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thinking about their own students' thinking about the source . In effect,

the assignments comprise representations of the process of reading a his-
torical source for the particular purpose of teaching it. The assignments
thus provide insight into student-teachers' initial thinking about the con-
struction of historical knowledge .

In the 1996-97 academic year, in the first term of a one-year post-
graduate teacher education program at a western Canadian university,
there were three sections of Secondary Social Studies Curriculum and In-
struction course (hereafter, "social studies methods"), two of which I
taught. The data for this study were drawn from the third section, taught
by one of my doctoral students. Her class included 37 student-teachers .
She was in the second year of a PhD . program in Curriculum and Instruc-
tion. She had been a student the previous year in my seminar, entitled

"Problems in Historical Understanding ." Prior to entering the program,
she had completed six years of teaching, primarily social studies in grades
7 to 10, and had received two Excellence in Teaching Awards from the
provincial jurisdiction where she taught.

Social studies methods, a thirteen-week course (meeting six hours a
week), included an introduction to the goals of social studies and the pre-
scribed curriculum, assessment, the writing of lesson plans and unit plans.
It introduced issues in the teaching of history, geography, and contempo-
rary media, as well as the use of fictional, archeological, and sociological

sources in the classroom, within a broad, integrative framework . Two

weeks of the course focused specifically on the problems of teaching and
learning history.6 The instructor introduced the history component of the
course with a broad, open-ended discussion of historical knowledge,
framed by four questions : 1 . What is history? 2. How do we know about
the past? 3 . What is the difference between history and fiction? and 4 .

What is the difference between a primary and secondary source? In sub-
sequent lessons, she provided students with guidelines for selecting and
using primary sources, and provided opportunities for students to ana-
lyze and construct lessons around a number of primary sources . She also

led discussions of question sequences which students from previous classes
had constructed, based on primary source documents . Students read and
discussed articles by Tom Holt (1990), Samuel Wineburg (1991), and Pe-
ter Seixas (1997), and critiqued historical films ("Ballad of Crowfoot" and
"Heritage Minutes") which might be used in the classroom. In the third of
the six sessions on teaching history, the instructor gave the assignment

which would constitute the core of the data for this study. Students sub-

mitted them one week, (plus two weekends) later. Their instructions were

to choose one or more primary sources suitable for teaching in high school,
construct a sequence of questions which would help students to read and
analyze the source(s), define objectives for the lesson, and provide a de-
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scription of the teaching context for this lesson (i .e ., at what grade level

and where in the study of the topic this lesson would occur) .

Students also filled out two questionnaires, one about their academic
backgrounds, and the the other about the process of completing the assign-
ment. I selected four student-teachers' assignments for detailed analysis .
After the conclusion of the course, at the beginning of the school-based
practicum, the authors of each of these participated in an in-depth, tape-
recorded interview, subsequently transcribed . My interviews with the four
student-teachers revolved around leading them through a reexamination
of the assignments they had constructed . First, I asked about the larger his-
torical significance of the incident or documents from their assignment . Sec-
ondly, I asked them to tell me how a good student, who was following the
lesson well, would answer the questions they had posed. Finally, (if they
had not already volunteered it), after going through the entire sequence of
questions, I provided an opportunity for them to say if and how they might
revise the assignment before using it with students . (Appendix)

Thus, the study involved three moments of textual analysis : first, of
the primary sources chosen by the student-teachers, second, of their read-
ings of the primary sources (through their source-based assignments for
students), and third, of their retrospective reflections on their own ques-

tions (through the interview transcripts) . 7 The analysis was based on ques-
tions informed by the three points summarizing the section, above, en-
titled "Text and Context." 1 . Did the student-teachers' exercises help to
build a dynamic tension between text and context? 2. Was the exercise
shaped by a sense of the dynamic tension between contemporary issues
and historical accounts? 3 . How rich was the source (chosen by the stu-
dent-teacher) in its "worklike" aspects (i .e ., would it lend itself to an analy-

sis of its own purposes, construction, and consequences)? In addition, a
fourth point addressed the specifically pedagogical question: was the

choice of document plausibly appropriate for secondary school students,
and could the sequence of questions help to lead students from what they
might already know, through an active interpretation of the source, to new
historical knowledge? It should be noted here, that answers to these ques-
tions demand explicitly normative judgments of students' assignments .
These judgments rest on a) the outline of historical epistemology expli-
cated above and b) a notion of teaching for historical understanding which
helps students not only to memorize the products of historians' work, but
also to be able to work out evidence-based historical interpretations them-
selves. The study is limited in that it focuses on student-teachers' learning
in a methods course and does not extend longitudinally to observations
of their use of their exercises in real classrooms .

