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Abstract 

In this thesis, results from three studies and a reanalysis have been combined 
to provide knowledge of what students need to learn in relation to the second-
order concepts of evidence, historical empathy and causation, for them to be 
able to handle historical sources and construct accounts. Data has been 
collected in two intervention studies conducted in collaboration with a group 
of upper secondary teachers. In these interventions, the research group used 
Learning Study (Marton & Pang, 2003) as the approach to explore two objects 
of learning framed around causal reasoning and historical sources in the 
context of Imperialism and Decolonization in Africa. Data include 
documentation from the research group’s meetings, interviews, a pre-survey, 
assignments, lesson material and video recordings (15 lessons in total).  

To answer the research questions in the individual articles, a composed 
analysis has been undertaken in different stages, and this was built on 
theoretical assumptions from variation theory (Marton, 2015) and the 
historical thinking tradition. Variation theory was used to identify and 
categorize qualitatively different conceptions for the objects of learning in 
terms of discernment. What developed knowledge may entail in relation to the 
objects of learning was informed by the theoretical framework of the historical 
thinking tradition. Combined, this made it possible to identify specific aspects 
assessed as critical for students to be able to undertake qualitative causal 
reasoning and handle historical sources with quality. In the reanalysis, these 
aspects were compared with different conceptualizations and research 
findings regarding students’ understanding of evidence, historical empathy, 
and causation to analyze what dimensions students need to discern to be able 
to pursue source-based enquiry and construct accounts.  

In relation to historical sources, the results show that this ability to a large 
extent but not completely equates that students have an understanding and the 
capacity to undertake actions associated with evidence and historical empathy. 
It is suggested that this ability encompasses five interrelated dimensions: 
Epistemological understanding, Alteration of perspective, Contextual 
knowledge, Relational approach to source criticism and finally Combining 
contextual knowledge and sources to construct evidence.  



 

 

In relation to historical accounts focused on causation, the results again 
suggest that this ability holds five partly interrelated dimensions that students 
need to encompass: Epistemological understanding, Contextual knowledge, 
Temporal frameworks, Interrelationships and relative significance and lastly 
Actors and societal structures. 

 

Key words: history teaching, historical thinking, historical sources, second-
order concepts, evidence, historical empathy, causation, variation theory, 
critical aspects, learning study. 
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1. Introduction 

When did WWII begin? 

This seemingly simple question, which probably recurs regularly in a typical 
classroom where students take modern history, does not have such an apparent 
answer as one might first think. The question can be used in at least two ways 
to illustrate why it is important for students to receive a qualitative history 
education. The first reason is obviously linked to the fact that knowledge about 
past events, their causes and consequences are important for students to 
understand contemporary social phenomena and be able to orientate 
themselves in today's world. For example, knowledge of WWII could make it 
easier for them to understand present relations between countries and ethnic 
groups whose relations may have been impacted by events that occurred 
during the war. But the question also illustrates why it is important that a 
qualitative history education gives students the chance to understand what 
constitutes the difference between the past and history, how historical 
knowledge is constructed and that they are offered to practice such methods. 
This is important because these abilities increase their chance to uphold a 
critical attitude towards various accounts mediated by societal institutions, 
interest groups and media (Cercadillo, Chapman, & Lee, 2017).  

The question of when WWII started could illustrate this line of argumentation. 
The traditional interpretation is that it broke out on September 3, 1939, when 
Britain and France declared war on Nazi Germany because of their invasion 
of Poland two days earlier. However, another plausible interpretation is that 
the skirmishes that took place at the Marco Polo bridge near Beijing July 7, 
1937, and which led to the Second Sino-Japanese war, constitutes its Asian 
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prelude.1 This as Japan's expansionist policy threatened the balance of power 
in Southeast Asia and the Pacific and thus foreshadowed an impending war 
with the Western powers. A third option is that Hitler's invasion of the USSR, 
Operation Barbarossa, June 22, 1941, is the most appropriate interpretation of 
when it should be regarded a world war. The justification for this 
interpretation would then be the scale and devastation that characterized the 
war on the Eastern Front. Yet again, another interpretation could be that it 
broke out when President Roosevelt declared war against Japan on December 
8, 1941 because of their surprise attack on the naval base Pearl Harbor a day 
earlier. The argument would then be that it cannot be considered a full-scale 
world war until the North American continent was involved.2 

The specific dates of when these events occurred are not important in relation 
to this example. What is important is that the question illustrates that there 
exist competing interpretations for when it broke out and when it could be 
considered a world war. The question thereby captures something important, 
namely that history is a subject characterized by different perspectives and 
competing interpretations. As I write these lines, I have been working as a 
history teacher in various school forms for almost 25 years and have taught an 
innumerable number of students in various courses. One thing that has struck 
me over the years is that remarkably many of these students have had the 
conception that history and the past constitute the same thing. Further, that 
being knowledgeable in history mainly revolves around being good at 

 

 

 

 

 

1 The causes that led this event trace their origin back to Japan’s occupation of 
northeastern China in the early 1930s and the creation of the puppet state Manchukuo 
in 1932. The incident at the Marco Polo bridge gave the Japanese army the excuse 
they sought to continue their expansion further into southern China. 
2 This interpretation then refers to the entry of the United States. Canada declared war 
on Nazi Germany as early as September 1939. 
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memorizing past events. That many students are of this opinion is not so 
surprising as history didactical research have been able to show that history 
often is conveyed to students as fixed accounts (Barton & Levstik, 2008; 
Husbands, Kitson, & Pendry, 2003; Nygren, 2009; Rosenlund, 2016).3 That 
accounts rather should be regarded as constructions, that there exist competing 
interpretations for various events and processes of change have not been a 
given point of departure within the school subject. This line of argumentation 
should not be understood as meaning that all interpretations necessarily are 
equally credible as accounts originate from evidence extracted from historical 
sources. From that also follows that if there exist competing interpretations, 
the account that makes the most convincing knowledge claims should be 
regarded as the most credible interpretation (Lee & Shemilt, 2003). A 
qualitative history education must of course convey solid knowledge of the 
past. But in addition to such knowledge, it must also give students the chance 
to learn how historical knowledge is constructed and let them practice the 
methods this require. If not, students have little chance to discern the 
difference between history and the past, to interpret and evaluate statements 
made in different sources and thus also take a critical disposition towards 
competing interpretations that are to be found in accounts of various sort.  

This thesis explores what students need to learn in relation to the methods that 
open the possibility of knowledge formation in history. Its history didactical 
framework primarily stems from the historical thinking tradition as it in this 
tradition such methods have been conceptualized in the form of so-called 
second-order concepts (Baildon & Afandi, 2018). In brief, these concepts 

 

 

 

 

 

3 In this thesis, the term history didactical research is used consistently. Translated 
into an Anglo-American context, history educational research is probably the label 
that corresponds the best. 
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involve strategies to direct enquiry to the past, interpret and evaluate historical 
sources, construct, or deconstruct accounts (Lee, 2011).4 The thesis 
investigates what students need to learn in relation to specific second-order 
concepts for them to be able to handle historical sources and construct 
accounts. Furthermore, it strives to contribute with knowledge about how it 
might be appropriate to organize teaching instructions that facilitate students 
learning of these abilities. That students are given the chance to develop their 
ability to use second-order concepts is a key task for a qualified history 
education. This as these concepts touch on the very core of historical thinking 
and constitute an important dimension of holding a developed historical 
consciousness (Lee, 2004a). The relevance of this research is thus justified 
from both an individual and societal perspective, as these abilities are essential 
for students’ chance to participate as active citizens in society as well as for 
upholding a sound democracy (Barton & Levstik, 2008; Carvalho & Barca, 
2012; Lee, 2011; Seixas, 2000).  

The results are based on data that have been collected in two intervention 
studies conducted in a Swedish upper secondary school during the academic 
year of 2012-2013. Planning and implementation of these interventions were 
done in collaboration with practicing upper secondary teachers within the 
framework of Learning Study (LS) (Marton, 2015). This approach belongs to 
the field of Educational Design Research and it is useful for the purpose to 
explore what students need to learn in relation to specific abilities and 
associated subject matter (Carlgren, 2017, pp. 182-183). During the 
interventions, the research group of teachers and researcher investigated how 
upper secondary students understand historical sources, use specific second-
order concepts and how teaching instructions could be designed to facilitate 

 

 

 

 

 

4 A detailed description of various definitions for the second-order concepts 
considered most relevant in this thesis are given in chapter 4. 
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their learning. The research lessons were designed as enquiry- and source-
based units and framed by the second-order concepts evidence, historical 
empathy, and causation. The subject matter of LS1 revolved around Modern 
Imperialism – the scramble for Africa, while the historical content of LS2 
addressed Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia. To explore what our 
students needed to learn to be able to handle historical sources and use these 
concepts, a composite analysis was undertaken which involves subject 
specific requirements, students’ conceptions, and repeated analysis of 
research data stemming from the interventions.  

This is a compilation thesis that consists of three articles published in double 
blind peer review journals and introductory chapters that place the results into 
a wider research context. Article 1 is based on empirical data from LS1. 
Article 2 uses data from both LS1 and LS2 while article 3 predominantly uses 
data from LS2. The research questions posed in the thesis differ to some extent 
from those addressed in the individual articles and they are answered using 
results from the included articles and additional relevant research. Data 
originating from LS1 has been used in a previously published research report 
that investigated what students need to learn to construct historical 
explanations while working with historical sources (Nersäter, 2014). LS2 was 
undertaken the same academic year as LS1 but no data from this second 
intervention are included in the research report. To provide answers to the 
research questions of the present thesis, some references will be made to the 
research report when considered relevant.  

The disposition of the thesis is arranged as follows: Chapter 2 justifies the 
relevance of this research by outlining different perspectives for what students 
are supposed to learn from the study of history. Chapter 3 presents the aim 
and research questions, while chapter 4 provides a disciplinary and didactical 
framework connected to second-order concepts and historical sources. 
Research regarding students understanding of historical sources, said concepts 
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and related teaching strategies are described in chapter 5.5 The learning 
theoretical framework is presented in chapter 6. Chapter 7 describes the thesis 
method, research design, and data. The results section can be found in chapter 
8. Here, the individual articles are summarized, and the research questions are 
answered. Chapter 9 holds a discussion in which the results are linked to the 
aim and research questions of the thesis. Lastly, chapter 10 contains the 
Swedish summary of the thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

5 To become familiar with relevant research on learning and teaching history, searches 
have been undertaken in various databases such as ERIC and SCOPUS. Examples of 
typical search themes have been history education, history teaching, historical 
thinking, historical sources, second-order concepts, historical enquiry, evidence, 
historical empathy, and causation. To receive general understanding of the research 
field, various handbooks and overviews have also been useful. In this context special 
mention may be made of The Wiley International Handbook of History Teaching and 
Learning, Palgrave Handbook of Research in Historical Culture and Education, The 
International Review of History Education Series, and Researching History 
Education: International Perspectives and Disciplinary Traditions. 
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2. Problem Background – What Is to 
Be Learned?  

What is important that students learn from the study of history could be 
answered differently when applying different perspectives. This chapter 
outlines various perspectives from the societal field, history didactics and also 
addresses common teaching practices and their potential implications. 

2.1. A Historical and Political Perspective  

The societal and political expectations of what students are expected to learn 
from the study of history have changed over time. By studying the historical 
culture6 in which the education system is embedded, it is possible to make an 
overview of such expectations, as changes in the historical culture in the long 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Rüsen (2004, pp. 149-152) defines this concept as the societal field where people’s 
historical consciousness is expressed in practical terms by actions they undertake in 
search for meaning and temporal orientation. The historical culture expresses itself on 
various arenas, in research, through history education, at museums, in art and the 
public sphere. Rüsen (2004, p. 160 ff.) attributes aesthetic, political as well as 
cognitive dimensions to the concept and argues that it can be operationalized using 
both normative and heuristic aspects. The former relates to how societies ought to 
associate with history, while its heuristic aspect can be used to examine a historical 
culture in relation to, for example history education. Karlsson (2014, p. 58) points out 
that even though people’s historical consciousness cannot be observed directly, “its 
manifestations in concrete materials and situations which takes place in the historical 
culture […]” can be examined. As the historical cultural field involves production, 
distribution, and consumption of history, it is important to reflect on the characteristics 
of a society’s historical culture when studying the relationship between teaching and 
learning. 
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run also will have an impact on the nature and position of history education.7 
It is important to consider the fact that history as a school subject originates 
from the academic discipline. This field was professionalized during the 
second half of the 19th century, parallel with the emergence of Europe’s 
modern nation states and the subject played an important role in these states’ 
pursuit of legitimacy (Berger, 2017). Sweden was no exception, which was 
reflected in the fact that history had a strong position within the educational 
system during the first half of the 20th century. Its nature was characterized by 
a state-idealistic design where teaching and textbooks conveyed the 
importance of national unity and students were expected to develop a patriotic 
spirit (Zander, 2001).  

However, after the second world war Sweden, like the rest of Western Europe, 
gradually distanced itself from a nationalist use of history (Ammert, 2013; 
Foster, 2011; Nygren, 2011). This development affected the subject’s position 
as well as its substantive design. Instead of implementing a nationalist-
ideological use of history, the main aim now was to educate democratic-
minded citizens. These expectations were also visible in curricular documents 
and textbooks which in the post-war period were characterized by a 
contemporary global content and an objectivist attitude (Nygren, 2011). 
Besides conveying democratic ideals, the existence of history in Swedish 
schools was now justified by the argument that the subject could contribute to 
a critical disposition amongst students by its source-critical methods (Larsson, 

 

 

 

 

 

7 Surely, historical cultures differ depending on a country’s past, eventual national 
traumas, whether a country is a traditional nation state or an empire etc. Nevertheless, 
it is fair to speak of a typical Western historical thinking and associated historical 
culture with its roots in the Enlightenment and the emergence of history as a discipline 
(Burke, 2002; Rüsen, 2002).  
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2001). But, during periods marked by progress, optimism and utilitarian 
thinking, states seldom perceive history as important, instead they often 
pursue a non-use of history (Karlsson, 2014). Such societal trends, which 
influenced the West-European historical culture in the post-war period, turned 
out to have negative consequences for the subject’s position in the Swedish 
educational system. While the newly established civics subject grew in 
importance, the amount of time given to history in both primary and secondary 
school was halved from the mid-1950s up until the beginning of the 21st 

century (Larsson, 2001; Zander, 2001). This development came to a halt in 
the late 1990s under the impression of broader societal trends of both 
international and domestic nature. Different surveys showed that young 
people demonstrated a lack of knowledge and understanding for historical 
events and processes of change, especially accentuated in relation to the 
Holocaust, but also regarding principles of democratic governance and human 
rights (Elgström, 2011; Larsson, 2011). Meanwhile, the political instability 
that followed in the wake of the collapse of communism, such as the civil wars 
in Yugoslavia, led to an awareness that history had not ended (Karlsson, 
2004). Combined, these circumstances contributed to Swedish authorities 
came to show a greater interest for the subject. This turn took its most concrete 
expression in the fact that history from 2011 again is included as a compulsory 
subject in Swedish upper secondary school.  

To get an idea of what society of today considers important that students learn 
from their history education, it is relevant to turn to the current syllabus of 
Swedish upper secondary school. Its overarching aim is that students should 
have the opportunity to develop their historical consciousness.8 This key aim 

 

 

 

 

 

8 In the supplementary material for the syllabus, this concept is defined as "our 
understanding of the present, our ability to interpret the past and relate to the future" 
(Skolverket, Kommentarsmaterial för historia, 2012). 
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is in turn linked to specific learning objectives. These state that students are 
expected to acquire knowledge of the past, understanding of different 
perspectives, interpretations, and usage of history. Further, they should also 
develop an understanding of historical sources, concepts, theories, methods, 
and different explanatory models (Skolverket, 2011). Curricular documents 
like this illustrate what society of today considers important for students to 
learn from the study of history, and they can also provide some insight into its 
historical culture. Meanwhile, the learning objectives that are to be found in 
these documents provide little practical guidance of what students need to 
learn to develop the desired abilities, neither how teaching instructions ought 
to be organized to give students the best opportunities to reach them. 

2.2. History Didactical Perspectives  

One way to contemplate what students should learn by the study of history 
and ways of how teaching could be organized to enhance the abilities 
described in curricular documents is to halt and reflect on the subject’s nature. 
Jordanova (2006, pp. 35-37) who discusses this from a disciplinary 
perspective concludes that history is an eclectic subject, both regarding 
applied methods, theories and what content that may be relevant to study. 
Except for the specific emphasis placed on the handling of sources, which is 
typical for history, a characteristic is precisely its diversity regarding potential 
themes and content. Another, and perhaps more fruitful strategy is to turn to 
history didactics in search for answers to what students should learn and how 
history can be organized in a school context. This field is usually characterized 
as being dominated by two research traditions: the historical consciousness 
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tradition and the historical thinking tradition.9 Although there are aspects that 
unite these traditions and differences within them, it is still justifiable to claim 
that the field is characterized by these two traditions. The following sections 
will outline their character, aims and various strategies considered important 
in relation to history education. The dominant focus will be on the historical 
thinking tradition as it is within this tradition most research has been 
undertaken in relation to historical sources and second-order concepts 
(Baildon & Afandi, 2018). 

2.2.1. The Historical Consciousness Tradition 

In this tradition, students’ ability for historical thinking has primarily been 
studied within the theoretical framework of historical consciousness. The 
tradition stems from West German history didactics and the concept of 
historical consciousness is often associated with researchers Jeismann and 
Rüsen. The former has proposed various definitions of this concept. The most 
used assumes that historical consciousness "… includes the connections 
between interpretation of the past, understanding of the present and 
perspectives on the future" (Jensen, 1997, p. 51). Over time though, it is fair 
to say that Rüsen’s work has had the greatest influence. He (2005, p. 24 ff.) 
writes that the concept of historical consciousness involves people’s 
experiences of the past in relation to the present, including the web of temporal 
change within which people live their lives and maintain expectations of the 
future. It involves all mental operations that aim to create historical meaning, 
orientation in everyday life and guidance for decision-making. For Rüsen, 
historical consciousness is primarily expressed in linguistic form through 

 

 

 

 

 

9 These labels could sometimes vary, Rosenlund (2016) for example refers to them as 
the orienting-tradition respectively empirical-tradition while Johansson (2019) uses 
the terms the historical-philosophical tradition and the empirical-cognitive tradition.  
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narratives. Possessing a narrative competence includes the ability to create 
meaning from the past with the purpose to orient oneself in the present through 
recollections of the past. He (2005, pp. 26-27) writes that the study of history 
should aim to develop such a narrative competence. Rüsen describes this 
competence in relation to the three interconnected categories of content, form, 
and function. Content concerns the ability to experience various temporal 
phenomena. Form includes the ability of interpretation where phenomena are 
linked into narratives. Finally, function aims at historical orientation where 
perspectives are applied to these phenomena as guidance and identity 
formation. If we translate these categories to potential objectives for what 
students ought to learn, it can be expressed as that teaching instructions should 
develop their narrative competence through knowledge of: Content – 
revolving around events, people, processes of change, time periods, etc. Form 
– procedural knowledge regarding various methods of how history is 
constructed on the basis of sources. Function – creation of meaning-making 
where historical knowledge can be used for identity-formation and orientation 
within society.  

