
Forrest Gump and
The Future of
Teaching the Past

J
OHN COLEMAN, a 16-year-old
student in a high school history class,
sat down to talk with us about the
Vietnam War.1 Here’s a brief excerpt
from that conversation.

Interviewer: What do you think
was behind the war? What do you

know about it?
John: Well . . . [Pauses.] There’s been a lot of talk

about how the war was purposeless, like there was no
cause to it. It’s pretty hard to fight without a cause.

Interviewer: Where did you learn about the war?
John: Just . . . [Pauses.] I guess . . . I don’t know —
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Like fish swimming in water, most of us are unaware of the “cultural
curriculum” that surrounds us. Those who teach history and social studies
to young people need to make connections between this curriculum and
the “state-mandated curriculum” — or face the real prospect of becoming
irrelevant in the 21st century.

By Sam Wineburg, Susan Mosborg, Dan Porat, and Ariel Duncan
I guess it was in class?

Interviewer: Books you read for class?
John: Yeah. I’ve heard about it, too, from my par-

ents. Just people.
Interviewer: Do you remember exactly from where

or from whom?
John: [With growing exasperation.] From a lot of

people — I don’t know! It’s just common belief that
the Vietnam War didn’t have a cause.

John struggles to remember where he learned that
Vietnam “didn’t have a cause.” School, books, parents,
“just people” — he remains uncertain. Indeed, John
displays an impatience we rarely witnessed during our
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30 months, we followed John and a group of 14 other
teenagers from three very different schools (a cavern-
ous inner-city high school, an elite college-preparatory
academy, and a small Evangelical Christian school, all
in the Puget Sound region of Washington State) across
a year of 11th-grade history instruction and into and
through the 12th grade.

The school curriculum was just one of our interests.
We saw the home as a prime site for teaching young
people about the past, for influencing the shape of the
narratives they tell about themselves and the nation.
So we interviewed the parents of these young people
and tried, even in this small sample, to hear as many
voices as possible. Black and white, rich and poor, God-
fearing and God-doubting, native-born and immigrant,
dual- and single-parent, the only element uniting all of
these families was that each had an adolescent enter-
ing the 11th grade.3

In focusing on parents and their children, we wanted
to better understand how historical knowledge is trans-
mitted in modern America. What defining moments
of one generation are shared with the next? Which sto-
ries, archived in historical memory and available to the
disciplinary community, are remembered beyond gen-
erational borders? Which stories are no longer shared,
eclipsed by the passage of time and unable to cross the
bridge separating one generation from the next? In short,
what aspects of the past link John to his mother, and
what aspects — assumed by her to be “common belief”
— have become incomprehensible to her own son?

VIETNAM AND THE SIXTIES

We selected the Vietnam War, a historical event that
was formative in parents’ lives but had already become
“history” for their children. Our Vietnam interview,
one of nine formal interviews across 30 months, em-
ployed photo elicitation, a technique that dates to re-
search by Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead in Bali
in the 1930s. Since then, researchers have introduced
many variations on the theme of using photographs to
stimulate conversational interviews.4

We presented a series of iconic photographs from
the Vietnam era to parents and their children. To pre-
vent young people from echoing their parents’ respons-

two-and-a-half-year association. Asking him where he
learned that Vietnam “didn’t have a cause” makes as
much sense as asking him when and where he learned
that red means stop.

As far as we could tell, Vietnam’s “causelessness” was
not something John learned in his high school history
class. In our observations at his school, we listened to
his teacher lecture on the relationship between Thom-
as Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence in 1776 and
Ho Chi Minh’s “Declaration of Independence of the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam” in 1945. But nei-
ther this connection nor any other information from
his teacher’s three-day unit — America’s role in restor-
ing French rule after World War II, the 1954 Geneva
conference in which Vietnam’s partition was broached,
the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, or the
power politics of the Cold War — made its way into
our two-hour-long interview.

Something more basic seemed to be at work. John
tried to be the dutiful subject, but his exasperation
boiled over with his last “I don’t know.” The notion that
Vietnam was a conflict without purpose — or one
whose purpose was so dimly understood that it seemed
as if the war had no cause — was self-evident or, in
his words, “just common belief.”

