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Abstract

This article explores the use of historical fiction
in the elementary social studies curriculum. We
discuss the value of historical fiction for children
and the specific social studies goals it supports.
Reasons for including historical fiction in the so-
cial studies in terms of how it differs from text-
books and stimulates critical thinking are set forth.
Suggestions for using historical fiction in primary
and intermediate grades are offered and specific
books are recommended. The role of the teacher
in ensuring that historical fiction is used appro-
priately and effectively is described. Finally, we
note the paucity of historical fiction dealing with
the non-Western world.

In the fall, when public attention turns to
politics, public schools often undertake so-
cial studies units on the electoral process.
In one such classroom, the fourth-grade
teacher included a section on female suf-
frage. She began by sharing Mother, Aunt
Susan and Me by Jacobs, a fictionalized ac-
count of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth
Cady Stanton as told by Stanton’s daughter,
Harriet. This lively book led to an equally
lively classroom discussion and increased
students’ interest in women’s rights advo-
cates. The teacher made several other books
available to the students, including By George,
Bloomers by St. George, about Amelia
Bloomer’s shocking dress reform. In so
doing, the teacher also used literature to re-
create a sense of time and place that often
eludes elementary children as they study the
past.

Entering the living past

We cannot take students on a field trip into
the past, but we can recreate a sense of his-
tory so powerful that students enter imagi-
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natively into the past and explore the “con-
flicts, suffering, joys and despair of those
who lived before us” (Huck, 1977, p. 469).
Children can see themselves as an extension
of a living past—part of the continuity of
human existence. They also have an oppor-
tunity to study and evaluate human behavior
in a context that is developmentally appro-
priate. Several writers (Egan, 1983; Levstik,
1981; Meek, Warlow, & Barton, 1978) sug-
gest that stories are an appropriate medium
for introducing history to children. Story ap-
pears to be more easily understood than ex-
pository (textlike) writing (Meek et al., 1978),
but it also satisfies several other require-
ments for mature historical understanding.
First, story presents history in a subjective
form that is closer to the way in which young
children explain themselves and understand
the world (Meek et al., 1978). Story also pro-
vides a safe context for the exploration of
‘““the extremes of human behavior” (i.e., the
best and the worst: flying solo across the
Atlantic; the Nazi holocaust) that seem to be
an important concern of older elementary
students (Levstik, 1986). This grounding in
story, with its emphasis on human response
to historical events, has also been described
as the beginning of historical understanding
and a precursor to any critical analysis of
history (Egan, 1979).

Through historical fiction, students learn
that people in all times have faced change
and crisis, that people in all times have basic
needs in common, and that these needs re-
main in our time. Students can discover some
of the myriad ways in which humans depend
on each other. They will also discover the
consequences of human failure in relation-
ships, both personal and historical.

Historical fiction supports several spe-
cific goals of the social studies. Using Jaro-
limek’s (1977) discussion of the goals of so-
cial studies as a guide, one can see that
historical fiction supports the following goals:
“learning about the world, its people, and
their cultures; learning about the settle-
ment, growth, history, and development of
the United States” (p. 5). In addition, his-
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torical fiction can be used to facilitate many
skills of the social studies: ‘‘detecting author
bias; distinguishing between fact and opin-
ion; sensing cause and effect relationships;
comparing and contrasting differing points
of view; and recognizing the value compo-
nents in decision making” (Jarolimek, 1977,
pp- 7-8). Obviously, then, historical fiction
can be an important resource in the social
studies curriculum.

Simply assigning a piece of historical fic-
tion, however, is not sufficient to encourage
the kind of thinking that is a goal of social
studies. Rather, the use of historical fiction
requires careful selection, opportunity for
discussion and reflection, the provision of
time and resources for further inquiry, and
a teacher willing to encourage careful anal-
ysis of books from the dual perspectives of
literature and history. First, students should
be challenged to discuss historical fiction as
a literary entity. As an 8-year-old described
by literary critic Aidan Chambers (1985)
noted, ‘“We don’t know what we think about
a book until we’ve talked about it”” (p. 138).
Part of such talk involves questioning, com-
paring, and judging a book as a story. Dis-
cussion encourages the students to move be-
yond private response to sorting and
clarifying ideas in order to communicate with
others. Discussion also allows children to ne-
gotiate meanings communally that might be
too difficult to handle alone. In the end,
then, the readers’ understanding and ap-
preciation of the book may exceed what they
could have obtained individually (Chambers,
1985).

