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In 2005 the American Historical Review published an essay about the relationship 
between professional historians and K-12 history education in the United States. 
Coauthored by Robert Orrill and Linn Shapiro, the piece challenged its readers 
to consider the practical effects of their craft. They offered up the following ques-
tion for public debate: “What difference does it make,” they asked, if professional 
historians take “little or no part in addressing issues of history education?” While 
the question inspired the editors of the AHR to moderate an online debate on the 
issue,1 in the article itself the authors supplied a provisional answer. Historians, they 
contended, have an “ethical as well as a professional obligation to participate in the 
development of policies for teaching history in the schools.”2

That is one way to say it. But let me put it a different way: history educa-
tion at the K-12 levels is seriously, urgently, in crisis. Constrained by a patchwork 
of bureaucratic mandates, political infighting, fact-obsessed high-stakes tests, and 
inconsistent teacher education, history instruction at the precollegiate levels bears 
very little resemblance to historical practice at the university levels. Moreover, it 
only infrequently teaches the critical analytical skills that most historians would 
agree are among the central, driving features of historical study. At the same time, 
history education is getting less attention in the nation’s public schools. In the past 
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five years, the pressures created by No Child Left Behind have led many schools, 
especially so-called low-performing ones that frequently serve poor and working-
class communities, to significantly decrease the amount of time devoted to history 
instruction.3

Historians often claim that historical thinking empowers students by provid-
ing an essential lens for understanding social, cultural, and political questions and 
for deepening students’ abilities to think critically about their lives and the world. 
If we are to stand by this claim, then we ought to care about the failures of history 
education at the K-12 levels. The question, in short, is not whether we have a profes-
sional or ethical “obligation” to involve ourselves in this work. The question is: do we 
actually believe what we write and teach?

Of course, the question of historians’ involvement in history education at the 
K-12 level is a thorny, and certainly not new, one. The standards debates of the early 
1990s were merely the latest in a century-long series of contests between and among 
historians and bureaucrats about how to teach history to the nation’s youth. But the 
good news is that these questions have recently reemerged with a renewed sense of 
urgency and focus, and there are some indications that change is afoot. Nationwide, 
a range of groups have begun to join together to redress the pressures that No Child 
Left Behind has placed on public school teachers, administrators, and students. Also 
important has been the federal Teaching Traditional American History grants pro-
gram, which has inspired a new spate of historical collaborations. In the wake of 
these developments, the American Historical Association (AHA) and the Organiza-
tion of American Historians (OAH) (among other organizations and journals) have 
sponsored a series of investigations into a range of history education questions, issu-
ing reports on everything from the structure of graduate-level degree programs to 
state standards for the education of K-12 history teachers. These exchanges reached 
new institutional levels in late 2006, when the AHA and the OAH (in conjunction 
with the National Council for History Education and the Gilder Lehrman Institute) 
issued a direct call to history departments, encouraging them to formally discuss the 
ways in which they might involve themselves more directly in K-12 history educa-
tion. Meanwhile, scholarly output on the teaching and learning of history has grown 
increasingly vibrant and cross-disciplinary. It remains to be seen if these efforts will 
translate into sustained, long-range collaborations between historians and public 
schools. Still, it is not difficult to see that the question of K-12 history education is 
edging into view for increasing numbers of historians and for the profession more 
generally.4 

But there are still reasons for concern. For one thing, these conversations —  
which frequently take place at the level of policy and theory — often ignore on-
the-ground questions of pedagogy and classroom practice. It would seem that the 
subject of pedagogy provokes anxiety among historians. In a recent issue of the Jour-
nal of American History, for instance, Gary Kornblith and Carol Lasser confessed 
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that even they — the contributing editors of the journal’s “Textbooks and Teaching” 
section — have felt apprehension about taking on the issue of pedagogical practice. 
“When we first approached this subject,” they wrote, “we had reservations.” Would 
engaging with questions of teaching and learning, they worried, require historians 
to “dumb-down their specialties”? To “don the guise of entertainers?” To reduce 
“serious intellectual inquiry” to mere “amusement”? Happily, Kornblith and Lasser 
reported, they found in the scholarship of teaching and learning a great deal of 
work that is “analytically sophisticated, well-grounded in empirical research, and 
provocative.”5

