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Navigating Difficult Histories and Complex Current Events in the Classroom

Massachusetts provides one of the nation’s strongest set of social studies state standards. The Massachusetts
Council for the Social Studies (MCSS) is offering additional guidance for teaching about difficult histories and
complex current events based on discussion with social studies supervisors across the state and in light of
recent national data on the challenges facing K-12 educators today (polling data from EdChoice, Oct. 2025;

legislation/ban data from PEN America, 2026):

Political Pressures
40% of teachers report
modifying their curriculum
due to outside political
pressures.

Self-Censorship
56% of teachers report
self-censoring on social and
political topics—a 13-point
rise in less than a year.

The “Ed Scare”
Since 2021, 385 bills have
been introduced across 46
states to censor or restrict
K-12 education.

Book Bans
Since 2021, nearly 23,000
book bans have been
recorded in U.S. public
schools (6,800+ in
2024-2025 school year).

While national volatility is high, educators continue to place their trust in one another. Only 40% of teachers say
they trust state legislatures to make good decisions about curriculum, but an overwhelming 94% trust their
fellow educators. This 54-point gap underscores the necessity of an educator-led approach to teaching to

support students’ civic engagement.

Objective: MCSS aims to foster educator collaboration and to protect and promote the civic purpose of
teaching social studies. The purpose of this document is to support educators in ensuring that our students
learn how to think critically, evaluate evidence, engage in constructive dialogue with peers, and actively
participate in our democratic society. Our goal is to teach students how to think, not what to think.

Key Pillars of Massachusetts’ 2018 Social Studies Framework

Guiding Principle 1
Defines the central objective of social
studies to maintain our nation’s strong
legacy of democratic governance by
teaching the rights and responsibilities
of informed citizenship, the structure
of our governmental system, and
vigorous civil discourse.

Guiding Principle 2
Mandates that effective education
incorporate diverse perspectives, and
acknowledges that perceptions of
history are shaped by “race, ethnicity,
culture, religion, education, gender,
gender identity, sexual orientation,
disability and personal experience.”

Guiding Principle 8
Asserts that teachers have a "unique
responsibility” to help students
consider current events within
historical and social contexts,
effectively establishing a state-level
mandate to engage with challenging
contemporary issues.

Key Practice Standards of the 2018 Massachusetts Social Studies Framework

Practice Standard 2: Students develop focused
questions, as structuring lessons around inquiry shifts the
teacher to a facilitator, deflecting claims of enforcing
“‘dogma.”

Practice Standard 5: Students evaluate the credibility of
sources, while the teacher acts as an informed and trained
assessor of burden of proof and academic rigor.

Practice Standard 4: Students analyze the purpose and
point of view of primary sources, which focuses on
authors’ perspectives, not teachers’ personal views.

Practice Standard 6: Students argue or explain
conclusions using valid reasoning and supporting
evidence, with fair academic standards used to assess
clarity of argument and strength of evidence.



https://www.edchoice.org/research/teachers-and-k-12-education-national-polling-report-october-2025/
https://airtable.com/appg59iDuPhlLPPFp/shrtwubfBUo2tuHyO/tblZ40w5HLBuTK9vs/viw5lFPxKHGkamF0k
https://pen.org/banned-books-list-2026/

Teaching Difficult Histories and Complex Current Events: Classroom Strategies

We ground our classrooms in the following strategies to keep students focused on evidence-based inquiry:

Democratic & Civic Foundations of Social Studies Education

Teach collaboration and cooperation as foundational civic skills: Emphasize how collaboration and
cooperation builds community to prepare students for the complexities of democratic participation.
Co-develop classroom community agreements: Treat the classroom as a micro-democracy where
students practice mutual accountability, listen deeply, and respect peers’ individual and group identities.
Honor the classroom community agreements: Foster spaces that embrace, value, and allow
disagreements while protecting against bigotry and hate speech. Be prepared to address, interrupt, or press
pause and revisit if the norms are violated.

Frame lessons around focused student-led inquiry questions: Model the civic habit of prioritizing
investigative questions over ideological assumptions.

Acknowledge multiple, competing historical narratives: Provide a range of perspectives on the same
event and support students in reconciling conflicting evidence, an essential skill for democratic life.
Anchor lessons on current events and ‘divisive concepts’ in Guiding Principles 2 and 8: Use state
guidance to support teaching about current events and incorporating diverse perspectives.

