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A Report on the State of History Education

This report and its supplement examine the state of 
history education primarily at the state level. We focus 
on state standards, assessments, and subject-matter 
requirements for initial teacher licensure. We also 
describe significant educational programs that cross 
state boundaries. 

Looking at even a small sample of state standards 
documents makes it immediately apparent that there 
is enormous variation in how states organize, frame, 
and detail their requirements for teaching and learning 
history. However, from this variety emerges a story of 
increased attention to history education over the past 
two decades, particularly to U.S. history.

State of History Education: 2008
The first part of this report documents findings on 
the state of U.S. history education as of September 
2008. We begin by looking at a confluence of factors 
that help explain the growing interest in history. These 
include the general standards-based reform move-
ment and federal initiatives. The report continues with 
an examination of state standards for all fifty states 
and the District of Columbia. We found that while 
only eleven states referred to “history” in the titles of 

their standards documents, twenty-four states and the 
District of Columbia mandated four or more years of 
instruction in U.S. and state history. We also found 
that whereas only thirty states in 2003 required a U.S. 
history course to graduate from high school, thirty-nine 
states and the District of Columbia did so in 2008. In 
the realm of testing, twenty-five states administered 
state exams in history and social studies, up from the 
reported sixteen in 2003. 

While the data indicated increasing attention to Ameri-
can history, there was wide variation in how much 
control states exerted over local curriculum, the level of 
detail included in their U.S. history standards, and the 
format, use, and even length of standards documents. 

Variation was also the theme for teacher licensing 
requirements in U.S. history. While states license 
teachers, there are multiple routes in each state that a 
prospective teacher can follow to earn that licensure. 
In many cases, university-based teacher education 
pro-grams within a state create the particular con-
tent and requirements for their teacher credentialing 
program within a state framework. However, some 
states do require particular coursework for U.S. history 
teachers. Notably, Iowa, one of two states without 

1 Executive Summary

For the thousands of educators who have participated in Teaching American History 

grants, it seems obvious that more attention is being paid to K-12 U.S. history educa-

tion. Over the past ten years, more than one billion dollars in federal funds were dedi-

cated to the professional development of U.S. history teachers—the largest funding 

influx ever. But what is happening in the states? Are students required to take U.S. and 

world history? Is student achievement being monitored?
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history or social studies standards in 2008, required 
twenty-four hours of coursework in American history to 
earn an American history teaching endorsement. Con-
sistency between states does exist as forty-six and the 
District of Columbia used subject-specific tests, most 
commonly the Praxis II, to gauge prospective teachers’ 
content area knowledge. 

State of History Education: 2010
The supplement to this report tracks policy changes 
between August 2008 and September 2010 in states’ 
standards and testing, and presents data about state 
policies governing the teaching of world history and 
the use of end-of-course tests in history and social 
studies. Changes in the national educational landscape 
relevant to history education are also noted. Together, 
this supplement and the report offer a more complete 
picture of the current state of history education in the 
United States. 

Between the academic years of 2008 and 2010, 
twelve states and the District of Columbia adopted 
new history/social studies standards. Another six states 
were engaged in the process of reviewing and revising 
their existing standards. However, these changes did 
not substantially alter the aggregate picture revealed by 
2008 data. State changes did affect some total num-
bers—forty-nine states and the District of Columbia 
now have history/social studies standards (up from 
48), and twenty-six states now require history/social 
studies testing as opposed to twenty-five—but changes 
were more visible within individual states rather than 
across them. 

Data about world history changed the picture more 
substantially. Variation in states’ world history require-
ments was even more pronounced than for U.S. 
history. In the District of Columbia and the forty-four 
states that include world history in their standards, 
the content and approach of those standards varied 
substantially. We found standards organized around 

a variety of frameworks, with chronological era the 
predominant structure and regional studies the sec-
ond most common. In half the states, world history 
standards first appear in the sixth grade curriculum 
while for eleven states, this happens during the early 
elementary years. 

The supplement’s additional findings on world history 
requirements underscored that world history receives 
less attention in the states than U.S. history. For in-
stance, four fewer states include world history in their 
content standards. Twenty-two states and the District 
of Columbia require graduates to have taken a world 
history course—seventeen fewer than require a U.S. 
history course for graduation. Fifteen of the twenty-
six states that mandate history-social studies testing 
include world history in that mandate, as contrasted 
with the twenty-four states that mandate American his-
tory content. Additionally, ten states currently test U.S. 
history with end-of-course exams and three states test 
world history this way.

We close each of the two major sections of the report 
with a look at significant national programs that have 
mattered to K-12 history education in the recent past. 
These include federally funded efforts such as the 
Teaching American History grant program, indepen-
dent organizations including the National Council for 
History Education and National Center for History in 
the Schools, and programs for students such as Ad-
vanced Placement and National History Day. 

This report is a work in progress. Even as we write, 
policies are changing—state committees are updat-
ing and reorganizing standards, state legislatures are 
revamping course requirements, and state boards 
are creating new testing policies and contracting for 
the development of new tests. Our mission here is 
to establish a baseline of data that can be used to 
monitor the development of history education in the 
coming years. 

Students examine the Declaration of Independence.



6

A Report on the State of History Education

This report examines the condition of U.S. history 
education primarily at the state level. In this first 
of a series of occasional reports, we focus on state 
standards, assessments, and teacher subject-matter 
requirements for initial licensure. We will also look 
at significant educational programs that cross state 
boundaries. Obviously there are other important 
indicators in history education that this report does 
not cover (for example, state professional networks 
and teacher education). We will take up some of 
these issues in subsequent reports. 

Gathering data on states’ standards, assessments, and 
teacher certification is no easy task. The Tenth Amend-
ment to the Constitution reserves the power to oversee 
education to state and local control. As a result, there 
is enormous variation in how states organize, frame, 
detail, and use their requirements and recommenda-
tions for teaching and learning U.S. history. However, 
from this variety emerges a story of increased attention 
paid to history education over the past two decades, 
including U.S. history education. 

2 INTRODUCTION

For the thousands of educators participating in Teaching American History grants, it 

seems obvious that U.S. history is getting more attention in schools than ever before. 

Over the last eight years, more than $800 million in federal funds have been dedicated 

to the professional development of U.S. history teachers—the largest funding influx 

ever. But what is happening in the states? Are students required to take U.S. history? Is 

student achievement in the subject being documented and monitored? 

“Head of suffrage parade, Washington, D.C.” March 3, 1913. From Library of Congress: By Popular Demand: “Votes for Women”  
Suffrage Pictures, 1850-1920. http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/suffrg:@field(NUMBER+@band(cph+3a23348))  
(accessed February 16, 2010). 

Original Report: State Policies and  
National Programs as of September 2008
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History was one of those core disciplines. Indeed, a 
number of high-profile publications followed A Nation 
at Risk in calling for fundamental reforms in history 
education.3 For example, in 1987 What Do Our 17-
Year Olds Know? showcased the unimpressive results 
of tests designed in conjunction with the National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) to measure 
student knowledge of literature and American history.4 
Pointing to the fact that the average score of the 7,812 
students who took the test was 54.5 percent, What 
Do Our 17-Year Olds Know? asserted that high school 
students constituted a “generation at risk” for their lack 
of basic knowledge of history.5

At the same time, a group of historians and educa-
tors convened to produce Building a History Curricu-

lum: Guidelines for Teaching History in the Schools. 
Better known as the Bradley Commission Report,6 
it concluded that the crisis in history education was 
primarily due to the dearth of courses offered in public 
schools and the poor preparation of elementary and 
secondary history teachers. Not all American students 
were required to take U.S. history in middle school 
and high school, and in some areas, history had been 
eclipsed by more general social studies courses. The 
report recommended the study of American history, 
western civilization, and world history. It also called for 
the introduction of history in elementary grades, and 
suggested that students receive four years of history 
education between the seventh and twelfth grades. 
In order to increase the quality of history education, 
the Commission recommended that certification for all 

3 BACKGROUND

The contemporary standards-based reform movement has its roots in the 1980s, when 

varied groups working with K–12 education called for a strong academic core curricu-

lum in every school.1 Critical of what they saw as a watering down of subject matter, 

and concerned about what the influential 1983 A Nation at Risk report called a “rising 

tide of mediocrity,” these groups advocated a return to a rigorous education focused on 

the core disciplines.2 

1.	 These groups included the American Federation of Teachers, the Council for Better Education, and the National Endowment for the Humanities.
2.	 National Commission on Excellence in Education, “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform” (United States Department of Education, 

April, 1983), http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html (accessed May 19, 2008).
3.	 For examples, see Diane Ravitch, “The Decline and Fall of Teaching History,” The New York Times Magazine, November 17, 1985, 50-53, 101, 117; 

Ravitch, “The Precarious State of History,” American Educator 9, no. 1 (1985): 10-17; Paul Gagnon, ed., Historical Literacy: The Case for History in 
American Education (New York: Macmillan, 1989). 

4.	 Diane Ravitch and Chester Finn, What Do Our 17 Year-Olds Know? (New York: Harper and Row, 1987). NAEP went on to develop national tests for U.S. 
history targeting 4th, 8th, and 12th graders. The tests were administered officially for the first time in 1994.

5.	 Ibid., 200.
6.	 Bradley Commission on History in the Schools, “Building a History Curriculum: Guidelines for Teaching History in Schools” (National Council for History 

Education, Inc., 1988) http://www.nche.net/docs/publications.html (accessed May 17, 2008).
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middle and high school social studies teachers include 
a college major or minor in history.

Meanwhile, California undertook a major revision of its 
History-Social Science Framework, and created a new 
scope and sequence emphasizing the study of history. 
The California framework embodied many of the pre-
scriptions laid out in the Bradley Commission Report. It 
mandated three curricula: primary (K-3), middle (4-8), 
and secondary (9-12), with American history studied 
in grades 5, 8, and 11 and world history in grades 
6, 7, and 10. As State Superintendent of Instruction 
Bill Honig asserted in the document’s foreword, “This 
framework places history at the center of the social sci-
ences and humanities, where it belongs.”7 Other states, 
including Virginia and Massachusetts, soon moved to 
increase curricular time spent on history.

The succeeding two decades have seen a resur-
gence of history in the schools. Federal policies have 
encouraged this shift. In 1994, the Goals 2000: 
Educate America Act allocated funding for the de-
velopment of state standards and assessments in the 
core academic subjects, defined as history, math-
ematics, science, geography, foreign languages, the 
arts, civics and government, and economics.8 Later 
that year, Congress strengthened this legislation with 

the Improving American Schools Act, which required 
states to develop and implement subject-specific 
standards and assessments in order to receive Title I 
funds.9 In 2001, Congress established the Teaching 
American History (TAH) grant program, sponsored by 
Senator Robert Byrd (D-W.V.). These grants “pro-
mote the teaching of traditional American history in 
elementary schools and secondary schools as a sepa-
rate academic subject (not as a component of social 
studies).”10 They fund collaborative professional 
development programs that are designed to improve 
K-12 educators’ content knowledge and to raise stu-
dent achievement in U.S. history. The Department of 
Education awarded over $119 million in TAH grants 
in 2006, 2007 and 2008. Since the program’s 
inception, over three-quarters of a billion dollars have 
been devoted to increasing teacher subject-matter 
knowledge in U.S. history. 

