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THE TEACHING OF EXPLANATION IN HISTORY
(Leonard F. Swift, Teachers College, University of Cincinnati)

During recent years there hazs occurred a rediscovery within the field of in-
quiry that is concernad with the theory of teaching. Or, if the term "rediscovery'
too readily implies a past familiarity and understanding with subsequent loss of
contact, then there has occurred a re-orientation or a sharpening of focus on a
significant aspect of the theory of teaching. This aspect or field of inquiry
has to do with the logical and linguistic elements of instruction.

Two of the speakers in last year's session of this group, Professor Metecalf
of the University of Illinois and Professor Earl Johnson of the University of
Chicago, both have demonstrated this re-orientation in some degree by their refer-
ence to these logical and linguistic elements in conmection with social studies.
In their papers--as well as in their books on theory and practice in social
study--under the general rubric of reflective thinking or reflective inquiry,
both have begun to draw attention to the role of logic and language as a part of
the fundamental framework of a rationale for social studies teaching,

- Professor B. Othanel Smith in an address to the Philoseophy of Education
Society in the spring of 1957 suggested further exploration of the area of what
he described as educational logic. (Educational Theory, Vol. VII, No. 4, October,
1957, pp. 225-233.) Professor K. B. Henderson in the Ninth Yearbook of the
Anerican Association for Colleges for Teacher Education, AACTE, (Onconta, 1956)
has also described some of these logical and linguistic elements, their inclusion
in a course in teaching methods, and a study of their application in secondary
school subjects, including social studies.

At the applied level, also, there has been greater interest in these aspects
of teaching--"applied™ here to be taken as referring to the activities of some
social studies teachers in developing evaluation materials. For example, in the
preliminaries to preparation of a series of tests, a group of social studies
teachers expressed the following as sought-after skills: “The student may be re-
quired to assess the adequacy of data with respect to the relevancy, sufficiency,
verifiability, and consistency." Also, "The student nay be reguired to draw
valid generalizations and conclusions.” (Genmeral description of the STEP Series--
Sequential Tests of Educational Progress--Educational Testing Service, 20 Nassau
Street, Princeton, W. J., 1957.)

in these statements of desired outcoues, the particular logical and linguistic
elements involved may not always be made highly explicit, But the re-assertion
of these points as outcomes--and certainly their translatien into classroom
practice--entails at some point consideration of principles fron logic and
language, or philosophical semantics. It ig difficult, for example, to see how
students can be taught to examine the validity of conclusions without some at-
tention to the notion of validity and to the rules for telling whether or not a
conclusion is valid,



The line of thought to be developed in this paper is within this general
vein of interest in the logical-linguistic foundations of instruction as they
are related to social studies. But the social studies Prospector soon finds
that there are many related veins in the lode waiting to be explored and assayed.
Before conzidering the main topic-~explanation-~it nay be appropriate to point
to at least two related veins as a way of showing something of the significance
of the whole field., 1In one vein, for example, there are questions having to do
mainly with language., What kinds of terms and expressions most comrionly make up
a large element of social studies content? What are the descriptive and the
prescriptive terms? There is such g wide variety -- "the frontier," Ythe state,"
"public welfare," "internal security,” 'the Confederacy," “the North," "“the
South," Y"the Whitae House," "peace." To what do these terms refer?

How do we arrange instruction so that procedures concerned with the teruns
and expressions encountered in social studies content call for something more
than werely, "Identify these terms," or "Expressions to he remembered,” or
“Check the definitions of the following"? What do teachers need to know about
language so that at least one outcome of social study is an attitude and a habit
of requiring criteria for the use of the large nuvbers of vague and ambiguous
expressions encountered in social studies content? What do we need to do with
soctal studies language so that students come to know that there are different
ways of defining, so that they recognize thac much apparent lack of agreement
and feckless discussion can stem from unrecognized shifts of the meaning of the
words they are using? What do teachers need to know and to have in the way of
suitable materials to show students that a viewpoint often appears acceptabla
when in actuality the terms involved are implicitly defined to point to the de-
sired conclusion? Questions like these point to the linguistic vein of explor-
ation in the area of inquiry about teaching,

Another branching vein has to do with the rules for careful analysis of
argument. In some cases progress in analysis of argument has been made by
using procedures that help students to realize that there is more than one view
or "gide" to historical and contemporary questions of public policy. Some avail-
able materials present “caseg" for and against, pro and con--one side says...,
the other side clains..., and the like. But what do students need to know about
analysis of the argument in these views? The usual two-sided analysis, caught
in a peculiar spatial metaphor of sides and middle, may lead merely to the
habitual and dubious view that the correct position lies sonewhere in between,
To escape the limits of the spatial metaphor, it is necesgsary to ask what social
studies teachers and students need to know to identify reasons, to distinguish
reasons from conclusions, to evaluate the soundness of the way rcasons and con-
clusions are related. What do they need to know to provide that another outcome
of social studies instruction be ability to detect common fallacieg? Though de-
tecting fallacies may be desirable, it is essentially negative--a clearing away
of rubble before solid construction can begin., Beyond this, what is needed in
social studies instruction so that teachers can equip students not ouly to recog-
nize fallacies and propaganda, but to recognize sound or valid conclusions based
on preniises which are in turn as strongly established as possible within the
lirmits of methodology of truth?



