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“I No Longer Teach History, I Teach S.O.Ls:” Navigating the Curricular and
Instructional Minefield of a High-Stakes Educational Environment.
Brian Wade Miller
ABSTRACT
Over the last several decades, the field of education has the seen the introduction
and normalization of high-stakes standardized testing as part of the educational routine.
With this introduction, questions concerning how these standardized tests have altered the
educational landscape for teachers remain. “Teaching to the test” has become a
household phrase, one that can have both positive and negative undertones.
To better understand how teachers negotiate the influences over their curricular
and instructional decisions requires the studying of both their planning and
implementation processes as well as how they interact with the official curriculum.
Guiding this investigation are two comprehensive questions. How does a veteran
teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how they ascribe value to the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school discipline over time and space? How
tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the purpose, nature
and utility of history as a school subject with their observed pedagogical practices? This
study sought to investigate the various influences over a teachers’ curricular and
instructional decision-making by building on previous research. Through interviews,
surveys, classroom observations, and collecting documents, I was able to capture the
planning and implementation routines of a veteran teacher. Through these methods, it
was discovered that the multitude of influences were much more fluid and intertwined
than first thought. This study sheds light on the web of influences teachers have to
operate in on a daily basis.

	
  

“I No Longer Teach History, I Teach S.O.Ls:” Navigating the Curricular and
Instructional Minefield of a High-Stakes Educational Environment.
Brian Wade Miller
GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT
Over the last several decades, the field of education has the seen the introduction
and normalization of high-stakes standardized testing as part of the educational routine.
With this introduction, questions concerning how these standardized tests have altered the
educational landscape for teachers remain. “Teaching to the test” has become a
household phrase, one that can have both positive and negative undertones.
In an attempt to better understand how teachers determine what is important
enough to teach, this study investigates the planning and implementation processes of a
veteran teacher. More specifically, this study sought to investigate the various influences
over a teachers’ curricular and instructional decision-making by building on previous
research. Within a high-stakes testing environment, is it as simple as “teaching to the
test?” Through interviews, surveys, classroom observations, and collecting documents, I
was able to capture the planning and implementation routines of a veteran teacher.
Through these methods, it was discovered that the multitude of influences were much
more fluid and intertwined than first thought. This study sheds light on the web of
influences teachers have to operate in on a daily basis
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Chapter 1: Introduction
During a passing conversation with a colleague of mine, he expressed his
frustrations with the Virginia Standards of Learning. He summed up his frustrations by
saying, “I no longer teach history; I teach S.O.Ls1.” Even though I had been teaching for
many years, I had never heard a teacher articulate their frustrations towards our
standards-based curriculums so bluntly and succinctly. This brief exchange led me to
think much more critically about the role that standards-based curriculums and highstakes tests have on how teachers determine what is significant enough to teach and how
much emphasis and time they give or do not give to what they consider to be of
significance. Looking to the literature, Whelan (2006) sums up my colleagues
frustrations; “Too many social studies teachers seem to see their role as simply ‘teaching’
the curriculum, not ‘defining’ it” (p.41). This led me to the question of whether my
colleague was simply “teaching” the curriculum as Whelan (2006) posits, or were the
interactions that my colleague had with the standards-based curriculum more
multifaceted? Furthermore, this guided me to question my own teaching practices. This
conversation sparked my interest in the topic of historical significance and how it is
ascribed within an environment where standards-based curriculums and high-stakes
testing are the norm.
Determining historical significance is highly subjective, but, as Ceradillo (2006)
posits, “Questions of curriculum selection, textbook construction, historical
interpretation, the meaning of ‘history’ itself, all hinge on the question of significance”
(p. 7). Peck (2010) argues, “Historical significance is the cornerstone of all historical
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1
When this teacher uses the term SOLs, he is referring to the Virginia Standards of
Learning.
2	
  Beer (2006) defines “hobby teaching” as, “teachers choosing the curriculum based on
1	
  

inquiry” (p. 574). If historical significance is the cornerstone, as Peck argues, the
processes used to determine significance should be investigated. Although researchers
have begun to focus attention on how teachers perceive and incorporate the concept of
historical significance into their teaching practices (Barton, 2005; Barton & Levstik,
1998; Cercadillo, 2006; Conway, 2006; Counsell, 2004; Epstein, 1998; Evans, 1988;
Grant, 1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011; Levstik, 2000; Peck, 2010; Terizan & Yeager, 2007;
VanSledright, 1997; Wineburg & Monte-Sano, 2008; Yeager, Foster, & Greer, 2002)
questions still remain. Very few studies (Grant, 1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011; Levstik,
2000; Terzian & Yeager, 2007) have specifically focused on the processes and criteria
used by teachers when ascribing significance. To this point, Lee (2005) contends, “The
substantive history (the ‘content’ of the curriculum) that students are required to study is
important, and so there will always be arguments about what is to be included, what
should be omitted, and whether there is too much to cover” (p.40). Seixas (1997) argues,
“students are most typically taught ‘the history’ and left to make sense of it themselves.
Not surprisingly, they follow different routes towards the construction of historical
significance” (p. 27). This got me to think about how teachers make sense of “the
history” themselves. Do the teachers, like students, take prescribed curriculums at face
value with little to no critical thinking about what to include or exclude? Are teachers
just the disseminators of curriculum between policy makers and students?
Although not fully investigated, some researchers have found that teachers greatly
influence how students view, ascribe, and analyze significance (Evans, 1988; Grant,
1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011; Levstik, 2000; Terzian & Yeager, 2007). As with students,
there may be a multitude of influences that impact teachers and their decision-making
processes’ when it comes to curriculum selection. Grant (1996) contends,

2	
  

“Acknowledging what teachers define as the influences on their decisions and that those
influences are likely to interact should help us better understand why teachers make the
instructional decisions they do and why changes in teachers’ practice can seem so
uneven, unpredictable, and slow” (p. 238). A teacher’s background and interests can
influence the selection of curriculum, as well as local, state, and national standards
(Grant, 2007). Even though Grant (2007) notes that, “At a minimum, teachers choose
curriculum, they design instructional activities, and they create assessments” (p.250), he
does recognize “No one teaches in a vacuum; influences of all sorts are ever-present in
the ways that teachers plan, enact, and assess their lessons” (p.253). Additionally, Grant
(1996, 2007) acknowledges that the degree to which each interactional relationship
influences teachers varies; the only constant is that teachers are influenced by many
different factors.
Statement of the Problem
At a time when some researchers are very interested in understanding not only
how students ascribe significance, but also what they deem as historically significant
(Barton, 2005; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Epstein, 1998; Peck, 2010; Terzian & Yeager,
2007; Seixas, 1994; VanSledright, 1997; Yeager, Foster, & Greer, 2002), there is a gap in
the literature with regards to teachers’ ascription and conception of historical
significance, especially in the context of high stakes environments. This study aims to
add to the limited research concerning the processes through which a teacher ascribes
historical significance in a history classroom over time and space and subsequently how
their conceptions and perceptions around the nature, value, and utility of history
education align with their observed pedagogical practices. Additionally, this study aims
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to gain a better understanding of how teachers conceptualize and ascribe historical
significance within the classroom.
Over the years, there has been an interest in educational studies with regards to
what students view as being historically significant (Avarogullari & Kolcu, 2016; Barton,
2005; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Cercadillo, 2006; Conway, 2006; Epstein, 1998; Evans,
1988; Levstik, 2000; Terizan & Yeager, 2007; VanSledright, 1997; Wineburg & MonteSano, 2008; Yeager, Foster, & Greer, 2002). However, one key component that is often
missing from these studies is in-depth examinations of the role that teachers play in this
process. In order to better understand how students ascribe significance, there needs to
be a better understanding of how teachers not only ascribe significance in their personal
lives, but how they negotiate their own beliefs with that of an official curriculum in a
high-stakes testing environment. My goal for this research is to add to the limited
literature with regards to teachers through the lens of teacher as gatekeeper within
different context. When we better understand the curricular and instructional decisionmaking of teachers, it may help to shed more light on how students conceptualize and
ascribe historical significance.
Research Question
My goal for this research is to add to the literature with regards to teachers’ ascription
of significance in their planning and implementation of instruction in the history
classroom through the lens of teacher as gatekeeper. In an educational climate where
standards-based curriculums as well as high-stakes testing are the norm, the overarching
question that guides my research is: How does a veteran teacher determine what is
historically significant enough to teach in a high stakes environment? From this
overarching question come two supporting questions that drive my research:
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1. How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school
discipline over time and space?
2. How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
In order to begin to answer the research questions this study seeks to trace the factors
and influences that shape the curricular and instructional decision-making of a veteran
teacher carrying out instruction over the course of one unit for his 11th grade U.S. History
class. Pulling from the theoretical frameworks of teacher as gatekeeper and historical
significance this study looks to trace through and illuminate how various factors,
personal, policy, and organizational—interact and begin to shape his curricular and
instructional decision-making.
Chapter Two provides a brief review of current literature on the nature of historical
knowledge and inquiry, historical significance, and influences affecting teachers’
curricular and instructional decisions. Although these topics may seem loosely related, I
contend that they all operate simultaneously, making it difficult to examine them
independently.
In Chapter Three, I outline the methodology used to collect and analyze data as well
as the rationale for conducting case-study research. Additionally, I explain the purpose
for including typological analysis as my main method of analysis. In order to better
engage with the research questions, the theoretical frameworks of teacher as gatekeeper
and historical significance are also introduced within this chapter.
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Chapter Four details the findings and specifically the complexities and
interconnectedness of influences shaping the participants curricular decision making are
described and unpacked.
Chapter Five provides a discussion of the findings as well as explores future avenues
for research. In addition, I discuss how the findings from this case are of value for
informing my own future practices as a teacher and teacher leaders as well as teacher
educators.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Standardized curriculums, with high-stakes tests, have altered the landscape of the
American educational system (Au, 2009; DeWitt, et.al, 2013; Grant and Salinas, 2008;
Hong and Hamot, 2015; Lisanti, 2015; McNeil, 2000). Even though there has not been a
dramatic change in the ways through which historical content is delivered, the authority
over what to teach has shifted from the classroom to boards of “experts” (DeWitt, et.al,
2013). Beer (2006) argues that teachers are no longer involved with the “what” in
reference to the curriculum; rather, they are now focused on the “how,” referring to
instructional practices (p. 4). In these high-stakes testing environments, teachers who
still engage in “hobby teaching2” run the risk of being exposed through their student test
scores. Many of the curriculum decisions that were once made in the classroom are now
being handed down from higher authorities through the incorporation of state standards
and end-of-course tests (Fickel, 2006; Grant, 1996, 2007; McNeil, 2000; Segall, 2003,
2006; van Hover, 2006; Winkler, 2002). In an educational climate where standardsbased curriculums as well as high-stakes testing are the norm, how do the various
interactional relationships impact the curricular and instructional decisions made by
teachers3?
In an attempt to better understand this question, this chapter will explore current
literature on the nature of historical knowledge and inquiry, theoretical conceptions of
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  Beer (2006) defines “hobby teaching” as, “teachers choosing the curriculum based on
their favorite topics” (p. 4).
	
  
3
For this paper, the terms “curricular decisions” and “instructional decisions” will be
defined as by Shaver (1979). He defines “curricular decisions” as, “decisions about
appropriate teaching goals and the experiences to reach them” (Shaver, 1979, 21).
“Instructional decisions” is defined as, “those about how to teach within some implicit or
explicit curricular frame” (Shaver, 1979, 21).
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historical significance, and empirical studies investigating how historical significance is
being conceptualized and ascribed in educational settings. Lastly, this chapter will
conclude by exploring the literature on curricular-instructional gatekeeping as a
theoretical/conceptual framework, that run alongside the theoretical framework of
historical significance, for examining influences over teachers’ curricular and
instructional decision-making.
The Nature of Historical Knowledge and Inquiry
History is much more than just a series of events. History involves narrative, but
narratives do not create themselves. Historical skills such as interpretation, synthesis,
and analysis should be included in any definition of history (Lee, 2005). It is historical
narratives that have been the mainstay in the American educational system for close to a
century (Thornton, 1997). However, due to the interpretative nature of history, the
question of “what is history?” in terms of its definition and purpose (in schools) remains
a point of controversy and contention (Barton and Levstik, 2004; Epstein, 2009; Evans,
2010; Kaltsounis, 1994; Ravitch, 2001; Timmins, et al., 2005).
In understanding the academic discipline of history, Carr (1961) is helpful. He
argues, “History consists of a corpus of ascertained facts. The facts are available to the
historian in documents, inscriptions, and so on, like fish on the fishmonger’s slab. The
historian collects them, takes them home, and cooks and serves them in whatever style
appeals to him” (p. 6). From the start, Carr (1961) addresses the interpretative nature of
history: he recognizes history is an inferential discipline. Although historical facts may be
innocuous in nature, it is the historian who breathes life into them. It is through historical
sorting, sifting, and setting aside that historians bring historical facts into the social
consciousness of the population. Furthermore, historians can only sort, sift, and set aside
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what is there meaning there is a natural selection process even before the historian gets a
chance to analyze the information. Not all stories will be told, not because they are
deemed insignificant but due simply to the fact that those stories have not survived to the
present day. Such a foundational understanding regarding the inferential nature of the
academic discipline does not simply belong in history lecture halls in colleges and
universities but should be of concern and importance for those who teach and learn
history in our primary and secondary schools (Bradshaw, 2006; Hunt, 2000; Phillips,
2002; Whelan, 2006). How we come to implicitly think about history in terms of its
definition, purpose, and place in the curriculum shapes how it is taught and also what is
taught.
The study of history has the ability to open a window for students to evaluate,
analyze, and interpret decisions of the past. Students can then study the consequences of
those decisions in the present to determine the long-term effects (Barton and Levstik,
2004). History is not only a lens to the past, but also a lens to the present and
future. Much of the complexity surrounding the study of history is centered on the issue
of determining what is historically significant enough to include in the official
curriculum. It is understandable that choices must be made and historical events must be
simplified or abandoned. To this end, it is reasonable to state that this process occurs at
all levels, from historians to teachers (Barton and Levstik, 2004). Although each level
has varying degrees of autonomy concerning historical significance, there is still a
hierarchy present.
As an academic and school based discipline history is ideally represented as an
inferential and inquiry based discipline that is at a minimum shaped by first-order
narrative ideas and knowledge; and, second-order conceptual ideas and knowledge
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(Lévesque, 2005; VanSledright and Limón, 2006). Sandahl (2015) argues that, “firstorder concepts are all the facts, terms and concepts found in history as an academic
discipline” (p.24). In essence, first-order concepts represent the individual building
blocks of historical inquiry, while second-order concepts represent the blueprints of
historical inquiry. First-order knowledge is closely aligned with specific facts, focusing
on selected events and people to be memorized verbatim (Lévesque, 2005). The value of
first-order concepts should not be lost or diminished. First-order concepts help to
construct the foundation from which a deeper analytical understanding can be reached
(Lévesque, 2005). Metzger (2010) argues, “Without structure, students can find
themselves awash in a tide of isolated, confusing pieces of information. It can be
difficult to tell what information is connected to what themes, or what themes are
connected to what explanations about why the past happened the way it did” (p. 346).
Second-order concepts use the foundation constructed by the collection of firstorder knowledge, thus allowing a person to engage in historical inquiry. Sandahl (2015)
defines second-order concepts as, “disciplinary and procedural tools that help historians
organize, analyze, interpret and critically review history” (p. 21). When discussing
second order concepts, Sandahl (2015) goes on to explain, “these concepts are
intertwined with factual knowledge—you cannot analyze without a deep foundation of
factual knowledge” (p. 21). Similarly, Lee (2005) posits that second-order knowledge
denotes, “a layer of knowledge that lies behind the production of the actual content or
substance of history” (p. 32). Although some rote memorization will be present in the
construction of background knowledge, there is a greater focus on causation, perspective,
and historical significance. Second-order concepts equate to higher level thinking skills,
skills that must be taught. The incorporation of second-order concepts gives meaning,
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purpose, and justification to first-order concepts, essentially being the adhesive holding
together the historical narrative.
As part of the generative discussion regarding the nature of historical knowledge,
VanSledright (2008) contends that historical knowledge may be conceptualized into three
interconnected types: “foreground substantive knowledge, background substantive
knowledge, and procedural or strategic knowledge.” Instead of just focusing on firstorder and second-order concepts, VanSledright (2008) adds a third category. According
to VanSledright (2008), foreground substantive knowledge is most closely aligned with
first-order concepts; much of this knowledge can be acquired through the use of
textbooks. This type of knowledge includes a general understanding of what has
occurred in the past with little to no critical analysis. To help the learner gain a deeper
understanding of history, background substantive knowledge must be constructed.
Similar to second-order concepts, background substantive knowledge aims to
focus on concepts of causation and historical significance to allow the learner to construct
a deeper understanding of historical inquiry. VanSledright (2008) argues that
background substantive knowledge deals with “historical significance, causation, change
over time, chronological sweep, evidence, and historical conceptualization.” Background
substantive knowledge seeks to address a deeper understanding and analysis of history,
using foreground substantive understandings as a foundation.
It is at this point where VanSledright (2008) adds a third type of knowledge to
historical inquiry: procedural or strategic knowledge. Through the construction of
procedural or strategic knowledge the learner will be able not only to critically evaluate
history, but to construct history as well. It is during this third stage where the learner
begins to construct historical questions as well as evaluate sources. In other words,
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procedural or strategic knowledge represents the process of ascribing historical
significance. It is through this process of ascribing significance that procedural or
strategic knowledge allows for the construction of foreground substantive knowledge,
starting the cycle all over again (See Figure 1).
Figure 1. A visual representation of historical inquiry – VanSledright (2008)

VanSledright’s (2008) historical inquiry model, although insightful, may be too
broad for immediate implementation within an educational setting. Rather, his model
maps out the stages of historical inquiry to which teachers should aspire students to
reach. Attempting to provide tools for teachers to incorporate historical inquiry into
classrooms, the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State
Standards was created (Herczog, 2013, 331). The C3 Framework, developed through the
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), attempts to develop a pragmatic
approach by focusing on an inquiry arc. Herczog (2013) defines an inquiry arc as, “a set
of interlocking and mutually supportive ideas that frame the way students learn social
studies content” (p. 331). There are four dimensions incorporated into the C3 Framework
inquiry arc. Those dimensions are: develop questions and plan investigations; apply
disciplinary concepts and tools; gather, evaluate, and use evidence; and communicate
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conclusions and take informed action (Grant, 2013, pg. xvii; Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017,
pg. 23). In essence, the C3 Framework attempts to focus on an inquiry-based approach to
the social studies, as opposed to a rote-memorization based approach. Instead of
constructing a prescribed list of historical events, dates, and people to be disseminated to
teachers and students, the C3 Framework focuses on transferable skills to promote deeper
learning and understanding (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017).
Compelling questions and supporting questions lie at the heart of the inquiry arc.
Grant (2013) argues, “Curiosity drives interest and interest drives knowledge,
understanding, and engagement” (p. xvii). It is argued that by incorporating this inquiry
arc, students will be compelled to engage in historical inquiry through constructing and
then answering questions as opposed to rote memorization and recitation. The intention is
to create a process that could be implemented nation-wide while at the same time
allowing for state and local officials to determine the specific curricular content (Swan &
Griffin, 2013). The construction and implementation of the C3 Framework represents a
greater focus on higher order historical inquiry in the educational community. Similar to
first-order and second-order concepts, as well as VanSledright’s (2008) historical inquiry
model, the C3 inquiry arc seeks to make explicit the incorporation of historical inquiry
into the social studies classroom. However, unlike the other models, the C3 inquiry arc
creates a more practical and pragmatic approach to achieve the goal of incorporating
historical inquiry.
Conceptualizing and Ascribing Historical Significance
Unpacking historical significance. Seixas (1994) defines historical significance
as: “the valuing criterion through which the historian assess which pieces of the entire
possible corpus of the past can fit together into a meaningful and coherent story that is
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worthwhile” (p.281). Levesque (2009) argues, “Significance is determined by the
valuing criteria through which politicians, diplomats, scholars, and even the defenders of
human rights covenants assess which event, conflict, or war was worth considering and
ultimately worth intervening in to restore human rights” (p.41). Similar to Seixas’ (1994)
definition, Levesque (2009) focuses on the concept of “valuing criteria” when defining
“historical significance.” However, Seixas (1994) and Levesque (2009) may be
oversimplifying the process of “valuing criteria” when ascribing historical significance.
Lee and Coughlin (2011) warn, “History is inherently interpretive, and there is no list of
criteria to determine whether or not an event is significant” (p. 44). To this point,
Levesque (2005) also admits that, “To this day, it is not entirely clear, even within the
history community, what criteria are accepted as valid for determining historical
significance” (p.3). So even though “valuing criteria” lies at the heart of ascribing
historical significance, it appears that determining universal criteria may be a difficult
task.
Using Seixas’ definition as a theoretical foundation, Lomas (1990) and Bradshaw
(2006) add to the conversation by constructing declarative statements with regards to
historical significance in order to conceptualize this concept. Lomas (1990) posits:
1. History operates on the basis that some things are more important than other
things.
2. Assigning significance to something involves a subjective judgment.
3. Some things can be more significant at times than at other times.
4. It is important to work out criteria for assigning significance.
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5. It is possible for there to be different selections of significant facts about the same
event or situations and all of them can be equally valid. There is no one
unquestionable set of significant and true facts about a situation or event
6. Something becomes significant largely because it has a relationship to other
things (p. 41).
Bradshaw (2006) adds to the discussion by constructing two tenets concerning
historical significance:
1. Historical significance is not the property of the event itself. It is assigned.
2. Historical significance is contested not decided. It is debatable in which they
can make a genuine contribution of their own (p. 24).
The takeaway from both Lomas (1990) and Bradshaw (2006) is that historical
significance is neither entirely objective nor universal. The concept can be applied
similarly, yet yield different outcomes. It is through the conceptualization of historical
significance where the need to understand the criteria used to ascribe significance
becomes important.
So why is it so difficult to nail down a specific, universal definition for historical
significance? In part, it is due to the complexity surrounding the study of
history. Counsell (2004) supports this claim by stating, “Historical significance is not the
property of the event itself. It is something that others ascribe to that event, development
or situation” (p.30). In other words, the process of ascribing significance is just that, a
process. A person, place, or event is not historically significant simply because it existed,
historical significance is assigned by people who deem a person, place, or event as being
significant. Therefore, when studying historical significance, it is just as important to
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study the criteria for ascribing significance as to study what has been ascribed as
historically significant.
From Theory to Practice to Research: Implementing Historical Significance in the
Classroom
Ascribing models of historical significance in/for the classroom. Barton
(2005) argues, “Conceptions of significance are at the heart of all history—and history
education” (p.9). But what does this mean and how does it present itself in a history
classroom? There is an overabundance of history out there, so much that it would be
impossible to cover it all. Seixas (1994) posits, “Studying everything is impossible” (p.
281), therefore historical content needs to be narrowed down and simplified (Lee, 2005,
40). However, the process of narrowing down historical information needs to be
examined to better understand the reasons for some things to be included, while other
things are excluded. Debates have been waged over the years regarding the very issue of
what is significant enough to include in the annals of history (Lee and Coughlin, 2011,
449). Barton & Levstik (2004) argue, “Everyone make these choices—historians,
textbook publishers, school boards, and teachers—because no one can cover everything
that happened in the past or use all possible teaching methods. Moreover, there is not a
‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ approach to history that can guide such choices; they can be
guided only by the goals we develop for the subjects” (p. 27). Even though the process
of ascribing historical significance is a very subjective endeavor, articulating sets of
criteria for this ascription can help pull the curtain back a bit, bringing the process out of
the shadows and into the light.
Lomas (1990) argues in his pamphlet titled Teaching and Assessing Historical
Understanding, “history, to be meaningful, depends on selection and this, in turn,
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depends on establishing criteria of significance to select the more relevant and to dismiss
less relevant” (p. 41). The cornerstone for the study of criteria with regards to ascribing
historical significance is the work of Partington (1980). In an attempt to reflect on his
own experiences as well as scholarly research, Partington (1980) sought to explore the
topic of history and historical understanding. It was through this work that he
constructed a model to guide teachers and students through the process of ascribing
significance. Partington (1980) developed five criteria for historical significance to help
justify the inclusion and exclusion of historical events and people. These five indicators
were importance, profundity, quantity, durability, and relevance (See Figure 2).
Figure 2. Partington’s criteria for significance (1980, 112-116)
Importance What was important to the people who lived during the time period in
question?
Profundity Were there major changes in human life?
Quantity
How many people did the event or the person affect?
Durability Is the legacy of the event or person felt over a long period of
time?
Relevance Is the event or person relevant in the contemporary world?
By incorporating these criteria into their daily practices, Partington (1980)
believes that teachers can justify historical selections included in their syllabi. However,
the criteria listed above can still lead students and teachers to different conclusions about
what should or should not be considered historically significant. However, just
implementing a set of criteria to ascribe historical significance does not create a universal
set of historically significant people, places, or events. Rather, the purpose of
implementing a set of criteria is to help justify historical selection and the process of
ascribing historical significance.
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To this day, Partington’s (1980) criteria have continued to influence the field of
education. In fact, Partington’s criteria have been the model for other educational
researchers in their quest to develop student-friendly approaches to ascribing significance
(Bradshaw, 2006; Counsell, 2004; Phillips, 2002). Applying Partington’s (1980) criteria
for significance to the study of World War I, Phillips (2002) constructed a model to use
with his students. Using the term “Great,” Phillips (2002) constructed criteria to be used
to answer, “Why was the First World War called the Great War?” Through the process
of answering the main question as well as using the criteria given, students were taught
the process of ascribing significance. In essence, Phillips (2002) was helping to
understand second order concepts and to work towards what VanSledright (2008)
referred to as procedural or strategic knowledge. Phillips (2002) found that by focusing
on significance, history appeared to have become more relevant and meaningful to the
students because they had to justify the inclusion and exclusion of historical facts (See
Figure 3).
Figure 3. Phillips criteria for significance (2002, 16)
G
R
E
A
T