Of the 37 student-teachers in the class, 36 returned questionaire #1,
and 31 gave permission for their assignments to be analyzed . Of those
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who returned the questionaire, one entered the program with a graduate

degree. Twenty listed history as a major, six listed geography ; the remain-

der had other majors. Six had taken a course in historiography as under-

graduates. Twenty-nine had written an undergraduate paper using pri-

mary sources. Six claimed to have been exposed to the use of primary

sources in a high school history class . None, of course, had any prior ex-

perience teaching history to high school students. Their ideas about stu-
dents' prior historical knowledge, interests, and abilities to read texts lit-
erally were based neither on recent experience nor on any study as part of
their education program .

Of the 31 assignments submitted, 26 were based on a single primary
source, five on two sources, and only one on more than two sources . Six-

teen used solely textual (i .e . non-pictorial) sources, eight used photographs,
five used pictures other than photographs, and two used a combination

of types . For the four student-teachers' assignments to be used for a de-
tailed analysis, I sought two that were relatively strong (on the basis of the
four questions above), and two that were weak. I wanted to include both
text- and photograph-based sources (without, however, analyzing the dis-
tinct problems of each medium.) Though I will introduce the student-
teachers' academic backgrounds below, the assignments were chosen on

the basis of their own strengths and weaknesses, and not on the basis of
their authors' academic backgrounds.'

Four Student-Teachers' Lessons

Diane Arkwright had a double major in history and English, and
many senior level courses in history. As an undergraduate, she had writ-
ten a paper based on a critical reading of a mid-nineteenth century book .
For this assignment, she chose an 1881 speech to the Canadian House of
Commons by then Prime Minister John A, Macdonald, supporting the
development of the Canadian Pacific Railroad .9 Her lesson was one of the
stronger ones. The document is captioned, "John A Macdonald's speech
in the House of Commons regarding the building of the Canadian Pacific
Railway (January 17, 1881) ." The entire passage reads :

I can trust to the intelligence of this House, and the patriotism
of this country, I can trust not only to the patriotism but to the
common sense of this country to carry out an arrangement
which will give us all we want, which will satisfy all the loyal
legitimate aspirations which will give us a great, an united, a

rich, an improving, a developing Canada, instead of making
us tributary to American laws, to American railways, to Ameri-
can bondage, to American tolls, to American freights, to all the

little tricks and big tricks that American railways are addicted
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to for the purpose of destroying our road . (quoted in Neidhardt,
1974)

This text locates the speaker's position definitively at the center of potent
interpretive themes in Canadian history : Canada's ambivalent relation-
ship to the United States, a trajectory of "progress," the struggle for na-
tional unity in the face of diverse and conflicting interests, and the role of
the Canadian Pacific Railroad (and the federal state) in relation to all of
these. The major issues are both distant from our own concerns (the con-
struction of a railroad), and yet directly connected to contemporary issues
through the ongoing problems of Canadian/American relations, public/
private relations, the constitution of the nation, the role of political leader-
ship, and the notion of "progress ." Moreover, as Arkwright noted with
some understatement, "it wouldn't bog you down with words
exactly . . . .You want people to pick up a lot from just little" (Interview, Jan .
22, 1997) .

The elevated rhetoric of the passage conveys the notion that the
speaker's position rests not only on a calculation of various private inter-
ests, but of the public good, of right vs . wrong, of "intelligence" and "pa-
triotism" vs. "little tricks . . . big tricks," addiction, and destruction . The lan-
guage of these claims is heated, and thus helps us to locate the values and
the perspectives of the author very quickly. This document is rich in its
"worklike" aspects . It does not tell part of the story; it is part of the story.
The speech was one piece of Macdonald's effort to provide support for a
vision of nationhood. Similar to other essentially "worklike" documents,
the questions of "bias" and "reliability" are not the main interest here, as
they might be for a textbook or a historian's account of the period. That is,
whether Macdonald's view of the U.S. railroads was fair or not, or whether
his assessment of Canadian patriotism was accurate, is secondary to the
fact that he said these things at all. The position and perspectives of the
speaker, himself, constitute the core of our interest and thus our investiga-
tion of the source .