The dichotomy that Kornblith and Lasser’s equation draws is informative. 
In this economy, analytical sophistication stands in opposition to amusement, and 
serious intellectual activity to entertainment; the reverse of “dumbing down” is 
empiricism.6 But these are not inevitable juxtapositions. If there is one thing that 
new thinking about the teaching and learning of history has demonstrated, it is that 
history education at the primary and secondary levels not only can be both rigorous 
and creative, both serious and fun — it has to be.7 This is especially true in a moment 
such as the current one, when attacks on public school curricula have eroded the 
opportunities for students to develop critical thinking skills generally; when pub-
lic schools often resemble prisons; and when students are disciplined, surveilled, 
recruited (for military service), and tested from the day they arrive until the moment 
they leave.8 If historians wish to reshape K-12 public school history education into 
the kind of enterprise that, in the words of Samuel Wineburg, actually develops stu-
dents’ capacity to “confront the written word as an empowered agent, not a passive 
consumer,” then we are going to have to confront questions of pedagogy head on.9 
Historical inquiry is simply too important, too full of radical potential to be aban-
doned to the boring and the rigid. 

In this essay, I offer some strategies for critical historical engagement with ques-
tions of pedagogy. Drawing on my experiences as a historian and a teacher-educator, 
I examine an approach that provides a fruitful site of exploration of these ques-
tions: the use of dramatic arts – based pedagogical strategies in the history class-
room. There is an assortment of such strategies that I have seen used to extraordi-
nary effect. But I focus my analysis here on one particular approach that combines 
history and drama, rigor and joy, in the teaching of young people — a pedagogical 
method called “process drama.” Although it asks students to bring their excitement 
with them into the classroom, process drama does not simply offer “amusement.” It 
involves students in a critical process that draws on their cultural capital to engage 
them in investigations about worlds far from their own. In doing so, process drama 
deepens their ability to critically read the world around them, to think historically, 
and to imagine and participate in a more just future. Highlighting the importance 
of interdisciplinary collaboration, process drama offers a model for critical, social  
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justice – oriented history education that does not ignore the practical demands 
weighing heavily in this current, standards-saturated public school educational cli-
mate. And process drama also demonstrates the important place that historians have 
in the reshaping of K-12 history education in the United States.

Process Drama Frameworks
In their collective introduction to the book Knowing, Teaching, and Learning His-
tory, Peter Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Samuel Wineburg write provocatively about 
the importance of pedagogical delivery devices. “The process of communicating 
knowledge about the past,” they write, “is an epistemological and cultural act that 
conveys deep and sometimes unintended messages.” In other words: history teach-
ers teach their students about historical meaning not only through the content 
they cover but also through the form of their pedagogical approach. Through their 
methods of instruction, teachers teach students about such things as “the nature of 
understanding” and human agency; about how change happens and about narrative 
and argument.10

It is perhaps due to its power and complexity as a delivery device, then, that 
process drama most deserves consideration by historians interested in critical peda-
gogies. A philosophical and experiential approach to teaching and learning, process 
drama and its strategies draw on theatrical ideas to trouble the traditional dynamics 
of the classroom and to provoke students into critical investigation. As the meth-
od’s name suggests, the core of this work lies in the process of discovering ideas, 
not in the preparation for any kind of public presentation. A counterpoint to other  
role-play – driven activities, the work of process drama revolves not around standing 
in someone else’s shoes or feeling what the past must have felt like. Instead, process 
drama uses a series of embodied and narrative intellectual activities to pose critical 
intellectual problems.11

These methods were developed, in the decades since the 1960s, by elemen-
tary and secondary educators influenced by the work of Paulo Freire. Recognizing 
their potential for radicalizing education, these teachers developed a set of tech-
niques and intellectual structures that orbit around the posing of problems. While 
relying on teachers’ creativity, the work, in the words of scholar-practitioners Anita 
Manley and Cecily O’Neill, also grants students “control over their own learn-
ing” and creates “a classroom community of learners, cooperating and pooling its 
resources.”12 It achieves this goal by inviting students to adopt a succession of roles 
and to engage in debate and exploration within the context of those roles. After 
this is accomplished, students step back to reflect critically on their explorations. In 
contrast to pedagogical efforts that rely on simulation, these explorations are meant 
not to increase students’ tolerance for difference or sympathy for alternative experi-
ences, but rather to develop their critical analytical skills by simultaneously provok-
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ing their personal investment in questions far from their experience and giving them 
mechanisms for viewing these questions at a critical distance.