Groundbreaking
Remembered by all
Events that were far reaching
Affected the future
Terrifying

Furthermore, through the use of this set of criteria, students not only had identify
historically significant events, they had the opportunity to ascribe significance.
Phillips (2002) helps to take Partington’s (1980) model for criteria, arguably
constructed for the benefit of educators, and make it something that was more studentfriendly. Expanding upon the works of Partington (1980) and Phillips (2002), Counsell
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(2004) seeks to add to the literature by constructing criteria based on her own
understanding of historical significance (See Figure 4). She argues that students need to
have opportunities to question why certain things end up being preserved in the annals of
time while others are not. Additionally, she argues that simply understanding
consequences does not equate to understanding historical significance; that historical
significance is multi-faceted.
Figure 4. Counsell’s five “R”s criteria for significance (2004, 32)
Remarkable
Remembered
Resonant
Resulting in
Change
Revealing

“The event/development was remarked up by people at the time
and/or since”
“The event/development was important at some stage in history within
the collective memory of a group or groups”
“People like to make analogies with it; it is possible to connect with
experiences, beliefs or situations across time and space”
“It had consequences for the future”
“Of some other aspect of the past”

Counsell (2004) recognizes that similar to previous models, her model is not
perfect; that some “R”s are going to be more meaningful than others depending on the
topic. Even so, Counsell (2004) views the Five “R” model as another resource for
teachers to use when students are given the opportunity to actively engage in the process
of ascribing historical significance.
Even though there is not one universal set of criteria for determining significance,
the very presence and use of any type of criteria helps to incorporate more second-order
concepts into the classroom as well as helping students achieve procedural or strategic
knowledge. Making students and teachers justify historical selections using criteria
moves beyond the rote memorization most often associated with first-order concepts,
forcing students and teachers to make deeper connections. Furthermore, using
VanSledright’s (2008) model of historical inquiry, incorporating criterion for justifying
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significance will help students and teachers obtain procedural/strategic knowledge, thus
allowing not only for the justification, but the ascription of historical significance.
Ascribing Significance: Empirical Research in the Classroom
What becomes clear from the literature on the nature and models on historical
significance is that historical events and people are not inherently significant; rather,
significance is applied to them through the application of criteria (Barton, 2005;
Bradshaw, 2006; Counsell, 2004; Lomas, 1990). Thus, what may be significant to one
person may not be significant to another (Barton, 2005). After sifting through the
empirical research on historical significance of both students and teachers, three major
themes emerged within and across studies with regards to how research participants made
sense of both historical content and historical significance. The themes are relevance,
vernacular vs. official histories, and unity and progress. Throughout the research, these
themes appeared as the most frequent explanations for historical selection. Thus, it can
be assumed from the nature of these studies that these themes will also influence the
process of ascribing historical significance.
Relevance. Multiple studies noted that when students and teachers were
ascribing significance they were using relevance to their own lives as a criterion (Barton,
2005; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Epstein, 1998; Levstik, 2000; Peck, 2010; Seixas, 1994;
Wineburg & Monte-Sano, 2008; Yeager, Foster, & Greer, 2002). Some judged historical
events as being significant due to the personal connections they had with those situations
and their families (Seixas, 1994). For example, Epstein (1998) found that AfricanAmerican students and European-American students had different conceptions of the
same historical events and people. The experiences of the students in Epstein’s (1998)
study profoundly influenced their perceptions of historical significance. Even when
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students chose the same people or events to be historically significant, the reasons for
their choices differed. For example, Martin Luther King, Jr. appeared frequently on both
European-American and African-American lists. However, when explaining the
reasoning’s behind their selections, there was a divergence in responses. A majority of
African-American students made explicit mention of King’s contributions to AfricanAmerican equality. In contrast, a majority of European-American students attributed
their selection of King to his “I have a Dream” speech (Epstein, 1998, p. 404). This
example helps to illustrate the role that relevance has in ascribing historical significance.
Additionally, it helps to demonstrate that the concept of relevance is not universal to all
people, thus influencing people differently.
Vernacular and official histories. Ongoing research also suggest that groups
that have been historically marginalized tended to infuse vernacular histories into their
own personal narratives and that these carry a great deal more relevance and significance
to them than the official histories taught in schools (Epstein, 1998; Levstik, 2000).
Barton & Levstik ((1998) conceptualize the term vernacular histories by writing, “Unlike
official histories based on the ‘imagined communities of a large nation,’ vernacular
history is derived from lived experience in specific and generally small-scale
communities” (p. 491). Family, friends, and personal interest of the students often
nurture these vernacular histories.
When studying the process for how students ascribe significance in Northern
Ireland, Barton (2005) found that due to a weak official history, the role of vernacular
histories became that much more influential and important. Due to the contested political
history between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, vernacular histories
learned in their communities typically are not reinforced in the schools (Barton, 2005, p.
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32). How students interpret history in Northern Ireland is heavily influenced by the
vernacular histories they receive in their communities. When attempting to understand
the justifications for ascribing historical significance, the role that official histories and
vernacular histories play should not be undervalued (Barton, 2005; Barton & Levstik,
1998; Epstein, 1998; Evans, 1988; Levstik, 2000; Terzian & Yeager, 2007; Wineburg &
Monte-Sano, 2008; Yeager, Foster, & Greer, 2002). Although teachers were not included
in many of these studies, the findings help to illustrate the process of reconciling both
vernacular and official histories in the classroom. Additionally, it can be assumed that
teachers also have to reconcile vernacular and official histories within their classroom.
Unity and progress. The third major theme extrapolated from the literature with
regards to ascribing significance was that of unity and progress. Terzian & Yeager
(2007) commented that the concepts of freedom and unity drove student responses
concerning historical significance in their study (p. 52). In this study, Cuban-American
students enrolled in an AP United States history course, as well as their teacher,
participated in research regarding how cultural experiences and identities influenced
historical interpretations. The questionnaire asked students to identify the ten most
significant events in American history in ranked order. Students were asked to do the
same thing with people as well as rank the five most important documents in United
States history. Terzian & Yeager (2007) found themes of national unity were common
justifications in the selection process of both the students and the teacher. In fact, both
the teacher and the students tended to justify the study of history as a means to appreciate
various liberties stowed upon them.
Regardless of their ethnicity, some researchers noted that students in the United
States explicitly incorporated the pronouns “we” and “our” when discussing historically
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significant events, typically with regards to founding events of the United States (Barton
& Levstik, 1998; Levstik, 2000). Supporting this claim was evidence obtained by Barton
& Levstik (1998) and Epstein (1998) in which students of all ethnic backgrounds
regarded the Bill of Rights as the foundation for American freedom. It was viewed as an
example of American exceptionalism, something that makes the United States different
from other countries (Barton & Levstik, 1998). Students had a tendency to deem
historical events that contributed to an overall sense of nationalism as being significant
(Barton & Levstik, 1998; Epstein, 1998). The use of the pronouns “us” and “we” in
student explanations may be an indicator of a strong national narrative. Lévesque (2009)
contends, “It can also be argued, from recent research findings, that without a defensible
conceptualization of historical significance, students and teachers find it becomes
extremely problematic to articulate their own conception of the collective past and
develop more sophisticated historical understandings of it” (p. 61).
Without knowing whether teachers consciously engage in conceptualizing and
ascribing historical significance, understanding the processes through which teachers
negotiate curricular and instructional influences may shed light on this area of research.
By focusing on the question of “What is important enough to teach,” researchers may be
able to reverse engineer the processes teachers use to conceptualize and ascribe historical
significance. Additionally, it is important to note that there are many influences involved
in this process and they affect teachers differently and to different degrees.
Negotiating Influences
Determining what to teach. Every day teachers must determine not only what
information they will present to students, but also how they will present it and how much
attention will be given to each topic. Barton & Levstik (2004) argue, “We can’t teach
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everything that happened in the past, nor can we treat every purpose equally” (p. 26). In
essence, the entirety of the content must be narrowed down to fit the time constraints of
the school year. This is partially accomplished through standardization, various parties
sifting through the histories to determine what is important enough to test. However,
teachers have the ability to emphasize or deemphasize various aspects of the official
curriculums (Grant, 2003, 2007; Thornton, 1989, 1991, 2005). Through this process of
selection, many influences exist that factor into the process of content selection. Teachers
may be influenced by their personal interest, course curriculum guidelines, state
guidelines, school guidelines, and time constraints. Very often, portions of the
aforementioned influences guide teachers in their curricular instructional decisionmaking. Grant (2007) argues," negotiating among competing influences is a persistent
and ongoing dilemma for all teachers" (p.251). Additionally, due to the sheer amount of
information to choose from, some form of simplification and reduction must occur
(Barton & Levstik, 2004, 26). In essence, even though there are a variety of influences
affecting decision-making, teachers act as the final gatekeepers of information for
students (Grant, 2003, 2007; Pace, 2011; Thornton, 1989, 1991, 2005) (See Figure 5).
Figure 5. Hierarchy of curricular gatekeeping
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Teacher as curricular gatekeeper. Thornton (1991) argues, "gatekeeping
encompasses the decisions teachers make about curriculum and instruction and the
criteria they use to make those decisions" (p.237). To this point, Pace (2011) suggests,
“teachers provide students access to particular educational experiences through the
choices they make about content and methods” (p. 34). In essence, gatekeeping explores
the various factors that influence teachers’ decisions about curriculum and
implementation of said curriculum. Teacher as curricular gatekeeper can be seen as a
metaphor that recognizes the power of teacher as a decision maker and goes to the idea of
teacher knowledge. Thornton (1989) exemplifies gatekeeping by stating, “Before, during
and after instruction, teachers must act on gatekeeping questions: ‘Should I use a
worksheet or a writing assignment as the culminating activity in the South America unit?’
‘Will my students be able to interpret this map of the Oregon Trail if I don’t first review
scale and legend?’ ‘Should I ignore Jill’s curiosity about the circumstances surrounding
Lincoln’s assassination so that I can introduce the unit on Reconstruction.’ ‘Did the
students’ poor responses to the homework assignment mean that I should go over the
material again in class tomorrow?’”(p.6) Teachers have to sift through the available
information and determine what is of most value to their students in their course.
Although gatekeeping is not an entirely autonomous endeavor, teachers have a lot of
autonomy as to their individual decision-making. Even in an environment where high
stakes standardized testing is present, teachers are still required to make day-to-day
decisions that will influence their curricular and instructional choices. Aside from their
own personal views, other influences will impacts the process of gatekeeping. Influences
such as textbooks, ancillary materials, state and local standards, and high-stakes end of
course tests have the potential to affect the decisions being made on a day-to-day basis by
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teachers. Because there is a multitude of outside influences impacting curricular and
instructional decision making, teachers act as the final ‘gatekeeper’ in the classroom
(Grant, 2003, 2007).
Grant (1996, 2003, 2007) suggests that these influences can be organized around
three major categories: personal factors, policy factors, and organizational influences.
Although it is argued that all three categories have the potential to influence curricularinstructional gatekeeping, the extent of influence varies on a case-by-case basis. Grant
(2003) argues, “Determining what counts as an influence and how much authority it has
is difficult” (p. 151). Furthermore, it can be argued (Grant, 2003) that the various
influences do not operate independently of one another. In fact, it is much more likely
that they operate simultaneously, shifting between the roles of active and passive factors.
Due to this reality, the type of influence and the degree to which it impacts curricular and
instructional decision-making is not predictable or generalizable to all teachers.
However, for the purpose of this literature review, I will create an overview of each of the
three main categories that Grant (1996, 2003, 2007) puts forth (See Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Personal factors—(Grant, 1996, 2003, 2007)
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Personal factors. Every teacher brings his or her own interests, history, and
experiences to the classroom. Grant (1996, 2003, 2007) posits that these factors will
inevitably shape the mental framework of the teacher, thus influencing their curricularinstructional decision-making. Through his research, Grant (1996) concludes that within
the realm of personal factors, some common themes are present among his
participants. Those themes are teachers’ experience as learners, teachers’ interaction with
family, teachers’ perceptions of social studies as a school subject, teachers’ interactions
with family, and teachers’ beliefs. To this point, Lévesque (2005) argues, “Teachers,
students, and people in general, no less than historians, confront the study of the past with
their own mental framework of historical significance shaped by their particular cultural
and linguistic heritage, family practices, popular cultural influence, and last, but not least,
school history experience” (p.1-2). It is impossible to separate personal factors from the
curricular-instructional decision-making process. It is through our experiences that shape
our view of not only the present, but also the past.
While there may be an official curriculum present, the role of personal factors
cannot be understated in curricular-instructional decision-making. Evans (1988) posits
that teachers’ curricular decisions are heavily influenced by their own conceptions of
history. While researching teacher and student conceptions of history, Evans (1988)
found that teacher conceptions fell into three major categories. These three categories
were social activist and reformer, cosmic philosopher, and storyteller. Although each
teacher included in this study was teaching American History, how each teacher viewed
their purpose influenced their curricular-instructional decision-making.
Social activist and reformer. Evan’s (1988) found that the teacher who was
classified as social activist and reformer found their purpose for teaching “as part of the
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ongoing struggle to improve the human condition which requires this constant press for
justice” (p. 208). In essence, a teacher who identifies as a social activist and reformer
attempts to help students understand how people have been oppressed over time and how
they (the student) can work to overcome injustices in the world. Evans (1988) illustrates
this position by quoting his participant: “History gives us insight to solve contemporary
problems. It helped us understand our world and lets us see how power relationships
have worked. It helps us understand the ways people have been oppressed, and lets us
see strategies people have used to change the conditions of their lives” (p.209). This
concept of purpose consciously and subconsciously influences decisions made everyday
in the classroom.
Cosmic philosopher. The cosmic philosopher views their purpose for teaching
history as providing, “a context for understanding our place in the world” (Evans, 1988,
209). The participant in Evans (1988) research was driven by their belief in Baha’i faith.
For the participant, his role as a history teacher is to show students the interconnectedness
of humanity. In his words, “History is a way of contextualizing oneself in the world. It
is a way of sensing others’ experiences, taking me out of myself but teaching me about
myself at the same time” (Evans, 1988, 209). For a teacher who ascribes to the purpose
of cosmic philosopher, the teaching of history is a mechanism for teaching students that
we are all one with the universe and that we are part of the human race.
The Storyteller. Storytellers believe that in order to contextualize the present, one
must have a good understanding of the past. Through this lens, everything in history is
linked through cause and effect relationships. Furthermore, teachers who are identified
as storytellers attempt to link students lives to the content they are learning to make the
experience more meaningful and impactful. Evans (1988) notes that for teachers who fall
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into the category of storyteller, “The present and future always relates to the past” (p.
210). The role of the storyteller uses historical information to help students better
understand contemporary issues.
In all three cases, the teachers involved in Evans (1988) study view their purpose
for history education through slightly different personal frames. Through these frames,
Evans (1988) observed that the American history curriculum being taught was impacted
by the teachers’ personal beliefs about purpose (p. 213). In fact, Evans (1988) notes that,
“Each teacher’s goals are shaped, in part, by a conception of history” (p. 213).
Furthermore, Evans (1988) noted that how each teacher conceptualized the purpose of
history had a significant influence on curricular-instructional decision-making. The social
activist and reformer provided instruction that emphasized solving contemporary
problems. The cosmic philosophers focused on studying individuals in history to help
students better understand the interconnectedness of humankind. The storyteller focused
his instruction around particular themes to weave a story. In each case, Evans (1988)
noted that curricular and instructional decision-making was significantly influenced by
their conceptions of history.
Similar to Evans (1988), Terizan & Yeager (2007), while researching how Latino
students in an urban setting ascribe significance, concluded that the teacher’s curricularinstructional practices were influenced by their own beliefs regarding the purpose for
history. Along with the students, who were all enrolled in an A.P. U.S. History course,
the teacher of the course was also included in the data collection. Terzian & Yeager
(2007) concluded that there were two major factors that influenced the curricularinstructional decision-making of the teacher. The first factor was the A.P. curriculum
itself. Much of the instruction aligned with the grand narrative put forth by College
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Board. This was not viewed as a surprise since test preparation is often incorporated into
A.P. courses. Furthermore, Terizan & Yeager (2007) note, “The documents that Mrs.
Hidalgo believed were most historically significant mirrored those that the vast majority
of her students cited most frequently because of their foundational importance to U.S.
history” (p. 70).
The second factor was the participating teachers’ preference for social history.
“It’s not just important people and events . . . It’s also the social aspects of history. If you
study a time period . . . you look at everyday people, everything from art, the literature,
the social aspect, what they do for leisure time” (Terzian & Yeager, 2007, 70). However,
the extent to which the participating teacher’s interest in social history impacted
curricular and instructional decision-making may be limited. Terizian & Yeager (2007)
note that when responding to questions about historical significance of people and events,
responses were not limited to social history (p. 70). Even though the teacher has a
preference for social history, Terizian & Yeager (2007) posit that the teacher had a
“mandate to conform to the AP schedule and provide students with the facts and skills
they needed to pass the exam” (p.72). This research helps to illustrate the point that
teachers do not operate in a vacuum; that they may be influenced by many factors when
making curricular and instructional decisions. Even though the participating teacher
discussed their preference for social history, they could not escape the prescribed
curriculum of the course.
Research conducted by Evans (1988) and Terizan & Yeager (2007) highlight
aspects of personal factors influencing how teachers justify curricular-instructional
decisions in the classroom, thus impacting how students ascribed significance. Evans
(1988) discovers how one conceptualizes the purpose for teaching history influences
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curriculum and instructional decisions; while, Terizan & Yeager (2007) concludes that
although personal factors influence some curricular and instructional decisions, the
impact of official curriculums produced by groups such as College Board cannot be
understated. However, the extent to which personal factors influence curricularinstructional decision-making will vary on a case-by-case basis (Evans, 1988; Grant,
2003; Terizan & Yeager, 2007).
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Figure 7. Policy factors—Grant (1996, 2003, 2007)
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High-stakes standardized tests. A major influencing factor that falls into the
category of policy factors are high-stakes standardized tests (See Figure 7). To this end,
Au (2009) argues, “High-stakes, standardized tests have become ubiquitous in public
education in the United States” (p. 43). Before going further into the discussion of highstakes standardized tests, the terms “high-stakes” and “standardized test” should be
defined. Grant (2007) operationalizes the term “high-stakes” by positing, “test scores in
these states determine whether or not students graduate from high school” (p. 250).
Grant & Salinas (2008) argue that, “Standardized assessment refers to any measure of
students’ aptitude and/or ability that is determined by an agency or organization outside
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the school” (p.220). For classroom teachers, this very often takes the shape of state
constructed, end-of-course tests. Hong & Hamot (2015) posit, “State testing policy has
influenced and generally restrained social studies teachers’ classroom planning, practices,
evaluation, and decision-making power in carrying out these essential needs” (p. 225).
Similar to Hong & Hamot (2015) findings, Au (2009) argues, “the research does suggest
that, in many cases, teachers’ instructional practices have been altered by the pressures
associated with high-stakes testing. In the classroom this translates into preparing
students for tests with pedagogies that focus on rote memorization and lower-order
thinking as tests themselves are usually structured to assess breadth of often shallow,
fragmented bits of information” (p.46). Interestingly, Grant & Salinas (2008) discovered
that, “the content, instructional, and assessment changes teachers make in tested courses
do not surface in elective courses” (p. 226). In effect, the findings put forth by Grant &
Salinas (2008) supports the notion that in courses where standardized tests are
incorporated, the tests themselves influence teachers’ curricular-instructional decisionmaking.
Even though states that employ high-stakes standardized tests do not tell the
teachers how to teach, Grant (2007) argues, “they do suggest what should be taught” (p.
251). In fact, many states have created curriculum frameworks to be used along side of
high-stakes standardized tests. Ross (2006) posits, “These curriculum frameworks are
intended to influence textbook publishers and establish standards by which students,
teachers, and schools will be assessed” (p. 25). Ross’ (2006) statement helps to illustrate
the standardization of curriculum choices in states that implement high-stakes
standardized testing. While discussing the influence of high-stakes testing on teachers,
Hong & Hamlot (2015) maintain, “Research indicates that the influence of state-level
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testing policy on social studies teachers’ instructional authority shows up in the form of
pedantic teaching, such as heavy dependence on textbooks, narrowing of the curriculum,
emphasis on generic skills, and use of scripted curriculum for test preparation” (p. 226).
While discussing the impact of high-stakes testing on teaching practices, Au (2009) cites
a nationwide survey conducted by Abrams, Pedulla, and Madaus (2003). From this
survey, it was found that, “76% of the teachers in states with ‘high’ stakes tests and 63%
of the teachers in their study from states with ‘low’ stakes testing reported that their state
testing programs were contributing to unsound educational practices” (p. 46). These
findings support the notion that high-stakes test do, at least in part, influence curricular
and instructional decision-making. Furthermore, standardized testing has promoted and
reinforced the focus on first-order concepts within the history classroom (Au, 2009;
Grant & Gradwell; 2005; Hong& Hamot, 2015; VanSledright, 2002). Due to the way
through which items are tested, often multiple-choice questions, first-order concepts are
preferred due to the ability to easily and efficiently assess rote knowledge. In response to
the implementation of standardized tests, teachers will often mirror their instructional
practices to better prepare students for the high-stakes tests (Grant, 2003, 2007).
To help illustrate how high-stakes testing environment’s can potentially influence
the curricular-instructional decision-making process for teachers, Van Hover et al. (2010)
describes a student teacher’s email to their methods professor while student-teaching in a
high-stakes end-of-course testing environment: “On Monday I did the Vietnam War, the
Korean War, the Chinese Civil war, and Tiananmen Square as well as reviewing Indian
Independence, the split of Pakistan and then Bangladesh, Gandhi, and post war Japan” (p.
106). This was all “taught” within a 35-minute segment, going over the recommended
allotted time by five minutes. Similarly, Grant (2007) quotes a teacher in Virginia that
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commented, “it’s facts—names, dates, places. I used to be a good teacher—now I’m
cramming this stuff down their throats” (p. 251). Even though teachers are often
presented in the literature as gatekeepers to curricular decisions, the perception of
constraints surrounding standards-based curriculums and testing cause some teachers to
feel compelled to focus more on first-order concepts to ensure coverage of the official
curriculums.
In order to prepare students for the end-of-course tests, teachers may feel an
obligation to “teach to the test” so as to prepare students for the high-stakes tests.
Although “teaching to the test” is not an inherently bad practice, the issue of breadth
versus depth may arise when official curriculums are present. Teachers have a
responsibility to prepare students for their end-of-course tests, making standardized tests
a very influential factor in curricular-instruction decision-making. However, Gerwin &
Visone (2006) caution, “although high stakes tests can have powerful impacts on
classroom teaching, many other factors affect how teachers approach their courses, and
many times high stakes tests do not dramatically change teaching” (p. 262). In essence,
Gerwin & Visone (2006) are signaling that there is not a single factor that universally
influences all teachers.
Pacing guides. Pacing guides are used to help teachers “get” through the
curriculum prior to the standardized test. Pacing guides instruct teachers how much time
to spend on any particular topic, typically aligned with how much emphasis is place on
the standardized test. To this point, David (2008) argues, “Whether the amount of
material to cover is determined by a textbook, scope and sequence, or pacing guide,
teachers today face heightened pressure to cover all the topics likely to be on the annual
state test before the spring testing date” (p. 87). The pressure to “finish” the curriculum
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before the state test is a major influencing factor over curricular-instructional decisionmaking. Additionally, in order to keep up with the pacing guides, teachers may choose to
focus more on first-order concepts and neglect introducing second-order concepts. In
fact, the very presence of pacing guides may reinforce a teacher’s belief that their job is
to disseminate the information and not actively engage in curricular decision-making.
Textbooks and ancillary materials. Another major Policy Factor influencing
teacher’s curricular-instructional decisions are textbooks and the accompanying ancillary
materials (Lisanti, 2015; Schug, Western, & Enoch, 1997; Wineburg, 2004). Thornton
(1991) found that, “teachers often identify the social studies curriculum as synonymous
with the content of the textbook” (p. 242). In fact, Brooks (2013) cites data from the
2010 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in U.S. History to help
quantify the pervasive use of textbooks in U.S. History classrooms. The study found,
“73% of 8th-grade students and 72% of 12th-grade students reported reading material from
a textbook almost every day or once or twice a week” (p. 62). While discussing this data,
Brooks (2013) argues that, “Textbooks continue to be the primary instructional tool used”
(p. 62). However, Grant (2003) cautions, “Evidence of their use [textbooks] is not
evidence of their impact” (p. 175). While it is evident that textbooks are continually cited
as being an integral part of the history classroom, there may be different reasons for this
phenomenon as well as different impacts on curricular and instructional decisions.
There are two main theories as to why textbooks have taken such a prominent role
in the history classroom. One theory is that a teacher’s knowledge of the particular
subject is not strong enough to forgo the textbook (Wineburg, 2004). In fact, Thornton
(1991) echoes this sentiment by arguing, “Teachers rely on the textbook because their
subject matter knowledge is inadequate” (p.244). Additionally, Loewen (2010)
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references a national survey of history teachers that revealed, “13% never took a single
college history course; only 40% had majored in history or sociology, or political
science” (p.10). If a teacher does not have a strong background in history, it is
understandable that the textbook would be an integral part of the curricular and
instructional decision-making. Teachers who do not have a strong content background in
the course may defer to the textbook and ancillary materials, thus focusing more on firstorder concepts, when determining what to include or exclude while lesson planning.
However, not all teachers rely on the textbook due to their lack of knowledge of
the historical content. Thornton (1991) argues, “teachers tend to characterize their
planning as concerning instruction, not curriculum. To many teachers, ‘curriculum’
appears to be synonymous with a body of knowledge identified by ‘experts’ and
encapsulated in a textbook” (p. 245). This is in part because many textbook
manufacturers have aligned their textbooks to the curriculums attached to high-stakes
tests. If teachers believe that the textbooks are aligned with their official curriculums, it
is reasonable to assume that they would focus more on instructional practices as opposed
to the curriculum. The textbooks may serve as a way to chronologically organize a
course with information neatly broken up into chapters. Textbooks have the ability to
bring order to a subject, due to the plethora of information available, which may seem
overwhelming to both students and teachers. Regardless of the reasons, textbooks
continue to be a significant component of policy factors influencing teachers’ curricularinstructional decision-making.
Organizational influences. Organizational influences were a third and final category
Grant (1996, 2003, 2007) was able to construct from his research data. Before going
further, the terms “organizational norms” and “organizational structures” need to be
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operationalized. Grant (2003) posits, “Norms include expectations of how ‘noisy’
classrooms can be, how grades are determined, and which textbooks will be used and
how” (p. 167). Grant (2003) goes on to posit, “Structures include how the school day is
organized and how students are slotted for classes” (p. 167). Organizational influences
have had very few studies conducted explicitly exploring this area (Grant, 2003, 167)
(See Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Organizational influences—Grant (1996, 2003, 2007)
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Organizational norms. Individuals such as content-area supervisors, principals,
and students all have the ability to influence the decisions a teacher will make regarding
the curriculum and instructional practices. Thornton (1991) argues, “Curriculum
decisions, many teachers believe, are made by outside authorities and school-district
curriculum committees composed of teachers and supervisors” (p. 241). Furthermore,
Barton & Levstik (2004) contend, “Teachers are expected to (a) cover the curriculum and
(b) maintain control” (p. 352). In essence, teachers view themselves as the disseminators
of information as opposed to active members in the process of content selection.
However, the extent to which studying organizational norms is limited. Grant (2003)
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contends, “Teachers work in bureaucratic systems, yet the influences of those systems
does not reach evenly or consistently into each classroom” (p. 167). In essence, with
regards to organizational norms, teachers do still have a fair amount of autonomy,
making it difficult to isolate patterns. Nevertheless, Grant (2003) does cite various
studies where teacher isolation was considered to be an organizational norm (167-168).
By teacher isolation, Grant (2003) refers to a culture where teachers operate
independently of one another, even within departments. By operating in isolation from
one another, the organizational norms of the school may create an environment where the
organizational norms of the classrooms may differ significantly.
Organizational structures. Unlike organizational norms, organizational
structures tend to be easier to research with more consistency throughout schools. When
looking at organizational structures, how students are grouped may be one of the most
visible forms of organizational structures today. Grant (2003) argues that of all the
organizational influences, “it is the students who seem to have the most direct and
powerful impact” (p. 163). Not so much in terms of students actively helping to make
curricular and instructional decisions, rather, preconceived notions that teachers might
have about the ability level of students may have a direct impact on curricularinstructional decision-making. To illustrate this point, Grant (2003) cites Onosko (1991)
study where a teacher defends his curricular and instructional decisions with regards to
“lower ability” students: “Given the constraints that are inherent in teaching lower ability
students I am satisfied with the materials, content, skills, and teaching techniques that I
use . . . I think it is unrealistic for anyone to expect consistent higher order thinking from
these students . . . These students usually think and operate on a very concrete level . . .
basically I would need to teach Advanced Placement students” (p. 352). Whether you
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agree with this teacher’s defense or not, it helps to illustrate the influence that a teacher’s
preconceived notions about student ability may have on curricular-instructional decisionmaking.
Summary
These studies, with regards to historical significance, gatekeeping, and curricularinstructional decision-making, have demonstrated that there are many factors that
influence how a teacher’s understanding of significance and how they ascribe value to the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school discipline are played out in the
classroom. However, how these factors influence individual teachers varies case by case,
making it difficult to generalize the findings (Cimbricz, 2002; Grant, 1996, 2003; Grant
& Salinas, 2008). How a teacher conceptualizes historical significance will invariably
have influence over their curricular-instructional decision-making. Likewise, as the final
gatekeepers to the history curriculum, teachers have the ability to make the determination
over what ultimately will be taught and how much emphasis will be placed on specific
content, thus ascribing historical significance. Influences such as personal factors, policy
factors, and organizational influences all have the ability to affect what is taught.
Additionally, these influences affect teachers differently.
Research shows that historical significance in the classroom is something to be
accepted, not ascribed. With high-stakes testing and official curriculums, the focus for
teachers tend to be on instructional practices, not curricular choices. However, this area
of study has yet to be saturated with research. Questions of whether teachers actively
engage with the concept of historical significance, or whether they are passive recipients
of historical knowledge remain unanswered. Additionally, there are gaps in the literature
with regards to understanding how teachers navigate environments where there are many
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competing, oftentimes-overlapping influences waging ideological and pedagogical battles
in the classroom.
As a way to contribute to the current body of literature, I developed the research
question: How does a veteran teacher determine what is historically significant to teach in
a high stakes environment? From this main question, two sub-questions were developed
to better understand the interconnected relationships influencing a teacher’s curricular
and instructional decision-making.
1. How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school
discipline over time and space?
2. How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
Using the theoretical frameworks of historical significance and curricular gatekeeping to
frame my analysis, this study seeks to illuminate the day-to-day experiences of a veteran
teacher within a high-stakes testing environment. In the next chapter, I will detail the
methodology I employed to answer these research questions.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Throughout the process of exploring and unpacking the literature on historical
inquiry, historical significance, and gatekeeping, I am constantly drawn back to the role
of the teacher. In part, this is due to the fact that there have been relatively few studies
investigating how teachers conceptualize and ascribe significance (Evans, 1988; Grant,
1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011; Levstik, 2000; Terizan & Yeager, 2007). Additionally,
those studies in which teachers have been included, there is the tendency to focus on what
the teachers deem as historically significant opposed to their individual process of
ascribing significance (Evans, 1988; Grant, 1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011; Levstik, 2000;
Terizan & Yeager, 2007).
Because there are few studies on how teachers conceptualize and ascribe
historical significance, this study is designed to trace and illuminate the factors that shape
the curricular and instructional decision-making of an experienced history teacher in a
high stakes U.S. history course. This study is guided by the overarching question—How
does a veteran teacher determine what is historically significant enough to teach in a high
stakes environment? From this overarching question come two supporting questions:
1. How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school
discipline over time and space?
2. How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
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In order to answer these research questions I use Teacher as gatekeeper and historical
significance as my conceptual frameworks to undergird by methodology and data
analysis.
Conceptual Framework
For Miles and Huberman’s (1994), “A conceptual framework explains, either
graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied—the key factors,
constructs or variables—and the presumed relationships among them” (cited in
Edmonson and Irby, 2008, p. 40). Throughout the entire research process, teacher as
gatekeeper and historical significance framed all aspects of my research. They acted as
the lens through which I constructed my research as well as interpreted my research data.
Within the research environment of a classroom, I came to realize that teacher as
gatekeeper (Thornton, 1991) and historical significance do not act as two related, but
independent frameworks. Rather, I discovered that I could not use one without the other
while researching how a teacher makes curricular and instructional decisions.
Thornton (1991) posits, “As gatekeepers, teachers make the day-to-day decisions
concerning both the subject matter and the experiences to which students have access and
the nature of that subject matter and those experiences” (pg. 237). Thornton (1991) goes
on to conceptualize curricular-instructional gatekeeping as a process that “encompasses
the decisions teachers make about curriculum and instruction and the criteria they use to
make those decisions” (p.237). In other words, the act of gatekeeping entails all of the
influences that impact curricular decision-making processes within the classroom. Even
though teachers may be bound by an official curriculum, teachers have the final say over
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the operational curriculum.4 How a teacher implements the operational curriculum is
determined by a multitude of variables, influenced by their interactional relationships.
Invariably, choices will be made when implementing a curriculum. Due to time
constraints, teachers are required to act as curricular and instructional gatekeepers. As
Evans (1988) discovered, even when gatekeeping decisions are based on the same
interactional relationship (how teachers conceptualize the purpose of history), the way
through which this relationship influences the gatekeeping decisions differs among
teachers.
Adding to the work of Thornton (1989, 1991, 2005, 2006), Grant (1996, 2007)
proposed a system of classifying the variables influencing the gatekeeping process by
teachers. Although the conceptual framework for my research project was curricular and
instructional gatekeeping, I used the classification system used by Grant (1996, 2007).
By using a preexisting conceptual framework to organize my research, it provided me, as
Maxwell (2013) articulates, “places to ‘hang’ data” (p.49). Essentially, having a
conceptual framework at the onset of my research enabled me to already have categories
in which to organize my data: personal factors, policy factors, and organizational
influences.
In addition to using Teacher as Gatekeeper as my conceptual framework, the
concept of historical significance guided my research protocol. Historical events and
people are not inherently significant; rather, significance is applied to them through the
application of criteria (Barton, 2005; Bradshaw, 2006; Counsell, 2004; Lomas, 1990).
Thus, what may be significant to one person may not be to another (Barton, 2005). As
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  Thornton (1989) defines the term operational curriculum as “the curriculum that is
actually provided in the classroom” (p.4).
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noted in my review of the literature the themes of relevance, unity and progress, and
vernacular vs. official histories emerged as key sources for understanding how both
students and teachers ascribed historical significance to specific content. Because these
themes appeared to be so prevalent in the research, I used them as an initial lens to help
frame my own analysis for how the participant ascribed and made sense of the content he
selected as part of his planning and instruction.
Why a Case Study?
Overview. The investigation of what factors/values shape a teachers decisionmaking process, as well as how a teacher ascribes historical significance in a standardsbased setting, can best be achieved through the use of a qualitative case study.
Conducting a case study enabled me to obtain a richer understanding of how various
interactional relationships influence decisions regarding the curriculum, as well as
instruction in one specific high school history classroom. Stake (1995) argues, “A case
study is expected to catch the complexity of a single case” (p. xi). In this particular case,
I explored the process one teacher goes through when planning, implementing, and
assessing a historical unit. Due to the fact that there are so many variables when dealing
with curricular-instructional gatekeeping as well as historical significance, this study
provided “a detailed examination of a single example” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, pg. 220). By
focusing on a single case, I was able to collect rich data with regard to the factors shaping
an individual teacher’s curricular-instructional decision-making as well as the criteria
employed when ascribing historical significance.
Ruddin (2006) notes that, “a common complaint about case studies is that it is
difficult to generalize from one case to another” (p.803). Flyvbjerg (2006) echoes this
sentiment by stating, “that knowledge cannot be formally generalized does not mean that
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it cannot enter into the collective process of knowledge accumulation in a given field or
society” (p.227). Even though the single case study that I conducted may not be
generalizable in a traditional sense to every history teacher, the findings add to the
literature by either confirming or contradicting the pre-existing theory concerning the
relationships impacting curricular decisions made by teachers (Grant, 1996, 2007).
Setting and Participant
Setting. Washington high school (pseudonym) is located in an affluent suburb of
Washington, D.C. At the time of the study, the high school had nearly 1700 students, of
which approximately 65% of the students are White (See Table 1). Asian students
account for 12.3%, Hispanic students account for 9.7%, and Black/African American
students account for 6.7% of the school’s population. Of the previous year’s graduating
class, 72% of the students enrolled in a four-year college/university, 22% enrolled in a
two-year school, 5% enlisted in the military or other education, and 1% entered the
workforce.
Table 1. Ethnic distribution of Washington high school
Ethnic Group