Inquiry & Evidence-Centric Pedagogy

Establish a shared foundation: Before approaching ‘hot moments,” ensure a shared baseline of evidence
and distinguish between questions that are settled, open, or ‘not for this classroom.’

Anchor engagement in primary sources: Place documents at the center of lessons that examine open
questions, ensuring students recognize that the ‘burden of proof’ rests on the evidence.

Examine diversity within societies and avoid simplistic binaries: Show students that all societies are
internally diverse, and avoid presenting conflicts as simplistic struggles between two monolithic groups.
Maximize student airtime: Students should perform the majority of the talking to promote their cognitive
and civic development.

Evaluate the credibility of modern media sources: Have students rigorously investigate both partisan
political sources and social media content for bias, missing facts, and reliability.

Analyze rather than adopt political rhetoric: Treat emotionally charged slogans and current campaign
materials as primary sources to be analyzed for point of view, not as authoritative instructional truths.

Cultivate Welcoming & Ethical Classrooms

Avoid sharing personal political views and acknowledge positionality: Refrain from disclosing personal
votes/partisan stances; recognize educators are not neutral participants but hold power and personal biases.
Grade Impartially: Focus on application of Practice Standards, not ‘correctness’ of political conclusions.
Refrain from religious/cultural bias and ‘spokesperson’ roles: Do not promote or denigrate belief
systems; teach internal group diversity to avoid stereotypes; and avoid putting students on the spot to
explain their identities or traditions.

Prohibit oppressive role-play and high-stakes geopolitical simulations: Never ask students to act as
victims or perpetrators of historical violence, or to negotiate as current actors in high-stakes global conflicts.
Protect student individuality: Avoid stereotyping by never assuming a student's political stance based on
their background or suggesting they are inherently responsible for historical wrongs.

Communicate with Families and Caregivers: Consider sharing goals and materials before teaching
challenging topics, and listen to concerns.




Teaching Difficult Histories and Complex Current Events: Student Learning Outcomes

Teaching students to engage with difficult histories and complex current events is essential work. The social
studies classroom provides one of the few spaces where students can learn the mechanics of evidence-based
inquiry and practice exercising their First Amendment rights responsibly. Massachusetts school and district
administrators can support their social studies teachers by openly affirming the importance of teaching about
current events (including potentially divisive ones) and by providing the training, tools, and emotional support
needed to handle difficult classroom moments. By sharing information with one another proactively and making
mutual trust explicit, teachers and administrators can ensure Massachusetts students continue to study difficult
histories and complex current events in ways that meet the following standards-aligned learning outcomes:

Democratic & Civic Foundations of Social Studies Education

Students will:

e Demonstrate civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions by collaborating respectfully with diverse peers
and practicing the capacity for listening and communicating.

e Demonstrate an understanding of human rights and civic responsibilities by applying knowledge of
history and the social sciences to explore real-world problems.

e Develop focused questions and conduct inquiries to define policy problems and make informed
choices when participating in democratic practices.

e Analyze evidence and diverse perspectives, acknowledging that perceptions of events are affected
by race, ethnicity, culture, religion, and personal experience.

e Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions, following agreed-upon rules
for collegial discourse and gaining the floor in respectful ways.

e Utilize opportunities for individual processing and private reflection to safely navigate, de-escalate,
and reset when classroom discussions become highly contentious.

Inquiry- & Evidence-Centric Pedagogy

Students will:

e Argue or explain conclusions using valid reasoning and reliable supporting evidence, ensuring their
arguments are grounded in academic merit rather than unsupported opinion.

e Become critical consumers of various sources of information, including modern media, by rigorously
evaluating the credibility, accuracy, and relevance of each source.

e Analyze the purpose and point of view of each source to distinguish opinion from fact and to identify
bias intended to influence public opinion.

e |dentify ‘single stories’ and stereotypes in media by analyzing the complexity of identity and the
internal diversity within groups when discussing current events.

Cultivate Welcoming & Ethical Classrooms

Students will:
e Develop empathy for people from various backgrounds and contexts while critically examining the
histories and experiences of marginalized groups.
e Increase their capacity to participate in dialogue across differences and take on the perspectives of
others whose experiences and positions in the world differ from their own.
e Speak honestly from their own experiences, identities, and values without being required to represent
or take a side for an entire racial, ethnic, cultural, or religious group.




