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Studying Historical Understanding

young as seven and eight were able to respond to history in a literary
narrative, and had concepts for "history" and "the past" that included
distinguishing between history and the past on the basis of significance
(i .e ., history is that part of the past designated as important) .

So, what is the structure of narrative that makes it particularly
useful in looking at how children become meaning-makers in the
cultural frame labeled "history?" To begin with, narrative involves
the depiction of events that may be spatially and temporally remote
from both teller and audience (Toolan, 1988) . The reader understands
these experiences both as events that have already happened, and as
events that are logically and chronologically related . The discourse
through which these events are related transforms them from
chronology--a list of temporally related events, to history--an
interpretation of events. In doing so, narrative shapes events, assigns
significance to some events over others, and embeds them all in a culture
(Toolan, 1988; White 1980). At the same time, the discourse itself is a
cultural form, a "social activity in a social world" (Geertz, 1983, p . 14) .
Narrative is a formalized way to express interpersonal meanings and
as White (1980) notes, to transmit "transcultural messages about the
nature of shared reality" (p .6 ) . It is also a forum where it is possible
for people who inhabit quite different worlds to come to have some
understanding of other times, places, people, and events--concepts
inherent to historical understanding (Geertz, 1983) .

Bruner (1986) explicates some of the ways in which narrative
approximates the structures of history. Narrative, he notes, is a form of
interpretation that makes experience comprehensible . It deals with
intention and action, with the consequences of both, and as with
history, narrative deals with the particular--not any person, but this
person at this time and place, and given this set of circumstances . Both
narrative and history are more than a recount or collection of "facts," a
sequence of events . They involve the description and interpretation--
the causes--that account for these "facts." One of the ways these causal
relationships are realized is through a narrative convention, the rule
of temporal causation (Rabinowitz 1987). Specifically, "it is
appropriate to assume that temporally connected events are causally
connected unless there is a signal to the contrary. . ." (p . 108). Inherent in
learning to "read" narrative texts, then, is learning to apply this rule
with increasing sensitivity . Similarly, causation is inherent in the
process of reading and interpreting history as this process includes
recognizing and ordering salient historical data . Thus, in the narrative
genres in the domain or discipline of history, such as historical fiction,
biography, autobiography, and memoir, the task is to use these kinds of
narrative conventions to make sense of historical data .

Because the ideas and conventions used in history and narrative
are social constructions, history as a discipline and the genres within it
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are cultural artifacts . As such, they also represent "truth" in particular
ways. While Kermode (1980) terms this an "arbitrary imposition of
truth," in a cultural framework, this truth construction cannot be
arbitrary. Instead, it is both an intellectual vantage point and a way of
being in the world . In other words, the sense that can be made of the
narrative is constructed within (or in opposition to) a cultural milieu
that provides both the linguistic forms of expression and the social
ethic for interpretation of the narrative . It becomes part of our
consciousness, shaped as Geertz (1983) argues, "at least as much by how
things supposedly look to others, somewhere else in the lifeline of the
world as by how they look here, where we are, now to us" (p. 9) . In the
genre of historical fiction, for instance, readers encounter the human
capacity for both good and evil in a framework that generally invites
them to sympathize with, or at least understand a particular point of
view. In several studies conducted by Levstik (1986; 1989, in press),
children seemed to find this a compelling satisfaction of such
narratives. One of the most striking features of children's response to
the narratives in each of these studies was the frequency with which
they explained their interest in historical topics in terms of "needing to
know," searching for "the truth," or seeking "what really happened ."
In effect, narrative holds history up against a social system that is, as
White (1980) suggests, "the source of any morality that we can
imagine" (p. 18). For all of these reasons, then, the use of narrative may
be especially useful in investigations of the historical understanding of
elementary age children. Of course, this does not exclude the use of non-
narrative genres; instead, in a cultural view, they too are critically
important, as we explain in the next section.

