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INTRODUCTION

History is the story of all of us, and our story is most effectively taught as a
coherent story that unfolds across time. History and social studies classes seem
to be only about stuffy dates and times that are dusted off every year for a once-
over and then put back on the shelf, never to be seen again. Students don't see
the relevance of history, and more importantly, don’'t see themselves or their role
in the story of the past.

As we approach the 250th birthday of the United States in 2026 and the 200th
birthday of Texas in 2036, Texas students deserve better. With history education in
its current state, Texas students will fail to see the reason for celebration. Our
students deserve more. More than fragmented lessons and fragmented courses,
they deserve an opportunity to understand the story of freedom, struggle, and
progress that has shaped their lives in order to see their part in the ongoing
experiment of liberty that Texas and the United States embarked on centuries
ago. Without a coherent story, we not only fail to prepare students for civic life, but
we dlso fail to give them the knowledge and tools they need to understand why
these milestones matter and why they should be protected.

Most history education standards across the country (including Texas) resemble
a jigsaw puzzle fragmented in both organization and content. Unlike math and
reading, which follow well-defined and cohesive pedagogies, history lacks a clear
and structured instructional approach. The result is unmistakable. Students don’t
know history. The 2022 National Assessment of Educational Progress found that
40% of eighth graders scored below basic proficiency in U.S. history, continuing a
decades-long decline (U.S. Department of Education). Meanwhile, college surveys
reveal major gaps in civic knowledge, with only 31% of students being able to
identify James Madison as the “Father of the Constitution,” and 28% knew that the
13th Amendment ended slavery (American Council of Trustees and Alumni, 2024).
Not surprisingly, in the same study, 57% of students said they would flee the
country if the United States was invaded.

The solution is a classically inspired chronological approach to teaching history
that tells the American and Texas stories as part of a bigger world story and
hooks back and repeats from grade to grade the most significant ideals, people,
and events that have influenced our nation and state today. The first part to this is
a chronological framework.



Students need a chronological framework to understand patterns and cause-
and-effect in order to turn isolated facts into true meaningful learning. Within this
framework, important ideas such as liberty, rule of law, cultural development, and
self-government should be revisited in age-appropriate ways, reinforcing
learning through repetition in different contexts across time and place. It is only
then that students can understand how the world, the United States, and Texas
came to be, and know their place in it. Educational research demonstrates that
chronology combined with spiraled themes strengthens comprehension, cultural
understanding, and civic readiness.

This method builds a robust understanding of the world by continually “hooking”
earlier learning onto later developments. The sequence culminates in a capstone
year focused on Texas history, serving ds a test case that demonstrates the
lasting influence of ideas, such as free enterprise, the Enlightenment, and the civic
models of ancient Greece and Rome, adlong with the contributions of the diverse
cultures represented in the six flags that have flown over Texas and have shaped
our state. In this way, Texas history becomes the place where students apply the
ideas they have been spiraling through in earlier grades, seeing how global and
national struggles for liberty and self-government played out in their own state’s
unique story.

CHRONOLOGY PROVIDES THE FRAMEWORK FOR HISTORICAL THINKING

The ancient Greek historian Herodotus showed how to teach chronologically. His
stories of the Persian Wars included the causes, the war itself, and the effects.
Herodotus formulated the blueprint of how chronology naturally creates
opportunities to teach students cause and effect, continuity and change over
time, sequencing, and reflecting on significance. Chronological sequencing is
important to preventing historical facts from remaining isolated and fragmented.
Herodotus demonstrates that the discipline of history itself requires students to
understand when events occurred and how they relate to one another—a process
that cannot be achieved through scattered or thematic fragments or siloing
history. It is the difference between watching home movies versus looking at
snapshots. The snapshot gives you a moment in time, but the home movie pans
to the left or right showing you who else was there, giving you sounds, voices, and
context. A story unfolds. History comes alive.