Rüsen further argues that there exists a relationship between academic history 
and the societal function of history. He illustrates this using a disciplinary 
matrix which shows how these different dimensions are related and inform 
each other. In connection to this theory, Rüsen (2005, p. 27 ff.) has created a 
typology consisting of four types of historical consciousness which he labels 
as traditional, exemplary, critical, and genetic. The typology involves 
progression where a genetic historical consciousness is seen as the most 
qualified. Discussing Rüsen’s theory of historical consciousness and the 
disciplinary matrix, Lee (2004b) believes that an advantage of this theory is 
that it puts focus both on metahistorical understanding as well as various 
conceptions of the past. The matrix illustrates how we use history based on 
every day needs striving for orientation, while our conceptions of history 
simultaneously are filtered through theories and methods originating from the 
discipline. Lee concurs that it is important to investigate what kind of 
narratives students use for practical orientation, but a qualified history 
education must at the same time offer them tools to handle these narratives. 
He (2004a, p. 131) argues that students’ understanding of second-order 
concepts should be perceived as part of their historical consciousness and that 
researchers and teachers must therefore pay attention to their ideas of these 
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concepts. Referring to the typology, Lee (2004a, pp. 142-143) further explains 
that even if a student holds a genetic historical consciousness, we cannot know 
whether this student considers accounts to equal the past or sees them as 
constructions or theories. He concludes that it is difficult to include all 
dimensions that relate to students’ understanding of history within one 
comprehensive concept and suggests that Rüsen’s theory may need further 
differentiation. To empirically examine how students’ historical 
consciousness might develop, he therefore proposes that research analytically 
separates between students’ conceptions of substantive history and of second-
order concepts. 

Körber (2008, p. 24) also concludes that the concept of historical 
consciousness has been important for history didactical research; meanwhile 
it has proved problematic since it involves both a process and a competence. 
Further, its varying conceptualizations, such as whether it should be 
understood as linked to Western historical thinking or considered a universal 
phenomenon, has made it difficult to operationalize and apply for research 
into students’ historical thinking (2016, p. 445). The German FUER-group10 
has developed a competence model trying to operationalize the concept for 
history educational research. Their model consists of four dimensions, 
historical enquiry, methodology, orientation, and subject matter.11 Körber 
(2011, pp. 159-160) writes that this competence model still needs further 
empirical testing, whether its different dimensions are possible to trace in data 
and whether it is possible to distinguish different levels and progression within 
them. In this tradition, it is only in recent years, exemplified by the FUER-

 

 

 

 

 

10 The acronym stands for “Research and Development of Reflexive Historical 
Consciousness” (Körber, 2011). 
11 Subject matter in the context of this model refers to first- and second-order concepts 
(Körber, 2011, pp. 149-151). 
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groups competence model, research focused on students’ metahistorical 
understanding has been conceptualized in concrete form.  

2.2.2. The Historical Thinking Tradition 

Even though there is no full agreement of how the historical thinking tradition 
should be defined it shares several key features. The most important one 
probably is the conviction that students’ ability for historical thinking should 
not only involve knowledge of historical content, but that they also should 
learn how history is created and be allowed to practice such methods. To a 
large extent, involved academics also share the view that history should be 
taught using influences from the discipline. Other common features are that 
the tradition mainly focuses on the school context and that findings usually 
are based on a solid empirical foundation. This tradition has global presence, 
though most research has been conducted in Anglo-Saxon countries.12 

Teaching History as a Form of Knowledge 

The historical thinking tradition traces its roots back to the 1970s and the 
United Kingdom. What initiated UK-research was worrying reports that 
showed that students perceived history as dull and too occupied with 
memorization of facts. Consequently, many dropped history when given the 
chance. To counter the situation an extensive research project, The Schools 
Council History Project 13-16 (SCHP) was launched at Leeds University in 
1972. The aim of SCHP (eventually renamed SHP), was to reshape history 

 

 

 

 

 

12 In the Netherlands for example, extensive historical thinking research has been 
undertaken. Dutch academics have also developed a history didactical framework 
labelled as “Historical reasoning”. Applying this, researchers have empirically tested 
various instructional strategies (van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008). 



 

 15   

 

education to meet the needs of students and the involved researchers argued 
that history should be taught as a form of knowledge rather than as a body of 
information (Shemilt, 1983, pp. 2-3). In the early 90s, similar research began 
in London through the project Concepts of History and Teaching Approaches 
at Key Stage 2 and 3, 7-14 (CHATA). In this project, students aged 7-14 
undertook research tasks connected to procedural concepts (Lee, 2019). In 
both SHP and CHATA, history was considered as a form of knowledge. The 
research interviews in both projects focused mainly on students’ everyday 
ideas in relation to epistemological matters and the disciplinary competence 
of historians formed a referential framework when students’ understanding 
was mapped. SHP- and CHATA-researchers often had a background as 
teachers, which Lee (1998; 2019) argues contributed to a pragmatic 
orientation focused on the problems and opportunities of history education.  

The theoretical underpinnings for the requisites of teaching and learning in 
SHP and CHATA relied on a mix stemming from Collingwood’s historical 
philosophy, developmental psychology, and curriculum theory. Prior to these 
projects, UK-research had focused on historical content concepts and been 
theoretically linked to Piaget’s stage theories. In SHP and CHATA, focus lay 
on students’ conceptual understanding rather than their ability for logical 
thinking. Regarding curriculum theory, Hirst’s ideas of subjects as knowledge 
forms were influential (Lee, 2019; Shemilt, 1983). Hirst (1974) argues that 
certain subjects hold specific characteristics, concepts, theories, and models 
that can be used to construct claims. They also possess specific techniques to 
confirm, reject or revise such claims. He also stresses that it is important to 
allow students the chance to practice methods associated with various 
knowledge forms. These recommendations are very similar to Bruner’s ideas 
of the “spiral curriculum” which at that time influenced the US educational 
system. SHP and CHATA deviated however from these ideas by explicitly 
stating that the aim of history in schools should not be the creation of “mini 
historians”, recognizing that most students would not pursue history as a 
profession (Lee, 2011). British researchers have not devoted much energy to 
articulate the purpose of history studies from a broader societal perspective. 
This contrary to researchers from the historical consciousness tradition who 
have focused much of their interest on how historical questions arise from 
present day life in relation to a wider historical culture (Seixas, 2017a). 
Instead, they have been contended to conclude that a qualified history 
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education offers students the best opportunities known to reflect on human 
conditions in time. Further, that history has the capacity to equip students with 
tools that allow them to participate as informed citizens in an open democratic 
society (Ashby & Lee, 2000, p. 216). Besides reshaping UK instructional 
practices and curricular documents, SHP and CHATA has had major and 
continuous impact on history didactical research in the international context 
(Levesque & Clark, 2018; Seixas, 2017a). 

Second-order Concepts as Basis for Teaching 

British researchers distinguish between having knowledge of the end-products 
of history and the means that enable their construction, which in turn requires 
procedural knowledge in the field. They make no distinction between the 
ability to handle historical methods, sometimes referred to as strategic 
knowledge, and procedural knowledge used to pose questions and interpret 
the past. Instead, they consider these abilities to be of the same nature 
(VanSledright & Limón, 2006). Based on SHP- and CHATA-findings, they 
argue that history should be taught as a discipline structured around first and 
second-order concepts, rather than conveying fixed narratives to students. To 
explain this approach, it is necessary to briefly outline the meaning of such 
concepts. First-order concepts comprise of colligations and content concepts 
and they are naturally embedded within narratives. Colligations constitute 
explanatory and organizing concepts applicable during specific chronological 
and thematic periods. The Renaissance, the Age of Discovery and the Cold 
War are typical examples. Content concepts, however, are not restricted to 
specific historical periods. Their nature is polysemic, as their meaning tends 
to shift depending on the period under study. Examples in this category 
includes democracy, peasant, factory, nation etc. (Lee, 2011). Students’ 
conceptions of colligations and content concepts were indeed investigated in 
SHP and CHATA, but the predominant focus lay on second-order concepts 
such as evidence, causes, consequences, continuity, change and historical 
empathy. These are examples of strategic and procedural concepts and as such 
they are independent of chronology and content and strongly associated with 
the process of posing questions to the past, using sources and the construction 
of accounts (Lee, 2011). Contrary to traditional practices where progression 
tends to involve amassing more information, history taught as a form of 
knowledge means to develop more powerful ideas in relation to these concepts 
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(Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005). UK research made it possible to map student 
conceptions of second-order concepts and these findings will be further 
explored in chapter 5. 

The framework of second-order concepts has been further developed in a 
Canadian context. Seixas, the country’s most prominent academic in this field 
has created a coherent model for educational research and teaching which 
builds on these concepts. Seixas (1996, pp. 777-778), just like UK researchers, 
emphasizes the importance of teaching instructions that allow students the 
opportunity to learn how to create accounts based on interpretations of 
evidence. Since the 1990s, he and other academics have gradually chiseled out 
a model, The Historical Thinking Concepts. It holds six concepts: 
significance, evidence, cause and consequence, continuity and change, 
historical perspectives, and the ethical dimension. Seixas (2017b, p. 597) 
argues that these interrelated concepts can serve as problems in classroom 
practice, and that students’ ability for historical thinking can be defined based 
on their ability to “negotiate productive solutions for them”. He considers it a 
fundamental requirement that teaching instructions at different stages apply 
some sort of model that relate to historical thinking. This is important for 
several reasons: to create conditions for progression, provide linkage to 
curricula and as basis for instruction and assessment. Seixas’ model has 
linkages to the historical consciousness tradition in relation to the ethical 
dimension, which is a concept that focuses on how individuals from their 
position in the present may judge the actions of past actors. It also connects to 
how we should determine what events, individuals, and phenomena from the 
past we want to remember and celebrate (Seixas, 2017b). It is argued here that 
Seixas’model lies closest to the British tradition, even though some concepts 
differ or have other labels. In the British context historical perspectives have 
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a counterpart labeled historical empathy.13 Much Canadian research has 
centered on significance (Peck, 2009; Seixas, 1994; 1997), ethnicity (Peck, 
2009; 2011) and the ethical dimension (Gibson, 2019; 2021; Milligan, Gibson, 
& Peck, 2018). Canadian researchers have also been involved in curriculum 
and assessment reforms, most visible through The Historical Thinking 
Project.14 From the standpoint of clarity and applicability, it is no exaggeration 
to argue that the Historical thinking concepts, together with its British 
equivalents, at present constitutes the most coherent framework for research 
and teaching instructions at various levels. 

Disciplinary Reading and Sociocultural Approaches 

Disciplinary reading of sources and sociocultural approaches are two strands 
primarily associated with US historical thinking research. The disciplinary 
reading approach originates from cognitive psychology, while the second 
strand is closely associated with civics education and democratic citizenship. 
The first strand relies heavily on the research conducted by Wineburg, but also 
has connections back to the Amherst Project of the 1960s, which in turn built 
its theoretical foundation on Bruner’s ideas of structuring school-subjects 
according to subject disciplines (Levesque & Clark, 2018, p. 131). Wineburg, 
coming from the field of psychology, has implemented groundbreaking 
novice-expert research by comparing how students and historians differ in 
their epistemological approach while undertaking source work (see also 
chapter 5.1.1). Building on Wineburg’s findings, the Stanford History 

 

 

 

 

 

13 There also exists a parallel conceptualization of historical thinking in Canada. One 
of Seixas former students, Lévesque (2009), has constructed a similar model that 
builds on an earlier version of these concepts. Lévesque’s model is based on the 
concepts of significance, continuity & change, progress & decline, evidence, and 
historical empathy.  
14 The website of this project can be found at https://historicalthinking.ca/  
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Education Group (SHEG) have developed a federal curriculum for history 
education: Reading like a Historian,15 which centers on the reading of 
historical sources. Many US academics have followed in the footsteps of 
Wineburg and pursued research on students reading and writing strategies in 
relation to sources (Monte‐Sano, De La Paz, & Felton, 2014; Nokes J. , 2013; 
Reisman, 2012a; 2012b; Wineburg, Reisman, & Fogo, 2007). Unlike in the 
UK, a relatively large number of these studies have also investigated various 
instructional strategies.  

This approach has also faced criticism for overemphasizing the disciplinary 
dimension at the expense of the overall purpose of studying history. Critics 
argue that history could become irrelevant to students’ needs and that the 
disciplinary approach neglects the connection to how history is used by people 
for identity formation in the present (Barton & Levstik, 2004). Hardly 
surprising, this criticism has been put forward by advocates of the second US 
strand. Here research originates from a sociocultural standpoint and has often 
explored matters of gender, ethnicity, and class. The overall rationale 
considered to justify the study of history is the aim of implementing 
democratic values and foster enquiring and critical citizens. Barton and 
Levstik (2004), who belong to this tradition, argue that the purpose of school 
history is to equip students with the necessary cultural tools for them to be 
able to participate as active citizens in society.  The study of history should 
allow them to engage with the past by identification, analysis, a moral 
response, and exhibition. The authors expect this will give students the 
competence necessary to create their own historical narratives, undertake 

 

 

 

 

 

15 The website of this project can be found at https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-lessons 
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reflective enquiry and apply historical empathy.16 Within this strand, it is also 
relevant to address the research undertaken by VanSledright (2010). He too 
adopts a sociocultural approach and is interested in how students’ positionality 
affects their understanding of history. Simultaneously, he takes a distinct 
disciplinary stance, and argues that history teaching should be organized based 
on procedural and strategic concepts in relation to enquiry and sources, see 
also VanSledright and Limón (2006). 

Connections Between the Traditions 

The previously addressed competence model of the FUER group is just but 
one of several examples of connections between the two traditions. From the 
direction of the historical thinking tradition there are quite a few examples of 
Anglo-American researchers who have taken similar steps. Besides the 
Canadian historical thinking concepts mentioned in the earlier section, several 
other academics have argued for the need of instructional strategies that 
develop students’ narrative competence and make them able to make 
connections between the past, present, and future scenarios for purposes of 
orientation. With this purpose, UK academics have proposed strategies that 
revolve around big pictures and historical frameworks. These strategies 
amongst other things involve recurring themes and schematic overviews that 
address change and continuity in relation to modes of production, governance, 
cultural and religious beliefs (Lee & Howson, 2009; Shemilt, 2009). From a 
Swedish horizon there are also examples of researchers who have combined 
ideas from these traditions in their research, see for example (Jarhall, 2020; 

 

 

 

 

 

16 A partial explanation to the difference in approach between this strand and that of 
disciplinary reading may also lie in the fact that Barton’s and Lestvik’s research 
predominantly is directed towards primary school. In lower grades, there is a tradition 
to take an interdisciplinary rather than subject-specific approach to history. 
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Johansson, 2019; Olofsson, 2019; Rosenlund, 2016; Wendell, 2020). Another 
way of elucidating connections between the traditions is to study how their 
theoretical foundations and conceptual apparatus may manifest in curricular 
documents. Here the Swedish syllabus is a good example of how they could 
intersect. An example is that a purpose of the syllabus is to allow students to 
develop a reflexive historical frame of reference and their temporal 
orientation, which relates to Rüsen’s theory of narrative competence and the 
competence model of the FUER group (Eliasson, 2014, pp. 265-271). 
Meanwhile, its focus on concepts, methods and enquiry is closely associated 
with the historical thinking tradition. 

2.3. History and Classroom Practice - Different 
Perspectives 

The previous sections have demonstrated that the position and character of 
history, its syllabuses and societal expectations of what students are supposed 
to learn are shaped by political decisions taken within an inconstant historical 
cultural context. Meanwhile, their learning is not solely dependent on the 
subject’s position, curricular directives, research, or values conveyed by 
family and friends and a wider historical culture. Student learning is also 
greatly influenced by prevailing instructional traditions. This thesis is 
primarily interested in exploring what students need to learn to be able to 
handle methods that help them navigate in a modern society, and how 
instructions can be organized to improve these abilities. Therefore, it is now 
appropriate to turn to prevailing instructional practices and their potential 
implications.  

2.3.1. Memory History  

Even though curricular documents change over time, existing instructional 
practices tend to show more continuity (Grant, 2018). Looking at both the 
international and Swedish context it seems to be a continuous tradition that it 
leans towards transmission of content. Academics in the UK refer to this as 
the Great Tradition and argues that it primarily revolves around content 
knowledge and expectations that students learn the best national history 
(Husbands, Kitson, & Pendry, 2003). North American researchers have 
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reached similar conclusions and label this as memory history or the mediation 
of collective memory (Barton & Levstik, 2001; 2008; Levesque, 2009; Seixas, 
2000; VanSledright & Kelly, 1998). According to Barton and Levstik  (2001; 
2008), its main purpose is to create national identity, implement social 
cohesion and offer citizens a moral framework. Researchers have found that 
the transmission of fixed accounts and which students are expected to 
memorize also is common instructional practice in Sweden (Halldén, 1997, p. 
203). Nygren (2009) and Rosenlund (2016) found that the mandatory history 
course in upper secondary school predominantly is conveyed as a given 
chronological story in which the nature of various accounts is not seen as 
dependent on interpretations and perspectives. Furthermore, are historical 
methods addressed to a very limited extent. These conclusions are also 
supported by an investigation undertaken within secondary schools by the 
Swedish School Inspectorate, which reported that students receive few 
opportunities to create historical knowledge based on source work (2015).17  

The kind of instructional strategies pursued in classrooms and what students 
learn are also affected by the design of textbooks. Wineburg (2001) has shown 
that textbook accounts often are mediated as unquestionable factual texts. 
They appear as such since the discipline’s metadiscource is absent. In such a 
discourse, historians discuss methodological choices and dilemmas related to 
competing interpretations. In the textbooks though, there are seldom any 
discussion about methods and how various accounts have been constructed. 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Recent findings might somewhat nuance this picture. Researching instructional 
strategies amongst Swedish upper primary teachers, Jarhall (2020) found that 
following the implementation of the latest syllabus and the introduction of national 
tests, the interviewed teachers had begun to put more emphasis on methods associated 
with source work than previously.  
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Wineburg’s findings are also applicable to Sweden. Different researchers have 
found that Swedish textbooks tend to focus on chronological political history 
centered around Europe and where epistemological matters to a large extent 
are absent (Ammert, 2011; Långström, 1997; Nordgren, 2006; Olsson, 2016). 

Problems Related to the Practice of Memory History 

Barton and Levstik (2001) argue that teaching instructions that focus solely 
on transmitting fixed accounts tend to cause various problems. There is the 
risk that students do not see how societal structures affect human living 
conditions over time and that collective actions can affect historical processes. 
Further, students do not necessarily become aware of the diversity of the past, 
or that their national narrative has not always been a story of constant progress. 
Barton (2001), who performed a comparative study of what US-and Northern 
Irish primary students considered to be the nature and purpose of studying 
history, found that the Northern Irish students held a deeper and more 
reflective understanding for the subject’s nature. His conclusion is that US 
teaching instructions ought to have a more analytical approach, similar to the 
strategies pursued in Great Britain.  

