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Seeing Standards as Educative:  
Guidance for the Analysis and Design of State 
World History Standards 

W orld history standards in the United States vary greatly from state to state. Some 
are loaded with events and people; some include only broad discussion of eras 

that should be addressed. Some states have made efforts to include more regions and 
peoples in their standards; others continue to focus mainly on Western narratives. 
Despite these differences, however, most state world history standards do not fully 
include the conceptual tools and the narratives that world historians often include in 
their work.  In fact, attempts at broadening perspectives and regions are often what are 1

cited in news stories covering controversy over history standards.  Given the range of 2

standards that currently exist (and will likely continue to exist to some extent) and the 
nature of the creation of standards in states with politicized contexts, what can 
educators and policymakers do to improve state world history standards? We ask this 
question knowing that standards in any history or other subject could also be improved. 
However, we feel that it is particularly important to focus on world history standards, 
given the issues of coherence and scope that they raise in trying to capture the history of 
the world. Additionally, many world history teachers have historically not had the same 
amount of preparation for teaching world history as U.S. history teachers may have 
had.  Studies have shown that history teachers do use state history standards for their 3

instructional planning, even if feeling constrained by them.  Arguably, world history 4

teachers may lean on state standards more—particularly if teachers are in schools or 
districts that have not developed world history curriculum. 

In this article we draw on our research  over the past decade on the field of world 5

history, history standards, and the decision-making of world history teachers to propose 
guiding questions for the analysis and design/revision of world history standards. In 
particular we argue that the inclusion of educative features in world history standards 
could guide teachers in making choices about what to teach in different state contexts. 
As discussed below, educative features include inserted text or graphics that provide 
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background information and suggestions for teachers as well as rationale for curricular 
elements.  This type of information could help teachers strengthen their content 6

knowledge and create coherence from standards that may be presented as unconnected. 
In what follows we provide background for these issues before discussing three 
questions that we have developed to guide the analysis and creation of world history 
standards. 

Background 

State world history standards are often written to include bulleted lists of content (e.g., 
events, people, phenomena) and disciplinary skills (e.g., corroboration, using evidence 
to support claims) that teachers should incorporate in their teaching. Although 
historians and history educators may view content and skills as interconnected and not 
necessarily distinct,  standards often present them in that manner. Additionally, the 7

bulleted or list-like nature of standards documents may not help world history teachers 
see the connections between different time periods and different regions.  8

Scholars who have studied state world history standards have found that they 
tend to privilege Western, white male narratives.  For example, Michael Marino and 9

Jane Bolgatz’s study of 23 state world history standards found that “the western 
civilization model of factual orientation and chronology prevails.”  More recently, 10

Tadashi Dozono’s analysis of the New York world history standards found that they 
maintain an “order of White supremacy through epistemic violence and discursive 
grammars of violence.”  A 2022 statement by the National Council for the Social 11

Studies directly addresses the historic lack of geographic and cultural representation in 
state world history standards:  

Social studies standards should include world history content that 
focuses on the interaction of societies within a global context. Social 
studies standards should include the ideas, values, and experiences of 
both Western history and the history of the non-Western world. Any 
standards that focus primarily on European or Western history do a 
disservice not only to students from other backgrounds but to all 
students, who benefit from understanding the world so that they can best 
participate in a global economy.  12

Some states have kept world history standards “vague” in regard to content (e.g., 
by not including events or people), which may serve to avoid privileging particular 
cultures or regions and allow for a lot of choice for teachers.  However, without 13

support, teachers may not know what world history content to choose to teach, which 
may in turn reinforce hegemonic narratives in textbooks and past standards documents 
(i.e., teaching what one is used to).  
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In our previous study examining how 260 teachers in 29 states reported use of 
state history standards (including world history), we found that participants most often 
indicated that they used standards a “great deal” to make history content choices.  14

However, teachers in contexts with required district or state assessments were almost 
twice as likely to report that they relied on state standards than those without such 
assessments.  

As part of our study, we gave teachers a sample state world history standard 
centered on comparing political revolutions. We asked them to imagine they only had 
time to teach three revolutions and had them rank nine factors that would influence 
their choice of those three revolutions. The participants ranked “historical significance” 
the highest factor, followed by “potential for comparison” and then “student relevance” 
and “student interest.” Other factors such as the teachers’ own expertise and interests 
and the availability of resources were ranked lower. The highest-ranked factor points to 
an element that is generally incorporated into world history standards: historical 
significance. By including particular events in standards, there is an assumption of 
significance. Comparison is a central aspect of world history  and was also mentioned 15

in the standard that we included in the study, so it makes sense that participants ranked 
it highly. The focus on the participants’ own students, which was not an aspect of the 
standard, indicates that teachers are indeed thinking about their students and local 
contexts in making content selections; however, standards may not provide help for 
teachers in making those selections related to student interest or relevance. The 
standard included in our study explicitly included choice for teachers, but in a related 
study, we found that only about half the states provide teachers with this type of choice 
in their world history standards.    16

In what follows we build on this and other scholarship on history standards to 
present guiding questions for the analysis and creation or revision of world history 
standards (Figure 1). In doing so, we discuss our rationale behind each of the guiding 
questions and provide examples from state world history standards. 
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Figure 1, Guiding Questions for World History Standards 

1. Do the standards align with current world history research by emphasizing a global 
perspective, with various regions and the interactions among them, at different scales? 