New Directions

Much of previous research on historical understanding has
relied upon a Piagetian cognitive framework to examine when
historical cognition develops . Its findings have indicated that
elementary-age children lack such understanding . As a result, it has
been argued by some that only at adolescence can we expect students to
benefit from instruction in history . This article has reviewed more
recent research in script/domain-specific, knowledge-based approaches
to cognitive development that challenge major tenets of the Piagetian
perspective with respect to how knowledge is acquired . We have
placed this primarily psychologically-based research in a cultural
framework that incorporates important features of this research that
cannot be dismissed . In particular, a cultural framework helps better to
explain the domain or discipline of history as a "social" study. In
addition, a semiotic interpretation shows how the role of narrative
genres is implicated in both the expression of historical thought and in
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children's developing historical understanding . Within this
framework we suggest two broad avenues that might be explored in
both research on historical understanding and classroom instruction in
history, the texts that are used, and issues in multicultural inquiry .

To begin with, it seems clear that the use of experimentally
constructed texts is not going to be very useful in tapping children's
developing understandings of history . Because history as a mode of
thought is realized by specific genres, using texts that are instances of
those genres would be more likely to lead to ecologically valid insights
into children's thinking about history . How could children's responses
to an "artificial" text that is not like those typically employed by
practitioners in the discipline ever reveal children's developing
competence in employing the symbolic forms of the domain of history?
In contrast, we have argued that narrative genres in particular could
and should be employed instead . Narrative discourse may provide a
critical window into children's patterns of meaning-making when
confronted by historical data. First, it is a naturally occurring
expression of the cultural frame called "history." Second, narrative is
an accessible literary form for children because of its prominence within
the culture at large. Thus, asking children to respond to and create
various historical narratives (fiction, biography, autobiography, and
so forth), and at an early age during the elementary years, for example,
might be one avenue to explore, both in research and instruction . Of
course, such inquiry and instruction should not be limited to the use of
narrative genres . Since there are other non-narrative historical genres,
it would also be important to compare and contrast the ways in which
they influence children's developing historical understanding . In doing
so, we would want to caution against any ideology that would assume
that these non-narrative texts might not be ones that children could use
or learn from. As Pappas (1991) notes, young children have both interest
and ability in using informational, non-narrative texts . Future research
could explore the strategies that children employ in understanding
history in non-narrative genres .

Another broad area to investigate regarding children's historical
understanding involves multicultural inquiry . Acknowledging that
history and the genres for expressing historical thinking exist in
cultural frames is more likely to enable us to examine multicultural
issues in a more thoughtful way, both in research and in the classroom .
"Minding out how others across the sea or down the corridor, organize
their significant world" (Geertz, 1983, p. 151) is basic to understanding
history as it is valued and explicated in various cultures. This process
provides an opportunity for children to really scrutinize the puzzles of
translation whereby meaning in one culture is expressed in another .
Narrative, then, can play a particularly cultural role that is relevant
to this inquiry . Most cultures include collective stories dealing with
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such questions as "Who are we?" and "Where did we come from?" (Van
Dongen, 1987). These stories take on different degrees of significance in
different cultures so that in some communities, historical stories are
part of daily life, included in rituals and traditions, and form the basis
for developing a view of "the good life ." In others, stories may be used
to transmit values without necessarily being quite so central to
community rituals . Other cultures may include historical stories with a
cultural purpose, but tend to emphasize their function as entertainment .
Thus the silences in one culture may be the exuberances in another, and
vice versa (Becker, 1991), and how children make sense of these
differences would be a revealing enterprise, both from a researcher's
perspective and in classroom practice .

Another dimension of this multicultural inquiry would be
exploring cross-cultural concepts of time . Notions of past, present, and
future are central to how we think and talk about events and
experiences . In a Western model of time, past and future are categories
that are ordered in relation to a continually shifting "present"
reference (Harner, 1982) . Research on the acquisition of young
children's event knowledge described above and recent research on
language development in general (e.g ., Wells, 1981, 1985) indicate that
children appear to master these important distinctions during the early
childhood years. There is evidence, however, that there are cultural
influences on our orientations and interpretations of these conceptions of
time, and that some cultures may be more influenced by past events in
terms of what they think and talk about (Harner,1982) . Studying how
children create explanations of the relations between particular events
for particular purposes in particular places in time might shed light on
how children fix meaning in the flow of events and as expressed in
various cultures .