These foregoing sets of questions point to some of the related veins for
exploration in the field of logical and linguistic aspects of social studies
teaching. The chief line of thought for the moment, however, is the topic of
explanation--another of the elements of logical and linguistic foundations. Con-
cerning explanation, I would like to do several things: to consider the point
that we do use the process of explanation; to describe several ways in which
explanation is carried on; to analyze or describe in greater detail a significant
form of explanation:; and, finally, to meke sone points about the teaching of ex-
planation.

The first point, that explanation is in fact one of the frequently encounter~
ed elements of social studies teaching, is perhaps obvious, though it is also
neglected-~like the crack in the schoolroon plaster that too readily fades into
the background. Explanation is an aspect of instruction as much as are speaking,
listening, reading, and locating information. Some of these foregoing procegses-~--
such as listening, speaking, reading--are elements that come into focus when
classroom activities are viewed with concepts taken from the well-known area of
commmications skills. Still other processes--raigding questions, formulating
hypotheses, deducing propositions that are predictions or possible consequences,
locating data, examining evidence, and the like--these are elements that become
significant when classroom activity is viewed with the conceptual scheme of
reflective inquiry. That is, a person concerned to discover whether the skills
of reflective inquiry are being developed in classrooms will look for a combina-
tion of such processes as formulating hypotheses, locating data, and exanining
evidence.

Attention in social studies materials and techniques has, of course, been
given to the commmnication aspect of instruction. Attention has also been given~-
in some materials, at least--to the reflective inquiry aspects, although there
may be very little evidence on a nation~wide basis about the actual extent of
translation of these desirable aspects inte the performance of all social studies
students. On the other hand, though explanation is also a more or less regularly
recurring element of classroom activity, it has been generally carried on in a
somewhat unaware fashion, perforoed automatically without recognition or exarn-
ination of it as having a significant structure. To put the point another way,
social studies materials are available so that teachers can help students to
judge their individual reports or their panel discussions. Also, there are sone
materials for social study, particularly in problens courses, that call attention
to the elements of the process of reflective inquiry. But there has been little
or no analysis of explanation provided for teachers, and little terminoclogy
offered for talking about explanation. And practically no steps have been taken
toward helping students judge or talk about their explanation of events or
situations. Yet from the point of view of encouraging careful and precise
thinking, as well as from the point of view of understanding of social phencmena
and naking wiser social policy decisions, ability to exanine the quality of
explanations and possession of knowledge about the nature of explanation in
general are undoubtedly significant.

Yet, though it is neglected as a specific object of attention, explanation



is present and even in one sense judged desirable. Teachers not only expect
students to inquire into matters about the who-what-when-and-where of events and
situations, but they also expect students to deal with why -- that is, to explain
events and situations, Texthooks, and supplementary naterials as well, offer
explanations both explicitly and implieitly. Any cven casual exanination of
study questions at ends of chapters, of questions on teacher-prepared study guides,
or of oral questions in classes quickly fturns up a list of explanation questions.
These are often in the form of why-questions, and they are usually judged de-
sirable as a way of pointing to relations between events or of getting students
to deal with content in wmore than a purely descriptive and repetitive manner.
Sometines they appear under the general beading of "Thought Questions."

The why-questions appear in a considerable variety of forms and in con-
nection with practically all topics of customary social studies comntent, histor-
ical or otherwise. Questions like these are more or less typical of history
courses:

Why did ancient civilizations form in river valleys?

Why did the colonists come to America?

Why did Jefferson purchase Louisiana?

Why did the Dred Scott decision arouse Northern opposition?
Why did the U.S. refuse to join the League of Wations?

Why was Social Security accepted in the U.8.?

Questions of this variety drawn from long-accepted historical content, then,
are familiar and have been regarded as a noteh or two above the ordinary identi-
fication or descriptive questions that call for an ordinary recounting of par-
ticular facts. They are usually viewed as more probing and penetrating--as
questions that lead to more reflection. But reflection may not necessarily be
involved in many instances, as a natter of fact, for answers to some explanation
questions may be merely repetition of statements presented in text reading. They
may be no more reflective than answers to the largely descriptive kind of query.
However, thought proveking or not-~-depending on other aspects of the class
situation--they are as common a part of social studies instruction as text read-
ing and the noting of hercic remarks in military crisis.

The presence of explanation in social studies teaching, like the presence of
a wide variety of terms to be defined and of nany instances of argumentation and
reasoning, leads to further questions. What is it that social studies teachers
need to know about explanation in order to make explanations, or to help students
‘exarmine critically the explanations encountered in content or nake explanations
of their own in something nore than a routine, repetitive fashion? More careful
analysis of explanation as a logical procedure is in order as a step toward
providing sone kind of an answer.

In spite of the fact that sometines explanation questions may not involve
mmch more than reasonably accurate recall of text material, they are usually
raised for a reason. Teachers employ why-questions, they call for explanations,
when the irmediate purpose is to develop understanding of an event-~to show
how one set of phenomena, one set of events, actions, or situations, is related



to another set of events, actions, or situations. An amswer to the question,

“"Why did the U,S. refuse to join the League of Nations?" for exanple, calls for
relating in some manner the movements in public opinion--the discussions, debates,
editorials and views of different groups--to the beliefs and actions of key
individuals in Congress at the time. Usually the answer is cast in the form of
reasons. The offering of a2 set of reasons constitutes the explanation. It is
this kind of why-question and the form of an answer that I would like to exanine
more carefully, But before doing so it is useful to mention some instances of
so-called explanation which are in fact another kind of process, Consideration
of then helps to elininate some ambiguity.