The states have responded to these federal mandates 
and initiatives. For example, several state depart-
ments of education have increased the number of 
history courses in their social studies curriculum and 
have developed history-specific state tests. Thirty-nine 
states and the District of Columbia now require that 
high school students study American history in order 
to graduate, an increase from the thirty states reported 

7.	 California State Department of Education, History-Social Science Framework for California Public Schools (Sacramento: California State Department of 
Education, 1988), vii.

8.	  Goals 2000: Educate America Act, Public Law 103-227, United States Statutes at Large 108 (1994) http://www.ed.gov/legislation/GOALS2000/TheAct/
index.html (accessed May 17, 2008); Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, Public Law103-382, United States Statutes at Large 108 (1994) http://
www.ed.gov/legislation/ESEA/toc.html (accessed May 17, 2008).

9.	 Originally established in the landmark Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, Title I makes funds available for local education agencies 
(LEAs) with low-income students. Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, Public Law 89-10, United States Statutes at Large 79 (1965).

10.	  Elementary and Secondary Education Act 2001, Public Law 107-110, United States Statutes at Large 115 (1994): Title II-C, subpart 4 http://www.
ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/pg1.html (accessed May 19, 2008).

Teachers plan together.
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in 2003. Twenty-five states now test students in his-
tory, social science, or the social studies, up from the 
sixteen states reported in 2003.11 

National organizations have monitored these changes 
in history education by chronicling and assessing the 
development of state history standards and tests. In 
a report commissioned by the American Historical 
Association (AHA) and the Organization of American 
Historians (OAH), its authors Sarah Drake Brown and 
John Patrick found that by 2003 forty-nine states had 
developed content standards pertaining to history, the 
social sciences, or social studies, while thirty-two state 

standards acknowledged the discipline of history, and 
sixteen states administered some form of history–social 
studies testing.12 The Albert Shanker Institute, Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers, Fordham Foundation, 
and Education Week have all published evaluations 
of state history and social studies standards featuring 
such categories as rigor, clarity, focus, and specificity.13 
The intention of this report is not to grade state stan-
dards, but to provide an overview of state policies for 
history education by examining the current status of 
state standards, assessments, and initial credentialing 
policies for history teachers. 

11.	 Sarah Drake Brown and John Patrick, History Education in the United States: A Survey of Teacher Certification and State-Based Standards and 
Assessments for Teachers and Students (Washington, DC: United States Department of Education, 2003), 7.

12.	 Ibid., 5.
13.	 Paul Gagnon, “Educating Democracy: State Standards to Ensure a Civic Core” (Albert Shanker Institute, 2003), http://www.shankerinstitute.org/

Downloads/gagnon/contents.html (accessed May 17, 2008); American Federation of Teachers, Making Standards Matter: A Fifty-State Report on Efforts 
to Implement a Standards-Based System, (Washington, DC: American Federation of Teachers, 2001); Chester Finn and Michael Petrilli, eds., The State 
of State Standards (Washington, DC: Fordham Foundation, 2000); David Saxe, State History Standards (Washington, DC: Fordham Foundation, 1998); 
Sheldon M. Stern, Effective State Standards for U.S. History: A 2003 Report Card (Washington, DC: Fordham Foundation, 2000), Also available online 
at http://www.edexcellence.net/institute/publication/publication.cfm?id=320; Quality Counts, Special Issue of Education Week 27, no. 18 (2008).

Students in their classroom.
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In terms of surveying standards documents, we were 
interested in their length, the extent to which they 
focused specifically on history or more generally on 
social studies, their level of detail, and the number 
of history/social studies units required by the state 
for high school graduation. We were also interested 
in state history assessments, particularly the format 
of state history tests, the stakes associated with such 
tests, and the grade levels in which they were adminis-
tered. We investigated subject-specific requirements for 
initial teacher licensure, looking at required tests and 
courses. Based on our search, we found wide variation 

in the availability of information, let alone the actual 
substance of each state’s history education system. 

What follows is an overview of our findings. The report 
opens with a discussion of state history standards; ex-
amines state tests and teacher requirements; and con-
cludes with a summary of additional national programs. 

Please note that this study is a work in progress. 
Although we are moving into the third decade of the 
accountability movement, standards-based reforms 
at the state level remain very much in flux. Even as 
we write, policies are changing: state committees 

4 METHODOLOGY 

We began our data gathering by searching state department websites and other reports 

for answers to our questions.14 We created a database of state history and social studies 

standards, assessments, and credentialing policies. After a preliminary analysis, we at-

tempted to verify our data by asking a knowledgeable reviewer in each of the fifty states 

and the District of Columbia to examine their state’s data set. These reviewers were 

most often state level officials with responsibilities for history/social studies curriculum 

and assessment. Where government officials could not be contacted, we asked Teach-

ing American History project leaders, State Council for History Education coordinators, 

or teacher educators to comment on the accuracy and completeness of our data for their 

state. Experts in forty-five states responded to our request.15

14.	  Quality Counts, Special Issue of Education Week 27, no 18 (2008); “NASDTEC Knowledgebase,” National Association of State Directors of Teacher 
Education and Certification, http://www.nasdtec.info; Education Commission of the States, “High School Policy Center,” Education Commission of the 
States, http://www.ecs.org/html/project.asp?projectID=65; Constitutional Rights Foundation, “Social Studies Content Standards,” Constitutional Rights 
Foundation, http://www.crf-usa.org/links/state_standards.htm; Council of Chief State School Officers, “State Content Standards,” Council of Chief State 
School Officers, http://www.ccsso.org/content/pdfs/2006-07%20Content%20Standards%20FINAL.pdf

15.	 State-level verification did not happen for Arkansas, Hawaii, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, and the District of Columbia. See Acknowledgments 
for list of all state reviewers.
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are updating and reorganizing standards documents, 
state legislatures are revamping course requirements, 
and state boards are creating new testing policies and 
contracting for the development of new tests. Six states 
(Indiana, Georgia, Maine, Utah, Virginia, and West Vir-
ginia) adopted revised history/social studies standards 
between September 2007 and September 2008. 
Three more states expected to adopt revised standards 
by the end of 2008 and several more were in a formal 

review process. At the same time, several states, such 
as Indiana and Maryland, are in the midst of changing 
their role with respect to testing history/social studies. 
Thus, we acknowledge that the findings reported here 
may soon be outdated. However, our mission is to 
establish a baseline of data about U.S. history educa-
tion, as it existed in September 2008 that can be used 
to monitor the development of history education, both 
now and in subsequent years. 

A teacher challenges her students.



12

A Report on the State of History Education

5 STATE STANDARDS

Forty-eight states and the District of Columbia have established academic standards to 

address academic achievement in history, the social sciences, or social studies. The 

sole exceptions are Iowa and Rhode Island which allow local jurisdictions to set the 

history/social studies curriculum. Any apparent consensus ends there, however, as most 

states interpret the nature and meaning of educational standards in radically different 

ways. Documents can range from slim (3 pages) to epic (580 pages), with lengths 

everywhere in between. Some state standards focus primarily on history over the other 

social sciences, some are characterized by broad guidelines rather than specific cur-

ricular mandates, and some focus on content with no attention given to skills. As any 

attempt to determine what is desirable must begin with what is possible, this section 

briefly describes the lay of the land for state standards, revealing not only great variety, 

but also areas of convergence.

Middle school students collaborate.
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History and Social Studies
Based on program titles alone, we found the social 
studies continued to dominate state curricula—only 10 
states specifically included “history” in the title of stan-
dards documents. While such states as Massachusetts 
and Virginia explicitly promote history as the dominant 
discipline within their curricular framework, most 
states do not single out history over other constitu-
ent social studies disciplines. Despite these signals, 
history remains at the center of the social studies cur-
riculum. While, in many states, social studies classes 
focused on “expanding environments” dominate the 
lower grades; half the states now mandate four or 
more years of instruction in state and U.S. history. 
Arizona mandates five years of U.S. history and one 
year of state history between grade 3 and high school. 
Even local control states often recommend at least 4 
years of instruction in state and U.S. history. Given 
that many states also require an additional two years 
of world history, many state programs are in actual-
ity dedicating more than half of their social studies 
courses to history.

Document Length
Many states have a single standards document for 
their entire history and social studies programs, while 
some have separate documents for separate grade 
ranges or social science disciplines. Consequently, the 
length of standards documents is difficult to compare. 
Of the states that do have comprehensive standards 
documents, a wide range reveals different approaches 
to the crafting of standards. While states like Virginia 
(580 pages), Nevada (376 pages), and Mississippi 
(301 pages) have produced lengthy tomes, such states 
as Montana (11 pages), Connecticut (5 pages), and 
Wisconsin (3 pages) have documents that provide 
more general curricular guidance. Most state docu-
ments range from roughly 50 pages (New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, Wyoming) to just over 100 (Alabama, New 
Hampshire, South Dakota, West Virginia).

Organization by Grade
With some notable exceptions (e.g., Alaska), most 
states organize their standards by grade level, begin-
ning in the early primary years and moving through 
high school. A number of states like Ohio and 
Oklahoma have developed historical skill and content 
standards for each grade in the K-12 curriculum. 
Some states, like Wyoming and Kentucky, break stan-
dards down even further, articulating them within each 
grade level for various levels of competency. States like 
Ohio provide further grade-level performance indica-
tors to help teachers recognize when their students 
are meeting the standards. States like New Jersey and 
Minnesota take a slightly different approach, articulat-
ing standards for clusters of usually two to four grade 

California Content Standards:  
History-Social Science

Colorado K-12 Academic Standards:  
Civic, Economics, Geography, History

Kansas Curricular Standards: History and  
Government; Economics and Geography 

Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks:  
History and Social Science

Minnesota Academic Standards in  
History and Social Studies

Nebraska Academic Standards:  
Social Studies/History

Pennsylvania Academic Standards:  
Civics, Economics, Geography, History

Virginia Standards of Learning:  
History and Social Science

Vermont Framework of Standards and Learning 
Opportunities: History and Social Sciences

Washington Academic Learning Requirements:  
Civics, Economics, Geography, History

Figure 1: Titles of state standard documents that  
mention history

*No standards documents are available in IA and RI, and three states only have 
standards online (GA, TN, and TX). 

Note: Aggregate numbers of social studies pages could not be calculated from the 
state websites for three states (CO, DE, PA). These states are not included in this data.
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levels. In part, this approach reflects the significant 
degree of local control over curriculum that character-
izes twenty-one states and which affects the states’ 
ability to determine grade-specific standards. 

Standard Specificity
The standards themselves range from outlining cover-
age to specifically directing the teaching of particular 
historical actors and events. States like Montana, for 
example, provide such guidelines as “interpret how se-
lected cultures, historical events, periods, and patterns 
of change influence each other.” Other states, like West 
Virginia, hone in on particular periods that should be 
studied, asking that students “analyze and sequence 
the causes and effects of the major events of the Civil 
War and reconstruction.” Finally, at the particular end 
of the spectrum, states like Utah and Georgia ask 
that students be able to do things like “identify the 
contributions of key individuals in the Civil War; e.g., 
Lincoln, Davis, Lee, Grant” or “explain the importance 
of Fort Sumter, Antietam, Vicksburg, Gettysburg, and 
the Battle for Atlanta.” 

