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Confronting History’s Interpretive Paradox
While Teaching Fifth Graders to 

Investigate the Past

Bruce VanSledright
University of Maryland, College Park

This article reports on one facet of a researcher–practitioner project undertaken
with class of 23 diverse fifth graders. The project was rooted in taking recent
history education reforms seriously. It was premised principally on reforms
dealing with teaching practices found in the history standards and the research
literature. As the researcher–practitioner, the author engaged the students in
historical investigations to help them learn to think historically and better
understand the past. He operated from a theoretical framework based on how
he believed historical thinking and understanding occur for such novice learn-
ers. During the first three lessons, on Jamestown’s “Starving Time,” the author
and class encountered history’s interpretive paradox. The article begins with
an analogy drawn from the discipline of history. It then describes classroom
events. The analysis focuses on a teaching dilemma that the encounter with
the paradox provoked and conveys how the author’s pedagogical thinking
and decision making were influenced by that encounter. The discussion of
the dilemma suggests how research and reform in history education and the
theories that underpin them mingle, in promising but unpredictable ways.
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In 1988, on the pages of the venerable American Historical Review, critic
Robert Finlay took issue with historian Natalie Zemon Davis’s interpretation

of the facts in her widely acclaimed book The Return of Martin Guerre. Finlay
(1988) accused Davis of exercising excessive interpretive license, of produc-
ing a historical account that lacked proper allegiance to the existing eviden-
tiary traces. In doing so, he invoked what he called “the sovereignty of the
sources” and “the tribunal of the documents” (p. 571) as the proper interpre-
tive arbiters to be used in constructing acceptable historical accounts. He con-
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cluded that Davis’s efforts in Martin Guerre took her well beyond the inter-
pretive boundaries long regarded as sacrosanct in the historical profession.

Davis (1988) responded in the main by defending her treatment of the
Martin Guerre case as an attempt to create an account that could be read as
detective work, paralleling the way in which the story unfolded in 16th-
century France. She added that this entailed using a form of conjectural logic
because the so-called facts of the case were and continued to be in dispute.
She noted that there were differences between Finlay’s and her own “men-
tal habits, cognitive styles, and moral tone” (p. 574). She observed, “I see
complexities and ambivalences everywhere. . . . Finlay sees things in clean,
simple lines; he wants absolute truth, established with no ambiguity. . .; he
makes moral judgments in terms of sharp rights and wrongs” (p. 574). In
effect, Davis argued that their divergent readings of the case and their dif-
fering interpretive stances, which had produced those readings, accounted for
the dispute about the evidence. She spent the better part of the rest of her
essay describing those differences.

This exchange is one of many that expose the epistemological turmoil
in the historical profession during the last decade or two. The recent flap
over Dutch, Edmund Morris’s 1999 biography of Ronald Reagan, is only the
most recent. This particular brand of contentiousness has to do with the rela-
tionship between the putative facts at historians’ disposal from evidentiary
documents, records, and artifacts, and the interpretations of the past—
or histories—that result from the analysis of those facts. Although the 
issues raised by the Finlay–Davis exchange are not new to the historical profes-
sion, they have taken on a certain urgency, as recent criticism of modernist
knowledge-construction projects and their underlying epistemological
assumptions continues to mount. Recently, there has been no shortage of
articles and books on questions of interpretive license and its arguable lim-
its (see, for example, Ankersmit & Kellner, 1995; Berkhofer, 1995; Cronon,
1992; Iggers, 1997; Novick, 1988).

In 1996, in an address at a symposium titled “History and the Limits of
Interpretation,” historian Joan Wallach Scott framed the issue this way:

The reality to which the historian’s interpretation refers is produced
by that interpretation, yet the legitimacy of the interpretation is said
to rest on its faithfulness to a reality that lies outside, or exists prior
to, interpretation. History functions through an inextricable connection
between reality and interpretation which is nonetheless denied. An
inescapable tension results because the two are posited as separate and
separable entities; a tension of which historians have long been aware.
This tension is not a new discovery, not the product of the ravings of
radical relativists, nor the byproduct of some nihilistic “deconstruc-
tionism”; it inheres in the practice of history itself. (Scott, 1996, p. 1)

The required-but-denied connection between reality and interpretation I
refer to here as history’s “interpretive paradox.”

What recent critiques of knowledge production have done is to call into
question the ways in which the historical community has agreed to manage



this paradox. Finlay’s charge against Davis suggests a direct appeal to the time-
honored community norm whereby an interpretation is understood to corre-
spond to the reality that it represents by sticking as close as possible to the
evidence at hand. Thus interpretive license is presumably controlled. How-
ever, because history operates on an “inextricable connection between reality
and interpretation which is nonetheless denied,” critics have stressed that denial
by raising deep questions about the assumption that the two are completely
“separable entities” (Scott, 1996, p. 1). If one gives up on the assumption of
separateness, as a number of analysts of historical knowledge production have
done (see Berkhofer, 1995; Poster, 1997), the tension is magnified. The bound-
ary between accepted interpretive practice and excessive interpretive license
becomes fuzzy. Historical data no longer appear to “speak for themselves.”
Historian Robert Rosenstone illustrated the blurred boundaries this way: “His-
tory is not a collection of details. It is an argument about what the details
mean. The moment you start connecting facts into a meaningful story, you
are indulging in certain forms of fiction” (quoted in Masur, 1999, p. 4).

Investigating the Past and Practicing History in Schools

Although elementary and secondary schools teach some sort of history to their
students almost every day, they have been largely inured against these ideas
and against dealing with the interpretive paradox inherent in the practice of
history itself. A good measure of their success in circumventing the issues
has come from effectively avoiding not the study of the past per se but the
practice of historical investigation. Research in classrooms where history is
taught indicates that the primary concern there is with consuming and repro-
ducing events and details found mostly in books, as though interpretive prac-
tices, be they engaged in by historians, teachers, or students, simply did not
exist (see Barton, 1996; Cuban, 1991; Goodlad, 1984; Levstik, 1996; Seixas,
1999; VanSledright, 1995, 1996; VanSledright & Frankes, 2000). The standard
textbooks, combined with lectures delivered by teachers, are considered defin-
itive. Tests measure the results. The obsession appears to be with the prod-
ucts of historical study, not with the practice of doing it. Succumbing to what
Barthes (1968) calls “the referential illusion” that history texts often promote,1

many educators seem to presume that historical products faithfully and directly
correspond to the past. The interpretive practices that result in those products
are rendered invisible. In school history, more often than not, the interpretive
and rhetorical machinery behind the illusion of direct correspondence is left
unexamined. Children seldom, if ever, explicitly encounter the interpretive
paradox.

However, a number of recent developments in history education reform—
in some ways mirroring events in the discipline—question the wisdom of
leaving that machinery unexamined. First, the results of the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) indicate that students continue to expe-
rience difficulty coming to grips with all of the details that they are expected
to learn as they consume the products of historical practice. The results raise
questions about whether such expectations cohere well with how students
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best come to understand the past—whether students might be more aptly
served by exercises that require study of the sources of those details. Second,
a push toward stressing the process of learning to think historically has
emerged in the standards movement (e.g., National Center for History in the
Schools, 1994). Such an emphasis entails not only consuming the products
of historical practices but engaging in and understanding those practices
themselves. Third, the growth of a body of research literature on the teach-
ing and learning of history has been accompanied by repeated calls to pro-
vide students with opportunities to engage in the practice of doing history as
a means of enhancing historical thinking and understanding (e.g., Barton, 1997;
Brophy & VanSledright, 1997; Levstik & Barton, 1996, Seixas, 1994; Shemilt,
1980; Stahl et al., 1996; VanSledright & Kelly, 1998; Wineburg, 1991). And
fourth, studies of the cognitive processes required for successful historical
understanding suggest the development of a nascent theory of historical think-
ing that calls for similar emphases. The empirical work that has produced this
nascent theory is best exemplified by expert–novice studies of historical think-
ing (the first was Wineburg, 1991) and by studies on the staples of historical
thinking, such as evidence use and the status of historical accounts (e.g., Ashby
& Lee, 1987; Barton, 1997; Foster & Yeager, 1999; Shemilt, 1980), the process
of establishing the historical significance of events (e.g., Barton & Levstik, 1998;
Seixas, 1994), and the role of personal identity or historical positionality in how
the past is understood (e.g., Barton, 2001; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Epstein,
1998; VanSledright, 1998).