One common use of the term "explanation'' or "explain” in social studies
instruction is not a matter of answering a why-question or of relating sets of
events. The question, "Explain the separation of powers in the American fedaral
government,” for example, or "Explain how to use the map scale," or "Explain
how to locate a biography of Jackson," or “Explain the data on the chart" --
some of these coumonly encountered questions, though using the ternm Yexplain, '™
call for a description rather than an explanation in a more formal sense. The
expected response to, "Explain the separation of powers in the American federal
governnment,” is a series of statements cataloging certain information. The :
question is custonarily answered acceptably by naming the branches of the federal
governpent, and by stating what the separate, yet interrelated, functions of the
branches are. When this is done with factual accuracy the explanation is judged
to have been performed. The quastion calling for explanation of how to locate
the information is customarily answered by statements describing a series of
actions, supplemented with information about subject cards in the library card
index., The point here is that in instances of this sort the term "explain" is
used to nean “describe." The explanation is a description. Of course, in nany
cases where explanation does mean description there is little or no resultant
confusion. Teachers and students run into mo particular difficulty, and the
performance of students is rore or less equivalent to the expectation of the
teacher,

Another use of the ternm "explanation' can be seen in such questions as,
"Explain the tern 'manifest destiny'" or "Explain the expression, 'the white nan's
burden'." Text questions and teacher-nade questions will yield a larger stock of
sinmilar questions from long-faniliar social studies content. Sometimes the item
to be explained in this sense is a brief expression. Sometimes it is a phrase
or a sentence or two. The usual expectation in this kind of question is for the
student to give some sort of interpretation. 1In this usage, explanation is
sinilar to the expression, "give the meaning of." The answer contains a series
of statements that express in simpler or more familiar language the idea re-
presented in the selected phrase. And as in the earlier instance when explanation
was the equivalent of description, the acbiguity does not necessarily lead to
breakdown of communication. Again the performance of the student, if factually
correct and linguistically clear to the listeners, is accepted as an adequate
response to the query,

Some instances when explanations are called for as part of social studies



instruction are, then, instances of either description or of interpretation
rather than of explanation in the more precise and formal sense of accounting
for an event, that is, of relating an event to some other social phenomenon.
This latter variety of explanation is the kind which I should like to consider
next in greater detail. First, I shall present a general form or structure of a
formal explanation, and then I shall examine some parts of that general foru.

This formal or, as it is often called, scientific explanation has been pre-
sented by Hempel and Oppenheim (in "Logic of Explanation,” Readings in the Phil-
oscphy of Science, Appleton-Century-Crofts, Hew York, 1953, pp. 319-352). A
siuple example can serve as a stepping stome to their level of analysis. Take
the common question, "Why did the car tire go flat?" and a possible response or
reason, "There's a nail sticking in the groove of the tread." Here, a not very
startling reason is given for an ordinary if not especially enjoyable event. The
understanding of the explanation, of course, rests on faniliarity or recognition
of the generalization that tires with nails in then usually lose air. The gen-
eralization expresses a relation between situations like the presence of nails
in the walls of contaimers of compressed air and the level of air pressure im the
containers. Since routine experience has familiarized practically everyons in
our culture with this generalization, the reason, whether offered in the precise
language of physics or in ordinary speech, is accepted:; and the generalization
is used as a basis for action in the form of looking for the nail and repairing
the puncture. The point here is that the form of an explanation basically in-
volved, first, a generalization of some kind: second, a recognition on the basis
of evidence that the situation at hand is an instance of that generalization; and
third, the usually tacitly accepted or obvious conclusion of a statement that
describes the event to be explained. The first part, the generalization here is,
"Tires that have nails in then generally lose air." 1In this case the genaral -
ization is supported by common knowledge based on ordinary experience in a culture
that often rides om air. The second part, recognition that the case at hand is
an instance of that generalization-~that there is in fact a nail in the tire--
is supported by evidence from direct observation. The third part, the conclusion
as a statewment, "That's why the tire is flat," is usually omitted from ordinary
conversation or tacitly recognized by a gesture or exclamation of dismay, depend-
ing on the tewmperament of the car owner.

The structure of an explanation is thus triadic. It has three legs, like
the old-fashioned milking stool or like the tripod for an engineer's transit or
a photographer's camera support. Here that structure has been shown in its more
precise logical form of generalization, evidential statement, and conclusion. The
pattern of this form and the statements comprising it are clearly distinct from
the pattern established by the chronological sequence. The chronological sequence
would be couprised of a series of statements describing such events as the tire
inflation, the nail piercing the tire wall, the air escaping, and the driver's
observation. The logical form of the explanation is also distinct from the
pattern established by the psychological problem-solving sequence. In the pro-
blem-solving sequence the pattern involves such elements as these: first, the
observation of a flat tire and the associated concern or dismay; second. an in-
ference about the probable presence of a nail as the source of the difficulty;



third, the use of this inference as a hypothesis that there must be a nail sonme-
where: next, a test in the form of a search for the nail; and finally, a
solution in the form of removal of the nail and repair of the tire. Logical
forn, chronclogical form, and problem form.-thus represent different schena for
viewing the matter. The first involves analysis and understanding of relation-
ships, the second involves narrative, the third involves action toward a new
state of affairs,

With this preliminary sketch of the logical form of a precise explanation
in nind, as separated froo the more familiar chronological sequence and the
psychological sequence, it is interesting to examine the more rigorous account
presented by Hermpel and Oppenheinm. They offer the somewhat rore complex instance
of a mercury thermometer thrust into hot water.

