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Abstract
This paper looks to examine how historical narratives are shaped across different grade levels within the U.S. education system, especially when looking at how controversial issues like the Civil Rights Movement and slavery and how they are presented. Other research into this topic often hyper-focuses on state-level variation and political pressures while this study seeks to examine how structural and developmental restrictions influence classroom instruction. Utilizing questionnaire responses from teachers across elementary, middle, and high school levels, this study aims to analyze how teachers navigate curriculum standards, time limitations, and community expectations. The findings propose that differences in historical representation are not purely the result of intentional whitewashing but rather the product of developmental filtering, time constraints, and external pressures to maintain neutrality. As students go through the education system, historical narratives become naturally more complex but are still moderated by institutional and societal factors. These findings underline the importance of examining classroom level dynamics to better understand how historical knowledge is constructed and taught.









Introduction
The way that history is taught is not a subjective reflection of the past, but rather a product of interpretation shaped by those in power who wish to create a specific narrative. In the United States, heated debates are raging over how to teach divisive topics like slavery, race, and inequality which reveals deep rifts over national identity and historical interpretation. These disputes have ramped up over recent years as state governments, school boards, and educators struggle over what should be included and excluded from public school curriculums. There are growing concerns about the whitewashing of American history, especially in the school stem. Due to the decentralized nature of U.S. education, states have significant control over their standards which results in vastly different presentations of historical events depending on the region. The American education system, shaped by political ideologies and regional identities, plays a central role in the whitewashing of history which in turn influences how controversial topics are taught, which creates inconsistent and disjointed understandings of the past. 
Literature Review
Collective Memory and Whitewashing
Scholars across multiple disciplines have examined how narratives are constructed and maintained, especially through institutions like schools, museums, and public memorials. When looking at history, the idea of collective memory is vital to understand how it is viewed in retrospect. Collective memory is the process by which groups blend their individual memories into a shared narrative which shapes their identity and collective experience (Walker, 2021). Collective memory may be utilized for social cohesion, but it is not an impartial recounting of events. It is a socially constructed process that is deeply influenced by political power, cultural values, and national identity. Collective memory is shaped not just by the events that transpired but is also deeply affected by how the memory is shaped ad by whom shaped it, this factor makes it vulnerable to interest groups or the state molding and weaponizing that fact for their own motives (Sierp, 2025). In the United States, collective memory has been a particularly heated issue because of the country’s history of slavery, indigenous dispossession, and racial inequality. As a result, there is a disconnect between how events are represented in state education standards, textbooks, monuments, and museums and how they change in relation to political pressure and social movements. Historical narratives are often disagreed upon, and the widely differing representation of historical cruelties reflects regional politics, institutional priorities, and the broader debate about national identity. Collective memory is important to understand why there is such a significant difference to how states portray controversial issues of the past.
Whitewashing is the deliberate downplaying, denying, or erasure of historical experiences, contributions, and struggles of minorities, and replacing them with a narrative that favors or benefits the majority group (Blough, 2025). Narratives that are whitewashed often soften, simplify, or erase problematic historical events. The way that American history is told and interpreted has been constantly changing since the beginning of the country, interpretations change as historians decide what perspectives to emphasize and which ones should be downplayed or ignored. Institutions like schools, museums, and government agencies play a role in determining which historical events are focused on and how they are framed and whose perspective as included or excluded (Petterson, 2022). Cultural ideas and national identity narratives can reinforce these institutional choices by pushing stories that emphasize the narratives they want to tell, of progress, unity, and achievements. As a result, issues like slavery, indigenous disposition, and racial inequality are perpetually at risk of being victims of historical revision or oversimplification because they are at odds with the narrative of American greatness.
American School System
An institution that directly influences the whitewashing of history is the American education system. America has a decentralized education system which means that the education standards are mainly determined at the state level. Curriculum that is proposed must not only satisfy the state and federal requirements; they must also satisfy local requirements, expectations, and standards of the communities in which they are located. Each state approves the core curriculum that will be taught in its public schools and implements the standards and goals that should be met for each subject. The local school authorities decide how these subjects will be taught to meet the state guidelines (Mance, 2021). This decentralized system creates a disconnect between states and how students are taught about American history. Political ideologies, regional identities, and public discourse within different states influence how school curriculums are developed. This means that historical events and issues may be presented differently depending on where you are in the country. 