The transmission of fixed accounts is also problematic from an 
epistemological perspective as it is difficult to determine what constitutes the 
“best” account. If students are expected to memorize them without 
understanding how they are constructed it also risks causing a sense of lack of 
meaning. Additionally, if they are not encouraged to relate to accounts from 
various perspectives and are not given the tools to construct or deconstruct 
them themselves, they will have less chance to uphold a critical stance in 
relation to messages from various interest groups in society (Ashby, Lee, & 
Shemilt, 2005; Seixas, 2000; VanSledright, 2010). 

The practice of memory history/collective memory also has implications from 
the perspective of learning theory, as such instructions tend to ignore students’ 
common-sense ideas and their positionality regarding matters such as class, 
gender, and ethnicity (VanSledright, 2010). They also have implications for 
students’ chances of identification. Those students who have trouble to 
identify themselves with the nation’s official narrative might not feel that 
school history belongs to them. This can cause a lack of legitimacy and lead 
to students from minority and/or disadvantaged groups doubt the truthfulness 
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of the official narrative. Consequently, they may “turn off” their learning of 
the officially approved syllabus (Barton & Levstik, 2001; 2008; VanSledright, 
Kelly, & Meuwissen, 2006; VanSledright, 2010). Students’ identity and 
positionality are in turn linked to the characteristics of the historical culture. 
If there exist parallel historical cultures in a country, these could for example 
relate to regionalism, class, ethnicity, or religious beliefs, this will likely affect 
students’ conceptions and learning (Nordgren, 2006; 2016). Wertsch (2000) 
exemplifies the impact this could have by concluding that national 
historiography always holds competing narratives. These express certain 
perspectives and are often associated with different groups. People will accept 
or resist them depending on the context in which they are used. Distinguishing 
between mastering and appropriating such narratives, Wertsch (2000, pp. 38-
41) found that Estonian citizens upheld an unofficial narrative that stood in 
stark contrast to the official Soviet narrative for the circumstances when 
Estonia became a republic within the Soviet Union. He has also shown that 
many US students are good at reproducing the official national narrative, but 
that they do not have access to any coherent alternative. What Wertsch 
describes is an example of how people may uphold different historical 
cultures. In both countries, there was/is an officially sanctioned narrative that 
students to varying degree either reacted against or incorporated. This line of 
argumentation is relevant, not only when studying students’ conceptions of 
specific narratives, but also when exploring their conceptions of history as a 
subject and its methods. The everyday notions that UK researchers consider 
so crucial for students’ learning of history also exists in a historical culture 
shaped by market economic values, mass media and popular culture (Ashby, 
Lee, & Shemilt, 2005).  

Alternative Approaches   

In addition to mediating collective memories, Seixas (2000) discusses two 
other potential strategies for how to organize and justify history education. 
One is based on principles taken from the discipline, the other he depicts as 
influenced by postmodernism. Teaching instructions influenced by the 
discipline ultimately aims to educate students into conscious citizens. The 
principles on which such instructions rely has been examined in section 2.2.2 
that deals with the historical thinking tradition. This approach has been 
criticized to not contribute sufficiently to the creation of national identity, 
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and/or not take enough consideration to identity seeking aspects (see previous 
sections). Another criticism is that it may lead students into relativism. Seixas 
(2000, p. 25) though argues the opposite: if students are not allowed to learn 
the principles of how history is created, the risk of relativism will increase as 
they constantly face conflicting historical interpretations in society. The 
disciplinary stance has also met criticism from postmodernists who apply 
similar objections that they tend to direct against the academic discipline.18 
According to Seixas (2000), postmodern influences can suggest various 
interpretations, discussions regarding matters of race, nation, and civilization. 
They can also help us see the limitations of our own objectivity and position 
accounts in relation to the interests of their authors. Meanwhile, this approach 
risks reducing historical knowledge to merely a weapon in societal struggles 
for power, convey the notion that all knowledge is relative, and that all 
accounts are equally valid. His conclusion is that postmodernism alone cannot 
contribute to the truth about historical knowledge, and since there is no 
consistent picture of collective memory, such instructions can neither fulfill 
the purpose of what students should learn. But instructions influenced by 
disciplinary principles, although shaped by specific historiographical contexts 
and perspectives, have the possibility to offer students the tools to pose 
questions, investigate and participate in debate, all of which are important 
elements of being a conscious citizen.19 

 

 

 

 

 

18 Seixas (2000, pp. 27-30) summarizes this criticism in four points: the narrativity of 
history, the positionality of historians, the limitations of progress and the textuality of 
sources. 
19 In a later text, Seixas (2018) reinforces this argumentation. In the light of the 
challenges facing democracy, it has become even more important that students learn 
to respect differences of opinion but also the importance of trustworthy evidence. He 
emphasizes that different positionalities must not mean that people cannot meet in 
dialogue or that all knowledge claims should be regarded equally valid.  
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2.3.2. Enquiry- and Source-Based History 

What Seixas proposes can best be described as enquiry- and source-based 
history and such practices have long been in demand within history didactical 
research (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Levesque, 2009; VanSledright, 2010). 
The arguments for such instructional practices are partly based on democratic 
implications, partly on learning- and subject-theoretical assumptions. Barton 
and Levstik (2004) argue that students should be allowed to undertake 
enquiry, weigh arguments against each other and draw conclusions based on 
available evidence. This will make them better prepared to participate as 
active citizens in society than if they are expected to memorize politically 
influenced narratives. They also believe that the subject theoretical tradition 
that forms the basis for historical enquiry are in accordance with socio-cultural 
and constructivist assumptions, namely that learning takes place in social 
contexts and is promoted by interaction and dialogue. Barton and Levstik 
(2004), Cooper and Chapman (2009) argue that instructions based on enquiry 
and dialogue, and which consider students’ everyday ideas, have the potential 
to develop their conceptual understanding and contribute to a more equal 
education. Cooper (2011, p. 338) has also shown that already from the early 
years of primary school, students are capable of practicing enquiry, build big 
pictures of history, interpret sources, debate in groups and construct accounts. 
While research shows that students often respond positively to historical 
enquiry, transmission of content has continued to dominate instruction (Grant, 
2018). Several factors may help explain this, of which one is related to matters 
of assessment. In countries that practice large-scale assessment, knowledge of 
factual nature is often focused, and an enquiry approach has proven difficult 
to transfer to such assessment practices. Other factors that have been raised 
are that teachers may be uncertain how to organize historical enquiry from a 
didactical standpoint or may uphold epistemological views that do not 
correspond with such practices (Grant, 2018; VanSledright, 2010; Voet & De 
Wever, 2016). 

Teaching instructions shaped by enquiry often share certain features. Units are 
commonly framed by a historical question and during lessons, students 
alternate between individual work, group work and full class dialogues in 
connection to various types of source work. These questions are often 
formulated by the teacher, sometimes though, it can be a learning aim that 
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students construct them themselves, using teacher support. The nature of the 
question is important; it should be possible to answer in various ways, be 
perceived as relevant, contribute to deeper understanding of the subject’s 
concepts, methods, and content. Implicitly or explicitly, these questions are 
often framed around second-order concepts, as those invite students to 
explore, interpret and evaluate sources from different perspectives (Ashby, 
Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Bain, 2005; VanSledright, 2010). In the final segment 
of an enquiry unit, students often communicate their conclusions in the form 
of an essay based on the sources they have used. However, units can also be 
concluded in other ways, for example through argumentation exercises, blogs, 
outlines, presentations, or construction of posters (Grant, 2018).  

2.3.3. History Didactical Positioning 

To reconnect to Rüsen’s three categories, it is argued here that enquiry- and 
source-based practices offer history teaching an opportunity to strike a balance 
between content, form, and function. However, the research interest in this 
thesis is primarily directed towards questions associated with the category of 
form. This should not be understood as the other two categories being 
considered less relevant for what students ought to learn. The thesis adheres 
to Lee’s line of argumentation, that understanding of second-order concepts is 
an important dimension of holding a developed historical consciousness 
(2004a, p. 131). From this follows that it is an important task to explore 
students’ understanding of historical sources and said concepts. Further, to 
take such conceptions into account when designing history teaching. The 
thesis also argues that instructions based on enquiry- and source-based 
practices have good prospects to prepare students for participation in society 
and orientate them in its historical culture.  

Curricular documents unfortunately do not provide us with the answers to 
what students need to learn for them to develop the desired knowledge in 
relation to second-order concepts. In these documents, the ability to handle 
said concepts is often expressed as various learning objectives. However, such 
objectives are general in nature and thus cannot give us guidance on what 
students may need to learn (Runesson Kempe, 2019). Turning to history 
didactical research for answers, we could conclude that in the Swedish history 
didactical field, research relating to sources and second-order concepts has 
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been relatively scarce. Instead, the most pursued themes have been curriculum 
studies, conditions for history education, text-book studies, and investigations 
into the use of history in a broader societal context (Schüllerqvist, 2006). 
However, in recent years this situation has somewhat changed, and several 
studies have been conducted with this focus which also will be highlighted in 
the research overview. Still, it is primarily Anglo-American academics that 
have examined students’ understanding of sources and second-order concepts 
(see for example Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Seixas & Morton, 2013; 
VanSledright, 2010; Wineburg, 2001). These findings show that the ability to 
undertake enquiry, handle sources and construct accounts is complex and 
linked to students’ understanding of said concepts (Nokes & De La Paz, 2018, 
pp. 562-563). Research conducted in this field have often focused on 
individual dimensions of these abilities (Reismann & McGrew, 2018; van 
Drie & van Boxtel, 2008), such as students' ability to assess the credibility of 
sources (Wineburg, 1991), or their understanding of individual second-order 
concepts (Cercadillo, Chapman, & Lee, 2017). Relatively few studies though 
have investigated students’ understanding of sources and said concepts and 
used these findings as an explicit point of departure regarding the implications 
for teaching instructions (Reisman & Fogo, 2016).   
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3. Aim and Research Questions 

Given that history studies ought to provide students with tools that enable 
them to participate as informed and active citizens in society and allow them 
to orientate themselves in its historical culture, this thesis has a key aim. This 
is to contribute with knowledge about what students need to learn in relation 
to specific second-order concepts for them to be able to pursue source-based 
enquiry. This is here investigated from the viewpoint of a specific historical 
content related to European Imperialism and Decolonization in Africa. The 
development of the ability to use the second-order concepts of evidence, 
historical empathy and causation while undertaking source-based enquiry 
constitutes the research object of the thesis. This is a central dimension of 
historical thinking and composite as there exist linkages between students’ 
ability to handle historical sources and their understanding of such concepts 
(Reismann & McGrew, 2018). A further ambition is that the results will 
contribute with knowledge how teaching instructions that create certain 
necessary conditions for learning can be designed and implemented based on 
identified critical aspects and which are used in conjunction with a specific 
didactical framework. The thesis also has theory-developing ambitions as it 
aims to illustrate the linkages between students’ ability to handle sources and 
accounts, and their understanding of evidence, historical empathy, and 
causation. The research questions in focus are:  

• What do students need to learn in relation to the second-order 
concepts of evidence and historical empathy for them to be able to 
handle historical sources? 

• What do students need to learn in relation to the second-order concept 
of causation for them to be able to construct accounts?  



 

 30   

 

4. Disciplinary and Didactical 
Framework 

What are the connections between the discipline of history and the historical 
thinking tradition? The following sections illustrate these linkages and also 
provide an overview for the didactical framework of this tradition. Thereby 
the chapter also offers a context for chapter 5, that addresses learning and 
teaching in relation to sources, accounts, and other second-order concepts. 

4.1.1. Definitions of Historical Sources  

In the discipline of history, questions of how different types of historical 
sources should be categorized does not seem to cause much discussion. 
Jordanova (2006, pp. 38-41, 94-96) labels primary sources as various sort of 
documents originating from the same period as the object under investigation 
and which stem from individuals who have experienced a specific event, or 
otherwise have been in a position to know, such as eyewitnesses. Secondary 
sources are those created afterwards by individuals who for some reason have 
commented the object under investigation. She also stresses that this 
distinction is very simplified, as sources may switch between having primary 
or secondary status depending on the questions posed to them. Nor is it self-
evident that primary sources necessarily constitute "better" evidence than 
secondary ones. More important is whether the selected sources are relevant, 
have been interpreted in a plausible manner and that their authenticity and 
reliability have been assessed. 

Contrary to the discipline, in the historical thinking tradition there does not 
seem to exist complete agreement of how different types of historical sources 
should be labelled, or how they are linked to the related concepts of evidence 
and accounts. As an example, the definitions for what should constitute 
primary and secondary sources, relics and reports have occasionally varied. 
Seixas (2015, p. 430) points out that Shemilt (1987) in his evaluation of SHP, 
shifted in the definition of what constitutes sources, primary sources, and 
evidence. Also, that Wineburg (1991), did not make any distinction between 
primary and secondary sources, but instead referred to both as historical texts. 
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Seixas (2015, pp. 433-434) suggests a possible categorization in which the 
term primary sources/traces are used for items created during the time under 
study. Secondly, he separates primary accounts from records as the latter 
necessarily do not have a narrative structure. A fourth category is relics which 
consist of non-textual traces from the past. It is important to keep track on 
these distinctions as the nature of a source could make some questions 
inappropriate to pose. For example, there is no point asking questions of bias 
and reliability to relics. According to Seixas (2015, p. 432), it is only relevant 
to ask questions of potential bias and reliability to primary sources in those 
cases where the source addresses the same question as the researcher pursues. 
He claims that questions of reliability and bias predominantly belong to the 
analysis of primary and secondary accounts and categorizes the former as 
those who have been constructed during the time of the event under study. A 
reflection done here is that this categorization might be too broad, as the 
creator of a contemporary account not necessarily has been in a position to 
report on events on a firsthand basis. It is instead argued that the judgment of 
whether an account should be considered primary or secondary will fluctuate 
depending on the research question and the criteria of proximity. In this thesis, 
the term historical sources will be used consistently. If it is deemed necessary, 
it will be specified what type of source this refers to. The term account will be 
used for sources of narrative nature. Whether they will be labelled as primary 
or secondary will depend on the enquiry and the criteria of proximity in 
relation to the context in which they are used. 

4.1.2. Turning Sources into Evidence  

In the discipline, source criticism is considered an important tool in the 
process of turning historical sources into evidence. This process holds two 
dimensions. External criticism refers to the examination of their authenticity 
and credibility through an investigation of their origin and function, for 
example, when and where they were created and by whom (Jordanova, 2006). 
However, their meaning and significance must also be understood, which 
requires internal criticism and thereby an interpretive approach. These matters 
revolve around interpreting sources as texts and the circumstances that 
surround their creation. In this process, questions referring to the likely 
purpose behind their creation are raised, what conditions the creator of the 
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source lived under, and what significance these conditions may have had for 
the presentation (Evans, 1997). Throughout this process, a historian constantly 
alternates between the questions posed, the sources and the surrounding 
context, which presupposes a comparative and contextual approach 
(Jordanova, 2006, pp. 159-161).  

As can be inferred from this description, source work holds both evaluative 
and interpretive dimensions. The German historian von Ranke, who is 
considered a key figure in the discipline’s professionalization during the latter 
part of the 19th century, is strongly associated with the development of source-
criticism (Iggers, 2005). These methods are still today regarded as necessary 
for the evaluation of the authenticity and reliability of sources. Yet, Ranke and 
other contemporary historians' conviction of the possibility to construct 
complete and objective accounts of past events was put into question already 
at the turn of the century. Dilthey argued that history should not rely on 
principles originating from the natural sciences, but instead apply hermeneutic 
perspectives focused on trying to understand the past. Not least, the 
catastrophe that World War I entailed meant that empiricist and objectivist 
ideals came under challenge. Prominent historians such as Croce and 
Collingwood followed Diltheys’ line of argumentation and questioned the 
possibility of constructing objective and complete representations of the past. 
Instead, they emphasized the relational interplay between interpretation and 
sources (Iggers, 2005; Megill, 2007). Collingwood (1946) argued that 
historians are influenced by contemporary societal concerns when they pose 
their questions to the past. These concerns and their contextual understanding 
will affect how they understand sources as potential evidence. Collingwood 
(1946, pp. 257-263) claimed that it is impossible to approach sources from a 
“viewpoint of nowhere” and criticized the belief that it is possible to "cut and 
paste" sources and from that create complete and objective accounts. Instead, 
historical enquiry should keep the research question in focus throughout the 
interpretive process. This in turn, he argued, will require "reenactment", where 
the historian attempts to understand the perspectives that people in the past 
upheld through the study of their mentalities, beliefs, and the cultural, 
political, and socio-economic conditions under which they lived. 
Simultaneously, it is necessary to uphold an awareness of the potential 
consequences caused by the temporal distance between the historian, their 
questions, and the sources under investigation. 
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In the historical thinking tradition, the process of turning sources into 
evidential claims is usually conceptualized by the second-order concepts of 
evidence and historical empathy. Ashby (2011, pp. 138-139) defines evidence 
as a concept that revolves around the various methods which make it possible 
to turn information from sources into evidential claims. She depicts this as a 
process that involves the ability to pose efficient questions of evaluative and 
interpretive nature to the sources under enquiry. Lévesque´s (2009) definition 
also resonates closely to the academic field. Just as Jordanova (2006) and 
Evans (1997), he connects this process with the two dimensions of source-
criticism. In relation to internal criticism, he lifts the importance of 
interpretation and contextualization of sources, asking questions that relate to 
the historical context that surrounds their creation. What conditions did the 
creator of the source live under? How might these conditions have affected 
the content of the source? What motives and values might the author have 
had? By suggesting the usability of posing such questions, Lévesque sheds 
light on how the evaluative and interpretive dimensions of handling sources 
are interconnected. Wineburg’s definition also lies close to the discipline. 
Originating from his expert-novice research (1991), he has coined specific 
heuristics for the process historians undertake to turn sources into evidence 
and which he labels as sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration. 
Sourcing involves undertaking an external analysis in which the origin and 
context surrounding the creation of a source is decoded. Contextualization 
refers to the internal analysis where its content is interpreted and placed within 
a context. Lastly, a source should be corroborated by comparison and contrast 
of its claims against other available sources.  

The interpretive dimension of turning sources into evidence is most often 
expressed as the practice of historical empathy in this tradition. The term 
emanates from German historical idealism and Dilthey, but in the didactical 
context it is predominantly associated with the work of Collingwood 
(Reismann & McGrew, 2018). Portal (1987, p. 89) writes that historians and 
students alike need to consider that the meaning of language and social 
behavior depicted in sources will vary depending on the time-period, culture, 
and context under study. Unlike other second-order concepts, researchers have 
not been able to fully agree on a common definition of this concept (Brooks, 
2009; Yilmaz, 2007). It has also been debated whether it should be understood 
as an achievement or as part of the historical method (Ashby & Lee, 1987; 
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Portal, 1987). However, despite these differences, most researchers would 
probably accept that practicing historical empathy while interpreting sources 
involves an ambition to understand ideas, values, mentalities, intentions, and 
actions undertaken by actors from the past. Further, that it is important not to 
judge the mentality and actions of these actors solely based on a contemporary 
positionality (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005). 