Total Number

%

White

1117

65.7

Asian

206

12.3

Hispanic

164

9.7

Black/African American

114

6.7

Two or More

91

5.4

American Indian

4

.24

Pacific Islander

2

.12
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Historically, Washington high school students have performed very well on the
social studies Standards of Learning (S.O.L) tests. One area where students have
consistently performed well is in the U.S. History course offered during their junior year
of high school. During the 2012-2013 school year, 95.8% of U.S. history students passed
the S.O.L test. The following school year, 2013-2014, 95.3% of U.S. history students
passed the S.O.L tests. During the 2014-2015 school year, 95.7% of U.S. history
students passed their S.O.L test. To put this in perspective, in order for a high school in
the state of Virginia to earn accreditation, 70% or more of students must pass the history
S.O.L tests (VDOE website).
Aside from performing well on S.O.L tests, Washington high school also
maintains a very high graduation rate. The annual graduation rate is very close to 100%.
For the most part, students attending Washington high school are high achieving from the
start. There is a culture of excellence that is pervasive not only in the school, but the
surrounding community as well. There is strong parental support for Washington high
school and an expectation of academic excellence. To some extent, the teachers at
Washington high school are privileged due to the fact that many of the students will be
academically successful regardless of whose teaching the classes.
Washington high school operates on a block schedule, meeting every other day
for approximately ninety minutes. Additionally, teachers at Washington high school are
required to participate in Common Learning Teams (CLTs) for each course they teach.
Almost every teacher in the social science department teaches at least two different
courses with some teachers teaching three. The CLTs serve the purpose of standardizing
policies and practices as well as common summative assessments across subject areas.
Beginning during the 2014-2015, all major summative assessments administered to
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students at Washington high school were required to be common across each individual
CLT. The goal is for every teacher to engage in backwards design, a process by which
the end-of-unit assessments are constructed prior to the development of individual lesson
plans. Even though there are common assessments administered across CLTs, teachers
still have autonomy with regards to how the information is to be presented to the students
on a day-to-day basis. Once tests are administered and graded, the expectation is that
each CLT will discuss the data in order to help inform instruction. The school
administration has set aside time within the school day for the CLTs to meet every other
day for at least forty-five minutes. The CLTs add yet another factor influencing the
decision-making process of a teacher.
Graduation requirements. End-of-course tests are considered to be a form of
high-stake testing, as the performance on these standardized tests have a direct impact on
graduation status. In order for a student to graduate with an advanced diploma in the
state of Virginia, they need to earn nine verified credits: two from English, two from
math, two from science, two from social studies, and one extra from math, science, or
social studies. If students are going for a standard diploma, they need to only earn six
verified credits: two from English, one from math, one from science, one from social
studies, and one extra from math, science, or social studies. In order to receive a verified
credit, students must pass the course and the accompanying S.O.L test.
The “test.” In the case of high school history courses, the S.O.L tests consist of
70 multiple-choice questions, 60 of which count.5 In order to receive a passing score on
any given S.O.L test, students must earn a minimum of 400 out of 600 possible points.
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The 10 questions that do not count are referred to as “field questions.” These questions
are not identified as not counting and are used to try-out new questions for future tests.
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Students who earn a 500 or higher are designated “pass advanced.” Students who do not
meet the minimum standard have the opportunity to retake the test at a later date. If a
student’s failing score falls between 375 and 399, students are eligible for an expedited
retake. At Washington high school, these students are immediately remediated and
retested within a couple of weeks of the original test date. Students who score below a
375 begin remediation the following school year and are retested in the fall.
Furthermore, students have the opportunity to retake the S.O.L tests as many times as
needed in an attempt to earn the verified credits required for graduation.
Teacher resources. To help teachers navigate the S.O.L tests and accompanying
end-of-course tests, the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) has made available
through their website (http://www.doe.virginia.gov), resources that help to outline the
information that will be assessed on the end-of-course test. The three resources that
teachers have access to through the Virginia Department of Education website are the
standards, the curriculum framework, and the testing blueprint. As it sounds, the
standards simply list all of the standards (See Figure 9) that will be tested.
Figure 9. An example of 11th Grade US history standards

Testing blueprints for each SOL course is another resource teachers have access to for the
purpose of planning and pacing. The blueprint informs teachers how many questions
from each standard can be expected on the SOL test. In essence, the blueprint informs
the teacher as to the standards that carry the greatest weight on the tests. However, the
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categories for the blueprint are very general and organized around large themes (See
Figure 10).
Figure 10. Testing blueprint: number of questions per reporting category

From my own personal experience as a classroom teacher, the resource that I most often
see teachers utilize is the curriculum framework (See Figure 11).
Figure 11. Detailed curriculum framework
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Within the curriculum framework, teachers will find the specific standard as well as the
essential understandings, essential questions, essential knowledge, and essential skills.
With the curriculum framework, the Virginia Department of Education has specifically
outlined what the students are expected to know and subsequently what they will be
assessed on at the end of the course.
The Participant: Richard Sharpe (a pseudonym). The primary research
participant in this study has been purposefully selected based on several criteria. The
first criterion was that the teacher has taught the specific subject area for at least five
years. By having taught the subject for five or more years, I eliminated participants who
may not be familiar with the course content. The goal was to study a teacher already
comfortable with the course material, thus less likely to rely entirely on the curriculum
framework for planning. The second criterion was the availability of the participant.
Since I work as a full-time teacher, making sure the scheduling of interviews and
observations is possible is of utmost importance. The third criterion was that the teacher
needed to be willing to participate in this study. Additionally, the participant was chosen
due to his willingness to be very open and transparent in conversations concerning his
process of planning, implementing, and assessing a unit plan. Since Richard was entering
his final year of teaching prior to retirement, he was more than willing to be open and
candid about his teaching practices.
Background. At the time of this study, there were eighteen faculty members in
the social science department at Washington high school. The participant, Richard
Sharpe, had a teaching schedule that included four academic-level U.S. history courses
and one academic-level U.S. government course. Richard, a 58-year-old white male
teacher, was the most veteran teacher within the social science department and one of the
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most veteran teachers in the school. He began his teaching career in 1979 and has been a
classroom teacher for 35 years. For the past 15 years, Richard has been teaching at
Washington high school.
The formative years. Richard was born to a middle class family in Missouri, but
grew up in suburban Philadelphia. He has one brother who is also a teacher, but in the
private sector. When asked about his high school in comparison to Washington High
School, he responded, “I went to a high school nothing like this” (September 25, 2015
interview). The demographics were similar, but the structure through which the school
operated differed. Instead of having four, ninety minutes block per day, Richard
explained that he had seven, fifty minute blocks a day. In this environment, he compared
the structure to that of an assembly line. He went further to explain, “we didn’t do bell
ringers, we didn’t do closing activities, when you came in it was this is what we have to
do today, sit down, be quiet, let’s go so we can get it done so that we don’t have
homework” (February 5, 2016 interview).
While in high school, Richard took a U.S. history course. However, he does not
remember much from his high school history classes. In fact, he admitted that by all
accounts he was not a great student while in high school. What he does remember is that
the classes were very structured and the rooms were set up in rows; two traditions he
carries on to this day. After high school, Richard enrolled in a private college in upstate
Pennsylvania. Coming out of high school, Richard’s G.P.A was a 1.9, limiting his
college options. When asked how he got accepted to college with such a low G.P.A, he
replied, “I got in on my personal interview” (September 25, 2015 interview). It was
during his time in college where Richard’s attraction to history began to develop when he
become interested in Revolutionary War reenacting. Reenacting has played a large role
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in Richard’s life and has heavily influenced his love of the Revolutionary War time
period. Beginning in 1979, Richard has continued to participate in reenactments to this
day. Although he does not participate as much today as he has in the past, he continues
in his role as a trustee and an officer in his unit.
Upon graduating from college in 1979, Richard struggled to find a teaching job.
Richard returned home and served as a staff substitute for two years at his former high
school. After two years of being a substitute teacher, he was hired at a high school in
Southeastern Virginia. Richard found a very diverse environment in Southeastern
Virginia, an environment very different from where he was raised. While working at this
school, in addition to his teaching duties, Richard also coached three sports and drove a
school bus. Soon after beginning his teaching career, Richard decided that it would be
best for him to begin to pursue his Masters’ degree in administration and supervision over
the summers. Richard would spend the next twelve years in Southeastern Virginia before
moving to central Virginia for an opportunity to be a head basketball coach. Richard
remained in central Virginia for six year before being offered a job in Illinois, where his
wife’s family is from. Richard remained in Illinois for two years before taking a job at
Washington high school, where he has been for the past fifteen years.
Teaching style. Although Richard does not remember a whole lot of content
from his high school history courses, one thing that has stuck with him all these years is
the structure that was instilled in the classroom. His classroom is set up in rows and
when asked about his decision for rows, he simply responded, “I love rows” (September
25, 2015 interview). He continued by saying the reason that he liked rows was that it
allowed him to walk up and down the rows and interact with the students on a one-on-one
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basis. Furthermore, Richard feels that setting up his classroom in rows provides
organization and structure for the students.
Richard admits that he was not a very good history student in high school. In fact,
it was not until he became involved with Revolutionary War reenactment that he fell in
love with history. Through reenacting, Richard found his passion for history. This
passion led Richard to become a teacher with the hopes of inspiring others to be just as
passionate about history. In fact, one of his favorite historical mantras is, “those who are
ignorant of the past are doomed to repeat it” (September 25, 2015 interview). Richard
firmly believes that students need to understand the positive and negative events in
American history because, in his words, “if you just know the good, well then you are
going to repeat the bad” (September 25, 2015 Interview). Richard feels that students will
connect more with history if they are able to see the entire picture, not just the good
things.
Over the course of Richard’s teaching career, he has modified the way through
which he presents material to the students. When he first began, almost all information
was transmitted to the students through teacher-directed lecture. Back when he first
began to teach, class periods were 48 minutes in length, so much of that time was devoted
to lecture. However, over time, Richard began to incorporate more group work and
student driven activities and reduced the amount of teacher-directed lecture. This was in
part due to the fact that he is now teaching in a school with a 90-minute block of time,
making it difficult for both students and teachers to engage in straight lecture.
Richard firmly believes that in order for students to understand the information,
they must see the information, hear the information, and write the information on a
consistent basis. He stated multiple times over the course of the research project that he
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attempts to add all three components into each lesson to help students make connections
with the information. For Richard, history is more than just a series of date, facts and
figures; history is a mosaic of the past. In order for students to have appreciation for this
mosaic, students not only need to see the individual pieces, but be able to step back and
see the entire picture. Through the incorporation of seeing, hearing, and writing the
information, Richard believes that students will obtain a greater understanding and
appreciation for history.
Data Collection
Over the course of this research project, data collection methods have been
designed to provide enough data to construct a richly detailed case study. In order to
collect rich data, the following qualitative methods were used: surveys of historical
significance, classroom observations, interviews, and the collection of documents were
utilized (See Table 2).
Table 2. Data collection calendar
Session