Skill Standards
While states like Missouri, South Carolina, and Texas 
have no standards specifically focused on historical 
thinking, thirty-eight states and the District of Colum-
bia do. Requirements for the development of historical 
thinking span a wide range, with Kansas standards 
asking only that “the student engages in histori-
cal thinking skills,” while others require a variety of 
particular historical thinking skills. California students 
are expected to develop a number of historical thinking 
skills including how to “distinguish valid arguments 
from fallacious arguments in historical interpretations” 

Idaho
Standard 1: 
History

Goal 1.1: 
Build an understanding of the cultural and social 
development of the United States.

10.USH1.1. 1.4: 
[The student will be able to] discuss the causes and 
effects of various conflicts in American history such as 
the American Revolution, Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion.

Kansas
KS.4. Standard: History... 
The student uses a working knowledge and under-
standing of significant individuals, groups, ideas, 
events, eras, and developments in the history of 
Kansas, the United States, and the world, utilizing es-
sential analytical and research skills.

4.2. Benchmark: 
The student uses a working knowledge and under-
standing of individuals, groups, ideas, developments, 
and the causes and effects of the Civil War.

4.2.1. Indicator / Proficiency Level: 
(K) The student explains the issues of nationalism and 
sectionalism (e.g., expansion of slavery, tariffs, west-
ward expansion, internal improvements, nullification).

4.2.2. Indicator / Proficiency Level: 
(A) The student discusses the impact of constitutional 
interpretation during the era (e.g., Dred Scott vs. 
Sanford, Plessy vs. Ferguson, Lincoln’s suspension of 
Habeas Corpus).

4.2.3. Indicator / Proficiency Level: 
(K) The student retraces events that led to sectional-
ism and secession prior to the Civil War (e.g., Missouri 
Compromise, Compromise of 1850, Kansas-Nebraska 
Act-Popular Sovereignty, Uncle Tom’s Cabin).

4.2.4. Indicator / Proficiency Level:
(A) The student explains the issues that led to the Civil 
War (e.g., slavery, economics, and state’s rights).

Figure 3: Range of specificity in states’ standards

Sources: Idaho State Department of Education, “Idaho Content Standards Grade 
6-12: U.S. History 1 http://www.sde.idaho.gov/site/content_standards/social_
studies_docs/SocStudies6-12USHist.doc. (accessed July 10, 2008); Kansas 
State Department of Education, “Kansas Curricular Standards for History & 
Government; Economics & Geography Education” http://www.ksde.org/Link-
Click.aspx?fileticket=avScj55Mc18%3d&tabid=1715&mid=5767 (accessed 
March 13, 2009).

Chronological and Spatial Thinking
Students compare the present with the past, evaluat-
ing the consequences of past events and decisions and 
determining the lessons that were learned. 

Historical Research, Evidence, and Point 
of View
Students distinguish valid arguments from fallacious 
arguments in historical interpretations. 

Historical Interpretation
Students recognize the complexity of historical causes 
and effects, including the limitations on determining 
cause and effect.

Figure 4: Examples of historical thinking standards: California
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and “identify bias and prejudice in historical interpreta-
tions.”16 Some states, California among them, have 
written separate skill strands into their standards docu-
ments, often at the beginning of the document, or for 
each grade level or grade cluster. Some states include 
references to ways of thinking only in standards that 
focus on particular historical events and phenomena. 
Arkansas, for instance, does not have a separate sec-
tion for historical skills but does require that students 
“analyze life on the Great Plains using primary and 
secondary sources.” States that take this approach 
were not included in the total of thirty-nine states that 
specifically address historical thinking in their stan-
dards document.

Diverse Uses of Standards
Standards documents mean different things in differ-
ent states. They are used alternatively to announce 
pedagogical philosophies, define the core elements of 
social studies, guide instruction, organize resources, 
standardize locally controlled curriculum, and prepare 
students for tests. Frequently they are put to more than 
one use. Nearly half of the states currently use their 
standards to inform state assessments of history or so-
cial studies. Of those states, some like Massachusetts 
test at the end of a grade level in elementary, middle, 
and high school. Ten states use the documents to 
align instruction with questions on high school exit 
exams. State standards documents are also frequently 
employed to determine skill requirements or guide the 
planning of instruction. In some states, this echoes the 
existence of a state curriculum. In other states, par-
ticularly local-control states, standards function more 
as recommendations. 

Graduation Requirements
Thirty-nine states and the District of Columbia require 
students to study American history as a part of their 
graduation requirement.17 Nine states have added 
this required course in American history over the past 
five years.18 Three states—Alaska, Hawaii, and New 
Mexico—recently added a requirement that students 
must study state history at the high school level.19 For 
several states, these additions reflect a move from a 
general social studies requirement to one centered on 
history or individual disciplines. For others, it exempli-
fies a shift away from local control of the curriculum 
to active involvement in curricular decision-making 
at the state level. Forty-five states and the District of 
Columbia, including some local control states, require 
students to earn a minimum number of social studies 
credits in order to earn a high school diploma. While 
these requirements vary from a half-credit to four cred-
its, the average is 2.7 years of study in social studies; 
and thirty states and the District of Columbia require 
at least three years of coursework in social studies to 

earn a high school diploma.20 Five states (Massachus-
setts, Nebraska, North Dakota, Pennsylvania, and 
Rhode Island) currently mandate no minimum course 
requirements. They either use a state test to determine 
graduation eligibility or leave matriculation decisions 
up to local jurisdictions.

“Flatiron Building, New York, N.Y.” Detroit: Detroit Publishing Company 
c1902. From Library of Congress, Photographs from the Detroit Publish-
ing Company, 1880-1920. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/det.4a09478  
(accessed February 16, 2010).

16.	 California State Department of Education, History–Social Science 
Framework for California Public Schools (Sacramento: California State 
Department of Education, 2005), 177.

17.	 Education Commission of the States. “High School Graduation 
Requirements: Social Studies.” Denver, CO: Education Commission of 
the States, 2007. http://mb2.ecs.org/reports/Report.aspx?id=901 

18.	 Thirty states and the District of Columbia required U.S. history for high 
school graduation. Brown and Patrick, History Education in the United 
States, 6. 

19.	 Of these three, New Mexico requires both U.S. history and 
state history. Hawaii and Alaska do not currently require U.S. 
history. Education Commission of the States, “Standard High 
School Graduation Requirements: Social Studies” (ECS High 
School Policy Center, 2007) http://mb2.ecs.org/reports/Report.
aspx?id=901(accessed May 19, 2008).

20.	 Information generated from Education Counts Research Center, table 
construction feature. Indicator selected was: Number of history/
social studies credits required by state to earn a standard high school 
diploma by state (Edweek.org, 2008) http://www.edcounts.org/
createtable/viewtable.php (accessed April 9, 2008).
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Arizona: Content Specificity, State Authority
With the exception of those at the high school 
level, history courses in Arizona are deter-
mined by the state. Three credits in social 

studies, including one in American history, are required for 
graduation from high school. The state standards document, 
described below, details historical content and skills that 
students are expected to learn at each grade level.

U.S. History Courses: 
•	 4th grade, Arizona state history
•	 5th grade, U.S. History I
•	 7th grade, U.S. History II
•	 8th grade, U.S. History
•	 High school, U.S. History

Standards Document: Arizona Academic Standards, Social 
Studies

Document Length: 177 pages, 51 pages devoted to U.S. 
History

Organization: Each standard is organized into content and 
performance objectives, broken down by grade level.

Content: Content objectives are organized into five subject 
strands: American History, World History, Civics/Govern-
ment, Geography, and Economics. For American History, 
the subject strand is divided into chronologically organized 
“Concepts,” which are further subdivided into “Performance 
Objectives.” Performance Objectives for the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, for example, ask high school students to 
“explain the economic social and political causes of the Civil 
War” including the “extension of slavery into the territories 
(e.g., Dred Scott Decision, the Kansas-Nebraska Act).”

Skills: Skill-development is located in the first Concept, 
which is titled “Research Skills for History.” By 4th grade, 
students are expected to be able to “describe the difference 
between primary and secondary sources.” By high school, 
students are expected to evaluate those sources for “authors’ 
main points, purpose and perspective, facts vs. opinions, 
different points of view on the same historical event, [and] 
credibility and validity.”

Assessment: No state history assessment.

Alaska: Broad Goals, Local Control 
Alaska is a local control state in which local 
districts determine which courses to teach and 
when. As indicated below, the Alaska history 

standards provide a brief outline of the kinds of understand-
ings and skills students should develop by studying U.S. 
history, but they do not specify eras, events, people, or other 
historical particulars. However, when it comes to Alaskan 
state history, more extensive performance standards specify 
historical eras and suggested topics.

U.S. History Courses: Determined by local districts

Standards Documents:
•	 Alaska Content Standards: History (Separate standards 

documents exist for geography and for citizenship and 
government)

•	 Alaska Performance Standard/Grade Level Expectation in 
Alaska History

Document Length: Two pages for History, seven pages for 
the Performance Standard in Alaska History

Organization: Standards are not articulated by grade level. 
The standards define what students should know upon 
completion of the Alaska history curriculum, but not specifi-
cally from the U.S. history curriculum.

Content: Standards are divided into four strands that broadly 
indicate what students should be able to do. (For example, 
students “should understand that history is a record of 
human experiences that links the past to the present and 
the future.”) The four strands are subdivided into expecta-
tions of student performance. (For example, students should 
“know that the interpretation of history may change as new 
evidence is discovered” and “understand that history is a 
narrative told in many voices and expresses various perspec-
tives of historical experience.”)

Skills: Each of the four strands includes specific skills. The 
third content strand is “to develop the skills and processes 
of historical inquiry.” This strand includes using “appropriate 
technology to access, retrieve, organize, and present histori-
cal information” and using “historical data from a variety of 
primary sources.”

Assessment: No state history assessment.

CASE STUDIES: Local vs. State Standards
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Test Formats
Several states have developed their own history and 
social studies tests aligned specifically to state content 
standards. Echoing the case of state standards, some 
tests, such as Virginia’s, focus primarily on history, 
while others assess student knowledge in a wider 
range of social sciences. The History and Social Sci-
ence Standards of Learning for Virginia Public Schools 
is administered at the end of the 3rd, 5th, and 8th 
grades, and measures students’ knowledge of the 
historical periods defined by the Virginia History Social 
Science Standards of Learning. The Ohio Social Stud-
ies Achievement Tests, taken by 5th and 8th graders, 
and the Ohio Graduation Test (OGT) for Social Studies, 
are oriented toward social studies. Approximately one-
fourth of the questions focus on history, while the rest 

cover such topics as “People in Societies and Geog-
raphy,” “Government, Economics, and Citizen Rights 
and Responsibilities,” and “Social Studies Skills and 
Methods.” 

Fourteen state history–social studies tests consist 
entirely of multiple-choice questions.These often 
ask students to identify the significance of histori-
cal events and dates, interpret data, or work with 
maps and timelines (see Appendix for sample test 
questions). Eleven state tests incorporate some form 
of written assessment—short answer constructed 
responses, document-based questions, and essays—in 
addition to multiple-choice questions. For example, 
the Kentucky Core Content Tests for Social Studies, 
administered at the 5th, 8th, and 11th grades, include 
twenty-four multiple choice and six “open response” 

6 STATE TESTS

State Tests in History–Social Studies

Given the focus in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) on reading 

and math, state testing in history and social studies is clearly less prevalent, although 

it has expanded over the past decade. Brown and Patrick reported that in 2003, six-

teen states administered some form of history–social studies assessment.21 In 2008, 

twenty-five states administered such tests.22 Most of these states tested students in 

history–social studies one to three times over the course of their K-12 education; how-

ever, eight states require between four and nine years of history–social studies testing. 