Although the origins of process drama lie far from the world of historical 
inquiry or history education, a group of scholar-practitioners have recently deployed 
these strategies in the history classroom in ways that suggest an additional set of rad-
ical, or at least provocative, possibilities.13 Characterized by the close analysis of pri-
mary documents and a students-as-historians approach, their approaches foreground 
two distinct yet related ideas: (1) that history should be understood as a debate; and 
(2) that historical events are/were experienced from, and should be viewed through, 
multiple perspectives. Although these two ideas might not strike university-based 
historians as radical, provocative, or even new, in the K-12 context they absolutely 
are. In this world, history is frequently taught as a pile of facts to be mastered, a set 
of already-agreed-on stories to be ingested. It should thus not surprise anyone that 
history classes often become extended exercises in rote memorization. 

The genius of process drama – based history education is that it cannot exist, 
even at the most elementary levels, without multiple perspectives or debate. At its 
best, it also has the power to raise the stakes of critical historical analysis for young 
people, provoking students’ curiosity and inviting an embodied form of critical pri-
mary document analysis.

Tableaux and Teacher Education
I first encountered the methods of process drama five years ago in the context of 
teacher education work I was doing, with a group of middle school social studies 
teachers from the Bronx, as part of a Teaching American History grant project. 
One of my collaborators in this work was a seasoned high school history teacher and 
a graduate student in New York University’s Department of Educational Theater 
named Jay Pecora. Pecora and I worked collaboratively for over two years develop-
ing and leading professional development workshops that combined critical histori-
cal analysis with the methods of process drama.14

In the years since this collaboration began, I have used process drama meth-
ods to teach history to students in diverse contexts and on different levels, from fifth 
graders to graduate students. But I want to limit my discussion here to the process 
drama work that Pecora and I did in the context of K-12 teacher education — if only 
because professional development is a peculiar beast in itself. Taking place during 
the school week and purchased at the expense of classroom time, this sort of edu-
cational work strains under the pressures that infect the work of public educators in 
the United States right now: the pervasive testing culture, bureaucratic mandates, 
and the imperatives of tomorrow’s lesson. Our work was squeezed into a series of 
floating, one-day workshops during the year and into one weeklong institute each 
summer. We could not assign outside readings in advance. We did not always even 
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know how many people would show up to take the workshop until the moment it 
began. Nor could we assume that participants would possess the slightest familiarity 
with the methods of historical thinking, since many public school teachers — even 
social studies teachers — begin their careers with little to no coursework in criti-
cal history. In the course of these one-day seminars, then, we hoped to introduce 
teachers to complicated approaches to historical thinking, to engaging pedagogies, 
and to rigorous standards of critical analysis — all at once. We braced ourselves for 
failure.15

And certainly, there were failures. Indeed, we introduced process drama into 
the mix only after several other approaches fell flat. But the methods of process 
drama immediately and radically upped our ability to accomplish our outsized goals. 
We began, during a session on the mid-twentieth-century black freedom struggle, 
with a strategy called “tableaux.” Like other dramatic tableaux vivants, this method 
relies on the creation of simple, silent, motionless scenes. But unlike other sorts 
of tableaux exercises, our work was meant to provoke a critical analysis of primary 
documents and an inquiry into the workings of power in the U.S. past. Because of 
the abundance and availability of beautiful, evocative photographs from the mid-
century civil rights movement — and because we wanted to root our work in critical 
engagement with primary documents — we decided to organize our initial explora-
tions around a set of photographs. To this end we chose six provocative images from 
Charles Moore’s Powerful Days.16

Having preselected these photographs, we divided participants into six small 
groups and then distributed a different photograph to each group. We asked each 
group to examine their photograph and — keeping the content of the image secret 
from the other groups — to work together within their group to re-create the scene 
that the image portrayed. They could re-create the image literally or figuratively, 
but they had to do it in an unmoving freeze-frame, in tableau vivant style, and they 
had to use all of the participants in their group in doing so. Once each group had 
rehearsed its still picture, we regrouped, and one by one, the groups displayed their 
tableaux for each other. We asked each group to hold their tableau for thirty seconds 
so we could examine their image, and while they held still, we posed a set of ques-
tions to the audience of other teacher-participants. Describe what you see, we said. 
What appears to be happening here? Where is power located in the situation? What 
does the image make you feel? Since the members of the audience had not seen the 
original photograph, they could rarely identify what, precisely, was taking place in 
the tableau before them. But at this point in the exercise, that was not the point. The 
point was to get participants talking about the relationship between individuals in 
the image, about where power was located, and about how they sensed this power. 
And certainly they could identify these things.