4.1.3. Turning Evidence into Accounts 

Today most historians would not argue that historical accounts are complete 
representations of past events, or that strict objectivity is possible, nor 
desirable. The latter would presuppose a separation between the historian and 
his material which is impossible in a discipline where evaluation and 
interpretation are fundamental elements (Jordanova, 2006, pp. 89-90). Instead, 
historians strive for credibility, trying to show that their claims are rational, 
substantiated by available evidence and supported by previously established 
knowledge about the past. As a rule of thumb, claims supported by many 
independent kinds of evidence are more credible than those that rely on a few 
pieces of evidence. Historians can seldom determine with confidence what 
intentions actors may have had for their actions. However, they can often 
prove with great certainty what actions these actors undertook using official 
documents, newspaper articles, personal letters, etc. Surely, these documents 
may include inaccuracies or bias, but if corroborated and proven correct, it is 
relatively safe to conclude that a specific event took place in a certain way 
(Evans, 1997; McCullagh, 2004). Sometimes it is possible to argue for claims 
by doing direct inferences from sources and sometimes it is necessary to rely 
on "an argument to the best explanation" (McCullagh, 2004, p. 49). This is 
often the case regarding the potential intentions of past actors. Historians then 
need to study other actions performed by the actor and judge these in relation 
to the actions undertaken in the context under observation. Thus, the 
credibility of an individual piece of evidence depends on its plausibility 
judged in relation to the overall interpretation. Most claims are nevertheless 
established independently of the overall interpretation and will thus limit what 
claims that are possible to assert in an account (McCullagh, 2004). Often such 
claims are built on hybrid inferences. This means that previously established 
knowledge indicates that a certain claim is more credible than another, but to 
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prove this, additional evidence is needed. All claims of this sort refer to 
individual events. Sometimes though, historians want to construct accounts 
which involve a wider context by piecing together evidence that relate to 
individual events and from these draw generalized conclusions. Such 
conclusions are not “law-like”. Instead, they consist of accidental 
generalizations of two kinds: A. It has been possible to identify certain 
features as typical in relation to a specific phenomenon. B. Certain causal 
connections have been possible to link to specific contexts (McCullagh, 
2004).  

To conclude, claims in accounts are based on the general state of knowledge 
applicable to a specific past context, explanatory models appropriate in 
relation to a potential piece of evidence, assumptions about human nature, 
elements of meaning in relation to rules of language and occasionally, 
supporting theories drawn from natural and/or social sciences. Depending on 
the enquiry, chosen models and applied theories, accounts could take different 
shape, reach different conclusions, but still be credible (Evans, 1997; 
McCullagh, 2004). Megill (2007, p. 78) illustrates these differences by 
separating between four different types of accounts which differ as they have 
different purposes and perform different tasks:  

• Explanations  
• Descriptions 
• Argumentation/justifications 
• Interpretations 

Explanations 

The British historian Carr (2001, p. 82) once argued that the main task for 
historians was to arrange causes and consequences in sensibly structured 
accounts. Such accounts can themselves be separated into different categories. 
Those who refer to events that occurred in the past and are considered to have 
caused other events are labelled as causal explanations (McCullagh, 2004). In 
those, the significance of causes is analyzed based on the degree to which they 
are considered to have increased the probability for a specific event to occur. 
Historians may seek to construct complete as well as limited causal 
explanations. Complete explanations should address all important causes as to 
why a certain event occurred and in which causes are addressed regarding their 
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extent of generality and internal significance. Limited explanations address 
those considered most significant to explain the occurrence of the event 
(McCullagh, 2004). Intentional explanations aim to explain people’s actions 
based on their intentions. They have their limitations in that they are based on 
actor’s alleged motives, but they cannot explain underlying motives. Neither 
the consequences of actors’ intentions, nor their actions, are fully explained 
since these may have unforeseen consequences. It is not enough to study the 
motives of individuals or groups to be able to explain potential consequences. 
To do that, the social interaction within a past context must be analyzed as 
well (McCullagh, 2004). A third category is structural explanations, and these 
originate from an analysis of the societal and economic systems that existed 
in a past context. In these, the occurrence of events is explained based on their 
function within a specific system. Contrary to causal and intentional 
explanations in which actors are important, societal structures tend to have a 
decisive influence in structural explanations. McCullagh (2004) argues that 
structural explanations cannot be considered complete as they tend to 
underestimate the significance of beliefs and individual actions. The most 
common though is that historians use a combination of these explanatory 
models, involving analysis of both causes and consequences, potential 
motives of individuals’ and the impact of societal structures (Evans, 1997). 

Descriptions, Argumentation, Justification, and Interpretations 

The notion that the prime task for historians is to explain past phenomena was 
challenged in the decades that followed World War II. The field experienced 
somewhat reduced confidence in large explanatory models as basis for 
research and cultural-historical trends became more influential (Iggers, 2005). 
While historians orientated towards the social sciences often focus on 
explanations, cultural historians instead emphasize the importance of 
descriptions and interpretations. In descriptive accounts the focus is on 
depicting what has taken place in the past. Such accounts by necessity take a 
narrative shape where actors, their actions, course of events and surrounding 
contexts come to the fore of the representation. Though, it is important to state 
that the distinction between descriptive and explanatory accounts is not as 
clear cut as it may seem at first glance. Explanations depend on descriptions, 
and the latter can enable explanation. Meanwhile, all accounts must include 
an element of argumentation and justification. In some cases, the historian’s 
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interest is primarily directed towards justifying the plausibility of a specific 
argumentation. The emphasis will then be on the analysis and implications of 
the chosen sources and the narrative elements recede to the background 
(Megill, 2007). That said, all accounts depend on interpretation, not only of 
the chosen sources, but also their integration with the contextual material. 
Interpretation is also required to make convincing claims based on the 
evidence in relation to applied concepts and frameworks. Megill (2007) 
identifies a specific kind of account where interpretations are an even more 
dominant feature, and which relates to the fact that all historians interpret the 
past from a position in the present. Applying this viewpoint, one may argue 
that all accounts originate from a contemporary perspective which requires the 
historian to reflect on their meaning for a present and future audience. If these 
contemporary implications come to the forefront, the focus may well shift 
from a presentation of past events to an interpretation of their contemporary 
meaning and significance. To conclude, all these types of accounts are 
interrelated. Explanations depend on descriptions, as describing past events 
help explain why something has happened. Interpretations are also a form of 
explanation, as answers to questions posed to the past contribute to 
clarification of meaning (Jordanova, 2006). Lastly, all accounts must address 
epistemological matters related to argumentation and justification and they are 
all influenced by the historian’s perspective.  

If we turn to the historical thinking tradition and didactical definitions of 
various types of accounts, we will see that just as was the case for evidence 
and historical empathy, these definitions show great similarities with the 
discipline. Cercadillo, Chapman and Lee (2017) applies a broad definition for 
what could constitute an account. It includes intentional explanations, causal 
explanations, and descriptive accounts similar, but not identical to Megill’s 
disciplinary categorization. The authors explain that qualified understanding 
for their nature is important as history is conveyed through accounts. Students 
are confronted with competing and conflicting accounts where the past is 
linked to the present and to potential future scenarios through popular culture, 
media, and family. Not least important, accounts are also conveyed to them as 
official narratives by authorities and political institutions (Wertsch, 2000). In 
the didactical context, accounts are often linked to other second-order 
concepts such as evidence, significance, explanations, and causation. Lee and 
Shemilt (2004) illustrate how evidence and accounts are connected by stating 
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that “… with evidence the focus is on the establishment of particular facts, 
with accounts it shifts to historical 'representations' of whole passages of the 
past” (p. 26). 

Another example of these linkages is the concept of significance. When 
constructing an account, historians, and students alike must make a 
substantive selection and apply certain priorities of what to include. What 
should be deemed as significant is not a fixed property. Instead, there exists 
several potential criteria that may be legitimate to use depending on the 
enquiry at stake. Cercadillo, Chapman and Lee (2017, pp. 539-541) write that 
significance can be judged based on its importance in the past, the present, or 
in relation to future scenarios. It is also possible to evaluate significance based 
on the explanatory power of an event, or its impact over time. Looking at 
didactical definitions of accounts that are characterized by explanation and 
causation, researchers here sometimes use an interchanging terminology. This 
is not that surprising in a context which focuses on teaching and learning since 
both concepts relate to students’ epistemological conceptions and fall within 
the overall framework of accounts.20 Nevertheless, the definitions of these 
concepts are still very similar to the ones used in the discipline. Chapman’s 
(2003, p. 47) definition of causation could illustrate this. With reference to 
Evans (1997) he states that it is useful to make a distinction between necessary 
and sufficient causes and strive to avoid monocausal chains of causes as 
causation often is considered overdetermined. Consequently, historians 
usually combine necessary and sufficient causes, in which anyone often is 
regarded as sufficient to trigger the occurrence of a specific event. Therefore, 
they strive to establish causal hierarchies and show their interrelationship 

 

 

 

 

 

20 Applying a strict disciplinary standpoint, one can argue that explanations are placed 
on a higher level of abstraction and that causes are embedded in them, see McCullagh 
(2004). 
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trying to explain past events. Looking at the interpretive nature of accounts, 
Chapman (2011a, pp. 96-97) concludes that it is important that students are 
given the chance to compare and evaluate the plausibility of different 
interpretations. He considers this as important both from a historical and civic 
democratic perspective arguing that they should be offered the tools to 
understand that the past has been interpreted in different ways. Chapman also 
stresses that it is important that they are allowed to see how and why the past 
has been interpreted differently.  

Finally, another reason why accounts are closely tied to other second-order 
concepts in the didactical context is that the former constitutes the outcome of 
enquiry which in turn frequently is framed by second-order concepts 
(VanSledright, 2010). From this follows that students must have an 
understanding not only of accounts, but also of associated second-order 
concepts such as evidence and causation if we expect them to be able to 
construct or deconstruct accounts in an enquiry- and source-based practice. 

4.1.4. Positioning in Relation to Source-Based Enquiry 

The interrelationship between enquiry, historical sources, and second-order 
concepts are here understood as that we humans (regardless of whether this 
applies to a student or a historian), approach the past in need of answers to an 
enquiry which we direct to historical sources. These questions can be of 
different nature. In the example used here, we strive to get an answer to an 
enquiry that relates to causation (see Figure 1). For sources to be able to 
provide us with such answers, certain methods need to be applied. These in 
turn encompass different types of questions that correspond to the entwined 
concepts of evidence and empathy (see Figure 1). The character of the 
questions we need to pose depends to a large extent on the nature of the 
enquiry, the available sources, and the context at stake. The process in which 
these questions are formulated and gradually specified requires a constant 
interaction between the enquiry, the sources, usage of second-order concepts 
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and our contextual knowledge (see Jordanova, 2006, pp. 159-161). The 
account that eventually will be the outcome of such an enquiry can take 
various shapes. As this specific enquiry revolves around causation, the 
account will take an explanatory shape (see Figure 1). From this description 
we can infer that evidence, historical empathy and causation are closely linked 
to the process of posing questions to the past, using sources, and the 
construction of accounts (Lee, 2011). It is important to state that in this thesis, 
the nature of these concepts is not viewed as identical. True, they are all tools 
that enable knowledge formation and thus essential elements of historical 
thinking, but they still serve different purposes. Causation can be regarded as 
an interpretive tool used to frame the question, and it also contributes a 
specific explanatory structure to the account that constitutes the outcome of 
the enquiry (Megill, 2007). However, evidence and historical empathy do not 
equate causation. These concepts serve other purposes and rather belong to 
the subject’s methodological toolbox as they are used to transform 
information found in the sources into valid claims that are possible to use in 
an account (VanSledright & Limón, 2006). Lastly, turning to the account 
itself, which is frequently depicted as a second-order concept (see Lee & 
Shemilt, 2004). This concept is yet again of a different character than the 
others. It is neither an interpretive tool as causation, nor does it equate 
evidence and historical empathy, since they are tools for evaluation and 
interpretation. Rather, accounts could be considered as the “end products” of 

Figure 1. Interrelationships between enquiry, historical sources, evidence, 
historical empathy, and accounts. 
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enquiry. That said, as historical sources frequently take the shape of accounts, 
it follows that students need to understand their nature and what constitutes 
the difference between them and the past (Seixas, 2015). 

Looking at evidence and historical empathy specifically, they can be viewed 
as two admittedly different but still interconnected concepts essential for the 
process of handling sources. It is argued here that historical empathy primarily 
is linked to interpretation, rather than to the evaluation of sources. This as 
students and historians alike need to apply plausible interpretive frameworks 
in relation to the contexts and actors present in the sources. Illustrating this 
with an example, when approaching a source, students should, amongst other 
questions, ask themselves why it was created, the circumstances around its 
creation and what intentions its creator may have had (Levesque, 2009). One 
may argue that such questions primarily relate to an evaluation of its 
reliability. However, to reach plausible conclusions to these questions, 
students need to reflect on the socio-economic and cultural structures that 
characterized the past context and the attitudes that the creator of the source 
may have upheld. Reflections of such interpretive nature strongly relate to 
historical empathy. This line of argumentation also illustrates the close linkage 
that exists between interpreting and evaluating sources, hence also between 
the two concepts. It is therefore not surprising that researchers have suggested 
that historical empathy should be considered an integral part of what is 
required to turn sources into evidential claims. Further, that evidence and 
historical empathy should be treated together in instruction (Endacott, 2014; 
Foster, 1999). Such a position is also advocated in this thesis.  
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5. Learning and Teaching Evidence 
and Other Second-order Concepts 

This chapter provides an overview for research that has explored students’ 
conceptions of historical sources and second-order concepts. Besides 
historical sources and related epistemology, the focus lies on evidence, 
accounts, causation, and historical empathy, all which are concepts associated 
with an enquiry- and source-based practice.  

5.1.1. Students’ Understanding of Historical Sources 

Much of what we know today about how students understand historical 
sources, epistemology and related second-order concepts, first emerged within 
the framework of the SHP evaluations. Here students’ understanding of the 
nature of history, historical narratives, sources, and evidence were 
investigated. Using data from SHP, Shemilt (1983; 1987) was able to show 
how students distinguish between the past and historical narratives and what 
conceptions they uphold about what historians do. The evaluations 
demonstrated that students were able to understand history as a form of 
knowledge and that their progress was intimately linked to how their teachers 
understood and taught the subject. Findings also displayed that students who 
participated in SHP-courses performed significantly better than control 
groups. Further, that students had more difficulty in understanding the nature 
of history than understanding historical content as such. Here Shemilt (1983) 
makes an analogy with Shakespeare’s play King Lear where an audience 
understands the scenes and the actions of the play-actors but does not 
understand the meaning of what a play is. The results of these evaluations that 
are summarized below illustrate findings for students’ conceptions of how we 
can know things about the past, what sources can tell us and what historians 
do to explore the past. Expressed in other words, they illustrate what 
conceptions students tend to uphold in relation to the subject’s epistemology. 
The context in which these results emerged was phenomenologically designed 
interviews where students aged between 13 and 16 who undertook SHP-
designed courses were compared with control groups. The analysis of their 
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responses was compiled into four categories depending on how powerful 
students’ conceptions were considered to be (Shemilt, 1987, pp. 39-60). It is 
justified to elaborate on these findings as they foreshadow later research and 
hold important conclusions, not only in relation to sources, but also various 
second-order concepts.  

1. Knowledge of the past is taken for granted: Holding these conceptions, 
students do not ask questions about how we can know something about the 
past. Historical knowledge is considered true or false. They do not reflect on 
the fact that the past has left traces of different sort that must be interpreted, 
and they make no distinction between sources as potential evidence or 
information. Instead, they look for the right answers and get into trouble when 
statements contradict each other. Nor do they see that the application of 
different perspectives can lead to different claims. If a claim cannot be 
substantiated, it is due to information gaps, but claims which are substantiated 
are considered as secure as basic assumptions in the sciences.  

2. Evidence as privileged information about the past: Students see that it 
is possible to gain knowledge about the past from sources. They have some 
knowledge of methodology and use expressions such as bias. Differences 
between accounts are considered as due to bias of the historian. Sometimes 
they have difficulties to distinguish between sources as evidence or as 
information. They are aware that sources need to be evaluated, but do not see 
that they may be used for inferences that they originally were not intended for. 
Nor do they see that historians evaluate sources as potential evidence. They 
want to verify or falsify claims in absolute terms and believe that historians 
should reconstruct the past as it really was, distinguishing true claims from 
false ones.  

3. Evidence is a basis for inferences of the past: Students are aware of 
methodology in relation to sources and consider this a rational process. A true 
claim can be assessed based on the number of statements that support it and if 
it seems logically plausible. However, they have difficulty making 
contextualized interpretations and often apply a contemporary understanding 
when approaching sources.  

4. Awareness of the Historicity of Evidence: Holding these conceptions, 
students are aware that historians construct interpretations of the past based 
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on evidence. They understand that this involves formulating hypotheses that 
are tested against sources and they see that accounts are not absolute in their 
nature. To some extent they consider the surrounding context when 
interpreting sources. However, in most cases, the surrounding socio-economic 
and cultural environment is not considered. They use their contextual 
understanding to evaluate the reliability of sources, but they seldom try to 
contextualize the meaning of what is said and what the statement may have 
meant when it originated. The meaning of sources appears as constant and 
independent of time and space, and the meaning that they perceive from a 
source is seen as identical to its meaning in the past (Shemilt, 1987).  

Later findings to a large extent coincide with the SHP-evaluations. Maggioni, 
VanSledright, & Alexander (2009) identified three common approaches of 
how students relate to epistemology: 1. Naive Realism / Copier: Students 
make no distinction between the past and history. If there are different stories 
that deal with the same event, it is due to mistakes because there should only 
be one true story. 2. Naive Relativism / Borrower: Different stories are valid 
depending on various perspectives, bias, mistakes etc. But, their strategies to 
handle evidence are weak and they do not see that some claims could be more 
valid than others. 3. Critical Pragmatism / Criterialist: Here students see 
that it is possible to use evidence to assess the validity of different claims. 
They accept that different accounts depicting the same event could be equally 
valid, depending on diverse perspectives if they fulfill methodological criteria.  

In connection to the implementation of the current syllabus for Swedish upper 
secondary school, Axelsson Yngveus (2013) investigated students’ ability to 
handle sources. She found that many students viewed sources as information 
rather than as potential evidence. Those who took a critical stance, still had 
difficulties to contextualize them, handle conflicting claims and assess their 
degree of usability in relation to the enquiry. Her conclusion is that a majority 
demonstrated an understanding that corresponds with category 2 in the SHP-
evaluation (Shemilt, 1987). Furthermore, in many respects they shared similar 
difficulties that have been found amongst American fifth graders 
(VanSledright & Kelly, 1998). For additional Swedish research that relate to 
primary students’ understanding of historical sources regarding matters of 
contextualization and prevailing teaching practices (see Samuelsson, Wendell, 
2016; Stolare, 2017). 
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Students’ Understanding of Sources from a Disciplinary Perspective 

SHP and CHATA conclusions for the challenges students could face in 
relation to epistemology, historical sources and evidence are also supported 
by additional North American research. In a series of publications, Wineburg 
(1991; 1998; 2001) reports on research in which he, with the help of “think-
aloud protocols”, examined what characterizes the subject disciplinary 
competence of historians versus students’ understanding of sources. Wineburg 
(1991) asked eight historians and eight high-performing final year high school 
students to evaluate the credibility of several sources that depicted the Battle 
of Lexington. One conclusion was that the historians approached the sources 
at two levels. Partly as information, but above all as subtexts. At the latter 
level, they regarded them as rhetorical and human artifacts. Looking at the 
rhetorical level, they sought to decode the purpose, intentions, and aims of 
their authors. As a human artifact, the historians tried to identify the author’s 
wider ideas, values, and mentality. They investigated the sources based on 
their origin, and did not consider their content as neutral information, but 
rather as a linguistic game. The historians also compared different claims 
against each other and sought to reconstruct the societal context where the 
sources originated.  