Second, discussion of historical fiction as
literature should include analyzing the story
as a historical recreation. Are the historical
details accurate? What interpretation of his-
tory is represented in the story, and espe-
cially in the ideas and actions of the main
character(s)? How has the author used char-
acters to present points of view? How else
might these events be perceived? How much
invention is involved in the historical infor-
mation? Some authors, such as Jean Fritz,
are careful not to include any historical de-
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tails that cannot be documented, including
conversations of real people. Other authors
rearrange the sequence of events or extrap-
olate beyond their sources for characteri-
zations. Robert Newton Peck’s A Day No Pigs
Would Die describes Shakers who marry, live
in nuclear families, read a Shaker ‘‘bible,”
and attend a Shaker church. Children are
not likely to be critical spontaneously of such
historical inaccuracies, especially when they
do not have background knowledge to bring
to the task. Instead, a ““good story”’ will carry
more weight than historical accuracy. Teach-
ers who wish children to respond critically
are obliged to provide fiction that is accurate
as to detail and represents differences in in-
terpretation. This is particularly crucial in
the intermediate grades, when children are
quite concerned with knowing what “‘really
happened” (Levstik, 1986).

For the purpose of social studies, then,
we define historical fiction—and history—as
more than a simple retelling of past events.
Rather, historical fiction is part of an on-
going process of interpretation in which
children can participate. Our suggestions are
intended to encourage comparisons be-
tween historical fiction and the data from
which historical explanation emerges.

Historical fiction as a classroom resource

The most common argument for using his-
torical fiction in the social studies curricu-
lum is that historical novels are far livelier
than textbooks (Gallo & Barksdale, 1983;
Tiedt, 1979; Trease, 1977). Indeed, many
historical novels have been distinguished for
their literary merit by receiving the Newbery
Award or honor title. Such books as A Gath-
ering of Days by Blos, Roll of Thunder, Hear
My Cry by Taylor, and The Slave Dancer by
Fox are only a few of those so honored. The
1986 Award Book, Sarah, Plain and Tall by
MacLachlan, is also historical fiction, and
one of the honor books, Dogsong by Paulson,
moves between modern and historical Inuit
culture.

Historical novels differ significantly from
texts in other ways as well. Historical fiction
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focuses on the human consequences of his-
torical events. Few social studies texts, for
instance, detail the lives of frontier women
as empathetically as Sarah, Plain and Tall by
MacLachlan, Prairie Songs by Conrad, Be-
yond the Divide by Lasky, or Bargain Bride by
Lampman. Nor do many capture the imag-
inations of children as have Laura Ingalls
Wilder’s books, Caddie Woodlawn by Brink,
or The Sign of the Beaver by Speare. Through
the characters in these books, readers vicar-
iously experience the past, reinterpreting it
on the basis of their own experiences, val-
ues, hopes, and fears (Cianciolo, 1981; Ro-
senblatt, 1938).

Historical fiction also differs from text-
books in the use of humor to depict histor-
ical events and people. In Goodbye, My Island
by Rogers, the reader enjoys the humor as
well as the pathos of Alaskans’ last days on
King Island. Gauch’s This Time, Tempe Wick
provides a humorous look at Tory and Pa-
triot clashes, and readers enjoy Matt’s some-
times disastrous attempts to survive “‘Indi-
anstyle” in The Sign of the Beaver. King
George’s Head was Made of Lead by Monjo
also pokes fun at a subject most textbooks
take quite seriously.