Before I saw this strategy enacted, I worried that because of the literal nature 
of reenacting scenes from a photograph, our discussion would turn into an exercise 
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in routine regurgitation. I soon found that this fear was unwarranted. Instead, the 
tableaux structure opened a wide door onto a series of complicated, deeply historical 
conversations. In a very direct way, participants discussed several issues central to 
current and past historical debates: the importance of the participation of ordinary 
people in the civil rights movement, the richness of photographs as primary source 
documents, and the local and global meanings of the black freedom struggle, among 
other things.17

That is to say that, in contrast to the standard story taught in K-12 class-
rooms, the work got teachers thinking about the black freedom struggle as an event 
that required and rested on the participation of large numbers of ordinary people, 
not simply on the labors of Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks. Furthermore, 
discussing the relationships between the arranged bodies in the live tableaux also 
prompted a conversation about the subtle ways in which the protesters’ civil disobe-
dience transformed power relations and affected individual lives. One of the pho-
tographs we chose (titled “Alabama, 1963”), for instance, depicted a group of black 
youth taunting a police officer during a protest in front of a Birmingham department 
store. The original image depicts a crowd of hundreds; but the small group charged 
with recreating the picture in tableau form only had four members. In choosing 
which individuals to include in their live picture, members of this small group had 
to make complicated decisions about historical meaning — decisions we would talk 
about later, in the requisite postperformance reflection and discussion. In their final 
still image, the group chose to represent a policeman, seated on a police car in the 
foreground, with his nightstick at the ready; a young woman dancing gleefully and 
pointing a finger at the officer; a young woman to her left, with an angry look on her 
face; and a young man next in line, who looked neither gleeful nor angry but, rather, 
worried.

In choosing to represent the original photograph in this way, the group (as 
we later discussed) had made a series of historical arguments themselves. High-
lighting the range of responses that protesters were displaying here, for instance, 
suggested that a diversity of people participated in the civil rights movement, each 
with their own personalities, fears, desires, and reactions. Meanwhile, the tableau 
also underscored the radical power of collective action to upend traditional rela-
tions of power. And these arguments were not lost on the audience. Although at 
first audience members were unable to puzzle out what exactly they were witness-
ing, they immediately appreciated the incredible delight, power, and freedom that 
the interaction rested on. When they finally did see the original image, they had a 
multidimensional understanding of the events portrayed there — one that would not 
have been as subtle had they simply been handed the document and asked to answer 
a series of questions in a traditional teacher-student discussion format.

Equally exciting, from my perspective, was that this activity also very explic-
itly introduced questions about the constructedness of primary source documents. 
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When one group, for instance, found that they had more participants than there 
were individuals in their photograph, Pecora suggested that one of their extra mem-
bers act out the role of the image’s creator, the (otherwise invisible) photographer. 
The participants in this group immediately took to this idea, and in doing so, they 
began to consider, in a casual and logical way, the question of the photographer’s 
intentions. Provoked by the subtlest of dramatic suggestions, they began discussing 
the idea of primary source documents not as transparent representations of what 
happened but rather as arguments about what had happened, and what it meant. 
Why might the photographer have stood there, they began to wonder. What might 
he have been trying to say? What photographs might he have not taken because he 
took this one?

When process drama scholars write about the method’s radical pedagogical 
power, they tend to highlight its ability to get students physically involved in learn-
ing; the ways in which it encourages cooperation and abstract thinking; and the ways 
in which it requires them to flex their “perception and interpretation” muscles.18 
But my first foray into tableaux also suggested that, for history educators, these also 
methods offer a compelling entrée into an examination of the motors of histori-
cal change, while inviting participants to become invested in further research and 
inquiry. After creating and viewing these tableaux, participants frequently expressed 
a nagging, pointed interest to know more about the history depicted in their image. 
Further, in the specific context of K-12 teacher education — which, as I men-
tioned, often exists in the form of freestanding, daylong professional workshops —  
tableaux offer a range of other radically suggestive features. The method enabled us 
to introduce a range of historical and pedagogical questions and primary documents 
without always resorting to lecture, without an overload of text, in a controlled but 
deeply participatory way. It also immediately asked participants to think and talk 
about primary documents as texts to be read with a critical eye; and it introduced 
the idea that historical events are experienced through multiple perspectives.

In short, the tableaux technique helped us introduce the building blocks of 
critical historical analysis within deeply constrained and limited circumstances. And 
the power of this method was only multiplied when participants took it back to their 
classrooms. Drawing on students’ energies and creativity, inviting even struggling 
readers into complicated historical conversations, teachers reported that this kind of 
tableaux-based learning often thrillingly raised the stakes of historical exploration 
for young people who otherwise were not interested in the dusty past.