For this first question, we posit that state world history standards could benefit from a 
closer alignment with the field of world history’s approach to and organization of world 
history. In the first author’s study of historians’ writing in the Journal of World History 
across 18 years, she found that articles tended to focus on one or more of the following: 
case studies with interregional and/or global connections, cross-regional or cultural 
contact and exchange; cross-regional or cultural comparison, interregional patterns; or 
global patterns.  These heuristics align with much of the scholarship on defining, 17

framing, and teaching world history.   18

Douglas Northrop described world history as both having a focus on the “big 
picture” and different scales but also on mobility. He wrote: “The past is seen less as a 
collection of discrete stories (of particular places or peoples) than one fundamentally 
shaped by, and concerned with, the movements, relationships, and connections among 
them.”  World history, Northrop continued, “brings multiple stories together, 19

comparing and/or connecting individuals and communities that are separated in space 
or time. From this point of view, any particular group can be seen in both relative 
(relational, comparative) and interactive (mutually constitutive connective) terms.”  20

Seeing world history this way involves not only considering different geographic scales 
(e.g., global, interregional, local) but also expanding narratives to include people and 
places that may have been previously omitted or marginalized in history textbooks and 
curricula. 

Questions to Guide the Analysis and Design of World History 
Standards 

    Do the standards: 

1. Align with current world history research by emphasizing a global perspective, 
with various regions and the interactions among them, at different scales? 

2. Include chronological and topical mile-markers for teachers while also leaving 
room for flexibility based on teachers’ students and communities? 

3. Incorporate educative features that help teachers see the rationale behind the 
standards and support their implementation?

4
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Given that state world history standards in the United States have generally had a 
Western focus and often contain discretely presented content, what would standards 
look like that aligned more with the field of world history? There are some examples. 
Michigan’s high school world history standards state that they “encourage students to 
work with and across different scales of time and space to investigate patterns and 
developments over time while connecting more local patterns to larger interregional and 
global patterns.”  The introduction to the Michigan world history standards emphasize 21

that these scales are “fluid” and “nested” categories. The numbered standards are 
organized by eras, each with “global or cross-temporal expectations” and “interregional 
or comparative expectations.” The eras also contain central questions that focus on such 
things as comparison and global convergence.  

Even the titles of eras or sections in world history standards can signal an 
approach that aligns with the global nature of the field. For example, the Massachusetts 
world history standards include titles such as “Dynamic interactions among regions of 
the world,” “Interactions of kingdoms and empires c. 1000–1500 CE,” and “The global 
effects of 19th century imperialism.”  As a counter-example, the Georgia standards, 22

particularly before 1500, appear to emphasize a civilizational and regional emphasis 
with titles such as “Examine the political, economic, and cultural interactions within the 
Medieval Mediterranean World between 600 CE/AD and 1300 CE/AD.”  Additionally, 23

there are some world history standards that have global titles, but the content under 
them may not display a global approach.  Take, for example, the following two 24

examples, again from the Georgia standards: 

 SSWH15 Describe the impact of industrialization and urbanization.  

a. Analyze the process and impact of industrialization in Great 
Britain, Germany, and Japan. […] 

SSWH16 Analyze the rise of nationalism and worldwide imperialism.  

a. Compare and contrast the rise of the nation state in Germany 
under Otto von Bismarck and Japan during the Meiji Restoration. 
[…]  25

Both standards signify content focused on global patterns; however, the wording 
of the first substandard does not indicate that teachers should introduce comparison or 
contextualization in larger global patterns. Without more information, a teacher might 
first present industrialization in Great Britain, then Germany, and then Japan without 
making connections between them. The substandard from the second example, on the 
other hand, gets closer to a global approach with the terms “compare and contrast.”  

Focusing both on global framing of world history standards and on connecting 
the content included in the standards would allow for standards to be more aligned with 
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world history scholarship. Drawing on the conceptual frames in this scholarship may 
help teachers make sense of, organize, and connect the vast scope of world history that 
they need to teach.  

2. Do the standards include chronological and topical mile-markers for teachers while 
also leaving room for flexibility based on teachers’ students and communities? 