Periodization is the practice of dividing history into distinct eras or segments in
order to make sense of the past and provide a clear framework for learning.
Periodization divides chronology into chapters marked by undeniable,
transformative events (such as the fall of Rome, the Age of Exploration, and the
revolutionary period) that signal clear turning points in the human story. By
organizing chronological content into blocks through periodization, teachers help
students build a mental timeline that shows continuity, change, and the impact of
events across centuries. Chronology and periodization are not simply
pedagogical preferences but dre proven methods for developing historical



cognition. For example, tracing Texds culture across time from Native traditions in
the prehistoric period, to Spanish missions in the Age of Exploration, to Mexican
influences that contributed to uniquely Texan music, food, and celebrations as a
result of the Bracero Program during World War Il shows how each layer builds on
the last to create a coherent story of how Texas came to be and how students
experience it today.

YOUNG LEARNERS AND HISTORY

While some doubt that young learners can understand chronological history,
research in cognitive development and education suggests these concerns are
largely unfounded. Pioneering child psychologist Piaget described the
development of children’s learning ability as stages (Mcleod, 2025). In the
preoperational stage (2-7 years), children learn effectively from symbolic and
narrative-based instruction, while in the concrete operational stage (7-11) they
begin to apply logic, sequence events, and reason about cause and effect
making the gradual introduction of historical complexity developmentally
appropriate. By introducing historical concepts through age-appropriate
schemas in Kindergarten through 2" grade, such as the idea of kings from fairy
tales who make decisions without giving people choice, educators provide
familiar foundations for learning. Following Piagetian schema theory, these early
“king” schemas can be gradually expanded, allowing students to later
understand more complex dynamics such as the American colonists’ frustrations
with King George’s denial of rights.

Natalie Wexler, in the article “Why We Need To Start Teaching History In
Kindergarten,” argues that young children are capable of grasping complex
historical ideas when taught through rich, chronological stories rather than
abstract fragments (2021). She contrasts shallow lessons on symbols like the flag
with engaging narratives such as the Boston Tea Party, where students can follow
causes, events, and consequences. Flag lessons don't work because they present
symbols without the stories that give them meaning, in turn leaving students to
memorize disconnected facts. Conversely, the story of the Boston Tea Party allows
children to see how conflicts build, how choices are made, and how outcomes
unfold in ways that spark curiosity and deepen understanding.

SPIRALING REINFORCES UNDERSTANDING AND BUILDS SCHEMA

Often in social studies classes, information is taught as “one and done.” Students
don’'t remember, not only because they don't know the context, but because they
don't revisit topics. While chronology supplies the structure, spiraled repetition of
core ideas allows students to revisit and deepen their understanding over time in
context. This idea is widely referred to as Jerome Bruner’'s concept of the “spiral
curriculum” (1960). Bruner argued that children can return to the same ideas at
increasing levels of complexity, each time gaining greater understanding and
insight. Applied to history, however, spiraling is not only about insight, but is about



“hooking” earlier ideas to later development. For example, students can be
introduced to pictures of ancient Greek and Roman buildings, and as they later
learn more history, be able to hook that knowledge to the understanding of why
the U.S. and Texas Capitol buildings were modeled on Greco-Roman architecture,
which was done so to emulate the ancient ideas of freedom and civic virtue. The
world around us is full of meaning, and if we don’t know the history, we miss the
richness, symbolism, and connections that give depth to our culture and civic life.

Scholars of historical education stress that students need to see how concepts
evolve and reappear across time. Wineburg describes historical thinking as
necessary to help learners trace how earlier ideas inform later struggles and
overcome misunderstandings (2001). Similarly, Lee and Shemilt’s research shows
that students’ progression in historical understanding depends on being able to
see how ideas and institutions develop over time and are reapplied in new
contexts, such as how the Enlightenment shaped debates about civil rights
(2009). seixas and Morton identify “continuity and change” and “cause and
consequence” ds central to historical thinking; both require a chronological
foundation so that themes like liberty, equality, or self-government can be
recognized as recurring and evolving ideas, rather than isolated facts (2013).

In this way, the chronological-spiral model ensures that recurring themes are not
simply repeated, but are reinterpreted and applied ds history progresses. For
example, in one grade, students would learn about the Enlightenment ideals of
liberty. In subsequent grades, students would apply Enlightenment ideals to the
American founding, to the Reconstruction era, and later to the Civil Rights
Movement. This allows students to see ideas carried forward, transformed, and
contested across time, giving them a depth and richness of understanding they
would not gain from isolated or repetitive instruction. History becomes like a
family tree that helps students see who they are because of where they come
from.