When Wineburg turned to the students, he found that they had no major 
problem to understand their content. However, they were not able to decode 
subtexts, instead they regarded their content as information. Neither did they 
see any need to explore the actors’ intentions or place the sources in a societal 
context. They searched for the right answers and were frustrated when the 
sources contradicted each other. Wineburg concludes that to be able to decode 
subtexts, students must first be made aware that such exist. They must also be 
allowed to practice how to discern potential intentions, polemics, and 
ambiguities. One of the sources in the study originated from a textbook and 
the students viewed this as the most reliable one, arguing that it conveyed solid 
facts. The historians, on the contrary, considered this as the most unreliable 
source as its content, in addition to show bias, was contradicted by several 
primary sources. Wineburg makes an analogy to a lawsuit, arguing that the 
ability to evaluate a source can be compared to a trial, judging available 
testimony and evidence. He claims that the students saw themselves as judges 
who looked for evidence in the content of the sources, while the historians 
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instead sought to obtain evidence by asking various questions to them. 
According to Wineburg, the differences in competence that historians and 
students display cannot be explained based on their contextual knowledge. 
Some students even had more extensive knowledge of the events at Lexington 
than some of the historians. The answer is instead to be found in the historians’ 
subject disciplinary competence. Wineburg (1991) has concretized this 
competence as specific heuristics for sourcing, contextualization, and 
corroboration (see also chapter 4.2). In a later study Wineburg (1998), 
examined the importance of context knowledge in relation to these heuristics. 
He let two historians’ study primary sources which dealt with Abraham 
Lincoln’s views on slavery. One of the historians was an expert on the subject 
while the other historian’s specialization was in another field. The results 
showed that the one who was not a subject specialist, despite lack of context 
knowledge, was able to solve the task using his subject disciplinary 
competence. Wineburg´s (2001; 2007) conclusion is that history holds 
methods which are valuable for students’ ability to handle sources and from a 
democratic standpoint, school history therefore ought to apply instructional 
practices that originates from the discipline. 

5.1.2. Second-order Concepts and Progression Models 

Using data from SHP and CHATA, UK academics were able to map students’ 
understanding of various second-order concepts, how their conceptions tend 
to evolve over time and construct increasingly refined progression models that 
illustrates this (Lee & Shemilt, 2003; Shemilt, 1987). Studying the logic of 
these models, it is worth pointing out that a common trait in them is that their 
different categories tend to depict how students’ conceptions progress from a 
naive to a disciplinary understanding of second-order concepts.  

Still, one of the most important premises of UK research has been the great 
emphasis placed on students’ conceptions and the necessity to take these into 
account when students encounter history. SHP and CHATA researchers 
believed that students have the capacity for historical thinking, can do 
inferences about past events, construct and deconstruct history. Meanwhile, 
they argued that common sense ideas and misconceptions can undermine their 
prospects of progression (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005). Another conclusion 
was that historical content and second-order concepts should not be treated as 
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dichotomies, as students need context knowledge to be able to use the latter 
concepts efficiently. Further, that it is important to address students’ 
metacognitive learning to make them aware of what kind of questions that are 
plausible to pose to different sources and the need of caution when judging 
actions undertaken by individuals from the past (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 
2005). The researchers make several reservations and clarifications regarding 
these models. These can constitute a point of departure to handle the 
challenges students may encounter in relation to different dimensions of 
history. Used properly, they provide an opportunity to separate students’ past 
experiences from misconceptions and everyday notions (Lee & Shemilt, 
2009). The researchers do not claim that these models correspond to how 
individual students may understand various concepts, but that they are 
applicable at group level. The models can thus serve as guidance for what 
conceptions teachers could encounter in different student groups and how 
their conceptions tend to evolve over time. The different categories within 
them should not be considered stages that are to be addressed step by step as 
understanding of different concepts tend to change gradually (Lee & Shemilt, 
2011). Furthermore, within one and the same age group, there can exist big 
differences regarding how powerful ideas students uphold in relation to 
different concepts, something labelled as The Seven Year Gap (Dickinson, 
Gordon, & Lee, 2002). Another finding is that conceptions of second-order 
concepts rarely develop in parallel; a student may hold powerful ideas of 
causation but at the same time struggle to handle evidence (Lee, 2019).  

Evidence and Accounts 

The CHATA-project which followed in the footsteps of SHP investigated 
younger students’ conceptions of various second-order concepts. Data from 
this project made it possible to construct progression models for the 
conceptions that students between the age of 7 and 14 hold of evidence and 
accounts, how they perceive the nature of historical sources and how 
progression in this regard may look like. These findings show that students 
can reach deep understanding of both concepts, but also that they often 
entertain conceptions that teaching needs to challenge if their understanding 
should progress. Although students’ understanding of second-order concepts 
tend to develop individually and at different pace (see previous section), 
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CHATA-findings suggest that some conceptions of evidence and accounts are 
of similar nature (Chapman, 2011b, p. 187).  

Looking at evidence first, CHATA-results show that students who held the 
most naïve conceptions made no clear distinction between the past and the 
present, neither did they reflect on how knowledge of the past is constructed. 
In the next category, they see the past as a fixed story and consider sources as 
information that is either true or false. As their conceptions progress, they 
believe that it is possible to construct knowledge of the past if one has access 
to testimonies and they also begin to ask questions that relate to potential bias. 
As their conceptions evolve further, they argue that it is possible to cut and 
paste to find out what happened in the past using true pieces from various 
statements, even if there does not exist one single true report. Within the last 
two categories, students believe that it is possible to ask questions to sources 
that they were not originally intended to answer, and from that do inferences 
about past events, even if there does not exist any direct testimonies. They 
also see that the reliability of sources is not static but are instead dependent on 
our questions. However, it is only in the last category they see that sources 
must be understood in their historical context and they begin to reflect on what 
they may have meant to their author and audience (Lee & Shemilt, 2003, p. 
22). 

In relation to accounts, CHATA results show that students who hold the most 
naïve conceptions do not reflect on why accounts for one and the same event 
could differ as they know this can be the case in their everyday lives. When 
beginning to reflect on such differences, they explain them on the basis that 
we do not have the opportunity to know what really went down in the past as 
no now living person has been able to observe these events. Students who hold 
more developed conceptions think that it is possible to find out what happened 
in the past.  They also believe that there exists one true account of different 
events. If they differ, someone has made a mistake, or we lack enough 
information. As their conceptions progress further, they argue that these 
differences are due to the author’s intentions and potential bias. In the second 
last category of conceptions, they consider it legit that accounts which report 
on the same event could differ. They see that such differences could depend 
on what the researcher wants to know, and the questions posed to the past. The 
last and most developed category of conceptions relates to the former, but here 
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students explain such differences as due to applied questions, models, and 
concepts. They see that accounts are not necessarily equally valid, depending 
on the suitability of applied criteria and their coherence with available 
evidence (Lee & Shemilt, 2004, p. 30).  

As stated in the beginning of this section, there exist linkages between 
evidence and accounts regarding students’ epistemological conceptions for 
the possibility to construct historical knowledge. For evidence these 
implications relate to the opposite pairs where students believe that knowledge 
of the past requires direct experience, versus when they see the possibility to 
draw inferences from sources. Further, the opposite pairs where they consider 
sources as information or as potential evidence (Lee & Shemilt, 2003). For 
accounts these epistemological implications relate to when students see that 
we are not dependent on having direct experience of past events. Also, when 
they see that it does not exist one single "true" picture of the past, but instead 
that it is justifiable that accounts could differ (Lee & Shemilt, 2004). In 
addition to these important shifts, it is worth commenting on another 
important implication characteristic for the last category that relates to 
evidence. In this category, students see the importance of considering the 
historical context, including values and mentalities of actors while interpreting 
sources. Hence, it is fair to argue that evidence, besides having connections to 
accounts, also is linked to historical empathy (see also chapter 4.2).   

Many of these findings recur in other studies originating from North America 
and Europe. This is regardless of whether these have involved primary or 
secondary students (Barca, 2005; Gago, 2005; Van Sledright & Afflerbach, 
2005). Several researchers have found that it does not come natural for middle 
school students to take a critical standpoint to sources (Barton, 1997; 2001; 
Barton & Levstik, 2008; VanSledright, 2002; VanSledright & Kelly, 1998). 
These results also show that when students use sources to construct accounts, 
they do not ask questions about reliability, but instead they tend to consider 
all sources as equally credible and useful. Similar findings also echo in 
relation to upper secondary students. Here results have shown that students 
tend to relate to sources as true or false, have difficulties to identify subtexts, 
to cope with conflicting statements and consider accounts to depend on direct 
testimony (Britt & Aglinskas, 2002; Carvalho & Barca, 2012; Wineburg, 
2001). Research has also identified a linkage between the ability to handle 
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sources and being in possession of contextual knowledge. Students lacking 
this knowledge tend to exhibit problems performing valid interpretations. 
Instead, they often use whatever historical content they have at their disposal 
and neglect the context that surrounds the sources (Nersäter, 2014; 2019; 
Pickles, 2010; Rosenlund, 2016; van Boxtel & van Drie, 2012).  

As illustrated previously, there is a connection between accounts and 
interpretations, as the former often hold different interpretations. Chapman 
(2011a; 2011b; 2011c) identified linkages between 16-19-year-old students' 
epistemological conceptions of evidence and accounts in connection to how 
they explain why interpretations may differ. He found that students who 
encompass limited epistemological understanding for the nature of 
interpretations see historians as passive and predominantly occupied with 
cutting and pasting available source material. They explain differences 
between interpretations as due to the historian’s personality and/or limitations 
associated with the source material. Students who showed more developed 
understanding saw historians as active agents who asked different questions, 
drew different conclusions, and therefore reached different interpretations.  

Accounts also have linkages to significance. Research in relation to the latter 
concept can be said to have taken two directions based on how significance 
has been conceptualized. Either from the direction of students’ understanding 
in relation to past developments, or based on what they view as important from 
a present personal viewpoint (Van Straaten, Wilschut, & Oostdam, 2016, pp. 
481-482), see also (Barton & Levstik, 2008; Counsell, 2004; Seixas, 1994; 
Seixas, 1997). Linking significance to accounts, Lee and Shemilt (2004, pp. 
29-30) have shown that students who recognize that accounts are not copies 
of the past are more likely to understand that significance is not fixated and 
will vary depending on the parameters and time scales used. Cercadillo (2001) 
found that students with qualified conceptions of significance saw that such 
questions are affected by our frames of reference, that there exist various 
criteria, and which ones that are appropriate to use depend on the enquiry at 
stake. Students with less developed notions did not reflect on the selection of 
criteria, alternatively viewed significance as fixed and most commonly so in 
relation to the present.  
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Explanations and Causation 

Looking at research regarding historical explanations and causation, Halldén 
(1997; 1998) has shown that students often personalize social institutions that 
are rooted in societal structures. They also tend to explain causes behind 
events and change as the sum of all individual actions and they often steer 
away from using societal structures in their explanations. Carretero et al 
(1994) reached similar conclusions when investigating how history graduates 
and novices of different age-groups approach intentional and structural 
explanations. The participants were given cards consisting of various causes 
for the ‘Discovery of the Americas’ and were asked to rank them. The results 
showed that history graduates made use of structural explanations to a much 
higher extent compared to novices who tended to use intentional explanations. 
Voss et al (1994) found that students have difficulties in handling the 
interrelationship of causes. In their study, undergraduate and graduate students 
wrote essays regarding the causes of the downfall of the USSR. Among the 
conclusions drawn were that many students did not use long-term causes, 
lacked relevant contextual knowledge, and did not discern that multiple causes 
in combination led to the downfall.  

Based on data from CHATA, Lee and Shemilt (2009, pp. 46-47) were able to 
construct a progression model for students’ conceptions of historical 
explanations. Its character is very similar to those who relate to evidence and 
accounts in the sense that its different categories illustrate how students’ 
understanding for the nature of historical explanations tend to progress from 
naïve conceptions towards a disciplinary approach. The model also has strong 
linkage to historical empathy as it focuses on students’ conceptions when they 
try to explain why people acted as they did in the past. The findings will not 
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be reported here as they are very similar to those that relate to historical 
empathy which will be addressed in the next section.21  

Historical Empathy 

Few studies have been able to show stable results for students’ conceptions in 
relation to historical empathy. A potential explanation is that such research 
has proven to be very context dependent. Depending on researchers’ selection 
of historical contexts and involved actors, students’ emotional reactions have 
varied (Endacott & Brooks, 2018). Virta & Kouki (2014, p. 41) also add that 
it can be difficult to make fair assessments of students’ ability for historical 
empathy, as their written answers do not necessarily reflect their actual ability. 
Their communicative ability could restrain their responses and/or they might 
for various reasons not fully express what they think in relation to a specific 
subject. It is suggested here that unprecise definitions of this concept also 
might have contributed to the lack of stable data. However, findings have been 
able to show that positionality based on socio-economic and cultural 
background has an impact on students’ practice of historical empathy (Ashby, 
Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Seixas, 1993; VanSledright, 2001).  

Using data from project CHATA, Ashby & Lee (1987, pp. 69-85) were able 
to construct a progression model regarding the conceptions students tend to 
uphold of historical empathy. In the first category, “The Divi-past”, students 
perceive the past as difficult to understand and do not believe that people back 

 

 

 

 

 

21 For research related to historical explanations which builds on Lee and Shemilts 
findings and combines it with other theoretical perspectives, see also Nersäter (2014) 
and Wendell (2020). Wendell investigates teachers’ and students’ understanding of 
historical explanations in both primary and upper secondary school. Nersäter’s focus 
is on upper secondary school, investigating students’ understanding’ of said 
explanations in the context of intervention research. 
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then understood as much as modern people. The next category of conceptions 
is characterized by “Generalized Stereotypes” and here students argue that 
people in the past had other values and belief-systems. As their conceptions 
evolve, they apply “Everyday Empathy” and understand actions of people in 
the past based on their contemporary frame of reference, but do not identify 
any differences between the present and the past. In the following category, 
students exercise “Restricted Historical Empathy”, meaning that they interpret 
actions based on the context that people lived within at the time, but have 
problems to place these contexts within a larger framework. Lastly, when 
holding “Contextual Historical Empathy”, they relate actions and social 
institutions to specific contexts as well as wider frameworks and they can also 
apply this approach to other historical settings. 

Other studies applying different research designs and undertaken in other 
contexts support the conclusions from CHATA. Barton and Levstik (2004) 
have shown that grade 4 and grade 5 students tend to explain actions from 
people in the past on the basis that they lacked the intelligence of modern 
people. It is also possible to draw parallels between Ashby and Lee’s findings 
and the presentism that the high school students who partook in Wineburg's 
research demonstrated. Such findings highlight the linkage that exists between 
historical empathy and the ability to handle sources. Other research has also 
illustrated these connections and with specific focus on contextualization. 
Nygren (2016) performed a study in which Swedish upper secondary students 
wrote essays and undertook source work focused on indigenous people in 
relation to human rights. His results showed that the students approached 
historical empathy as caring but placed limited focus on sourcing and 
corroboration, see also Barton and Levstik (2004), Nolgård and Nygren 
(2019). Virta & Kouki (2014) did a study were they examined essay responses 
from Finnish upper secondary students. The subject matter addressed Finnish 
children who were sent to Sweden during the Second World War. They found 
that the students succeeded best with perspective taking from an affective 
standpoint. Meanwhile, they had problems to contextualize their responses, 
instead often judging these events using contemporary moral assumptions. 
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5.1.3. Implications for Teaching 

Ashby (2011) argues that to improve students’ ability to handle sources, 
teaching instructions should allow them to practice what constitutes the 
difference between historical sources and evidence, the type of questions that 
can be asked to different sources and how their nature differs. Lee and Shemilt 
(2003) point to similar strategies, namely that instructions should challenge 
common sense ideas where sources are considered direct information rather 
than as potential evidence. Secondly, ideas where direct testimony is seen as 
necessary for the construction of historical knowledge. Instead, teaching 
should emphasize that it is possible to construct history by doing inferential 
conclusions. Seixas (2015; 2017b) advocates similar strategies, stating that 
students must be able to distinguish between information and evidence, what 
constitutes substantiated and unsupported claims and should be made aware 
that sources contain different perspectives and interpretations. He also points 
out that teaching should encourage them to ask questions about their creation, 
consider the surrounding context and corroborate claims. Looking at accounts, 
Lee and Shemilt (2004, p. 27) conclude that teaching instructions need to 
convey certain fundamental characteristics of accounts, namely: 1. There is 
no such thing as entirely objective accounts. 2. Accounts are not “copies” of 
the past, more like theories based on different perspectives. Accounts are 
characterized by selection which in turn is influenced by the questions that are 
posed to the past and the themes and time demarcations that are applied. 3. 
Hence, accounts cannot be proven true based on evidence. 4. However, they 
can be falsified by evidence, and one account can be judged as more valid than 
another based on the available evidence. 

Turning to causation, Chapman (2011c) argues that while practicing 
causation, an efficient instructional strategy could be to use causal diagrams 
that allow students to categorize their importance and interrelationships using 
chronology (long-term, short-term, triggers), and/or themes (social, military, 
political, economic). Seixas and Morton (2013, p. 102) identify six guideposts 
that can be applied for the related concepts causes and consequences, namely 
that events and change in the past occurred due to a multitude of interrelated 
causes which varied in influence. That causes involve the interrelationship of 
actions undertaken by actors and societal conditions where actors are not 
necessarily able to foresee the consequences of their actions. Finally, that it is 
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important to illustrate that events that have occurred in the past were not 
inevitable. That teaching explicitly addresses actors as well as structural 
conditions is also emphasized by Lilliestam (2013), Nersäter (2014; 2018), 
Samuelsson and Wendell (2017). James Woodcock (2011, p. 127) stresses that 
it is important to focus on the role of language when trying to enhance 
students’ causal argumentation. He believes that teaching should encourage 
students to use different words and concepts as alternatives to "cause". This is 
because application of substitute words could help them undertake more 
subtle assessments of their mutual relationships and importance. Lee and 
Shemilt (2009, p. 43), who use the label historical explanations suggest three 
aims for teaching instructions which they also connect to the possibility of 
enhancing students’ historical consciousness. They stress that instruction 
should illustrate how and in what ways past actions have led us to the present 
and how individual and collective decisions can lead to more or less desired 
outcomes in the future. They further argue that sound instructions in relation 
to explanations can be assessed based on the following criteria:  

• Students have an idea of what has happened in the past and why 
it has happened, which can form the basis for an analysis of 
present realities and future possibilities.  