Interviews

1
9/25

PreObservatio
n Interview
and surveys
Short PreObservatio
n Interview

2
9/29
2
9/30
3
10/1
3
10/2

Short Post
Observatio
n interview
#1
Short PreObservatio
n interview
#2
Short Post
Observatio
n interview
#2

Observatio
n

Observation
#1

Observation
#2

Transcription
Transcribe
PreObservation
Interview
Transcribe
PreObservation
Interview #1
Transcribe
Post
Observation
interview #1
Transcribe
PreObservation
interview #2
Transcribe
Post
Observation
interview #2
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Analysis

Negotiated
Outcomes

Writing

Begin
Typological
Analysis

Researcher
Journal

Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations

Researcher
Journal
Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

4
10/5
4
10/6
5
10/7
5
10/8
6
10/14
6
10/14
7
11/10
8
11/30

9
2/5

Short PreObservatio
n interview
#3
Short Post
Observatio
n interview
#3
Short PreObservatio
n interview
#4
Short Post
Observatio
n interview
#4
Short PreObservatio
n Interview
#5
Short PostObservatio
n Interview
#5
Post
Observatio
n Interview
Clarificatio
n Interview
and
Member
Check
Follow-up
Interview
and
member
check

Observation
#3

Observation
#4

Observation
#5

Transcribe
Preobservation
interview #3
Transcribe
Post
Observation
interview #3
Transcribe
Preobservation
interview #4
Transcribe
Post
Observation
interview #4
Transcribe
Preobservation
interview #5
Transcribe
Post
observation
interview #5
Transcribe
Interview Post
Observation
Interview
Finish
Transcriptions

Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Look for
categories in
Documents &
Observations
Review
categories

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Review
categories

Memberchecking

Researcher
Journal

Transcribe
Follow-up
Interview

Review
categories

Present
preliminary
findings to
participant
(member
checking)
Present
Final
Findings to
participant

Researcher
Journal

Incorporate
participant
contributions

10
2/19

Researcher
Journal

Prior to beginning the observations, there were two surveys administered to the
participant, as well as a pre-observation interview. The purpose for these surveys and
interview was to gain a better understanding of his backgrounds, conception of history
education, ascription of historical significance, and educational philosophy. The surveys
allowed me to gain a better understanding of what Richard believes are the forty most
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important bits of information that students should know at the end of the course. The
second survey that was administered asked him to complete a similar task, but just for the
unit being observed. Data collected from the survey helps to illustrate what the
participant deemed as being historically significant as well as aided in the construction of
interview questions with regards to the criteria employed to ascribe significance within
his classroom and personal life.
Through administering surveys, conducting interviews and observations, and
collecting documents, my goal was to collect enough rich data to illuminate the
interactional relationships impacting this particular teacher as well as how he ascribes
historical significance. Additionally, I kept a researcher’s journal and conducted regular
member checking to ensure that the participant’s experience was accurately captured.
Pre-classroom observation interview. The purpose for the pre-classroom
observation interview was to gain a better understanding of Richard’s background,
conception of history education, and educational philosophy. Additionally, a series of
shorter interviews occurred prior to and immediately following each classroom
observation. By conducting interviews prior to each observation, I gained a better
understanding of the instructional plan for the day. During the classroom observations, I
used the pre-observation interview notes to help focus my observations. Having an
understanding of what the learning targets are for the day helps me recognize if Richard
deviates from the lesson plan. When Richard did deviate, I attempted to identify the
reason for the deviation in hopes of gaining a better understanding of the influences
shaping his curricular-instructional decision-making. Following the observation, a short
interview occurred to discuss any questions that arose during the observation with regards
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to the implementation of the lesson plan as well as identify any influences that may have
altered the day’s lesson from conception to implementation.
Pre-interview surveys. Prior to conducting the first interview or classroom
observation, the Richard was administered two surveys. The first survey asked him to list
the forty most significant “things” that must be taught during this course as well as the
ten most important individuals. Furthermore, Richard was asked to include a rationale
for the inclusion of these “things.” By constructing a list of the forty most significant
“things” and a list of the ten most important individuals, Richard gave me an insight into
what he perceives as being historically significant. Having Richard give the rationale for
each selection also shed light on the criteria he used to determine significance.
The second survey represented a closer look into the conception and ascription of
historical significance. Instead of looking at the course in its entirety, this survey focused
specifically on the unit being observed. Richard was asked to list the fifteen most
important “things” to be taught during this unit as well as the five most important people.
As with the first survey, Richard was asked to provide a rationale for their inclusion on
the list.
The purpose for having Richard complete the pair of surveys was to better
understand the process through which they ascribe significance in terms of curricular
decision-making. Additionally, I used the data collected to help construct specific
interview questions concerning the conception and ascription of historical significance
within a high-stakes environment. Recognizing the criteria being employed when
ascribing significance not only helped me better understand the process through which
the participant ascribes significance, but also shed light on how the various interactional
relationships affect the curricular decision-making process.

57	
  

Interviews. In an attempt to better understand the intersection of multiple,
sometimes competing, relationships with regards to how a teacher plans and implements
a unit, interviews were utilized to collect data. By using an open-ended, semi-structured
interview protocol, the goal was to better understand how a teacher determines what is
significant enough to teach and how these decisions are made. Through the process of
interviews, Richard had the ability to go into different directions that I might not have
foreseen. In large part this is because the interviews were carried out more as a
conversation than a formal interview. I did my best to gently guide the conversations
through a series of open-ended questions, but Richard ultimately had the autonomy to
dictate the direction of those conversations. With the permission of the participant, all of
the interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed.
Over the course of this research project, twelve open-ended interviews with the
Richard took place. An open-ended interview protocol allowed for more flexibility to
modify the interview when necessary. Interviews occurred prior to beginning the
observations, after each observation, and at the conclusion of the observations. The preobservation interview as well as the post observation interview were approximately one
hour in duration, and attempted to gather rich data with regards to Richard’s curricular
and instructional decision-making processes. The pre-observation interview consisted of
background questions as well as open-ended questions regarding the planning process as
well as the implementation process of a unit of study. The purpose for this preobservation interview was to gain a better understanding of Richard’s background. By
better understanding his background, I gained insight into how his background influenced
his curricular and instructional decision-making.
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During the interview process, I incorporated what Seixas (1994) terms a naïve
technique, that is, “the interviewer refuses to accept anything as understood, declining to
invent meaning for the subject’s responses (p.288).” In doing this, the interviewer
attempts to avoid inserting personal conclusions/beliefs into the interview process.
During the interviews, I asked follow-up questions as well as clarification questions so as
to attempt to collect the complete thoughts of the participant. By incorporating a naïve
technique, I attempted to avoid filling in data gaps with my own assumptions and
conclusions. Additionally, since I am also a classroom teacher, I wanted to mitigate the
influence of my own bias during the interview process. In short, my goal in using the
naïve approach was to capture Richard’s voice, experiences, and thoughts in as pure a
form as possible.
Short pre-observation and short post-observation interviews occurred
systematically throughout the data collection process. Prior to and following each
observation, a short interview took place. The purpose of conducting short pre and postobservation interviews served two major functions: clarification and member checking.
In order to gain a better understanding of the interactional relationships that Richard used
when making curricular and instructional decisions, conducting short pre and post
observation interviews allowed me to compare the intended outcome of the lesson and
the actual outcome of the lesson. These interviews were semi-structured with a series of
base questions. In addition to these base questions, during the short post-observation
interview, the teacher was asked specific questions constructed from the field notes.
Through these shorter interviews, I was able to seek clarification concerning questions
that arise during the observations as well as obtain a deeper understanding of the day-today curricular and instructional decision-making processes of Richard. Instead of having
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Richard reflect on the whole experience of this research at the conclusion of the data
collection, these interviews served as a method of collecting rich data at a particular point
in time.
Once the observations concluded, there were several additional interviews.
During these final interviews, I sought to better understand how Richard ascribed
historical significance during this unit of study as well as the understanding the
interactional relationships that shaped his curricular-instructional decision-making
process. This interview allowed me to inquire about other unit plans that Richard has
created, allowing me to compare them to the unit plan that was included in this study.
Additionally, I sought clarification on questions that arose during the observations and
from previous interviews. Furthermore, they allowed me to present preliminary findings
to Richard and seek his input. Throughout the data collection process, I actively
constructed the interview questions for this final interview.
Aside from gathering rich data, the purpose of these interviews, as Seidman
(2006) argues, was to determine internal consistency. Since it is difficult for an
interviewer to truly know whether or not a participant is being completely honest in their
responses to interview questions, “internal consistency over a period of time” (p. 25) will
help to strengthen the validity of the findings. Additionally, there was some question
redundancy to increase the confidence in my findings (Stake, 2010, p.97). Having the
ability to compare multiple transcripts from a series of interviews over a period of time
allowed me to determine inconsistencies and then address those inconsistencies with the
participant.
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Classroom Observations
After completing the first semi-structured teacher interview, I began observing
Richard delivering a unit of instruction to one of his history classes. The unit observed
took place over six blocks, each block lasting approximately 90 minutes. However, I
only observed five blocks because I was not available the day that the test was
administered. Although I was not present for the day of the test, I was given access to the
test for further analysis. The U.S. history class I observed took place during the 3rd block
of the day, from 12:13 p.m. to 2:13 p.m. Because this was during the lunch block,
Richard taught for 60 minutes prior to a 30-minute lunch and then taught for 30 minutes
after lunch.
Field notes. During each observation, field notes were taken. In order to
minimize any disruption due to my presence, I sat at a desk against the wall in the
classroom and attempted to get to the class before students began to arrive. The first
thing I would do each day was to write down the day’s agenda as well as the objectives of
the lesson, which were written on the board each day. Prior to the start of the class,
Richard would share with me copies of everything that he was planning to use that day in
class. This allowed me to follow along the lesson better during the observations as well
as limit the amount of distraction my presence in the classroom brought. In an attempt to
gain as much information, I used the method of “raw field notes” along with “filling in”
(Hatch, 2002, 77). “Raw field notes” consist of, “descriptions of contexts, actions, and
conversations written in as much detail as possible given the constraints of watching and
writing in a rapidly changing social environment” (Hatch, 2002, 77). In essence, while
observing each lesson, I would record in the most complete form possible, every aspect
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of instruction I could. Below is and example from my field notes from my first
observation on October 1.
10/1
•

•

Boston Massacre Reading
o Students independently read an short reading on the Boston Massacre
§ While reading, they were to think about 4 guided questions
o While reading, a picture of Boston Massacre was on the Promethean board (Tin
print by Paul Revere)
o When finished, students were asked to discuss the 4 questions as a class.
After discussing the questions, Richard began talking about the tin print on the board
o He asked students to infer about the picture independently
§ Asked students to share their thoughts with a nearby classmate
o Richard spoke about how long the print took to make
§ Timing is sketchy (made public very short after the massacre)
• Richard insinuates that it could have been made ahead of time
§ Richard points out various aspects of the tin print
• Solider faces are happy
o Students are ask to try and link to issues today with the police (attempted to
connect to the issues of Black Lives Matters, but moved on quickly)
§ Richard questioned and answered: What was left out of the picture?
• Sticks and snowballs
o Richard says “It didn’t happen that way”
§ Teacher directed: discussed other accounts of why the first person shot
o Richard discussed the bias of the tin picture
§ Said there may have been a sniper in the window
§ It was a set-up, a propaganda piece
• Revere used this incident to spark patriotism against the loyalists
o Focused a lot on the Boston Massacre and how it was used as propaganda
against Great Britain
§ Spoke about the two soldiers who were convicted and sent back to
England
o Asked students “What was the significance of the Event?”
§ 1 student began to answer, but the teacher finished the thought
§ The Boston Massacre helped to galvanize ill-will towards British
authority in the colonies

The above account from my field notes was from a portion of the day’s lesson that lasted
approximately ten minutes of the ninety-minute block.
Understanding that a classroom environment can be hectic when it comes to
making observations, I did, as Hatch (2002) suggests, incorporate a process of “filling
in.” Hatch (2002) describes “filling in” as, “going through the raw data as soon as
possible after leaving the field and making a more complete description based on the raw
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notes and what is remembered from the setting” (p. 77). During the process of “filling
in,” I attempted to refrain from inserting my own personal analysis or thoughts. At the
end of each day of observations, I had the opportunity to read over and “fill in” any
information or observations that were important while the memories were still fresh in
my head. The purpose of the observation notes is to present an accurate representation of
the classroom environment as well as a rich description of the information being
presented to the students.
Hatch (2002) recommends going into each observation with a driving question or
questions to help focus the observation. Understanding that it is impossible to observe
everything that occurs within a classroom, going into each observation with a game plan
was important. Since my research is focused on Richard’s curricular and instructional
decision-making, my broad focus was on the delivery of instruction by Richard. More
specifically, I was interested in observing each lesson within the unit as well as
interactions with the students from Richard’s perspective. Did Richard place more
emphasis on certain bits of information or go off on historical tangents during the lesson?
If he does go off on tangents, was there an observable reason? Were there planned
aspects of the unit that did not take place?
Document collection. Since this research project looked at the curricular and
instructional gatekeeping practices of a single teacher, understanding the various
curricular inputs are important. Copies of student handouts, the unit test, as well as the
district and State curriculum guides were collected for further analysis. The district and
State curriculum guides were important to collect to understand how policy factors
influence curricular-instructional decision-making. Often times, the unit tests are created
using the curriculum guides as a resource.
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Table 3. Documents collected
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Ancillary reading study guides
o Chapter 4, section 1: The stirrings of rebellion
o Chapter 4, section 2: Ideas help start a revolution
o Chapter 4, section 3: Struggling toward Saratoga
o Chapter 4, section 4: Winning the War
Video viewing guide for “Story of a Patriot”
Worksheet on the political ideas and events leading to the war
The Boston Massacre facts and questions: Was Captain Preston to blame?
Sequence chain for the revolution
The Declaration of Independence rewrite activity
Video viewing guide for “The Crossing”
The Frame Routine:
o Continental army strengths and weaknesses
o British army strength and weaknesses
Ancillary reading: The Siege of Yorktown
American Revolution study guide
Revolutionary War unit test
Revolutionary War Internet scavenger hunt
Virginia S.O.Ls
District curriculum framework

The district and State curriculum guides were important to collect to understand how
policy factors influence curricular-instructional decision-making. Often times, the unit
tests are created using the curriculum guides as a resource. Furthermore, the unit plan,
individual lesson plans, and student handouts are created to support instruction to prepare
students to take the unit test. By collecting multiple documents, I was able to clearly
trace how significance emerged within and across documents and lesson plans (See Table
3). When surrounded by a variety of relationships, is it possible to ignore some
relationships while focusing on others? Or do the interactional relationships, just by their
existence, influence an individual’s values and decision-making process? Understanding
how a teacher determines what history is significant enough to teach may illuminate the
various relationships at play.
Research journal. Throughout the entire research process, I kept a reflective
journal. The purpose for doing so was to maintain an audit trail while recording my
thoughts and preliminary analysis during the data collection process. Journaling allowed
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me to make notes addressing questions, biases, and research protocol (Stake, 2010, p.
101); it served as a place to get my personal thoughts and ramblings on paper. I kept a
reflective journal to comment on my findings as well as to begin the process of fleshing
out any patterns that become apparent. During one of my reflective journal entries after
finishing transcribing all of the interviews, I wrote:
After spending time with the standards, I discovered that Richard teaches certain
things because he believes they are in the S.O.L framework, but in actuality they are not
mentioned. This is especially true about the Revolutionary War. Other than Lexington,
Concord, and Yorktown, there is no specific mention of any other battles. Richard has
mentioned on several occasions that he didn’t understand how the S.O.Ls mentioned
Saratoga as the turning point of the war; however, Saratoga is not mentioned in the
standards at all. Note to self: I need to try and look at older versions of the S.O.Ls to see
if his is where he saw Saratoga being mentioned. (January 28, 2017 Reflective journal)
This entry helped me to make sense of the data collected as well as helped to
construct questions for an additional follow-up interview. There were times where I felt
overwhelmed with the amount of data I was working with and the reflective journal
helped to organize my thoughts as well as create a place where I can question my
findings. Additionally, throughout this process, I checked my findings against the
typologies being used so as to determine if non-examples are present. The journal served
the purpose of not only addressing data analysis, but allowed me to examine my
methodology and approach with the participant. In addition, it allowed me to reflect on
my own experiences and biases about the role of education.
Triangulation. Incorporating surveys, interviews, researcher journaling,
observations, member checking, and document collection helped to establish
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triangulation of the data, leading to greater validity (Maxwell, 2013, p. 102; Stake, 1995,
p. 108). Maxwell (2013) argues that, “This strategy reduces the risk that your
conclusions will reflect only the biases of a specific method, and allows you to gain a
more secure understanding of the issues you are investigating” (p. 102). Since this study
involved a single case, I needed to take great caution to limit my own bias through the
process of data triangulation (See Figure 12).
Figure 12. Data triangulation
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Member checking was an important component of the research process. In order
to accurately depict this case study, I needed to ensure that my observations were
accurate. Each post observation interview served to check my understanding against that
of the participant. The post observation interview gave me a chance to compare my notes
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and perspective with Richards’s perspective. Additionally, it also gave me the
opportunity to ask questions and to seek clarification from Richard. This was important
not only to member-check, but to also ensure that I consciously checked my positionality
as an educator at the forefront of my research process. I used the post observation
interviews to help ensure that I was not allowing my own experiences of being an
educator to take away from Richard’s experiences and perceptions. Once I had
transcribed the interviews, I would give a copy to Richard to look over. Again, the goal
in doing so was to ensure that Richard’s story remained his own. By collecting
interviews, conducting observations, collecting documents, and checking-in consistently
with Richard, the goal was to illustrate Richard’s curricular and instructional decisionmaking in as much rich detail and honesty as possible.
In order to address my research questions, various forms of data were collected
for specific purposes. A major component of my data collection was the incorporation of
twelve one-on-one interviews. The interviews served the purpose to capture Richard’s
voice and to gain his perspective on his teaching practices, conceptualization of historical
significance, and curricular and instructional decision-making. Having the ability to hear
Richard describe his understanding of historical significance as well as his
conceptualization of the purpose for studying history prior to the observations helped to
create a baseline of knowledge to help inform my observation protocol.
During the observations, I was able to gain first hand knowledge of Richard’s
practices within the classroom as well as comparing information gained during the
interviews with information gained from the observations. The interviews also enabled
me to circle back to Richard to ask specific questions about things I witnessed during the
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observations. This process not only served to help triangulate the data, but also ensured
that member checking was occurring frequently.
Over the course of this research project, I had Richard fill out several surveys.
Two of the surveys were administered prior to beginning the observations and one was
administered after the observations had concluded. The first two surveys were used to
help determine what information Richard deemed to be the most important for the
specific unit being observed as well as for the course. The survey that specifically
address the unit being observed, Richard was asked to list the fifteen most significant
“things” that must be taught as well as the five most important people included in the
unit. Aside from just listing, Richard was asked to give a rationale for the inclusion. He
was then asked to do the same thing for the entire course, but instead of fifteen
significance “things” he was asked to list forty as well as the top ten individuals that
needed to be included. What these surveys demonstrated was the influence of the S.O.L
standards on what Richard deemed as being most significant. However, some things that
he included as being significant due to their inclusion in the S.O.L standards were found
to not actually be included in the standards. This revelation helped to construct interview
questions to really try and determine the influence that the S.O.L standards played in
Richard’s curricular and instructional decision-making.
After the observations were concluded, I constructed a third survey to get
Richard’s thoughts on the various influences affecting his curricular and instructional
choices. He was asked to rank seven influences in order of importance when creating
lesson plans. Richard was also asked to explain the rationale for the rankings. The seven
influences were: individual S.O.L standards; the end-of-course test; textbook and
ancillary material; personal interest; time constraints; C.L.Ts; and students and student
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interest. Additionally, Richard was asked if there were any other influences that I should
be aware of. I was able to then use this information to compare to the various pieces of
data that had been collected such as interviews, observations, unit and lesson plans,
district and State guidelines, as well as the unit test. Every piece of data collected served
the purpose to investigate both research questions. It was of utmost importance to
triangulate the data to ensure that my analysis was both thorough and complete (See
Table 4).
Table 4. Data collection matrix
Research
Question

Data
Sources

Why do
I need to
know
this?

How does a veteran teacher’s
understanding of historical
significance impact how they ascribe
value to purpose, nature, and utility of
history as a school discipline?
• 12 one-on-one interviews

How tightly coupled are a veteran
teacher’s conceptions and
perceptions of the value and nature
of history as a school subject shaped
and developed over time and space?
• 12 one-on-one interviews

•

5 classroom Observations

•

5 classroom Observations

•

3 surveys

•

3 surveys

•

Unit/Lesson Plans

•

Unit/Lesson Plans

•

District Curriculum Guidelines

•

District Curriculum Guidelines

•

Virginia Standards of Learning

•

Virginia Standards of Learning

•

Unit Test

•

Unit Test

•

Researcher’s Journal

•

Researcher’s Journal

To document how a teacher ascribes
historical significance when planning,
implementing, and assessing a
historical unit in a high-stakes setting.

To document the various
interactional relationships that help
to shape a teacher’s curriculum
decision-making.