Specifically, the emerging theory suggests that learners develop deeper
levels of historical understanding when they have opportunities to consciously
use their prior knowledge and assumptions about the past (regardless of
how limited or naive) to investigate it in depth. As learners explore the past,
attention must be paid not only to the products of historical inquiry but to
the inquiry process itself. Developing historical thinking and understanding
requires opportunities for learners to work with various forms of evidence,
deal with issues of interpretation, ask and adjudicate questions about the rel-
ative significance of events and the nature of historical agency, and cultivate
a thoughtful, context-sensitive imagination to fill gaps in evidence trails when
they arise. Strategic knowledge dispositions necessary for the development
of historical understanding include the capacity to (a) corroborate sources
by evaluating them intertextually; (b) make sense of a source author’s posi-
tion in a historical account while also taking into account how investigators
themselves impose their own views on what they read; and (c) construct con-
textualized and evidence-based interpretations. In short, the theory points
toward employing variations on the investigative practices that historians use
to effectively build the cognitive capacity to understand what has happened
in the past.

Research and History Education Reform

Missing from much of this history education research are empirical studies on
the educational and pedagogical efficacy of the reform recommendations—
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studies that relate, say, how American history was taught in a given classroom
with what students learned and how their thinking and understanding were
influenced by the experience. There are few studies of interventions in class-
rooms based on the reform recommendations. Consequently, we have little
information on the effects of the recommendations at any of the grade levels
at which they are frequently targeted, and we have few tests of the emerging
theoretical considerations. Likewise, there is little information on the effects
of curriculum reform documents such as new state content standards and
standards emanating from funded institutional efforts and professional orga-
nizations (e.g., the National Center for History in the Schools and the National
Council for the Social Studies).

With this in mind one could reasonably ask, Does the study of both the
products of historical investigation and the interpretive practices required to
generate those products actually hold significant promise for enhancing stu-
dents’ historical thinking? At what various age and progression levels can this
type of study be aimed to maximize success? And how should matters such
as history’s interpretive paradox be dealt with in classrooms where students
have little or no experience investigating the past and thinking historically?
The significance of the present study, a portion of which is reported here,
lies in its efforts to begin addressing these questions in ways that the research
on history education in the United States has yet to do systematically.

The larger study from which this article derives began in January of 1999
and concluded the following May.2 During the study, I addressed the ques-
tions noted above in a classroom of intellectually, ethnically, and racially
diverse fifth graders. I operated principally from the National History Stan-
dards (National Center for History in the Schools, 1994). Working from the
Standards’ curriculum resources and teaching and learning goals (Ankeney
et al., 1996) and augmenting them with recommendations about teaching
historical thinking from the research literature, my primary goal was to teach
American history in an “intellectually honest form” (Bruner, 1960). That is, I
engaged students in the practice of historical investigation as a means of
enabling them to think historically, understand the past, and produce his-
torical products themselves. To pursue that goal, I also operated from the
aforementioned theoretical framework about how historical thinking and
understanding occur for learners.

In the three initial lessons, and as might be anticipated because “it inheres
in the practice of history itself” (Scott, 1996, p. 1), the fifth graders and I ran
headlong into history’s interpretive paradox. It arose in the context of investi-
gating what is often referred to as “the Starving Time” in the Jamestown colony
in the winter of 1609–1610, so named afterwards by John Smith, who report-
edly was in England for its duration. The specific focus of what follows turns
on our classroom encounter with the paradox and the pedagogical dilemmas
it provoked. My purposes here are to (a) put some flesh and blood into other-
wise abstract reform exhortations, (b) provide an example of what can occur
for teachers and students who take such exhortations seriously, and (c) draw
to the surface several knotty implications that arise from so doing, which must
be considered if the reforms are to move beyond abstractions.
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The Research Context and Conduct

My fifth-grade classroom was located in a K–5 elementary school in an urban-
ized section of a school district, which abutted a large urban core environment
in a mid-Atlantic state. The school was large (approximately 725 students) and
remarkably diverse. Approximately 30% of the students in the school were
African American, 30% were White, and 30% were Hispanic. The remaining
10% included mostly Asian American students but also a handful of first-
generation immigrants to the United States whose native languages were not
English. In my fifth-grade class of 23 students, 7 were African American, 6 were
Hispanic, 7 were White, and 3 were Asian American. There were 12 females
and 11 males. The fifth-grade social studies curriculum, like many in the
nation, called for a survey treatment of American history from Native Ameri-
cans to the Civil War. I took charge of teaching American history at the end of
January and concluded at the beginning of May, just before the statewide stan-
dardized assessments were given. I dealt essentially with two large content
units: the British colonization of North America and the American Revolution,
both required topics under school district curriculum specifications.

The four-month study of my practices and of how students were influ-
enced by them made use of a variety of data collection methods (for more
detail on the larger project, see VanSledright, 2002). For the data reported here,
the collection methods included (a) videotaping and audiotaping the three
sequential Starving Time lessons; (b) writing and retaining detailed lesson plan
documents;3 (c) compiling a daily research log where I recorded my personal
reactions to class events, along with specific thoughts about my curriculum
and pedagogical decision making and goals; and (d) asking my research assis-
tant, Elizabeth Fasulo, to construct detailed field notes of the three Starving
Time lessons from the videotapes, as a method of getting an additional inter-
pretive lens on what was occurring during those lessons.

Theory became a very important tool in the data analysis process.
Because, as Scott (1996) notes, the interpretive paradox inheres in the practice
of history itself, any serious attempt to engage in that practice is likely to result
in a confrontation with the paradox. It is a paradox because it engenders
chronic, resurgent ambiguity; it must be revisited again and again. By defini-
tion, such a confrontation will produce a pedagogical dilemma. The paradox,
and the dilemma resulting from it, was central to the questions I was address-
ing, as I noted. How we—my students and I—addressed and re-addressed this
paradox represented a portion of what I was considering. Therefore, my analy-
sis of the Starving Time lessons turned on thematically coding how we attended
to the paradox and how I managed the dilemmas that it produced at each step
of the way. In what follows, I trace out that process and then interpret it against
the backdrop of my own questions, the theoretical issues raised by Scott, and
the possibilities and limits in the type of history reforms that I was pursuing. I
provide as much detail as is allowed by the available space to enable readers
to assess this descriptive-analytic process for themselves (Miles & Huberman,
1994; Patton, 1990; Wolcott, 1995).

1094



Interpreting Indeterminate Evidence Trails

Making Sense of the Starving Time

One of the keys to learning to think historically (called for in the research lit-
erature, implied in the National History Standards, and embedded in the
nascent theory that I was working from) is understanding that evidence
trails—those shards and traces of the past left for us to study as we unravel
what went before us—are often incomplete and therefore difficult to inter-
pret. Historical inquirers must scour whatever residue there is from the past
and carefully reconstruct the historical context under study by building 
evidence-based interpretations. They must imaginatively fill in missing pieces,
as necessary. However, recalling Finlay’s (1988) invocation of the “rules of the
discipline,” investigators are required to remain within the parameters set by
the historical context and evidence at hand.

