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Title 
 
“America’s History in the Making” 

A Special Collection from the Annenberg Foundation 
 

Target Audience 
 
This course is intended for pre-service and in-service teachers of grades 6-12. 
 

Prerequisites 
 
To successfully participate and complete the assignments in this course, the learner must: 

• Have past experience using the classroom computer. 
• Have past experience working with the Internet. 
• Be familiar with taking an online course or have completed the PBS “Practice Learning 

Online with TeacherLine” course. 
• Be familiar with middle and/or high school social studies/history curriculum. 

 
Course Description 

 
Engaging middle and high school students about history can be a challenging, but rewarding 
endeavor. This inquiry-based course will enable learners to research and explore the American 
history concepts and resources that meet their curriculum and student learning needs. Learners 
will explore American history units provided by Annenberg Learner that examine patterns through 
time, seeing history as an integrated whole with an eye to bringing American history concepts to 
life in the classroom. By the end of this course, learners will have developed an instructional unit 
based on students' learning needs and their American history curricula that integrates the key 
concepts from this course. 

 
Instructor/Facilitator 

 
See instructor/facilitator sheet. 
 

Credits 
 
To be determined by college or university. 
 

Goals 
 
The overall goal of this course is to educate middle and high school teachers about the 
importance of inquiry-based learning in the social studies/history classroom and how it may be 
applied when studying American history concepts. 
 
By the end of the course, learners will be able to apply the following in their professional practice: 
 

• Use historical thinking skills for engaging students and helping them to think critically and 
construct knowledge. 

• Develop a dynamic conceptual framework for the study of American history, its 
theoretical constructs, and its historiographical practices.  

• Use meaningful primary sources and craft effective essential questions that engage 
students. 
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• Design a social studies/history unit that engages students in American history topics and 
develops their historical thinking skills. 

 
Outline of Content and Assignments 

 
After previewing the documents in the Course Information area, learners will proceed to Course 
Content to complete the following six sessions in order. Throughout the sessions, learners are 
asked to articulate their ideas in various forms and encouraged to reflect on their thoughts and 
experiences. The discussion forums are designed to allow learners to glean information from 
other learners’ experiences. For the course project, learners will create an instructional unit that 
they can implement in the classroom and use to engage students in learning about American 
history. 
 
This course specifically addresses the following standards: 
 

• ISTE NETS*T 
1 (a, b, c, d); 2 (a, b); & 5 (a, c) 

 
• National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies from the National Council for the Social 

Studies 
 

• Historical Thinking Standards from the National Center for History in the Schools 
 
Session 1: Historical Thinking & Pre-Columbian America 
 
During the first part of session 1, learners will explore historical thinking skills, as defined by the 
National Center for History in the Schools. These skills lead to a deeper historical understanding, 
and set the stage for the learners’ work in this course as they apply these skills to the historical 
content in the remaining sessions. The second part of this session focuses on pre-Columbian 
America, an era of American history that is often overlooked. During this section, learners will 
examine the migration of people to the Americas, and explore the variety and complexity of their 
cultures. 
 
During this session, learners will: 

• Define their professional goals and expectations for this course. 
• Explain their prior knowledge and experiences teaching American history. 
• Reflect on implementing historical thinking skills with students. 
• Discuss how teaching history through skills rather than pure chronology could change 

teaching practices. 
• Describe their analysis of a given selection of artifacts and their decision-making process. 

 
Read: 

• “Contents of Historical Thinking Standards for Grades 5–12” 
• “North American Demographics grid” 
• “Native American History and Scholarship” 
• “American Stories: Four Women’s Lives Highlight the Convergence of Three 

Continents” 
• “Hunters, Farmers, and Environmental Factors” 
• “Regional North American Cultures” 
• Appendix L: Excerpts From Primary Sources 
• Appendix N: Activity 7 Artifact Definitions 



PBS TeacherLine Course Syllabus 
 
 

 ®

 

 
© PBS. All rights reserved. 

SOST507: America’s History in the Making—A Special Collection from the Annenberg Foundation 

  

3 

 
Participate in Online Discussions: 

• Introduce themselves to other learners. 
• Discuss how teaching history through skills rather than pure chronology can change 

your teaching practice. 
 

Complete Journal Reflections: 
• Reflect on expectations for the course. 
• Reflect on prior knowledge and experiences related to teaching history.  
• Reflect on how you can use historical thinking skills with students to examine how the 

portrayal of historical events changes over time. 
 

Watch Videos: 
• Watch the “Who Are the People of America?” video. 
• Watch the “Rise of the British Colonies” video. 

 
Listen to Audio Recording: 

• Listen to Charles Mann on the Talking History Radio Program. 
 
Complete Activities and Assignments: 

• Review course expectations, schedule, and format and the course project 
requirements.  

