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Contribution to the Conference 

 

I was afforded the opportunity to present a paper, co-authored with Dr. Monica Cousins-

Norian, Associate Professor in the Department of History, at the 2019 AERA annual conference 

in Toronto, Ontario, Canada: 

 

Reference: 

Wellenreiter, B. R., & Noraian, M. C. (2019, April). Understanding Examining, and Challenging 

“Public Displays of History”: Preservice Teacher Perceptions, a Case Study. Paper 

presented at the American Educational Research Association Annual meeting, Toronto, 

Canada, April 2019. 

 

Abstract: 

This study examines how preservice social studies teachers (n=50) conceptualize debates 

regarding Public Displays of History (PDH) such as monuments and building names. 

Participants describe PDH as important venues for learning history but view them as incomplete, 

often biased, sources of information. When determining whether they should be altered or 

removed, participants stress original overt and tacit intent, current interpretation, broad societal 

values and whether alteration or removal changes understanding of the subject of the PDH. Some 

PDH are described as ineligible for alteration or removal because of their importance to society. 

Participants view classrooms as appropriate places for students to engage in debate regarding 

PDH. Implications for classroom practice and future research are discussed. 

 

I would like to thank the College of Education for the travel grant to present 

Understanding Examining, and Challenging “Public Displays of History”: Preservice Teacher 

Perceptions, a Case Study. This paper is the product of a two-year long research study in which 

preservice teachers in Dr. Norian and my social science teaching methods courses were asked to 

describe the process by which they would maintain, alter, or remove controversial monuments, 



school/building names, mascots, or other Public Displays of History, (PDH). The paper begins 

by describing major arguments in the societal debate regarding the positioning of PDH. It then 

turns to the importance of exploring social studies teachers’ views on the conceptualization of 

history and its portrayal in public spaces. Employing a semi-structured survey and follow up 

interviews, the project explored preservice social studies teachers’ (n=84) conceptualizations of 

the debates surrounding the removal or maintenance of monuments, building names, school 

mascots, and other PDH. Participants described PDH as important venues for learning history, 

but viewed them as incomplete, often biased sources of information. Categories that describe 

participants’ approaches to the PDH debate are explored. These categories are Refusers; Original 

Intentors; Current Interpreters; and Historical Absolutists. Participants described how they may 

use Public Displays of History and the debates surrounding them in their future classrooms. 

Implications for researchers and teachers are discussed. 

 The international venue for a discussion of how preservice teachers conceptualize this 

societal debate presented opportunity to further dialogue on this sensitive and contextually 

defined concept. The session was attended by professionals from a variety of regions including 

Missouri, Ohio, Texas, and Virginia.  

Throughout the presentations, we engaged in dialogue that challenges and strengthens our 

understanding of active citizenship and what it means to teach toward active citizenship. 

 

Benefits Gained from the Conference 

 The conference session provided a venue to articulate the concepts within our work. 

Having individuals from across the country discuss and critique the concepts encourages a more 

culturally-diverse approach to how conceptualization of the PDH debate varies across 

geographic and cultural contexts. Feedback during and after the session was positive.  

 As a first-time attendee to AERA, I benefited deeply from the complete experience of 

submission, preparation, presentation, and attendance. I sought out presentations regarding 

citizenship and social studies teaching. Additionally, I attended the Social Studies research SIG 

meeting to better understand research activities within the field and to network for future 

research and teaching opportunities. I look forward to deeper participation in this SIG in the 

future.  

 

Future Steps 

 Based off the feedback from my presentation, Dr. Norian and I have submitted our 

manuscript for peer review and publication. Additionally, I am in discussion with colleagues 

from another university regarding an upcoming anniversary on their campus and how the 

memorialization of that event is conceptualized by its students. This opportunity is a promising 

one. I would not have had the communication with this colleague had it not been for the 

generous support of the College of Education and its commitment to the dissemination of 

research. I thank the College of Education for supporting this work and my overall professional 

development. 