The earliest tests are administered in 1st grade and the latest in 12th grade.

21.	 Brown and Patrick, History Education in the United States, 7. 
22.	 Twelve states have added (and three discontinued) history-social studies tests since 2003. Education Commission of the States, “Standard High School 

Graduation Requirements: Social Studies,” http://mb2.ecs.org/reports/Report.aspx?id=901 (accessed May 19, 2008).
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questions. The New York Regents Exams, which are 
taken by 10th and 11th graders, and focus on global 
and United States history and geography, feature fifty 
multiple-choice questions, one thematic essay, and 
several short document-based questions asking the 
students to analyze primary historical documents 
and compose a short essay. New York’s 5th and 8th 
grade social studies exams combine multiple-choice 
with constructed response and document questions, 
focused primarily on historical topics.

Stakes for State Tests
The stakes associated with history–social studies test-
ing vary across states. State history and social studies 
test results do not figure directly into schools’ Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP), as mandated by the ESEA leg-

islation. States like Oklahoma, Mississippi, Texas, and 
North Carolina require that students pass high school 
history or social studies exams in order to graduate, or 
use test results to help determine the type of diploma 
that students receive. Other states factor history and 
social studies sections into high school exit exams. 
Overall, most of the states use test results to monitor 
student knowledge of state standards and provide data 
for remediation and instruction.
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“Statue of Liberty, New York Harbor” Detroit: Detroit Photo-
graphic, Co., c1905. From Library of Congress, Photochrom 
Print Collection. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.18288  
(accessed February 16, 2010).
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This variation, both across and within states, makes it 
difficult to comprehensively characterize state require-
ments. Additionally, public data regarding states’ 
subject-specific licensure requirements is often hard to 
locate. The data reported below was primarily collected 
through states’ public websites and, in all but five 
states and the District of Columbia, verified by a state 
employee or history educator.23 Below, we focus on two 
features for secondary teachers—subject-specific tests 
and course requirements (with the caveat that individual 
teachers can meet state requirements through varied 

pathways).24 It is important to note that ESEA’s “highly 
qualified teacher” stipulation requires that teachers 
demonstrate subject-matter competency in the core 
academic subjects that they teach. States can require 
teachers do this in a variety of ways, including subject-
specific tests, an academic major in the subject, course-
work equivalent to a major, or a graduate degree. 

Subject-Specific Tests
The majority of states require subject-specific tests in 
order to determine prospective teachers’ content area 

7 INITIAL TEACHER LICENSURE

Teachers may be licensed only by state departments of education. Each state maintains 

its own policies for the licensing of teachers, and licensing procedures vary across the 

nation. All states offer multiple licensing routes and ways in which teachers can add 

subject area endorsements to their teaching credentials. Thus, in any given state there 

is no single path for licensure. Additionally, many states expect programs to set their 

own teacher credentialing requirements within a state framework. While almost every 

state requires prospective teachers to complete a state-approved teacher education 

program in order to meet the ESEA’s “highly qualified teacher” stipulation, discretion is 

left to individual programs to determine content. Such discretion means that a teacher 

candidate at one state institution may face different entry and completion requirements 

than someone at a neighboring institution in the same state.

23.	 We also consulted “NASDTEC Knowledgebase,” National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification, http://www.nasdtec.info, 
Susanna Loeb and Luke C. Miller, A Review of State Teacher Policies: What are They, What are Their Effects, and What are Their Implications for School 
Finance (Stanford, CA: Institute for Research on Education Policy and Practice, 2006). Also available online at http://www.stanford.edu/group/irepp/cgi-
bin/joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=71&Itemid=1. Independent verification was not available regarding Arkansas, Washington 
D.C., Hawaii, Kentucky, Mississippi, and North Carolina.

24.	 Secondary teachers are certified in their subject matter, whereas elementary teachers are multiple-subject generalists. While information about history-
specific requirements for elementary teachers is worthy of study, it goes beyond the scope of this report.
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knowledge. Thirty-two states and the District of Columbia 
require that teachers pass the Praxis II, a subject assess-
ment administered by the Educational Testing Service. 
Thirteen states administer their own state-developed 
tests, and two (Alabama and Idaho) require successful 
scores on both the Praxis II and the state test. Only four 
states (Iowa, Montana, Rhode Island, and Nebraska) do 
not use a proficiency test of content knowledge.

Required History Courses for  
Teacher Certification
In addition to passing tests, college course hours in his-
tory are required by at least seventeen states, including 
South Carolina, Virginia, Louisiana, Maine, Alaska, Iowa, 
and Arizona. This course requirement ranges from the 
limited to the more extensive. Arkansas requires a single 
course in state history, whereas Georgia requires forty 
hours in history. Rhode Island, Nebraska, and Nevada 
all require thirty hours of coursework in history and 
the midrange is represented by New Jersey (15), New 
Mexico (12), Utah (16) and Missouri (12). Some states 
distinguish between coursework in American history 
and world history. For example, Idaho specifies that to 
earn a History Endorsement, 20 semester credit hours 
are required and they must include six hours in the U.S. 
History Survey, six hours in the World History Survey and 
three hours in American Federal Government. At least five 
states require a course in state history (Alaska, Arkansas, 
Arizona, Louisiana, Utah) and three require a course in 
the U.S. Constitution (Arizona, California, Wyoming.) We 
expect some of these states have alternate routes that 
bypass these course requirements or tests that can be 
taken in lieu of them.25 Overall, the majority of states do 
not seem to require specific courses or offer a specific 
American history endorsement.

Requirements for Academic  
Major or Minor
All states require that in order to become credentialed 
teachers, applicants must have college degrees. Going 

even further, California requires a fifth year of prepa-
ration and that candidates enter teacher education 
programs with undergraduate degrees. To the best of 
our knowledge, no state requires that candidates pos-
sess a major or minor in U.S. history in order to teach 
it. In a few cases, course requirements could make up 
an academic minor or major. For example, to qualify 
for Iowa’s American History endorsement, a candidate 
must complete 24 hours in American history, or 30 
hours in social studies including 15 in American his-
tory. However, most frequently, course requirements 
are general and do not mandate upper division courses 
or an area of concentration. The states that specify a 
required academic major or minor usually require a 
major in the social sciences or the “field to be taught.”

Individual teacher education programs, however, 
may demand their students hold or earn a major 
or minor in history. At least ten reviewers of our 
data noted that while their states did not require an 
academic major, teacher education programs expect 
it. Individual programs’ requirements may go be-
yond state requirements in other categories as well, 
including required tests and coursework. In more 
than half the states, professional boards oversee 
teacher credentialing and licensure. These boards 
sometimes accredit teacher education programs and 
may set guidelines for subject-matter preparation, 
including specific courses of study and required 
academic majors for teacher candidates. However, 
these guidelines may be used more for program ac-
creditation purposes and not necessarily for indi-
vidual teacher certification.26

All states have subject-specific requirements for initial 
teacher licensure, but they vary widely and each state 
offers a number of methods and paths for meeting 
these requirements. Questions about subject-specific 
requirements for credentialing history teachers become 
even more complicated when states have hierarchical 
systems where teachers earn an initial credential that 
must be supplemented or cleared in subsequent years.

25.	 For examples of this, see Loeb and Miller, A Review of State Teacher Policies: What are They, What are Their Effects, and What are Their Implications for 
School Finance, 20-31. 

26.	 Ibid., 11

Students share ideas with their teacher.
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For Teachers

Teaching American History Grants

Since its inception in 2001, the Teaching American 
History program (TAH) has appropriated more than 
three-quarters of a billion dollars and funded nearly 
a thousand Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) for 
the professional development of teachers. TAH grants 
support projects for up to five years; to gain content 
expertise, their grantees partner with a library, mu-
seum, a nonprofit history or humanities organization, 
or a college or university.

Those states with the highest level of student enroll-
ment have received the most TAH grants. Since 2001, 
California leads all others with ninety-five grants; New 
York is a close second with eighty-five. Geographic 
size is not always predictive of funding success. While 
Texas has received fifty-four TAH grants, smaller states 
like New Jersey and Massachusetts have netted forty-
one and forty-seven, respectively. In another example 
of size not equaling grant totals, since 2001 Utah 
has received twenty TAH grants, while similarly sized 

Mississippi and Iowa were awarded twelve and eight 
grants in the same period.

Every state has at least one LEA that has received a 
TAH grant. Twenty-nine states have received ten or 
more, and fifteen have netted twenty or more.27 

Landmarks of American History and  
Culture Workshops 

Operating as part of the National Endowment for the 
Humanities’ We the People program, Landmarks of 
American History and Culture Workshops provide 
K–12 educators the opportunity to engage in intensive 
study of particular topics in American history. These 
topics are framed by a specific historical landmark 
or set of landmarks. Twenty one-week academies in 
numerous locations focus on the current scholarship 
concerning these places, their historical significance, 
and ways to teach about them in the classroom. 
Workshop participants engage in the interpretation 
of historic sites and use primary historical evidence. 
In 2008, workshops focused on Mount Vernon, the 
Underground Railroad, Pearl Harbor, and Women’s 

8 NATIONAL HISTORY-RELATED PROGRAMS 

Since the 1980s, a resurgence of attention and focus on U.S. history has seen a num-

ber of national efforts to promote history education. The greatest influence has come 

from the federal government, through funding agencies like the National Endowment for 

the Humanities and direct Congressional or Executive appropriation. In addition, nation-

al nonprofit organizations have created multiple resources for the teaching and learning 

of U.S. history.

27.	 United States Department of Education, “Teaching American History,” (United States Department of Education, 2008), http://www.ed.gov/programs/
teachinghistory/awards.html
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Suffrage on the Western Frontier, among other topics. 
Teachers must apply to participate; each receives a 
stipend of $500 for living and travel expenses.

The Presidential Academy for  
American History and Civics

Introduced by Tennessee Senator Lamar Alexander as 
a part of the American History and Civics Education 
Act of 2004, this program offers teachers of American 
history and civics workshops to strengthen their sub-
ject-matter knowledge. The Academy leads fifty-two 
high school teachers (one from each state, the District 
of Columbia, and a U.S. territory) through an in-depth 
study of significant turning points in American history. 
Participants spend five days in Philadelphia study-
ing the American Revolution and the nation’s found-
ing, six days at Gettysburg researching the Civil War, 
and six days in the District of Columbia exploring the 

Civil Rights movement. Participating teachers receive 
a $3000 stipend and can earn up to four hours of 
graduate credit at Ashland University toward a Master 
of American History and Government degree.

The James Madison Memorial Fellowship Foundation

The purpose of the Madison Fellowship is to improve 
teaching about the U.S. Constitution in secondary 
schools. Since 1986 it has provided funds to teach-
ers and prospective teachers for post-baccalaureate 
study of history and education. For teachers who are 
currently employed, fellowships may be awarded for 
study on a part-time basis. The program is funded by 
Congress with contributions from individuals, founda-
tions, and corporations. Fellows may pursue M.A., 
M.A.T., or M.Ed. degrees, and are encouraged to 
attend institutions that offer courses on topics directly 
related to the Constitution.