We believe that John’s stance reflects his astuteness
as a member of contemporary American society, as a
young person in the know. His savvy comes into focus
when we imagine a different response. Suppose that an
adolescent claimed that the U.S. won the war or that
the conflict in Vietnam united Americans in common
cause. Such a person would be considered historically
tone-deaf, a “cultural dope” to use Harold Garfinkel’s
phrase.2 Viewed in this light, John’s characterization
of Vietnam as a conflict without cause represents the
achievement of understanding. By embracing it, John
aligns himself with his parents, members of his com-
munity, and many others he has never met.

HISTORICAL SENSE-MAKING PROJECT

With support from the Spencer Foundation, we tried
to understand how young people like John “become
historical” and how the home serves as one of the ven-
ues where this process takes place. Over the course of
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es, we discussed each photo serially, with students go-
ing first.5 Only after the student finished did the par-
ent begin, and only after both had responded did the
interview move to a more conversational format. The
artificiality of the interview was tempered by the fact
that it came well into our project, a time when we were
no longer strangers to students or parents. As one par-
ent joked when we introduced the interview’s format,
“Ah, more antics from the university researchers!”

COLLECTIVE MEMORY,
COLLECTIVE OCCLUSION

Of the photos we presented, the one of a bedraggled
veteran, his hand pressed to the names on the Wall at
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, was the single most
identifiable picture to parents and children (Figure 1).
All 15 teens correctly identified it. Only one parent,
Frieda Serber, born in the former Soviet Union, was
unable to identify the photo. Among the 15 families,
12 had members who had visited the Wall. Five of the
students had visited during school-sponsored trips in
seventh or eighth grade. The students’ ability to identi-
fy the picture, however, was not dependent on having

visited the site. From the photo itself, it is difficult to
make out the names on the Wall. Yet every student knew
exactly what the man in the photo was doing: search-
ing for a name so that he could make a rubbing of it in
memory of a fallen comrade.

For parents, this photograph was an occasion to re-
member loved ones, acquaintances, or co-workers: Chris-
tine Forjaiy recalled the five classmates from a high
school class of 75 in a small Wisconsin town who never
returned home; Fred Clark thought immediately of a
Navy buddy lost in combat over Cambodia; Joan How-
ard remembered her brother, who flew rescue helicop-
ters for the Red Cross and was shot down three times;
Ann Coleman spoke of a friend who filed a claim against
the Army for illnesses caused by Agent Orange. Marion
Blandings was reminded of an old boyfriend, a Ma-
rine, who returned from Vietnam an alcoholic and is
still “dealing with his demons.”

Teens’ responses, on the other hand, were character-
ized by greater generality. In no instance did the vet in
the photo conjure images of anyone other than him-
self. When they did elaborate, students focused on the
concrete features of the picture. “The man is probably
looking at this one name and remembering a friend.”

FIGURE 1. Veteran at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington, D.C.
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“He has some memories — maybe he’s looking for
some friends who died, he’s looking for a loved one.”
“He’s a soldier at the Wall who’s just looking back now
that the war’s been over for a long time.”

Parents disagreed deeply over the meaning of Viet-
nam. Some marked it as the beginning of “The Fall,”
the descent into crime, disorder, and drug use in mod-
ern America. Others, such as Ellen Oshansky, saw it dif-
ferently. In telling her son how she marched on Wash-
ington, she paused and then sighed, “Back then, we
had a purpose.” Yet hawk or dove, participants spoke
in a single voice about what America “did” to the re-
turning vets. Today’s Vietnam vet is collectively viewed
not as a perpetrator in Vietnam but as a victim of that
war, spat upon and vilified when he returned. Despite
the geographic region of our research, no participant re-
called anything remotely resembling this 1969 Time
account of a Seattle homecoming: “Flags waved, ticker
tape showered down on the troops, and pretty girls
pressed red roses into the men’s hands.”6