Of more importance, at least from a so-
cial studies perspective, historical fiction is
generally based on the personal choices
forced by historical events. Such stories pro-
vide a lively format for the discussion of dif-
fering points of view, distinctions between
fact and opinion, and the difficulties of con-
flict resolution. For instance, various aspects
of slavery are revealed in such diverse books
as By Secret Railway by Meadowcroft, The
Slave Dancer by Fox, and A Girl Called Boy
by Hurmence. As students read and discuss
these books, they can be led to analyze the
ways in which “fact” and interpretation are
used to portray a historical era. They can be
introduced to the controversy over The Slave
Dancer’s portrayal of blacks, and can also
read some of the slave narratives that pro-
vided much of the inspiration for A Girl
Called Boy.
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In addition to stimulating critical think-
ing (Odland, 1980), historical fiction en-
courages students to see history as signifi-
cant and relevant (Cianciolo, 1981). Some
novels actively connect past and present;
others require more discussion for some stu-
dents to recognize the connections. One lit-
erary device for connecting past and present
is a “‘fantasy frame.” The author begins the
story in the present, as in The Root Cellar by
Lunn, which begins with the arrival of a
twentieth-century girl at the rural Canadian
home of relatives. A conflict is set up in the
present—a sense of isolation or abandon-
ment, in the case of The Root Cellar or Play-
ing Beattie Bow by Parks—and the modern-
day character moves into the past. In one
case, the character hides in a root cellar,
only to open the cellar door into the nine-
teenth century. In Beattie Bow, a small child
is called from the past by a children’s game
and then leads the main character into Aus-
tralia’s early years. A Girl Called Boy uses an
African charm to open the gate into pre—
Civil War America for a young black girl. In
each case, the fantasy frame allows the au-
thor to provide a double perspective on his-
tory. The modern wanderer in the past notes
and comments on those things that a student
might not know in a way that a character
from the past could not naturally do. The
other characters provide the insider’s view—
the values, attitudes, and customs common
to the historical era. Finally, historical con-
flicts allow the main characters to gain per-
spective on the problems that initially cat-
apulted them into the past. These insights
are taken back to the present at the end of
the book.

Within the classroom, then, historical fic-
tion can be used as a source of historical
data, as supplementary reading, as reference
material for additional study, and as an in-
troduction to a unit or lesson. It can also
provide teachers with background for their
own teaching, literature for an individual-
ized reading program, and motivation for
students who are disenchanted with text-
book history. More than any of these, how-
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ever, historical fiction connects students with
the human implications of historical events,
providing young readers with the seeds for
later, more mature historical understanding.

The primary classroom

A number of picture storybooks present his-
torical content appropriate for primary-age
children (grades K-3). These books do not
attempt to use sophisticated chronological
history or to delve into all the complexities
of historical issues. Instead, they generally
provide a variety of time assists for readers
who are just developing a sense of time. They
also emphasize the daily lives of children and
families and depend on illustration to con-
vey at least an equal share of the historical
data. Through text and illustration, histor-
ical fiction for younger children offers a vis-
ual as well as literary journey into the past.
Erie Canal by Spier provides a potpourri of
images of life along the famous canal. Each
illustration contains a wealth of detail, in-
cluding period clothing, technology, trade,
architecture, and the work and entertain-
ment of nineteenth-century Americans.
Children can also enjoy the adventures of
Obadiah, a small Quaker boy living on Nan-
tucket during the China Clipper days in Thy
Friend, Obadiah by Turkle, or find out how
Christmas is celebrated on an isolated island
off the Alaskan coast in King Island Christmas
by Rogers. Each of these books evokes a sense
of place as well as time—a series of images
that, in the best books, stay in the mind and
enhance our ability to imagine a historical
era or event. This is particularly important
for young children, whose sense of time is
poorly developed and who tend to associate
historical eras with such markers as “before
cars” or ‘“‘cave times” or ‘‘pioneer days.”
Picture storybooks can help young children
to refine existing categories or create new,
more sophisticated ones.