"A mercury thermometer is rapidly immersed in hot water; there occurs a
temporary drop of the mercury columm, which is then followed by a swift rise.
ftow is this phenomenon to be explained?” Or as the question often odccurs in
classroom instruction--Why did this happen? "The increase in temperature affects
at first only the glass tube of the thernometer; it expands and thus provides a
larger space for the nmercury inside, whose surface therefore drops. As soon
as by heat conduction the rise in temperature reaches the mercury, however, the
latter expands, and as its coefficient of expansion is considerably larger than
that of glass, a rise of the mercury results." This account consists of state-
nents of two kinds, according to Hempel and Oppenhein, and I anm reversing the
order in which they consider the two,

"Statements of onc kind express certain general laws; in our case these in-
clude the laws of the thermic expansion of mercury and of glass, and a statenent
about the s=nall thermic conductivity of glass." (These statements pexrform the
function of the generalization about nails in tires in the less rigorously anal-
yzed instance of the flat tire.) "Statements of the other kind "indicate certain
conditions which are realized prior to, or at the same time as the phenomenon to
be explained.” Hermpel and Oppenhein refer to them as "antecedent conditions.”

In the illustration, the antecedent conditions include, among others, the fact
that the therconeter consists of a glass tube which is partly filled with nercury
and which is immersed into hot water. These antecedent conditions correspond in
the case of the flat tire to statements about the structure of the tire, the air
pressure, and the presence of the nail. "The two sets of statements, if ade-
quately and completely formulated, explain the phenonenon under consideration.
They entail the consequence that the mercury will firgt drop, then rise. Thus
the event under discussion is explained by subsuning it under general laws, i.e.,
by showing that it occurred in accordance with those laws, by virtue of the real-
ization of certain antecedent conditions."

The structure of the explanation which Hempel and QOppenhein delineate is
broadly similar to the more ordinary instance of the tire, but it is more conplete
in that the authors describe more of the law-statements and statenents of ante-
cedent conditions., With rhese instances in mind it is possible to notice several
of the criteria for the adequacy of an explanation. These criteria may ba thought
of as partly logical and partly empirical~-empirical in the sense of material
truth. '



A first criterion, one of internal validity, is that the statenent describing
or naning the event to be explained rmust follow logically from the yeasons offered.
It tust be a valid conclusion from the statements of laws or generalizations
and fronm the statements of antecedent conditions. The logical aspect nay be sceen
by regarding the form of the explanation as a chain of reasoning--a syllogisn in
which the generalization statement is one premise, the evidential or subsuning
Statement of antecedent conditions is another premise, and the description of
the event to be explained is the conclusion. In skeletal form the reasoning
would appear something like this when stated as hypothetical ¥ if-then reasoning:
if any inner-tube tire is punctured, it will deflate. This tire is an inner-tube
tire, and it has been punctured., Hence, this tire is deflated.

It is conceivable of course that in wmany instances of explanation there will
be more than one such syllogistic chain. Often the phenorenon to be explained
is analyzable into several paris, as in the case of the thermoueter. The mercury
first falls slightly, then rises. An analogous case in tire inflation, of course.
would occur if the tire were inflated to an excessively high pressure so that
the tube split and then suddenly went flat. 1In the nore complex cases, there
will be several lines of reasoning, just as there are several lines of supporting
ropes to the masts of ships or to radio and TV transnitter towers. For each line,
the criterion of logical consistency would be applicable.

A second criterion of adequacy is the presence of law-statetients or general -
izations. These are statements of a considerable degree of generality so that
nany instances of one kind of phenomena are brought together in one term of the
generalization and related to many instances of another kind of phenomena brought
together in the other ternm of the generalization. Instances of the application
of heat to mercury are related to instances of the expansion of mercury., With
such phenomena the relation has sufficient vegularity and precision to be assigned
the status of a law of thermic expansion., With other phenonena it may not be
possible to state the relation with such precision nor to deduce the law fron
still broader statements. Thernic expansion, for exarple, can be deduced from
statenents about molecular action. In the less rigorous cases, the expression
"generalization” or "law-like statement" or "statenent of greater or less pro-~
bability" may be more fitting than the expression "law," But aside from the
question of the probability status, the generalization should be broad enough to
avoid being trivial. It should not be so limited as to have no explanatory
power or to offer no ground for action, if the case is concerned with changing
states of affairs,

A trivial explanation in the tire instance would perhaps be the following.
fo the question, "Why is the tire flat?" the answer night be, "Because there isn't
any air in it." Or like the retort to the question, "Why are you pushing your
car?" -- "Because is won't g0." In social studies instruction the question,
"Why did the colonists nigrate?"” night be answered trivially, "Because they
didn't like the conditions where they lived."™ It pay be that triviality is partly
a matter of familiarity, and that what is trivial to one nay not be trivial to
someone else who is just reaching a new individual level of understanding. But



the point remains that for an explanation to be satisfactory, the presence of
some riore or less rigorous generalizations with considerable breadth of explana-
Eory power is a vital alement,

As a matter of fact, it is in this connection that explanation in social
studies is frequently remiss. For those who nake explanations~~text authows,
teachers, students, and often the original investigators -- fail to recognize
the role of generalizations and neglect to attempt to fornulate them. Teachers,
often being unaware of the role of generalizations, do not encourage students to
use them. Imstead, in mwch instruction, teachers accept a list of reasons which
make up only one of the elenents, and which leave the three-legged nilking stool
with only two legs for support. 1In the neglect, opportunities to cultivate both
appreciation for deduction and the nature of generalization in a legitinate
fashion are continuously lost from processes of instruction.