To do that is no small feat, for several reasons. First, as Lowenthal (1985)
has observed, the past is a foreign country, difficult to penetrate. Reconstruct-
ing a sense of historical context for a period under investigation is fraught with
difficulties; it often remains virtually impossible for us as “moderns” to enter
into the experiences of “ancients.” Second, the remaining evidence frequently
is so sparse, and accounts so subtextually perspective-driven, that building
adequate historicized interpretations is problematic at best, raising issues about
the limits of interpretive license. The Return of Martin Guerre is a case in point.
And third, attempts to construct a history of events operate on an inextricable
connection between a reality past and interpretations of that reality, a con-
nection that, as Scott (1996) notes, is denied.

An inquiry into the mystery of the Jamestown Starving Time offers an
interesting opportunity to develop a type of historical thinking and under-
standing that brings these key issues into sharp relief. The evidence trail is
thin and indeterminate. There has been much debate about what happened
and how to make sense of the available evidence. And exploring what our
Jamestown forebearers left behind provides a powerful opportunity to (a) test
the limits of our ability to creatively construct interpretations as a form of
conjectural logic (Davis, 1988), and (b) use our imaginations but constrain
ourselves to the historical context and remaining evidence (Finlay, 1988).
The investigatory approach also promises to help students understand the rule
structure of a given subject matter and how practitioners apply that structure
(Bruner, 1960).

However, elementary students are taught early to form powerful alle-
giances to texts’ literal meanings. In the history classroom, students quickly
succumb to the referential illusion that textbooks demonstrate strict corre-
spondence to what “really happened” in the past. Such reading experiences
repeatedly reinforce a fundamentalist epistemological stance concerning
historical knowledge. Students can seem quite puzzled, for example, by the
notion that inquirers might reinterpret history from time to time, in light of
new evidence or different historical positions assumed by inquirers. I began
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teaching under the assumption that, to be successful, I would need to dis-
lodge this staid position.

Mindful of the reform documents and the research literature, I wanted my
students to slowly but perhaps surely learn to think like historical investiga-
tors: to remain unseduced by a text’s referential illusion, open to questions,
undaunted by indeterminate evidence trails, conscious of the need to interpret
and reinterpret, aware and reasonably secure in understanding that exploring
history is a fickle and temperamental enterprise. Perhaps most important, I
wanted them to learn that giving up a fundamentalist epistemology does not
mean that “now anything goes.” Rather, I wanted them to be able to appeal to
rules within the historical community to help arbitrate disputes about what the
evidence tells us, inconclusive as that might sometimes be.

That is where we began. I hoped that this initial learning would set the
stage for more comprehensive inquiry to follow (e.g., a unit on investigat-
ing five early English colonial settlements and how they evolved, and an
exploration of the “causes” of the American Revolution).4 A close look at
the Starving Time appeared to be a good way in. However, in the study of
the past and also in teaching practice, the road in seldom takes you directly
where you wish to go.

Worms, Gluttony, Laziness, Or . . . ?

To introduce the topic, I began by reading aloud the first few paragraphs of
an account of the Starving Time from Hakim’s (1993) Making Thirteen Colonies
(chapter 6; the latter portion of the chapter appears in Appendix A). The
events are cast as a mystery, still open to interpretation by virtue of the lim-
ited amount of evidence available. Hakim relies heavily on the conjecture that
the Powhatan Indians withheld food and supplies from Jamestown, perhaps
laying siege to the stockade for a good share of the winter of 1609–1610. This
would have deprived the English inhabitants of foodstuffs stored and found
outside the stockade, precipitating the cycle of starvation. But she also notes
that investigators are still puzzled about what occurred.

After reading the excerpt, I explained that we were going to try our hand
at interpreting the Starving Time, testing Hakim’s (1993) conjectures and, as
necessary, coming up with our own. In short, we were going to become “detec-
tives of history.” To that end, I explained a step-by-step process for what I
called “being good historical detectives,” writing the steps on a large sheet of
paper attached to the chalkboard. Figure 1 outlines the steps in the process
and what I wrote verbatim on the board paper and asked students to copy into
their social studies log books for future reference.

Students appeared intrigued by the prospect of solving the mystery. Using
a grouped desk arrangement in the room (five clusters of four to five desks),
I gave each group the same set of documents to read and explore (see Appen-
dixes A–E). I described the documents, noting both the primary and secondary
sources, explaining why they were regarded as such, and then pointing out
that “modern versions” of several of the primary sources also were provided
to assist the students in translating the old English that the Jamestown settlers
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used. I asked the students to study the documents very carefully and to follow
the steps indicated on the paper attached to the chalkboard, writing out on a
piece of notebook paper the result of the last step: their argument for what
they thought had happened, based on the documentary evidence before them.
I told them that after about 15 minutes I would ask a member of each group
to present the group’s argument. A shuffling followed, as the groups parceled
out the documents among their members. Then a brief period of quiet fell over
the room as students read the documents, continuing to rotate them among
themselves. After about 10 minutes, a noisy debate began at each table as
students discussed the documents and crafted arguments about events. At
approximately the 20-minute mark, I interrupted the debates and began call-
ing on group reporters. I laid some groundwork by making it clear that once
I called on a group speaker, he or she had the floor and I would limit cross-
talk from other groups.

I began with Group 5, or “Table 5,” to use the students’ terminology.
Chelsea rose to speak for her table. She stated, “Worms ate the food.” Several
students almost immediately called out, “No way!” Coral, another Table 5
member, added, “We think the food froze or the food had worms.” I
responded, “One thought for you and then we’ll move on. I didn’t read
anything in the clues [documents] I gave you about worms.” Coral replied,
“Well, we’re just guessing because we don’t know.”

We then moved to Table 4. Anika stood to speak.

Anika: We think Mr. Percy [then governor of Jamestown] ate it because he’s the
one who wrote all the letters. And because he was greedy [laughter].
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Figure 1. Facsimile of the chart used for investigating the Starving Time.

Questions Historical Detectives Ask
To Solve the Mysteries of the Past

What happened here? How do I find out? What evidence will tell me what happened?
DIG UP EVIDENCE

Where does the evidence come from? How do I know where the evidence comes from?
CHECK SOURCES

How do I decide how trustworthy and reliable a piece of evidence is?
CHECK THE RELIABILITY of the SOURCES

How do I decide how important a piece of evidence is?
JUDGE the IMPORTANCE of EACH PIECE of EVIDENCE

How do I use all the evidence to build an idea in my head about what happened?
BUILD AN IDEA of WHAT HAPPENED

How do I use the evidence and this idea in my head to make a case 
for describing what happened?

MAKE AN ARGUMENT for WHAT HAPPENED



Dr. Van:5 What clues do you have to support that he ate the food?
Katie: Because he wrote the letters.
Anika: Because when the people were eating their shoes, they didn’t have any

food to be eating because Percy had it all.
Dr. Van: You think Captain Percy was greedy and kept the food for himself. He

hoarded the food?
Group: Yeah.
Jeffrey: [interjecting from Table 1] Table 1 thinks that we trust this document

[the modern version of John Smith’s comments on the Starving Time;
see Appendix C, Excerpt 2]: “. . . [W]e did not plan well, did not work
hard, or have good government” [holding up and then reading from the
document].

Dr. Van: [in response to Jeffrey] First, I want to say that you need to wait your
turn. But now that you’ve thrown this out there, I want to ask you, so
they got lazy and didn’t organize themselves and the food was gone and
they didn’t know what to do to get more food, so they just sat around
and starved? [Table 1 students nod.] Interesting. Group 3? Ben.

