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The long-awaited opportunity 
had finally arrived—after seven 
intense years of being a classroom 

teacher I was going to get my first crack at 
preparing other teachers in their quest to enter 
bilingual classrooms in the Lone Star State. I 
would be working with Mexican educators in the 
state of Veracruz and focusing on social studies, 
which has always been a favorite of mine due to 
the critical nature of my practice. I could hardly 
contain my excitement as I was being briefed for 
the experience by the program director. My 
imagination was bouncing around like a whirl-
wind as I envisioned rich dialogues in conjunc-
tion with Howard Zinn’s A People’s History (2001), 
one of the texts I had in mind to utilize through-
out the trajectory of the 40-hour course. I was 
still off in my social studies dream world when I 
was handed a book called The Complete Idiot’s 
Guide to American History (Axelrod, 2003). 

“Daniel, this is the text the students have been 
given by Region 4 [Texas] and we want you to 
base your sessions on this material.” The word 

“idiot” reverberated in my mind as I walked out of 
the office. Even though I had never read the book, 
I was familiar with the “sound byte” nature of the 
series and pledged at that moment to offer both 

“visions” to the students and let them decide for 
themselves. It ended up being one of the most 
eye-opening teaching endeavors I have 
immersed myself in to date. 

The program I was working with is the 
“Consorcio Clavijero,” established in Xalapa, 

Veracruz, to offer Mexican professionals the 
opportunity to enter bilingual contexts in the 
U.S., first as interns and then as classroom 
teachers. Working in the U.S. was contingent 
upon satisfying certain requirements in Texas 
(certification exams) and others on their home 
turf, among them the social studies course that I 
was assigned to offer. Having been a bilingual 
educator in El Paso for five years, I thought I 
could ably serve as their guide in this environ-
ment, offering them theoretical and practical 
applications that would assist them in the 
classroom. But at the same time, I most defi-
nitely wanted to offer them more than that—
mainly critical perspectives of U.S. history—and 
not limit them to, as Jensen (2006) describes it, 

“a sanitized view of history in which the inherent 
superiority and benevolence of the U.S. is rarely 
challenged” (p. 44). Thus, I felt it was my duty to 
explore the reality of the classroom as a political 
space, which Zinn describes as a place where 
risks should be undertaken in delving into 
social issues (he indicates that the the current 
quagmire in Iraq is especially ripe for this 
treatment): “This is something every teacher 
must do” (2006, p. 19). I wholeheartedly agree 
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with him. At this juncture, I knew the next 40 
hours would be full of lively debate as we 
compared and contrasted the two visions 
proffered by the Idiot’s and the People’s histories.

After a month of anxious anticipation, the 
big first day finally arrived. I was eager to 
commence the journey through the annals of 
U.S. history with my students and, as always, I 
kicked off the introductory session with a look 
into our own personal histories. In my opinion, 
this is essential for developing deep relation-
ships with students, while at the same time 
revealing that history is a temporal state that we 
impact and react to on a daily basis. Even though 
some would argue that this kind of activity is 
overly time-consuming, it gives the educator 
powerful insight into the realities, dreams, fears, 
and backgrounds of his or her respective 
students. I was blessed to be surrounded by a 

group of highly qualified Mexican men and 
women between the ages of 25 and 55. They came 
with a plethora of diverse experiences, but with 
one specific goal in mind: becoming bilingual 
educators in the United States. As we broke for 
coffee, I could barely hold back my shining grin 
as I thought about the “history” that we would 
be making during this course. Upon resuming 
the session, I relayed to them that, instead of 
using the Idiot’s Guide as the main text for the 
course as was recommended, I would be 
utilizing A People’s History and a variety of 
articles from Rethinking Schools [a progressive 
magazine for educators] to supplement what I 
opined to be a narrow, conservative vision of U.S. 
history. I emphasized the fact that for second-
language learners Zinn’s book could prove to be 
tedious at times, but encouraged them to stick 

with it because in my opinion it was an accurate 
depiction of our history. I most definitely didn’t 
want to “dumb down” their experience. I was 
pretty sure this was a challenge they were more 
than prepared to tackle. I also mentioned that, 
due to the condensed nature of the sessions, we 
would dedicate the last meeting to comparing 
and contrasting the two visions, constructing a 
dialogue about how our teaching practices 
could be influenced by them, and whether Texas’ 
decision to select the Idiot’s signaled anything to 
these Mexican immigrants—who would be 
crossing the border into the U.S. at one of the 
most volatile periods in recent history. 