• When students make assumptions about what has happened in the 
past and why it has happened, they use second-order concepts in 
a plausible manner.  

• Students are aware that historical explanations have limitations 
and that understanding and knowledge of the past always hold an 
amount of uncertainty.  

They also conclude that these demands are ambitious, as they involve an 
epistemological understanding of the nature of history. That said, it is not 
realistic to expect these aims to be completely fulfilled during a course. The 
authors rather see these requirements as aims for progression.  

Lee and Shemilt (2011, p. 40) also link students’ ability to construct 
explanations to historical empathy. They write that practicing historical 
empathy means being able to interpret the connections between an actor’s 
aims, values, and beliefs in relation to a certain action or social practice, 
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although it does not necessarily appear as rational or comprehensible for us in 
the present. When practicing historical empathy, they argue that students face 
the challenge to:  

• Understand human behavior. People are not always aware of their 
behavior, but they are aware of their actions when they intend to 
achieve or avoid something. Students often confuse behavior and 
actions; they sometimes have the impression that someone did not act 
if the outcome was not as they intended. They also tend to confuse 
intentions and the outcome of actions.  

• Understand why actions and institutions that today seem irrational and 
incomprehensible were common and even sensible in the past.  

• Understand what is and what is not explanations characterized by 
historical empathy. 

Ashby, Lee and Shemilt (2005) emphasize that historical empathy is not about 
sympathizing with past actors, nor with their values and actions, but instead 
seeking to understand why they acted as they did. To do so, we must 
understand their aims, beliefs, and values in relation to their actions in a given 
situation (Shemilt, 1984). The latter presupposes that teaching allows students 
to study the collective mentalities that characterized a past context. It should 
illustrate that people in the past did not did necessarily share our contemporary 
values and that their belief systems gave meaning to their social practices and 
institutions (Lee & Shemilt, 2011). Foster (1999, p. 19) concurs that empathy 
does not involve imagination, identification, or sympathy and goes on to argue 
that it holds six interrelated qualities. 1. A process to understand and explain 
why people in the past acted as they did. 2. Understanding of historical context 
and chronology when evaluating past events. 3. Demands’ analysis and 
evaluation of evidence. 4. Understanding the consequences of actions 
undertaken in the past. 5. Understanding that the past was different, not 
judging actors using norms from the present. 6. An awareness of the 
complexity of human actions and achievements. Foster (1999, pp. 19-20) also 
suggests an instructional strategy while practicing empathy during source 
work. It consists of four steps. First, a human dilemma is presented in the 
shape of enquiry. Next, students are offered contextual and chronological 
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understanding. Thirdly, they undertake source work which illustrates various 
interpretations of this dilemma. Finally, they present an argumentation that 
they combine with evidence. Many researchers stress that historical empathy 
presupposes contextualization and point to the connections between this 
concept and source work. The latter as the study of sources have proved 
important to develop students’ historical empathy, just as the concept itself 
plays an important role for the interpretation of historical sources (Endacott, 
2010; Levesque, 2009; Portal, 1987; Seixas, 2017b; VanSledright, 2010; 
Yilmaz, 2007). 

Research has also highlighted that historical empathy holds both cognitive and 
affective dimensions, and it has been debated how teaching best could 
approach these (Endacott & Brooks, 2018). Barton and Levstik (2004) link 
the affective dimension to the aim of fostering democratically conscious 
citizens and argue that historical empathy should be practiced in relation to 
questions that students perceive as meaningful. They base their suggested 
teaching strategy on the two categories of perspective taking (cognitive), and 
care (affective). Barton and Levstik believe that these two categories put 
together can help shape conscious citizens who act morally in the present in 
relation to past injustices. Other researchers who have studied the affective 
dimension have also found that it does not necessarily have to constitute an 
obstacle for students’ historical thinking (Brooks, 2011; Nygren, 2016).  

Still, most researchers have focused on its cognitive dimension and done so in 
relation to historical sources, arguing that historical empathy is an important 
tool when students practice source-based enquiry and construct accounts. 
They argue that strategies that primarily focus on the cognitive dimension can 
contribute to historical understanding, which in turn develops students’ civic 
competence (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Foster & Yeager, 1998; Seixas, 
1996; Seixas & Morton, 2013). Some of them point to the risk that too much 
emphasis on the affective dimension could lead students in the direction of 
imagination, sympathy, and personal identification, rather than to hindsight 
and substantiated interpretations (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Foster & 
Yeager, 1998; Yilmaz, 2007). Following this line of argumentation Ashby and 
Lee (2001) point to the danger of presentism, i.e., that students take a moral 
approach to the past rather than develop their historical thinking. Endacott and 
Brooks (2013, p. 43) have proposed an instructional model that combines the 
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two dimensions, and which holds three interconnected layers. The first 
addresses contextualization and involves having knowledge of the 
socioeconomic and cultural context under enquiry. The second deals with 
perspective-taking, meaning an understanding of how actors’ previous 
experiences, values and mentalities may have affected their actions in a 
specific situation. Finally, they highlight the affective connection, which 
presupposes that students are encouraged to reflect on this dimension in 
relation to their own life experiences.  

Modelled Instructions 

In recent years, several intervention studies focused on modelled enquiry- and 
source-based research have been undertaken. Nokes, Dole and Hacker (2007, 
pp. 499-501) found that students who received instructions based on the 
heuristics for sourcing and corroboration showed better understanding of 
historical methodology. These students also demonstrated better factual recall 
than those who received traditional instruction and had worked with 
textbooks. A series of studies including both primary and secondary students 
applied an instructional model referred to as cognitive apprenticeship (De La 
Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010; De La Paz, et al., 2014; De La Paz, et 
al., 2017). This model involved: 1. Discussion about the characteristics of 
historical thinking, writing and argumentation. 2. Modelled instructions 
including generic and subject specific scaffolds. 3. Gradual removal of 
scaffolds. 4. Feedback. The results showed that students who practiced with 
this model wrote longer essays that held more arguments, rebuttals and 
evidence compared to the control groups. It is perhaps not so surprising that 
students who receive explicit strategies on how to handle sources perform 
better on various historical thinking abilities than those who receive traditional 
instruction focused on textbook reading. But that they also perform better in 
terms of factual recall is perhaps not that obvious. Nokes and De La Paz (2018, 
p. 565) argue that an important factor to this is that by partaking in an enquiry- 
and source-based practice, they are given the chance to undertake knowledge 
transformation. When constructing accounts, they are forced to make 
interpretations, piece together evidential claims, present arguments, and 
rebuttals. Thereby they could make this knowledge their own, rather than 
memorize facts.  
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In a large study including upper secondary students at five schools and that 
used the "Reading like a Historian Curriculum", Reisman (2012b) tested an 
instructional strategy she labels as the “Document-Based Lesson”. Each unit 
consisted of three distinct parts: provision of contextual knowledge, enquiry 
with modified sources, and whole class discussions. Instruction included 
modeling, guided practice, fading, as well as heuristics for sourcing, 
contextualization, and corroboration. The progress of the students was 
assessed in four categories: historical thinking, transfer of historical thinking 
to contemporary contexts, factual knowledge and reading comprehension. 
Reisman (2012a, p. 102) found that the students in the experimental groups 
performed significantly better than the control groups in all four categories. 
Meanwhile, she (2012b, p. 257) points out that the results also showed that 
the students’ progress was highly dependent on their teachers’ ability to 
convey the epistemological principles of history. 

Summarizing the results from this chapter, we can conclude that regardless of 
applied learning theoretical standpoint, research demonstrates that it is 
important to consider students’ conceptions in their encounter with history. 
Furthermore, the chapter also illustrates that research (though not as extensive 
as the former), has found that modelled instructions can aid students when 
they undertake source-based enquiry. However, we can also conclude that 
there is limited research that has tried to combine these two approaches and 
explored how students’ conceptions can be used as an explicit point of 
departure for the design and implementation of teaching (Reisman & Fogo, 
2016).  
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6. Learning Theoretical Framework 

In this thesis variation theory (Marton, 2015) has been used to analyze 
students’ conceptions and learning of historical sources and second-order 
concepts in relation to the historical content of Imperialism - The scramble for 
Africa and Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia. For the design of lessons, 
variation theory was used in combination with principles stemming from 
Learning Activity (Engeness, 2020) as combined design tools when 
constructing the didactical framework that was applied in the two 
interventions. This chapter addresses principles related to variation theory 
while learning activity will be outlined in the methods chapter. 

6.1. Variation Theory 

Variation theory has emerged from the phenomenograpichal research tradition 
(Marton & Booth, 1997).22The research interest in the latter tradition is to 
identify, describe, and categorize different conceptions of various 
phenomena.23 Based on such categorizations, the meaning of these 
conceptions is analyzed to understand them in relation to the investigated 
phenomenon (Marton, 1981). Phenomenography distinguishes between first- 
and second-order perspectives. First-order perspectives describes commonly 

 

 

 

 

 

22 Phenomenography originated at the University of Gothenburg, where a research 
group in the 1970s developed a research program to study university students’ 
conceptions of different types of subject matter (Runesson, 2017). 
23 The term conception is used interchangeably with ways of seeing, or alternatively 
ways of experiencing (Marton, 2015, pp. 106-107, 117). In this thesis the term 
conceptions will be used. 
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accepted knowledge of certain phenomena.24 Exploring second-order 
perspectives involves describing the variety of conceptions that exist in 
relation to such phenomena. Whilst various phenomena are complex, there are 
still a limited number of conceptions at the collective level of how such can 
be understood. This is because certain aspects define and delimit them from 
other surrounding phenomena. The aspects that individuals discern and focus 
on correspond to specific ways of understanding a phenomenon (Marton & 
Booth, 1997). Research show that a variation of discerned aspects can explain 
qualitatively different conceptions regarding various phenomena (Marton & 
Pong, 2005).  

Variation theory which has been developed based on numerous 
phenomenograpichal studies stipulates certain assumptions in relation to 
learning. One basic assumption is that human learning always is directed 
towards something specific (compare with phenomena above). In variation 
theory though, these phenomena correspond to objects of learning (see next 
section). Another key assumption is that learning results in qualitative changes 
in seeing or experiencing something. Thus, if we want students to have the 
ability to handle certain abilities and subject matter, then we must create 
conditions for them to see or experience these abilities in a powerful way 
(Marton, Runesson, & Tsui, 2004). Marton (2015) describes this as humans 
learn to see the world in a more powerful way going from whole entities to 
parts, rather than the other way around. Initially, we perceive vague entities 
that gradually become increasingly differentiated, which in turn enables a 
more complex understanding. Runesson (2017, p. 51) characterizes it as a 
differentiation theory of learning, based on the assumption that we learn more 
about our surroundings by discerning more and more differences and nuances. 

 

 

 

 

 

24 These may, for example, consist of accepted research findings regarding a certain 
phenomenon. 
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In relation to an object of learning, such learning presupposes that students 
become aware of its various aspects and that they are able to discern these 
aspects at the same time (Marton, Runesson, & Tsui, 2004; Runesson Kempe, 
2019). 

Objects of Learning and Critical Aspects 

To explain the nature of objects of learning, it is appropriate to first reconnect 
to the matters that are at the forefront of this thesis, namely second-order 
concepts. These frequently recur as learning objectives within different 
national syllabi, implying the importance attached to them in relation to the 
development of students’ historical thinking. Unfortunately, there is no 
straightforward correlation between learning objectives and what students 
need to learn to master such objectives. It is in this context a key feature within 
variation theory becomes relevant, namely objects of learning (Runesson 
Kempe, 2019). An object of learning consists of two parts: the direct and 
indirect object of learning. The direct is linked to a specific subject matter, 
whilst the indirect concerns the ability that is focused. Combined, an object of 
learning revolves around being able handle the ability in relation to a specific 
subject matter (Marton & Pang, 2006). In the context of this research, the 
indirect objects of learning refer to the second-order concepts of evidence, 
historical empathy, and causation whilst the direct objects of learning are 
linked to the subject matter of Imperialism - the scramble for Africa and 
Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia. (How these two objects of learning 
were specified in the two interventions are depicted in the methods chapter).  

Variation theory takes a relational stance to learning, meaning that the 
knowledge that teaching strives to develop is examined from the perspective 
of the learner. To explore these conditions, teachers and/or researchers must 
study how students understand and perceive an object of learning. Unlike 
learning objectives which are general in nature and refers to something that 
all students are expected to achieve, objects of learning and their associated 
aspects are specific. What is to be learned is thus examined in relation to the 
group of students where the abilities and associated subject matter are about 
to be addressed. To exemplify, in relation to the concepts under scrutiny in 
this research, evidence, historical empathy, and causation are in themselves 
complex concepts that holds different layers. Furthermore, students must be 
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able to adapt their use of them to various temporal and historical contexts. 
Hardly surprising, in a group of students, some will discern different layers of 
them to various extent. From that follows that different students to some extent 
also need to learn different things in relation to them (Runesson Kempe, 2019, 
p. 253). 

Certain aspects of an object of learning are considered necessary and if 
students have not discerned them, they are regarded as critical. Which aspects 
that turn out to be critical can vary within different student groups and must 
hence be identified empirically (Marton, 2015). Which they are cannot be 
concluded solely based on the nature of the subject or what teachers consider 
to be essential characteristics of an object of learning. Neither can they be 
identified single handedly by an analysis of students' conceptions. Critical 
aspects are relational and can be identified through a composed analysis. Such 
an analysis needs to originate from the subject matter, the nature of the ability, 
curricular requirements, teachers' professional experience and the conceptions 
identified within a specific group of students (Pang & Ki, 2016). Within 
variation theory, discernment, variation, and simultaneity are central traits and 
considered as basic prerequisites for students’ learning. How students 
perceive an object of learning depends on which aspects that emerge in the 
fore of their awareness, how these relate to each other and at the same time 
are possible to discern. In order for an aspect to be discerned, it is required 
that it is focused from its surrounding context and made visible as a dimension 
of variation (Marton & Pang, 2006; Runesson, 2017). Prerequisites for a 
simultaneous discernment of critical aspects can take place through the 
creation of synchronous patterns of variation. According to the theory, 
teaching instructions should be designed so that the aspects of the object of 
learning vary against a background of invariant aspects by the staging of 
different patterns of variation (Marton, 2015).  

Variation theory also makes it possible to examine what is possible to learn in 
an instructional situation through analyzes of the patterns of variation and 
invariance that have been offered to students. Runesson (2017, p. 55) 
emphasizes that the theory cannot answer in what manner specific patterns of 
variation should be opened. This must be examined empirically for different 
objects of learning. The variation patterns that usually have been applied in 
different studies are contrast, generalization, and fusion. The sequence for 
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staging such patterns is usually based on the idea that contrast should precede 
generalization and that the critical aspects should be treated separately to 
finally be brought together in fusion (Marton & Pang, 2006; Runesson, 2017).  

Variation theory and History Didactical Research 

Most frequently, variation theory has been used in research focused on 
mathematics and science subjects (Carlgren, Eriksson, & Runesson, 2017). 
However, there are examples from the field of history didactics where it alone, 
or together with other theories, has been used as a theoretical foundation. 
Stymne (2017), used tools from variation theory in one of her studies to 
analyze how primary and secondary students understand history instruction. 
She found that there are critical aspects that they do not discern and that it 
exists a gap between what students are expected to learn and what they de 
facto learn. Stymne states that one reason for this is that students struggle to 
understand various subject-specific concepts. To strengthen their conceptual 
understanding, she argues that students need to be offered solid contextual 
knowledge, benefits from teacher-student dialogues and that instruction 
should put increased emphasis on language comprehension.  

Lilliestam (2013), used variation theory to analyze teacher instructions and 
history tests and explored what upper secondary students need to learn to 
reason historically in terms of actor and structure. She found that students 
must be made aware that accounts can be organized in different ways and that 
actor-oriented and structural factors, their interrelationships and weight may 
be relevant in the analysis of various historical phenomena. Another study that 
has used variation theory and which lies close to the present thesis is written 
by Johansson (2019). He investigates teaching and learning of source 
interpretation in primary and secondary school and used variation theory both 
as a design tool and to analyze teaching and learning. Johansson identifies 
several critical aspects that students need to discern to develop their ability to 
interpret sources such as subtexts, the difference between contemporary and 
historical perspectives and one’s own perspective from that of historical 
actors. In his results, he argues that it is important to consider students’ life 
world perspectives when designing teaching. 
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Usage of Variation theory in This Research 

This research has used assumptions from variation theory both for the analysis 
of teaching and learning and for the design of research-lessons. In article 1 
and 2, variation theory was used in combination with history didactical 
assumptions stemming from the framework of the historical thinking tradition 
to analyze data obtained from the two interventions. This made it possible to 
construct categories of student conceptions and identify critical aspects for the 
objects of learning that were focused. To specify how the terms conceptions, 
objects of learning and critical aspects relate to each other in variation theory, 
it may be appropriate exemplify with one of the research questions posed in 
this thesis. The one in mind address what students need to learn in relation to 
evidence and historical empathy to be able to handle historical sources. When 
applying a variation-theoretical perspective on learning, conceptions are 
viewed as constituted by which aspects student discern in relation to an object 
of learning. Now imagine that students hold the conception that it is 
appropriate to approach historical sources that relate to the scramble for Africa 
as unproblematic information. That they do not discern that such sources need 
to be evaluated as potential evidence and also interpreted in relation to the 
temporal context in which they originated. In such a case, these aspects will 
be considered as critical (see also article 2 and chapter 7.5.1 analysis of data). 
To compare this perspective on learning with other research such as the 
progression models originating from SHP and CHATA (see chapter 5), an 
increased understanding of second-order concepts would mean that students 
are able to discern more critical aspects in relation to e.g., evidence and 
historical empathy. If applying this approach to Wineburg's expert-novice 
findings, the conclusion would be that a historian is able to discern more 
aspects than a novice is capable of. 

Turning to article 3, variation theory was again used in combination with 
history didactical assumptions stemming from the framework of the historical 
thinking tradition to analyze how lessons were implemented and how 
students’ learning progressed (see also chapter 7.5.1 analysis of data). 
Variation theory was here used in conjunction with learning activity and 
history didactics to design the didactical framework of the two interventions. 
These research-lessons were framed around the critical aspects which had 
been identified in the pre-study and assignments. The pattern of variation 
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applied during these lessons primarily built on contrast (see Marton 2015) and 
was implemented by contrasting different subject matter, historical sources, 
and questions in relation to the identified critical aspects. The supportive 
templates for causation and historical sources that the students had access to 
was also framed by the critical aspects and built on a pattern of contrast (see 
chapter 7). A detailed description of how variation theory was used to analyze 
student learning and how it was applied in conjunction with learning activity 
and the history didactical framework in the design and implementation of the 
interventions is given in chapter 7.  
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7. Method and Research Design 

In this thesis has Learning Study (LS) (Marton & Pang, 2003) been used as 
research approach to collect empirical data in the two interventions and made 
it possible to explore the two objects of learning. The object of learning in LS1 
addressed construction of explanations for the scramble of Africa based on 
historical sources (see also Nersäter 2014). In LS2, the object of learning was 
framed around interpretation and evaluation of historical sources aiming to 
assess their value and limitations during enquiry into Decolonization and 
conflict in Rhodesia. This chapter gives as brief depiction of LS put in relation 
to a wider field of educational design research. Also, it reports on the involved 
participants and ethical considerations. Lastly, it holds a detailed description 
of the research process and the design and implementation of LS1 and LS2.  