The impressions shared by our participants illus-
trate some of the differences between collective and his-
torical memory. For example, both historians and so-
ciologists have examined whether it was common for
veterans to be “spat upon” on their return to the United
States. The literature, including a study that examined
380 newspaper reports of
homecomings, suggests that
there is little basis to this per-
vasive image — other than
its crystallization in popu-
lar film and collective mem-
ory. Indeed, a sober exami-
nation of the historical rec-
ord shows a stronger docu-
mentary basis for remember-
ing veterans’ ill treatment at
the hands of other veterans
than for recalling their being
spat upon by raging hippies.7

We cannot speak of collec-
tive memory without speak-
ing of its converse. We use
the term collective occlusion
to refer to those stories, ac-
counts, and narratives that,
while available in the memo-
ries of living individuals and
archived in the documen-
tary record, become largely
blocked from view in the
historical present.

Occlusion stands opposed to collective memory. It
speaks to that which is no longer “common knowledge,”
no longer easily retrieved or taken for granted. The con-
notations that attend “occlusion” — partiality, opacity,
blockage — ask us to think about the stories, images,
and cultural codes that have become muted over time.
Such stories are at risk of being lost in the everyday
processes of how societies remember and transmit their
past to a new generation.

Consider the story of domestic support for Vietnam.
As late as 1972, the war, having dragged on for nearly
a decade and having spread to Cambodia and Laos,
still commanded overwhelming support in public opin-
ion polls. “Seven of ten Americans express a renewed
confidence in the president’s conduct of the war,” con-
cluded a Yankelovich survey done in June 1972.8 As a
way to probe everyday historical memory, we used a
picture of a May 1972 demonstration by hardhat work-
ers who jammed Manhattan’s City Hall plaza hoisting
banners and placards bearing slogans like “WE
HARDHAT MEN ARE BUILDING AMERICA,
NOT DESTROYING IT: GOD BLESS AMERICA”
and “THIS COUNTRY ISN’T PERFECT BUT
IT’S THE BEST ON THE FACE OF THIS
EARTH” (Figure 2).

Whether in favor of or opposed to the war, all but

FIGURE 2. Hardhat rally, Manhattan City Hall, May 1972.
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one of the American-born parents understood this photo
as a pro-war rally in support of the government. One
parent, Bob Lewis, responded this way:

Many men and women did demonstrate patriotism
even though there was confusion about the purpose
of the war. . . . They were going to support the gov-
ernment even though they didn’t necessarily know
all the reasons why. I see these people as the typical
blue-collar workers. . . . The guys that are just out
there sweating every day, and they’re, they’re saying,
“Well, we’re not the intellectual elite here, but we’re
going to give you our support.”

For other parents, this photo evoked a hostile reac-
tion. Ellen Oshansky’s salty remarks anchored this end
of the spectrum:

These men are a bunch of assholes — chauvinistic,
ill-informed, non-thinking men guided by their
penises who are into being powerful, into feeling
important through putting other people down. . . .
They don’t think, they don’t analyze. These are peo-
ple who today probably listen to Rush Limbaugh
and want to hear what is going to make them com-
fortable. . . . It’s my country right or wrong.

Young people’s responses, on the other hand, lacked
such fervor — either positive or negative. For many,
the picture was the most difficult to interpret of all the
ones we presented. A majority of students, eight of 15,
were unable to discern the intent of this picture at even
the most basic level. Those who did arrive at a partial
meaning devoted more time to interpreting this image
than any other.

John Delaney, an animated and articulate drama stu-
dent, read the image correctly, but revealed that it was
something he had never before encountered:

You see guys who’ve been working in the economy
and they’re saying, “We’re building up America, not
destroying it, let’s keep on for America.” A bunch
of American patriots. But I really — I don’t know
what to think from it. I’ve never seen it before. As
far as it’s connected with Vietnam, I’ve never had
any kind of discussion about people who thought
[the war] was just another war. [The photo] kind of
caught me off guard.

