Why Multiple Perspectives Are Imperative in Social Studies

Differences between Student and Trained Historians in History
Sam Wineburg, in his seminal work, Into The Breach, noticed that historians and students learn history differently.  This actually shouldn’t surprise us.  It should be noted however, that trained historians may not necessarily know more factual information.  What accounts for their being “better at history”?  Simply put, trained historians and our students read history differently.  

If we encourage our students to read history more liked trained historians, then they will be engaging in a more authentic and realistic approach to history.  In addition, their critical thinking skills will improve dramatically.
Example - Text read by both student and historians (some historians weren’t trained as American historians)

In April 1775, General Gage, the military governor of Massachusetts, sent out a body of troops to take possession of military stores at Concord, a short distance from Boston.  At Lexington, a handful of “embattled farmers”, who had been tipped off by Paul Revere, barred the way.  The “rebels” were ordered to disperse.  They stood their ground.  The English fired a volley of shots that killed eight patriots.  It was not long before the swift-riding Paul Revere spread the news of this new atrocity to the neighboring colonies.  The patriots of all of New England, although still a handful, were now ready to fight the English.  Even in faraway North Carolina, patriots organized to resist them.” (Steinberg, The United States:  A Story of A Free People, 1963)
Trained Historians
1. Look at who created documents FIRST.  The most important aspect of a document is who created it.  Historians stated that the above historical text was the least believable because of its biased language and its absolute stance.
2. Look at dates of documents

3. Look at contrasts between different documents - corroboration

Students (based on a study with 8 high achieving students)

1. Students desire a text that tells fact.  One student said the textbook was “just reporting the facts”.  Another student characterized the textbook as “straight information”.  Students stated that the above historical text was most believable.
2. High school textbooks lack footnotes.  This lack adds to the seeming “fact”.  It is unquestioned where this information came from.

3. High school social studies teachers often mimic this emphasis on absolute fact.  Wineburg interviewed one teacher who said, “History is the basic facts of what happened.  What did happen.”

4. Students see the textbook as authority because the language it uses communicates that authority

5. Textbooks do not use words that convey uncertainty (called hedge words). Textbooks tend not to use words such as “may”, “might”, “appears”, “seem”, “possible”, “theory” – words that convey less than certainty.
