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"Each time a person speaks for freedom, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, these ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.” Robert F. Kennedy
       Noxubee County School District and its far-reaching collaborative of eastern Mississippi public school districts, higher education institutions, museums, historical libraries, and educational partners are proposing to cultivate a community of historians (teachers and students alike) whose “ripples” of knowledge, interest, passion for, and understanding of US history will evolve into a strong “current” that will lead to higher levels of student academic achievement and to the improved instructional skills, content expertise, and pedagogy of the classroom teacher. There are few school districts in the nation that are in as great (and desperate) of a need for instructional reform in the teaching of US history as those that will take part in this grant program: Noxubee County School District, Clay County School District, Kemper County School District, Lauderdale County School District, Lowndes County School District, Monroe County School District, and Neshoba County School District. The communities of the deep south that will be linked by the Teaching American History initiative are full of rural and isolated cities and townships that are hosts of intergenerational illiteracy, chronic welfare and asphyxiating poverty among residents. The 34 schools (30 of which are Title I and 5 of which have not met AYP for one or more years) that make up the participating school districts and target service region bring with them 21,341 K-12 students (59.4% African American) of whom 64.5% live in poverty; 15.8% can not meet basic proficiency in reading on the state assessment; 19.2% who are under-proficient in math; 12% who are severely under-proficient in meeting state history standards; and 21.9% who will eventually dropout and not complete their high school education. At many of the high poverty concentrated schools of the region, one will uncover a severe achievement disparity as over 80% of students are under-proficient in math and reading and as only 5-10% can meet proficiency in US history. Although a small but significant percent (4%) of our teachers are lateral entry uncertified and/or are considered “not highly qualified” under NCLB, 26% of teachers are instructing US history courses “out-of-their subject” credential and hardly any local teachers – particularly US history teachers – receive the professional development and classroom resources needed to effectively teach in this high needs environment. Very few programs could make a real impact on the motivation, interest, and enthusiasm of our teachers, who are so very challenged by the community’s devalued interest in education and the inadequate financial resources of the schools. However, the program that our collaborative is proposing under this grant (titled “Teaching America’s Facts, Foundations, Freedoms, and Framers” or TAF4), will accomplish just that as it reconnects local teachers (and in turn, their students) with the zeal and enthusiasm that they once had for teaching, investigating, and exploring US history. TAF4 will operate from 10/1/06 to 9/30/09 with the goal to raise student academic achievement through the broadening and deepening of local history teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical skills related to the teaching of the fundamental documents, persons, politics, concepts, ideas, and events that have shaped America. TAF4 will annually provide over 100 hours of professional development and training services to the elementary, middle, and secondary level history teachers of the above school districts that specifically target the grades and standards in which history is taught in Mississippi. TAF4 scholars, trainers, and expert practitioners from our partners at Mississippi State University and East Mississippi Community College will offer an array of in-person and distance learning accessible school year training workshops that will build these teachers’ content expertise. With an emphasis on historical biography, TAF4 workshops will cover each of the key eras and events that are reflected in our state history standards and that are recommended by the National Council for History Education. Moreover, TAF4 trainers will annually coordinate a two week summer institute for teachers to (1) further build their content knowledge; (2) learn and adopt best practices for transferring this knowledge into the classroom environment; (3) build instructional skills and pedagogy; (4) use explicit literacy and historical inquiry strategies in the classroom learning environment; and (5) engage in inter-active practitioner demonstrations and practice. TAF4 museum, library, and community partners will coordinate new and added opportunities for participants to take field trips to historically significant places, attend re-enactments of historical events, and other experiential growth opportunities that will help to bring US history to life for teachers. All of these wonderful experiences will be documented through GPS technologies, virtual tours, and through participant journals which will be woven into the lesson plans and curriculum of TAF4 teacher. Throughout the program period, participant teachers will additionally form site based study groups that will be both vertically and horizontally designed to help re-develop and improve each school’s history curriculum and to develop lesson plans and classroom instructional resources that better meet state standards, eliminate social studies from US history courses and content, and that reflect the content and best practices learned in the TAF4 trainings. Through continued mentoring and coaching by TAF4 trainers, a team of highly qualified US history teachers (who have completed a significant portion of the TAF4 offerings) will be developed at each school district who will have the capacity and skills to continue site level training throughout and beyond the funding period. The expected results of the TAF4 program include the improvement in participant teachers’ content knowledge of US history, pedagogy and instructional/classroom skills, and significant increases in student academic achievement in the subject matter of US history. With the help of a third party researcher and through the use of an experimental evaluation design (using random assignment of schools) we will: (1) measure program participants’ knowledge of and ability to teach American history — and measure how this in turn affects their students’ achievement; and (2) gauge our progress in meeting the goals, objectives, and outcomes of the program in a collaborative spirit of continuous improvement (invitational priority IV). Through a constant, data-driven refinement process (i.e., adjustments/improvements of program service effectiveness and efficiency) and through research and publications in scholarly education journals, TAF4 will be promoted and adopted as a scientifically researched based model of best practices in the training of US history teachers. It is our vision to share, disseminate, and support the replication of the model so that TAF4 becomes a staple (a “current”) of teacher training programs throughout Mississippi and throughout the United States. 
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