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Reviews


Often, history teachers fall short of making effective connections between then and now due to lack of planning, the time crunch, or a hesitation to touch controversial issues. Unfortunately, failing to do so sells our discipline short and fails our students. Jay Barry’s methodology and tools for embedding contemporary issues into history curriculum are a bridge over each of these barriers. They work.

Todd Wallingford, President, Massachusetts Council for the Social Studies, Director of Humanities, Hudson, MA Public Schools

Applied history is a meaningful and timely approach to teaching. Teachers at Masconomet found great value in using it, and I have personally drawn on this method in my own classes as I guided students through contemporary issues in both American and World History. Jay’s careful research and balanced, thoughtful approach offer today’s educators a steady path through the often-polarized landscape of historical instruction. By connecting past and present in purposeful, engaging ways, applied history equips teachers with a practical framework that helps students recognize why history matters and how it can guide their understanding of the world they live in today.

Eva Hughes, Director of Humanities, Newton, MA Public School, former Social Studies Department Head, Masconomet Regional High School

Living at a time when history seems to be going faster and faster and students have more and more questions about “why the world is the way it is today”, Jay’s work in applied history gives teachers a way to provide students with deep, meaningful answers.

Having participated in his workshops with renowned historians, I can say firsthand that the resources and research he provides help contextualize the complicated world our students are inheriting.

Finding trustworthy, authoritative, and authentic resources is one of the great challenges of being a social studies educator today – trying to cut through the cant gets harder and harder. But here is a pedagogical approach and a reliable resource that quickly became a go-to for my teaching.

By understanding the historical antecedents of the past, applied history helps us help our students understand the present.

Brandon Sturma, Social Studies Department Head, Newburyport High School (MA)

All history teachers and all lovers of history will want to read Jay Barry’s “Past Forward”. His creative approach to Applied History opens up exciting new vistas and encourages the simultaneous discussion of current events and historical episodes. In so doing, he inventively merges past and present, and sparks a thrilling conversation about how it is impossible to consider one without the other. Highly recommended.

Ted Widmer, author of Lincoln on the Verge: Thirteen Days to Washington, former speechwriter for President Bill Clinton and senior adviser to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton

It is every educator’s dream to spark curiosity, to deepen appreciation and understanding of a topic, and—maybe above all—to help students make better sense of the world they live in. Jay Barry has written a teacher’s guide to do all of those things. By highlighting throughlines and analogues, Barry uses Applied History to bring life and relevance to many overlooked events and developments in U.S. history. Why should anyone care about Osawatomie, Kansas, the Panic of 1819, and Munn v. Illinois (1877)? Read on.

Aroop Mukharji, Professor of National Security Affairs, U.S. Naval War College, former Senior Advisor for Economic and National Security, U.S. Department of Commerce
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Introduction


After teaching history at the high school level for 30 years, I have come to realize a few things. First, students need to see the value in studying history before they will engage meaningfully with the subject. I am talking about the type of engagement that goes beyond working hard to get a good grade. Unlike other subjects they study in high school, history’s value is not obvious to most students. Therefore, as teachers, we must be explicit about why history should matter to them. For as long as I can remember, my first-day activity in all my classes has been to answer the question “Why do we study history?” I write this question on the board, ask students to write down at least three reasons and then we discuss. The discussion inevitably leads to the realization that we primarily study history to better understand the present. This recognition establishes a mindset that is reinforced throughout the year. Applied history is not a new method of historical inquiry, and can be used in addition to whatever inquiry method a teacher chooses. Applied history is also adaptable. It is not one thing. It can range from a more thorough historical analogue or present-day connection to a 10-minute add-on activity at the end of class.

Applied history as a pedagogical approach seeks to engender in students a respect for history, both as a discipline worth studying in itself and as a practical problem-solving tool. This approach forces a consideration of the present that is not disconnected from the past, but is instead rooted in historical understanding. The applied history approach requires that teachers ask themselves the following fundamental questions when preparing their lesson plans:


	Why does this historical topic matter?


	What lessons can be learned from studying it?


	What historical context can this topic provide that can better help students understand the present?




I write about twenty to twenty-five college recommendations each year. This comes with the territory as a teacher of high school juniors. For decades I have taught US History II and AP US History. Students for whom I write letters fill out a standard form that asks them to provide information about their experience in my class, as well as what they intend to study in college. I enjoy reading these forms because many students describe how they grew as learners (common with juniors) and how their appreciation for the study of history grew as well. Students often point to specific examples of how learning about certain topics provided them with context to understand current events or spilled over into others classes. These revelations are usually not surprising to read since, with most students, this growth was evident in their level of engagement, including contributions to class discussions, interactions with peers, and through their writing. My enjoyment in reading these forms is always somewhat tempered though. The last question on the form is, “What is your intended college major?” I know this question is coming, but I also sense I can predict the answer. It is likely to be something in the STEM field, especially in recent years. I firmly believe that students are choosing STEM fields because they see them as avenues to engage in problem solving, such as climate change or medicine / health challenges, and they may also want to make some money. I believe, as history teachers, we must explicitly present history as a problem-solving discipline that enlightens, informs, and has practical applications, rather than cede that ground to other academic disciplines. The risk in not doing so is to trivialize the study of history and allow it to be further marginalized at all educational levels. It is through applied history, in my view, that this challenge can be met directly.