We have sketched out only two broad areas for studying the
development of historical understanding . Certainly other directions
are available and necessary to answer theory-based questions regarding
the teaching and learning of history . However, we believe that a
cultural perspective is a more powerful way to address concerns about
history as it is being taught, and how it is and could be investigated . In
this perspective, emphasis shifts from a focus on the accumulation of
historical information and facts to a focus on what Geertz (1983) calls
the central problem of the integration of cultural life . In Geertz's words :

The problem . . .becomes one of making it possible for
people inhabiting different worlds to have a genuine,
and reciprocal, impact upon one another . . . . [T]he
vitality of that consciousness depends upon creating the
conditions under which such interplay will occur . And
for that, the first step is surely to accept the depth of
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the differences; the second to understand what these
differences are, and the third to construct some sort of
vocabulary in which they can be publicly formulated-
one in which [various members of particular
disciplines] can give a credible account of themselves to
one another (p. 161) .

On this basis, children can understand and distinguish history as
a way of knowing from the other social studies as well as other areas in
the curriculum. Making these distinctions is at the root of rich
interdisciplinary and integrated teaching and learning . It also
underlies a multicultural perspective that recognizes the power and
richness of cross-disciplinary inquiry . Such implementation would give
children authentic reasons for studying history and researchers new
directions for understanding historical thinking.

Endnote
1 This is a fully coauthored article. Authors' names are listed in

alphabetical order .
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Abstract
Most research on political socialization has suggested that the traditional
formal civics curriculum has limited impact on students' civic attitudes
(Ehman, 1980) . Political tolerance-the willingness to acknowledge the civil
liberties of those with whom one disagrees-is no exception . Although civics
courses do emphasize abstract democratic norms, such as freedom of speech,
they tend not to link them directly with everyday political situations in which
these norms can be applied . We have developed and tested a curriculum that
encourages students to explore the linkages among democratic values and
legal principles, and their application to unpopular groups in our society . Our
data suggest that increases in political tolerance are due to a greater
awareness of individual rights ; decreases in tolerance may be attributed to
heightened concern for public safety .
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Do All of the People Have All of the Rights All of the Time?

Clearly the American civil liberties record has deep
flaws in it, especially in social and racial justice and
toleration of radical political expression, and clearly
the record is not as pristine as American ideals are . Yet
it must also be remembered that the record would
probably not be as good as it is if American ideals were
not so high, for they act as a constant standard and
constant challenge . Further, the American record, it
should be reiterated, compares favorably with the vast
majority of countries in the world today (Goldstein,
1987, pp. 451-452) .

There is a deep and abiding paradox in the American civil
liberties record . On the one hand, we enjoy some of the widest and
deepest legal protections for our civil rights and liberties accorded
citizens anywhere in the world . On the other hand, we have often
indulged in profound abrogations of these rights and liberties for
substantial segments of our society, including, among others, the
internment of Japanese-Americans during World War II and the well-
documented abuses of the McCarthy era .

Surveys of the political attitudes and beliefs of American adults
provide insight into our record . Americans profess overwhelming
support for democratic principles (McClosky & Zaller, 1984 ; Sullivan,
Piereson, & Marcus, 1982) . For example, when asked if they believe in
free speech for everyone, about 90 percent of Americans will say yes
(McClosky & Brill, 1983) . Yet, studies show dishearteningly little
support for the impartial application of these principles to groups that
express unpopular ideas (Gibson, 1988, 1989; McClosky & Brill, 1983;
Sullivan, Piereson, & Marcus, 1982). When asked about a more specific
situation, such as the Ku Klux Klan appearing on public television or
the Communists marching in their neighborhood, less than 30 percent
will support the rights of free speech and assembly (McClosky & Brill,
1983) .

One possible explanation for the disparity between support for
civil liberties in the abstract and their application in concrete
situations is that many people simply do not make the connection
between the two. When asked whether the American Nazi party
should be given access to public television, for example, many people
may not even consider the value of free speech ; rather, they tend to
focus exclusively on their abhorrence of the group's political views .
Indeed, many citizens lack an understanding of how the abstract
principles of freedom of speech and minority rights are embedded in a
system of legal protections and rights (Sullivan, Piereson & Marcus,
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1982). Those interested in political education have suggested that
traditional civics curricula perpetuate this disjuncture by failing to
analyze rights within specific contexts (Corbett, 1991 ; Zellman, 1975) .