Ben: But it could be that they were lazy or that Percy ate all the food or maybe
they had a war with the Indians. . . .

Dr. Van: So which do you think it is? Lazy or Percy the glutton or war with the
Powhatans?

Ben: Well, one document says that the Indians fought them and starved them
out [Hakim account], and another says that they were lazy [John Smith’s
account].

Dr. Van: We have conflicting clues. One says the Powhatans were friendly and
they brought corn. John Smith said that. He talks about that in one of the
documents. Another document said there was an Indian war with the
settlers that kept them from getting their food. So which was it?

Ben: We’re not sure.
Dr. Van: Last one, Table 2? What’s your position?
Brittney: The Native Americans could have been thinking . . . they would get 

10 times more food if they took what the settlers had, but maybe the set-
tlers were just lazy. . . .

Dr. Van: So what’s your argument here—so what do you think happened?
Brittney: [bashfully] Okay, war.
Dr. Van: So they were starved to death by the Powhatans? [Students at Table 2

nod.] Okay.

At this point we had to break for lunch. The next day we picked up where
we had left off.

“Well, So Maybe Percy Lied. . . .”

I began by observing that we had constructed conflicting interpretations about
what happened during the Starving Time, not an uncommon result in the prac-
tice of history. I then asked the students to revisit the documents and carefully
follow the step-by-step process laid out for them in the preceding class:

When you try to solve the mysteries of history, you have to start by
looking at the evidence, checking the sources: Where does the evi-
dence come from? When was it written? Is it reliable? Did someone
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make it up? Because, if you use that source for an answer, you might
be missing something. You have to check your sources very carefully.
What year was it? Was the author there? Did he or she see it go on?
If they were there, they might have some idea. If they weren’t there,
how would they know? After you check your sources, you develop
an idea in your head. Then you make an argument. Something like
this: We think what happened in the Starving Time was. . . , and then
you say why and you cite the evidence.

My purpose at this stage was to get the students to look more closely at the
evidence, so that they could point to it specifically in defense of their argu-
ments. I also wanted them to begin assessing the validity, reliability, and sig-
nificance of the evidence, to judge one account against another. In effect, I
was teaching them rules for interpretation and argumentation as practiced in
the discipline of history. Given their inexperience with this type of thinking
and investigative practice, we had to start from somewhere. This somewhere
that I chose fit well with my reading of the literature and the reform docu-
ments, and it fell within the parameters of the nascent theoretical framework
underlyng my practice. However, it did not explicitly address the interpretive
paradox.

We revisited the interpretations advanced the previous day (e.g., that
worms ate the food or it froze; laziness interfered with the settlers’ foraging
for food; the Powhatans waged a campaign to starve them out; or Percy was
a glutton and had hoarded and then eaten all the food). I noted that only
Jeffrey had held up and quoted a piece of evidence to support his group’s
argument. We then talked about how to judge the trustworthiness of differ-
ent accounts. I tried to make clear the distinction between primary and sec-
ondary sources, describing advantages and problems associated with each
(see Figure 2). I wanted students to argue for the documents and excerpts
that they thought were most valid and against those they thought were not.
Attempting to expose the interpretive machinery of historical practice and to
explore the seedbed of Davis’s (1988) conjectural logic, I took this opportu-
nity to observe how similar disagreements occur among historians and those
who write history books:

Some of us have very different ideas. That’s what happens. Often
those historians who write the books, they disagree too. They’re not
sure. Think of Table 5 as a group of historians. They have one idea,
one interpretation of what happened. You, Table 4, have another,
Table 3 has another, and Table 2 another. We have five different ideas
of what happened here. These two groups seem to agree, so we
really have four different interpretations of what happened.

I then directed the students back to the documents and essentially asked
them to repeat the process of the preceding class but to do a more rigorous
job by testing the evidence and presenting what they had validated to sub-
stantiate their arguments.
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After about 20 minutes of document study and very lively debate at each
table (e.g., Coral shouted out at one point, “I got it! I got it!”), I called their
attention back to the front to hear groups provide their reconstituted argu-
ments. We began again with Table 5; Jamie was its new spokesperson:

Jamie: In Document C-1 [he reads from C-2; see Appendix C] there’s a quote
that says George Percy said, “Thanks to God our deadly enemies saved
us by bringing us great amounts of corn, fish and meat,” and then
another guy, John Smith, said he called that time the Starving Time and
that he gave the people food.

Dr. Van: So you think what?
Jamie: George Percy ate all the food and was greedy.
Coral: He took the food from everybody else.
Alexandra: [another Table 5 member] He’s talking about one thing, and John

Smith’s talking about [something else].
Dr. Van: I have a question. Which of those excerpts is written by John Smith?
Jamie: Excerpt 1.
Dr. Van: Actually, number 1 [Document C-1, Excerpt 1] was not written by John

Smith because John Smith was gone.
Alexandra: Oh, so it should be Percy. Overall, the reason we really think is that

George Percy was really greedy. Captain Smith called it the Starving
Time, but see George Percy said, “Thank God that we got food,” but
the captain said it was called the Starving Time, so Percy must have
kept all the food to himself.

Dr. Van: He forced starvation because he wouldn’t share?
Alexandra: He [Smith] said, “What we suffered was too hard to talk about and too

hard to believe. But the fault was our own.”
Dr. Van: What does that mean, “The fault was our own”?
Alexandra: [quoting Document C-2, Excerpt 2] “We starved because we did not

plan well or have good government.”

1100

Figure 2. Facsimile of primary and secondary sources chart used 
in class.

Primary Source: A story told or written down (or photographed) by someone who was there

Secondary Source: A story by someone who was not there but who read/heard about it
from primary source(s)

Some Possible Problems With Primary Sources:

1. Author may not remember all the details
2. Author may see/hear/understand things differently (because of his/her point 

of view)
3. Author’s ideas may be influenced by someone else who was there

Some Possible Problems With Secondary Sources:

1. All of the problems with primary sources, plus . . .
2. Author may change the primary source’s details
3. Author may put the story in his/her own words
4. Author may not understand what’s going on



Dr. Van: But it doesn’t say that Captain Percy hoarded the food; it says that
maybe they were lazy.

Jeffrey: [motioning wildly with his arms, then interjecting from Table 1] Yes, it
said they had enough food to last a year. . . .

Alexandra: But he says that they got food from the Indians. So he must have kept
the food to himself.

Dr. Van: Could Excerpt 1 maybe have been written earlier? Maybe right about
the time John Smith left? And Excerpt 2 was written later?

Coral: That means they would have more than enough food to last through-
out the winter.

Dr. Van: Well, let’s see what Table 4 thinks.
Katie: We think exactly what they [Table 5] think. It’s Percy, because he wrote

the letter. Right here it says, “Percy’s Account of the Voyage to Virginia
and the Colony’s First Days.” So, maybe Percy lied [my emphasis]. Maybe
he said that no one’s getting any food. If someone else would have writ-
ten it, those people would have said, “Everyone’s starving except Percy.”
But Percy wrote the letters, so he was just starving everyone. In the doc-
ument it said that more people were coming and he probably didn’t
want to share with everyone coming.

Dr. Van: There’s no evidence in these documents for this. You’re speculating,
right?

Katie: Yeah.
Dr. Van: You have to say you’re speculating like that, okay?
Katie: Okay, but [insistently] he probably didn’t want to share with so many

people, so he was trying to get rid of the people who were already
there by starving, and then he wouldn’t have to share with them.

