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Preface

Within the past two decades, American public education has
become an increasingly important political issue. Many people
have argued that our public schools are in deep trouble. Some
point to the schools’ seeming inability to turn out young people
equipped with intellectual skills and a mastery of subjects tradi-
tionally deemed important. Others argue that schools are not tak-
ing advantage of their opportunity to impart moral values to
students, pointing to alarming increases in acts of vandalism, vio-
lent assault, and bigotry committed by the young. And there has
been much discussion about how schools can help an increasingly
diverse student body deal with the conflicts and differences they
encounter within and beyond school walls. These debates center
around a fundamental question: What should our public schools
be teaching and how should they be teaching it? Confronted with
the fact of diversity, many educators now believe that America’s
public schools should help young people sort through today’s many
cultural, social, and political challenges. They call on schools to
enhance their moral commitment to students by preparing them
for an informed, principled engagement with the different com-
munities and perspectives that make up the American democracy.
This call has stirred a contentious debate that has deep roots in
American history.

Much has been written about various aspects of this debate in
the past several years. Some books use broad strokes to describe
diverse programs that foster critical moral thinking, good charac-
ter, and civic responsibility, while others focus more sharply on how
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specific programs are implemented in the classroom. This literature
is illuminating, but it leaves some important gaps. Works that
describe a range of programs are usually too broadly focused to shed
much light on what happens once the programs are implemented
in the classroom. Close-up studies often fail to assess what actually
happens in the classroom in relation to public debates about what
allegedly happens there. Those who argue from the policy arena fre-
quently claim to know what is best for students, but they all too
often lack contact with them in schools, where things are usually
more subtle, complex, and ambiguous.

Habits of Mind moves the reader beyond the polemical and
often caricatured arguments raised for or against programs to foster
critical moral thinking, good character, and social responsibility in
young people. Grounded in an in-depth study of the politics and
practice of a single curriculum, it integrates a close-up look at the
classroom with a broader discussion of educational theory and pol-
icy. It focuses on the nationally acclaimed yet politically contro-
versial Facing History and Ourselves (FHAQO) program, a course that
uses a rigorous historical study of the Holocaust to guide students’
critical reflection on contemporary racism, violence, intolerance,
and prejudice. In exploring both how theoretical and policy argu-
ments inform classroom dynamics and how classroom realities qual-
ify theoretical positions, it gives a more nuanced portrayal of
students’ actual experience and a more accurate picture of the polit-
ical issues at stake in this timely public debate.

Yet what I present here is more than a case study of a particu-
lar curriculum used in a single classroom, for the issues this book
addresses are by no means unique to the FHAO program. The polit-
ical influence of the New Right has been brought to bear not only
against this program but against many other educational curricula
and practices, while the values these students struggle over are
broadly relevant in these times of contentious debate over diver-
sity, national identity, and morality. As the writer Eudora Welty has
noted in another context, “One place comprehended can make us
understand other places better.”
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This book is conceived as a series of ever-widening lenses
through which I view the politics and practice of curricula to fos-
ter critical moral thinking and social responsibility. The tightest
lens looks at the classroom. It examines the daily practice of the
Facing History and Ourselves curriculum in one multiracial middle
school in Cambridge, Massachusetts. A second lens focuses on edu-
cational policy. It describes how FHAO and related educational
programs fared during the Reagan era, when the New Right enjoyed
heightened political influence. The widest lens provides a histori-
cal as well as an explicitly political perspective. It locates the issues
raised by the Facing History and Ourselves case within American
educational and political discourse more generally.

Overview of the Contents

The specific organization of the book is as follows. Chapter One,
the introduction, presents a brief portrait of adolescents from the
Boston area who have been brought together to discuss race rela-
tions. Through describing the conflicts and tensions illuminated
by their discussion, I argue that young people are ready and eager
to reckon with conflicting differences in American society, and
that schools must prepare them to do so responsibly. The chapter
also provides an overview of the Facing History and Ourselves
curriculum.

The following three chapters describe classroom sessions in
which the Facing History course engenders potentially conflictual
differences among students. In this portion of the book, I look at
how course pedagogy and materials help students deal with these
differences. Chapter Two introduces the students, teacher, school,
and community that ground this study and describes a lesson early
on in the course where students began to define their “identity” in
personal and social terms. Chapter Three looks at related class ses-
sions later in the semester where differences in religious perspec-
tives were brought to light. Chapter Four describes a series of classes
toward the end of the course where contentious political differences
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—in American society at large and in the microcosm of the class-
room—were hotly debated.

The issues brought to light in these opening chapters are not
unique to the Facing History curriculum. Chapter Five traces the
history of programs to foster critical moral thinking and social
responsibility in the schools and notes the struggles they engen-
dered along the way. Beginning with the curricular reforms of Pro-
gressive educators in the 1930s and 1940s, and ending with recent
battles over “moral openness,” “cultural literacy,” and “multicul-
turalism,” the chapter argues that conflicts over educational vision,
policy, and practice have always been linked to conflicts over com-
peting visions of American democracy, its past, and its future.