FIGURE 1. THE STORY ARC OF HISTORY: THE ENGLIGHTENMENT.
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WHY REPETITION ALONE IS INSUFFICIENT

In today’s social studies models, course sequencing often provides stand-alone
repetitive courses. Although repetition helps with memory, repetition without
chronology reduces history to disconnected facts. Students won't remember
something three years later. Just like in math, where students learn addition
before multiplication and fractions before algebra, social studies and history
courses must also be sequenced so that each grade builds upon the last. Without
that structure, students are left with gaps instead of a connected story. Wineburg
argues that history taught as “one darn thing after another” leaves students with
fragments of information but no framework for meaning (2001). Without
chronological sequencing, repetition becomes rote review and memorization of
irrelevant facts, rather than an opportunity to build understanding.

Research also shows that students struggle when they encounter repeated topics
without a developmental sequence. Lee and Shemilt describe this as the problem
of “one-way streets” in history learning (2009). Students encounter the same
figures and events again, but without context or linkage to earlier and later
developments, their understanding does not progress. Repetition by itself
produces redundancy rather than insight.



SHORTER TIME PERIODS MATTER

Building upon these insights, dividing U.S. history into shorter chronological spans
and teaching them consecutively across multiple grades allows for greater depth
and developmental progression, thus giving students the schema needed for a
chronological approach that supports deeper learning which not only develops
critical historic thinking skills, but also a love for Texas and the United States.
Instead of racing through four centuries in a single course or two, students revisit
U.S. history in manageable, sequential segments, beginning with exploration and
colonization, then continuing century by century. This structure preserves
continuity, creates opportunities to build schema, and hooks information from the
previous grade and applies it in new ways. Space is created for deeper
engagement with causes, consequences, and connections, and better shows
students America’s role in the story of the world. Shorter time periods also allow
for deeper dives into culture which is a cornerstone into the human part of history.
Culture both molds and mirrors events in history, and is often lost in a sea of
competing dates and events.

CHRONOLOGY AND SPIRALING AS AN ENGINEERING DESIGN

From an engineering perspective, history taught chronologically with spiraled
themes works as a well-designed system: chronology provides the structural
framework the foundation without which nothing else holds, while spiraling
functions like iteration in design, where earlier concepts are reapplied in new
contexts rather than merely repeated. Repetition without chronology, by contrast,
is like running the same stress test again and again without changing the design.
It produces redundancy, not progress. Just as engineers depend on sequencing
and iteration to move from blueprint to finished structure, students depend on
chronology and spiraling to connect ideas like technological advancements
across time. For example, the Scientific Revolution’s discoveries in astronomy and
physics laid the groundwork for navigation and mapping, which fueled
exploration, colonization, and eventually space exploration.

KNOWLEDGE IS ESSENTIAL FOR READING COMPREHENSION

Cognitive science reinforces the importance of teaching history as a knowledge-
rich, organized, and chronological sequence. Recht and Leslie’s study on reading
comprehension showed that students with background knowledge of baseball
understood a passage about the sport far better than “good readers” without that
knowledge (1988). The implication is clear: comprehension depends on content
knowledge, not generic skills. In history, this means that students must learn
events in sequence, building schema over time. Spiraled encounters with key
ideas within a chronological framework ensure that students acquire and retain
the knowledge needed for advanced comprehension.



Consider the American Revolution. If students first learn about Enlightenment
ideas, then see how those ideas inspired Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of
Independence, and then later connect them to the Bill of Rights and the Civil
Rights Movement, they build a web of meaning that deepens comprehension
across texts. A student encountering a reading passage on the Civil Rights
Movement who already knows how Jefferson’s phrase “all men are created
equal” was applied during both abolition and women's suffrage is far more likely
to understand the significance of Martin Luther King, Jr's appeal to America’s
founding ideals in his fight for civil rights.