Teaching world history fully is impossible. It might be seen as an act of hubris to survey 
all or even half of human history in 180 instructional days. Therefore, as Peter N. 
Stearns wrote, world history teachers have to “DARE TO OMIT.”  However, it is clear 26

both from our anecdotal experience and our prior research that world history teachers 
struggle to fit in all the significant material they would like to address in a course and 
decide what to select and omit. Given this challenge of breadth and significance, we 
designed our second guiding question to respect the need for clarity on what is 
historically significant and important for students to understand, while recognizing that 
some flexibility is needed to account for a range of factors, including teacher expertise 
and interest, community concerns and connections, and students’ prior knowledge and 
interests.  

Over the last 30+ years, a growing body of research literature has argued for the 
inclusion and recognition of students’ diverse cultural backgrounds and resources in 
classroom teaching. There have been a number of refinements and variations on Gloria 
Ladson-Billings’ original concept of culturally relevant pedagogy.  A culturally relevant 27

or sustaining approach to history might include including projects such as oral histories 
with community members and centering students’ racial and ethnic experiences in the 
curriculum.  State standards should be flexible enough to allow for the connection to 28

teachers’ students and communities, since as noted earlier, teachers have reported 
considering student interest and relevance when making content decisions.   29

In our analysis of state history standards (both world and United States), we 
found that some states explicitly address the need for such flexibility.   We found quite 30

a bit of variation across states, but some standards provided rationales for choice, 
including the ability to use local examples, meet the needs of students, utilize current 
events to illuminate historical concepts and themes, and allow teachers to innovate. 
While such rationales might help teachers know they need to include such 
considerations, they were often included in the front matter of the standards, which 
teachers may not refer to as much as the standards themselves.  

Additionally, we contend that world history standards should not be devoid of 
content. Doing so can perpetuate the status quo. Instead, we see the value in standards 
presenting content guideposts while also leaving room for flexibility in response to local 
contexts. One example of providing guideposts to support clarity and coherence for 
teachers and students can be found in the New Jersey social studies standards. For each 
era of world history there are one or more “content statements” that precede each set of 
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standards and provide “big idea(s)” that can inform more specific content decisions, for 
example: 

The Emergence of the First Global Age: Global Interactions and 
Colonialism  

• The methods of and motivations for exploration and conquest resulted in 
increased global interactions, differing patterns of trade, colonization, 
and conflict among nations.  

• Colonization was inspired by the desire to have access to resources and 
markets, often at the expense of the Indigenous culture, population, and 
environment.  31

These big idea statements can provide teachers with clear learning goals and also 
highlight core concepts. Ideally, unit or era-wide understandings allow teachers to see 
what is salient in the historical record out of the wide array of choices, and furthermore 
to highlight aspects of history that are most relevant. In the example used here, if a 
teacher only discussed individual explorers and valorized their bravery (as is sometimes 
the case with such units of study), neither of these content statements would be met. An 
approach that centers the exploits of the explorers is likely to ignore much of the 
negative impact on Indigenous populations as well as fail to widen the lens to reveal the 
larger changes in global trade and interaction. Thus, the wording of the New Jersey 
content statements above may push teachers to bring in global connections and multiple 
perspectives. 

3. Do the standards incorporate educative features that help teachers see the rationale 
behind the standards and support their implementation? 

A prospective teacher with whom one of the authors worked, when learning about using 
standards to guide instructional planning, remarked that they are like powdered milk—
the meaning had evaporated, and it was up to the teacher to add the meaning back in. 
Many state standards documents, in concisely enumerating what should be taught, leave 
out information that might be useful to teachers in their planning. Could standards 
documents be a place for teacher learning? Scholars have found that the inclusion of 
educative features in curriculum can support teacher learning.  Although most of the 32

literature on educative features for teachers has focused on curriculum, we do see 
potential for some of the ideas to apply to standards—not to have standards replace 
district, school, or teacher-created curricula, but to serve as a more useful tool to aid in 
the creation or revision of such curricula in the future. In particular, two of the educative 
features that Elizabeth Davis and colleagues have studied—content support and 
disciplinary practices—would be particularly useful in world history standards.  33

Content support features would allow teachers to see connections between the historical 
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content included in the standards, thereby building coherence. Disciplinary practices 
features would allow teachers to see how disciplinary practices in world history link to 
particular historical events, people, and phenomena.  

We have already pointed to one example earlier in the Georgia standards in 
Question 1, where explicit language in the standard to make regional comparisons of 
industrialization might guide teachers to a more contemporary world history lens and 
approach. The very organization and wording of the standards can scaffold teacher 
learning, especially for historical time periods and regions areas that are new to them.  