• Complete the “Applying Historical Thinking Skills” activity. 
• Complete the “Considering the Origins of Artifacts” activity. 

 
Sessions 2-5: American History Exploration 
 
In Sessions 2-5 of the course, learners will independently explore Units 2-21 from America’s 
History in the Making by Annenberg Learner. The units are compiled of multimedia materials 
designed to help them discover American history. Learners will: 
 

• Develop a dynamic conceptual framework for the study of American history, its 
theoretical constructs, and its historiographical practices. 

• Establish a spatial and temporal grasp of the peoples and cultures that comprise 
American history. 

• Discover insights into thematic relationships that shape our understanding of American 
history. 

• Span the gaps between what learners comfortably know and what they need to 
comprehend in order to explore a truly global and relevant past.  

 
Using an inquiry-based approach, learners will follow their own research path to explore video, 
audio, the Web, and text materials, which provide a comprehensive and interactive learning 
experience. Learners will use the course materials to develop their Course Project: An inquiry-
based instructional unit that includes the use of primary sources to teach an American history 
theme or concept from their required curriculum. 
 
Each week, learners will come together as an online community in the discussion forum to share 
their course project drafts, review each other’s work, discuss different pedagogical approaches, 
and offer “not to be missed” primary sources from the units.  
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Learners will also be required to submit weekly journal reflections indicating their thinking and 
work toward completing their course project.  
 
Unit Titles and Descriptions: 
 
Unit 2. Mapping Initial Encounters 
Columbus’s arrival launched an era of initial encounters between Europeans, Native Americans, 
and Africans that continued for nearly 300 years. This unit examines how these contacts began 
the phenomenon now known as the Columbian Exchange, profoundly altering the way of life of 
peoples around the globe.  
 
Unit 3. Colonial Designs 
As encounter changed to settlement, relations between Native Americans and European colonial 
powers became more complex. This unit charts the changing interactions between competing 
European powers and Native Americans, and the increasing reliance on the race-based 
enslavement of Africans. 
 
Unit 4. Revolutionary Perspectives 
In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment-based ideas of freedom and equality swept through the 
British colonies. This unit traces the effects of those ideas and the impact on diverse groups such 
as British Loyalists, Revolutionary leaders, Native Americans, yeoman farmers, and enslaved 
blacks. 
 
Unit 6. The New Nation 
Following the War of Independence, Americans disagreed—often passionately—about the form 
and function of the federal government. This unit explores how those conflicts played out as the 
new Republic defined its identity in relation to other nations. 
 
Unit 7. Contested Territories 
The United States acquired vast territories between the time of the Revolution and the Civil War, 
paying a price economically, socially, and politically. This unit examines the forces that drove 
such rapid expansion, the settlers moving into these regions, and the impact on the Native 
Americans already there. 
 
Unit 8. Antebellum Reform 
As a response to increasing social ills, the nineteenth century generated reform movements: 
temperance, abolition, school and prison reform, as well as others. This unit traces the 
emergence of reform movements instigated by the Second Great Awakening and the impact 
these movements had on American culture. 
 
Unit 9. A Nation Divided 
Although the Civil War is viewed today through the lens of the Union’s ultimate victory, for much 
of the war that victory was far from certain. By examining the lives of the common soldier, as well 
as civilians on the home front, this unit examines the uncertainty and horrible destruction in the 
war between the states.  
 
Unit 10. Reconstructing a Nation 
Emancipation was only the beginning of a long road to freedom for those released from slavery. 
Following the Civil War, an immense economic and political effort was undertaken, focused on 
reunifying the divided nation. This unit examines the successes and failures of Reconstruction. 
 
Unit 13. Taming the American West 
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After Reconstruction, America experienced an "era of incorporation" with mass social 
movements, tremendous economic change, and national consolidation. Settlers migrated West 
and encountered landscapes of spectacular beauty, but faced daunting challenges in farming the 
arid land. Bitter conflicts also arose with Native Americans and Mexicans, who had occupied the 
land for centuries, over land ownership. After years of hardship, citizens became disgruntled with 
Republican policies and many turned to the Populist Party, whose ideas anticipated the 
development of the twentieth-century state.  
 
Unit 14. Industrializing America 
A new era of mass production arose in the United States because of technological innovations, a 
favorable patent system, new forms of factory organization, an abundant supply of natural 
resources, and foreign investment. The labor force came from millions of immigrants from around 
the world seeking a better way of life, and aided a society that needed to mass-produce 
consumer goods. The changes brought about by industrialization and immigration gave rise to the 
labor movement and the emergence of women's organizations advocating industrial reforms. 
 