This is especially important among disadvantaged learners who may not be
exposed to the same range of historical images, cultural references, or civic
experiences outside of school. Introducing these ideas systematically in the
classroom gives all students the shared background knowledge they need to
make sense of new content, connect ideas across time, and participate fully in
civic life. Cognitive development theory is full of research that shows that building
knowledge in sequenced, contextual ways strengthens both comprehension and
long-term retention. As Robert Pondiscio argues, providing content-rich
instruction is not a luxury but an equity issue, ensuring that all students—
especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds—gadin access to the cultural
and civic knowledge required for academic success and democratic
participation (2019).

CHRONOLOGY AND SPIRALING AS AN ENGINEERING DESIGN

From an engineering perspective, history taught chronologically with spiraled
themes works as a well-designed system: chronology provides the structural
framework the foundation without which nothing else holds, while spiraling
functions like iteration in design, where earlier concepts are reapplied in new
contexts rather than merely repeated. Repetition without chronology, by contrast,
is like running the same stress test again and again without changing the design.
It produces redundancy, not progress. Just as engineers depend on sequencing
and iteration to move from blueprint to finished structure, students depend on
chronology and spiraling to connect ideas like technological advancements
across time. For example, the Scientific Revolution’s discoveries in astronomy and
physics laid the groundwork for navigation and mapping, which fueled
exploration, colonization, and eventually space exploration.



FIGURE 2. FULFILLMENT OF ENLIGHTENMENT IDEALS SEEN IN MLK SPEECHES.
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“I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning
of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal.”

MLK, | Have A Dream, 1963

“One day the South will recognize its real heroes... They will be old, oppressed,
battered Negro women... who rose up with a sense of dignity and with their
children decided not to accept segregation. One day the South will know that
when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in
reality standing up for the best in the American dream and the most sacred values
in our Judeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great
wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers.”

MLK, Letter From Birmingham Jail, 1963

This accumulation of background knowledge translates directly into higher
reading test scores. Jeanne Chall found in The Academic Achievement Challenge
that content-rich, knowledge-based curricula consistently raised reading
achievement, especially for low-income students (2000). Likewise, Recht and
Leslie proved that background knowledge can outweigh general reading ability in
determining comprehension (1988). Thus, disadvantaged students who may lack
these knowledge “hooks” outside of school particularly benefit from a coherent,
chronological history curriculum that systematically builds cultural literacy,
enabling them to not only understand history but also excel on broader measures
of reading achievement.

WHY INTEGRATION MATTERS

History is most meaningful when students see how local, national, and global
stories connect. Teaching Texas, U.S.,, and world history in isolation risks leaving
students with three separate sets of facts and no understanding of how they fit
together. Perhaps more importantly, without this context and integration, students
are not prepared to defend the ideals that brought them to this unique time in
history. They cannot recognize the impact Texas and America had on the world
without also examining the impact the world and America had on Texas. America
and Texas did not merely come out of nothing. There were events that impacted



the formation of the two republics—events that still impact the United States and
Texas today. Integration ensures coherence by showing that events in Texas are
part of larger movements in U.S. history, and that both are influenced by and
contribute to the story of the world.

For example, Texas independence in 1836 cannot be fully understood without
grasping the broader context of Enlightenment ideals of liberty, the American
Revolution, and Mexico’s own struggle for independence from Spain. Likewise, the
discovery of oil at Spindletop in 1901 was not only an economic turning point for
Texas but also reshaped global energy markets, linking Texas directly to the rise of
oil-rich regions such as the Middle East. What set Texas apart, however, was that
its own oil industry developed under a free enterprise system that encouraged
innovation and competition, while in much of South America and the Middle East,
heavy government control over oil created dependency and instability. This
contrast is something students should see side by side. Civil rights cases in Texas,
such as Herndndez v. Texas in 1954, were not just local disputes but part of a
broader U.S. civil rights struggle with global resonance in the post-World War I
human rights era. More recently, Texas has stood at the forefront of technological
change through NASA's role in the space race and in innovations like the
microchip, both of which fueled the global digital revolution.