Did Diane Arkwright understand the beauty of her choice, and would
she be able to help her students to mine this document for historical un-
derstanding? We turn now to her questions and what she had to say about
them. She articulated her objectives as wanting students to "be able to
distinguish between a primary and a secondary source," to "interpret
meaning" from a primary source, and to see "a historical event or issue
. ..from many different perspectives ." She noted that her students "would
have to read between the lines to understand that behind Macdonald's
speech were his fears, visions, and beliefs ." In her description of the pro-
cess of developing her lesson, she said she "decided what parts connected
[the source] with the curriculum, and what key points I wanted to raise
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through my questions. . ." In the interview, she explained, "this was writ-
ten over 100 years ago and I think so much is still relevant to today . . . How
we're so influenced by American ways ." But the document was not, in
her view, going to provide either a transparent window on the past, or

easy lessons for the present. Reading it would involve her students in a
process of interpretation : "It's just to show the rhetoric, a politician's
rhetoric . . . how it was used to sway opinions in the House of Commons"
(Interview, Jan . 22, 1997) .

Arkwright proposed to have a "brief discussion of the differences
between primary and secondary sources," followed by a discussion of nine
questions. The first three were as follows :

1 . What do you think is shaping Macdonald's perspective? What
insight does his perspective give you into the subject? How?

2 . What part did the railway play in Macdonald's vision of
Canada? What kind of benefits did he think the railway
would bring? How?

3 . What images do you think Macdonald was trying to present
and what feelings was he trying to evoke with his speech?
What strategies does he use?

Collectively, these three questions relate text to context, and help students
to construct an interpretive stance towards the source . Question #1, calls
for a synthetic judgement of the whole passage, all of its language, its
rhetorical strategies, its factual assertions, its definitions of right and wrong,
good and bad. It does so before drawing students' attention to any of the
pieces. Questions #2 and #3, again, though somewhat mor e limited, ask
questions of the entire passage . If students are able to read and decode the
pieces of the source independently, then these three questions may be help-
ful. For students who are unable to do so, however, these three questions,
placed at the outset of the question sequence, are unlikely to provide much
assistance. The next three questions do investigate the passage's specific
rhetorical strategies :

4. Webster's Dictionary defines "tributary" as "flowing into a larger
stream." Given this meaning, what potential relationship with
the United States do you think Macdonald saw for Canada?

5. What is the central comparison that Macdonald makes in his
speech? Given the implication of this comparison, what as-
sumptions are revealed?
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6 . What types of "little tricks and big tricks" do you think
Macdonald refers to?

Question #4 highlights a key term in the passage, offers a definition, and
asks how it constructs the relationship between Canada and the US . This
question provides the close guidance (for students who need it) which is
missing in #1, #2, and #3 . Like #4, question #6, placed prior to the br oad
interpretive questions, could assist students in constructing their other
answers. In Question #5 it is unclear (both to me, and to Arkwright, her-
self, in her subsequent interview) what "central comparison" is meant .

The final three questions return to broader issues of contextualization :

7. If you were present while Macdonald was giving his speech,
how would you have felt a) as a Canadian citizen and b) as an
American citizen?

8 . For what purpose(s) do you think Macdonald gave this speech?

9 . Could this speech have been written today?

Question #7 suggests a sharp divide between Canadian and American
responses . It is potentially misleading, in that it does not allow for the
sharply contrasting reactions that Canadians actually had . Macdonald, of
course, wanted his audience to believe that all "loyal" Canadians would
fall into line. But Arkwright's question conflates Macdonald's intention
with his audience's response . Macdonald had a job to do, to unite Cana-
dians behind generous state support for a private railroad scheme . If all
Canadians had been easily receptive to this speech, then Macdonald would
not have needed to deliver it . In fact, the Liberal Canadian opposition
attacked the scheme vehemently. Macdonald's hyperbolic terms were
aimed, not at Americans at all, but at Canadian resistance to his plan . In
her subsequent interview, Arkwright demonstrated her knowledge of the
variation in Canadian opinion:

I think you'd get a pretty good range of opinion [among Cana-
dians], probably more so on the supporting it, that they would
felt as he felt, especially given the context and the time . That
would have been a good debate. (Interview, Jan. 22, 1997)

So here the problem was rooted, not in her own historical interpretation,
but in moving from that interpretation to a well-formulated question for
her students .

