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Northern Nevada's Teaching American History Grant; 

Providing a Wide Range of Professional Development Activities for History Teachers

by Susan H. Davis
Editor's Note: In the past, we have shared with HM! readers insights into the History Colloquium, NCHE's professional development experience for teachers in our partner school districts. In this article, Nevada's Washoe County School District (not an NCHE partner) shares with us the wide variety of activities they are using in their professional development pro​gram, supported under a 2001 Teaching American History Grant from the U.S. Department of Education. As the first round of TAH Grants winds down, and as all schools begin to think about how to institute permanent programs of inservice education for their history teachers, some of Washoe County's strategies may be attractive.
In 2001 Senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia, challenged the na​tion's educators and Congress to strengthen American History educa​tion. Congress responded by creating the Teaching American History Project (TAHP). Washoe County School District in Northern Nevada received a TAH Grant in the fall of 2001. We want to share some ele​ments of our program that you may be able to use in your situation. Partnerships
The formation of a university/school district collaborative is a key component of the TAHP. The partnership between University of Ne​vada, Reno (UNR) and our school district is successful because:

1. We share the goal of creating a community of history educators.
2. The programs are manageable and not overly ambitious.
3. Monetary rewards, in-service credit, or release time are offered for all who participated (professors and teachers).
4. Decision-making and communication from the directors is ongoing. I
5. The three-year commitments gave us time to set goals and achieve them.
In addition, UNR developed a Master of Arts Teaching (MAT) History degree program in conjunction with the Teaching American History Project. Thirteen teachers are enrolled in the history master's graduate program. Over the three years, more than 150 teachers participated in the project. We were gratified to witness teachers move from isolation to peer collaboration during the TAHP.

Seeing Teachers as Professionals

Teachers sometimes see professional development as district man​dated, with little relevance to classroom practice, and no reimburse​ment for time invested. When our TAHP rewarded participants with stipends, credits, or release time, enrollment in programs increased as did teachers' self-esteem and sense of professional achievement. We found that respectful communication is important in recruitment. Us​ing the Internet (e-mail and our website) to advertise and enroll par​ticipants in the programs is both convenient and instant, but the lan​guage employed must be inspiring and motivating.
Our programs varied from one-day seminars to more intensive se​mester and summer institutes. The range of activities allowed partici​pants to select programs that matched their interests, level of commit​ments, and schedules. All programs featured historical content, based on Nevada state standards.
Our most successful programs:
• History Book Clubs: In the Book Clubs, a university history professor se​lects a recently published topical or bio​graphical work based on their area of ex​pertise. Each Book Club consists of three sessions over a six-week time period dur​ing which the participants, guided by the professor, read and discuss the book. Through discussion, participants probe historical content from several perspec​tives, analyze how historians use evi​dence, and learn new interpretations of major historical events.
• Saturday Dialogues are one-day seminars developed and presented by university history faculty and are de​signed as open forums for discussion be​tween participants and professors. In​structional materials containing primary source documents are provided for refer​ence during the Dialogues and for future use in the classrooms. Whereas emphasis in the Book Clubs is on written works, the emphasis of Saturday Dialogues is on the scholarly interactions.
• Primary Source Workshops assist teachers to incorporate primary resources into classroom curriculum. These four-day workshops provide participants with 2 days of release time from the classroom, which includes a session of content infor​mation from university history faculty. Participants learn how to access, analyze, and integrate primary source materials into their lessons. The product for each workshop is a standards-based history lesson using primary source materials. These lessons appear on the TAHP web-site. Our partners, Nevada Historical Soci​ety and Coordinated Management Servic​es (fellows to Library of Congress and internist to the National Archives and Records Administration) facilitate the pri​mary source workshops.
Archival primary source work​shops—each Nevada Historical Society workshop focuses on a Nevada historical topic that reflects larger themes in Amer​ican history. From NHS's extensive col​lection, teachers request materials which are scanned onto discs for them to use in their classrooms. The documents are also posted on the TAHP website for other teachers to review and download.
Technology-based primary source workshops use the Library of Congress (LOC) and National Archives (NARA). They focus on accessing and using pri​mary source materials from those re​sources. Live video-conferencing with LOC and NARA helped guide teachers through the web sites to locate primary source materials.
• Spring Institute is a semester long course taught by UNR History Depart​ment and the College of Education facul​ty combining content mastery and teach​ing methods. Participants meet once a week for classes on traditional American history topics and best practices for his​tory instruction. The final product for the Spring Institute is a research paper and standard-based lessons containing primary source documents. Participants earn two graduate university credits.
• The Summer Institute is sponsored by The Nevada Humanities Committee in conjunction with the Great Basin Chautau-qua. Local university faculty and promi​nent historians from other universities conduct the instruction and discussions. Rural teachers often find it difficult to at​tend events during the school year, but because the grant provides lodging for the Summer Institute, they can attend and benefit from the Institute. The week-long institute offers 3 graduate credits upon completion of a research paper and standard based lessons.
• American History Community Symposiums are presented three times a year and are open to teachers, students, and community members. Symposiums are led by history faculty from the UNR and feature guest presentations by prom​inent historians, usually two per sympo​sium, allowing for discussion and inter​pretations. Participating teachers earn state-approved in-service credits but no stipends for these events.
• TAHP Website serves as the clear​inghouse for all information, activities, and events of the project. It holds more than sixty teacher-created lessons and units, a calendar of events, a lesson plan template linked to Nevada history stan​dards, and applications for all project components. The website address is: <www.washoe.kl2jiv.us/americanhistory>.
The TAHP teachers are making pres​entations at local, regional, and national conferences; publishing in scholarly jour​nals; and even appearing on local public TV broadcasts. The TAHP provides teach​ers within northern Nevada content knowledge, sense of community, pedago​gy, and practice that they need to become effective teachers of American history.£»
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