Figure 7: Number of TAH grants awarded per state, 2001–2008

Source: United States Department of Education, “Teaching American History,” (United States Department of Education, 2008)  
http://www.ed.gov/programs/teachinghistory/awards.html (accessed May 1, 2008).
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National Center for History in the Schools

The National Center for History in the Schools 
(NCHS) was founded in 1988 with a grant from 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, and 
provides history educators with historical resources 
and teaching strategies. NCHS has also received or 
partnered on five TAH grants.

The initial project of NCHS was the production of 
the voluntary National Standards for History, which 
outlined U.S. and world history content and thinking 
standards for grades 5–12. Since 1988, NCHS has 
created the National Standards for History, K-4, and 
two companion volumes to its standards documents: 
Bring History Alive!: A Sourcebook for Teaching World 
History and Bring History Alive!: A Sourcebook for 
Teaching U.S. History, which contain grade-level 
activities keyed to these standards.28

NCHS also produces U.S. and world history teaching 
units. Created by classroom teachers working with 
academic scholars, units are organized around primary 
documents and include lessons and student handouts. 

National Council for History Education

The National Council for History Education (NCHE) is 
a non-profit organization that promotes the importance 
of history in both schools and American society. The 
organization was founded in 1990 as an outgrowth of 
the Bradley Commission on History in Schools, and as 
a discipline-based advocacy group focused on bringing 

together school personnel and university scholars. The 
NCHE is supported by the contributions of individuals 
and organizations. 

Currently the Council has 6,515 members, primarily 
K-12 school personnel and university scholars, across 
fifty states, the most active being Michigan and Califor-
nia, with 628 and 533 members respectively. NCHE 
has sixteen active state councils and aims to add 
fourteen more by March 2009. Their monthly newslet-
ter, History Matters!, is published during the academic 
year and has a circulation of 6,891.

National Board Certification

Since its inception in 1987, over 60,000 teachers 
have gained certification from the National Board 
for Professional Teaching Standards, an independent 
nonprofit organization that has developed a voluntary 
system to recognize accomplished teachers. Of those 
teachers, 2,015 have gained certification in Social 
Studies–History/Adolescence Young Adulthood with 
another 1,347 pursuing certification in Social Studies–
History/Early Adolescence. While most states and more 
than a quarter of school districts offer financial rewards 
or incentives for teachers seeking National Board 
certification, some states have been more enthusiastic 
than others. Large states like Florida (292) are among 
the leaders in the number of teachers who have gained 
National Board certification in Social Studies–History; 
however, North Carolina leads all others with 415, 
and South Carolina is third with 177. In 2007, leaders 

28.	 National Center for History in the Schools, National Standards for History (Los Angeles: Center for History in the Schools, 1996); National Center for History in 
the Schools, National Standards for History, K-4 (Los Angeles: Center for History in the Schools, 1994); Ross E. Dunn and David Vigilante, eds., Bring History 
Alive!: A Sourcebook for Teaching World History (Los Angeles: Center for History in the Schools, 1996); Kirk Ankeney, Richard Del Rio, Gary B. Nash, and David 
Vigilante, eds., Bring History Alive!: A Sourcebook for Teaching U.S. History (Los Angeles: Center for History in the Schools, 1996).

Jackson, William H., photographer. “Lock and drill dept., National Cash Register, Dayton, O[hio].” Detroit: Detroit Publishing Company, 
c1902. From Library of Congress, Photographs from the Detroit Publishing Company, 1880-1920. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/det.4a09802 
(accessed February 16, 2010). 
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in the number of teachers certified were Florida (50), 
North Carolina (42), Illinois (30), and Washington 
state (20). Alaska, New Hampshire, and North Dakota 
each have one National Board certified Social Studies–
History teacher for either age range.29

For Students

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)

Since 1986, the congressionally mandated National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) has  
tested student knowledge of U.S. History in grades  
4, 8, and 12. These tests, often referred to as the  
“nation’s report card,” contain both multiple-choice 
and constructed response items, and assess student 
knowledge of themes and periods of U.S. history in 
addition to historical thinking skills. Administered in 
1988, 1994, 2001, and 2006, NAEP tests divide 
student scores into three levels of achievement:  

basic, proficient, and advanced. The most recent 
tests in 2006 marked modest improvements across 
grade levels and demographics. 

Advanced Placement

The Advanced Placement (AP) U.S. history course is a 
survey of American history from 1492 to the present, 
culminating in an end-of-course exam. Given in May, 
the exam is scored on a scale of 1-5, and offers stu-
dents the chance to receive college credit or advanced 
standing for high scores depending on the particular 
policies of post-secondary institutions. The three-hour 
test is made up of two parts: a multiple choice section 
of eighty questions, and a writing section composed 
of a document-based question and two free-response 
essays.

The AP United States History test is the most popular 
of the College Board’s slate of AP exams. In 2007, 
331,181 students took the test, earning a mean score 
of 2.75.30 The number of students taking the test has 
increased each year, while the mean score has fallen. 
In 2006, 308,557 students took the test, with a mean 
score of 2.74, compared to 2002’s 190,839 students 
with a mean score of 2.81; and 1997, when 149,061 
students received a mean of 2.84.

National History Day

The mission of National History Day (NHD) is to pro-
vide students with opportunities to learn history and 
to develop the research, thinking, and communication 
skills integral to pursuing the discipline. Providing 
resources and training for classroom teachers is also 
part of their mission. NHD began in 1974 as a contest 

	 Number of	M ean 
Year	T est-Takers	 Score
	2007	 331,181	 2.75
	2006	 308,557	 2.74
	2002	 190,839	 2.81
	1997	 149,061	 2.84

Source: College Board, “AP Program participation and performance 
statistics,” http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-
research/ap/data-2007

Figure 8: Mean AP test scores since 1997

A discussion in an elementary classroom.

29.	 Table compiled from data on individual states. National Board for Professional TeachingStandards, “State and local information,” (National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards, 2008) http://www.nbpts.org/resources/state_local_information. 

30.	 College Board, “AP Program participation and performance statistics,” (College Board, 2008) http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-research/
ap/data-2007.
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sponsored by the history department at Cleveland’s 
Case Western Reserve University, eventually expand-
ing throughout Ohio and the region. By 1980 NHD 
had grown into a national organization with ongoing 
programs and a week-long national competition.

Over five million students have participated in National 
History Day over the past years, conducting research 
on historical topics and preparing projects to pres-
ent their work. Students enter these projects in local 
and state competitions during the spring. Twenty-four 
hundred students advance to the national competition 
held annually in June at the University of Maryland 
at College Park. Forty-eight states participate in NHD 
programs, the exceptions being Louisiana and West 
Virginia. However, in 2007, all states were represented 
in the national contest, as students may participate 
without the endorsement of a state chapter.

Gilder Lehrman History Schools

Gilder Lehrman history schools are college-preparatory 
schools that offer a four-year sequence of courses in 
American history. There are currently forty schools and 
twenty-seven affiliate schools in thirteen states na-
tionwide. Affiliate schools are connected to a national 
network of teachers, students, and historians through 
the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, 
which is supported by foundations and individuals 
and located in New York City. Teachers and students 
in Gilder Lehrman history schools actively participate 
in National History Day, historical essay contests, 
history clubs, and other programs offered by the Gilder 
Lehrman Institute. 

“Uncle ‘Billy’ Marshall.” May, 1910. From the Library of Congress, African-American Experience in Ohio, 1850-1920. http://dbs. 
ohiohistory.org/africanam/page.cfm?ID=4606 (accessed February 16, 2010).
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1 INTRODUCTION

This addendum supplements our first Report on the State of U.S. History Education. 

That report focused on state policies and national programs relative to the teaching 

of United States history in all fifty states and the District of Columbia. In addition to 

tracking policy changes between August 2008 and September 2010, this supplement 

presents data about history and social studies end-of-course tests and state policies 

governing the teaching of world history. Together, this addendum and the report offer a 

more complete picture of the current state of history education. 

1.	 Sheldon M. Stern and Jeremy A. Stern, The State of State U.S. History Standards 2011 (Washington D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2011).
2.	 Michael Marino and Jane Bolgartz, “Weaving a Fabric of World History? An Analysis of U.S. State High School World History Standards,” Theory and 

Research in Social Education 38, no. 3 (2010): 366-394. 

Variety is still the watchword for the content and 
organization of state history/social studies standards 
and testing requirements. In 2008, we found in-
creased attention was being paid to history education 
in the prior twenty years. This was not so clear when 
looking at the last two years, but with the addition of 
data on world history, a story of increasing atten-
tion in the past eight years holds true. The data also 
shows that world history is U.S. history’s poorer 
cousin, as fewer states include the subject in their 
standards or mandate it as a graduation requirement 
or as content on state tests. 

As with our first report, the purpose of this supple-
ment is to identify what exists, rather than evaluate 
or proscribe what should be. In the winter of 2011, 
the Thomas Fordham Institute released a report 
adding to the literature that evaluates the quality of 
states’ history standards.1 Researchers have also 

recently surveyed and evaluated state standards 
(see, for example, Marino and Bolgartz).2 Addition-
ally, this report focuses on state policies but does not 
investigate or make claims about how those policies 
are implemented in school districts and classrooms. 
For example, scholars and educators have raised 
concerns about the lack of history education in the 
elementary grades during the past decade. These 
significant concerns are not addressed here. Nor do 
we cover the entire terrain of significant indicators of 
a state’s approach to history education. We do not, 
for instance, look at the alignment of assessments, 
standards, and professional development within a 
particular state, or the kinds of support a state offers 
teachers to implement history standards.

Supplement to the Report: State Policies and  
National Programs as of September 2010
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2 UPDATE: BACKGROUND 

The policy landscape for education has changed since our initial report. President 

Obama’s Race to the Top initiative has had a significant impact on states’ educational 

agendas and policies. Launched in February as part of the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009, this competitive grant program, funded with $4.35 billion, 

encouraged states to implement “ambitious plans” in “adopting standards and assess-

ments that prepare students to succeed in college and the workplace.”3 Criteria for 

winning awards included whether a state had developed and adopted a “common set of 

high-quality standards,” as well as whether it had a plan for supporting the implementa-

tion of those standards and using “high-quality assessments” tied to them.4 The Race to 

the Top Assessment Program was launched in April 2010 and set aside $350 million to 

support the development of those assessments. 

3.	 U.S. Department of Education, Race to the Top Program Executive 
Summary (Washington, DC, 2009), 2.

4.	 Ibid., 7, 8. 
5.	 Common Core State Standards Initiative, “Home,” http://www.

corestandards.org/. 