We implied other educative features in our discussion of Question 2 above: that 
standards should support teacher decision-making when selecting areas of focus and 
comparison. While not all (or even most) state world history standards detail explicit 
choices, the very nature of history means that such choices are an inevitable part of the 
planning process. One example of a standard that does provide an explicit choice comes 
from the Michigan standards:  

6.2.1 Comparing Political Revolutions and/or Independence Movements 
– compare and contrast the American Revolution, the French Revolution, 
and one other revolution or independence movement that occurred in a 
region external to Europe from the standpoint of political, economic, and 
social causes and consequences. 

Examples may include but are not limited to: case studies of 
Chinese, Haitian, Mexican and/or other Latin American revolutions; 
others who fought for a new political order against oppression, like 
Tacky’s War in Jamaica in 1760, the rebellion of Tupac Amaru in 1780, or 
the Indian Rebellion of 1857.  34

By providing both specifics of number and examples cases to draw from, this standard 
implicitly scaffolds comparisons and may open teachers’ eyes to significant revolutions 
that might be worthwhile to include for a number of reasons, including student 
connections and interests.  

Another example of educative features can be seen in the Massachusetts 
standards, which provide a number of supports for teachers. These include an annotated 
list of suggested primary sources for world history in an appendix and, importantly, 
links to those sources on the same pages as the standards. The supports also include 
footnotes citing research and resources, supporting questions for each topic, and 
“clarification statements” for some of the standards. The clarification statements take 
several forms including listing possible cases that students could study (as in the 
Michigan example above) and indicating for teachers where standards and historical 
topics in one course or grade level are linked to another. In the following 6th grade world 
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history example, the clarification statement informs high school teachers of topics that 
were addressed in middle school to inform their choices: 

Give examples of exchanges of ideas and goods among ancient complex 
societies to c. 500 CE.  

Clarification Statement: As a reminder of concepts studied in 
grades 6 and 7, teachers may choose to highlight topics such as the 
spread of agricultural practices, the adoption of religions, 
imperial conquests, or the first phase of trade along the Silk Roads 
among societies in Asia, Africa, and Europe.   35

Some of the Massachusetts clarifying statements also function to provide 
teachers additional content knowledge about the topic as in the following example: 

Describe the causes of 19th century European global imperialism. 

b. the importance of slavery and slave-generated capital to the Industrial 
Revolution; the role of European traders, merchants, and buyers in 
making the slave trade profitable in North and South America and the 
Caribbean Islands  

Clarification Statement: Students should understand that slavery 
in the Americas was an interconnected system, and that slavery 
did not just exist in the Southern states of the United States (see 
United States History 1, standards 20–21). They should learn that 
the largest number of enslaved African men and women brought 
to the Americas (an estimated 4.9 million from the 16th to the 19th 
century) were sold to buyers in Brazil to work on sugar and coffee 
plantations and in mining.   36

Here the clarification statement addresses possible misconceptions that students and 
teachers might hold about enslavement in addition to providing additional detail and 
connecting the standard to another course. 

A primary challenge in considering adding educative supports for teachers is that 
no one wants longer standards! Many standards documents are already unwieldy; 
however, adding more supportive materials and structures might actually improve their 
usability. The solutions mentioned above lend themselves to integration within the 
standards, and the structural features that we suggest should not add much bulk. For 
features that are not as integrated, it is not hard to imagine a technological solution 
where there are either bookmarks within a pdf version of the standards or hyperlink 
connections to a website with additional curricular materials and background reading. 
Such links and support materials could provide information and rationale, for example, 

9



Harris and Girard   |   Seeing Standards as Educative

for why a teacher might want to select one revolution over another as in the Michigan 
example above.  

Conclusion 

The questions that we have developed are preliminary and designed to spark further 
discussion on how state world history standards can be improved. We realize that the 
state standards writing and revision process is complex and often highly politicized.  37

Teachers, teacher educators, and historians may be limited in their influence over state 
standards. However, given that there are examples of state standards that currently 
incorporate some of the features that we have highlighted, we do not feel it is beyond the 
reach of more states to do the same. Additionally, these questions provide a framework 
for analyzing existing world history standards and may help districts to work with those 
standards to design additional supports for teachers. 

In conclusion, states can take steps to improve their standards for better fidelity 
to the current understandings and frame of the field of world history as well as improve 
the usability of the standards for the teachers who implement them in their classrooms. 
In relation to that usability, we see room for growth on the clarity of “big ideas” 
(structured either as statements or questions), which are sometimes obscured by the 
bulleted nature of standards. We also see room for improvement in indicating how 
teachers might meet such learning goals in a number of ways that are responsive to local 
concerns, including student interests. 

A final caveat is that these questions are meant to be a starting place for those 
doing the hard work of refining and revising state standards. We have no doubt that 
there are additional useful questions and ideas in field of world history education, as 
well as policy and practice. We all share the goal of developing historically literate 
students, and we hope the conversation continues. 
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