Mitsumasa Anno’s wordless picture books
are also useful in providing visual images of
different periods and places. In his “‘jour-
ney” books, Anno takes a lone traveler
through various times across the United
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States in Anno’s USA, or Europe in Anno’s
Journey, Anno’s Britain, and Anno’s Italy. The
traveler, along with the reader, encounters
famous landmarks, events, and people. Older
children will also enjoy the visual jokes, the
inclusion of scenes from famous paintings,
and the side stories, such as a jail break,
courtship and duel, or footrace, that enliven
each book. Children can look for clues to
time and place as they examine each double-
page spread, or compare geographic and
historical features across books and coun-
tries.

Teachers in the primary grades can use
historical fiction in a number of ways to en-
courage historical response and lay the
foundation for historical understanding. The
Caldecott-winning The Oxcart Man by Hall
provides a fine example. Portraying the life
of a New England farm family in the early
1800s, the book highlights the cyclical na-
ture of farm life and the changing seasons.
After sharing the book aloud with the class
and discussing the story, the teacher can fo-
cus on the historical elements in the book.
An experience chart of similarities and .dif-
ferences between the book’s time and today
helps children focus on the period. The
teacher then guides the children to a con-
sideration of the products and marketing
styles depicted in the book and those famil-
iar to the children in their own time. This
activity then leads to the development of a
Portsmouth market recreated in the class-
room. Children take the roles of people at
the market and act out making, bartering,
buying, and selling of goods, using materials
brought from home or produced in the class.
Children can make some of the goods men-
tioned in the story, such as candles or simple
woven mats. A field trip to a local museum,
historical society, or historical farm site could
follow the children’s attempts to produce
goods and allow them to see the tools used
by families such as those in the story. The
children might then decide if they would have
enjoyed living long ago. The advantages and
disadvantages of nineteenth-century life
could be shared through art and language-
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experience stories. Finally, an “Oxcart Man
Day”’ provides children with an opportunity
to put their work on display and to share
their new insights with parents or other stu-
dents.

Beginning readers may enjoy several of
the easy-reading historical novels. These are
intended for independent reading but can
also be shared aloud. For example, The White
Stallion by Shub describes how a young girl
traveling through Texas in 1845 is aided by
a horse when she is separated from her
wagon train. Horse stories generally appeal
to elementary girls, and this one can be used
as an introduction to the challenges involved
in America’s westward expansion. Young
readers could learn about this era and about
Texas geography and history through such
activities as mapping the wagon train’s jour-
ney along the Guadalupe River in Texas. Us-
ing a map of Texas, they could calculate the
number of miles traveled, the landscape
traversed, and the changes in conditions be-
tween 1845 and today. Readers could also
construct the bed of a Conestoga wagon out
of cardboard (refrigerator or applicance
boxes) and pack it for the journey. They must
decide what will go in the wagon. Others
might study the history of horses in Texas,
including the origins of wild horses, the em-
ployment of horses by different peoples in
the area, and the value of horses to the new
settlers. Finally, the class could research,
prepare, and share a meal that might have
been eaten on the trail. Lila Perl’s Hunter’s
Stew and Hangtown Fry includes recipes and
background information for just such an ac-
tivity.

The intermediate classroom

Historical fiction for middle-level students
(grades 4-6) tends not to rely on a con-
junction of illustrations and text to transmit
meaning. Instead, illustrations, when they
exist, generally picture a scene or incident
already fully described in the text. Illustra-
tions may provide visual interest and may
even clarify certain points for the reader,
but the text should stand on its own. Novels
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for this age group also involve more com-
plex plot and characterization and treat is-
sues that can be quite controversial. The
trend in the last 15 to 20 years, away from
a Whig perspective that saw history as a con-
stant progress for good, has resulted in
greater emphasis on realism, including ac-
knowledgement that progress has sometimes
had unforeseen consequences and has often
occurred slowly, if at all.

In books for the intermediate grades, it
is much more likely that there will be both
good and evil on all sides of an issue and
that the main child characters will be faced
with decisions that place them at odds with
significant people in their lives. In My Brother
Sam Is Dead by Collier and Collier, a young
boy watches as his Tory father and Rebel
brother are destroyed by the stupidity and
brutality of war. More recently, Conrad’s
Prairie Songs contrasts a child’s love of the
vast expanses of prairie with the gradual
breakdown and death of a young woman who
cannot stand the isolation and separation
from all she loved in her native New York.