We then moved on to the other groups. Tables 2 and 3 quickly aligned
themselves with Katie’s and Table 5’s interpretation, that Percy was a
hoarder, took the food himself, deprived the others, and was therefore able
to remain alive and write accounts describing the starvation. Apparently
because he was ashamed or afraid of being labeled unjust and possibly later
tried for manslaughter, he lied about what happened there, making the pic-
ture of settlement life seem rosier than it was. Table 1 promptly disagreed, not-
ing that there was no evidence of hoarding by Percy, that the other groups
were confusing Smith’s ex post facto account (Document C-2, Excerpt 2) of the
Starving Time with Percy’s a priori description of the initial good life at
Jamestown and the magnanimity of the Powhatans (Document C-2, Excerpt
1). It seemed that either poor leadership in hunting and gathering food over
the winter or a siege by the Powhatans was a more palatable, evidence-based
interpretation of the Starving Time.

However, the die appeared to be cast. “Liar Percy,” who hoarded food for
himself, became the interpretive mantra of all but the four students at Table 1.
Because the evidence available to us in class (and also to those who have
scoured all the evidence traces) was largely inconclusive, we were left with
competing interpretations in full view, an important lesson that I wanted 
students to learn. But on the issue of interpretation I hastened to add that 
Table 1’s reading appeared more rooted in the available evidence and there-
fore would be thought of as more plausible and defensible. Students in the
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other groups appeared undaunted by this observation, preferring the intrigue
and mysteriousness of Percy the rotund, food-hoarding liar.6 I chose not to
press the point further, saving it for future lessons.

Attempting to understand events when the evidence was inconclusive
opened up the pedagogical landscape in a way that permitted me to demon-
strate what I considered to be an important point: that historical inquirers
can seldom, if ever, know with certainty what “actually happened” in the
past. I wanted to use this opportunity to challenge the idea that what we
know about the past is fixed and static, to contest the common epistemo-
logical position that what the textbook says is what is, thus exposing the ref-
erential illusion. I wanted to introduce the notion that knowing the past is a
fundamentally interpretive enterprise, often replete with difficulties and un-
resolved and competing viewpoints. Although I am reasonably convinced
that the students understood my point (on the basis of data on students’ his-
torical understandings that I collected throughout the study and particularly
at the end; see VanSledright, 2002), I failed to anticipate the solid-majority
interpretation of the Starving Time. It raised knotty questions about the limits
of interpretation in historical study and forced our encounter with the inter-
pretive paradox.

Confronting the Interpretive Paradox

The Thin Ice of Historical Interpretation

As an issue that history teachers confront in the process of practicing his-
tory with their students, I think of the question of the limits of interpretation
as a pedagogical dilemma rather than a problem that teachers can solve by
doing one thing or another. I want to discuss two reasons for this view. First,
to do intellectual justice to the subject matter of history, students must come
to understand the limits of our ability to know about the past with any resolute
certainty. There is considerable support for this position, as I have noted, espe-
cially in the research and reform literature on history teaching and, in some
measure, in the history standards. If taught in accordance with this view, stu-
dents would learn to see the past that “actually occurred” as lost to us here in
the present; they would see that all that remains are traces and residues, which
must be interpreted. In the process of interpretation we bring our own tem-
poral positions to bear on these residues, in ways that require the imposition
of a host of present-day assumptions not shared by our predecessors (see
Lowenthal, 1985; VanSledright, 2001). We wind up facing the tensions that
Scott (1996) describes: contested territory around conflicting viewpoints and
understandings of evidence. Communities of inquirers therefore need rules for
what counts as more or less acceptable and valid interpretation.

As Finlay (1988) noted, in the community of historians, deference usually
goes to the interpretations that stay closest to and account most comprehen-
sively for the available evidence and use it to construct persuasive accounts.
But where evidence is disproportionately thin, the interpretive landscape
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expands and allows more freedom in the exercise of historical imagination,
as inquirers attempt to construct plausible understandings without much
evidence (Davis, 1988). In other words, the limits of interpretation are less
obvious under these circumstances. Davis (1983) operated along these fuzzy
boundaries in The Return of Martin Guerre. Although the liar-Percy inter-
pretation appears less plausible than, say, a Powhatan siege or poor leader-
ship, it seems reasonable given the evidence we had. The interpretation that
80% of my fifth graders found acceptable, it held forth an inviting possibility
of intrigue. But is the majority interpretation here one that should be accepted?
We had to traverse all of this terrain when I chose to begin with the exercise
on the Starving Time.

From a teacher’s perspective, what makes history teaching so dilemma-
laden is just this matter of choice. I could have begun with an exercise for
which a resolution was less difficult because the evidence clearly privileged
one interpretation over others. However, this would have worked against my
goal of demonstrating the inconclusive nature of historical inquiry and derailed
my efforts to challenge the fundamentalist epistemological stances of most
history texts. The chosen exercise invited weakly grounded but wonderfully
imaginative interpretations rather than strong, evidence-based argumentation.
Despite my contrary intentions, was I indeed teaching that “anything goes,” as
long as the majority agreed?

Experienced history teachers will no doubt understand that confront-
ing this dilemma actually opens up an array of pedagogical possibilities. For
example, venturing out on the thin ice of interpretive operations (and falling
through) as we did affords an opportunity to raise and then teach about the
very issue of the limits of interpretation in the broader sense. It creates poten-
tially powerful occasions to discuss evidence-use rules in historical inquiry.
It also exposes the community’s rules for arbitrating among interpretations,
not only in historical study but also, by extension, in disputes that occur on
the playground at recess or in the hallways between classes. In this sense,
falling through the thin ice simply provides a very rich moment in which to
learn to swim—one that has wonderfully broad applications to the present-
day lives of students.

However, the water can be very cold for young students such as these
fifth graders, who have little if any experience learning to swim in this way.
For the teacher, dealing intelligently with the teaching-learning process no
doubt requires considerable effort, deep knowledge of the subject matter and
of students, and extended time. As a result, the content-coverage mandates
under which so many teachers labor is likely to suffer. Of the history teachers
I have talked to, few like the sound of these trade-offs of time, knowledge,
and energy. I will return to the issue of trade-offs momentarily.

From Simple Trust to Overgeneralized Suspicion?

The second reason that I view this as a dilemma to be managed has to do with
what it may encourage in youngsters learning for the first time about history
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as a bounded subject matter. Is it appropriate for 10-year-olds to begin losing
their sense of faith in the veracity of history textbooks, to be encouraged to
abandon their sublime trust in the authoritativeness of what they have been
taught to think of as beyond question? And is the result—a form of perhaps
intrigue-filled but overgeneralized suspicion in the case of many of the stu-
dents here—acceptable in the name of cultivating their historical imaginative
powers? What is the proper relationship between cultivating students’ imagi-
nation and educating them in an understanding of community rules? These are
tough questions, particularly as any group of fifth graders includes students
who vary in their readiness to begin challenging authoritative givens and abil-
ity to accept arbitrated limits on their imaginative interpretations.

Peter Lee, a British history education researcher who has done extensive
work with children of various ages, once remarked to me that he had seen a
number of students, who, on being confronted with conflicting evidence and
the potential for inconclusive interpretive moves, indicated that, well, perhaps
people had just made things up or were simply lying. This jump from initial
trust in the general veracity of accounts to the conclusion that people are pre-
varicating raises again the question of what young children learn when you
expose the referential illusion, confront the interpretive paradox, and reveal
the inner interpretive machinery of doing history.