After a brief overview of the research related to political
tolerance, we argue that adolescence is an ideal period for the
exploration of issues related to individual rights and the public good .
We review literature which suggests that traditional civics curricula
often fail to meet this challenge . Results are presented from a study
designed to explore the potential of a civics curriculum in developing a
willingness to acknowledge the civil liberties of disliked or unpopular
groups. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings for civic
education and political theory .

Related Research

Political Tolerance
More than 35 years ago, two large national surveys indicated

that large majorities of American adults were unwilling to extend
procedural rights to nonconformist groups, particularly communists
(Stouffer, 1955) . For example, almost two-thirds of the respondents
said they would deny an admitted American Communist the right to
make a speech in their community. At the same time, they professed
strong support for freedom of expression in the abstract .

Since Stouffer's classic study, political scientists and educators
have traced the limits of U.S. tolerance, debated its practical and
theoretical significance, and argued about the origins of intolerance.
Recent research suggests that dogmatism, perceptions of threat, support
for abstract democratic values and norms, education, cognitive moral
development, and self-esteem are important factors that affect levels
of adult political tolerance (McClosky & Brill, 1983 ; Sullivan,
Piereson, & Marcus, 1982; Wagner, 1986) .

Perhaps the most important debate revolves around the
conceptualization of political tolerance . In the late 1970s, Sullivan,
Marcus, Piereson, and Feldman (1978-79) suggested that tolerance
involves "a willingness to apply these [democratic] norms without
disfavor to those whose ideas or interests one opposes" [emphasis
added] (p. 116). Previous studies had conceptualized tolerance as a
willingness to extend rights to political or social groups generally
considered marginal or extremist within society, regardless of the
respondent's perception of the groups . According to Sullivan et al .,
tolerance requires dislike or objection ; thus the measurement of
political tolerance should take into account the individual's attitude
toward specific groups .

Using a national sample of 1,509 adults, Sullivan, Piereson, and
Marcus (1982) initially identified the dissident or nonconformist group
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that individuals found most repugnant . Although respondents were
presented with a list of potential "outcasts," they were also encouraged
to name a group other than those listed if appropriate. This was an
important departure from previous studies, many of which focused on
Communists, and to a lesser degree, atheists and socialists . Using the
respondents' least-liked group, Sullivan et al. then presented them
with concrete situations in which they were asked if they would extend
basic civil liberties to the group . For example, if a person's least-liked
group was atheists, the person was asked to respond to statements such
as, "Atheists should be allowed to hold public rallies in our city ." In
this manner, the researchers believed they had devised a "content-
controlled" measure . Although not all researchers support Sullivan et
al.'s methodology (see, for example, Sniderman, Tetlock, Glaser, Green
& Hout, 1989), the research has renewed interest and debate about the
nature and complexity of political tolerance .

In comparison with the research on adults, studies of political
tolerance among children and adolescents are smaller in number and
generally less rigorous, both conceptually and methodologically . Still,
the research offers some insight into the factors associated with
tolerance during this age period . The disparity between support for
abstract democratic principles and their application to concrete
situations among adolescents parallels that of older generations (Jones,
1980) . Similar to adults, the more negatively adolescents perceive a
group, the less likely they are to extend rights to the group (Avery,
1988; Owen & Dennis, 1987; Zellman & Sears, 1971). Tolerance seems to
be associated with political experiences (Avery, 1988 ; Jones, 1980),
divergent thinking, self-esteem (Zellman & Sears, 1971), and high
levels of cognitive moral reasoning (Avery, 1988 ; Breslin, 1982 ; Eyler,
1980; Patterson, 1979) .

The dearth of research on adolescent political tolerance is
somewhat perplexing, particularly given that much of the change that
takes place during adolescence has direct and important implications
for developing political orientations, attitudes, and behaviors (Adams,
1985; Sigel & Hoskin, 1981 ; Torney-Purta, 1990) . In the next section, we
describe research which indicates that this period may be critical to
the development of civil liberties attitudes .

A Focus on Adolescence
The emerging capacity for abstract thought during adolescence

provides opportunities to explore the complexity of moral, social, and
political issues, and to test competing ideological perspectives and
beliefs (Adelson, 1971). Gallatin's (1985) interviews with students in
grades 6 through 12, for example, suggested an increasing ability among
older adolescents to link democratic principles to specific situations,
and to appreciate the complex relationship between individual rights
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