Other students flailed about, trying to generate a
context for the image. Luis Fara, who believed that the
U.S. lost the war because of domestic protests at home,
was simply stumped:

I really didn’t know what it is. It seemed like steel
workers or something, wearing all their hardhats or
something. Kind of like one of those — the big

Democratic Party, they had one before the elections
and stuff like that — seemed like one of those. All
the vets carrying their flags. But I really don’t know,
I don’t know what it could be. I haven’t talked about
it, and I haven’t seen this picture before, so I really
didn’t know.

Still other students fixated on the placard “WE
HARDHAT MEN ARE BUILDING AMERICA,
NOT DESTROYING IT.” But instead of understand-
ing that the signs were directed against domestic pro-
testers, they inferred that it was American soldiers who
were the agents of destruction. In other words, students
transformed a flag-waving rally in support of the war
into a domestic gathering opposing it. For such stu-
dents, the concept of a rally and the larger theme of
domestic support for the war were nowhere to be seen
in their Vietnam narratives. Jacob Curfman voiced the
confusion of many of the teenagers:

Jacob: [This picture] just seems kind of out of place
with the rest, because most of the people we see in pic-
tures like this are protesting, not waving flags. . . . So
I’m not really sure what to think. . . . And the sign
“We hardhat men are building America, not destroy-
ing it” — like, maybe, they held the war in contempt,
but they were trying to show that they were still try-
ing to keep the country going, I guess.

Interviewer: Why do you say “maybe they held the
war in contempt”?

Jacob: Just, well, that sign. I mean the whole attitude
of the thing looks like it might be pretty patriotic, but
this one sign caught my attention. It says, you know,
“We’re building America, not destroying it,” like the
soldiers were. Or the government was, or whatever.

Another student, Andrea Clark, expressed her con-
victions with even greater certainty, so much so that
when challenged by an inexperienced interviewer, she
reaffirmed her initial interpretation and elaborated fur-
ther:

Andrea: I put that this was a protest against the war.
Interviewer: [Surprised.] Against?
Andrea: Against, yes. It looks like it might have been

a certain group. All these people, they look like they’re
construction people or something like that, with their
hats on, and it looks like lots of different ethnicities
in here. It says, “We hardhat men” — so, obviously,
they’re doing something with their hands or some-
thing like that. So they didn’t want to — obviously
these people felt like the war was destroying their jobs,
their homes, destroying the country as whole.
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Confronted with an image of a public assembly and
aware that the interview’s topic was Vietnam, Andrea’s
sense-making capacities kicked into gear. To her, the
Sixties were defined by war protests, and that’s what
the picture became. When she noted that this was not
the first time she had seen pictures like this, we asked
a follow-up question that probed the source of her
knowledge:

Interviewer: You mentioned that this is one picture
of many protests and there’s probably a lot of people
protesting. What helped you draw that conclusion?

Andrea: Well, in Forrest Gump [laughingly] they have
that one part where he gets up there and he talks on
the Washington Memorial there, or it’s in front of the
Lincoln Memorial there, and there’s all [emphatical-
ly] those people there.

For students, what most stood out in this photo was
a feature no parent noticed. Six of 15 teens comment-
ed explicitly on the multicultural hues in the picture’s
foreground, the fact that a range of white, black, and
Hispanic faces could be discerned. For Elizabeth John-
son, this diversity was a “sign that [America] might be
more united”; for Gloria Lawrence, it betokened “a
step forward in race relations”; for Ted Rowja, it was
a “coming together.” Ironically, the labor movement
at this time was racked by racism and resentment over
newly mandated affirmative action policies. Many union
members attending such rallies did so, as Philip Foner
has written, for no other reason than that “they were
compelled to.”9

BECOMING HISTORICAL IN THE DIGITAL AGE

It is now more than three decades since the last
American troops climbed the rungs to a hovering chop-
per and quit Saigon. The Vietnam generation — those
who served, those who protested, and those whose po-
sitions wavered — are now in their fifties and sixties,
many with grown children. Though the experience
shaped each differently, no parent we interviewed re-
mained unaffected by Vietnam. The war stamped the
character of their past and provided a lens for inter-
preting their present.