Chapter Six situates these visions as they are manifested in the
political arena by describing the increasing influence of New Right
activists in matters of educational policy, particularly during the
Reagan presidency. It analyzes the battle that ensued over federal
funding for Facing History and Ourselves between 1986 and 1988.
The chapter discusses how this controversy was framed alternatively
by public policy makers, educators, New Right activists, and the
media, thereby illuminating gaps and silences in public discourse
on education in American society.

Chapter Seven, the conclusion, interprets the relationship
between classroom practice, theory, and policy in light of the
broader contemporary debate about dealing with difference in
American society. I argue that promoting students’ critical moral
thinking is a vital responsibility of today’s schools—a responsibil-
ity essential to nurturing critical participatory democracy.

Goals and Methodology

Having briefly outlined what this book is about, I would like to
make clear what it is not about. This book will not be tracing how
the Facing History and Ourselves curriculum affected the beliefs
of students over a long period of time, and it will not assess
whether they in fact grew up to become active, responsible citi-
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zens. My focus is more immediate. I wanted to learn how students
and their teacher interpreted issues raised by the Facing History
course, and I assumed that these interpretations would shift
throughout the semester, at times producing conflict among mem-
bers of the class. I intended to describe how these conflicts were
negotiated within the classroom. These concerns dictated a phe-
nomenological and self-consciously personal approach to my sub-
ject. They required my daily presence in the classroom for an entire
semester and my use of a variety of research methods, including
participant observation, descriptive note-taking during class and
analytical commentary notes after class, lengthy and at times
repeated one-on-one interviews with students and their teacher,
an interpretive reading of these interviews, and an ongoing review
of all students’ written work for the course. The classroom chap-
ters of the book are a work of social science portraiture, designed
to reveal dynamics and raise questions rather than to evaluate—
or even to define—the curriculum’s “success.” As a matter of both
research inquiry and writing style, portraiture investigates,
describes, and analyzes characters, settings, and events in context,
in relation to one another, keeping in mind the researcher’s own
relationship with his or her subject. Equally important, it seeks to
engage the reader in the particular experience described in order
to give him or her a sense of a larger whole.

This study is also deliberately grounded in one program’s imple-
mentation in an urban, alternative middle school, and it does not
presume to describe all critical moral thinking and social responsi-
bility programs in all types of settings. I consider this focus an asset,
because without having some hint of the million and one elements
that go into putting any program in place—the school and com-
munity culture, the teacher, the students themselves, their parents’
attitudes and beliefs, and more—we cannot understand how and
‘why that program operates in that particular place in the way that
it does. In fact, maybe we should be suspicious of authors who make
grandiose claims in speaking for all students in all settings. These
claims tend to obscure students’ actual experience and are part of
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the problem with today’s murky and highly politicized debates. On
the other hand, I believe we can see a bigger picture by looking at
things on a more micro level, because the issues that any single
group of students wrestle with resonate in the different but not
wholly dissimilar experiences of students in other settings, schools,
and communities.

In writing on this topic, finally, I do not pretend to be a dispas-
sionate, objective observer. Everyone speaks from some position,
and rather than pretend that these positions do not exist, we need
to make them as clear as possible. I am a strong supporter of the
Facing History and Ourselves curriculum, and more generally of
programs to foster critical moral thinking and social responsibility.
I began doctoral work in education after working in the peace and
feminist movements for a long time, and I came deliberately look-
ing for models for developing social conscience in young people. I
developed a professional collaboration with the Facing History and
Ourselves curriculum early on in my doctoral studies, and that rela-
tionship has continued to grow over the past several years. I have
observed and written on the program’s implementation in a variety
of middle and high schools in urban settings, and I have spoken at
length with the program’s teachers through my participation on the
organization’s national teacher training team.

This relationship has created opportunities as well as con-
straints, because by working closely with the organization, I have
developed friendships with its teachers and staff and gained access
to organizational files, staff meetings, and internal discussions. This
access has deepened my understanding of the program, but at the
same time it has demanded that I be vigilant in viewing its class-
room practice in a fair and critical light. I identify where I stand in
relation to this subject not to suggest that researcher “bias” under-
mines the validity of my observations—as if some wholly neutral
position were a preferable point of departure, or even possible to
attain. I believe all researchers stand in some relation to their sub-
ject; the reader simply deserves to know where I stand before I begin
to describe and interpret these classroom events.
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Intended Audience

This book has been written with several different but perhaps over-
lapping audiences in mind. Readers with a general interest in edu-
cation as an important arena of conflict in American politics and
culture may find my discussion of the challenge of diversity within
the educational domain particularly provocative. Teachers who are
grappling with these kinds of issues every day in their classrooms
may find it illuminating. Curriculum designers, educational admin-
istrators, policy makers, and activists, as well as those interested in
the power and practice of the New Right, may be drawn to the
book’s discussion of Facing History’s protracted battle in the policy
arena during the Reagan years. And academics may wish to use the
book in courses on moral development, educational policy and his-
tory, and curriculum design. Because the book employs ethno-
graphic interpretive methods in the classroom, it may also be of use
to those interested in qualitative research methods.
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