Novels for middle graders can sometimes
seem a catalogue of inhumanity—of Nazi
horrors, the internment of Japanese Amer-
icans, the destruction of Native American
communities, the ravages of the atomic
bomb—but most also celebrate survivors. The
stories are told by children who emerge from
inhumanity with a remarkable degree of
hope. Historical novels also help children
explore what Hardy (1978) labels the “un-
wished-for-worst.” Hardy argues that liter-
ature provides a safe context for students to
discover the worst of which humans are ca-
pable. Levstik (1986) suggests that the ex-
ploration of the extremes of human behav-
ior—the best and the worst—has strong
appeal to children who are beginning to un-
derstand the complexity of human motiva-
tion and behavior and seek to understand
their own capacity for both good and evil.

At this age, student interest is more often
stirred by an encounter with the human cost
of a historical event or crisis than by a de-
lineation of the crisis itself. Thus, the sixth
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grader who has just read Gentlehands by Kerr,
a novel set in Nazi Germany, reports that
she finally could understand how individuals
might come to be Nazis and blind themselves
to what was going on in their own neigh-
borhood. A fourth grader listens to a tale
of early settlement and explains why he
would not want to settle in Kentucky if it
meant learning to hate and fear the Indians.
Student interest has been stirred by a lit-
erary encounter with the past, and partic-
ularly with specific, carefully drawn, com-
plex characters from the past. Thus,
historical fiction provides a context for un-
derstanding and coming to terms with hu-
man behavior.

Historical fiction can be a very effective
source of social data and can initiate the type
of inquiry that is the essence of good social
studies. Because of its strong emotional im-
pact, it can also exercise considerable influ-
ence on students’ perceptions of historical
incidents, controversies, and people. Thus,
social studies teachers need to consider books
representing different historical interpreta-
tions. For example, a student who had read
The Slave Dancer might be encouraged to
read A Girl Called Boy, The Root Cellar, or
By Secret Railway for a variety of perspectives
on slavery.

Fictive constructions of history are not
sufficient to encourage study, however.
Rather, students need an opportunity to dis-
cuss their readings and then to extend them
in a variety of ways, including moving stu-
dents from an emotional response to the
narrative to a more analytical stance. One
teacher began by encouraging her students
to illustrate significant parts of The Sign of
the Beaver. These illustrations formed the ba-
sis of a display and discussion of life on the
frontier and Indian/white relations. A next
step might include bringing in maps of New
England to show the moves of Matt’s family.
Primary source documents, informational
books on native American and pioneer life,
and visits to museums could also provide
materials for judging the accuracy of the au-
thor’s construction. What Indians were in
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Maine at that time? Is there evidence that
they lived as Speare suggests in her book?
Is there any information on what might have
happened to Attean and his people after they
left Maine? How does this book compare
with other fictional depictions of Indian/
white relations over the course of American
history? Students could then be offered a
selection of other books, including Legend
Days by Highwater, Beyond the Divide by
Lasky, Edge of Two Worlds by Jones, and the
Wilder “Little House” books.

At this point, students chart similarities
and differences in treatment and perhaps
include any textbook references to Native
Americans. Using these charts, students can
form interpretive hypotheses to investigate.
As possibilities are suggested, the teacher or
a student recorder lists them on a sheet of
chart paper. Again, maps may be used to
help students analyze possibilities.

After students have had an opportunity
to discuss, research, and discuss again, it is
particularly effective to allow them to or-
ganize their thoughts in writing. Using the
characters from the book and new infor-
mation drawn from discussion and research,
the students could write a sequel to The Sign
of the Beaver that follows Attean and his peo-
ple as they move west. Students should be
encouraged to use reference material in the
classroom as they write. Follow-up lessons
might include guest speakers on present-day
Indian culture, films depicting the history of
cultural conflict in the westward movement,
or debates about current policy toward In-
dians—court cases concerning land claims,
the reservation system, and so forth.