For their children, on the other hand, Vietnam had
already become “history,” a topic in textbooks and an
item on multiple-choice tests. Yet while Vietnam may
be history, it is not the Punic Wars. These teens grew
up in a media-saturated environment in which Vietnam-
era images became part of their visual memory. Several
students first encountered hippies when they dressed
up in Sixties-era garb for their schools’ “Hippie Day.”
They heard about the war not only from their parents
but from teachers, relatives, and family friends. The
majority had toured the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
as part of a school or family trip. Each time students
drove onto a freeway entrance ramp to pass a panhandler
with a “Help a Vet” sign, the legacy of Vietnam greeted
them anew.

Every one of these youngsters possessed a rough-
hewn Vietnam narrative: how America entered the con-
flict, what happened on the battlefield, and how a cloud
of despair hung over the nation in the war’s aftermath.
Yet, despite dramatic differences in the schools they
attended and vast differences in the culture, political
orientation, voting patterns, and religious characters of
their homes, these young people’s narratives bore a re-
markable likeness. In this respect, students’ stories were
more similar to one another’s than to the narratives they
heard at home.

Collective memory — a woolly construct ever since
the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs published
La Mémoire Collective — is a different phenomenon
from the one that psychologists investigate when they
conduct experiments on the mechanisms of long- and
short-term memory.10 Even as metaphor, the notion re-
quires a certain leeway when speaking about teenagers:
when we refer to their “collective memory,” we are ac-
tually speaking about what they have learned — not re-
membered — during their brief lifetimes. Viewed thus,
collective memory becomes an educational issue par
excellence.

What, then, are the contours of students’ collective
memories about Vietnam? For these young people, the
players in the war’s drama were stark and distinct: soldiers
fighting in Vietnam and hippies protesting at home.
Soldiers were unfairly blamed for executing a mission
their government required, but which few citizens really
understood or supported. Domestically, Americans who
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did not converge on Washington marched in quiet pro-
test at home. Young people’s narratives seemed to con-
tain no slots for pro-war rallies, hardhat counterdem-
onstrations, silent majorities, or the crushing defeat of
“peace candidate” George McGovern in the 1972 Presi-
dential election. The very notion of domestic support
seems to have dropped out of these teenagers’ narra-
tives. In a curious twist of historical revision, Vietnam
for these young people has become a war waged with-
out supporters.

As the story of domestic support for Vietnam has
become occluded, other stories have moved to the fore.
One such story was the one narrated by students and
parents alike regarding the “broken vet,” who had been
wronged by his government when it sent him overseas
in the first place and who was wronged a second time
by the American people, when they scorned him on
his return.

A key mechanism for transmitting this narrative,
for giving it the material form that Halbwachs claimed
was essential to collective memory, is also one of the
most ancient: the creation of a site of pilgrimage. Un-
like the discord or heated emotions stirred up by other
photos, the picture of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
elicited somber stories of remembrance, irrespective of
where participants stood on the question of the war’s
legitimacy. For adults, the Wall had become a kind of
political “no-fly zone” where they put aside differences
to honor the dead and to share, if only momentarily,
a feeling of collective loss.

The Vietnam memorial has become common meet-
ing ground in a way that the shrine at Kent State has
not. Despite a shared sense that the four Kent students
lost their lives in vain, no consensus has emerged on
the validity of antiwar protests on college campuses.
The question polarizes still. The Wall, on the other
hand, may be the only national gathering place where
individuals who share little political ground can walk
side by side — quietly, saying little or not even exchang-
ing a word, but walking together as Americans. “Na-
tional memories are constituted by different, often op-
posing memories,” writes historian Alon Confino, “that,
in spite of their rivalries, construct common denomi-
nators that overcome on the symbolic level real social
and political differences.”11 Common beliefs demand
common denominators. The Wall provides one.

THE NEW DIGITAL DENOMINATORS

A second place of meeting emerged as well, linking
parent to child in shared story and image. With no
special prompting to elicit viewing habits, young peo-

ple and their parents spontaneously drew on a rich li-
brary of contemporary movies, including Rambo, Dazed
and Confused, Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, Born on the
Fourth of July, and Apocalypse Now. But one film stood
head and shoulders above the rest. For nine of 15 fami-
lies, the movie Forrest Gump provided an intergenera-
tional meeting place and a common reference point.
Without prompting, Forrest Gump spontaneously made
its way into nine of our 15 parent/child interviews on
Vietnam. In terms of a shared text between parent and
child, no other work — filmic or otherwise — came
even close.