As I ended the teaching experience covered by this study and reviewed
the data on student historical understandings, I was struck by the frequency
with which several students said that they could no longer trust most of the
evidence they encountered (VanSledright, 2002). These students commented
that the accounts that they had read (both primary and secondary) were con-
structed by people who might be, or probably were, lying, and whose state-
ments therefore should be dismissed. This was not what I was attempting to
teach, nor was I comfortable seeing students draw this conclusion prima
facie. I had frequently tried to dissuade students from concluding that peo-
ple were simply lying. I stressed the idea that the perspective represented in
a diary or a journal or in trial testimony needs to be understood in its his-
torical context,7 that the way people recollect and write down their memo-
ries is colored by their historical positions. I emphasized that all of this needs
to be carefully taken into account in making decisions about how to inter-
pret and judge evidence. Despite these repeated efforts, several students con-
tinued to prefer the idea that much of the evidence simply could not be trusted
because people regularly and intentionally distorted the truth. This view left
them with little room to make interpretive decisions or to construct persua-
sive arguments about the nature of events—staples of good historical inquiry
according to the theoretical framework that I was employing.

Beneath the veneer of the students’ moves from naïve trust to overgen-
eralized suspicion lies perhaps an understanding of the resilience of their
epistemological positions. Herein also may lie the heart of this pedagogical
dilemma. On the surface, one could argue that my pedagogical practices—
both in the Starving Time exercise and throughout the study—were success-
ful in dislodging a potentially stubborn faith in the truthfulness of historical
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texts. Students learned to accept that history is a thoroughly interpretive sub-
ject. Their claims that you could not trust accounts because authors were lying
was evidence for that. I had succeeded in shifting students’ epistemological
positions. They embraced the idea that, to engage the past skillfully, you had
to interpret accounts, authors, and the evidence—a change that had been an
important goal of our investigative exercises. The idea that some pieces of
evidence contained lies was only an outgrowth of the process of interpreting
sources and documents.

However, to make the claim that one cannot trust the evidence because
historical agents are all lying suggests that little in the way of a more profound
epistemological shift had actually occurred. To believe that lies are an impor-
tant feature of historical accounts is to invoke a criterion of truthfulness “out
there,” in reference to which the evidence frequently falls short. It is as though
the students were saying, “If only they were to tell the truth, then we could
get to what really happened.” But because these authors chose to lie, the
truth—which is “out there” waiting to be discovered—is for now beyond our
reach. To raise the specter of lying is to call upon the standard of truth. The
students who manifested the move from trust to suspicion generally retained
their original epistemological stance, that the “real truth” could be had as long
as we could get to the “right” evidence that conveyed it. It was the job of
historical investigators to get at that unvarnished truth. Some of these fifth
graders appeared to miss the importance of perspective and its close rela-
tionship to the historical context in which it is located. Thus the development
of their ability to understand the historical agents they were studying was
constrained.

Again, one needs to step out on the interpretive thin ice and fall through;
to do so appears crucial to the learning process. But learning to swim is a dif-
ficult and time-consuming task that doesn’t always meet with success. Is a
form of intellectual drowning, if I may use that metaphor here, acceptable for
children of this age? This aspect of the dilemma is more difficult to manage,
I believe, than the aspect previously discussed. One ends playing Davis (1988)
to students’ Finlay (1988). Managing the dilemma appears to require grit and
endurance, efforts to identify students who swing from one pole to another
(from naive trust to overgeneralized suspicion), repeated attention to the evo-
lution of their historical thinking, and targeted efforts to challenge their assump-
tions and their resilient epistemologies. But there is no guarantee of success,
in spite of the potential intellectual legitimacy of taking this route. The past
indeed is a foreign country (Lowenthal, 1985), and learning to interpret it skill-
fully and intelligently involves some peculiarly unnatural acts of thought
(Wineburg, 1997) by both students and their teachers.

My efforts to brace these forms of thought met with only qualified suc-
cess. I thought much about this, pondering whether and how I would do bet-
ter in managing the dilemma. I imagined that where I chose to go could not
have ended anywhere but in a qualified result, and I questioned the wisdom
of following that path. But I continued to be drawn to it nonetheless because
it tugged at my history teacher’s sensibility with the weight of necessity.
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Discussion

The Necessity of Confronting the Interpretive Paradox

For a moment, I want to return to Scott’s (1996) ideas about history’s inter-
pretive paradox. To Scott’s comment quoted at the outset of this paper, I
want to add her conclusion of that thought:

This tension [generated by the interpretive paradox] is not a new dis-
covery, not the product of the ravings of radical relativists, nor the
byproduct of some nihilistic “deconstructionism”; it inheres in the
practice of history itself. And I want to argue that there is no alterna-
tive to mentioning the tension—even in the face of severe political crit-
icism. In fact acknowledging it and working with it is a better strategy
than denying its existence. (p. 1)

If you accept Scott’s claims, then it would seem that even a classroom of fifth
graders who practice history would need to acknowledge the tensions and
dilemmas of the interpretive paradox, and that strategically encouraging them
to do so would be a better tactic than ignoring the issues.

Furthermore, if I read Scott (1996) correctly, to deal strategically with this
tension would also require a stance that accepts the idea that “history functions
through an inextricable connection between reality and interpretation which
is nonetheless denied” and acknowledges that the tension “inheres in the prac-
tice of history itself” (p. 1). Managing the interpretive dilemma would entail
inviting students to give up the idea that we could get to the “truth out there”
that waits to be “discovered” and helping them warm to the notion that all we
have is our interpretations of others’ interpretations of what happened back
then. Indeed, we could (and should) construct rules for deciding what evidence
to accept as more or less trustworthy, but those rules would only demarcate
“our community’s” limits on interpretive license. Other people—for example,
students in the classroom across the hallway—might devise different rules.

This, it seems to me, is the key to managing the dilemma: to systemat-
ically teach students these important lessons about the always-interpretive
nature of historical inquiry; and then to uncover the interpretive machinery,
debate its practices, and make community decisions about where the limits
should be under what circumstances. However, to think that this approach
will eliminate the interpretive paradox is to miss the nature of the dilemma
that it creates. Because the rules were debated and decisions were made
within the community about interpretive limits, community members could
revisit that ground at any point, challenging the rules and offering modifica-
tions, in effect, as Finlay and Davis did. Also, there is unlikely to be full con-
sensus within the community, which raises questions about what practices
are acceptable to whom, how to decide, and under what circumstances.
Finally, who constitutes the membership of an interpretive community? And
around and around we would go.

It appears that, in the desire to teach history in an intellectually honest
fashion, taking reforms seriously, this merry-go-round is unavoidable. Engag-
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ing the past and doing history rigorously inevitably reveal the inner operations
of interpretive practice. But to do so forces a collision with the interpretive
paradox and begs the pedagogical dilemma that I have described. With my
fifth graders, acknowledging the paradox and managing the dilemma involved
tough pedagogical trade-offs. Nonetheless, it kept pulling me in with that
weight of necessity. How could I rationalize my choices? Here is what went
on in my head as I puzzled over this question.

Embracing the Interpretive Paradox

If taking the time to confront history’s interpretive paradox causes content cov-
erage and test-preparation efforts to suffer (as they did in my class), what are
the gains? I discuss here a few of the many that could be named. First, deep
knowledge and understanding of both the substantive and the syntactical fea-
tures of a subject are valuable in themselves. In this case what mattered most,
by my lights, was that tangling with the limits of interpretation offered impor-
tant opportunities for even fifth graders to learn that we human beings bear
responsibility for constructing the knowledge we choose to live by. Knowl-
edge does not fall from the sky ready-made. Constructing knowledge is a prac-
tice of naming things and thus results in culture building. Students can be (and
are) involved in this process as well.