Data Analysis
For this case study research, I incorporated interviews, observations, artifacts, and
a reflective journal into my data capture. Analysis of the data began immediately
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following the first semi-structured interview (Hatch, J.A., 2002, p. 149; Maxwell, 2013,
p.104; Stake, 1995, p. 78).
Typological analysis. Understanding that there are many factors that affect how
teachers ascribe historical significance within the classroom environment, I incorporated
typological analysis (Hatch, 2002). By applying typological analysis to my data, I began
the research process of teacher as gatekeeper with predetermined typologies: personal
factors, organizational influences, and policy factors. Similarly, to begin researching
historical significance, I used the predetermined typologies of relevance, vernacular and
official histories, and unity and progress. From there I used these predetermined
typologies to organize the data (Hatch, 2002, p. 152). According to Hatch (2002), there
are nine steps in typological analysis:
1. Identify typologies to be analyzed
2. Read the data, marking entries related to your typologies
3. Read entries by typology, recording the main ideas in entries on a summary sheet
4. Look for patterns, relationships, themes within typologies
5. Read data, coding entries according to patterns identified and keeping a record of
what entries go with which elements of your patterns
6. Decide if your patterns are supported by the data, and search the data for
nonexamples of your patterns
7. Look for relationships among the patterns identified
8. Write your patterns as one-sentence generalizations
9. Select data excerpts that support your generalizations (Hatch, 2002, p. 153)
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To begin analyzing the data with regards to curricular and instructional
influences, I used the three broad factors cited by Grant (2007): personal factors,
organizational influences, and policy factors (p. 252). My initial set of coding consisted
of going through the data, using highlighters for color-coding purposes and categorizing
the data according to Grant’s (2007) three major factors. For the purpose of analyzing
data with regard to historical significance, I attempted to determine if the data correlates
with the major themes generalized from previous research conducted with regards to
ascribing significance: relevance, vernacular and official histories, and unity and
progress.
Even though the use of typological analysis is inherently deductive due to starting
out with predetermined categories, inductive analysis was conducted. Hatch (2002) notes
that, “not all important data are accounted for by a typological analysis” (p. 160).
Throughout the process of analyzing data, I checked my categories to make sure that they
were supported by the data. Hatch (2002) recommends using what Glaser and Strauss
(1967) call the “constant comparative method” (Hatch, 2002, pg. 158). Through this
method, all data was examined and reexamined to determine if any of the data contradicts
the findings. Through the course of this analysis, it was concluded that all of the data
collected could be categorized into the preexisting categories due to how broad the
categories are.
Analytical Lenses
Teacher as gatekeeper. Attempting to understand all of the influences that go
into the curricular and instructional decision-making of a teacher was overwhelming. To
help analyze the data collected, I used the analytical lens of teacher as gatekeeper. While
collecting and analyzing the data, I used the three broad categories put forth by Grant
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(1996, 2003, 2007) to help organize my research findings. Because the categories are so
broad, it allowed me to organize my data around collection methods from the beginning.
Historical significance. To help analyze data concerning historical significance,
I used the themes of relevance, vernacular and official histories, and unity and progress.
Incorporating these themes into my data analysis protocol, it created a place to “hang”
data collected. Due to the fact that the themes pulled from the research are so broad, all of
the data collected with regards to historical significance fit into one of these three broad
categories. However, more of my time was spent analyzing the data within each
typology than finding new typology to “hang” data.
Emerging findings. Due to the fact that I used very broad categories to organize
my data collection, I did not discover any non-examples. All of the data collected could
be “dropped” into at least one of the six categories. Where I spent more time was
organizing the data within each category. For example, under the broad categories of
policy factors and organizational influences, the sub-category of pacing was created.
During interviews, Richard spoke many times about pacing and time constraints.
However, the reasons behind the pacing and time constraints were not always influenced
by the same factors. On one hand, Richard attributes pacing concerns to the pressures of
the S.O.L test at the end of the course. He commented, “Last year, I finished the
curriculum the day before the S.O.L test. I mean, the snow and everything else, we just
needed to get done” (September 25, 2015 Interview). In this instance, Richard saw
pacing concerns being directly connected with policy factors such as the date of the endof-course test. He alluded to the fact that even though the previous year there were a lot
of snow days, the date his students tested did not change. This caused Richard to have to
condense topics and focused only on those topics tested by the State. He went on to
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explain, “It is watered-down, it is strictly only the standards when you get behind. I
mean, that is all you can do” (February 5, 2016 Interview).
In addition to having pacing concerns fall into the category of policy factors, they
also could be attributed to organizational influences. Prior to beginning the observations,
Richard discussed how the school’s mandatory Emergency Response Plan (ERP) drill
caused pacing concerns for him. During our first interview, Richard discussed his
concerns in detail.
Cause I got a test today, and we’ve got the ERP today, if the ERP goes longer
than what they told us it was going to, I’m going to have kids who are going to be
stressing because they don’t have enough time because they work slowly to finish the
test. Or whether they will be able to do as good of a job on the test as they could. An so,
if an evaluator comes in, they’re going to say, ‘your kids didn’t know the material if they
didn’t score well.’ And I’m going to say, ‘no, you can’t say that because of the change in
the environment.’ Now some people would say, move the test back. I can’t move it back
a day if I want to stay even with the CLT and if I want to stay on the schedule to be able
to have the curriculum done by the time the SOLs come. (September 25, 2015 Interview)
Through this excerpt, Richard illustrates how policy factors and organizational
influences affect his curricular and instructional decisions. Richard appeared to be
frustrated by the fact that these “outside” influences were impacting what was going on in
his classroom. Even though broad categories were used to organize the data, individual
factors often time intersected with multiple categories. At times, the intersecting
influences were so numerous that it was difficult to isolate single factors when it came to
specific curricular and instructional decisions.
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Role of Researcher: Positionality, Reflexivity and Ethics
Positionality. While conducting this research, my goal was to portray Richard’s
voice as accurately as possible. To do this, I needed to acknowledge the experiences that
I brought to this research question as a high school social studies teacher. I was aware
that my experiences and pedagogy may differ from Richard’s and this may influence how
I perceive the data. Furthermore, as a researcher, I needed be aware of my own biases so
that I do not unintentionally lead Richard’s responses to the answers I want. Throughout
the research process, I kept a research journal for the purpose of reflexivity. In order to
maintain a reflexive approach, I was open with Richard about my interpretations of the
data.
Reflexivity. Part of the reflexive process will be to acknowledge the power
relationship that exists between the research participant and myself. Being a teacher in
the same social science department as Richard, I was aware of the implications this may
have on not only how Richard behaves but also how I perceive the data. LeCompte
(2000) suggest that researchers need to continually question their conclusions to be sure
that their analysis is an accurate reflection of their participants’ experiences as opposed to
a reflection of their own experiences (p.152). I limited the amount of bias in my research
through a collaborative approach with Richard as well as triangulation of the data.
Richard helped to play an important role in analyzing the data. I reviewed my findings
with Richard regularly to ensure I was accurately representing his voice. During every
post-observation interview, I would discuss my initial observations with Richard. The
post-observation interviews were used to not only examine further Richard’s curricular
and instructional decision-making, but to serve as a continual, consistent form of member
checking. Additionally, multiple forms of data collection occurred to minimize the risk of
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bias (Maxwell, 2013, p.102). Although I took great measures to ensure that my own
experiences and beliefs did not manipulate the data to match my preexisting ideas, I was
aware that my experience as a high school social science teacher could influence my
perceptions of the data.
Ethics. While conducting this research, my goal was to portray Richard’s voice
as accurately as possible. To do this, I have to acknowledge the experiences that I bring
to this research as a teacher. I am aware that my experiences differed greatly from my
participant and that this could influence how I perceive the data. I was open with Richard
about my interpretations of the data. Throughout the research process, I reinforced the
idea that I am in the role of researcher, not a high school social science teacher.
Furthermore, the rest of the social science department did not have access to the field
notes, interviews, or documents collected during the research process.
Summary
The purpose of my study is to examine the competing interactional relationships
that teachers face during the process of curricular and instructional decision-making.
Specifically, I examined how a teacher ascribed historical significance as well as how he
determined what is important enough to include while teaching a unit on the American
Revolution in an 11th grade U.S. History course with a State created end-of-course
standardized test. When determining what is important enough to teach, there are
competing interactional relationships for teachers. These interactional	
  relationships	
  
represent the various factors that play into the process through which teachers make
curricular-instructional decisions on a daily basis. Often times, these interactional
relationships overlap and even shift from one influence to another. In essence, the
interactional relationships are fluid in nature and constantly shifting. This research sought
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to capture the experiences of a veteran teacher as he navigated the various influences
affecting his curricular and instructional decision-making though a single unit of
instruction.
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Chapter 4: Findings
This case study investigates an individual teacher managing a multitude of
influencing factors while planning and implementing a unit of instruction in a high school
U.S. history classroom. This dissertation argues that teachers continually negotiate the
various influences concerning curricular and instructional decision-making. Furthermore,
this dissertation argues that the various influences do not act independently of one
another; therefore, making it difficult to isolate individual influences to determine the
root cause of both curricular and instructional decisions. As a case study of one teacher,
this study was driven by the question: How does a veteran teacher determine what is
historically significant enough to teach in a high stakes environment? Out of this
overarching question come two specific, pointed questions:
1. How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school
discipline over time and space?
2. How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
Since there have been very few studies conducted concerning the process through which
veteran teachers make historical selections, this study will help to add valuable
information to the relatively new, but ongoing discussion concerning the ascription of
significance in the history classroom (Evans, 1988; Grant, 1996; Lee & Coughlin, 2011).
Understanding how various influences affect the criteria through which teachers
ascribe significance may shed light on research concerning students and historical
significance. This study examines the intersection of significance of product (official
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curriculum) and the significance of process (an individual’s ascription of significance)
and how a teacher reconciles differences between the two when planning and
implementing a unit.
As I began the process of analysis, I focused my attention on the concept of
Teacher as Gatekeeper. Even though there is a mandated curriculum present, teachers
still have the final say as to how much time to devote to each element as well as how indepth to go with the topic. Understanding that there are many factors influencing a
teacher’s curricular and instructional decision-making, my analysis included typologies
put forward by Grant (1996, 2003, 2007). The typologies of policy factors,
organizational influences, and personal factors created a sense of organization to help
categorize data and artifacts collected. Through the analysis process, I discovered that
personal factors and policy factors appeared to have had the greatest influence on the
Richard, while organizational influences appeared to have minimal influence over his
curricular-instructional decision-making. However, these influences were fluid and
constantly shifting. Additionally, it would be an oversimplification to argue that the
various influences operated independently of one another.
Due to the complexity surrounding the process of understanding all that goes into
the curriculum and instructional decision-making of a single teacher, Grant’s (1996,
2003, 2007) typologies helped me to begin to organize my data. However, I discovered
that the multitude of influences did not neatly fit into the pre-determined typologies of
personal factors, organizational influences, and policy factors. Rather, it was discovered
that the individual influences floated between the typologies with great fluidity. This in
turn made it difficult to isolate each typology to explore independently of one another.
This chapter begins by exploring how Richard’s understanding of historical significance
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impacted how he ascribed value to the purpose, nature, and utility of history as a school
discipline. Following a discussion concerning historical significance, I will then explore
how Richard’s instructional decisions and activities are organized and implemented
within his Revolutionary War unit.
How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school discipline
over time and space?
Using Seixas’ (1994) definition of significance6 as a starting point, I attempted to
ascertain the criteria Richard employed when making curriculum and instructional
decisions. Understanding the criteria one uses when ascribing significance is an integral
component of historical inquiry (Lomas, 1990). However, it is important to point out that
since Richard is a teacher in an educational environment where high-stakes testing is the
norm, isolating personal significance from professional significance proved to be
difficult.
Due to the fact that I was focused on the criteria used to determine what was
important enough to teach in the course, Richard often times referenced the official
standards as the main criteria influencing his decision-making. Richard commented,
“Lets face it, the history class is all about passing the test. I mean, they can talk about all
the other grandiose things, but if the kids can’t pass the test, the kids can’t graduate, then
you have failed at your job. I don’t like to fail” (September 25, 2015 Interview). This
statement by Richard sums up how he feels about the S.O.Ls and accompanying test.
However, at times, his personal criteria were sometimes at odds with the official
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6	
  “the valuing criterion through which the historians assesses which pieces of the entire
possible corpus of the past can fit together into a meaningful and coherent story that is
worthwhile” (Seixas, 1994, 281).	
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curriculum of the State. One such situation was when Richard was discussing how his
personal criteria for significance conflicted with the S.O.Ls:
One decision we will have to make somewhere down the line in this unit is the
S.O.Ls say the turning point in the war is Saratoga because that is what convinces
the French to come in and with French aid we were able to beat the British. But
on of the other things as a historian, to me, if I don’t touch on Princeton and
Trenton, where Washington won his first battle and saved his own army, the
American army doesn’t get to Saratoga to win that battle. (September 29, 2015
interview)
This was in part mainly due to the breadth of the course, not allowing for the depth that
Richard sought out for his students. Even though Richard felt constrained by an official
curriculum, he still employed his own personal criteria for significance throughout this
unit. Moreover, the criteria he invoked mirrored some aspects of criteria created decades
earlier by Partington (1980). It can be argued that each component of Partington’s list of
criteria (as discussed in chapter 2) was present to some extent throughout this unit.
However, Richard relied most often on the importance and relevance of historical events
and people when justifying his own personal historical selections.
Importance and relevance. Richard firmly believes that in order for students to
appreciate history, they must be able to relate past events and people to their own lives.
Furthermore, Richard believes that students needed to understand the social aspects of
history: how did the people live and how did they think? However, when asked to
discuss his criteria for historical selection within his classroom, he mostly deferred to
Virginia’s Standards of Learning. Even so, Richard still inserted information into the
instruction that corresponded with his personal criteria for historical significance. Yet,
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Richard is still constrained by time and has to be very selective where he decides to go
into greater depth and detail. When asked about why he chooses to spend extra time on
the people’s lives, he responded, “They had families, they had children, all they wanted
was shelter, and they wanted to be successful in life” (October 6, 2015 interview). In this
instance, Richard was reinforcing the criteria of relevance and importance. Richard
wanted the students to see historical actors as people like them with similar wants and
desires in hopes that the students would be able to better relate to people of the past.
Richard believes, “If the kids can make the connections, they are going to remember it
and see it” (October 2, 2015 interview).
Throughout the unit, Richard consistently attempted to make the information
relevant to the student lives through the incorporation of stories, readings, images, and
film. One such example is when Richard was discussing the Stamp Act. In an attempt to
make the Stamp Act relevant to the student’s lives, Richard attempted to connect it to the
current gas tax. Richard asked students if they liked paying the additional money for gas
including the 9/10 of a penny per gallon. Many students indicated that they would prefer
to pay less for gas, but understood that it is expensive to maintain roads. Richard then
asked if they really did not want to pay the tax, what would their options be? This led to
a conversation about how colonists boycotted paper goods to show their displeasure with
the Stamp Act. Richard then asked students if they were that upset with the additional
gas tax, they could boycott buying gasoline. Although this may be an apples to oranges
argument, this discussion got students to think about history in a more contemporary
context, thus connecting it to their own lives. In this case, Richard was attempting to
make the Stamp Act and its consequences relevant to the students’ lives.
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Surveys of historical significance. As part of the research methodology to better
understand the reasoning behind some of his curricular decision-making, Richard was
asked to complete a few open-ended surveys regarding the most “important” things that
students needed to know not only during the Revolutionary War unit, but the overall
course as well. It was not a surprise to see that many of his decisions were made with the
Virginia Standards of Learning in mind. However, Richard was still able to make many
decisions using his own set of criteria to determine what was important enough to
include. When asked about who the five most important people were to teach during this
unit, only two of the five were specifically mentioned in the standards of learning (See
Figure 13).
Figure 13. The five most important people of the Revolutionary War

Even though Richard used the standards as the driving force to many of his
curricular decision-making, this survey most clearly demonstrated the ability for him to
incorporate his own criteria into the process. During a post observation interview,
Richard was asked to discuss his selection of the five individuals that must be taught
during this unit. It should be noted that the names specifically mentioned in the
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articulation guide of the standards of learning list Locke, Paine, Jefferson, Franklin, and
Washington. Richard felt that Locke and Paine were not as important since they were
taught the previous year in modern world history. Whereas for the inclusion of Lafayette,
Clinton, and Howe, Richard responded, “I don’t see how you can read about the
Revolutionary War and not talk about them” (November 11, 2015 interview). Richard
felt that it would be difficult for students to understand the Revolutionary War if they did
not have an understanding of the roles played by Lafayette, Clinton, and Howe (See
Figure 14).
Figure 14. Richard’s justification for the inclusion of Lafayette, Howe, and
Clinton.
Historical Figure

Reason for Inclusion

Lafayette

“I felt it was important to show that the French did not simply appear in the
Revolutionary War. Lafayette and many others were inspired by the events
in America. These aristocratic Frenchmen realized that for this experiment
to be successful the Americans would need assistance in defeating the
British. Thus in early 1777, when Lafayette arrived he offered to instruct the
Continental Army in more effective ways of fighting the British. In addition
as a French aristocrat he did have some influence with the King of France
and his foreign policy. As a result, he was able to convince the French
monarchy that they should actively support the American Revolution. As a
result of Lafayette’s experiences and influence, the French did not just show
up for Yorktown, they had secretly assisted us for several years culminating
in a treaty and openly assisting us in 1781.”
“Howe has a long-lasting affair with an American who was married to a
Loyalist man. Many historians believe this relationship distracted Howe
enough that the Continental Army was able to survive the winter of 17761777. I also include Howe to spice up and humanize something that
happened over 200 years ago.”
“I include Clinton because he was the British choice for leading the
campaigns against the middle and later the southern colonies. Admittedly,
Clinton stays in New York during the southern campaign, thus playing a
little role in the latter stages of the fighting and later organizes the British
leaving the last major strong hold in the American colonies.”
August 11, 2016 Interview

Howe

Clinton

In Richard’s mind, not discussing the roles of Lafayette, Clinton, and Howe
would be “kind of like talking about Mohammad Ali without discussing Joe Frazier”
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(August 11, 2016 interview). For Richard, this goes back to the idea of painting a picture
for the students. Richard went on to justify the inclusion of these three men by stating,
“Basically, I use these guys to help history come alive for my students; these were real
people, not just someone to read about” (August 11, 2016 interview). To Richard, these
men are very important when studying the American Revolution. However, Richard did
not clearly express to his students the reasons for their inclusion the way he did for me.
In this particular case, it appears that Richard had clearly ascribed historical significance
using the criteria of importance and relevance, but did not clearly share this process with
students. Rather, he talked about their roles in the Revolution prior to moving on without
discussing why he included them. This example helps to illustrate the autonomy that
Richard does have in curricular and instructional decision-making; Richard still has
enough autonomy to fill in what he perceives as being gaps in the information.
Additionally, this also helps to illustrate the reality that although Richard was able to
articulate to me the significance of these men to the study of the Revolutionary War, he
did not emphasis them as much to the students. This may have been due to the pace of
the unit or it could be that Richard thought he did make clear to the students their
significance to the war.
In addition to completing a survey about the five most important people to be
taught during this unit, he was also asked to complete a survey about the fifteen most
important things/stuff to be taught during the unit. It was not surprising to see that the
rationale for the inclusion of these fifteen things/stuff was that they were included in the
Standards of Learning. However, even though Richard believed that all of these items
were included in the standards, several were not (See Figure 15).
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Figure 15. What are the 15 most significant “things” “stuff” that must be taught in
this particular unit?
Key thing/stuff/knowledge/skill/ understandings
(names and dates)
1. French and Indian War Debt
2. No taxation without representation
3. Lexington/Concord
4. Valley Forge
5. Princeton
6. Battle of Saratoga
7. Battle of Yorktown
8. French Assistance
9. Declaration of Independence
10. Common Sense
11. Battle of New York City
12. Loyalists Vs. Tories
13. Neutrals
14. Patriots
15. Boston Massacre and Boston Tea Party

Rationale for inclusion
Caused the Revolution/SOLs
Caused the Revolution/SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs
It is in the SOLs

____*Not specifically mentioned in the Standards of Learning
After searching through the Standards of Learning, it was discovered that Valley
Forge, Princeton, Saratoga, and the Battle of New York City were not included.
Actually, the only battle specifically mentioned in the standards was the Battle of
Yorktown. However, Valley Forge, Princeton, Saratoga, and the Battle of New York
City were all present in the ancillary materials. When questioned about this, Richard
admitted that this might be a case where in his mind he may have blended the information
from the ancillary materials with the Standards of Learning. The fact that Richard was
blending what the S.O.Ls outlined as part of the essential knowledge and the information
in the ancillary material demonstrates two aspects of Richard’s curricular planning:
Richard is not as well-versed with the specifics of the essential knowledge in the S.O.Ls
and the reliance on the ancillary material to drive curricular decision-making. Richard
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admitted that he often plans out his units using the sections and chapters of the textbook
and ancillary materials to determine what to teach. Richard believes the textbook
materials do a good job of covering the S.O.Ls. To this point, Richard commented,
“Generally speaking, the textbook I use does an adequate job of covering the S.O.Ls. So
I know the S.O.Ls are covered, I can then chunk the information and plan accordingly for
my pacing” (September 25, 2015 interview). It appears that Richard views the
information found in the textbook as being historically significant, not because he has
personally determined its significance, but because the textbook publishers have.
Additionally, Richard feels confident that the textbook and ancillary materials cover the
information students will be responsible for on the end-of-course test.
One specific example of Richard blending the standards with the content from the
ancillary materials was the fact that Richard expressed multiple times that he disagreed
with the Battle of Saratoga being considered the turning point in the war. He attributed
this to the Standards of Learning7; however, it was the ancillary materials that specifically
mentioned Saratoga as the turning point of the war. When asked if he may have
attributed this battle to the standards because he has taught this course many years and
has been using the same textbook and ancillary materials8, he responded, “Yes, I guess I
haven’t changed that part of my mindset since then” (February 5, 2016 interview). This
example just illustrates the significance that the textbook and accompanying ancillary
materials have on Richard’s curricular-instructional decision-making processes. This was
in part due to the fact that Richard openly admitted that he did not frequently look to the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7
The Battle of Saratoga was not specifically mentioned in the current or earlier Standards
of Learning documents from 1995, 2001, and 2008 (VDOE Website).
8
Richard believes the book and ancillary materials he uses were adopted approximately
in 2003.	
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standards when planning and implementing units of instruction. Another reason for the
blending of information between the S.O.L standards and the textbook ancillary materials
may be because Richard has been using the same materials for over a decade. Using the
same materials year in and year out, Richard has not been forced to go back and critically
evaluate the resources he chooses to include into his daily activities.
How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
An account of the classroom observations. Throughout the course of the
classroom observations, Richard taught using very traditional pedagogy (See Figure 16).
Even though he incorporated time for students to participate in classroom discussions,
Richard’s class was still very much teacher directed. Richard attempted to make sure that
students had an opportunity to “read it, hear it, and see it” every lesson of the unit, thus
creating a instructional routine for the students.
Figure 16. Field notes from a classroom observation
Field Notes 10/5
1) At the beginning of class, Richard asks if the students have any questions on reading study guides 4.2
and 4.3
2) Richard introduces the class to what the plan is for the day
a) Students will be beginning to learn about the Revolutionary War
3) The graphic organizers are projected on the board
a) Richard explains the organizers and goes back and reviews
b) Richard discusses Lexington and Concord: “SOLs call it a battle, but it was a murder scene.
But make sure to know the SOLs call it a battle.”
4) Teacher directed instruction while going over the reading study guide 4.2
a) Richard goes over the terms to know (vocab)
5) Richard goes over the 5 major events the students need know about (New York, Trenton, Saratoga,
Valley Forge, and Germantown)
a) Richard tells the students, “Yes, it is more than you need to know for the SOL, but you need
to understand them to know what happens.”
b) “SOL says Saratoga is the turning point (the French enter).”
c) Richard argues that Trenton is the turning point because if Trenton didn’t occur, Saratoga
would have been possible. “For the SOL test, know that Saratoga was the turning point. As
an intelligent citizen of America, Trenton was the turning point.”
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6) Richard tells the kids he used to reenact for his classes, but due to the SOL and the pacing, it isn’t
possible to do until after the SOL test in May.
7) Richard puts a frame up on the promethean board (a note taking form)
a) Richard had students copy down the information while he talked about the information
8) After the students finished copying down the information, two short video clips were shown.
a) clip 1: loading and firing a musket
b) clip 2: loading and firing a canon
9) Richard began to show the movie “The Crossing” (the movie showed the colonial army
commandeering boats, camp life, George Washington and his staff, and going to Trenton)
a) students had a worksheet with questions to answer while watching the film during the film,
Richard added comments to help add to the story	
  

Each day, Richard would post the learning target for the day as well as an agenda
for that day’s lesson on the board. What I found interesting was that Richard used the
same learning target for the entire unit. When asked about the practice or writing broad
objectives, Richard commented that, “Because the objectives are broad, I don’t have to
rewrite them everyday” (September 30, interview). This practice seemed to be more
about convenience than pedagogy. When planning out the unit, Richard uses the
textbook as a framework to plan each lesson. Richard commented,
I usually don’t do more than two sections in a chapter a day, simply because it
doesn’t fit in with my agenda. If you get more than five or six things, you get it
done, then they either got to do it for homework or you’ve got to come back and
pick it up the next day. I definitely look at how long it is in the textbook.
Generally speaking, the textbook I use in history does an adequate job of covering
the S.O.Ls. (September 25, 2015, interview)
By using the textbook and ancillary materials, Richard framed out each lesson,
maintaining consistency from day to day and establishing daily classroom routines.
Instructionally, Richard followed that same general outline for each class.
Richard said that he attempts to have the students “see it, hear it, and read it.” Richard
relied heavily on the reading study guides as a way for students to read history. Richard
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liked to frame out each lesson using the reading study guides as an anchor. He believed
that the reading study guides allowed for students to get background information quickly,
allowing for more time to be devoted to Richard telling stories and showing video clips
(See Table 5).
Once students were finished with the reading study guides, Richard would then go
over them with the students. Often during this time, Richard would include some sort of
historical narrative to help make sense of the new information. Richard is a great
storyteller and his passion for this time period became very apparent when he would tell
historical stories to the students. In order to illustrate the points that Richard made to the
students, he included several videos and video clips. Over the course of the unit, Richard
showed three video clips and two full movies. So even though Richard was concerned
about pacing, he felt that it was important enough for the students to see the films in order
to better understand the unit.
Table 5. Classroom observation table
Day
1

2

Learning Targets & SOLs
Agenda/Activities
1) Students will analyze the causes of the 1) Reading Study Guide
Revolution and understand the important
4.1
events of the war, as well as the roles
2) Sequence Chart
played by significant individuals
3) Political Idea: Fill in
the chart
4) Animation of
Lexington & Concord
SOLs:
5) ‘Story of the Patriot’
Standard VUS 4c: The student will
with handout due after
demonstrate knowledge of events and
the movie
issues of the Revolutionary War Period
by: Describing the political differences
among the colonists concerning
separation from Great Britain
1) Students will analyze the causes of
the revolution, understand the
important events of the war, as well as
the roles played by significant
individuals

1) Reading: Boston
Massacre
2) Declaration of
Independence rewrite
3) Reading study guides
4.2 and 4.3
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Nature of Instruction
Richard attempts to
show connections
from the past to the
present.
• Students have many
opportunities to ask
questions, but
instruction was
mainly teacher
directed.
• A video clip and a
movie were used to
supplement
instruction
•

•

•

Richard had students
read multiple
accounts about the
Boston Massacre.
Asked students what
the significance of

3

4

SOLs:
Standard VUS 4a, 4b, and 4c: The
student will demonstrate knowledge of
events and issues of the Revolutionary
War Period by:
• Analyzing how the political ideas
of John Locke and those expressed
in Common Sense helped shape the
Declaration of Independence
• Evaluating how key principles in
the Declaration of Independence
grew in importance to become
unifying ideas of American
democracy
• Describing the political differences
among the colonists concerning
separation from Great Britain
1) Students will analyze the causes of
the revolution, understand the
important events of the war, as well as
the roles played by significant
individuals
SOLs:
Standard VUS 4a and 4c: The student
will demonstrate knowledge of events
and issues of the Revolutionary War
Period by:
• Analyzing how the political ideas
of John Locke and those expressed
in Common Sense helped shape the
Declaration of Independence
• Describing the political differences
among the colonists concerning
separation from Great Britain
1) Students will analyze the causes of
the revolution, understand the
important events of the war, as well as
the roles played by significant
individuals
SOLs:
Standard VUS 4d: The student will
demonstrate knowledge of events and
issues of the Revolutionary War Period
by: Analyzing reasons for colonial
victory in the Revolutionary War

5

N/A

6

1) Students will analyze the causes of
the revolution, understand the

4) Graphic organizer

•

•

•

1) Review Reading Study
Guides 4.2 and 4.3
2) Frame: Continental
and British armies
strengths and
weaknesses
3) Movie: The Crossing

•

•

1) Finish watching “The
Crossing”
2) Complete Reading
Study Guide 4.4
3) View the siege of
Yorktown map work
4) Review for the test
next block

•

•

•

Took the Revolutionary
War Test
Computer Scavenger Hunt.
Answer the questions in
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this event was. A
student answered and
then Richard finished
the thought.
Richard had students
use primary and
secondary sources to
draw conclusions
about the Boston
Massacre.
Instruction was still
mostly teacher driven
with students
answering Richard’s
questions.
The assignments
were collected.
Much of the
instruction was
teacher directed,
going over the
reading study guides
and notes on the
Continental and
British armies
strengths and
weaknesses.
Richard used ‘The
Crossing’ to
supplement
information about the
winter at Valley
Forge.