A third criterion of the elements of a formal explanation is an empirical
one, The generalization must be testable in some fashion that follows proceduraes
according to recognized canons of inqguiry. In the case of the tire, the general-
ization about nail punctures and flat tires is obviously at a level easily tested
by direct observation. The laws about thermic expangion are also testable, al-
though presumably in a laboratory context. In the case of economic or political
generalizations, the testability may be less rigorous and will usually entail
inquiry in a broader arena of space and tirme, such as the arena of national
histories. A case in point from the realm of economic activity is Gresham's law--
the generalization loosely expressed to the effect that bad money drives good
woney out of circulation. This so-called law is usually used to account for
some aspect of events related to uonetary or currency infilation, such as the
hoarding of the wore reliable forms of coinage. For this law, the zccunwlation
and weighing of evidence that serves as the testing process entail examination
of a series of instances of rwnetary inflation or of purposeful currency de-
preciation, such as the reduction of the amount of silver in the standard coinage,
The series of instances may include the monetary practices of European kings who
called in coins, melted them down, and re~issued coins with a lower proportion
of silver. The instances also might include cases of currency depreciation in
the American revolutionary era, as well as the printed money inflation in Austria
and Germany in the post World War 1 era. Such similar instances serve as a
basis for examining what has occurred at times when both good and bad noney have
been in circulation and where there has been some kind of change in the nature
of the circulating nedium,

Investigations of this scope may not often take place in social studies
classes. Sometimes, in American history texts at least, the generalization about
good and bad poney is stated, and it is usually accepted as part of the given
nature of economic activity. But the generalization remains open to scrutiny on
the basis of evidence, whether or not in a customary subject matter it actually
gets examined.

To take an example from the politieal realn, the arena for the collection of
evidence might be less extensive, depending on the phenonena to be explained. The
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recent defeat of proportional representaticn in a municipal election in Cincinnati,
for example, was explained by some commentators, im part, by reference to the
strength of the county Republican organization which was opposed to the proportion-
al system of representation. For this event the generalization would be: TIf in
any local election one party is thoroughly organized compared to the other, then
the organized party usuvally wins. The explanation would continue with the state-
ment of antecedent conditions that in the Cincinnati election the loecal Republican
roup was in fact thoroughly organized with an active and complete roster of ward
and precinct officials and captaing. The conclusion would be: Hence, proportion-
al representation was defeated. The test of the generalization about election
success and party organization would rest on study of a series of nmunicipal elee-
tions with instences of thorough party organization and election success and
election failure, The test would thus take into account both positive and negative
evidence and so conform more closely to recognized standards of inquiry. It
would also conform to appropriate sampling procedure. Whether such an inquiry in
the field of American municipal government has been carried out by political
scientists, I do not know, but certainly the generalization about careful organi-~
zation ig a well-known maxim of practical politics.

Another point to notice about the nature of the generalizations emnloved is
that they are not the loose, didactic kind of clainm to the effect that history
shows this or history shows that. They are, instead, carefully examined or exap-
inable propecsitions within a delimited context of similar instances and with
terns which can be precisely defined. The tern “thorough party organization,"
for example, can be defined by counting wards and precincts, stating a proportion
of ward and precinct officials to available positious, and noting the level of
activity in getting voters registered and to the polls. Further, the generali-
zations are not the sweeping, so~called laws of civilization or decay in which
inclusives of phenomena and looseness of definition of terns are so great that
the generalizations may make interesting speculative literature but defy exami~
nation by careful weighing of positive and negative evidence.

A fourth criterion of the adequacy of an explanation is the obvious one of
empirical truth, The weight of evidence concerning the explanatory generaliza-
tions must support those generalizations. It must be the case that thorough party
organization is associated with election success, or that bad money does drive
good money out of circulation. Also, the statement of antecedent conditions st
be true. The total array of evidence must support the report that these condi-
tions do prevail, whether the evidence is from direct observation as in watching
activities of precinct captains or whether it is documentary and a summary of
atatistical data as in the case of reports about the nature of the money in cir-
culation.

With the pattern of formal explanation in mind, and with recognition of the
criteria for the selection and relating of those elements, it is useful to notice
one or two other examples of explanation. The pattern, as we have seen, calls for
law-statements or generalizations of high probability in the light of evidence,
and for statements of antecedent conditions. It can be applied to a few historical
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exanples. Comnon gquestions in history courses are: Why was there a war between
the North and South? or, Why did some North American colonies revolt dgainst
England? or, Why was there a revolution in France against the 01d Regime? For
questions like these the generalizaiions can be expresped also in the form of if-
then statements. For the Civil War question, the statement would ke in this
form: If nations exhibit A, B, C ... characteristics, then there is a civil war.
In this case the characteristics according to historical scholarship would include
such variables as the kind of governmental structure, a kind of economic and _
property structure, a geopgraphical configuration usually called gsectionalisn, and
a set of ideological beliefs. The explanation in prose form would consist, first,
of an assertion of soma such complex generalization as a whole or pieceneal, and
evidence from civil wars in general in the context of modern nations to indicate
the soundness of the generalization., Second, the explanation would consist of
assertions with supporting evidence that these variables in a particular config-
uration did exist in the U. 8, at a particular time. Third, it would consist of
the conclusion that therefore there was a war between the North and South.