Second, attending to the matter of historical interpretation raises key
issues about how to judge the endless sets of messages that we receive every
day from any number of sources. The messages tell us what we should buy,
what we should wear, what we should eat, what we should drive. They tell
us whom to vote for, what to endorse, and generally how to think and feel.
And they frequently are in conflict and point to a broader version of the inter-
pretive paradox: How can we interpret these messages and what can we do
with them all? Having strategies for determining the legitimacy of one mes-
sage relative to another seems particularly important to me in this so-called
information age. I believe that, for my students, the applicability of the strate-
gies learned in the history classroom to life outside was almost unmistakable.

Third, attending to the dilemma raised by historical interpretation involved
making community rule-development transparent. We live out our lives in a
variety of sometimes-overlapping communities. Learning how communities
construct, maintain, and reconstruct rules to govern their functioning is a fun-
damental lesson in how our culture works and how democracy can operate
(or not). In my fifth-grade class, inquiring into and then arbitrating the limits
of interpretation—even if they could not be anchored once and for all—
pushed to the surface the values held by a classroom community and made
clearer the role that those values played in decision making. The conflict that
inevitably arises and its management are part of democratic structure and pro-
cedure. Using the study of a school subject to trace out this path offers pow-
erful and necessary opportunities for student learning. It provides students
with in-school experience in becoming active, thoughtful democratic citizens,
wide awake to the rights and responsibilities that they must learn to exercise.
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The alternative to taking on history’s interpretive paradox involves sustaining
referential illusions and fostering intellectual sleepwalking in history classes. It
also defeats efforts to teach historical thinking and understanding. The wider
life applications of choosing that alternative were, I believed, almost equally
unmistakable.

Conclusion: On Competing Necessities and Their Consequences

As I hope the foregoing makes clear, I found it troublesome to ignore the
implications of taking seriously an encounter with the interpretive paradox in
the history classroom in which I taught. I was impelled toward that paradox
by what I construed to be the importance of attending to it, on the basis of
reform recommendations, a body of research literature, an emerging theory
on historical thinking, and the pedagogical rationale that I had formulated in
situ. With my 23 fifth graders, I knew the route would be bumpy; and I was
convinced that I had to traverse it. Although pedagogical dilemmas loomed
and later became actualities in Room 23, I was driven by thoughts of the
implications of leaving untouched history’s referential illusion and the epis-
temological stance that it supports.

All the while, however, I was haunted by a sense that I was not cover-
ing the content quickly enough, that we would never get to the Civil War by
the end of the year—and we didn’t. I made begrudging peace with this real-
ity, rationalizing my choice to take on the interpretive paradox on the grounds
that what it offered was far more valuable than content coverage. That ratio-
nalization worked most of the time. But I continued to be most haunted by
the specter of the high-stakes tests that my students were required to take.
Such tests, despite some intellectual integrity, seldom, if ever, assess the sorts
of ideas and issues that a confrontation with history’s interpretive paradox is
likely to provoke. Instead, the tests measure recall of historical details, per-
sons, and events. Most high-stakes assessments studiously avoid items in
which interpretation plays a role.8 Such items carry their own weight of neces-
sity, that of considerably higher administration and scoring expense and dif-
ficulties with reliability issues. Policymakers, facing what they perceive as
more pressing economic and political necessities (cheaper tests, higher per-
ceived reliability), typically favor assessing what children know rather than
what they can do with what they know. As Darling-Hammond (1991) ruefully
observed, “testing in the U.S. is primarily controlled by commercial publish-
ers and nonschool agencies that produce norm-referenced, multiple-choice
instruments designed to rank students cheaply and efficiently” (p. 220).

I worried about how my students would fare on such tests, because I fell
short on covering all of the required historical events. I continue to worry
about this. I want to imagine that many ambitious history teachers wrestle with
these larger dilemmas of practice, these pedagogical and curricular double
binds where their convictions about teaching a subject to benefit children’s
academic and civic development are challenged by educational policies that
can undermine that development. Given the anxiety that these double binds
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generate, I also imagine that many eventually trade in their own convictions
for a different definition of necessity—that is, test-result accountability—
emanating from outside their classrooms.

If the current testing and accountability train continues to barrel down
the educational track, recommendations for teaching history through a
process of practicing it with paradoxes and dilemmas intact are likely to be
shunted into a deep ravine as the train thunders past. Such an outcome would
be unfortunate for the range of learning opportunities that students—even
young ones—might otherwise experience in the history classroom, not to
mention the intellectual injustice against the subject matter. It also would be
unfortunate for history teachers who prefer the intriguing and rich pedagog-
ical possibilities inherent in the dilemmas that practicing history can raise. In
the debate on competing necessities, what role might understandings gleaned
from teaching practice play in directing the accountability and testing train?

APPENDIX A

The Starving Time in Jamestown: The Winter of 1609–1610

Note. The following is excerpted from Hakim, 1993, p. 33.

Some . . . say the Starving Time was an Indian war against the English invaders.
The Powhatan may have decided to get rid of the settlers by starving them. Powhatan
refused to trade with them. He laid siege to Jamestown. That means armed Indians
wouldn’t let anyone in or out. The settlers couldn’t hunt or fish. They could hardly get
to their pigs and chickens. The gentlemen ate the animals that were in the stockade—
without much sharing. That made the others very angry. Soon there was nothing for
anyone to eat.

A few escaped. “Many of our men this Starving Time did run away unto the sav-
ages, who we never heard of after,” [Captain] Percy wrote.

Finally, in May 1610, two English ships tied up at Jamestown’s docks. Of the 500
people that were in Jamestown in October when John Smith left for London, only 60
were still [there].

APPENDIX B

Student Resource Document C-1: Accounts of the early years from primary sources

Note. The following excerpts of primary sources are from Pearson & Watkins, 1991. (Doc-
ument pages are unnumbered; source information for individual excerpts is that provided
in Pearson & Watkins.) Reproduction rights are provided with the documents.

Excerpt 1

“It pleased God after awhile, to send those people which were our mortall enemies
to releeve us with such victuals, as Bread, Corne, Fish, and Flesh in great plentie,
which was the setting up of our feeble men, otherwise wee had all perished. Also
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we were frequented by divers Kings in the Countrie, bringing us store of provision
to our great comfort.”

From “George Percy’s Account of the Voyage to Virginia and the Colony’s First Days,”
in Jamestown Voyages, vol. 1, ed. Barbour.

Excerpt 2

“What by their crueltie, our Governours indiscretion, and the losse of our ships, of
five hundred within six moneths after Captaine Smiths departure [October
1609–1610], there remained not past sixtie, men, women and children.

This was that time, which still is to this day [1624] we call the starving time; it
were too vile to say, and scarce to be beleeved, what we endured; but the occasion
our own, for want of providence industrie and government, and not the barrenesse
and defect of Countrie, as is generally supposed.”

From Edward Arber, ed., F.S.A., Travels and Works of Captain John Smith, vol. 2
(Edinburgh: John Grant, 1910).

Excerpt 3

“It was the spaniards good hap to happen upon these parts where infinite numbers
of people, whoe had manured the ground with that providence that is afforded vict-
uall at all times; and time had brought them to that perfection [that] they had the use
of gold and silver, and [of] the most of such commodities as their countries affoorded:
so that what the Spaniard got was only the spoile and pillage of those countrie peo-
ple, and not the labours of their owne hands.

But had those fruitfull Countries beene as Salvage [i.e., savage], as barbarous,
as ill-peopled, as little planted laboured and manured, as Virginia; their proper
labours, it is likely would have produced as small a profit as ours.”

From William Simmonds, The Proceedings of the English Colone in Virginia Since
Their First Beginning, (Oxford, England, 1612).

APPENDIX C

Student Resource Document C–2: Modern Version of Excerpts of 
Accounts From the Early Years

Note. The following modern versions of excerpts of primary documents are from Pearson
& Watkins, 1991. (Document pages are unnumbered.) Reproduction rights are provided
with the documents.