7.1. Educational Design Research 

A common aim in educational design research is to generate research-based 
knowledge that could contribute with practical solutions to various types of 
problems that educational practitioners face. Another characteristic is that the 
knowledge products generated by research should be possible to use outside 
the context in which the results originally emerged. Many of these approaches 
share the characteristics that they are theory-based, interventionist, iterative 
and collaborative in nature (Mckenney & Reeves, 2013). The collaborative 
element makes it possible to combine the theoretical knowledge of researchers 
with teachers’ practice-based experience in the exploration of various 
instructional problems. When such interventions are implemented, regular 
instructional contexts do not apply. Instead, these interventions could be 
defined as specifically staged processes where the instructional context is 
investigated based on specific theoretical assumptions and documented by 
different methods. These interventions produce empirical data that are 
analyzed based on the applied theoretical foundation. Due to their iterative 
nature, collected data can be analyzed while the cycles proceed. This in turn 
opens the possibility to revise the design of research lessons, and refine the 
different theoretical assumptions, while the intervention proceeds. This 
interplay between theory and practice is an important trait of educational 
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design research. By the development of a practical product and the analysis of 
how this was arranged, it might also be possible to develop and specify the 
applied theory (Carlgren, 2017, pp. 179, 183). 

7.2. Learning Study as Educational Design 
Research 

Just as several other approaches in this field, LS is based on certain theoretical 
assumptions which provides conditions for the development of both 
instructional practices and the refinement of theory. LS has relationships with 
design experiment as the latter also tests theory and design in an iterative 
process (Brown, 1992; Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003).25 
However, while interventions usually are externally constructed in design 
experiment, in LS, teachers usually partake as active co-researchers and their 
professional experience (PCK)26 is seen as a valuable asset (Carlgren, 2012; 
Marton & Pang, 2006). Prior to the implementation of LS-research, the 
involved research group discusses the learning problem they want to explore. 

 

 

 

 

 

25 LS is sometimes described as a hybrid between design experiment and Lesson study 
(Marton & Pang, 2006). The latter is an approach of Japanese origin where teachers 
systematically prepare, conduct, and evaluate lessons together (Hiebert, Gallimore, & 
Stigler, 2002; Lewis, 2000). Both approaches strive to improve educational practices. 
However, LS can be regarded more focused on theory and knowledge production, as 
it is based on specific theoretical assumptions of learning (Carlgren, 2012). LS also 
has certain similarities with Action research as both strive to develop professional 
practices and presuppose that researchers take an active part in the educational context 
under investigation. But whereas LS focuses on teaching and learning, Action 
research is characterized by a contextual perspective where a subject-didactical 
research interest not necessarily is at the forefront (Carlgren, 2012; Elliot, 1991; 
Rönnerman, 2011). 
26 See Shulman (2004). 
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Based on what they deem as relevant and important knowledge, though 
difficult to develop for their students, a preliminary demarcation of the object 
of learning is done. Thereafter follows thorough, but tentative discussions for 
what they consider as typical characteristics of developed subject-knowledge 
regarding the object of learning. Such discussions originate from both subject-
theoretical and subject-didactical assumptions, curricular documents, and 
their professional experience. During this preparatory phase, the research 
group also study subject-didactical literature linked to the object of learning 
(Carlgren, Eriksson, & Runesson, 2017).27 After these preparations, a pre-
assignment is undertaken by the involved students. Using these results, the 
research group do an estimation for which aspects they consider as tentatively 
critical. These then constitute a guide for the planning, design, and 
implementation of lessons in the first cycle. The aim is that its design and 
implementation should allow students a possibility to discern these aspects. 
During the implementation, one of the teachers instructs the first class while 
the others observe and document its implementation. In the subsequent 
analysis, it is examined to what extent the students were given the opportunity 
to discern the aspects presumed as critical. After the cycle has ended the 
students undertake a post-assignment. Depending on these results and 
observations, the research group now has the chance to revise the lesson-
design before they implement the next cycle (see Figure 2).  This iterative 
process makes it possible to identify aspects considered tentatively critical and 
test these assumptions in the following cycles. By these analyzes, it is also 

 

 

 

 

 

27 It is also common that some sort of pre-study prior is undertaken prior to the 
implementation of the actual LS. This is done so that the research group could deepen 
their understanding for the conceptions their students might hold in relation to the 
object of learning (Lo, 2012). 
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possible to identify additional aspects that have not emerged as critical when 
students’ conceptions were mapped in the pre- and post-assignments (Marton 
& Runesson, 2014). LS thus opens for an in-depth understanding of the object 
of learning, the knowledge it presupposes, identification and exploration of 
critical aspects, and a chance to study the relationship between teaching and 
learning (Marton, 2015). As LS is based on theoretically founded analyzes of 

an object of learning, it makes the approach well suited for subject-didactical 
research and opens new possibilities to explore what requirements a specific 
subject-ability might presuppose compared to research that apply solely 
subject-theoretical and/or subject-didactical assumptions (Carlgren, 2017; 
Runesson Kempe, 2019).28 

 

 

 

 

 

28 For an overview of subject-didactical research that has used LS as an approach, see 
Carlgren (2017). 

1. Chose an Object of Learning

2. Investigate what the students know 
(pre-assignments)

3. Design the research-lesson

4. Implement the research-lesson

5. Find out what the students know 
(post-assignments)

6. Analyze the lesson and student 
learning. Revise the design

Figure 2. The iterative process of Learning Study. Extracted 
from Carlgren, Eriksson, & Runesson, 2017, p. 21) 
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7.3. Learning Study and This Research 

LS was chosen as research approach since it opened the prospects to undertake 
a composite analysis for what students need to learn to be able to handle 
historical sources, construct accounts and use second-order concepts in 
relation to specific subject matter framed in the context of the two objects of 
learning (see Runesson Kempe 2019). LS provided the conditions needed to 
examine students’ conceptions, to design, and implement teaching 
instructions which considered these conceptions, and to study the relationship 
between teaching and learning. It allowed for generation of data possible to 
use on different levels, first for continuous analysis during the different cycles 
Secondly, and not least important, it allowed for later thorough analyzes which 
in turn entailed in-depth understanding for the nature of the two objects of 
learning. Hence, it has made it possible to pursue answers for what students 
need to learn in relation to historical sources and said concepts, but also to 
investigate how teaching instructions may be designed and implemented to 
facilitate their learning.  

Selection and Participants 

This research has been carried out in collaboration with upper secondary 
teachers at a large municipal upper secondary school located in one of 
Sweden's larger cities. Regarding social and ethnic background, its 
composition is representative in comparison with other municipal schools in 
the city, however, it holds a greater proportion of girls than the other schools. 
The principles that have been applied for the selection of participants can be 
considered as a combination of two strategies. Partly as goal oriented as the 
selection of participants provided good opportunities to investigate the 
research object in collaboration with active teachers in a classroom context. 
But it can also be regarded as a convenience selection since I was granted 
access to undertake research at this school (Bryman, 2011). The three teachers 
who were asked to partake did so voluntarily. They all have a university 
degree in history and long professional careers as upper secondary teachers. 
During the implementation of LS1 and LS2, the teachers taught their ordinary 
classes. The same three classes participated in both LS1 and LS2. These 
consisted of year 1 students (16 years old), from the school's university 
preparatory programs. Another fourth class was involved in the projects’ 
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initial phase as participants in a pre-study. During the academic year of 2012-
2013 when LS1 and LS2 were implemented, all four classes studied History 
1b which is a compulsory course for all university preparatory programs of 
upper secondary school (see also Nersäter 2014). 

7.3.1. Ethical Considerations 

This research was undertaken in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the 
Swedish Research Council (2011). The participating students were informed 
about its purpose, implementation and how collected data would be handled 
(see Appendix 1). The students were informed that their participation was 
voluntary, and their consent was obtained. They also had the opportunity to 
decide how and in what manner collected data relating to them would be used 
(see Appendix 2). Because they were under 18 years old, corresponding letters 
of approval were also sent to their legal guardians (see Appendix 3). To meet 
requirements of confidentiality, all student names were anonymized during 
the analysis of collected data and no names occur in the thesis. The school 
management were informed about the purpose and implementation of this 
research and gave their consent. The absolute majority of involved students 
saw no problem to participate fully in the project. However, a few students 
did not want to be filmed, a request that the research group met. In all other 
regards, these students participated on the same conditions in the project as 
their classmates. Still, the research group considered it important to reflect on 
the risk that students might experience their participation as stressful, even if 
they initially had given their approval. Hence, throughout the two LS, the 
research group made sure to check regularly that the students felt comfortable 
with their participation. 

Educational Design Research also holds several ethical dimensions 
concerning the relationship between the researcher and the involved teachers. 
One regards the balance of power in a research group. However, it is important 
to state that within LS, teacher participation should not be reduced to merely 
implementing lessons designed by a researcher (Adamson & Walker, 2011). 
Instead, their practical knowledge is considered valuable for the exploration 
of the object of learning, and they are supposed to partake in the planning and 
design of the interventions (Carlgren, 2017). Such principles also applied for 
the interventions undertaken in this research, (a detailed depiction of these 
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principles is given in the following sections). Another potential ethical 
dilemma concerns the LS-lessons. Teachers may find it awkward to be 
observed and documented by a researcher and their colleagues. If students' 
learning also demonstrates difference in progression between cycles, teachers 
may experience that their professional ability is put into question. A researcher 
must thus be aware of these potential dilemmas and handle them with care 
while simultaneously uphold his objectivity in relation to generated data. The 
cycles in the two LS showed some examples of difference in progression 
between the classes, which potentially could be perceived as troublesome for 
one of the members of the research group. It is therefore important to 
emphasize that within LS, the design, implementation, and analysis of 
research lessons is a collective undertaking. From this also follows that 
eventual differences in progression should not be regarded as evidence for the 
abilities of individual teachers, but rather as the fruit of a successful collective 
enterprise (Carlgren, Eriksson, & Runesson, 2017). Ethical issues of this and 
similar nature were addressed at the weekly meetings and the assessment 
made is that the climate in the research group was characterized by mutual 
respect and generosity throughout the process. To meet requirements of 
confidentiality, the names of the participating teachers have also been 
anonymized and do not occur in the thesis. 

7.4. Planning and Implementation of LS1 and 
LS2 

Before depicting the planning and implementation of these interventions it is 
relevant to first describe some of its practical circumstances. Regarding the 
division of work, being the research leader, I had the largest practical 
responsibility. My teacher colleagues were given a 10% reduction of their 
regular teaching service by the headmaster throughout the academic year in 
order to be fully involved in the research project. These conditions, and our 
regular meetings meant that there existed good opportunities to create a 
common frame of reference. However, partaking in a doctoral program meant 
that I could delve deeper into issues relating to methods, theory, history 
didactical matters and the analysis of data. The practical division of work has 
meant that I have filmed and transcribed the research lessons, conducted the 
pre-study interviews, organized, and led the meetings. The design of pre- and 
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post-assignments, lectures, supporting templates, text- and source-booklets 
have been a joint effort, though I had the greatest responsibility for their 
construction. The latter also applies to the analysis of students’ pre- and post-
assignments and the research lessons (see also Nersäter 2014).  

7.4.1. Preparations 

The ambition was to explore what our students needed to learn in relation to 
the two objects of learning by applying a composite analysis which included 
student conceptions, intervention data, the practical experience of the research 
group and subject-specific requirements (see Figure 3). The latter refers to 
disciplinary as well as history didactical and curricular assumptions. During 

the preparatory phase, the research group studied literature related to the LS-
approach and history didactics. Meanwhile, detailed discussions were held 
regarding what subject-specific abilities we considered that our students 
tended to have the most difficulties to learn, and the nature of the conceptions 
they were inclined to hold in relation to these difficulties. Eventually we 
decided to explore the problems students tend to encounter when they 
undertake causal argumentation as well as handling historical sources. The 
research group thus decided to form an object of learning for LS1 that 
encompassed both causation and historical sources in the context of enquiry. 
Regarding the design of the forthcoming research lessons, this meant that our 

Figure 3. Model illustrating how the Objects of Learning were explored in LS1 
and LS2. 
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students would be expected to use historical sources as supporting evidence 
for their causal claims. The chosen object of learning for LS1 was eventually 
framed around constructing explanations for the scramble of Africa using 
historical sources (see Figure 4). The decision to select this object of learning 
can also be justified with reference to the syllabus. It states that students 
should have the opportunity to work with historical explanations in relation to 
societal change, source work and historical theory (Skolverket, 2011). The 
supplementary commentary material accentuates this, stating that the course 
should contain theoretical sections relating to historical explanations and 
methodological sections that relate to sources (Skolverket, 2012). The process 
leading to the demarcation of the direct object of learning, “The scramble for 
Africa”, did not prove particularly difficult. It was quite clear cut that it 
centered around a specific temporal and geographical context. However, the 
indirect object of learning proved harder to delineate. At our meetings it was 
discussed what should be at the forefront. Was it primarily a matter of what 
our students needed to learn to be able to undertake qualitative causal 
argumentation and apply various explanatory models in relation to this 

historical context? Or should the focus be on what they might need to learn to 
be able to interpret and use historical sources as supporting evidence for their 
claims in regard to the scramble? Undertaking casual argumentation and 
handling historical sources can surely be regarded as two separate indirect 

Figure 4. The Object of Learning LS1: Constructing explanations for the scramble 
of Africa using historical sources.  
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objects of learning and the group was aware that these two parts eventually 
would entail different instructional requirements. However, in a context of 
enquiry, they will be interconnected and ultimately it was decided that 
causation and historical sources would have equal focus in the intervention. 
Meanwhile, it is important to state that our students’ understanding of 
causation and their ability to handle the accompanying sources has been kept 
separated in the analysis of data. Throughout the preparatory stage when the 
object of learning was chosen, defined and delimited, a process described in 
detail in the research report (see Nersäter 2014), the practical experience of 
my research colleagues proved valuable. Throughout the weekly meetings, 
they were able to specify and give examples of the kind of problems that 
students tend to encounter in relation to these abilities. Examples of such 
problems that were raised involved students’ ability to assess causal 
relationships, place potential causes in a temporal dimension, identify subtexts 
in sources and assess their degree of usefulness. 

7.4.2. Pre-Study 

A pre-study was undertaken prior to LS1 and LS2 to increase our 
understanding for the nature of the conceptions we could expect to encounter 
amongst our students. It was also executed to help us define and delimit the 
object of learning and function as guidance for the design of pre-assignments 
and future research lessons (see Lo 2012). The modeling of the pre-study was 
inspired by principles from phenomenography and included a writing task 
plus interviews. It was undertaken in another class at the school consisting of 
24 students and which we considered comparable to those who later would 
participate in the interventions. In the first step, these students wrote an essay 
where they were expected to discuss the causes for the colonization of Africa. 
The task contained two maps and a short text. Each map showed the territories 
various European states had colonized in the year of 1878 and 1914, 
respectively (see Appendix 4). The difference between the two maps is 
dramatic, combined they illustrate how Africa was divided between European 
powers during the period. In connection to the maps, an open question was 
posed: "What causes do you think can explain this development?". In the 
second step, in-depth interviews were conducted with five of the students 
using the same maps and question. The intent was to gain deeper 
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understanding for their conceptions about casual argumentation and the 
historical context. The analysis of these results increased our understanding 
for the nature of the conceptions students may hold in relation to causation 
(see also Nersäter 2014). It also proved that the task could serve as pre-
assignment in LS1 if complemented with sources. Further, the pre-study also 
led to the identification of some aspects considered as tentatively critical.  

7.4.3. LS1  

Before the implementation of LS1, a pre-assignment was undertaken by the 
three classes. Its nature was similar to the pre-study, with the important 
difference that it also included two sources that the students were expected to 
interpret and use while they discussed the causes for the colonization of 
Africa. Combining the results from these assignments with the results from 
the pre-study meant that the group were able to identify aspects tentatively 
critical. These were then used to inform the design of research lessons in LS1. 
This intervention consisted of three cycles and where each cycle in turn 
comprised of three lessons. During each of these, the teachers taught their own 
classes while the other teachers acted as observers and I documented the 
lessons with a video camera. At the research-meetings the lesson observations, 
video material and supporting literature formed the basis for the discussions. 
After the completion of cycle one, a similar, but not identical post-assignment 
was undertaken by the class (see Appendix 5). The sources were new and in 
addition to using them in their explanations, students were now also asked to 
evaluate them. Prior to the design of cycle 2, the research lessons of the first 
cycle and the accompanying post-assignments were analyzed using 
assumptions from variation theory and history didactics. Based on these 
analyzes, the lesson design was revised prior to the implementation of the 
second cycle.  

Summing up the results from LS1, a total of four aspects were identified as 
critical in relation to causation. Three of them were found in the pre-study and 
could thereby inform the design of the first LS-cycle. The fourth aspect was 
found through the analysis of the post-assignments executed after the first 
cycle which also made it possible to adjust the design for the two succeeding 
cycles. As previously stated, in addition to causation, students were expected 
to use historical sources as evidential basis for their explanations. A total of 
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five critical aspects were identified for this dimension of the object of learning 
(Nersäter, 2014). Two of these emerged as critical during the analysis of the 
pre-assignments. Two were identified in the analysis of the research lessons 
and post-assignments. The fifth aspect was only possible to identify through 
the analysis of the research lessons. Just as for causation, these analyzes made 
it possible to adjust the design throughout the three cycles. The analysis of 
results from the post-assignments showed that our students had enhanced their 
understanding both of causation and historical sources. However, when the 
classes were analyzed as a whole, their discernment of the critical aspects for 
these two indirect objects of learning showed different degrees of progression. 
Their ability to handle causation demonstrated a higher degree of progression 
than the part that related to the handling of historical sources. 

7.4.4. LS2 

Based on the findings from LS1, it was possible to refine and delimit the object 
of learning and now solely focus on historical sources (Nersäter, 2014). For 
LS2, the research group thus decided to form an associated but narrower 
object of learning linked to a new historical context. It addressed “Interpreting 
and evaluating historical sources aiming to assess value and limitations during 
enquiry into Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia”. The direct object of 
learning addressed “Decolonization and Conflict in Rhodesia”, whilst the 
indirect focused on “the ability to interpret and evaluate historical sources” 
(see Figure 5). Before LS2 was implemented, new assignments, specifically 
designed for this intervention were constructed and this time, the pre-and post-
assignments were identical (see Appendix 6). In the analysis of student 
responses from these assignments, additional critical aspects were identified, 
and which could inform the didactical design (Nersäter, 2019; 2020). The 
overall didactical framework of LS2 was similar to the one used in LS1, and 
again, each cycle consisted of a series of three lessons. Causation, though, was 
not in the research focus for the exploration of the object of learning. But the 
group could still benefit from the experiences drawn in LS1. This meant, 
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amongst other things, that the design of introductory lectures, text-booklets 
and templates used in lesson 1 was informed by the critical aspects identified 

in relation to causation (Nersäter, 2014). Lesson 2 and 3 of each cycle were 
directly focused on source work. Here, students worked with a variety of 
sources related to the chosen context and they were expected to evaluate and 
interpret them to assess their degree of usefulness in relation to the enquiry. 
In the design and implementation of lesson 2 and 3, it was possible to use 
experiences gained from LS1 and the pre-assignments of LS2. This made it 
possible to modify the source work template and finetune the instructional 
design of lectures and dialogues based on the identified critical aspects for 
historical sources.  