In the case of the French Revolution the explanation will include a general -
ization of this kind: If monarchies exhibit D, E, F ... features, there is revo=-
lution. Second, there will be evidence to show that the French 01d Regime did
exhibit these characteristics: and third, there will be the conclusion about the
occurrence of the conflict. An adequate explanation thus can be seen as a kind
of "explanation sketch," to use a term suggested by Hempel in another discussion
of explanation. (€. G. Hempel, ""The Function of General Laws in History," in
Readings in Philosophical Analysis, Feigl and Sellars, Appleton-Century-Crofts,
New York, 1949, pp. 510-514.) These sketches may be relatively brief, not rore
than two or three sentences, when the topic is not judged to be important enough
to explore in detail. For other topics, the explanation sketches may be pages
long--in terms of high school text pages., Or they nay be of extended monograph
length, or of full-fledged, so-called definitive treatment in several volunes.

In this connection, notice that explanations may be carried on at different levels
of generality and inclusiveness. In much historical material there are several
levels and contexts intermixzed. When historical inquiry is directed toward par-
ticular figures-wpolitical leaders, presidents, kings, prime ministers, diplouats,
generals, administrators--the accounts are at the biographical level. When the
biography is detailed and extensive, the explanatory generalizations, either ex-~
plicit or implicit, may be at the level of psychology. Often individual actions
are explained in terms of purpose or intent, Jefferson's purchase of Louisiana
is usually explained by saying that his purpose or intent was to secure certain
objectives. If the pattern of formal explanation ig to be followed carefully,
however, the generalizations in these individual psychological explanations would
take this form: If persons of A, B, C ... characteristics are in situations of
D, E, T ... kind, they act in P, Q, R ... fashion. The A, B, C characteristics
refer to the beliefs, attitudes, and information of the individual. The b, E, F
kind of situations refer to the configuration of the state of affairs with which
the individuals are dealing., The P, Q, R fashion refers to the performances
associated with such individuals in such situations. Thus Lincoln with a given
temperanent confronted with certain situations eustomarily told humorous stories,
or on another level selected the policies that led to preservation of the federal
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union.

At another level the explanation may be dealing with groups of people~--Puri-
tans, apprentices, colonial merchants, industrial nanagers, frontier trappers,
European nigrants, selected ethnic groups in ome or another section of the country,
At this level the generalizations are drawn often from the area of social psycho-
logy. At still another level the explanation may be dealing with broad states
of affairs and complexes of events, such as structures of govermment, nonetary
systenms, systens of production. With each level the context of the explanatory
generalizations will be of a different orxder or draw from different social science
disciplines, politieal science, econemiecg, sociology, social psychology, or
geography. It is through assumption or explicit statenent of different levels of
generalizations and from esplanatory generalizations drawn from different dig-
ciplines that historical inquiry yields different historical interpretations and
different historical syntheses, such as the frontier synthesis, the econonic
interpretation, the constituional interpratation, and the like.

Turning from levels of explanaticon to cormon instructional practices about
explanation, I would like to emphasize that the pattern of the explanation sketch
given here differs from the pattern usually encountered in scocial studies classes
and teaching materials, The corronly encountered form is a kind of truncated
or incomplate form. As mentioned earlier, classroon explanations usually call
for listc of reasons or causes, and texts commonly offer such lists., In some
cases, where events have customarily received more attention--the celonization
novenent, the American Revolution, riost wars, and some economic rovements for
Averican history courses, at least-~the lists of reasons are fairly elaborate.

In nost cases, however, the reasons are only partial statements of antecedent con-
ditions~-statenents to the effect that such and such conditions did in fact exist.
These explanations are truncated in the sense that the generalizations, political,
econonic, social, or psychological, are usually omitted. The content of the
reasons may be detailed in description, and it even may be absorbing narrative,
but it is not related as evidence for a conclusion zbout the occurrence of an
event, since the other premise or set of premises -- the generalizations -- are
nissing.

Occasionally, too, the explanation offered or expected is in the form of a
recital of a series of events. This is often the case with accounts of affairs
in the decade before the American Revolution. The various acts and policies of
the successive British ninistries are presented in chronological order. This
recital of events is similar to the chronological account of the tire going flat.
It is simply a listing of occurrences rather than a formal explanation. A recital
of events may clearly have a legitimate place in instruction as one step toward
a kind of factual knowledge, but it is often taken as the explanation instead of
being viewed more accurately as a chronology. It is perhaps this confusion of
chronological listing with formal explanation that leads to the cormon fallacy of
post hoc erpo propter hoc -~ that an event B which occurs after an event A is the
result of A or is accounted for by A, Students accustored only to explanations
by chronology have little equipment available to help then exanmine the weaknesses
in post ho¢ explanations. They are habituated to searching in the arena of
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carlier events for the explanations for later events, and they are not accustoned
to the search for assunad generalizations about relations of political, econouic,
and sociclogical phenomena. They are accustomed to accepting explanations as
“reasons for," rather than to examining and reflecting about explanations as
chains of reasoning based on assumed generalizations about the total social order.