The newly created Common Core State Standards 
have also had a significant impact on the policy land-
scape.5 In June 2010, these standards—developed 
through an initiative led by a consortium of forty-eight 
states, the District of Columbia, and two territories, 
and overseen by the National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices (NGA) and Council of Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO)—established both 
K-12 and “college and career readiness” standards. 
These standards focus on English/language arts and 
mathematics, but they also include standards in 
literacy in history/social studies. As of October 2011, 

Hendrik Hondius,Nova totius Terrarum Orbis geographica 
ac hydrographica tabula, 1630. From the State Library 
of New South Wales. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Nova_totius_Terrarum_Orbis_geographica_ac_hydro-
graphica_tabula_%28Hendrik_Hondius%29_balanced.jpg 
(accessed November 28, 2011).
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they had been adopted by forty-four states and the 
District of Columbia.6

Another notable development in the history/social 
studies education landscape has been the assembly 
of two consortia. The Social Studies Assessment, 
Curriculum, and Instruction program [SSACI]—spon-
sored by the CCSSO—has brought together represen-
tatives from eighteen states and fifteen professional 
organizations to support teachers and state personnel 
working in the social studies.7 This collaborative is 
discussing improving social studies standards and 
provides a forum for thinking about ways to achieve 
this.8 Another collaborative, the Consortium for a 
Well-Rounded Education, was created to address 
education policy—particularly the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act—that has been character-
ized as prioritizing reading and math education to 
the detriment of other important subjects including 
history. Representatives from multiple disciplines 
created recommendations for policies that would sup-
port these core subjects and promote a well-rounded 
education. Major history-related professional organi-
zations that participated in this consortium include 
the American Historical Association, the Organization 
of American Historians, and the National Council for 
the Social Studies. 

A few states have considered or passed legislation re-
garding national initiatives in history education. In July 
2010, California passed a law that called on the CSSO 
and NGA to develop Common Core State Standards in 

history-social science and other subjects.9 Alternatively, 
in February 2011, a South Dakota bill was introduced 
that would have prohibited the State Board of Educa-
tion from adopting any standards for the subject of 
history developed by the Common Core State Standards 
Initiative.10 (This bill was defeated in the state Senate 
Education Committee.) 

History standards have been a flashpoint for controver-
sy in some states. As part of the Texas State Board of 
Education’s periodic updating of curriculum standards, 
social studies standards were revised and adopted in 
2009 and 2010. This process and the subsequent 
revisions garnered national attention as historic figures 
were deleted and replaced in Texas’s list of Essential 
Knowledge and Skills, standards were rewritten, and 
curricular emphases were changed.11 While history 
standards have been a lightning rod for cultural and 
political fights before, this is not always the case.12 For 
example, over the past two years, twelve states and 
the District of Columbia have revised their standards 
and the majority of these processes have not garnered 
attention outside of the home state. 

State finances have also had an impact on history 
standards and assessments. At least three states (New 
York, Maryland, Massachusetts) delayed, eliminated, 
or changed the stakes for some history/social studies 
tests due to financial restraints. California was in the 
midst of its periodic review of history/social science 
standards before being halted by budget cuts. 

“Yokohama gaikokujin gyoretsu no zu (Picture of foreign parade in Yokohama).” Japan: Izumi Ichi, 1861. Library of Congress: Fine 
Prints: Japanese, pre 1915. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3b53129/?co=jpd (accessed March 14, 2011). 

6.	 Common Core State Standards Initiative, “In the States,” http://www.corestandards.org/in-the-states.
7.	 Council of Chief State School Officers, “Social Studies Assessment, Curriculum, and Instruction,” http://www.ccsso.org/Resources/Programs/Social_

Studies_Assessment_Curriculum_and_Instruction_(SSACI).html.
8.	 Catherine Gewertz, “Specialists Weigh Common Social Studies Standards,” Education Week, May 18, 2011, http://www.edweek.org.mutex.gmu.edu/ew/

articles/2011/05/18/32socialstudies.h30.html (accessed June 11, 2011). 
9.	 California State Legislature, “Assembly Joint Resolution No. 39-Relative to the Common State Education Standards” Resolution Chapter 63 (2010), http://

www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/09-10/bill/asm/ab_0001-0050/ajr_39_bill_20100707_chaptered.pdf (accessed May 17, 2008).
10.	 South Dakota Legislature, HB 1153, 86th sess., 2011, http://legis.state.sd.us/sessions/2011/Bill.aspx?File=HB1153HED.htm.
11.	 See, for example, Huma Khan, “Politics of Education: New Texas Social Studies Curriculum Standards Fraught with Ideology, Critics Say,” ABC News, May 

21, 2010, http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/Media/education-texas-social-sciences-curriculum-standards-stirs-nationwide/story?id=10700720, (accessed 
June 15, 2011).

12.	 For examples of contention over history standards, see Sara Evans and Lisa Norling, “What Happened in Minnesota?” OAH Newsletter, November 2004 
1, 12; Gary Nash, Charlotte Crabtree and Ross Dunn, History on Trial: Culture Wars and the Teaching of the Past (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1997).
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3 METHODOLOGY

To produce this supplement, a methodology was used similar to the one from our first 

report. That is, we searched education department websites and reviewed recent re-

ports for updated data.13 After compiling these data, we asked reviewers in each of the 

fifty states and the District of Columbia to examine their state’s data set. Also similar to 

our first report, we were unable to get verified data from seven states.14 Overall, howev-

er, the data presented here was verified at least once for forty-nine states. Only Hawaii 

and the District of Columbia’s data sets were not verified for inclusion in either report.

13.	 “Quality Counts” (2010), special issue, Education Week 29, no. 17; 
“Teacher Certification Map,” http://certificationmap.com.

14.	 State-level verification did not take place in Connecticut, the District of 
Columbia, Hawaii, Maine, North Dakota, Pennsylvania, or Utah. See 
Acknowledgments on page 66 for a list of all state reviewers.

For this supplement, we were interested in identify-
ing those states that had revised their standards or 
changed their assessment requirements. We were also 
interested in gathering data regarding states’ require-
ments for world history; namely, whether students 
were required to take tests that included world history 
content or a world history course in order to graduate 
and whether states’ standards documents included 
world history content. Gathering these data allowed 
us to compare U.S. history and world history require-
ments among different states. Additional data were 
gathered about the use of end-of-course assessments 
in history/social studies.

Like our first report, this supplement includes policies 
as they stand at the time of this writing. States con-
tinue to revisit and revise standards. Oregon and South 
Carolina, for instance, are in the process of revising 
standards, and both Ohio and North Carolina have 

drafted revised standards. The federal budget is also 
in flux which affects national programs, something we 
discuss at the end of this supplement. 

Fourth graders investigate maps.
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4 STATE STANDARDS

States generally have an established cycle for reviewing and revising content standards 

for core academic subjects; in fact, since August 2008, nearly a third of the states have 

revisited history/social studies standards. Even so, this did not substantially change 

the picture revealed in our 2008 data. While state changes did affect the aggregate 

numbers, such as the total number of states that had history/social studies standards 

or explicitly included skill standards focused on historical thinking, these reflected only 

a change here or there, rather than a wholesale revision. However, investigating states’ 

world history standards and graduation requirements changes the picture more sub-

stantially and shows that, overall, U.S. history holds a privileged place in states’ history 

frameworks and educational systems.

STATES WITH REVISED STANDARDS
Between September 2008 and August 2010, twelve 
states and the District of Columbia reviewed and 
revised their history/social studies standards and 
adopted new standards for implementation. Utah did 
partial revisions focused on standards for K-2, an 
idiosyncratic approach where certain grade levels are 
revisited in different years. Another six states were 
engaged in the process of adopting and implementing 
new history standards. Connecticut, North Carolina, 
and Ohio drafted new standards but had not imple-
mented them by September 2010. (Ohio adopted 
updated standards in June 2010, but was waiting 
for the development of aligned assessments before 
implementing them.) South Carolina, Oregon, and 
Minnesota were also engaged in standards revision. 

CHANGES IN REPORTED DATA
The number of states that have established academic 
standards in history, the social sciences, or social 
studies increased from forty-eight states and the 
District of Columbia to forty-nine states and D.C. In 
December 2008, Rhode Island adopted Grade-Span 
Expectations for Civics & Government and Historical 
Perspectives/Rhode Island History, leaving only Iowa 
without any history/social studies standards. Like 
Iowa, Rhode Island previously granted local control 
over the curriculum; its new standards are intended 
to provide a broad framework for teachers to address 
important ideas in history, civics, and government 
without narrowing the local curriculum.15

15.	 Rhode Island Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, “Civic Education FAQ,” http://www.ride.ri.gov/instruction/civics-faq.aspx#q1.
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Other changes to the reported aggregate numbers 
from 2008 include a decrease in the number of 
states that included “History” in the title and a slight 
increase in the number of states that specifically 
address historical thinking in their standards. Both 
Colorado and Washington changed the name of their 
standards; rather than specifying four disciplines, the 
titles now refer only to “Social Studies.”16 This means 
that with Rhode Island’s new standards, nine states 
mention history in the title of their standards docu-
ments as of September 2010. 

Two additional states now specifically address histori-
cal thinking in their standards, bringing the total to for-
ty states and the District of Columbia. Rhode Island’s 
newly adopted standards specifically reference these 
skills, and South Carolina explicitly addresses historical 
thinking in its identification of “literacy elements” in its 
social studies standards.17

Contacts in New Jersey and Utah verified that these 
states’ newly adopted standards documents were lon-
ger than those used in 2008. New Jersey added 11 

pages for a new total of 59, while Utah’s increased by 
27 pages for a total of 76. The District of Columbia’s 
document also grew from 81 pages to 157.18 Alterna-
tively, New Mexico’s history/social studies standards 
document is now shorter by 31 pages. Given the 
states’ varied approaches to layout and publication, 
comparing the number of pages across states contin-
ues to be difficult. 

While changes across states’ history/social studies stan-
dards systems between August 2008 and August 2010 
are minimal in terms of our research questions, changes 
in state standards become more visible and significant 
when looking within a state rather than across states. For 
example, online documents using color-coded notations 
track the substantive changes in Texas’s social studies 
standards adopted in May 2010.19 One of these, “History 
Figures in Social Studies TEKS proposal—March 2010” 
requires 26 pages to show revisions that include who 
is mentioned in the standards and where, and which 
government body was responsible for each change.20 
While the process and substance of Texas’s revised 

16.	 Colorado Department of Education, Colorado Academic Standards: Social Studies (Denver, CO, 2009); Washington State Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction, Washington State K-12 Social Studies Learning Standards (Olympia, WA, 2008).

17.	 South Carolina did not adopt new standards by September 2010 so this reported “change” may be the result of contacts viewing these literacy elements 
differently.

18.	 Data for the District of Columbia were not verified for 2008 or 2010.
19.	 Texas Education Agency, “Social Studies TEKS,” http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index2.aspx?id=3643.
20.	 Texas Education Agency, “Historical Figures in Social Studies TEKS Proposal - March 2010,” http://www.tea.state.tx.us/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIdentifier

=id&ItemID=2147493467&libID=2147493464.
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standards were highly controversial, garnering attention 
from the national press and public, other states made 
changes that were less widely touted but still significant. 
For example, Colorado added grade-level expectations 
to social studies for K–8 in their newly adopted docu-
ment, moving away from grade-band expectations that 
did not spell out expectations for the lower grades. The 
state also deliberately reduced the number of standards 
and started the design process “with the end in mind.” 
Graduate competencies were identified first and the com-
mittee worked backwards from there, leading to a unique 
document that begins with grade-level expectations for 
high school and ends with grade-level expectations for 
kindergarten and preschool.21

WORLD HISTORY STANDARDS
While forty-eight states and the District of Columbia 
have established academic standards in history, the 
social sciences, or social studies, fewer states have 
established standards in world history. Forty-four states 
and the District of Columbia address this content area 
explicitly in their standards, four states do not (Alaska, 
Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wyoming). This stands 
in contrast to U.S. history standards where every state 
that has established history/social studies standards 
includes that content area. 