When we first began our project, we hypothesized
that there would be significant points of tension be-
tween the history taught in schools and the history avail-
able in film, music, TV, and the culture at large. But
that’s not what we found. In fact, rather than forming
a separate sphere, the school often became the purveyor
of the history curriculum offered by popular culture,
the place where young people first sampled its wares.
In two of three schools — the Christian school and
the public high school — students first watched Forrest
Gump in their social studies classes.

The movie made quite an impression. For example,
in reflecting on Vietnam vets, John Delaney noted that
he “always heard” them referred to as “baby killers.”
But when we questioned John about where, exactly,
he heard this phrase, he responded by drawing on For-
rest Gump: “You watch the Vietnam parts, and the guy
says to Forrest, one of the hippies looks at Forrest Gump
in his military uniform and he goes, ‘Who’s the baby
killer?’” This sequence of images and dialogue, invent-
ed by a Hollywood screenwriter, was the sharpest and
clearest recollection that John had of the entire Viet-
nam era.

Why did Forrest Gump and not some other film have
such a big impact on students? Here we can only specu-
late. Compared with a film like Born on the Fourth of July,
in which Tom Cruise traces Ron Kovic’s zigzag path
from gung-ho Marine to battlefield amputee to leader
in the antiwar movement, Forrest Gump maintains clean
narrative lines and a steady chronological arc. Director
Robert Zemeckis and screenwriter Eric Roth fuse their
character’s life to key points in American history, as
when Forrest teaches Elvis how to swivel his hips or be-
comes a Ping-Pong champion and travels with President
Nixon’s diplomatic entourage to China. Throughout his
journey in history, Forrest cuts an apolitical path, emerg-
ing as a blank screen onto which viewers of varied po-
litical stripes can project their beliefs. By using footage
of cultural and political turning points and inserting
Forrest at the center (thanks to the wonders of digital
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legerdemain), Zemeckis and Roth create a historical
mnemonic that aids viewers, especially those with no
lived experience of such events, to remember decisive
moments from the second half of the 20th century.
Flanked not so much by supporting characters as by
clichés, guileless Forrest radiates unsinkable optimism
and beagle loyalty as he hobnobs with Presidents and
rock stars. All of this in a feel-good movie that makes few
demands on viewers’ political commitments and sen-
sibilities, whether liberal, conservative, or somewhere
in between. Forrest Gump garnered six Oscars in 1994,
including Best Picture. Chicago Sun-Times critic Roger
Ebert hailed the film as “magical.”12

One other feature helps explain Forrest Gump’s en-
during popularity — particularly in the context of
schooling. Unlike Platoon, Born on the Fourth of July,
or Full Metal Jacket, Forrest Gump carried a PG-13 rat-
ing, a factor that looms large when considering which
cultural products pass through schoolhouse doors. Be-
cause of this rating, social studies teachers are allowed
to screen Forrest Gump without obtaining the normal
permissions associated with R-rated movies contain-
ing violence, nudity, and coarse language.

Some educators may bristle at the thought that pop-
ular film has become a tool for learning about the Six-
ties and may demand that videos be removed from the
classroom. Doing so, however, would merely leave the
films rentable through Blockbuster or Netflix, streamed
over the Internet, and available 24/7 through pay-per-
view cable and satellite purveyors. Even historians —
such as the president of the Organization of American
Historians — begrudgingly recognize film as the pre-
dominant influence on students’ historical understand-
ing.13 Rather than pretending that we can do away with
popular culture, we might try instead to understand how
its forces can be harnessed — rather than spurned or
simply ignored — to advance students’ historical un-
derstanding.