Richard answered
questions about the
movie.
Students worked on a
worksheet and then
Richard called on
students to answer
the question.
Richard had students
begin to work on the
study guide in class.
Richard walked
around and answered
questions.

N/A
•

Students worked with
partners to complete

important events of the war, as well as
the roles played by significant
individuals

sentence form on a
separate sheet of paper

the scavenger hunt.
Richard’s role was
more a facilitator,
answering student
questions.

It appeared that the only major deviation from the unit plan was adding an
additional day after the unit test. Originally, Richard had planned to include the
Revolutionary War scavenger hunt activity, but decided to drop it, citing, “I’ve dropped
the scavenger hunt that I usually do during this unit because of pacing and where the
other people in my C.L.T are, I’m kind of behind” (October 1, 2015, interview).
However, due to P.S.A.T testing, Richard’s 3rd block class got ahead of the rest of his
classes. As a way to keep all of his classes at the same point, with regards to instruction,
he decided to put the scavenger hunt back into the unit. Richard rationalized this decision
by stating,
Because of the P.S.A.Ts, if I hadn’t added the scavenger hunt back in, I would’ve
had my A days way ahead of my B days and that messes with me. And if you
mess with me, I get out of my stride, I don’t do as good of a job, therefore, the
kids are not as successful and I don’t want to do that. (November 10, 2015,
interview)
This is an example where personal pacing concerns drove Richard’s instructional
decision-making. Richard made the conscious decision to add a day to the unit for one of
his classes so that they could all remain on the same schedule.
When analyzing the activity through the lens of the S.O.Ls, much of the
information students were to find during the scavenger hunt was not directly related to
the standards (See Appendix F). More specifically, of the thirty-four questions, only ten
were directly linked to the standards of learning. Much of the information sought went
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into much more specific details about the Revolutionary War period than the state of
Virginia would test on. In this instance, Richard’s inclusion of this activity served two
purposes. First, it allowed his 3rd block class to stay on pace with his other history
classes. Second, it connected with Richard’s personal belief that students needed to
know more about the Revolutionary War time period than what the state of Virginia
outlined.
Richard’s curricular and instructional decision-making. When asked what
came to his mind when he hears the term curriculum, Richard commented, “Curriculum
would probably be the things necessary for the kids to have in your class in order to pass
the S.O.L and to do well and become a better citizen” (February 5, 2016, interview).
Richard went on to say,
For this U.S. history course, I think that the S.O.Ls and the curriculum are
interchangeable simply because that is what it is all about. It didn’t use to be that
way. When I first started, the curriculum was the guideline, but if you didn’t get
through it for the whole year or if you vary to some degree or other, that’s fine as
long as the kids are learning more about history than what they knew when they
came in. (February 5, 2016 interview)
Richard’s comment about the curriculum helps to explain why he often times deferred to
the Standards of Learning at the onset of any conversation regarding curricular inquiries.
Since Richard viewed the S.O.Ls and the term curriculum interchangeably, the S.O.Ls
became his main justification for inclusion. Ironically, Richard stated that he very rarely
consults the Standards of Learning to ensure that all of the essential knowledge was being
covered. From a researchers perspective, I could not definitively ascertain whether this
was what Richard believe drove all of his decisions or whether the truth was much more

92	
  

complicated. On several occasions throughout the interviews, Richard thanked me for
allowing him to participate in this study because it was making him think about things he
had not thought about in years. Richard admitted that he had not thought this much about
the individual decisions he was making in the classroom with regards to curricular and
instructional decisions for a very long time.
In order to gain a better understanding of what Richard believed to be the most
significant influences on his curricular and instructional decisions, I constructed a Survey
of Influence to have Richard complete following the conclusion of the unit. The survey
of influence included influences that Richard had mentioned or influences I had
observed. The purpose of this survey was to determine if what Richard believed was
most influential over his decision-making matched up with what I observed during this
study. To complete the survey, Richard was asked to rank in order of importance seven
possible influences9 and then discuss any other influences that were not included on the
list (See Table 6)
Table 6. Survey of influence
Rank

Influence

Rationale for Ranking

1

Individual standards of
learning

2
3

Textbook and Ancillary
Materials
Time Constraints

4

Personal Interest

This is essential for the students to know as the entire SOL end
of course test is based on this information. Students cannot
graduate without passing the end of course test.
These are necessary tools provided by the county to help/assist
in student mastery of SOL content
As content changes from year to year, instructors must be
flexible to add and subtract topics from history. Realistically,
you have 162 days to complete the teaching of over 524 years of
history. Instructors must learn from the SOL test what topics
are receiving more attention.
Each history teacher has their eras/topics that highly interest
them and we must guard against spending too much time on our
favorite eras.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9	
  The seven influence factors were given to Richard as well as an “other” option to allow
Richard to add any influences I may have missed or overlooked.	
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5

Common Learning Teams

Are only useful in assisting in pacing of the course.

6
7

Students and Student
Interest
End of Course Test

Students tend to be interested in more modern history so I try to
start the 20th century at the beginning of the second semester.
SOLs drive everything we do in the course.

Other

Team Teacher

Has or should have a tremendous amount of influence in how
material is presented, taught. Should actively be involved in all
aspects of planning and teaching course so as to ensure that all
students’ needs are met.

Richard’s responses were mostly in line with what was observed in the classroom
with the exception of the End of Course test. He placed the least emphasis on this factor
when rating factors, but states in his reasoning “SOLs drive everything we do in the
course.” Interestingly, Richard placed the actual mandated standards and the subsequent
end-of-course test on opposite ends of the influence spectrum. In reality, the standards
and the actual end-of-course test are interrelated to the point that their influence cannot be
individually analyzed. One example of how the standards and end-of-course test
influenced his decision was with regards to Lexington and Concord. After discussing the
events with his students, he ended by saying, “The S.O.Ls call it a battle, but it was a
murder scene. But make sure to know the S.O.Ls call it a battle” (October 5, 2015 field
notes). Richard wanted students to know how the events would be worded on the end-ofcourse test. Furthermore, when questioned about why he explains his thought processes
to students, Richard commented,
If you look at the S.O.Ls, and I have only kind of glanced at them recently, I have
not gone over them page by page, but the biggest ones [battles] are Lexington and
Concord, started the war, and Yorktown, which basically ends the war. And there
is not, and so what, they had two battles in four, five, six years, whatever? That’s

94	
  

not realistic either. So yeah, we’ll touch on why I bring some in and why I leave
others out. (September 29, 2015 interview)
This was a case where Richard’s perceptions of the event differed from the standards.
Richard gave his personal views about Lexington and Concord, but made sure that
students understood how the events would be presented on the end-of-course test.
Examples such as this help to illustrate the power and influence mandated standards and
accompanying end-of-course tests have on teachers like Richard. Through the course of
observing this unit, it seems that in reality, the end-of-course test should possibly be
ranked in line with Individual Standards of Learning.
Although Richard had a lot of autonomy over the day-to-day implementation of
the unit, he still felt constricted by both the standards and the end-of-course test. Richard
commented,
If I spent as much time as I’d like to with it [the Revolutionary time period], I
probably wouldn’t finish the curriculum by the time of the S.O.L test. Because in
order to do that, I would have to almost drop another unit somewhere else.
(October 2, 2015 interview)
To this end, Thornton (1991) concludes, “Despite the central role of teachers in planning
the intended curriculum, it appears that many teachers do not view themselves as key
players in the determination of the curriculum” (p. 241). Because Richard did not feel
like he had any autonomy over the curriculum prior to the end-of-course test, he did not
actively engage in constructing and implementing criteria for historical significance.
Rather, he relied heavily on the ancillary materials to complete the historical narrative.
However, in reality, Richard had the ability to include information that he personally
found significant to the study of the American Revolutionary War. This is not to say that
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Richard did not have a set of criteria to help determine historical significance, but for
Richard it appeared to occur more subconsciously than consciously. So if Richard was
not consciously or consistently making curricular decisions using his own criteria for
historical significance, what factors were determining what he chose to teach and how he
would teach that material?
S.O.Ls and S.O.L testing. Before discussing the influences of pacing, personal
factors, and the role of ancillary materials, the influence that the official standards and the
accompanying testing must be acknowledge and explored within the context of Richard’s
experience. Even though Richard rarely consults the official curriculum standards, he
reports that they have a tremendous influence over his curricular and instructional
decisions. Richard sums this reality up by stating, “The S.O.L standardized test and the
curriculum it covers is a huge driving force in everything I do” (September 25, 2015
interview). To an extent, Richard feels that he is teaching the S.O.Ls instead of teaching
history. Similarly, Grant (2007) posits, “some novice teachers and their veteran peers
feel pressured to undercut their pedagogical goals in reaction to state test pressures” (p.
250). In the case of Richard, the pressure comes from the fact that the S.O.L tests are tied
directly into graduation requirements for the students. Richard feels that in order to make
sure that his students pass the end of course test, it is sometimes at the expense of
students seeing the whole picture. This is especially true when he feels the stresses of
pacing. Richard commented,
If it does become a problem [pacing], I basically revert back to a college style
where I will throw notes up on the board and say this is what you’ve got to know
and while you are copying those down, I am going to talk about these things in a
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little more detail. It is watered-down; it is strictly only the standards when you
get behind. I mean, that is all you can do. (September 5, 2015 interview)
He views the S.O.L standards as a skeleton and it is his job to fill in the rest. However,
Richard made it clear that the breadth of the S.O.L standards makes it so that some areas
have to be rushed in order to finish the curriculum prior to the end of course test that
takes place in mid to late May every year.
In order to make sure that Richard is hitting all of the essential information that
will be tested, he uses released test items from previous S.O.L tests and the structure of
the textbook ancillary materials to guide his lesson planning. However, Richard does not
consult the released curriculum framework when planning out the units or the individual
lesson plans. On several occasions, Richard noted that since he has been teaching the
course so long, he feels that he has a pretty good understanding of what things the
students need to know in order to pass the test. Richard reinforces this sentiment by
commenting, “My number one goal is to get the kids to pass the S.O.L test at the end of
the year. It’s got to be, that is just the way the State says it has to be” (November 10,
2015 Interview). Additionally, Richard uses released questions on his unit tests and uses
S.O.L styled questions to help prepare students not only for the content, but the style of
question as well. Richard notes that the students not only need to learn the content, but
also how to dissect the questions on the end of course test. Richard believes that in order
for students to be truly prepared for the end-of-course test, they must also be confident in
the mechanics of answering S.O.L styled questions.
When asked about the role of standards in the planning process, Richard said that
they are the driving force. However, it must be noted, that Richard did not regularly
consult with the released standards while planning. At this point in his career, much of
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his planning consisted of reviewing what he has done in the past and slightly modifying it
to adjust for any changes in pacing or the common unit test that have been constructed by
his C.L.T. To this end, Richard expressed his frustrations with this process by stating,
“The C.L.T stuff of planning long range is killing me because it changes so many damn
times, its like why did I do it [plan] the first time” (September 25, 2015 interview).
However, even with these frustrations, Richard knows that there are certain benchmarks
he has to hit in order to finish the curriculum prior to the end-of-course test. He
explained, “by Christmas we need to be at the Civil War. By the end of January you need
to be through progressives and imperialism to get ready to start World War I” (September
25, 2015 interview).
When analyzing the Revolutionary War unit test, the influence of the standards is
apparent (See Appendix E). The test contained a total of fifty questions, made up of both
multiple-choice and matching. Of the fifty questions, there were only six questions not
specifically mentioned in the standards (See Table 7). An example of a question that
addressed information not specifically included in the standards would be:
Which description below best describes the Hessians?
a. Name of the fort built by George Washington against the French
b. German mercenaries employed by the British
c. German mercenaries employed by the French
d. Nickname the colonists gave the King of England
Even though the Hessians are not mentioned in the SOLs, Richard taught the students
who the Hessians were while watching the film, “The Crossing.” For Richard, it was
important for the students to know about the Hessians and how their presence influenced
Washington’s decision to attack. So even though there were some questions included on
the unit assessment that did not align specifically with the standards, the majority of the
test was linked directly to the standards.
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Table 7. Standard analysis of the Revolutionary War unit test

When asked about the role that the S.O.Ls and the state test have on his curricular
and instructional decision-making, Richard replied, “The S.O.L standardized test and the
curriculum it covers is a huge driving force in everything that I do” (September 25, 2015
interview). He went on to say, “the U.S. history course is now driven by the S.O.L test”
(September 25, 2015 interview). It would be easy to take Richard at his word and
conclude that the S.O.Ls and the end-of-course test are the greatest influencing factors
over his curricular and instructional decision-making. However, through the course of
this research into the influences affecting Richard’s decision-making, the process was
much more nuanced. To forgo discussing other influences would be to over simplify the
process, thus retarding any meaningful discussions surrounding curricular and
instructional decision-making. Whether real or perceived, the Standards of Learning, at
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least to some extent, influenced Richard’s decision-making in the classroom. Richard
had a good sense of what information his students needed to know to pass the S.O.L test
at the end of the year and he wanted to make sure that they were successful. However,
there were other influencing factors that were not as prominent as the Standards of
Learning. Through the course of this research, three additional layers appeared multiple
times as key influences over the curricular and instructional decisions by Richard. The
three areas that appeared to be the greatest influences over Richards’ curricular and
instructional decision-making were the role of textbooks and ancillary materials, pacing,
and personal factors.
Textbooks and ancillary materials. A major influencing factor discovered
through this research was the presence of ancillary materials. In the case of Richard, the
ancillary materials I am referring to were part of a larger textbook adoption that took
place over a decade ago. The materials in question that Richard relied heavily on were
the reading guides (See Appendix A). These ancillary reading guides were produced by
the textbook manufacturer and in essence were an abridged version of the textbook.
Instead of having the students read the chapters of the textbook, Richard relied heavily on
the ancillary guides. Each section of the textbook was broken down into one to two
paragraphs with a reading question following. When asked why he uses the ancillary
reading guides, Richard replied, “What I found by using the reading study guides, it gives
me more flexibility” (February 5, 2016 interview). For Richard, the ancillary reading
guides provided an avenue for students to interact with the text in a more efficient, timely
manner; thus, allowing him more time to incorporate the information and activities that
he found to be significant.
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At the beginning of the unit, students were given a packet of ancillary reading
guides for the unit of instruction (see Figure 17). In total, there were four sections in the
chapter on the American Revolutionary War.
Figure 17: Example of the reading study guides (used with permission of
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt)

Since Richard was a self-admitted “textbook guy,” I inquired as to why he was not using
the actual textbook with his students. Richard explained,
I started out with textbooks kids could read and were able to read as it progressed,
well, okay, they have to have higher reading levels, so the textbook gets harder.
They go from an on grade level to a college level sometimes and then they say,
well, its too hard for them and then if they are not going to give me a textbook
they can read, so I go to supplemental material for the facts for the past five years
or so. And I know that the county buys that and it’s a wonderful resource,
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particularly the ancillary materials that go with it, but if the reading level is too
high, then why do you use it. (November 10, 2015 interview)
In actuality, the incorporation of the ancillary reading guides may have more to do with
control. Richard had the students read the guides in class as a way to build a foundation
for the rest of the lesson. In essence, it gave students a quick snapshot of the various
topics, allowing Richard to supplement the guides with other materials such as readings
and videos.
Richard believes that the reading study guides allow him to more easily chunk the
material for students while at the same time giving him some flexibility with bringing in
outside sources to complement the reading guides. Additionally, since the reading
abilities of his students are so diverse, he felt that the ancillary reading guides bridge the
gaps of his students reading proficiencies. Richard went on to comment,
The ancillary reading guides influence what I teach because it comes with
readings that the kids are willing to do, it’s short, it’s sweet, and it’s to the point.
It covers the same stuff the textbook does; it just hits the highlights without all the
extra fluff. Plus it gives them a visual aide to be able to help them, for visual
learners about what you’re talk about. And it ties into the thing I always try to do
with my lessons. I try to plan three things into each lesson: the kids will see the
information, the kids will hear the information, and they will write about the
information. (November 10, 2015 interview)
In a way, the ancillary guides framed the unit more so than the actual curriculum
framework.
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In Richard’s mind, the ancillary reading guides killed multiple birds with a single
stone. From a content perspective, the reading guides delivered some of the S.O.L
essential knowledge in what Richard viewed as a digestible format (See Table 8).
Table 8. Standards analysis of the ancillary reading guides

For the most part, the reading guides address three of the four components of the
standards related to the Revolutionary War. Additionally, the reading guides went into
greater depth than the S.O.L essential knowledge, helping history to be more of a linear
story than a series of unrelated facts. Aside from just introducing information to the
students, the reading guides also helped Richard with pacing. Knowing that he did not
have the amount of time to spend on the Revolutionary War period he would have liked,
the reading guides were quick overviews of background information that Richard could
go back and fills in the gaps. For Richard, the ancillary reading guides provided enough
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background information to hook the students and then he could focus on what he found to
be significant when it came to the Revolutionary War.
Although using the ancillary reading guides helped to get students the
foundational information needed, one potential downside was that it appears that over the
years, Richard had begun to conflate the information in the ancillary reading guides with
the Standards of Learning. This is not to say that there is not overlap, but on several
occasions, Richard attributed information to the Standards of Learning, when in actuality
they should have be attributed to the reading guides. In Richard’s mind, the S.O.L
standards and the ancillary reading guides have become blended, making it very difficult
to separate the two.
Pacing: Throughout the course of interviewing and observing Richard, he
consistently bemoaned the amount of time he would be able to dedicate to the
foundational period of the United States. Richard felt constrained because of the agreed
upon pacing of his common learning team as well as ensuring that he finished the official
curriculum prior to the State testing date. According to the unit plan provided by
Richard, the unit was to last a total of five blocks, the fifth block being the unit test.
Although Richard was already behind the pacing guide of his common learning team10,
he still allocated one to two additional blocks onto this unit above the recommended
pacing by than his common learning team. Richard justified his decision by stating:
With me doing it as long as I’ve been doing it, its just the time crunch thing is
something that is more extraneous because I know further through the year there
are other places where my CLT will slow down like I do here and they’ll spend
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10
Richard stated that the rest of his CLT was planning on finishing the Revolutionary
War unit in three blocks.
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much more time on for example, the Gilded Age or whatever it happens to be.
And then I will catch up and in some cases surpass them because they choose to
spend their time there, where I choose to spend it here. (September 30, 2015
interview)
On one hand, Richard felt time constraints with this unit; however, his
instructional decision-making did not always align with his concern over pacing.
Because Richard had taught this course for so many years, he knew exactly where he
could “buy back” time if necessary later in the year. Richard’s perceived stress over the
pacing of the unit had more to do with the fact that in a perfect world, he would have the
time to spend an entire semester on the Revolutionary War period. With this mindset,
adding several blocks would not be able to fill the instructional void Richard perceived.
Richard stated, “I could spend a semester on just this period in American history and still
not have enough time, cause there are so many different things I could do. But you
know, you’ve got to stay within the framework of the curriculum” (September 30, 2015
interview). Richard feels that it is important that the students see the whole picture as
well as connecting history to their own lives and he feels that the SOLs do not adequately
accomplish this. Richard commented,
One decision we will have to make somewhere down the line in this unit is the
SOLs say the turning point in the war is Saratoga, because that is what convinces
the French to come in and with French aid we were able to beat the British. But
one of the other things as a historian, to me, if I don’t touch on Princeton and
Trenton, where Washington won his first battle and saved his own army, the
American army doesn’t get to Saratoga to win that battle. (September 30, 2015
interview)
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Throughout the unit, instructional decisions had to be made and modified in order
to maintain some adherence to the pace set by the common learning team. Even though
Richard had already determined that he was going to spend more time on this unit than
the rest of his C.L.T, he understood the optics if he got too far behind. In a way, Richard
understood how much wiggle room he had to maintain the appearance of commonality
with the C.L.T while at the same time doing what he wanted to do. An example of this
balancing act occurred during the second block of the unit. The original plan had been for
the students to read a primary source on the Boston Tea Party and then discuss what had
occurred. Richard had wanted the students to read the excerpt and then create a cause
and effect diagram of the Boston Tea Party from this particular eyewitness account. Prior
to the class beginning, Richard let me know that he had decided to forgo this activity with
the students. When asked about why he made the decision to leave out this activity,
Richard responded, “The Boston Tea Party, we’ve covered it in the set of notes early on
and really the only thing that they have to know about that is that it was a protest over tea.
We covered that and so I thought that would be the easiest activity to drop” (October 2,
2015 interview). Richard made the determination that since the class had already covered
most of the information, he would be better served to remove the activity and allocate
that time to other aspects of the unit. By removing the Boston Tea Party primary source
analysis, Richard was able to complete an in-depth analysis of the Boston Massacre as
well as completing an activity on the Declaration of Independence (See Appendix D and
Appendix E). In this last minute decision, Richard felt that the two other activities might
have more of an impact on the students understanding the time period. Richard believed
it was more economical to have the students go more in depth with the Boston Massacre
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and the Declaration of Independence, than to take the time to spend on the Boston Tea
Party.
Richard admitted that these types of instructional decisions occur a lot over the
course of a school year. He explained that there were multiple reasons for this to occur.
They included sometimes spending too much time in one area so as to have to reduce
time spent in other areas, missing class time due to administrative tasks (i.e. PSAT
testing, fire drills, assemblies, etc.), and class time missed due to inclement weather.
When it is all said and done, the concept of pacing drove a lot of Richard’s curricular and
instructional decisions. However, the concept of pacing does not fit neatly into one of
Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007) typologies. In fact, the concept of pacing has the ability to
transcend all three typologies simultaneously.
In the previous example with Richard deciding to forgo an activity on the Boston
Tea Party so that he could include activities on the Boston Massacre and the Declaration
of Independence demonstrates the omnipresent concerns of pacing. In one sense, Richard
wanted to originally include the Boston Tea Party activity in the instruction because he
felt it would help students to better understand the time leading up to the Revolutionary
War. For Richard, this was personally important in his mind for students to have this
great understanding. However, at the same moment, Richard was feeling pacing
pressures from both his C.L.T as well as the Standards themselves. In the case of the
C.L.T, Richard knew exactly how far he could be behind without there being problems
with the rest of his group. With the actual standards, Richard, although he disagreed over
the emphasis, understood that the State of Virginia takes a very superficial view of the
Revolutionary time period. Richard felt that for the purpose the end-of-course test, he
could sacrifice the extra activity he had planned on the Boston Tea Party.
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Even though Richard spent more time on the Revolutionary War period than
anyone else on his common learning team, he still wished he had been able to spend even
more time. When asked about how he feels to shorten the Revolutionary War unit, he
responded, “I get disappointed because I think this is really an important part of the
foundation of what our country is and our kids need to know it” (October 8, 2015
interview). Although in an ideal world, Richard would have had more time to spend on
this unit, he understands that the students will be accessed on the content of the entire
course, therefore forcing him to make curricular-instructional decisions that will help the
students be successful on the end of course test.
Richard’s decision to add time to the Revolutionary War unit may have
implications later in the school year. Richard acknowledged multiple times that in terms
of pacing, there are times when you have to rob Peter to pay Paul. When discussing
pacing issues from previous year, Richard commented,
A couple of years ago I did papa Bush, Clinton, son Bush, and Obama in two
blocks because that was all I had left. I had been so worried about focusing on
everything else, I hadn’t been as focused on the more modern stuff. How much
time do you spend when you are only getting six questions on an SOL? And there
is no way that I am going to know which six questions it is. So it gets to be, I
don’t want to say drill and kill, but that is kind of what we are talking about.
(February 5, 2016 interview)
In this case, Richard’s pacing for the course was heavily influenced by his love of the
Revolutionary War period. In fact, even though Richard stressed over the constraints of
the pacing of this course, his personal love for this time period influenced not only the
pacing of this unit, but other units as well. Richard justifies his pacing decisions with
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regards to the Revolutionary War because he feels that student tend to come into his class
more knowledgeable about modern U.S. History, allowing him to brush over it in favor
of adding more time to the foundational period of the United States.
Personal factors. Richard acknowledges that the SOLs are just the starting point
in planning a unit and then he has to fill in the rest to make the story whole. Richard
went further by stating, “I modify to meet them (the SOLs), but at the same time, I also
think there are things that the kids need to know outside of the SOLs that it is important
for them to keep this ongoing story of America together” (October 1, 2015 interview).
It is this mindset that heavily influences Richard’s instructional decision-making
practices throughout the unit. Within the scope of personal factors, the two areas that
influence Richard’s curricular-instructional decision-making the most are interest and
experience. Richard does not only view himself as an educator, but he also sees himself
as a historian. He sees his job as not only transmitting historical knowledge, but to
attempt to get students to become passionate about history. Over the course of Richard’s
teaching career, how history is taught has changed. Richard commented,
When I first started teaching, for the first 20 years, it was not as important that
you cover all of the curriculum as it was for the kids to understand the major
points of the curriculum. Today, you’ve got to cover everything and if the kids
don’t get it, at some point you got to say oh well, I hope that’s not on the SOL.
As a historian, that bothers me. But as an educator, it is like what else can I do?
(September 25, 2015 interview)
Richard admitted that the historian vs. educator struggle is constantly playing out in his
head as he plans his course. To this point, Richard stated, “history is an ongoing road in
construction and I don’t think you can just do a little nugget here of an SOL and another
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nugget here of an SOL and expect the kids to connect it, you’ve got to connect the whole
story of America” (October 1, 2015 interview). However, at the end of the day, the
students are expected to pass a standardized test consisting of sixty multiple-choice
questions. Richard feels that when he first began teaching, it was more about helping
students to become well-rounded citizens as opposed to preparing for a standardized test.
An example from this unit that exemplifies the internal struggle Richard felt as
both an educator and historian centered on Valley Forge. Within the state provided
curriculum framework, Valley Forge is not specifically mentioned (See Figure 18).
Figure 18: SOL standard VUS.4d