To turn now to the question of ways of teaching about explanation in history
classes, it is possible to discexn several points with which students need to
become faniliar. These points are not given here in a significant teaching
sequence, nor are they necessarily exhaustive. They make up a cluster of state-
nents of what students need to know and to know how to do in order to make adequata-~
ly grounded explanations and to judge the adequacy of explanations of others.
First, students necd to be able to recognize generalizations -- not in the caution-
ary sense of over~generalization, though they need to know about over-generalizing
also. The sense of generalization intended is that of being able to recogunize
a statenent about a class of events, and of being able to distinguish a statement
about a class of events from a statement about an instence of that class., For
example, a statement about the Bull Moose Party or the Greenback Party or the
Progressive Party is clearly not the same as a statement sbout third parties in
general, within the context of the American political systen,

Students also need to know the function of a generalization in explanation
as a premise in a deductive argument, and they need to know how to go about foro-
ulating that nissing premise from the elements of the typical incoruplete explana~
tion. Along with this, they need to know what a deductive argument is and the
rules for telling whether a deductive argument is valid or not, since a complete
explanation in its structure is a deductive argument. They need to know something
about the process of testing a generalization, of looking for possible additional
instances of the generalization and inquiring whecher these instances support or
weaken the generalization., They need to know how to define terms precisely so
that the meanings are not altered from one part of the deductive argunent to
another. Students, in brief, need to have an array of knowledge and skill fron
the areas of logic and language study,

As far as specific teaching procedurcs are concerred, the following are
similar to procedures developed in connection with careful testing techniques
or usad with other objectives than that of teaching primarily about explanation.
These procedures also are not mentioned in any especially significant sequence,
It is possible to start with explanations in texts, and it may be just as feasible
to start with exemples of students' own explanations garnersd from conversation,
discussion, or from assigned written questions. Assume a teacher is starting with
a single text and the topic at hand is, say, political history and third parties.
Students could look for any text references to particular third parties, for
statemants about third parties in general, and for the explanation word clues
which usually indicate that some kind of implicit or assumed generalization is
lurking underneath the verbiage. It might be interesting to compare third party
explanations to see if there were any consistency of explanation from one third
party to another,

Sensitizing students to the many words and expressions that are clues to



the presence of truncated explanations is another kind of useful teaching pro-
cedure. Prose style for historical narrative comnonly nixes both descriptive
and explanatory statenents, and sonetimes the two are barely distinguishable,
But frequently historical wrifing contains an open diswlay of signs of explana-
tion. It is these signs that are the word clues, A list of then would include
such expressions as: This was brought about by ..., This affected -- or was

affected -- by ..., The effect was ..., X situations or events stimulated, altered,
hindered, promoted, led to, or caused .... Other clues are: therefore ..., hence
..., consequently ..., as a consequence of ..., for the reason that ... . Care-

ful reading of passages in historical writing concernmed with broad complexes of
events will reveal a ionger list of explapation clues,

When truncated explanations are found by the aid of these word clues, sore
of the passages may be used to help students formulate the assumed generalization
or generalizations which are the umissing premises in the complete form of a
logical explanation., Clearly, this formulation process will be simpler if stu-
dents have already become familiar with the nature of these general statenents
by analyzing a few everyday situations like the flat tire nmentioned earlier. A
specific example is a statement teken from one high school American history text.
(Wirth, The Development of America, p. 590.) In the narrative sbout the era
before the Spanish-Armerican war, the author says, "It was not long, however, un-
til the rising industrialism in the United States, seeking new markets and
opportunities, caused Amevrica again to turn her attention to her island neighbor
(Cuba)." A later paragraph mentions that "other reasons" for United States?
posture toward Cuba were (1) the fear that a strong power might use Cuba as a
base against us, and (2) Cuba was a source of annoyance and danger through the
failure of Spanish officials to take the necessary precautions to prevent spread
of yellow fever to our shores. The tenor of these paragraphs is that of an
explanation of why the U.S. became actively concerned with Cuban affairs. Words
like the terms "caused" and "reasons' are obvious explanation clues to the prace
ticed reader,

If this account is viewed as z& logiecal explanation, there are several in-
plicit generalizations. These could be formulated in this fashion by students
with some background. First, if a natiom is industrializing its external policy
will be directed toward securing of raw materials and narkets in nearby areas.
Second, nations attempt to eliminate areas of power vacuun in lands adjoining
their territory. A third generalization about the yellow fever topic might be
expressed: If any nation fails to control spread of infectious diseases from'
its territory, it is the object of disapproving diplomatic action on the part of
other nations, A group of students night forrmlate the generalizations somewhat
differently, that is, with different vocabulary, but the significant point is
the formulation rather than the specific words,

If textbook passages are too complex for an initial attempt at detecting or
fortmlating generalizations, students can bz given especially prepared explana-
tion sketches in the forw of a paragraph. If additional structuring of the
activity seems to be needed, it is possible to list sentences from the paragraph
and have students indicate whether these selected sentencas express an explanatory
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generalization, or staterents of antecedent conditions, or statements describing
the event., This technique may be helpful as a first step. It resembles a cornon
form: of exercise for improving comprehension, but it is different in that the
objective of the comprehension is not specific descriptive material alone. The
area of couprehension includes awareness of the distinction between-different
kinds of statements agnd their functions.