Perhaps Arkwright's students would recover the interpretive thread
with Question 8 about Macdonald's purposes . Working with this ques-
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tion would give them an opportunity to see Macdonald and this speech as
major players in the conflicts of the historical period . At the same time, it
would enhance their understanding of the ways in which those struggles
were engaged: the text builds context . In Question 9, Arkwright takes on
LaCapra's (1984, p .18) challenge: what is the relation between meanings
in the past and those in the present? She understood that the students
might use the speech to approach this issue :

I think they can get a lot out of a speech that was written so
long ago and realize that it hasn't changed that much, that there
are still a lot of similar affairs and the way that politicians can
inflate or exaggerate situations . . . [But on the other hand, they
will understand] how things have changed, how the railways
were so important then and then you look now, what's impor-
tant now? (Interview, Jan . 22,1997)

How students will respond, given the wording of her question, remains
unknown. Will students achieve the comparison she wanted? Will the
question stimulate a nuanced and multivalent response? What aspects of
the past are being extracted from the speech for comparative purposes? If
she was thinking about the dangers of the American threat, the answers
should be quite different than if she was asking about funding for the
transcontinental railroad . The role of Canadian elites in fostering anti-
Americanism for their own benefit entails a rich set of issues, whose con-
figuration has changed, moreover, in the current era of the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement .

Arkwright thus chose a source which could call up the particular
historical context of railroad- and nation-building in the late nineteenth-
century, revise students' (contextual) understanding of Canadian politics
in that era, and extend to potent contemporary issues which both enrich
the contextual narrative and enable a cogent interpretation of the text . By
the time we discussed the assignment on tape, Arkwright, having spent
two weeks in schools, was already eager to revise it in the light of her
thinking about students' thinking :

I know like this is way too hard for Grade 8, way beyond their
abilities . Grade 10 it probably still is a little bit too hard, even
the whole idea of perspective [from question #11 . I mean that's
like a concept that they may not be too sure of . . and that first
question about "what insight does his perspective give you?"
They'd be like, "What?" (Interview, Jan . 22, 1997)

Both for contrast, and to explore further the challenges facing student-teachers
in this introductory exercise, we now turn to a weaker student assignment .
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Alan Sims was a history major, with several courses in Canadian
history. He stated his goals for his lesson on the Rebellion of 1837 in Up-
per Canada, based on a letter to the electorate from its republican leader,
William Lyon Mackenzie, a decade earlier (Crawford, 1967) :

[Students] will be able to select and state the explicit and im-
plicit political statements in the letter. Using their analysis of
the letter they will be able to comprehend the political mood of
this man and his supporters within the county of York in 1827 .

He was thus looking for students' ability to contextualize the source, as
well as their use of the text in building their representations of the specific
historical milieu . He did not, however, extend the contextualization of the
letter to questions about Mackenzie's significance in the larger frame of
Canadian history, nor to questions about how his populist opposition to
colonial elites might be important for students today .

The text begins with three paragraphs of general introduction : a pledge
to "uphold the general good," with "firmness, moderation, and persever-
ance . . ." The next two paragraphs explain what Mackenzie opposes :

I have ever been opposed to ecclesiastical domination ; it is
at enmity with the free spirit of christianity : and nations which
have bowed to its yoke, are become the dark abodes of igno-
rance and superstition-oppression and misery.

That corrupt, powerful, and long endured influence which
has hitherto interfered with your rights and liberties, can only
be overthrown by your unanimity and zeal. An independent
House of Assembly, to Upper Canada, would be inestimable .

The longest paragraph of the piece follows . Here Mackenzie distinguishes
between elected representatives who "fall from their integrity and betray
their sacred trust," and those who "maintain and uphold the interest of
their country." In closing, he pledges to be one of the latter .

Sims' document is four times the length of Arkwright's abbreviated
extract. While it is difficult to assess the choice of a particular source, out-
side of the context of the interpretive strategy within which student-teach-
ers aim to embed it, nevertheless, Sims' choice poses some prima facie dif-
ficulties, including its length, vocabulary, and allusions to contextual in-
formation which would have to be provided to students .

Sims' question sequence offers no help for the difficult vocabulary

("ecclesiastical domination . . . at enmity with the free spirit of christianity. . .") .