Even though the essential question for this standard is “What factors contributed to the
victory of the American rebels?” For Richard, the standards are too vague for students to
be able to gain a true appreciation for the American Revolutionary War. However, the
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VDOE clearly states on its website, “The Curriculum Framework serves as a guide for
Standards of Learning assessment development; however, assessment items may not and
should not be verbatim reflections of the information presented in the Curriculum
Framework” (VDOE website). For Richard, the state provided Curriculum Framework is
the official curriculum; however, the State of Virginia views its Curriculum Framework
more as a blue print, allowing for individual teachers to include items not included in the
official document.
Even though the curriculum framework did not specifically mention Valley
Forge, Richard felt obligated to go into great detail about the significance of that winter.
In class, Richard told the students of his experience traveling to Valley Forge during a
summer break and the experiences of those staying there under General Washington. He
wanted the students to realize the significance of Washington’s decision to go on the
offensive. To help the students better understand the position of Washington and his
army, Richard showed the students the movie “The Crossing.” Richard had the ability to
show clips from the movie; however, he chose to show the entire film. When asked why
he chose to show the entire movie as opposed to just showing a clip or two, he responded,
“unless you see the progression of how Washington develops as a person and how his
thought process progresses, you are not going to see how important he really was to the
Revolution” (October 5, 2015 interview). To Richard, showing the entire film would
give students a more complete understanding surrounding the historical significance of
Valley Forge.
Even though Richard was concerned about the pacing of this unit, he felt that by
showing the entire film, students would gain a better understanding of what was
occurring at Valley Forge. This is an example of how Richard’s personal factors drove
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his curricular and instructional decisions, going into much greater depth than what the
Standards of Learning required. In Richard’s mind, student needed to understand that,
“Because Washington has been defeated so bad so many times and he has no money, he
has no food, and little equipment for his guys, if he doesn’t get a win before the end of
the year when their enlistments run out, there is not an army to get to Saratoga or to get to
Yorktown. And the SOLs don’t talk about that” (October 1, 2015 interview). For
Richard, his personal interest in Valley Forge as well as his belief that showing the entire
movie would do a better job of creating visual context for the students overrode his
concerns regarding pacing. So even though Richard commonly justified decisions
regarding curricular and instructional decisions by citing the official standards, this
example demonstrates that Richard had much more autonomy than he articulated to me in
the interviews.
Common learning teams, students, team teachers, oh my! During the course
of this research project, the topics of common learning teams, students, and team teachers
came up from time to time with regards to curricular and instructional decision-making.
However, during the course of this research, I did not observe any classes where Richard
was team-teaching; therefore, I cannot definitively determine what if any impact
Richard’s team-teacher had on his curricular and instructional decisions. Through the
course of observations and interviews, Richard did not appear to be heavily influenced by
students. When asked about whether student influence Richard’s curricular choices, he
responded,
If you are tight on time about the only thing you do is, what I would tell them is
thank you for your question, it’s a great question, can you see me after class and
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we can talk more about it and I’ll write you a pass to the next class if need be, but
is not one that I want to focus on today. (September 25, 2015 interview)
Even though students were asked to participate in class, much of their participation was
through the practice of question and answer. An example of this occurred following the
showing “Story of a Patriot.” Students had a viewing guide that they were to complete as
they watched the film (See Appendix B). Once the movie was over, students had the
opportunity to ask questions with regard to the view guide, which would be collected and
graded (October 1, 2015 field notes). This example helps to illustrate the point that this
classroom was still very much a teacher-centered classroom, thus limiting some of the
ability for students to influence Richard’s instructional decisions. However, in planning,
it appeared that Richard attempted to make historical connections for the students and
their own lives. Even so, this was more of a passive activity for students. Throughout
the unit, Richard attempted to connect the information from the unit to the student’s
personal lives. Although Richard presented many of the historical connections to the
students, this demonstrates how important the concept of relevance was to Richard. Even
though he did not directly use student input in his decisions, he did have his students in
mind when making some of his decisions.
Of the three aforementioned potential influences, the factor that appeared to be
the most influential over Richard’s curricular and instructional decisions was that of the
common learning teams. For Richard, this particular factor appeared to be more of an
annoyance than anything else. Washington high school required that common learning
teams have common summative assessment and to some extent common pacing. For
Richard, this meant that he had to give the same test as the rest of his common learning
team. In this case, it did influence Richard’s curricular decisions to some extent because
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the expectation was to backwards design the unit. However, Richard also would make
minor modifications to the test without his common learning team knowing to include
more questions specifically linked to the activities he did in his class. Richard justified
this decision by saying that the common test was similar to the S.O.L test in that it did not
go into much detail. By adding questions to the test, he felt as if his students needed to
have a better understanding of the time period to do well. Richard felt that this was a
reasonable compromise because he would still have the information needed for his C.L.T
to analyze the results of the test and also go into greater depth while assessing the
students.
The other area that the common learning team influenced Richard was with
pacing. He commented several times that he would get “polite” reminders to keep up
with the rest of the C.L.T. It was with the pacing where Richard demonstrated the most
frustration over the role of the C.L.T. Richard expressed his frustration during our first
interview prior to beginning the observations. He was frustrated because the school had
scheduled the Emergency Response Plan (ERP) drill, causing a one-hour delay schedule
to be implemented. Richard stated his frustrations by saying,
Because I have a test today, and we’ve got the ERP today, if the ERP goes longer
than what they told us it was going to, I’m going to have kids who are going to be
stressing because they don’t have enough time because they work slowly to finish
the test. And so, if an evaluator comes in, they’re going to say “your kids didn’t
know the material if they didn’t score well.” And I am going to say no, you can’t
say that because the change in environment. Now some people would say, move
the test back. I can’t move it back a day if I want to stay even when the C.L.T
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and if I want to stay on the schedule to be able to have the curriculum done by the
time the S.O.Ls come. (September 25, 2015 interview)
Had it not been for the persistent reminders for Richard to keep moving, he very well
may have spent even more time on this unit. However, more often than not, Richard
would find ways to extend the unit past that of his C.L.T. One specific example observed
during the unit occurred after the unit test was given. During the course of the unit, the
P.S.A.Ts were administered to all 9th, 10th, and 11th graders at Washington high school.
This “disruption” to instruction led Richard to make an instructional decision to keep all
of his “A” days classes on the same pacing. The class I was observing was not affected
by the P.S.A.Ts and Richard did not want to move ahead of his earlier blocks that were
affected. To accomplish this goal, Richard had his 3rd block class complete a
Revolutionary War scavenger hunt. Although this activity did have some connections to
the standards, it was used more as a placeholder. It allowed Richard to keep his classes
on the same schedule. In this specific case, this instructional decision had more to do
with common pacing of his classes and less to do with historical content. Thus, another
example of the autonomy Richard has over both curricular and instructional decisions.
Summary
Throughout the entire research project, Richard was consistently negotiating
different factors that ultimately influenced his curricular and instructional decisionmaking. Grant (2007) posits, “Negotiating among competing influences is a persistent
and on-going dilemma for all teachers” (p. 252). Even though Richard believed from the
beginning that the Standards of Learning were the most significant influence over his
curricular-instructional decision-making, this study helped to highlight other factors
influencing his decisions. Furthermore, this study illustrates the fluidity through which
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the various influencing factors shaped Richard’s curricular and instructional decisions. It
cannot be denied the impact that statewide curriculums and standardized tests have on
classroom instruction. However, the amount of flexibility and autonomy Richard had
over his daily decisions cannot be understated either. What was discovered during the
course of this research was that influences oftentimes did not act in isolation of one
another; rather, influencing factors within the classroom were engaged in much more
complex and interconnected relationships.
At the onset of this research, I was naïve in my thinking that I would be able to
examine the influences over Richard’s curricular and instructional decisions through the
broad lens of Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007) typologies: organizational influences, policy
factors, and personal factors (See Figure 19). In theory, I was able to categorize the
Figure 19. Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007) typologies of influencing factors
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various influences into these typologies and attribute decisions to each. However, when
analyzing Richard’s practices in the classroom, I came to realize that decisions were not
being made in such a neat, organized pattern. In fact, singular decisions were being
influenced by multiple factors simultaneously.
Incorporating the typologies to help understand the influencing factors made for a
nice visual representation, but what I discovered was that the truth was much more messy
and entangled. After analyzing the data, I realized that I could not illustrate the
influences on Richard’s curricular and instructional decision-making in such a clear and
cogent manner. Rather, the influences affecting Richard’s decision-making appeared to
be more of a tangled web of influences (See Figure 20).
Figure 20. An example of the intersecting influences affecting Richard’s
curricular and instructional decision-making processes.
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Furthermore, I found it very difficult to isolate individual factors from one another. What
I found most interesting was the fluidity with which the various factors moved. Rarely
was there a single factor that dominated Richard’s decision-making.
Of all the factors influencing Richard’s curricular and instructional decisions, the
factor with the most fluidity was pacing. Similar to the element carbon, pacing appeared
to be able to bond with any of the other factors. Even though Richard believes that the
greatest influence over his decision-making are the S.O.Ls, I would argue that pacing of
the course plays a larger role. The S.O.Ls provided a roadmap for information that is
considered to be fair game to be included on the end-of-course test. However, the State
never created a pacing guide for the course, leaving the pacing up to the individual
teachers. In Richard’s mind, student came to his class with a greater understanding of the
20th century, thus justifying his focus on the foundational period of this country. Richard
felt comfortable spending more time on topics taught during the first part of the course by
stealing time from the end of the course.
The idea of stealing time from the end of the year to spend more time on the
areas of history that really interested Richard did not begin or end with the introduction
of the S.O.Ls. Early on in his career, Richard would get as far as he could in the
curriculum during the year, in fact he commented, “routinely I never got past Korea and
Vietnam, but they (the students) knew their history and the story of America up to Korea
and Vietnam” (September 25, 2015 interview). Even when there was not an end-ofcourse test pressing Richard to finish the curriculum by the test date, Richard still felt the
pressures of pacing. In fact, what lies at the heart of Richard’s discontent is his belief
that, “This history is an ongoing road in construction and I don’t think you can just do a
little nugget here of an S.O.L and another nugget here of an S.O.L and expect the kids to
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connect it, you’ve got to connect the whole story of America (October 2, 2015 interview).
And here in lies the internal struggle Richard faces every year. Even with the elimination
of activities, the reality for Richard is that he still is not able to go into the level of depth
that he wishes he could have in this course. Do the S.O.Ls and their accompanying endof-course test have a significant impact on Richard’s curricular and instructional
decisions? Yes, but even without the S.O.Ls or S.O.L test, pacing would still be a major
driving force behind Richard’s decisions.
Interestingly, with the case of the Revolutionary War period, Richard was very
concerned about the students seeing the whole picture. However, he admittedly attempts
to accomplish this at the expense of the other historical time periods included in the
course. He complained about how the State relegated history to a serious of historical
nuggets for students to memorize, but in fact, his personal decision to extend the
Revolutionary War unit magnified this concern. It appeared that Richard felt confident
cutting down units later in the year, specifically during the 20th century. Richard
commented, “When it comes to the 20th century stuff, most of them have lived it, and so I
guess, I’m not as passionate about that one” (November 11, 2015 interview). However,
what Richard failed to realize is that a majority of his current students were born in 1999.
In fact, they do not have a working memory of the 20th century. It appears that when
Richard justifies taking time from the 20th century to spend during the foundational
period of the United States, that he is conflating his own lived experiences during the 20th
century with the assumption that students had some of the same experiences. To
Richard’s defense, his students completed a modern world history course the previous
year, which covers major world events through the 20th century. However, to argue for
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shortening the later units in the year because students have lived in the 20th century would
be inaccurate.
For all of his frustrations at how the State downgraded the Revolutionary time
period to a series of facts to be memorized, Richard was a willing participant in this
endeavor. Furthermore, it can be argued that because Richard chose to spend extra time
on the Revolutionary War unit, he was actually the one perpetuating this practice. Due to
his love and personal interest in the Revolutionary War, Richard consciously chose to
complete the historical picture of this time period for students at the expense of every
other time period. However, it appeared that Richard did not recognize the fact that in
this relationship with the curriculum and instructional practices, he in fact was the puppet
master, not the puppet. Much of his frustrations over the perceived constraints of the
S.O.Ls and end-of-course test were self-inflicted due to personal decisions he made about
the curriculum and accompanying instructional practices.
Richard is just one example of how a teacher makes curricular and instructional
decisions in the classroom. Grant (2007) argues, “No one teaches in a vacuum;
influences of all sorts are ever-present in the ways that teachers plan, enact, and assess
their lessons” (p. 253). I found this to be true of Richard; his decisions were being
influenced in a multitude of ways. However, Richard did not critically examine the
question of historical significance. In fact, he struggled with explaining why he choose
certain things other than students needed to see the whole picture of history in order to
understand. It did not appear that Richard had spent a great time examining his own
criteria for the inclusion of certain historical aspects. Additionally, since I only observed
one unit of study, I cannot say whether Richard thought more specifically about historical
significance later in the year. During the course of this unit, Richard made small
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additions to the official curriculum to fill in perceived gaps. However, most decisions
were based on perceived pacing restrictions and the ancillary reading guides. For
Richard, the ancillary reading guides helped to frame the unit, lessons, and gave students
a more complete version of history. Although the experiences of Richard may not be
generalizable to all teachers, it does shed light on the impact high-stakes testing has on
how teachers think about and implement curriculum.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
At the onset of this research project, I began with one overarching question: In an
educational climate where standards-based curriculums as well as high-stakes testing are
the norm, how do the various interactional relationships impact the curricular and
instructional decisions made by a veteran teacher? From this question, two sub questions
were generated:
1. How does a veteran teacher’s understanding of historical significance impact how
they ascribe value to the purpose, nature and utility of history as a school
discipline over time and space?
2. How tightly aligned are a veteran teacher’s conceptions and perceptions of the
purpose, nature and utility of history as a school subject with their observed
pedagogical practices?
My research sought to investigate these questions to provide insight into the
process of curricular and instructional decision-making by a veteran teacher. Grant
(1996, 2003, 2007) suggests that teachers have overlapping influences impacting both
curricular and instructional decisions. Although teachers often act as the final gatekeeper
to curricular and instructional decisions, Thornton (1991) notes, “many [teachers] do not
appear to be aware of, and may not be particularly interested in, the degree of control that
their gatekeeping exercises over the curriculum they plan for their students” (p. 245). In
order to add to the existing literature regarding curricular and instructional decisionmaking, I sought to examine the various interactional relationships within a single case
study. This study examines the practices of a veteran teacher in an affluent suburban
high school where students generally do not struggle to pass the State’s end-of-course
tests.
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The theoretical frameworks that were incorporated into this study were that of
historical significance and teacher as gatekeeper. Although two separate frameworks,
their relationship is much more symbiotic than independent of one another. Historical
significance as a framework was incorporated to help identify what if any criteria was
used to identify and ascribe historical significance within the classroom. Studying
historical significance within the confines of an educational environment where students
are measured based on a rote memorization, multiple-choice test proved challenging to
say the least. At times it was difficult to discern between a personal ascription of
historical significance and how the standardized curriculum ascribed historical
significance. At times, it appeared that over the course of Richard’s teaching career that
both forms of ascription had become blended and difficult to separate.
The second theoretical framework used throughout this study was that of teacher
as gatekeeper. Beginning with the notion that teachers are the final gatekeepers in the
process of curricular and instructional decision-making, I sought to better understand how
Richard carried out the role of gatekeeper inside of his classroom. Richard had to make
decisions every block with regards to curriculum, instruction, and pacing. In fact, he was
the final decision-maker as to what to include or exclude within each lesson. Within the
framework of teacher as gatekeeper, I was able to incorporate Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007)
three categories of influences: policy factors, organizational influences, and personal
factors. By incorporating Grant’s categories into the teacher as gatekeeper framework, I
was able to incorporate typological analysis into my work.
As I began my data collection, I used Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007) typologies to
help organize and analyze my data. However, I soon discovered that Grant’s typologies
were too general and did not account for simultaneously overlapping influences. Even
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though these typologies ended up being too general, they still served the purpose of
helping to begin organizing the data. However, as I analyzed the data, the overlapping
influence category of pacing began to take shape. The category of pacing transcended all
categories and played a major role in the instructional decisions made by Richard. Aside
from adding the category of pacing, my main analytical focus was on mapping the flow
of influences as they shifted among and between categories.
This study looks at how an individual teacher plans and implements a unit of
instruction within a high-stakes testing environment. The participant, Richard, was
purposely selected based on availability, experience, and love for the unit being taught.
The reason that it was important for Richard to be passionate about this unit was to gain a
better understanding of how he determined what content to include as well as how that
content would be presented to the students. The unit that was being observed was on the
Revolutionary War. In his spare time, Richard is a Revolutionary War reinactor and has
a great wealth of knowledge as well as passion for this topic. I sought to understand how
Richard would plan and implement a unit of study on a topic he loved that also had an
end-of-course standardized test. In order to study Richard, the methodology that I used
was that of a single case study. Through the incorporation of a case study methodology, I
was able to examine the complexity of a single case (Stake, 1995). For the purpose of
studying a single case, I used a variety of methods to collect data to better understand
Richard’s perspective. There were a series of interviews that took place to gain a better
understanding of Richard’s background as well as his personal philosophies for teaching
and studying history. Additionally, I observed Richard carry out a unit of instruction to
better understand his processes for implementing both curriculum and instruction.
Document collection also proved to be a valuable source of data. Through the course of
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my research, I collected documents from the unit to be analyzed and compared to
statements made in the interviews. Additionally, I also collected the standards and
articulation guides provided to teachers by the state of Virginia. By incorporating
interviews, observations, and collecting documents, I was able to compare and contrast
what was being said and what was being carried out in the classroom. Furthermore, the
methodology of this study enabled me to better understand how Richard perceived
himself as a teacher with regards to his curricular and instructional practices as well as
how he actually implemented the curriculum through instructional decision-making. One
key insight emerging from this case is that although Richard teaches in a high-stakes
testing environment, he still has a lot of autonomy as the final gatekeeper to instruction.
Moving forward, it is important to show teachers the autonomy they still hold over their
curricular and instructional decisions inside of their classrooms. However, this autonomy
must be recognized by teachers in order to unleash the potential benefits of deeper
learning through the incorporation of inquiry-based instruction.
This research helps to fill a gap in the literature concerning how teachers interact
and reconcile the internal and external influences affecting both their curricular and
instructional decision-making within the classroom. Larger-scale implications for this
research may be more far reaching as we begin to see a shift from high-stakes multiplechoice testing towards more performance based assessments. As more school systems
begin to place a higher emphasis on critical thinking and application of knowledge, it is
going to be important to help train and retrain teachers on best practices. It is important
to understand how teachers perceptions are influencing the decisions they are making
with regards to curriculum and instruction. In states like Virginia, where the end-ofcourse social studies tests will begin to be replaced with locally created performance
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based assessments, how will teachers interact with the standards when the assessments
may not consists of multiple-choice questions? Resources such as the C3 Framework as
well as the inquiry model of teaching will help in the process; however, many teachers
have never known as either a student or teacher anything other than high-stakes
environments (Grant, Swan, and Lee, 2017).
Discussion
This study suggests that teachers are influenced by a variety of factors when it
comes to both curricular and instructional decision-making. Using Grant’s (1996, 2003,
2007) previous research as a starting point to analyze data collected, I found that Richard
was influenced by the same three categories identified by Grant: policy factors,
organizational influences, and personal factors. However, a fourth overarching category
was discovered that influenced all three of Grant’s (1996, 2003, 2007) typologies. The
fourth category was pacing. Pacing concerns were cited as a major influencing factor for
policy factors, organizational influences, and personal factors. Richard felt constrained
for time due to the S.O.Ls (policy factors), common learning teams (organizational
influences), and the want to have more time to spend on a topic that he loves so much
(personal factors). However, for Richard, he feels that the most significant influence over
his curricular and instructional decisions are the S.O.Ls and accompanying test.
It is understandable that a teacher working in a state that has high-stakes testing
would be greatly influenced by the state curriculum as well as the end-of-course test.
However, it was discovered that even with an official curriculum, there are still areas
where Richard could insert topics and details that more closely aligned with his personal
beliefs about what should be included in his course. Richard considers the state
framework as the bare-bone skeleton of the course, allowing him to add in his own areas
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of expertise to the curriculum. However, the state framework still adds limitations due to
the amount of required information that needs be taught during the course, thus
influencing his pacing of the material.
Findings
Using Hall (1997) as a basis, I have organized my findings around preferred and
oppositional findings. Although Hall’s (1997) use of the terms is connected to reading
culture and media, I believe they hold possibilities for reading data and making evidence
based claims while seeking to ethically represent the perceptions and actions of others.
For the purpose of this research, preferred findings are those findings that may appear to
be the most commonly acceptable and palatable reasons for curricular and instructional
decision-making by teachers. Juxtaposed with preferred findings, oppositional findings
are findings that, one might argue, provide an alternative narrative than that of the
preferred or acceptable findings and not as agreeable to teachers.
Preferred findings. The preferred findings of this research are that Richard’s
ascription of historical significance is closely mirrored to the state standards and his role
as an instructional gatekeeper was somewhat unrecognized. It is evident from the
interviews that Richard is passionate about the Revolutionary War and can clearly ascribe
historical significance to a variety of aspects of the Revolutionary War period. However,
during the unit observed, he did not spend any significant time discussing his process
with students for ascribing significance to the Revolutionary War period, let alone giving
students time to determine their own criteria to ascribe significance. As far as being the
final gatekeeper, Richard feels as though he did not have much authority when it came to
curricular choices due to the S.O.Ls. Additionally, pacing pressures causes Richard to go
through the material must faster than he would prefer. Richard commented several times
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that prior to the introduction of the S.O.L tests, he very rarely finished the curriculum.
For Richard, the end-of-course test represented a form of outside accountability,
pressuring him to finish the official curriculum prior to the mandated testing window.
Historian or teacher. Richard viewed himself as both a historian and a teacher.
However, over time, he said that he felt like these identities were in conflict with one
another. Much of this conflict concerned the Standards of Learning and the
accompanying test. In Richard’s mind, as a historian, he saw his role as bringing the past
to life in such a way that students could not only relate, but also empathize with people
from the past. As a teacher, Richard sees his primary role as making sure that his students
pass the end-of-course test. During the course of the classroom observations, Richard
seemed to switch back and forth between these two perceived roles. Richard the
historian was the storyteller. Similar to Evans (1988, 1990) research, Richard mirrored
many of the practices utilized by participants his studies. Richard feels that the purpose
of learning history was to learn about the past in order to understand the present. Similar
to Evans’ (1988) participant Wiley, Richard believes that in order for students to fully
appreciate history, they must be able to relate their own lives to the past. Through the
process of storytelling, Richard attempted to make connections with student lives. One
example of this from classroom observations was when Richard was discussing the
Boston Massacre. The state mentions the Boston Massacre in the essential knowledge
section of the standards by stating, “The Boston Massacre took place when British troops
fired on anti-British demonstrators” (VDOE website).
Even though the state standards do not include a lot of specific information
about this event, Richard felt that students needed to have a much deeper understanding
to appreciate the significance of the event. Richard had students view images and read
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multiple accounts from varying perspectives related to the event, both primary and
secondary sources. Throughout this activity, instruction was still very teacher-directed,
but he wove the details as if he was putting the event on trial. This activity illustrates
Richard the storyteller. It is evident that Richard was most comfortable in this setting,
where he could weave a historical narrative together for his students. However, due to
his concerns over pacing, Richard the storyteller had to be strategically inserted
throughout the unit.
Over the course of this unit, Richard showed students two films in their entirety.
Richard’s affinity as a storyteller may be how he reconciled showing full-length films
during this unit. Even though on one hand he stresses over the amount of time he has to
teach this unit, he still choose to show the entire films. When asked why he chose to
show an entire film as opposed to film clips on Valley Forge, he responded:
I think the easiest reason is because unless you see the progression of how
Washington develops as a person and how his thought process progresses, you are
not going to see how important he really was to the Revolution. And I think that
is important to watch as it progresses over time and see it from that standpoint, if
you only saw snippets, but that is just a snapshot and then you’re done. I mean,
you and I both got photo albums at home, if you’re not there at the time the
pictures really don’t mean a whole lot to you. And so I think it is important to put
it into context. (October 5, 2015 interview)
Richard perceived the movie as a form of storytelling for the students. For Richard, it is
important for the students to see the human side of George Washington, so as to better
understand the decisions that he made as a general.
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Richard the teacher was more focused on the end-of-course test. He is not as
interested in weaving a story for the students, typically due to time constraints. Richard
admits that he has a tendency to do this more with 20th century history because he
believes that students need to have a better understanding of 18th and 19th century U.S.
history in order to understand what occurred in the 20th century. When Richard gets into
the role of teacher, he is more about presenting the material than teaching/explaining the
material. Similar to Richard’s feeling of pressure to finish the curriculum, van Hover
(2006) discusses similar accounts of “coverage” from beginning teachers. The pressures
to cover the entire curriculum prior to the standardized test are a reality for many
teachers, both beginners and veterans.
The key preferred findings of this research indicate that much of Richard’s
curricular and instructional decision-making was connected, as least in perception, to the
state standards and end-of-course testing. Richard is very open about his feelings
towards the S.O.Ls and the accompanying test and feels as though all of his curricular
and instructional decisions were made with the S.O.Ls in mind. For Richard, his main
job as a teacher has transitioned from teaching history to getting students to pass an endof-course test. This was in line with what Grant (2007) had gleaned, “the perceived
impact of state tests on teachers may be just as real as the consequences attached” (p.
250). Even though Richard teaches in a high-achieving school that tests better than most
of the state, he still feels pressure to make sure students passed the end-of-course test so
that they would meet graduation requirements. It was this perceived impact that drives
much of Richard’s decision making.
Because the state standards assessed information that is considered to primarily
consist of first-order concepts (DeWitt et. al, 2013), Richard’s teaching mirrored this
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reality. In fact, DeWitt, et. al. (2013) noted in their study that approximately 92% of the
U.S. history S.O.L test questions assessed at the end of the year fall into the category of
first-order concepts (p. 406). Additionally, they noted that students on average needed to
only answer 29 or 30 questions correctly (out of 60) in order to receive a passing score.
Since the information that will be assessed at the end of the year consists of
predominantly first-order concepts, Richard is hesitant to go into greater detail or more
deep critical analysis of information. Richard’s personal fear of students not passing the
test influences much of his curricular and instructional decision-making.
For Richard, his focus on the test and student pass rates was not an irrational fear.
In fact, some of his schools staff development objectives actually reinforced his practice
of focusing on first-order concepts. At Richard’s school, there was a heavy emphasis on
backwards design. With backwards design, the objective is to construct the unit tests
first, and then make sure that all instructional decisions are made with the final
summative assessment in mind (Vogler and Virtue, 2007). A couple of years prior to this
study, during the August staff development days, teachers were required to go through
their tests to ensure that every question directly correlated to the Standards of Learning.
Questions that did not directly correlate to the standards were to be removed to ensure
that only the standards were being assessed. Even though Richard taught in a highperforming school, the institutional expectations were still heavily focused on students
passing the S.O.L tests. Furthermore, there was a heavy focus on students not only
passing the tests, but also scoring well enough to achieve pass advanced. So for a school
in a school system that states they are not heavily focused on standardized testing, they
spend a lot of time during staff development days and common learning team meetings
making sure that teachers were teaching to the standards. This heavy focus on the end-
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of-course tests not only encouraged, but also reinforced Richard’s notion that first-order
concepts should be the main focus of his course.
Oppositional findings. Even though Richard is very vocal about being boxed in
by the standardized curriculum and testing, observations of his teaching suggest that
Richard had much more autonomy to make personal choices with regards to the
curriculum. For example, during this unit, Richard chose to go into much greater detail
with regards to the Boston Massacre as well as showing two films in their entirety. If
Richard only taught the S.O.L standards, he would not have spent so much time teaching
about loyalist and patriots, the Boston Massacre, or Valley Forge. However, for Richard,
he felt these topics were important for students to know in order to better understand the
events of the American Revolution. Since Richard’s students have historically done very
well on the end-of-course test, Richard seldom critically evaluates his curricular and
instructional practices. In fact, his test scores reinforced his curricular and instructional
decisions. Richard did not have to spend a lot of time evaluating choices he made in the
classroom because a large majority of his students would pass the end-of-course test with
little difficultly. In large part, this is due to the privilege of teaching in one of the top
high schools in the state of Virginia. It can be argued that since the school and its
students are historically high achieving, that there is no value added when using
traditional teaching methods. In essence, teachers at Washington high school have the
privilege of being able deflect questions and criticism regarding curricular and
instructional decision-making from an internal process (self) to and external process (the
standards and accompanying tests).
For Richard, the privilege observed was a play-it safe pedagogy in his classroom;
he does what has worked in the past to maintain his high pass rates. Through the process
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of implementing a play-it safe pedagogy, Richard is hesitant to teach history much
beyond first-order concepts. Similar to this study, Saye (2013) notes, “The dominant
pattern of instruction observed in social studies classrooms emphasizes superficial
coverage of large bodies of content” (p. 90). Saye (2013) goes on to point out, “there is
some evidence that state-mandated, high-stakes testing has impeded efforts to reform
instruction in ways that promote complex, high-level learning” (p. 91). Richard argues
that the reason he does not go into greater depth in his course is due to the amount of
content included in the standards. This position in turn leads to the practice of “good
enough” teaching. “Good enough” teaching refers to the practice of a teacher not
critically examining their curricular or instructional decisions because of the existence of
or student’s success on a standardized test. Teachers whose students score well on
standardized tests may assume that they are great practitioners in the classroom.
However, being a great practitioner is much more nuanced than the results on a state
mandated test. In fact, Saye’s (2013) findings suggests, “students in classes emphasizing
authentic pedagogy perform as well or better on tests of lower order content knowledge
as their peers in classrooms with lower levels of intellectual challenge” (p. 111).
It can be argued that there is more to history than this negotiated interpretation of
“I would do this but can’t because of the standards.” Rather, the standards appear to
provide Richard something that he can hold up to suggest he has limited curricular and
instructional control. However, as can be gleaned from this case study, this concept leads
to very safe and “good enough” teaching practices that can be explained away by
pointing to the impacts of standards and high-stakes testing.
Even though Richard felt that his curricular and instructions decisions were
entirely controlled by outside influences (standards, testing, CLTs), this study discovered
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that the findings were much more nuanced. Richard has time to include more secondorder concepts into his instructional practices, but feels more comfortable being “good
enough.” It would have been easier to simply conclude that Richard was the victim of a
high-stakes environment and had little control over instructional decisions. However,
this finding would have neglected the power and autonomy that Richard still holds as the
final gatekeeper to both the curriculum and instructional practices.
I believe that the case study of Richard is not an anomaly. Rather, he is
representative of how many teachers feel and respond to high-stakes testing
environments. In Virginia, the S.O.Ls represent the minimum standards that students are
to meet. In the case of Richard, by focusing so heavily on the S.O.Ls and accompanying
tests, overtime he has become comfortable teaching to the minimum standard and thus
was “good enough.” From this study, it can be gleaned that Richard’s practices are being
influenced and reinforced by how well his students perform on the end-of-course test and
not necessarily by literature on how students learn history and recent curricular initiatives
stressing the importance of teaching history and social science for disciplinary thinking
and historical literacy.
Implications
For history teachers. Richard is not the first teacher I have heard say that they
feel constrained by standardized testing. In the case of Richard, “teaching to the test” is
his understood reality. However, if the goal of education is to get beyond “teaching to
the test,” we must also understand why teachers like Richard acquiesce to the perceived
demands of standardized testing. A major part of pushing past the “teach to the test”
mantra comes from critically evaluating the decisions made every day with regards to
curriculum and instructional practices. The fact that it does not appear that Richard