Unit 15. The Progressives 
By the early 1900s, many Americans had left rural areas and moved to cities to take jobs in 
factories and offices. Although workers often lived in miserable conditions, city life attracted many 
newcomers because of an alluring consumer culture and new freedoms for young adults. Activist 
citizens started reform movements that worked for public education, labor rights, women's rights, 
the safety of the nation's food supply, and the conservation of natural resources—even though 
some of these movements often conflicted each other. 
 
Unit 16. A Growing Global Power 
Through imperial ambitions and the mobilization for World War I, businesses and the government 
established a new relationship to bolster American business interests and build the United States 
military. After the war, this relationship continued to prosper with the establishment of research 
foundations for military and medical programs. Even though the United States had increased its 
economic involvement with Europe by the end of the war, the nation began to distance itself 
politically and socially from Europe and focused on the Americas. 
 
Unit 18. By the People, For the People 
The Great Depression drew attention to problems with the United States economy that needed 
government regulation. To address these problems, the Roosevelt administration implemented a 
"New Deal" of work and benefit programs that established the idea that the federal government 
was responsible for the well-being of Americans. As the Depression worsened, Americans from 
the left and right questioned the effectiveness of New Deal programs to relieve people's suffering. 
In spite of this opposition, Roosevelt benefited from popular attitudes that reflected a 
communitarian spirit. 
 
Unit 19. Postwar Tension and Triumph 
After World War II, the United States experienced domestic prosperity through a huge baby 
boom, suburban migration, and advances in science and medicine. In the midst of this prosperity, 
many Americans were denied the same opportunities to attain the American Dream. 
Overshadowing the prosperity was a new fear of mass destruction, created by the invention of 
nuclear weapons. 
 
Unit 20. Egalitarian America 
From the 1940s to the 1970s, the African American civil rights movement galvanized other 
communities of color to end discrimination. Inspired by the civil rights movement, Americans 
challenged authority and secured more rights, and sounded a call for greater democratic 
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participation. An expanding and influential mass media documented and influenced the cultural 
and political events of the civil rights movement and the "rights revolution." 
 
Unit 21. Global America 
From the 1970s to the present, conservatism, globalization, and an emphasis on individual rights 
and non-discrimination have changed the United States. Conservatism has sought to limit the role 
of the federal government, advance the market economy, and return the nation to a faith-based 
society. Globalization further integrated the United States with the world through immigration, 
trade, and the exchange of popular culture. Inspired by the civil rights movement, a variety of 
groups sought to expand their rights. 
 
Session 6: Moving Forward to Engage Students 
 
In this final session, learners will complete and submit their course projects. They will also watch 
the video, “Thinking Like a Historian” and  consider how they could apply these types of activities 
to their own classroom in order to engage students and help them develop skills critical for the 
coming century. Learners will also think about how to continue the exploration of inquiry with their 
students and read about Howard Gardner's latest theories on nurturing the development of 
certain mindsets for the 21st century, which the analysis of primary sources helps to do. Learners 
will finish their work by reflecting on their acquired knowledge and ongoing professional 
development goals, while also saying goodbye to their fellow online learners. 

 
Learners will: 

• Design and develop an inquiry-based instructional unit for teaching American history 
concepts.  

• Discuss the types of mindsets that analysis of primary sources helps to develop. 
• Assess their learning in this course by comparing their prior knowledge and acquired 

knowledge.  
• Analyze their learning experience in this course by reflecting on their professional 

goals and expectations. 
 
Read: 

• Book review of Five Minds for the Future 
• “5 Minds for the Future: Cultivating Thinking Skills” 

 
Watch Videos: 

• “Thinking Like a Historian” 
 
Complete Journal Reflections: 

• Reflect on acquired knowledge. 
• Reflect on professional goals and expectations. 

 
Participate in Online Discussions: 

• Discuss which of the mind sets the use of primary sources within the curriculum best 
help to develop. 
 

Complete Activities and Assignments: 
• Course Project: Inquiry-Based American History Unit 
• Post-Course Evaluation Survey  
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Schedule 
 

This course is scheduled to take approximately 45 hours to complete. Each session spans one 
week. The number of hours identified for each course reflects time spent online, but does not 
reflect the total time spent completing offline coursework and assignments. All learners are 
different and some may spend double the indicated number of hours completing all coursework 
depending on learning styles and work habits. 

 
 
Requirements 

 
Learners are expected to: 

• Complete all assignments. 
• Participate and actively engage in discussions with fellow learners while contributing to 

the social construction of knowledge. 
• Be self-directed and self-motivated.  
• Ask for assistance when they need it. 

 
 

Materials (hardware, software, plug-ins) 
 
Technical Requirements 

• Word processor 
• Internet service provider 
• E-mail 

 
 

Academic Dishonesty Policy 
 
To be inserted by university institution only. 
 
 

Evaluation 
 
This course is evaluated on a letter grade basis, and may be available for graduate credit. See 
graduate credit details pertaining to specific graduate credit institutions. 
 
 


