages. Modern man in search of his soul might well find it somewhere in the 
thirteenth, the greatest of centuries. 
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