Excerpt 1

Thanks to God, our deadly enemies saved us by bringing food—great amounts of
bread, corn, fish, and meat. This food saved all of us weak and starving men. Other-
wise we would all have died. Leaders from other tribes also brought us food and sup-
plies which made us comfortable.

Excerpt 2

Six months after Captain Smith left, the cruelty of the [Powhatans], the stupidity of
our leaders, and the loss of our ships [when they sailed away] caused 440 of the 500
people in Jamestown to die. . . .
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We still call this the “Starving Time.” What we suffered was too terrible to talk
about. But the fault was our own. We starved because we did not plan well, work
hard, or have good government. Our problems were not because the land was bad,
as most people believe.

Excerpt 3

It was the Spaniards’ good luck to find lands where there were huge numbers of peo-
ple who worked so hard that there was always food. These people were so advanced
they developed the use of gold and silver and other things their land provided. The
Spanish pillaged and robbed these people. They did not work for what they got. If
these rich countries had been as savage, as barbarous (uncivilized), as poorly planted
and with as few people as Virginia, then the Spanish would not have made more
profits than we made.

APPENDIX D

Student Resource Document A-1: John Smith’s description 
of the Powhatans, 1612 (primary source)

Note. The following excerpts of John Smith’s writings are from Pearson & Watkins, 1991,
pp. 21–22. Reproduction rights are provided with the documents.

Each household knoweth their owne lands and gardens, and most live of their
owne labours.

For their apparell, they are some time covered with the skinnes of wilde beasts,
which in winter are dressed with haire, but in sommer without. The better sort use
large mantels of deare skins not much differing in fashion from the Irish mantels. . . .

Their buildings and habitations are for the most part by the rivers or not farre
or distant from some fresh spring. Their houses are built like our Arbors of small
young springs [saplings?] bowed and tyed, and so close covered with mats or the bark
of trees very handsomely, that not withstanding either winde raine or weather, they
are as warme as stooves, but very smoaky; yet at the toppe of the house there is a
hole made for the smoake to goe into right over the fire. . . .

Men women and children have their severall names according to the several
humour[s] of their parents. Their women (they say) are easilie delivered of childe, yet
doe they love children verie dearly. To make them hardy, in the coldest morning they
wash them in the rivers, and by painting and ointments so tanne their skins after [a]
year or two, no weather will hurt them.

The men bestow their times in fishing, hunting, wars, and such manlike exer-
cises. Scorning to be seen in any woman like exercise; which is the cause that the
woman be verie painfull and mean often idle. The women and children do rest of
the worke. They make mats, baskets, pots, morters; pound their corn, make their
bread, prepare their victuals, plant their corne, gather their corne, beare al kind of
burdens, and such like. . . .

Their fishing is much in Boats. These they make of one tree by bowing [i.e.,
burning] and scratching away the coles with ston[e]s and shells till they have made it
in [the] form of a Trough. Some of them are an elne [i.e., an ell, a unit of measure
equal to 45 inches] deepe, and 40 or 50 foot in length, and some will beare 40 men;
but the most ordinary are smaller, and will beare 10, 20, or 30. According to their
bignes. Instead of oares, they use paddles and sticks, with which they will row faster
than our Barges. . . .
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From John Smith, A Map of Virginia. With a Description of the Countrey, the Com-
modities, People, Government and Religion . . . (Oxford, England, 1612).

APPENDIX E

Student Resource Document A-2: Modern version of 
John Smith’s description of the Powhatans

Note. The following modern version of John Smith’s description of the Powhatans is from
Pearson & Watkins, 1991, pp. 23–24. Reproduction rights are provided with the documents.

Each family has its own land and gardens. They do their own work.
For clothes they wear animal skins. In winter they wear skins with fur and hair

left on, but in summer they wear leather. More important people wear cloaks made
of deer skins that look like the cloaks the Irish wear. . . .

They build their homes near rivers or springs. They tie long slender branches
together in bundles and weave them into a frame for a house, like a giant basket.
They lay mats or bark over this frame. The houses are warm and snug, but very
smoky, even though they leave a hole above their fireplaces for smoke. . . .

Their houses are surrounded by their own fields and gardens. The farmland can
be a small plot or large fields. Sometimes their houses are grouped together, sepa-
rated only by groves of trees. Near their homes are piles of wood for burning in their
home fires. . . .

Parents give children several names. Women have babies easily, and love them
very much. To make babies strong, on the coldest mornings they wash them in rivers.
They also put oils and lotions on the skin of their babies to protect them against the
weather.

Men fish, hunt, and go to war. Women often work while the men are idle.
Women and children do all the other work. They make mats, baskets, pots, and
grinding tools, grind corn into flour, bake bread, and do all the cooking. They also
do the farming, planting, raising, and gathering of corn. Women do the hauling and
all other heavy work. . . .

They use boats for fishing. The boats are made by burning out the center of the
tree. They scrape away the burned coals with stones and shells to form a long hol-
low trough. These boats can be almost four feet deep and 40 or 50 feet long. Some
hold 40 men, but most are smaller, holding 10 to 30 men. They use paddles instead
of oars and travel quickly. . . .

Notes

The author gratefully acknowledges the support of the Spencer Foundation for assis-
tance in conducting the study reported on in this article. The views expressed here do not
necessarily represent the position or endorsement of the foundation. Portions of this article
appear in chapter 3 of VanSledright (2002). Those portions are reprinted here by permission
from Teachers College Press.

1By obscuring the interpretive machinery that investigators use to build accounts—
the process of fictionalizing to which Rosenstone alludes—history texts create the illusion
that they refer directly and seamlessly to a past reality.

2 I am a former history teacher who has been conducting classroom-based history
education research over the last decade, particularly at the upper elementary-school lev-
els, where most children in the United States first are exposed to systematic historical
study. In doing so, I have contributed to the repeated calls for reform in history education
beginning in elementary school.
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3For lesson planning, I used a dual strategy. I wrote detailed plans before I taught
representing how I wanted activities to occur in class. However, because lessons seldom
proceed in idealized form, I wrote a second lesson plan soon after teaching in which I
described my sense of what had actually transpired. That way, I was able to compare my
intentions with classroom developments and study how the two differed, as a means of
refining my planning practices.

4For more information on these units of study and our experiences with them, see
VanSledright, 2002.

5Students learned to address me by the abbreviation, Dr. Van, rather than by using
my full name.

6The students’ insistence on the “liar Percy” interpretation may be connected, in part,
to the Disney film, Pocahontas, which most of the students had seen. In the film, John
Ratcliffe, the governor of Jamestown in the time of Pocahontas, is portrayed as an over-
weight, cruel, and unforgiving ogre. He also owns a dog named Percy. Although I have
no direct data to support this idea, it is possible that my students, through associational
leaps of memory, equated Ratcliffe the rotund governor with Percy the governor via Percy
the dog. I thank Mark Stout for bringing this possibility to my attention. The issue of the
degree to which fictional film “evidence” trumps primary source documentation among
novice historical investigators is important but goes beyond the scope of this article (for
more, see Afflerbach & VanSledright, 2001).

7For example, we reenacted the trial of British soldiers accused of shooting Boston
citizens in what became known in America as the Boston Massacre. We then discussed
the outcome and conjectured about why it turned out the way it had.

8Some efforts to construct such items have been undertaken. However, as I suggest
here, writing those items well is time-consuming, and standardizing them has proved expen-
sive because of the need to appeal to a community of interpreters who must assess each rel-
atively open-ended response and then develop agreement on its possible interpretation.
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