134
	
  

spends a lot of time critically analyzing his curricular and instructional decisions is not
necessarily an indictment of Richard or his teaching practices; rather, it appears to point
to a larger issue plaguing education today. Richard teaches in an environment where
student success is measured by a multiple-choice, end-of-course test constructed by a
third party. It can be gleaned from this study that Richard has no intrinsic or extrinsic
motivation to reevaluate his curricular and instructional decision-making each year due to
his students’ past performance on the end-of-course test. In the case of Richard, this is
how high-stakes testing can affect a teacher in historically high-achieving schools.
Overtime, in this type of environment, it is possible that teachers will become both a
complacent and passive participant in the dissemination of history.
Throughout the research, Richard spoke about how the standards acted as the
skeleton of his course and he worked to fill in the perceived gaps. However, later on, he
discussed how the standards drove all of his decisions in the classroom. For teachers in
high stakes testing environments, the lessons to be drawn from this study is that
autonomy still exists for teachers. However, the degree of autonomy will most likely
differ from school to school. Additionally, until teachers recognize that some level of
autonomy exists, “good enough” teaching will remain a common practice.
For Richard, due to the fact that he teaches in a high-performing school allowed
much greater autonomy in his decision-making. Yet, he did not consistently
acknowledge the power that he held. For lack of a better term, Richard had become
“institutionalized.” By this I mean Richard has been a part of the high-stakes testing
environment for so long that he felt powerless to the outside powerbrokers in education.
This feeling of helplessness led him to get trapped in a routine that annually provided
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great test scores, but neglected to continually analyze both the curriculum and
instructional practices.
In order to throw off the yoke of standardized testing, teachers must continue to
be actively involved in curricular and instructional decisions within their classroom. This
is not to say that teachers should cast aside state-mandated curriculums. Rather, they
should do as Richard said; use the curriculums as a framework to build the course. From
there, teachers can then add information that they feel is the most significant. However,
this does not mean that other factors such as pacing or school policies will not influence
this process. There has always been some sort of restrictions on curricular and
instructional decision-making in education. Decisions will always have to be made with
regards to what to include or exclude in the classroom.
As a teacher educator. There are many instructional practices that are taught in
teacher education programs. Often times, these practices are much more aligned with
critical thinking, analysis, and historical inquiry in mind. But it needs to be expressed to
future teachers that even if they are teaching in high-stakes testing environments, the
independence and autonomy to make both curricular and instructional choices are
present. Additionally, it is important to seek out cooperating teachers that use best
practices in the classroom. Student teachers need to experience real life examples of
teachers using inquiry-based instruction with their students. Having great role models
when learning the art of teaching will help to move future educators past “good enough”
instruction to see what potential exists for the incorporation of best practices. Through
the work of researchers and practitioners, the C3 Framework and inquiry arc can help
lead discussions and provide models for future and current teachers to implement more
inquiry-based instruction.
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As a department chair. As the state of Virginia begins to move away from
multiple choice, standardized tests, and more towards performance-based assessments,
the role of department chairs will be to help teachers transition to a new style of assessing
student learning. There is a real concern that for teachers who have only ever taught in a
high-stakes testing environment, will they be able to adjust to a world with more
authentic assessments? Grant, Swan, and Lee (2017) share this concern by stating,
“teachers typically have not experienced inquiry as students nor have they seen it being
done by their cooperating teachers or peers” (p. 22). As a department chair, my role in
general terms will still be the same: to support the planning and implementation of
curriculum and instruction. However, I will have to have a greater understanding of
inquiry-based pedagogy so that I can help facilitate the transition from the S.O.L tests to
performance-based assessments. Additionally, I will need to not only support teachers in
this endeavor, but I will also need to model best practices with regards to inquiry-based
instruction.
As a department chair, it is important that I help my department examine our
perceived purpose for studying history and attempt to find a common understanding. van
Hover and Hicks (2018) echo this sentiment by stating, “the field continues to struggle
with articulation of purpose—how history and inquiry are defined, for what purposes
history should be taught, how history should be taught, and most importantly how, why,
and in what ways teacher and student outcomes should be assess” (p. 400). Without
being able to address these questions, we may become trapped in an instructional loop,
thus perpetuating an educational status quo. Department chairs, as instructional leaders,
need to actively participate in these conversations on a macro level. Not only do we need
to engage our own departments in professional development, but we also need to work
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with educational researchers to help promote the idea of a “shared language of history
practice” (van Hover and Hicks, 2018). Grossman and McDonald (2008) go on to argue,
A common language can serve as one powerful tool in uniting a community of
researchers and practioners engaged in the improvement of teaching and teacher
education. By literally speaking the same language, researchers can build on prior
work and communicate their findings more powerfully both to each other and to
practioners (p. 198).
By adopting and utilizing a common language, teachers and researchers may
begin to bridge the gap between research and practice. If the goal of history education is
to move towards ambitious and authentic instruction, there must be a dialogue between
researchers and practioners. As Fogo (2014) notes, “Ambitious, authentic instruction runs
counter to the ‘traditional’ history classroom, where curriculum covers wide expanses of
time, teachers provide content-heavy lectures, and students take notes and scour
textbooks to put facts to memory” (p. 153). It is the role of the department chairs to not
only help facilitate these conversations, but also help teachers transition from
“traditional” instructional practices to more ambitious and authentic instruction.
Furthermore, by adopting common language, teachers and teacher educators can begin to
address questions regarding ambitious and authentic instruction in a more unified
manner; working together instead of independently. Department chairs have a unique
opportunity to act as a conduit of information between teachers and teacher educators.
Limitations
Although this research shed light on the processes employed by Richard through
the course of a single unit, there were some limitations. As with any case study, this
study highlighted the practices of only one teacher for one unit of instruction. Richard
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was not speaking for all teachers and his experiences were unique to him. Additionally,
because Richard taught in a high-performing school, some of the issues he faced may not
be able to be generalized to other schools or other teachers. However, case studies are
good because they are a typification of practice. Even though these finding may not be
entirely generalizable, Richard’s experiences in a high-stakes testing environment sheds
light on a teacher’s curricular and instructional decision-making processes.
As with most qualitative studies, the study is limited by the fact that I had to take
Richard at his word. Since I only observed one unit of instruction, I cannot definitively
say whether or not Richard was truly authentic with his interviews or observations. Had I
been able to observe him over several units or even a year, I would be able to better speak
to this point. As a researcher, I can only go off of what Richard said in the interviews as
well as what I observed in the class.
Direction of future research
Richard’s experience as a history teacher in a high-performing school helps to
illustrate how high-stakes tests can retard critical self-reflection. By all measurable
accounts, Richard is a very successful teacher. He is well liked by his students, coworkers, and administrators. His students’ test scores are well above the pass rate for the
state. However, because of his success, Richard has not had to critically evaluate his
pedagogical decisions with regards to the curriculum or instruction. And if in the end,
the goal for researchers is to better understand how students conceptualize and ascribe
historical significance, it is important to make sure that teachers can also conceptualize
and ascribe significance.
Moving forward, it is important to continue to examine the concepts of historical
significance within the confines of the classroom. As there continues to be a push for
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more authentic and engaging practices in the social studies classrooms, researchers need
to continue to work to better understand the ongoing complexity of teaching. Although
my case study was small, I believe that it adds to the growing body of literature on social
studies education. On the one hand, it reinforces the impact of high-stakes testing on
teachers and their decision-making. On the other hand, it points out the possibilities.
Even though Richard felt bound by the standards and testing, it can be gleaned from the
research that teachers still maintain quite a bit of autonomy over curricular and
instructional decisions made in their classroom. Additionally, this research reinforces the
importance of continual and consistent reexamination of practices to ensure that best
practices are occurring.
Although my methodology may not have been perfect to completely capture the
complexity of a classroom environment, it is a starting point. It is my hope that
researchers will continue to attempt to understand the role of historical significance in the
classroom as well as the various influences affecting teachers’ decision-making.
Additionally, I hope that teachers will begin to reflect and examine their own practices
through a critical lens. For me personally, I feel like this case study has forced me to reexamine my own thoughts and practices about classroom teaching and from this research,
I feel like I have become a better teacher.
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Appendix A: Reading Study Guides from the unit observed
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Appendix B: Movie Notes for “Story of a Patriot”
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Appendix C: Dissecting the Boston Massacre Activity
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Appendix D: Rewriting activity for the Declaration of Independence
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Appendix F: Revolutionary War Scavenger Hunt
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
Informed Consent for Participants
Case Study: Juggling influences: how a high-school teacher contends with
competing influences when planning, implementing, and assessing a unit of
instruction in a U.S. history course.
Principle Investigator: Brian Miller, Graduate Student, Curriculum and Instruction,
Virginia Tech.
I. Purpose:
The purpose of this research to investigate the following questions:
1.
2.

How and to what extent does a teacher ascribe historical significance in their
planning, implementation and assessment of instruction in a high-stakes setting?
What interactional relationships shape a teacher’s decision-making process in terms
of social studies content selection and the teaching of the content through a unit of
instruction in a high-stakes, team-teaching environment?

This study will explore how a teacher plans, implements, and assesses an 11th grade U.S.
history unit, investigating how the various interactional relationships impact not only
curricular decisions, but also implementation and assessing as well. This research is part
of a doctoral dissertation and will be published.
II. Procedure:
General Education Teacher:
You will participate in a pre-observation survey, a pre-observation interview (approximately 60
minutes), shorter pre-observation and post-observation interview (approximately 15 minutes
each), and a post-observation interview (approximately 60 minutes). All interviews will be taped
and transcribed. We will also look over a unit plan, including the unit test, which you have
constructed for your United States history course. I would also like to observe you while you are
teaching the unit we discussed during the first interview. Other than talking with me for at least
three hours over the course of the next few months, your participation in this study will not
require additional time or work.
Team Teacher:
You will participate in a pre-observation survey and a pre-observation interview (approximately
60 minutes). The interview will be taped and transcribed. I would also like to observe you while
you are teaching the unit we discussed during the first interview. Other than talking with me for at
least one hour over the course of the next few months, your participation in this study will not
require additional time or work.
III. Risks:
There are minimal risks to participate in this study. Risks to participants are no greater than the
risks associated with normal class planning, implementing, and assessing. Your choice to
participate or not participate will in no way affect your standing within the department. The
interviews and observations are for the strict purpose of research, not informal or formal
evaluations. In addition, you have the right to withdraw from participation at any time simply by
notifying the researcher in writing of your desire to withdraw.

176
	
  

IV. Benefits:
There are no direct benefits to you for participation in this study. No promise or guarantee of
benefits has been made to encourage you to participate. Indirect benefits may include having a
better understanding of your personal perceptions of history and helping educators better
understand how interactional relationships can influence curriculum decision-making, teaching,
and assessing.
V. Extent of Anonymity and Confidentiality:
The researcher will keep all data collected confidential, except as noted below. Only the
researcher will have access to the data. Information gathered from the project may be used in
reports, presentations, and articles in professional journals. However, participant names will not
be used in any report, presentation, or article and identifying information will be changed so that
data cannot be connected to individuals. Pseudonyms will be used and the participant will be
allowed to choose their own pseudonym if they wish. No identifying characteristics of the
participant will be revealed in any reporting of the data other than the years of experience.
Despite efforts to preserve it, anonymity may be compromised. The final research report will be
given to the Loudoun County Public Schools Research Office. Since this research involves a
single-case study, it may be possible for others to be able to identify you as a participant based on
your demographics and/or responses to interview questions.
All data, including recorded interviews, will be retained for a period of not more than five years
in secure locations under the supervision of the primary researcher. After that time, the
recordings will be erased and the other data destroyed.
It is possible that the Institutional Review Board (IRB) may view this study’s collected data for
auditing purposes. The IRB is responsible for the oversight of the protection of human subjects
involved in research.
In some situations, it may be necessary for an investigator to break confidentiality. If child abuse
is know or strongly suspected, investigators are required to notify the appropriate authorities. If a
subject is believed to be a threat to herself/himself or others, the investigator should notify the
appropriate authorities.
VI. Compensation:
Participants will not be compensated for participating in this study.
VII. Freedom to Withdraw
Participants are free to withdraw from this study at any time without penalty. You are free not to
respond to any research situations that you choose without penalty. You are free to request that
any unit plans, discussion transcript, or classroom recording of yours be removed from the data
set without penalty. There may be circumstances under which the investigators may determine
that you should not continue to be involved in the study.
VIII. Subjects’ Responsibilities
I voluntarily agree to participate in the research project. I have the following responsibility: do
not modify your normal class behaviors because a researcher is present.
IX. Subject’s Permission
I have read and understand the Informed Consent and conditions of this project. I have had all of
my questions answered.
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I hereby acknowledge the above and give my voluntary consent for the collection and analysis of
the following materials (please initial all that apply):
_____Transcripts of all recorded interviews
_____Photocopied unit plans, including the unit test, that have been completed for my U.S.
History class
_____Notes from classroom observations as well as more informal observations
___________________________________________
Participant’s Signature

__________________
Date

Should I have any pertinent questions about this research, you may contact:
Dr. David Hicks
hicks@vt.edu
Brian Miller

brian.miller@lcps.org

(703) 431-8897

Should you have any questions or concerns about the study’s conduct your rights as a research subject, or
need to report a research-related injury or event, you may contact the VT IRB chair, Dr. David M. Moore at
moored@vt.edu or (540) 231-4991.
You will be provided with a complete copy or duplicate of the original of the signed Informed Consent.
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