All of the states that do not include world history 
standards are local control states and their omission 

does not mean that students do not take world history 
courses. However, two of these states (Vermont and 
Wyoming) do not require students to take a world his-
tory course to graduate from high school, while a U.S. 
history course is required. Alaska and Rhode Island re-
quire neither course for graduation, leaving the setting 
of those requirements up to local governing boards. 

WORLD HISTORY STANDARDS:  
ORGANIZING PRINCIPLES
Even if forty-four states include world history standards, 
the content and approach of the standards varies greatly 
across states. Scholars have written about different 
conceptions and approaches to this subject matter. In 
2000, historian Ross Dunn wrote about “three compet-
ing models” of world history in the K-12 curriculum: the 
Western Heritage Model, the Different Cultures Model, 
and the Patterns of Change Model.22 Six years later, 
after reviewing state documents and Advanced Place-
ment World History materials, scholars Robert Bain and 
Tamara Shreiner identified four models: Western Civili-
zation Plus, Social Studies World History, Geographic/
Regional World History, and Global World History.23 
These curricular models differ in terms of content focus 
and curricular structure. Similarly, our survey suggests 
that completing a course in world history in one state 
can mean encountering different content and conceptu-
alizations of the subject when compared to completing 
a similarly named course in a neighboring state.

21.	 Colorado Department of Education, Colorado Academic Standards: Social Studies (Denver, CO, 2009), 1.
22.	 Ross E. Dunn, “Constructing World History in the Classroom,” in Peter Stearns, Peter Seixas and Sam Wineburg, eds., Knowing, Teaching and Learning 

History: National and International Perspectives (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 123. 
23.	 Robert B. Bain and Tamara L. Shreiner, “The Dilemmas of a National Assessment in World History: World Historians and the 12th Grade NAEP,” World 

History Connected 3, no. 3 (2006), http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/3.3/bain.html.

Students doing field study with their teacher.
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We investigated the organization of world history 
standards in individual states and found the bulk of 
them organized around chronological eras (at least 
seventeen states) or regional studies (at least six 
states). Other models exist; New York builds its world 
history standards around “key ideas,” New Hampshire 
and Arkansas use “themes,” and Colorado and Arizona 
use “concepts.” However, some of this variation is 
semantic: Arizona’s nine “concepts” include “Early 
Civilizations,” “Renaissance and Reformation,” “Age of 
Revolution,” and other familiar historical eras, while 
Colorado’s “Concepts and Skills” include “historical 
eras...within regions of the Eastern Hemisphere and 
their relationships with one another,” and Arkansas 
offers ‘learning themes’ in high school (“Conflict and 
Compromise”) but ‘learning concepts’ (“Conflict and 
Consensus”) in the lower grades. 

FIRST COURSE IN WORLD HISTORY
In half of the states, students begin their formal world 
history studies in sixth grade. In three states and the 
District of Columbia, students begin their study in sev-
enth grade, and in two states, world history standards 
do not appear until eighth grade. Teachers in eleven 
states can find world history standards for young 
elementary students and teachers in three states find 
world history standards beginning in grades 3-5.

STANDARD SPECIFICITY
To capture some of the states’ variation in their ap-
proach to the subject of world history we gathered 
examples of a world history standard. We searched for 
a standard related to the elimination of forced labor, 
a topic that can include the abolition of slavery in the 
United States, the British colonies, Haiti, and South 

America, and the elimination of serfdom in Russia.24 
In the cases where no such standard existed, we 
looked for references to forced labor, and in lieu of 
that, we selected a general world history standard for 
our sample. 

Again, we found variation. Arkansas’ and New 
Hampshire’s standards both include forced labor as 
a topic of study, but focus on its development and 
impact without specifying regions or eras. Michi-
gan’s standards include a comparative approach, 
and ask students to “analyze the emerging trans-At-
lantic slave system and compare it to other systems 
of labor existing during this era.” Illinois maintains 
that students should “define ‘slavery’ and ‘serfdom’ 
and identify examples of these practices from his-
tory and efforts to eradicate them throughout the 
world.” Some states focused on the development, 
conditions, or abolition of forced labor (or some 
combination thereof), some included a comparative 
requirement in the standards; others did not directly 
address the topic at all (e.g., Hawaii).

Whatever their approach to forced labor, when it 
came to world history, states replicated the broad 
range found in U.S. history standards, but with more 
variety in terms of topics and content. For example, 
studying the causes of the Civil War was included in 
every state’s standards; while eliminating forced labor 
worldwide—a mainstay topic in scholarly discussions 
of the past—was not.

GRADUATION REQUIREMENTS
Graduation requirements regarding world history 
indicate that it does not receive attention equivalent to 
that given U.S history in states’ curricula. Twenty-two 
states and the District of Columbia required graduates 
in 2010 to have taken a world history course—a figure 
that stands in contrast to the thirty-nine states and the 
District of Columbia that require those same graduates 
to have taken a U.S. history course. It is, however, an 
increase over the twelve states and D.C. that Sarah 
Drake Brown and John Patrick reported in 2003.25 
Again, this does not mean that students in the other 
twenty-eight states do not take world history; some 
of these states are strictly local control when it comes 
to graduation requirements, and others prescribe a 
number of credits in history/social studies rather than 
particular courses. 

24.	 Thanks to Professor Robert Bain for his suggestions on appropriate 
standards to seek. Any errors in identifying or explaining their selection are 
the authors’ own.

25.	 Sarah Drake Brown and John Patrick, History Education in the United 
States: A Survey of Teacher Certification and State-Based Standards 
and Assessments for Teachers and Students (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Department of Education, 2003), 42.
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Figure 10: States requiring U.S. or world history courses for 
high school graduation
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5 STATE TESTS IN HISTORY-SOCIAL STUDIES

There has been little change in the total number of states that mandate student test-

ing in history and social studies. In 2008, twenty-five states administered some form 

of history-social studies assessment. By 2010, two states had added testing (Mary-

land, Missouri) and one state had discontinued testing (Montana), bringing the total 

to twenty-six. Two states (Colorado, Florida) have plans to implement testing in his-

tory and social studies by 2014 and Maryland discontinued its test after May 2011 

because of budgetary constraints.

State finances have affected states’ assessment 
systems in other ways. Massachusetts removed the 
requirement that students needed to pass the state test 
in history and social science to prove graduation com-
petency and New York eliminated its mandatory eighth 
grade history/social studies test because of funding 
restrictions. Given the increase in the number of states 
testing between 2003 and 2010 (for a total of ten 
states) and plans for two more states to implement this 
testing, the overall trend continues to be an increase in 
state testing in this subject area. 

WORLD HISTORY TESTS
Testing in world history is less common than testing in 
history/social studies more generally and than testing 
in U.S. history. Of the twenty-six states that require 
history-social studies testing, twenty-four include 
American history content on those tests. (Maryland 
and Washington require testing in Government and 
Civics respectively.) Only fifteen of the twenty-six states 
that conduct history-social studies testing mandate 
world history be assessed, and usually that assess-
ment appears as sections of a more comprehensive 

state social studies assessment. For example, Ohio’s 
Graduation Test for Social Studies contains world 
history questions as does Texas’s tenth grade social 
studies TAKS exam and Indiana’s seventh grade social 
studies test. Only California, New York, and Virginia 
have developed tests focused specifically on world 
history. At least two states’ reviewers (Oregon, Wash-
ington) made explicit that their state included optional 
testing of world history. (In the case of Oregon, all his-
tory/social studies testing is optional.) For Washington, 
local districts choose whether to include world history 
content on the state mandated assessments.

END-OF-COURSE EXAMS
Over the past decade, a growing number of states have 
implemented end-of-course (EOC) exams for history 
courses. Unlike standardized exams that test material 
from multiple courses across several years, EOC exams 
are designed to measure achievement in a specific course 
(e.g. U.S. history, world history). Advocates claim that 
EOC tests offer advantages over traditional minimum-
competency and comprehensive exit exams, believing 
that they provide clearer and more consistent signals 
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about the learning expected for a particular course. 

Ten states currently test U.S. history with end-of-
course exams and three states use them to test 
world history. At least five more states are either in 
the process of implementing EOC exams for U.S. 
history or plan to develop them soon. Most of the 
states using or developing such tests already require 
history-social studies testing: the exceptions are 
Pennsylvania and Florida. 

EOC exams are used in different ways from state to state. 
The ten states that test U.S. history and the three that test 
world history require that all students take the EOC exam, 
while in Iowa, districts may opt to use the end-of-course 
U.S. history exam as a diagnostic tool. Some states, 
like North Carolina and Oklahoma, factor results from 
the EOC exams into measuring district accountability. 
Still others use them as high-stakes exams for students; 
for example, in Mississippi the end-of-course exam on 
U.S. history is deemed an exit test, meaning that high 
school students must pass the exam in order to receive 
a diploma. And in three southern states, scores from the 

EOC U.S. history test can affect a student’s overall grade 
for the course (15% in Georgia, 20% in South Carolina, 
and 25% in North Carolina).

TEST FORMATS
Thirteen states that mandate history/social studies 
testing use tests that consist entirely of multiple-choice 
questions, down from fourteen in 2008. This change is 
a result of a combination of factors. Montana discontin-
ued mandatory testing and Oregon was included in our 
2008 total, even though Oregon’s tests are not required. 
Mississippi eliminated the constructed-response portion 
of its mandated tests and in 2010 administered an 
entirely multiple-choice assessment. Another thirteen 
states use some combination of multiple-choice and 
constructed response, up from eleven in 2008. Missouri 
and Maryland added tests that include constructed re-
sponses in the interim, explaining that increase. Overall, 
twenty-three states and the District of Columbia did not 
require history/social studies testing in 2010. Twenty-
six states required testing and half of those states’ tests 
included some kind of constructed response. 

State requires history/ 
social studies testing

Assessment includes  
U.S. history content 

Assessment includes  
world history content 

Figure 11: Content assessed in states’ 2010 history/social studies tests
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Figure 12: Changes in how states assess history/social studies
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6 INITIAL TEACHER LICENSURE

States’ teacher licensure requirements are hard to identify given the multiple pathways 

to a teaching certificate in any particular state and the fact that many states allow 

teacher education programs to set their own requirements within a state framework. 

While there were a few changes in the states’ requirements since 2008 (for example, 

Minnesota changed its subject-matter test), world history requirements constitute the 

primary addition to our previous findings. 

At least five states require college-level courses in 
world history for certification in history/social studies. 
Alaska and New Jersey require a minimum of one 
course in world history; New Mexico requires course-
work in western civilization; and Idaho requires that 
candidates for licensure take six credit hours in a world 
history survey course. In all, we found little evidence 
that states required future teachers to study world his-
tory or a related subject in order to become certified as 
a history/social studies teacher. This supports our ini-
tial findings that while at least seventeen states require 
college course hours in history, overall, the majority of 
states do not seem to require specific courses.

Some states certify history/social studies teachers in 
areas of endorsement or specialization, such as Ameri-
can or world history, or geography. For example, Iowa 
offers nine areas of endorsement in secondary history/
social science, including one in the broad area of the 
social sciences. Each endorsement requires either 
twenty-four credit hours in the area of endorsement 
or thirty hours in the “broad area of social sciences” 
including fifteen hours in the more specific area of 
endorsement. This means that in Iowa, a teacher spe-

cifically certified to teach world history has completed 
fifteen hours of world history courses. While Iowa is 
not the only state to offer specific teaching endorse-
ments in history-social studies, its requirements are 
more specific and targeted than most.