For another procedure, students might compare two or more sets of explana-
tion sketches offered for a given event. Two standard texts on any of the naior
events usuvally present two somewhat different sets of reasons, that is, incomplete
explanation sketches. A class or group might exanine each set, note differences
in reasons, and formulate the different generalizations assumed in each set.
Attention is then easily directed to the different assumptions which historians
nake about the interrelations of social, political, and economic phenonena. An
interesting possibility along this line would be to procure texts from other
countries and compare pertinent explanation passages, say, Canadian and United
States texts on the War of 1812, Mexican and United States texts on the Mexicean
War. Certainly international committees of educators have done some work of
this kind. It would be illuninating for the student to do the same as a way of
furthering both international understanding and understanding of historical
explanation. '

The struggle for American independence is another useful examplie. Selections
from: a series of historians of the kind presented in the Avherst series represent
one attempt dt the college level. In some of these publications different in-
terpretations are conveniently assembled, and some night be adapted for high
school use. The frontier interpretation, a property-owning interpretation, and
imperial policy interpretation, & mercantile interpretation, a constituional
interpretation of the independence movement--each of these represents a view
developed by historical writers. Each interpretation explains the events by
assuniption of different sets of generslizations. Consideration of two or nmore of
the interpretations with an eye to expression of the generalizations would be a
step toward knowledge of events, understnading about events, and understanding
about historical explanation.

Another instructional approach night start the study of a topic with an ex-
planatory generalization. The statenent might be offered by the teacher or
formulated by students on the basis of preliminary discussion. For the ninc-
teenth century variety of overseas expansion this proposition might be entertained:
Nations with extensive investments in politically unstable countiies tend to
intervene in the internal policies of those countries. A class might then
atterpt to test the generalization by accunmulating evidence from the set of
cases where such investments took place. The process would entail gathering of
data about investments, colonial policies, rights of people and agencies in
creditor nations, and policies for international loans. The sets of investment
situations can be considered to see whether evidence shows then to be instances
of the generalization, and the generalization can be altered if it is found to be
faulty. 1In this fashion, the nature of a formal explanation can serve as a way
of organizing a series of instructional activities if a teacher or group so de-
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sires,

At this point, at least one caution needs to be nmentioned. In presenting
this view of explanation and some relatad techniques for teaching, I an not
claiming that every explanation question encountered in historical writing or
discussion needs to be seen as a candidate for such thorough analysig as might
seen: to be implied. Obviously, some explanations can be accepted as part of the
gilven--the data--for any topic of study. Answers to sone why~questions will
necessarily be dealt with at the level of common-gense familiarity, If the
question arises, Why did Americans migrate in large numbers to California in
1848-497, it can be met in the incomplete form by the answer: Because gold was
discovered there. The generalization that peaple will flock to areas where
pinerals are newly discovered, or simply that nany people are attracted by
prospective riches, is probably not a new insight into social phenomena for oost
students. MHere, the process of detecting it as an assunption and formulating it
as a genearalization is not worth the tine.

However, if some generalizations are corron-sense natters or truisoe as
Gottschalk has pointed out, others nay be quite new to students. (Louis Got-
tschalk, "The Historian's Use of Generalization,"™ The State of the Social
Sciences, Leonard D. White, Ed., University of Chicago Press, 1956.) For a given
course of study, or for a series of courses in a departmental progran, teachers
who ave familiar with the pattern of formal explanation can select points in the
sequences of topics where attention can be given to the logical aspects and to
the kinds of generalizations considered significant, As a part of course plan-
ning or departmental planning, teachers can select or prepare several alternate
explanation passages, devise explanatory paragraphs and other techniques for cal-
ling attention to the elenents of explanation., In addition they can devise sim-
ilar materials for neasuring students’ grasp of thosc elements at the same tinme
they are neasuring mastery of statements that are largely descriptive. Pre-
service teachers can also be equipped to do the same things. Preparation of so=-
called teaching units or consideration of instructional methods could include
selection or devising of explanatory paragraphs for any number of social studies
topics. These activities would strengthen teacher preparation by providing
another avenue for acquainting teachers with more of the elements of logic and
language analysis.

In summary, what I have attempted to do is to present an account of histor-
ical explanation as a deductive argument in which the prenises have erpirical
content. This view of explanation is distinct frow explanation in the sense of
description and in the sense of interpretation. It is also distinguishable fron
a chronology of events or what has been called a genetic explanation, that is,
the view that an event is explained by describing a selected series of events in
the order in which they occurred. It is distinguishable too from the incorplete
explanations usually found by word clues or as lists of reasons. I have suggested
that to deal with explanation, students need to be acquainted with certain cone
cepts from the study of logic and of language: that by working with historical
explanations students can becone familiar both with historical content and with
these logical and linguistic tools. Finally, I have tried to describe some ex-
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amples of techniques by which the acquaintance can be accouplished. If teachers,
both in-service and pre-service, come to understand explanation, I have no doubt
that additional techniques would be developed. I hope that in the process there
will be nore attention to all of those elements of ragsoning and linguistic
analysis that nake up the core of intellectuszl discipline and which are a part
of the hallmark of the reflective and independent thinker.
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