Indeed, this is how we understand the promise of
this research. Once educators become acquainted with
the shape of the narratives students bring to class, they
are better equipped to engage and stretch these stories
— and call them into question when necessary. Rather
than castigating movies and TV shows as educational
liabilities, they can enlist them as resources for provok-
ing students to think critically about the history that
has become common belief and that which has been
pushed from view.

How might teachers do this? Forrest Gump, in fact,
provides an excellent test case.

When we followed up with students and asked them
what they most remembered about this movie, they

alighted on one particular scene: the one in which For-
rest finds himself on a dais at the Lincoln Memorial,
about to address throngs of longhaired, tie-dye-shirted
demonstrators. As he is about to speak, Forrest spies
his childhood friend among the multitudes, calls out
“Jenneeey” from the podium, jumps down from the
dais, and rushes into the reflecting pool to embrace
her — to the thunderous roar of the crowd. When we
asked students if they recalled the scene immediately
preceding this famous one — in other words, how it
was that the uniform-wearing, medal-bedecked Forrest
found himself in the improbable position of addressing
an antiwar protest — no student could remember.

Returning to the United States after serving in Viet-
nam, Forrest visits Washington, D.C. “Mama went to
the hotel to lay down, and I went out to walk to see
our nation’s capital,” Forrest recalls in his trademarked
Gumpian twang. As he tours the sites, a woman wear-
ing a grapefruit-sized peace button and shouting into
a bullhorn accosts him. She herds Forrest into a mot-
ley line of protesters, many wearing faded trademark
army fatigues, as they file aimlessly out of a parked bus.
In case viewers miss the point, director Zemeckis drapes
a banner across the bus announcing in black letters:
“Vietnam Veterans Against the War.”

We suspect that the students did not recall this scene
because they probably didn’t understand its import
when they initially viewed the film. The notion of the
radicalized vet who returned home to join the antiwar
movement is another aspect of this era that has been
occluded from the narratives familiar to young peo-
ple. A soldier-turned-protester is by definition an am-
biguous figure that complicates a simplified narrative.
However, it was precisely such soldiers (whom no one
could accuse of being draft dodgers or pampered rich
kids or members of the Weathermen) — and not the
college students who occupied buildings and shut down
campuses — that many historians see as turning the
tide of public opinion against the war.14

By asking students why they think they have retained
such a vivid image of Forrest hailing Jenny from the
podium but have no idea how he found himself on that
podium in the first place, educators can turn a cultural
product like Forrest Gump on its head. They can stop
the DVD, press “reverse” to reveal how Forrest came
to be a speaker at an antiwar rally, and examine how
the Vietnam Veterans Against the War are portrayed:
unkempt, unshorn, hapless, and dragooned into for-
mation by a shrill woman bearing an uncanny likeness
to Jane Fonda circa 1970. Why do students think they
have never heard about this group when historians place
the VVAW at the center of the antiwar narrative? Did
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antiwar protesters truly look like their portrayal in this
movie? Why are students much more likely to know
Forrest Gump — even to recite one or two “Gump-
isms” by heart (“Stupid is as stupid does”) — than to
recognize the name of Ron Kovic or the title of his
memoir Born on the Fourth of July? Asking questions
like these can help students become cultural critics and
astute observers of their own learning.

THE FUTURE OF THE PAST

Our approach to young people’s historical knowl-
edge differs markedly from what typically captures head-
lines: reports of students’ poor performance on large-
scale objective tests. Such tests, however, tell us precious
little about the development of historical understand-
ing in contemporary society or about the knowledge
widely shared by citizens. Because these assessments
eliminate test items that youngsters overwhelmingly
know and include only those items that create spread
in a statistical distribution, objective tests cannot tell us
what is common, shared, and widely understood by
young people about the past that inhabits their pres-
ent.15 Moreover, by restricting notions of history to
the canonical knowledge of the state-sponsored cur-
riculum, these tests keep at bay the myriad forces that
act to historicize today’s youths — whether it be For-
rest Gump or another Hollywood product, a Ken Burns
documentary, a school-sponsored trip to Washington,
D.C., their parents’ stories, or even the “vernacular”
histories of Homer Simpson, the rapper Immortal Tech-
nique, or the satirist Jon Stewart. This “cultural cur-
riculum” may be far more powerful in shaping young
people’s ideas about the past than the mountains of
textbooks that continue to occupy historians’ and edu-
cators’ attention.