“Baalbek. Temple of Bacchus, from N.W.” Matson Photo Service, 
1936. From Library of Congress: Matson (G. Eric and Edith) 
Photograph Collection. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/
matpc.00260/?co=matpc (accessed March 9, 2011).
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7 NATIONAL HISTORY-RELATED PROGRAMS

FOR TEACHERS

Update: Teaching American History Grants 

In 2009 and 2010, the Teaching American History 
[TAH] grant program appropriated $231.3 million in 
the form of 246 grants, bringing total funding since its 
2001 inception to over a billion dollars.

Bigger states continued to receive more TAH grants 
than smaller ones—California received at least 10% of 

all grants annually. Size, however, was not necessar-
ily predictive of funding success, with states like New 
Jersey and Massachusetts netting eleven and thirteen 
grants, respectively, in 2009–2010 (by contrast, Texas 
received six in the same period).

As of this writing, the future of the TAH program 
remained in limbo. H.R. 1891, the Setting New Priori-
ties in Education Spending Act, would eliminate the 
program. President Obama’s 2012 budget proposed 
eliminating TAH as a separately funded program, call-
ing instead to support history education through a new 
program called Effective Teaching and Learning for a 
Well-Rounded Education.

WORLD HISTORY
In the early 1990s, when the National Center for 
History in the Schools at the University of California at 
Los Angeles developed history standards that included 
both world history and U.S. history, they signaled that 
both subjects deserved equal attention. According to 
the NAEP comparative transcript study, world history 
course taking among high school students increased 
from 36% of students in 1982 to 69% in 2000.26 Yet, 
K-12 world history is still in a transitional period—ex-
periencing tremendous growth, without being fully 
integrated into various systems and structures that 
support the learning of history and social studies. The 
offerings detailed below bear this out.

26.	 Stephen Roey, et al., The 1998 High School Transcript Study 
Tabulations: Comparative Data on Credits Earned and Demographics 
for 1998, 1994, 1990, 1987, and 1982 High School Graduates 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 2001). States: 
A Survey of Teacher Certification and State-Based Standards and 
Assessments for Teachers and Students (Washington, D.C.: United 
States Department of Education, 2003), 42.

Teachers collaborating.
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FOR TEACHERS

National Board Certification 

The National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards does not offer a certification specifically 
designed for teachers of world history. However, both 
the Early Adolescence certificate and the Adolescence 
and Young Adulthood certificate in Social Studies-
History require that teachers know “the full range of 
the school social studies-history curriculum: United 
States History, World History, Economics, Political 
Science, and Geography.”27

FOR STUDENTS

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)

The first-ever NAEP assessment of world history was 
originally scheduled to be given in 2012 to twelfth-
grade students. The assessment, however, has been 
postponed with the intention of including it in the cycle 
beginning 2018. The framework, specifications, and 
background variables for a world history exam are cur-
rently being developed.

Advanced Placement

First given in the spring of 2002, Advanced Placement 
World History quickly became one of the most popular 
of the College Board’s Advanced Placement offerings. 
Participation has increased each year, from 20,995 
in 2002, to 45,352 in 2006, to 167,789 students 
in 2010. From its first offering, AP World History was 
in the top half of most popular AP exams, ahead of 
stalwarts like French and Physics. Despite the fact 
that the vast majority of AP test takers are juniors and 
seniors, most participants in AP World History are 
underclassmen. In 2010, only 13% of AP World His-
tory test takers were in eleventh or twelfth grade. The 
mean score on the test was 2.57.28

National History Day

While the implicit focus of National History Day 
(NHD) is on American history, with the vast majority 
of projects focused on domestic topics, NHD explicitly 
includes world history. According to its organizers, 
themes are chosen each year “to be broad enough to 
encourage investigation of topics ranging from local 
history to world history, and from ancient time to the 
recent past.”29

	 Number of	M ean 
Year	T est-Takers	 Score
	2007	 101,975	 2.72
	2008	 124,638	 2.56
2009	 143,426	 2.64
2010	 167,789	 2.57

Source: The College Board, AP Examination Volume Changes (2000-2010)

Figure 13: Mean AP World History test scores since 2007

“On deck of U.S. gunboat Hunchback.” 1861-1865. From Library of Congress: Civil War Photographs. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/re-
source/cph.3b40217/?co=cwp (accessed March 2011).

27.	 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Early Adolescence 
Social Studies-History: Assessment at a Glance (NBPTS, 2011), 
http://nbpts.org/userfiles/file/EA_SSH_AssessAtaGlance_041511.pdf

28.	 Advanced Placement Program, 2003 AP Program National Summary 
Report (New York and Princeton: College Board and Educational 
Testing Service, 2003); Advanced Placement Program, 2007 AP 
Program National Summary Report (New York and Princeton: College 
Board and Educational Testing Service, 2007); Advanced Placement 
Program, 2011 AP Program National Summary Report (New York and 
Princeton: College Board and Educational Testing Service, 2011).

29.	 “Getting Started,” National History Day, http://www.nhd.org/
GettingStarted.htm
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Ohio
In your Answer Document, give one 
reason English colonists came to Vir-
ginia and settled in Jamestown.

Describe one way their experience was different from 
what they had expected. (2 points)

Released Test Materials for Ohio’s Grade 3-8 Achievement Tests; 
Ohio Achievement Tests: Social Studies Test Booklet, May 2007, p. 
11; Ohio Department of Education accessed on June 3, 2008

http://www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.
aspx?page=3&TopicRelationID=1070&ContentID=7479&Conte
nt=46112

Kentucky
The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 
introduced which form of govern-
ment to Russia? 

a.	 communism 
b.	 democracy 
c.	 fascism 
d.	 monarchy

Grade 11 Sample Released Questions, p. 79, January 2004, Ken-
tucky Department of Education accessed on June 3, 2008. http://
education.ky.gov/NR/rdonlyres/2BC35098-7623-4F88-A203-B70E
AAC9D082/0/2004ReleaseGrade11FINAL.pdf

Human migration can be the result of factors that 
“push” populations from one place or “pull” them 
to another. In the U.S., between 1910 and 1945, 
many African Americans migrated from rural south-
ern areas to large northern cities. This migration 
from the South to the North redistributed America’s 
black population and had lasting social and political 
effects on the nation. 

a.	 Describe two conditions in the rural southern 
areas during this time period that caused African 
Americans to consider migrating to the North. 

b.	 Describe two conditions in northern cities during 
this time period that attracted African Americans 
to the North.

Grade 11 Sample Released Questions, p. 88, January 2004, Ken-
tucky Department of Education accessed on June 3, 2008. http://
education.ky.gov/NR/rdonlyres/2BC35098-7623-4F88-A203-B70E
AAC9D082/0/2004ReleaseGrade11FINAL.pdf

New York
What was a major reason most western 
states granted women suffrage prior to 

the adoption of the 19th amendment?

1.	 Western states had more college-educated women 
than the eastern states.

2.	 Women outnumbered men in states west of the 
Mississippi River.

3.	 A majority of western states had legislatures con-
trolled by women.

4.	 The important roles played by frontier women 
promoted equality.

As a result of the Spanish-American War, the United 
States saw the need to build 
the Panama Canal because:

1.	 new colonies had been 
acquired in Africa 

2.	 Spanish opposition to the 
canal had ended

3.	 the United States navy 
could then move more 
quickly between oceans

4.	 United States railroads 
could not transport enough 
manufactured goods

This cartoonist is expressing

1.	 support for new tariffs

2.	 encouragement for in-
creased immigration

3.	 concern for environmental 
pollution

4.	 dissatisfaction with the power of big business

Regents High School Examination in U.S. History and Government, 
New York State Department of Education accessed on July 15, 2006, 
6-7. http://www.nysedregents.org/testing/socstre/ushg-807.pdf

Virginia 
Which was a common characteristic 
of Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, and the 
communist Soviet Union?

a.	 They had similar economic systems.
b.	 They had the same religious beliefs.
c.	 They were ruled by dictatorships.
d.	 They had fought on the same side in World War I.

Virginia Standards of Learning Assessments, Spring 2003, Selected 
Items for Grade 8 History © 2003 by the Commonwealth of Vir-
ginia Department of Education. All rights reserved. Reproduced by 
permission accessed on June 3, 2008. http://www.doe.virginia.gov/
VDOE/Assessment/Release2003/History/VA-RIBs_g8his-1.pdf

Appendix: Sample Test Questions
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ALABAMA: Nettie Carson-Mullins
ALASKA: Cathy Anderegg, Janet Valentour
ARIZONA: Mary Knuck, Carol Warren
ARKANSAS: Margaret Herrick
CALIFORNIA: Brad Fogo, Tuyen Tran
COLORADO: Brenda Barr, Jo O’Brien
CONNECTICUT: Dan Gregg
DELAWARE: Preston Shockley
FLORIDA: Patricia Ceci, Levon Terrell
GEORGIA: William Cranshaw, Debbie Daniell
IDAHO: Peter Kavouras
ILLINOIS: Peter Harbison, Mike Hatfill
INDIANA: Courtney Cabrera, Nancy Wolfe
IOWA: Bruce Fehn, Elise Fillpot, Cheryl Mullenback,  
	 Mark Smith
KANSAS: Lucinda Evans, Lynn Vasquez
KENTUCKY: Mendy Meehan
LOUISIANA: Nancy Beben
MAINE: Jana Boody
MARYLAND: Kevin Jenkins, Chauncey Monte-Sano,  
	 Marcie Taylor Thoma
MASSACHUSETTS: Steve Cohen, Susan Wheltle
MICHIGAN: Betty Underwood, John VanWagoner
MINNESOTA: Mike Foster, Lisa Norling
MISSISSIPPI: Chauncey Spears
MISSOURI: Bill Gerling

MONTANA: James Bruggeman, Linda Peterson
NEBRASKA: Randy Ernst, Larry Starr
NEVADA: Stephanie Hartman
NEW HAMPSHIRE: Kenneth Relihan
NEW JERSEY: John Dougherty, Beverly Plein
NEW MEXICO: Pat Concannon, Martha Fenstermacher
NEW YORK: Gus Hatzdimitriou, Lawrence Paska
NORTH CAROLINA: Fay Gore
NORTH DAKOTA: David Richter
OHIO: Tom Rutan
OKLAHOMA: Kelly Curtright
OREGON: Andrea Morgan
PENNSYLVANIA : Jeffrey Zeiders
RHODE ISLAND: Kamlyn Keith
SOUTH CAROLINA: Mary Paige Boyce,  
	 Donald O. Stewart
SOUTH DAKOTA: Ronette Rumpca, Sam Shaw
TENNESSEE: Brenda Ables
TEXAS: Julie Brelsford, Rosemary Morrow
UTAH: Debbie Cline
VERMONT: Sigrid Lumbra
VIRGINIA: Beverly Thurston
WASHINGTON: Kelly Martin, Caleb Perkins
WEST VIRGINIA: Regina Scotchie, Joey Wiseman
WISCONSIN: Kristen McDaniel, Beth Ratway
WYOMING: Tom Collins 

We wish to thank the following people for their assistance in verifying the data for 

this report and its supplement. However, any existing errors are solely the responsi-

bility of the authors.
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