The migration of Mexican workers into Texas during the 20th century was part of a
worldwide pattern of labor movements tied to industrialization and
modernization, leading to the unique Texas identity and culture seen in so many
of our foods, traditions, and celebrations. The integrated chronological approach
deepens cultural understanding. Tejano music, Tex-Mex food, and rodeo
traditions become richer when seen as the blending of Native, Spanish, Mexican,
and American influences, all shaped in the context of global migration and
exchange. By layering Texas, U.S.,, and world history together, students develop a
coherent narrative that reflects the complexity of the past and the
interconnectedness of their present.

Importantly, integration does not diminish the importance of America or Texas; it
amplifies it. By comparison, students see how Texas and the United States often
stood at the forefront advancing liberty when others clung to monarchy. They
learn how Texas and the United States fueled global markets with oil and
innovation, and they grasp how we expanded rights and equality in ways that
inspired the rest of the world. Exceptionalism becomes visible not through
isolation, but through integration.

The question now is how to amplify Texas and America within the story of the
world in a way that does not diminish the importance of our state and country.
Just as fragmented standards reduce history to a jigsaw puzzle of disconnected
pieces, treating content as quotas makes the problem worse, losing sight of the
entire story. History requires a coherent framework, where topics are taught in
relation to one another, not parceled out by percentage points.



There is an ebb and flow to history, and American and Texas exceptionalism can
be highlighted across many eras. There is ho way the entire history of the world
can be taught in any model, and that is why the story must be centered. Before
determining content, themes and key topics can be selected to guide and serve
as a litmus test for what parts of world history should be taught which represent a
full and truthful telling of the story.

In younger grades, the events that inspired Texas and the United States can be
introduced as foreshadowing to the larger causes of liberty and self-government,
thus laying a strong foundation. As time moves forward, Texas and America
naturally take on a more prominent place in the narrative. In a chronological
model, this emphasis emerges organically: some eras underscore the global
forces that shaped America and Texas, while others highlight the unique ways
that our nation and state influenced the world.

APPLICATION TO TEXAS HISTORY

History is not simple, and it cannot be reduced to isolated nhames and dates. It is
the story of human beings wrestling with greatness and hardship, freedom and
oppression, triumph and tragedy. A chronological, spiraled approach respects
that complexity by helping students see how ideas and struggles build over time.
They first encounter the ideals of law and liberty in Greece and Rome, then watch
them reemerge in the Enlightenment, and see them tested in America through
our founding, civil war, and civil rights movement. Here, students confront the
“hard” reality that our nation did not always live up to its own ideals, but will also
see the perseverance of leaders and citizens who worked to secure equality and
fairness for all.

Furthermore, the Texas Revolution also demonstrates how a chronological
approach deepens understanding. Its Declaration of Independence drew directly
on the Enlightenment ideals of natural rights, echoed the American Revolution in
both language and purpose, and reflected even older traditions of self-
government rooted in Ancient Greece and Rome. Even the very name “Republic of
Texas” comes from the Roman idea of the res publica—a government belonging
to the people. When students see the Texas Revolution in this wider context, they
recognize that Texans were not only fighting Mexico for independence, but also
carrying forward a centuries-long struggle for liberty and representative
government.

Leaders like Barbara Jordan gave voice to justice and personified equality. Héctor
P. Garcia fought tirelessly for the rights of Mexican American veterans and
communities. Without the background in American and world history, students
cannot learn lessons from the past, appreciate the significance of their struggles
or the barriers they confronted, or the comprehend larger traditions of liberty and
civic responsibility they carried forward.



CONCLUSION

As a social science, there are rarely any thoughts to strong pedagogical design in
the study of history. The classically inspired chronological model of history
instruction, when reinforced by spiraled themes, is an effective framework model.
Chronology provides the structure for understanding continuity and change,
while spiraled themes reinforce key ideds in context. Together, they build the
knowledge base necessary for comprehension, critical thinking, and citizenship.
Students taught this way do not simply memorize isolated facts; they see
themselves and their communities as part of a story stretching across
civilizations and centuries. When applied to American and Texas history, this
approach helps students connect local and national struggles for freedom, rights,
and opportunity to the broader global story of human progress. In doing so,
students gain not just knowledge but also perspective, thus fostering a deeper
appreciation of the ideals of law, liberty, and representative government that
shaped both America and Texas, the sacrifices that built their state and nation,
and their own role in carrying forward those ideals.
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