Before delving into the visions proffered by 
Zinn and Axelrod, I decided to get the ball 
rolling with two powerful Rethinking Schools 
articles that directly related to the context we 
were immersed in and would shed light upon the 
radically different content these students would 
encounter in their search to understand U.S. 
history. The first, “Fear of History: Florida’s New 
Law Undermines Critical Thinking,” by Robert 
Jensen (2006), is unquestionably linked to the 
fact-driven position on U.S. history presented in 
the Idiot’s Guide, stating that “Florida’s lawmak-
ers are prescribing a specific view of U.S. history 
that must be taught” (p. 44). He goes on to say 
that “the law attempts to suppress discussion of 
the very idea that history is interpretation” (p. 
44). I supplemented Jensen’s piece with an 
insightful interview with Howard Zinn called “A 
Pedagogy of Resistance” (2006), in which he 
passionately states that history should be taught 

“in a way that engages students in a dialogue that 
raises questions rather than simply bursting out 
initially with answers. Raising the questions is 
probably the most important thing a teacher can 
do” (p. 19). After offering time for the students to 
digest the two articles, I heeded Zinn’s words of 
wisdom and “raised” the following question: 

“How do the visions vouched for by the state of 
Florida and Howard Zinn differ as far as the 
teaching of U.S. history goes?” As I made my way 
around the classroom, I was delighted to find the 
students engaged in some pretty intense 
dialogue in relation to the readings. 

Roberto1 opined that the Florida initiative 
was downright “scary” and Julissa stated, “they 
want their students to learn history in just one 

My role as a critical 
educator is not to 

impose my beliefs on 
viewing history, but to 

present both sides.
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way, like in a dictatorship.” Aida emphatically 
declared that such a vision promotes students as 

“receptors of information, machine-like, with no 
opportunities for reflection on past and present 
historical events.” The kicker in this heated 
discussion about Florida’s law was that the 
majority of the students also revealed to me that 
this was the way that they had been instructed as 
learners of Mexican history. Zinn’s approach to 
teaching history was a complete change of 
paradigm, but one I felt would lead them into 
new spaces of understanding and reflection 
about the teaching of history. On the other hand, 
in relation to the interview with Zinn from 
Rethinking Schools, Juaquin felt that “Zinn was 
focused on a learner-centered approach that 
makes students aware of the system, one in 
which students reflect and criticize the way the 
government treats the people.” Another student 
deduced that Zinn’s vision put teachers into the 
position of “risk takers when providing historical 
information into the classroom context.” 
Through this comparison, I had achieved the 
dichotomy of thought in relation to content that 
I was searching for in preparation for the rest of 
the course. The interview with Zinn had the 
students motivated to learn the behind-the-
scenes history of the oppressed in the U.S., and 
they all walked out of the session yearning to 
tackle A People’s History and put the Idiot’s Guide 
back on the shelf. 

As a reflective educator, I now realize it was 
at this juncture where I made an error in 
judgment in relation to the workshop. I lost my 
balance, I guess you could say, and found myself 
in a world of “Zinn,” which propelled me to only 
present his vision to students while disregarding 
the one proffered in the other text recommended 
by the state of Texas. Even though I detested the 
Idiot’s Guide, my role as a critical educator is not 
to impose my beliefs about viewing history from 
the oppressed point of view, as vouched for by 
Zinn, but to present both sides of the story and 
have students decide for themselves about the 
role history will play in their personal teaching 
practice. Sure, the next two weeks were full of 
lively dialogue, deep learning, and discussion 
about how to apply Zinn’s philosophy to our 
teaching, but without having hard evidence to 
compare the Idiot’s Guide to, I was promoting a 

hegemonic curriculum that offered no space to 
challenge a leftist (and my) view of history. 