For high school history teachers, applied history can serve as a mindset that puts the present day at the center of their teaching and consistently reminds their students that their learning is purposeful.

I was introduced to the concept of applied history in 2016 via the founding manifesto of the Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer Center Applied History Project. Historians Graham Allison and Niall Ferguson co-founded the project, building on the work of legendary Harvard history professors Ernest May and Richard Neustadt in the 1980s. May and Neustadt co-authored the book Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision Makers. May, in particular, was obsessed with how policymakers used, misused, or ignored history in their decision-making. The current Harvard project defines applied history as “the explicit attempt to illuminate current challenges and choices by analyzing historical precedents and analogues” (www.belfercenter.org/project/applied-history-project#!about). Their work has drawn in scholars from across the country and has generated a renewed conversation among policy-makers about the role of history in decision-making.

The first thing that came to mind when I heard of the HKS Belfer Center Applied History Project was how much it resonated with my own teaching. I want my students to view the study of history as a tool for making sense of the present and for informing their opinions on issues they confront in their lives. The term applied history does not sit well with many at the college or university level. Some worry about the selective use of history to serve narrow political or ideological purposes, the misuse of historical analogues, or the oversimplification of complex historical topics. These concerns are certainly valid and worthy of consideration. As I began to think of how high school teachers might view applied history, my hunch was that these concerns would be less of an issue.

I have been fortunate over the last few years to connect with some of the people associated with the project. Living in the Boston area has made this easier. With support from the HKS Belfer Center Applied History Project, and a grant from the Stanton Foundation, I was able to take a full-year sabbatical from my teaching position at Arlington High School during the 2022–2023 school year to explore the use of applied history at the high school level. My sabbatical allowed me to build on work I had already begun and to work closely with high school teachers and administrators in Eastern Massachusetts. During the year, I made 26 department meeting presentations, conducted two in-person teacher workshops, and connected with a number of experts.

My experiences during this school year reinforced my belief in the utility of applied history for high school education and confirmed my hunch that high school history teachers would be more open to the concept than many at the postsecondary level. The reality is that, as high school teachers, we have to make decisions every day, multiple times a day, about how we present historical material and how to create engagement among 14 to 18-year-olds (and about a lot of other things). I don’t know of any high school history teachers and administrators who would say they are not interested in making the history they teach more relevant and applicable to their students’ lives as citizens now and in the future. My work over the last few years has certainly bolstered that conclusion.

Over the years, I have become less concerned with “covering material” and more deliberate about focusing on the key topics and concepts I want my students to learn and on connecting them more explicitly to the present whenever possible. I am not advocating pushing aside content learning. I strongly believe students need to know stuff, although I have become more discriminating over the years in choosing what content to emphasize and what can be let go. I have found that students are much more likely to retain historical knowledge that is clearly tied to the present during the learning process. It is not always easy to make this connection, and it is not possible to do so in every case, but teachers can and should identify opportunities to remind students why the history they are studying matters. I have no illusions that my students are regularly regaling their parents with stories about what they learned in my class (in fact, I know they are not). Although, I have had parents say, usually during parent–teacher conferences: “You know, we talk about your class at home.” When I inquire about the nature of these conversations, they always have to do with connections made between the history being studied and the present.

This book is intended to be of use to US history teachers primarily. My own teaching experience is as a teacher of US history, including AP US History, although I have taught world history along the way. Therefore, the case studies and content I focus on are US history topics. These topics are ones that I have taught in a variety of ways and feel that I can write about thoughtfully, including anecdotes from my experiences in the classroom. There are also a significant number of topics, especially relevant to US foreign policy, that world history teachers may find applicable to their teaching. Topics covered are not intended to be comprehensive. They generally reflect ones I have taught in a variety of ways and / or are more amenable to being viewed through an applied history lens. The format of the book presents case studies and content mostly in chronological order beginning in Chapter 2. In Chapter 1, I make the pedagogical case for applied history and explain how it influences my teaching. Although the book is laid out in a chronological manner, with a few topics I felt it was beneficial to use an initial topic to build on a theme (for example, the role of the Supreme Court and key decisions) and explain how I approach other related topics that come up in the chronology of the course. Hopefully, this will illustrate throughlines for certain themes that build historical context, which is so important to applied history. As someone who has never written and never intended to write a book, I am not at all sure if the structure is the most ideal, but I tried to think from the perspective of a teacher and a reader, and in so doing prioritized accessibility at the expense of style.

The book is also designed in a way that takes a number of historical topics and analyzes how they can be considered through the lens of applied history. I make suggestions about how this can be done practically with students, but do not, in most cases, spell out how I typically deal with each topic. There are a couple of reasons for this. First, I don’t think teachers generally need to be told how to teach something. All teachers are different. We all have our own styles and approaches. With this in mind, I have placed a higher value on connecting the historical content to its present-day relevance. Second, the book format does not easily lend itself to in-depth pedagogical explanations. There are many ways that teachers can take the examples explained here and create their own activities and lessons that suit their students.
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