The way in which race, inequality and other areas of historical injustices are taught in classrooms has increasingly become a hot topic of debate over recent years. Often debates over school curriculum reflect broader political disagreements about how the country’s past should be analyzed and presented. In some states lawmakers have pushed to restrict or outright ban the teaching of race and gender in schools. For instance, in Florida they had presented the Stop Woke Act in 2022 in which it restricts how race is taught to public school students. Some content that was banned from being taught are implicit biases, systemic racism, and the ability to teach critiques of the U.S. Florida has also passed a bill that prohibit public colleges and universities from using state funds on programs that promote diversity, equity, and inclusion (Tresvant, 2023). Florida is not the only state that has enacted bills and acts that have sought to influence or restrict what historical topics are taught and addressed in schools, particularly when it comes to divisive topics. Other state legislators have used US history and social studies classes to push moral authority, make pointed comments about civic issues, or advocate for specific ideals (American Lesson Plan, Part 1: Contexts, 2016). Supporters of these measures argue that they promote American unity and patriotism, while critics often argue that it risks the teacher's ability to effectively and accurately present the past to their students and have critical debates about American history. In effect there is much discourse about the extent in which school curriculum reflects actual historical events compared to political pressure and ideological influences. America has very distinct regions that have their own culture, sets of values, and origin stories that create a unique history. These variations shape how communities understand and look back on major historical events. This cultural identity influences people's morals, social interactions, and lifestyle choices (Baskin, 2024). For example, to use the example of the Civil War again, the North and the South have contrasting views as they have different interpretations and viewpoints. Many Southerners view the Civil War as heroic war against impossible odds for states' rights and not about slavery while many Northerners view the Civil War as the South ceding from the Union over disputes about slavery. Understanding regional differences is essential to explain why historical narratives across the United States are so widely varied and often contradict each other.  
Assessing the Literature
There is plenty of research exploring how factors like collective memory, political influence, and institutional structures shape historical narratives. Though this research mainly focuses on big picture analyses like state policies, curriculum standards, and national debates over historical interpretation which are essential for identifying trends they often ignore the insight of teachers who are implementing these narratives in the classroom. This results in limited understanding of how teachers put these expectations into practice and fails to grasp the reality of the classroom. Policies and standards may outline what teaching expectations are but they fail to exhibit how content is delivered or constrained in real life. Multiple factors influence how history is presented in the classroom, community expectations, administrative supervision, and personal teaching methods and principles. These factors are largely ignored when discussing the broader trends which leaves a disconnect between what should be happening and what is happening in U.S. classrooms. To address these gaps, there is a need for more data coming directly from educators as it allows for a more refined understanding of how historical narratives are shaped by not solely formal guidelines but also local pressures and individual choices. By including teachers' perspectives, it provides a more in-depth view of how historical narratives are constructed and distorted within the U.S. education system. 


Methodology and Argument
Taking a deeper look at how history is taught across different grade levels is essential for assessing whether whitewashing is in fact happening in American classrooms. To explore this topic, data was collected through a short questionnaire which gave participants the opportunity to answer in their own words as they answered a set of core questions and a set of grade specific questions. This way allowed for collecting data in a way that could be compared and allowed teachers to be more forthcoming. Teachers were picked from multiple levels of the education system to better encapsulate variation across age ranges and school settings. Included are teachers from elementary, middle, and high school as well as one college professor. The point of including all levels is to capture a more comparative analysis of historical narratives adapted as students go through the education system. From the questionnaire, the central argument was formed, rather than being systematically whitewashed through direct censorship. History education is shaped by an amalgamation of structural factors and instructors themselves. Examples include state standards, time constraints, developmental concerns, institutional expectations, and teachers must be cautious when approaching sensitive and political topics. While simplification, omission, and toning down do occur, there is rather a forced moderation of historical narratives. Teachers are not seeking to rewrite history to make it appear more positive but experience institutional pressures that push them to be more neutral. This leads teachers to present multiple perspectives while avoiding critical interpretations. Controversial topics are included but framed in ways that promote neutrality and broadly accepted interpretations. Teachers report the need to “read the room” and to remain within accepted boundaries while presenting challenging materials. This forced moderation brought upon by institutional pressures limits critical thinking and engagement and often twists how students understand history. 