The teacher’s role

Although historical fiction can be an im-
portant resource in the social studies cur-
riculum, the role of the teacher is critical in
ensuring that historical fiction is used ap-
propriately and effectively. Although the
benefits of historical fiction have already
been described, it also has some limitations
of which teachers need to be mindful. Dow-
ney (1986) points out some of these limi-
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tations, such as that many of the historical
events never happened, the characters are
fictitious, and reality may be distorted. In
addition, historical fiction may create mis-
conceptions regarding historical events,
people, and time periods. A skillful teacher,
however, can accept those limitations and
use them as a learning device with children.

First, since many characters are fictitious
and many historical events may not have oc-
curred, the teacher can use the historical
novel as a vehicle to help children develop
the skill of distinguishing fact from fiction.
For example, after reading the Newbery
honor book Sing Down the Moon by Scott
O’Dell, students could research the Long
March of the Navajo in 1864 from Arizona
to Fort Sumner, New Mexico. The teacher
could lead a discussion comparing O’Dell’s
account of the march with the facts as they
can be ascertained from other sources. Crit-
ical thinking skills can be enhanced as the
teacher guides students to identify the au-
thor’s point of view and the conflicting ways
to interpret facts.

Second, historical fiction may distort
reality. Downey (1986) points out that the
Little House books by Wilder are far from
truthful in dealing with human relation-
ships. Here again, the teacher’s role is im-
portant in helping children understand that
the books were written by Wilder when she
was an adult. The books are therefore a “re-
flection of the past filtered through distort-
ing lens of adult nostalgia” (Downey, 1986,
p- 264). To help students understand this,
the teacher can have them recall something
that happened when they were younger, then
ask their parents to recall the same incident,
and compare perceptions.

Third, many works of historical fiction
that have been praised for their literary
merit, such as the Little House books or The
Maichlock Gun by Edmonds, portray Native
American Indians in stereotypic ways. Other
books include stereotypes of women, blacks,
and other minorities. The teacher can guide
the children in discussing the author’s pur-
pose, point of view, and possible bias. To
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determine if the stereotypes accurately re-
flect attitudes and values of the historical
period rather than the bias of the author,
students can consult primary sources such
as journals, diaries, letters, or newspaper ar-
ticles from the time period. Many resources
can assist teachers in selecting quality his-
torical fiction (e.g., Huck, Hickman, & He-
pler, 1986; Monson, 1985; National Council
for the Social Studies, n.d.; Sutherland,
Monson, & Arbuthnot, 1981).

Moving beyond the United States

At present, it is easy to find appropriate ex-
amples of historical fiction with American
settings. A number of novels by Mollie
Hunter, Rosemary Sutcliffe, and others de-
pict the history of the British Isles. Books
can also be found on ancient times, the Vi-
kings, and medieval Europe. Several fine his-
torical novels have been translated into En-
glish, such as Petros’ War by Zei, The Winter
When Time Was Frozen by Pelgrom, and The
Island on Bird Street by Orlev. Regrettably, a
paucity of historical fiction deals with the
non-Western world. A few notable excep-
tions are the works of Paterson on Japan,
such as The Master Puppeteer and The Sign of
the Chrysanthemum, and some novels about
China’s history, such as The Serpent’s Chil-
dren by Yep. One hopes that as increased
attention focuses on global education, more
historical events set in the non-Western world
will emerge.

Conclusion

For the social studies teacher who strives for
more than an objective accounting of sub-
ject matter, historical fiction can lead chil-
dren to a more personal encounter with his-
tory. It can generate a response to history
that is the scaffolding for mature historical
understanding, for without the ability to em-
pathize, to put oneself into the past, history
can be a dry and barren ground for children.
Several scholars have suggested that in a so-
ciety that sees little utility in learning history,
children do not develop a sense of history
or of their own place in time. Their vision
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is limited to the present by their inability to
visualize the past and thus to project into
the future. As an amnesia victim loses him-
self, so a historyless society can lose its sense
of purpose and the ability to plan for its
future. Literature alone will not give chil-
dren a sense of history, but it can plant the
seed of interest to be nurtured by a good
teacher.
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