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“There is no question that the cost of production is lowered by
separating the work of planning and the brain work as much as possible
from the manual labor.”

Frederick Winslow Taylor, Shop
Management (1911)

“Skills that teachers used to need, that are deemed essential to the craft
of working with children—such as curriculum deliberation and planning,
designing teaching and curricular strategies for specific groups are no
longer as necessary. With the large-scale influx of prepackaged material,
planning is separated from execution. The planning is done at the level of
production of both the rules for use of the material and the material itself.
The execution is carried out by the teacher.””

Michael W. Apple, Culture and
Economic Reproduction in
Education (1982)
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the craft of history teaching is vital to the future practice of teaching and learning for
students. My purpose in this essay is to draw attention to curricular constraints imposed
on teachers, to examine the work of teachers who have resisted these constraints
successfully, and to place their work in the larger context of the purposes of education.
With school districts around the country scrambling to increase test scores to
escape the punitive measures mandated by No Child Left Behind, a kind of
“educational Taylorism” has replaced the craft of teaching, to the detriment of our
students and society. At the turn of the twentieth-century, Frederick W. Taylor
developed techniques that reduced skilled applications in manufacturing to their
simplest form, creating efficiency models (deskilling), which allowed workers to
perform one simple task repetitively more quickly throughout the day. This lowered
costs, raised profits, and led to the pursuit of the ““one best way,” to do a job.”™® The
current trend to test, test, and test some more runs contrary to the findings of Jonathan
Rees, S.G. Grant, and others who have documented not only the negative impact of
testing on pedagogical practices of teachers in the classroom, but also, in the case of
Grant, the absence of any evidence that reform, based on testing, has ever been
successful. Reesrightly asserted that “Scientific management in the classroom does not
respect the idea that teachers know what to teach their students or how best to teach.”
To be fair, this emphasis on process over craft in the realm of education has been
evolving for decades, since the advent of “Best Practices” studies that sought to
identify skills and techniques that teachers could use to elevate learning across content
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equation.” Instead, teachers become the delivery mechanisms, with success measured
in a series of nauseating quizzes, tests, and district assessments, both formal and
informal, throughout the week. The term often used for these types of curriculum
packages is “teacher-proofed.” They are effectively a management system put in place
to remove teachers from the equation (as much as possible) to raise test scores.® In
states like Michigan, there is a push toward online courses that mimic the old
Skinnerian model, which moves students from one unit to the next, or the use of a
“Blended Curriculum,” as in the Grand Rapids Public Schools, which follows a three-
day rotation. On day one the teacher reads a script to students, on day two students
complete a five-panel PowerPoint, answering a question related to the script topic, and
on day three students answer a new question or complete the question from the day
before. Students then return to day one, the teacher is handed a script, and the process
begins again. This is what passes for “world class™ instruction in one of the largest
school districts in Michigan.’

The very reason we hire outstanding teachers to work in our schools is to
“empower” their creative cultivation of the art of teaching history, not to force them to
march mundanely through a bland process that strangles relevant historical thinking.
Unfortunately, curricular and pedagogical decisions are being taken out of the hands
of teachers, impeding the effective use of constant pedagogy in the classroom.'
Teachers have effectively been separated from “the work of planning and the
brainwork” in many districts. Yet, the Gilder Lehrman National History Teachers of
the Year demonstrate that professionals allowed to practice the craft of teaching history
enrich our students’ lives through continued education, a deep passion for history and
history education, and successful creation of imaginative and historically authentic
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will be visited by a principal whose chief concern, according to recent data, is not with
the teacher’s content knowledge, but rather classroom management and techniques to
help struggling students.” In either case, principals are the curricular leaders who
evaluate the professional effectiveness of teachers. More recently many states, like
New York, are nudging the bar lower with the establishment of “leadership academies,”
where professionals with degrees (many of whom have never taught) will be turned into
principals in a short time and allowed to lead schools.'* The antithesis to that trend, the
Gilder Lehrman Institute provides a model for assessment that is evidenced in the
National History Teachers of the Year.”* (See my description of the selection process
above.)

So, how do these teachers pursue the teaching of history as a craft rather than a
process? While some state licensing agencies have sought to deskill the profession by
reducing and decimating license renewal requirements, the Gilder Lehrman winners
typify the craft approach as they not only meet the minimum requirements of their craft
(education, internship, licensing, and tenure) but also move toward becoming masters
within the field of history teaching.'® Each of the winners understand that continuing
formal education necessarily includes attaining an advanced degree in a content area.

Like many nominees, Rosanne Lichatin, the 2005 teacher of the year, has pursued
an advanced degree in her content area at great personal expense and sacrifice, so as
to teach her students better. She has earned a B.A. in history from Kean University, a
master’s in history from East Stroudsburg in Pennsylvania, and beyond that another 45
credits in graduate-level history courses. When asked why, she thoughtfully responded
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I ask students to read documents “closely.” That is, in addition to
swering teacher-designed questions which typically ask for historical
ntext, time, author, audience, purpose, validity, and tone, I ask that they
cus their attention on the language and details of the document.
afamiliar words should be defined, and the document should be
derlined in key places and show lots of analysis in the margins. Of
urse, primary sources may also include paintings, posters, maps,
oadsides, artifacts, etc. I employ a number of tools to analyze various
‘ms of primary sources. The questions guide the lesson. The primary
urces are the “meat” of the lesson. And, the discussion that is generated

m the primary sources allows students the opportunity to master the art
analysis and argument.*

ese exemplary teachers consistently demonstrate imagination, as well as
historical and pedagogical knowledge of their subject. Nate McAlister fully
1is graduate degree and his continued participation in Teaching American
rants, as well as the Gilder Lehrman’s Summer Institutes, in a unit on the Civil
: had students reenact battles on the school grounds, nurturing a sense of
empathy that no textbook could emulate. One of Maureen Festi’s lessons for
zrade students involved hands-on investigation of a colonial ironworks, a far
‘ypical upper-elementary experiences. While technology clearly has a role in
oom, aiding her students’ research, it does not end there. The lesson required
ind eleven-year-olds to use primary sources, compasses, maps, and local sites,
1 the existence of the mill and analyze its impact, “leaving,” she said, “far
stions than answers.”” David Mitchell of Whitman-Hanson Regional High
Massachusetts utilizes debates, fishbowls, and primary sources, including
s, photos, cartoons, and letters, to encourage students to think more deeply
ory. He said this helps his students feel “the pulse of history.”*® This is what
achers bring to students on a daily basis, enriching their lives in both
le and immeasurable ways, and cultivating a mature understanding of history
nform their adult lives.
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