Nor is there any line-by-line assistance for students in their analysis of the
text. Sims does not ask, for instance, "What does Mackenzie mean by 'an
independent house of Assembly,"' (independent of whom?) or to whom
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he is referring as the "corrupt, powerful, and long endured influence ."
These are keys to linking the text to the context. Rather, the sequence be-
gins, "Why is this man running for office?" Is Sims after the literal mean-
ing of the text, here, i .e. "to uphold the general good?" If so, the question
should have read "What reasons does Mackenzie give for running for of-
fice?" On the other hand, if Sims is after a reading of subtext, this docu-
ment alone does not provide a way to see Mackenzie's unstated motiva-
tions for running for office : there is no way to read a subtextual answer to
this question. Question #1 thus obfuscates exactly the reading that it should
clarify.

Question #4 ("What does this letter tell us about the role of the church
in the politics of Upper Canada? How does the author feel about it?") and
possibly #5 ("What are this man's political opinions?") are the only ones
which refer to directly to the two key paragraphs explaining what
Mackenzie opposes, but again, pedagogically, they offer little help to stu-
dents in sorting through the difficult concepts and language . One (#8)
does potentially confront the letter as a worklike document : "Does the
letter make reference to events in other countries? If so why would he
[sic] do so at this time?" But the lack of follow-up questions, the lack of
guidance to students, and an apparent absence of consideration of what
students can and cannot read independently permeate the sequence . Not-
withstanding his stated goal, Sims' question sequence only tenuously
makes any interpretive links between this text and a broader contextual
significance of William Lyon Mackenzie and the Rebellions of 1837 in Ca-
nadian history. Was this a problem, like Arkwright's, of "translation" from
understandings he would have been able to articulate for audiences other
than high school students? In this case, I do not believe so . Nowhere,
either in his written work, or in the interview (where he was asked di-
rectly) did he articulate the larger significance of the document or of
Mackenzie, himself, for Canadian history.

The lesson ends with a twist in the text/context relationship . At the
very end of the exercise, after students have completed ten questions, Sims
suggests, "The lesson will conclude with a general question as to whether
[the students] knew who this person [i .e ., Mackenzie] was . . ." We would
not have an interest in this letter if we did not know who wrote it :
Mackenzie's subsequent role is largely what makes the letter historically
significant for a unit on the Rebellions . The potentially creative interac-
tion between text and context would be extremely difficult to achieve with-
out knowledge of the role that the author of this letter played in the events
of the time. Moreover, if students were not given-prior to reading the
letter-information on "who Mackenzie was," it is impossible to imagine
how they would be able to ascertain it from the letter. Discussing the les-
son in the interview, Sims confirmed his intentions :
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. . .the idea why I picked this particular document to a certain
extent was because I didn't think they would understand who
this person was, what was going on at the time, and where this
would lead to over the next 30 or 40 years . (Interview, Jan. 28,
1997) .

Puzzlingly, a student-teacher with a relatively strong background in
Canadian history appeared to have major difficulty in selecting a source
and developing questions which would help students analyze the text,
place it in context, and enrich their contextual understandings in a histori-
cal field in which he had had some experience . By the time of the inter-
view, after spending two weeks with students in a school, Sims did have
some insight into the difficulty that his exercise would pose for students :

. . .from what I saw of their Humanities, they have no idea what
a primary or secondary document is in Grade 8 . They barely
know how to write a paragraph which I found out when I asked
them to do a research paper. It was an interesting experience .
(Interview, Jan. 28, 1997)

He suggested that in conducting the lesson, he would have to go over
difficult vocabulary before tackling the passage . Further, following a sug-
gestion from the instructor, he would number the paragraphs of the docu-
ment, and direct students to particular passages in his questions. While
we might reasonably hope that the level of difficulty of this lesson would
be adjusted through experience with students in his classroom, there is
little reason to believe that school experience will stimulate new insights
about the relationships between historical text and historical context . These
understandings presumably come from deep and sustained work with
historical sources and their interpretation . At best, we can hope that Sims
will encounter focused history instruction as a part of his professional
development program .

Perhaps because several of the examples used in the social studies
methods class were based on photographic sources, ten of the students
used photographic documents for their assignments . Like Alan Sims,
Darryl Macintosh was a history major . He had taken at least three courses
in western Canadian history, and one on "Racism and Anti-Semitism in
Canadian History." He reported having done archival research as a part
of his undergraduate degree . He based his exercise on a photograph stem-
ming from the Komagata Maru incident in British Columbia in 1914, when
would-be Sikh immigrants were refused entry into the port of Vancouver
by local immigration officials, despite their being British subjects . 10 The
incident receives mention in most recent Canadian high school history
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Figure 1 . National Archives of Canada/C-038613 .