It was a personal epiphany for me: I had to 
come to grips with utilizing this one-sided 
approach in my teaching and acknowledge that 
the lack of balance was diminishing my effective-
ness as an educator. The classroom should be a 
democratic, political, and critical environment 
with access for all. Advocating in favor of your 
own political ideology by presenting only one 
view can crush that spirit. But I am never neutral 
in my beliefs about the “system” and my students 
always get my honest opinion pertaining to the 
topic at hand. In this case, my students could 
easily pinpoint my passion for Zinn’s presenta-
tion of U.S. history and, most importantly, its 
practical applications to classroom contexts that 
promote deep, reflective learning. 

Thankfully, my error did not hinder our 
progress in the course and the last session 

turned out to be “history” in the making as the 
students came to the conclusion that Zinn’s 
vision was one they would tote along with them 
when they eventually made their trek to the 

“other side” to be bilingual teachers in the U.S. In 
preparation for the last class, students were 
instructed to read a chapter from the Idiot’s 
Guide called “Saving the World (1941-1945)” and 
another chapter from Zinn’s People’s History 
entitled “A People’s War?” One need only glance 
at the respective titles to get the gist of the 
visions described in the two books. Axelrod 
states, “World War II is recalled by many 
Americans as an almost magical time, when the 
nation united with a single-minded purpose in a 
cause both desperate and just—a struggle, quite 
literally, of good against evil” (2003, p. 263). On 
the other hand, Zinn reflects on the so-called 

“struggle” by pointing out: “If people’s war means 

I felt it was my duty 
to explore the reality 
of the classroom as a 

political space.
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a war of people against attack, a defensive 
war—if it means a war fought for humane 
reasons for the privileges of the elite, a war 
against the few, not the many—then the tactics 
of all-out aerial assault against the population of 
Germany and Japan destroy that notion” (2001, 
p. 421). These diverging statements from each 
book reveal the critical difference between the 
Idiot’s hero motif of U.S. history and Zinn’s form 
of questioning U.S. imperialist ambitions in 
World War II and the present. 

One last time, I took Zinn’s advice and 
threw out a question for my students to reflect 
upon: “How will your understanding of the two 
visions presented in this course assist you in 
becoming a more effective teacher of U.S. 
history?” I thought this was a good way to bring 
a close to our workshop and once again the 
students’ voices revealed to me the power of 
Zinn’s writing, especially for those who have the 
responsibility to teach history to young people. 
Elizabeth pointed out, “He doesn’t try to teach 
history by remembering dates and names as 
traditional teaching methods do. Instead he 
tries to give real testimonies and deeper analysis 
of any important event in the past. When you 
start reading his book you are involved in the 
history and you don’t want to stop reading; you 
can see the other side of history.” Eduardo felt 
that, 

Zinn gives a totally different perspective, 
assuming a more empathetic viewpoint with 
those not favored by mainstream “fact-
presentation.” He presents real events and shows 
how certain events affected unprotected groups. 
These elements allow the teacher to develop 
criticism and reflection in his students instead of 
only reviewing past facts. The Idiot’s was a waste 
of money; there are a thousand books better than 
Axelrod’s.

Wow! I was floored by the students’ obser-
vations and that grin I wore throughout the 
course was shining brightly once again. My first 
experience preparing Mexican teachers for the 
rigors of being bilingual educators in the U.S. 
had been a rousing success, and one of the most 
enriching experiences I have undertaken in my 
teaching career. I was already reflecting about 
the alterations I would be integrating into the 
course for the next cohort of teachers when 
Guillermo came up with the question that left us 
all a little perplexed as we made our way out of 
the classroom. “Is the reading selection [Idiot’s] a 
subtle form of ‘training’ immigrants to be docile 
good Americans?” Not bad for an “idiot,” I 
thought to myself. Zinn would be proud of the 
last question raised by this amazing group of 
future teachers.

note 
1. The names of students in this article have been 
changes to protect their privacy.
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