We see the sweep of the cultural curriculum in par-
ticipants’ responses to the photo of the Wall. The Viet-

nam Veterans Memorial comes to us in TV documen-
taries, in movies, in newspapers, and virtually over
dozens of Internet sites, including one sponsored by
Kinko’s, in which families of the fallen upload digital
pictures of their loved ones to “put a face with a name,”
as the brochure puts it.16 The Wall’s ubiquity — its
everywhereness — was reflected in the irritation that ac-
companied Steven Vu’s response when we asked how he
knew that the man in the photo was taking a rubbing of
a friend’s name. Steven, who at 17 had yet to venture out-
side of Washington State, responded with the don’t-
ask-me-another-question pique that comes with hav-
ing to explain the obvious: “It’s on TV all the time.”

None of this is to imply the existence of a hidden
hand of some prime mover — vetting the flow of im-
ages, messages, and narratives of the cultural curricu-
lum, blocking some while permitting others to pass,
all according to some master plan. As Michael Schud-
son points out, “interest theories,” in which cultural
meanings are predetermined by an underlying econom-
ic and political agenda, and “semiotic theories,” in which
cultural products become, by definition, expressions of
the search for meaning, both ignore one simple fact:
something happened in the past. While always recast
and reshaped for present purposes, history exhibits an
independent streak that regularly foils attempts to pa-
per over it.17 Rather than being taken literally, the no-
tion of a cultural curriculum is better understood as a
“sensitizing concept” that points to the distributed na-
ture of learning in modern society, warning us of the
comforting, albeit fallacious notion that historical con-
sciousness develops rationally and sequentially through
the efforts to create and deliver a state-mandated cur-
riculum.18

Above all, the cultural curriculum reminds us not
to confuse schooling with education. The former re-
fers to what goes on in a place called school, with its
armamentarium of textbooks, teachers, and tests. The
latter seeks to capture, in Bernard Bailyn’s words, “the
entire process by which a culture transmits itself across
generations.”19

When cultural forms echo in rhythmic unison, his-
tory emerges, to use student John Coleman’s words,
as “common belief ” that requires neither proof text
nor justification. Indeed, this helps explain why, as a
group, students’ stories about the war were so similar,
despite the vast differences in how the war was per-
ceived and remembered by their parents. In this sense,
the cultural curriculum trumped the profound politi-
cal and social differences that characterized this mod-
est sample of American households. Despite the end-
less concerns one hears nowadays over fractured iden-

Got a Question?

^
Continue the Conversation

A podcast of a follow-up author interview, featuring
readers’ questions, will be made available on the PDK
website at www.pdkintl.org. Readers who have questions
they would like to direct to the author may send them to
Erin Young at eyoung@pdkintl.org. Questions must be
received by November 10 if they are to be considered, and
please include your name and location. — The Editors
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tities, the death of the nation-state, and “imagined com-
munities,” the responses of these youngsters suggest that
a common national narrative is alive, well, and in a con-
stant state of re-creation.

Whether it is Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a
Dream” speech available in a convenient foldout edi-
tion on the checkout stand at 7-Eleven or an ill-tem-
pered Tony Soprano grumbling about Columbus Day
revisionists on “The Sopranos,” the cultural curricu-
lum is so much a part of our landscape that it rarely
comes into focus as an educating force.20 Yet engaging
this cultural curriculum in the educational enterprise
— getting students to think about the history that
does and does not “seep into their cultural pores”21 —
offers schools a way to make a unique contribution to
students’ understanding, not merely to duplicate what
students already know.

If school history is to play a major role in shaping
the consciousness of today’s iPod-ed, YouTubed, In-
stant Messengerized, MySpaced generation of Ameri-
can youths, it must find new ways to engage the cul-
tural curriculum that engulfs them. Failing to do so
guarantees school history’s irrelevance through the cur-
rent century.
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