Teaching Hard History

Hard history refers to the difficult, uncomfortable, or often overlooked
parts of history, particularly those involving oppression, violence, systemic
injustice, and resistance. It includes topics like slavery, genocide,
colonialism, racism, war crimes, and civil rights struggles. These subjects
challenge dominant narratives, forcing students to grapple with historical
realities that may contradict national myths or personal beliefs.

1. Establish a Safe and Respectful Classroom Culture
e SetNorms: Discuss expectations forrespectful dialogue.
o Acknowledge Discomfort: Let students know that feeling
uncomfortable is natural and part of learning.

2. Use Primary Sources Thoughtfully
e Documents and Letters: First-hand accounts (e.g., slave narratives,
treaties, protest speeches) make history real.

3. Avoid Sanitizing or Oversimplifying History
e Teachthe Whole Story: Don’t reduce complexissues to “goodvs. bad”
narratives.

4. Connect Past to Present
e Historical Echoes: Draw parallels between pastinjustices and modern
issues (e.g., redlining and present-day wealth gaps).

5. Support Emotional Processing
o Reflection Activities: Journaling, Socratic discussions, or think-pair-
share allow students to process difficult content.

6. Use Inquiry-Based Learning
 Pose Essential Questions: Example: How do systems of power shape
history?

7. Provide Hope and Agency
e Highlight Change Agents: Teach about those who fought for justice
(e.g., abolitionists, civil rights leaders).
e Empower Student Action: Link learning to civic engagement and
advocacy.
e« End with Reflection: Ask: What can we learn from history to create a
better future?