Elementary 
One sentiment that remained constant across teacher responses is the forced moderation they feel from competing political, institutional, and social pressures that coaxes them to remain neutral and avoid taking strong stances. At the elementary level there are less in-depth history lessons as teachers express; they are held back by developmental constraints. Teachers describe their curriculum as based on state standards while also being heavily influenced by what is appropriate for this age group to be learning. 
At this level, lessons focus mainly on foundational concepts. One elementary teacher explained that their school “follows state and core standards” and introduces students to basic concepts like the presidents on our money, the Pledge of Allegiance, and what the flag stands for. This early education focuses on American symbolism and basic civics which is the groundwork of understanding national identity before more nuanced and complex historical interpretations are introduced. 
In recent years, at least in Minnesota, there has been more emphasis on cultural exposure. The elementary teacher who answered the survey described including Indigenous perspectives by bringing in “families or community members to share their language and materials that are part of their traditions; pow wows, jingle dresses, drums, drums, dream catchers, talking sticks.” This shows a drastic shift in curriculum toward inclusion and representation and away from older misrepresented historical narratives like the outdated teaching that taught that Christopher Columbus founded America. 
On the other hand, more complex and sensitive topics are purposefully simplified or left out. The interviewed teacher stated that “civil rights and slavery as 6- to 7-year-old students are not developmentally ready to fully understand the complexity of the situation and times,” because of this fact these topics are either dumbed down or not talked about. This is not necessarily an attempt to sanitize history but rather as a needed modification based on the students' ages and development.
Teachers also expressed a tendency to frame their lessons more positively. One teacher stated, “we try to put a positive look at everything we teach not that all history was positive but to take things from the time and what we did and learn or grow from that time”. Together, the responses suggest that perceived sanitized history at the elementary level is rather developmental in filtering. Teachers are not erasing history, but rather they are introducing simplified versions of the past that follow both state expectations and age-appropriate instruction. 
Middle School
At the middle school level, teachers report their lessons are shaped primarily by structural constraints like their curriculum and pacing rather than deliberate omission. Lessons are typically, as one teacher puts it, a combination of state standards, district-provided curriculum, and self-created curriculum materials which both guide and limit what can be taught. One teacher explained that the level of flexibility depends on the subject “with U.S. history I want to stay on a timeline and more with the provided curriculum... I have a lot more freedom with World History.” This difference exemplifies how U.S. history is often more closely examined and is less flexible while world history allows for more instructor autonomy. 
While teachers may feel some freedom in how they teach, they often feel constrained in what they can cover. As one teacher noted “I feel free to teach how I wish, not necessarily what,” which points directly to limits they are placed under. This highlights the distinction between teaching style and content restrictions. U.S. history especially tends to follow a much stricter timeline than compared to subjects like world history which allows for more flexibility. 
Another constraint identified is the immense pressure to present materials with limited time. One teacher explained “stacked standards” which is where each grade level builds directly on the previous one. They said, “if the 7th grade social studies teacher spends too much time on topics and doesn’t make it to the targeted end of curriculum, it creates a HUGE disservice to the 8th grade teacher.” Due to these, certain topics are either condensed or left out, not necessarily erasing them, but due to lack of time. Some topics that are often left out, as stated by one teacher, include the War of 1812, Spanish American War, the Industrial Revolution, and rise of Unions they also noted how any genocidal event gets downplayed. These omissions reflect the problems with curriculum pacing rather than ideological censorship. Another teacher expressed feeling pressure by the volume of required content “there are so many standards to get through there is little time to elaborate,” showcasing how elaboration is often sacrificed to cover more topics. 