Role
What is true for tableaux is true for a diversity of other process drama strategies as 
well — indeed, creating tableaux simply make for one of several pedagogical strate-
gies that process drama offers. Orbiting around various uses of the concept of role, 
these methods transport students from the literal space of the classroom into a 
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series of imaginative scenarios based on historical events. The idea of adopting vari-
ous roles is, in truth, the central element of process drama. (It was, in fact, silently 
present in the tableaux exercises described above.) Thus, over the course of our two-
year-long collaboration, Pecora and I introduced participating teachers to a series of 
provocative debates, questions, and methods for examining pivotal moments in the 
U.S. past through a range of role-based tactics. We pushed the structures of tableaux 
with the method of “thought tracking” — which required tableaux performers to 
one by one break from their frozen stance and voice the thoughts of the characters 
they were portraying. We also used the method of “teacher-in-role.” In one instance, 
Pecora and I pretended to be two townspeople living in a small town in coastal 
California in 1942, and we invited our teacher-participants to join us in a townwide 
discussion about whether it was fair or necessary to intern members of the local 
Japanese population. This activity allowed each participant to adopt whatever role 
they wanted. The result was that participants in our imaginary 1942 town meeting 
included a U.S.-born Japanese American schoolteacher, her white neighbor, an Afri-
can American laborer, and a wide array of other characters ready to make a diversity 
of arguments.

These methods all worked well with participating teachers who had at 
least some historical knowledge to draw from. But as Pecora and other scholars 
insist — and as our teachers consistently testified afterward — properly scaffolded, 
these dramatic structures can also be used to motivate even otherwise underper-
forming students, encouraging them not only to pay attention but also to step up to 
the seriousness of their work.19

Conclusion
The work of transforming K-12 history education is, in the words of Stearns, Seixas, 
and Wineburg, “beyond the capabilities of any single faction” and best done when 
“multiple constituencies . . . come together.”20 Working with Pecora, I found that 
the importance of such collaboration became obvious. Since we come from distinct 
scholarly disciplines, our analytical and pedagogical brains were tuned into entirely 
different frequencies. Pecora had profound knowledge of drama-based pedagogies 
that I could not have imagined before working with him. Meanwhile I insisted (in 
ways he had never encountered before) on the critical import of teaching teachers 
to foreground the historical method; that is, to view history not as an exercise in 
fact accumulation but rather as a question-driven search and an argument about 
the meaning of the past. I insisted that we teach teachers to critically read primary 
documents as texts rich with bias and ideology; he insisted that we attend to our stu-
dents’ cultural and intellectual capital, to their bodies, and to their imaginations as 
we do so. In the process, we developed a deeply cross-disciplinary collaboration that 
combined historical rigor with pedagogical smarts. Our work of educating public 
school history teachers required both frequencies, both sets of knowledge.
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It is critically important that historians involve themselves in the work of 
transforming K-12 history education. Historians are practiced in critical interpre-
tive methods that simply are not getting taught at the K-12 level — and if we do not 
take a place at the table when matters of history education are discussed, these ideas 
might possibly never rise to the top of the agenda. But if we do engage, we must not 
be scared to sit at the table with a range of scholars and practitioners — not only 
pedagogues and education scholars, but also artists and arts educators. Collaborat-
ing in this way will not strip the work of its rigor — quite the opposite. It will provide 
us with new strategies for communicating historical methods to students and teach-
ers for whom the importance of these methods are not always self-evident.

Process drama provides an important model for this kind of collaborative 
work, and for the goals we might set for ourselves as we engage in it. It provides a 
new set of answers to age-old history education questions. How do we teach critical 
histories under difficult circumstances? Can we do so without ignoring standards, 
high-stakes tests, and institutional constraints? I have argued that process drama 
makes it possible to introduce students rigorously and realistically to the building 
blocks of critical historical thinking within the constraints of a crumbling public 
education system. Student-centered process drama raises the stakes of historical 
inquiry. Based on documents and debate, it makes critical historical analysis com-
pelling and holds particular promise for social justice – oriented history education. 
And, standing in opposition to the liberal project of so-called tolerance education, it 
asks students not to be simply “tolerant” of difference but rather to understand the 
mechanisms that create power differentials, inequality, and injustice — a profoundly 
historical enterprise.
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