At the same time, teachers are also juggling local political ideologies, noting they must be “always conscious how I address current events and work to maintain neutrality, and sometimes being super careful particularly if I have a very vocal, right wing leaning student,” which can further shape what and how content is presented. These noted constraints also exist among efforts to expand perspectives within the curriculum. Teachers observed “a huge push for being more inclusive of traditionally underrepresented groups, particularly Native American,” and that “there is more perspective in text curriculum than before, but I supplement where needed.” 	Despite these improvements these responses demonstrate that gaps in middle school history education are mainly the result of structural demands, time constraints, standardized expectations, and community ideologies rather than a deliberate effort to omit controversial or complex histories. 
High School
[bookmark: _Int_V8XbNyxS]At the high school level, history teachers are between two competing forces; their own professional autonomy and the need to remain neutral within an increasingly politicized environment. Teachers relate having relative freedom in how they present materials as long as it remains within the expectations of being as “neutral and unbiased as much as possible” and to avoid inserting their own opinions and biases into their lessons. As one teacher expressed “I’m mostly free to teach the topics but being careful not to try to share my personal opinions,” this demonstrates how teachers' choices are led less by direct restriction and more by professional expectations of objectivity. 
Instead of outright avoiding controversial topics teachers emphasize the importance of presenting multiple perspectives, especially regarding hot button topics like U.S. foreign policy, race, or inequality. For instance, one teacher explained how they handled sensitive subjects like the causes of the Civil War and Reconstruction, they put more focus on “showing a variety of perspectives that can contradict one another, including the justification for that perspective.” This approach shows that there is an effort to balance differing interpretations rather than solely promoting one narrative. Congruently, teachers acknowledge that classroom dynamics and external factors influence how content is delivered. While explicit restrictions are rare as one teacher voiced that state standards have “not really” affected how they discuss race or inequality, there is still informal pressures that must be contended with. 
However, there are still informal pressures that influence lessons. Teachers describe the need to “read the room to some degree,” which suggests that student reactions, community context, and the broader political climate quietly shape instructional choices. Even without having explicit restrictions, these factors play a part in moderating the presentation of history. 
Furthermore, teachers raise important questions about the limits of critical evaluation, one teacher put “where do you draw the line on whose narrative should be evaluated? An individual podcasting in their basement vs a peer reviewed scholar,” which highlights the balancing act between encouraging critical thinking while maintaining academic accuracy. Despite these nuances, high school classrooms tend to prioritize developing students' abilities to critically analyze rather than solely conveying fixed narratives. Teachers relay that students are encouraged, “to a degree,” to think critically about dominant narratives, though this should remain in the realm of credibility and evidence. 
Overall, the high school level demonstrates a degree of forced moderation where teachers are not explicitly constrained but are forced to operate within professional and community expectations that encourage balance, neutrality, and multiple perspectives. This implies that history lessons are less about intentional whitewashing and more about teachers navigating different pressures and expectations. 
Whitewashing versus Structural Neutrality
Across all grade levels that were questioned, a consistent trend emerged; history lessons are not solely shaped by intentional whitewashing, but rather by varying external and internal pressures that result in sanitized historical narratives. At the elementary level, content is decided based on developmental capability, where teachers focus on historical foundations like American symbols, basic civics, and introduction to other cultures while oversimplifying topics that are more complex like slavery. At the middle and high school levels, constraints come more from time and pacing as teachers express the number of things they have to cover in such a short amount of time which leads to a condensing of history and important events. Among all levels, political and community pressures also play a role in influencing what is taught, as teachers describe the need to “read the room,” or be careful on student and community ideologies. Together these patterns support the argument that history education is shaped not by a singular political agenda but by competing and overlapping structural and institutional constraints that combine to produce a moderated version of history. 
Conclusion
Overall, this research showcases that the way history is taught across educational levels is best encapsulated by the idea that it is a combination of constraints rather than intentional distortion or whitewashing. While public discussions often zoom in on whether history education is being sanitized or shaped by political pressures, the findings from teacher questionnaires suggest an alternative. Historical understanding in classrooms is not fully controlled by one single narrative but is continually being adjusted through a process of forced moderation. In the end, debates about history education should move beyond assumptions of intentional omission and instead focus on how structural conditions shape the teaching of history in everyday teaching practices. 
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