7.4.5. Lesson Design – Didactical and Theoretical 
Assumptions in Conjunction 

The research lessons of LS1 and LS2 were designed as enquiry and source-
based units and centered around causation, evidence, and historical empathy 
in the context of Imperialism and Decolonization in Africa. The overall 
didactical framework of these lessons built on principles originating from 

Figure 5. The Object of Learning LS2: Interpreting and evaluating historical 
sources aiming to assess value and limitations during enquiry into Decolonization 
and conflict in Rhodesia 

Decolonization 
and conflict in 

Rhodesia

Interpret and 
evaluate 
historical 
sources
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learning activity (see Engeness, 2020).29 In this tradition, usage of cultural 
tools is considered of great importance for the development of students’ 
theoretical thinking as they affect our interaction with the outside world, how 
we organize our experiences and solve problems. Such tools could consist of 
physical objects that help students engage in a particular activity, but they can 
also be different types of representations as symbols, models, concepts, or 
theories associated with specific subject-disciplines. In the context of 
instruction, their design and quality are important as they could contribute to 
that students develop new knowledge and abilities task (Arievitch & 
Stetsenko, 2000; Stetsenko, 2003). According to the principles of learning 
activity, teachers are not expected to re-represent the subject matter of a 
learning task, but instead arrange lessons so that students are given the chance 
to partake in a disciplinary practice connected to the subject discipline by 
guided support. They should also be allowed to use subject-specific tools 
while working with the task (Chaiklin, 1999; Eriksson, 2017). These ideas are 
consistent with the historical thinking tradition. Unlike an instructional 
practice centered on transmission of content, enquiry- and source-based 
instructions allow students the opportunity to practice methods associated 
with the subject discipline Another feature these traditions share is the 
emphasis placed on subject-specific concepts. The cultural tools so central in 

 

 

 

 

 

29 Learning activity is a research direction with roots in Vygotsky's historical-cultural 
learning tradition that have specific focus on teaching and learning. It builds on the 
assumption that knowledge and abilities can be developed in theoretical practices and 
that students can acquire such competencies by the support of modelled instructions 
(Engeness, 2020). The character and quality of instruction is considered essential for 
students’ chance to develop their theoretical thinking from every day to scientific 
conceptual understanding. Instructions should not primarily focus on students’ 
limitations, but instead their opportunities to learn with the help of the right support 
(Haenen, Schrijnemakers, & Stufkens, 2003). 
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learning activity have their equivalents in the second-order concepts of the 
historical thinking tradition.30  

In learning activity, the acquisition of knowledge and abilities is seen from the 
perspective of the actions that students undertake (Arievitch & Haenen, 2005). 
Such actions could, as in this research, involve the ability to handle historical 
sources or make substantiated causal claims. When designing a learning task, 
it is considered important to activate a motive for participation and action by 
confronting students with some sort of problem/dilemma typical for the 
subject-discipline from a historical and cultural standpoint. Its design should 
strive to capture key elements of the problem and simultaneously function as 
a cultural tool when they try to find a solution to the problem (Chaiklin, 1999; 
Eriksson, 2017). Connecting these principles to the didactical framework of 
LS1 and LS2, the enquiry and its linkage to historical sources and second-
order concepts corresponds to the problem/dilemma of a learning task. In LS1, 
this enquiry focused “What were the causes for the scramble of Africa?”, 
while LS2 addressed “What were the causes leading to the downfall of white 
minority rule in Rhodesia?”. The concepts of causation, evidence and 
historical empathy were naturally embedded in these units when the students 

 

 

 

 

 

30 Researchers from the historical thinking tradition advocate that instruction should 
be built around second-order concepts (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Seixas & 
Morton, 2013; VanSledright, 2010). Seixas (2012) describes significance, causation, 
and evidence as examples of cultural tools that offer students the opportunity to think 
historically and construct accounts. In the Dutch historical reasoning tradition, their 
importance is stressed in combination with dialogues (van Boxtel & van Drie, 2013; 
2017; 2018; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008). See also Rudnert (2019) who has shown 
how children can acquire cultural tools and thereby become increasingly involved in 
the historical culture. 
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undertook source work.31 Meanwhile, it is important to state that even though 
second-order concepts open the possibility for students to undertake 
knowledge formation, these concepts must still be arranged within a didactical 
framework. They do not in themselves function as instructional models. 
During LS1 and LS2, an instructional model was applied with the purpose to 
support the students when they undertook source-based enquiry building on: 

• Orientation around the learning task  

• Work with templates 

• Dialogues32 

 

 

 

 

 

31 In LS1, they should evaluate and use historical sources as basis for their evidential 
claims for what caused the scramble. In LS2, they should interpret and evaluate 
sources assessing their value and limitations in relation to the enquiry. 
32 The model stems from the Dutch teacher educators Haenen, Schrijnemakers and 
Stufkens (2003) and it is in turn an adaptation built on the research of Galperin (1968; 
1978). He emphasizes the importance of cultural tools from two perspectives: firstly, 
they hold the capacity to illustrate how knowledge formation occurs in a subject-
discipline. Secondly, they have the potential to promote student learning when 
designed as instructional models. Galperin (1978) categorizes four levels of 
abstraction for a learning task: material, perceptual, verbal, and mental levels. His 
model builds on the assumption that students acquire knowledge and abilities by 
successively performing actions at these levels. Materially, they work with different 
representations of the task which could include tables, diagrams or templates aiming 
to capture key elements of its nature. The perceptual level involves that they visually 
examine and analyze these forms. At the verbal level, they discuss these 
representations in groups finally, at the mental level, this process takes place 
cognitively. By undertaking these actions, students are expected to relate to the central 
elements of the task and reach generalized understanding for its nature (see also 
Nersäter 2014). 
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As previously stated, guided support and cultural tools are viewed as essential 
elements of instruction in learning activity. In the context of LS1 and LS2, 
cultural tools should be understood as the second-order concepts that framed 
the two units but also the instructional model itself has the function of being a 
cultural tool. The model held three stages (see Figure 6) and was used in 
conjunction with assumptions stemming from variation theory (see also 
Nersäter 2014, 2020). The intent was to allow the students an opportunity to 

meet the identified critical aspects several times and under different 
arrangements during the lessons. Firstly, the orientation-phase, templates and 
dialogues were focused on the identified critical aspects and applied a pattern 
of variation built on contrast. Secondly, the different stages aimed to provide 
them an opportunity to discern these aspects both during the orientating 
lectures, while they undertook source work in small groups scaffolded by their 
templates and lastly, during the student-teacher dialogues (for a detailed 
description, see next section). 

Implementation of Lessons 
The implementation of lessons followed these principles of orientation, 
template practice and dialogues described above, and alternated between 
introductory lectures, work in small groups and whole class dialogues. Before 
the instigation of the different cycles, the students in each class were provided 
with all material (text-booklets, source-booklets, and templates) in advance 
and were asked to read the text-booklets for purposes of orientation and 
context understanding. The first lesson of each unit focused on orientation. 
With that purpose, the teachers held an introductory lecture aiming to set a 
context for the direct objects of learning (The scramble for Africa, 

Figure 6. Design of research lessons. 
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Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia). These lectures focused on causation 
in connection to the text-booklets and in which the teachers staged patterns of 
variation informed by the identified critical aspects. The teachers held the 
critical aspects in focus and allowed certain values in relation to them to vary 
or be kept invariant. This was done using subject matter and historical sources 
already known for the students and which were contrasted against the subject 
matter and sources focused in LS1 and LS2.33 Following these lectures, the 
students worked in small groups with their text-booklets guided by the 
template for causation (see Appendix 7). Lesson 1 ended with the teachers 
holding a dialogue together with the different groups in full class. This 
dialogue was informed by the supporting questions from the template for 
causation. Introducing lesson 2, the teachers again gave a starting lecture and 
staged patterns of variation, now focused on historical sources and which was 
informed by the identified critical aspects. The teachers applied the same 
principles as for lesson 1, but now they focused on the identified critical 
aspects for historical sources and allowed certain values to vary or be held 
invariant. This was again implemented by using subject matter and historical 
sources that the students were familiar with and which were contrasted against 
those in focus for LS1 and LS2 (Nersäter, 2014; 2020). Following the lecture, 
students in each class worked in small groups with their source-booklets 
guided by the template for source work (see Appendix 8). This continued 
during the beginning of lesson 3, but the dominant part of these lessons 
consisted of group dialogues in full class, and which were structured by the 
scaffolding questions from the template for source work (see Table 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

33 Subject matter relating to The Age of Discovery were used in LS1 while subject 
matter addressing the Inter War Years were used in LS2, see also Nersäter (2014; 
2020).  
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The structure of the lessons in LS1 and LS2 

Lesson 1. Focused on context and causation 

Introductory lecture. Full class  

Context and causation supported by template. Small groups 

Concluding dialogue informed by template. Full class 

Lesson 2. Source work 

Introductory lecture. Full class 

Source work supported by template. Small groups 

Lesson 3. Source work 

Source work supported by template. Small groups 

Concluding dialogue informed by template. Full class 

 

7.4.6. Nature and Design of the Material 

Besides Power Points that the teachers used during their lectures which were 
informed by the identified critical aspects and built on a pattern of contrast, 
(Nersäter, 2014; 2020), the material used in the research lessons consisted of 
text-booklets, source-booklets, and templates. 

Text-booklets and Source-booklets 

The text-booklets were designed based on conclusions drawn from the pre-
study, assignments, and subject-specific assumptions. Their purpose was to 
provide students with contextual understanding and a chronological 
orientation in relation to the scramble for Africa and Decolonization and 

Table 2. The structure of research lessons – LS1 and LS2 
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conflict in Rhodesia, respectively. The booklets were intended to support them 
while they undertook causal reasoning and source work. They were written to 
highlight potential long-term and short-term causes, societal structures, 
important historical actors, and they also included the template for causation. 
The source-booklets held a combination of primary- and secondary sources 
with most emphasis on the former category. The sources were of different 
nature and comprised of a combination of textual sources, photos, and political 
cartoons and all included an introductory caption. In LS1 the source-booklet 
consisted of eight sources while the one used in LS2 contained six sources. 
These booklets also included the supportive template for source work. 

Templates 

The templates for causation and source work were designed based on the 
conclusions drawn from the pre-study, assignments, and subject-specific 
assumptions. The template for causation included questions that addressed 
long-term- and short-term causes as well as actors, societal structures, and 
their mutual interaction. The template for source work asked them to address 
questions of origin, creator, purpose, perspective, value/limitations and was 
labelled by the acronym OPPVL. Its purpose was to support them in the 
process to interpret, contextualize and pose questions of critical nature.   

7.5. Data 

Data from LS1 and LS2 consists of documentation from the research group’s 
meetings, the pre-study, pre- and post-assignments, template material, and 
audio and video recordings from the research lessons (see Table 2). It is, 
primarily data from the pre- and post-assignments that have been used to 
answer the research questions of the thesis (for details, see next section). Only 
students who participated in both pre-and post-assignments have been 
included in the assignment data. Out of a total of 18 lessons, 15 have been 
observed and documented by video camera. In LS1, all 9 lessons were 
documented in this manner. In LS2, 6 out of 9 lessons were observed and 
documented. In LS2, lesson 1 of each cycle was not in the research focus and 
thus not video recorded, while lesson 2 and 3 was observed and recorded just 
as in LS1. During LS1 and LS2, part of the group dialogues has also been 
observed and audio recorded. Most research data from the lessons have been 
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transcribed. These transcriptions were used for a two-level analysis. In a first 
step they were used as the basis for potential revision of the research design 
throughout the iterative process. Secondly, they have been used for the 
subsequent and deeper analysis that I undertook to pursue answers to the thesis 
research questions. 

Data Character Number 

Pre-Study Survey Interviews 5 

Pre-Study Survey Essay answers 24 

LS1 Pre-assignments Essay- and source-
based answers  

69 

LS1 Post-
assignments 

Essay- and source-
based answers 

69 

LS1 Research lessons Observations, video 
recordings, transcribed 
text 

9 

LS2 Pre-assignments Essay- and source-
based answers 

72 

LS2 Post-
assignments 

Essay- and source-
based answers 

72 

LS2 Research lessons Observations, video 
recordings, transcribed 
text 

6 

LS1, LS2 Research lessons Template answers 110 

LS1, LS2 Research 
meetings 

Audio recordings and 
notes 

 One 
meeting/week 

Table 2. Research Data 
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7.5.1. Analysis of Data 

The research questions in the three articles have been possible to answer 
through repeated analyzes of data mapped in different cycles of LS-research. 
The first analyzes were performed during and between the cycles, while later 
in-depth analyzes were undertaken while working with the research report 
(Nersäter, 2014). During the process of writing the individual articles, 
reanalysis of data from both LS1 and LS2 were undertaken. Here, the primary 
unit of analysis consisted of data that originated from the pre- and post-
assignments, but also some extent of data stemming from the research lessons. 
Variation theory was used to identify and categorize qualitatively different 
conceptions in terms of discernment for the objects of learning (see next 
section). The history didactical assumptions have been based on the 
framework of the historical thinking tradition regarding what developed 
knowledge may entail in relation to these objects of learning. Combined, this 
made it possible to identify aspects assessed as critical for students to be able 
to develop their ability to undertake qualitative causal reasoning and handle 
historical sources. As this thesis poses partly different research questions than 
those answered in the three articles, a renewed and aggregated analysis has 
also been made of the results from the individual articles.  

Analysis in Articles 1, 2 and 3 

Article 1 answers what students need to learn to reason about causation in 
relation to a specific historical content (the scramble for Africa). Data is based 
on LS1, an intervention that explored what students need to learn to reason 
about causation, interpret and use historical sources (Nersäter, 2014). The 
results in article 1 is based on the 138 pre- and post-assignments carried out 
within the framework of LS1 and those portions of data that specifically 
address students’ conceptions in relation to causal reasoning. Student 
responses have been treated as one data-pool and their progression between 
undertaking the pre- and post-assignments has not been in focus. Instead, the 
analysis aimed to identify and categorize qualitatively different conceptions 
regarding causal argumentation in relation to the historical content, seeking to 
identify critical aspects in relation to this ability. During the analysis process, 
student answers were reread several times to become familiar with the 
material seeking to discern recurring patterns (Starrin & Svensson, 1994). The 
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ambition was not to achieve a synthesis of the content of these responses, but 
instead identify meaningful conceptions in relation to the question that was 
posed in the task (Svensson, 2004). Having undertaken repeated readings of 
student responses, it was possible to identify qualitative differences and 
similarities in terms of discernment regarding their conceptions. These were 
compared with each other which made it possible to identify potential 
categories. During the coding process, further rereading was made to ensure 
that this categorization was compatible with data. The goal was to achieve a 
high degree of consistency regarding the placement within the different 
categories. During this process, four qualitatively different categories (A-D) 
of conceptions for causal reasoning emerged. By comparing differences and 
mutual connections between and within these categories in terms of 
discernment, it was possible to identify six aspects considered as critical for 
students to develop their ability to reason about causation with high quality in 
relation to this historical content. An example taken from data could illustrate 
how this process was undertaken. Many students held the conception that the 
scramble could be explained solely by causes of materialistic character, such 
as a desire for raw materials or deployment markets for manufactured goods, 
(category A-B). These students did, however, not discern that causes of more 
idealistic nature also were at play, such as western ideas of racial superiority 
and civilizing ambitions, (category C-D). This finding lead to the 
identification of (C.A.5), namely that students need to discern that the 
scramble had composite causes of differing importance. 

Article 2 answers what students need to learn to be able to interpret and 
evaluate historical sources in relation to a specific historical content, (the 
scramble for Africa and Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia). This article 
uses data from both LS1 and LS2. Just as was the case for students' 
conceptions in relation to causal reasoning, the interventions had made it 
possible to identify critical aspects for what students need to learn to be able 
to handle historical sources (Nersäter, 2019). The results in article 2 are based 
on 221 pre- and post-assignments that the students carried out within the 
framework of LS1 and LS2 and those portions of data that specifically relate 
to students’ handling of sources. In the post-assignments of LS1, students 
were expected to evaluate and use sources in their causal reasoning. In the 
pre- and post-assignments of LS2, they should interpret and evaluate two 
sources, then assess their degree of usefulness in relation to the enquiry. As in 
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Article 1, student responses have been treated as one coherent pool of data and 
their progression between undertaking the pre- and post-assignments has not 
been focused. By combining the results from these assignments, it has been 
possible to make an aggregated analysis for what characterizes qualitatively 
different conceptions in relation to the handling of sources. The analysis 
process that forms the basis for the results in Article 2 shares many features 
with the one described for Article 1. However, there is an important difference 
concerning how the different categories of conceptions emerged from data and 
thus also how the critical aspects were identified. This part of the assignments 
was more “closed” in nature than the one which related to causal reasoning. 
As a result, the focus for the students’ responses were clearly directed towards 
three specific themes: extent of usability, interpretation, and evaluation, 
respectively. After having undertaken several rereading of these responses, it 
was possible to nuance these themes further according to: 

• The way students addressed value and limitations of the sources 
in relation to the historical question  

• How they interpreted the sources 

• Their treatment of methodological criteria regarding source-
evaluation 

Continued analysis made it possible to code these themes into different 
subcategories based on qualitative similarities and differences that the 
responses showed within each theme. During this process, different text 
segments that showed similar conceptions in relation to the subcategories 
were marked and sorted together. The responses were read repeatedly to 
ensure that identified themes and subcategories matched data. By analyzing 
qualitative similarities and differences in terms of discernment for these 
themes and their associated subcategories it was possible to identify six 
critical aspects, out of which one also contains four subcategories, which have 
been assessed as critical for students to develop their ability to interpret and 
evaluate historical sources with high quality. It could yet again be fruitful to 
illustrate this process with an example taken from data. It refers to students’ 
conceptions regarding usage of methodological criteria for source-evaluation. 
Some students held the conception that fulfilment of the criteria for 
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concurrency and dependency were enough to judge sources as reliable and 
useful for the enquiry. This contrary to students who concluded that the same 
sources surely met these criteria, but simultaneously discerned that the sources 
also held a one-sided perspective and/or a bias which they took into account 
while using them. These findings led to the identification of (C.A.4), namely 
that students need to discern that source-critical methods must be used in a 
relational manner rather than treated mechanically. 

Article 3 answers two research questions and is mainly based on data obtained 
from LS2. The first question addresses “How might teachers use critical 
aspects to inform history instruction applying principles from variation theory 
set within a specific didactical framework?” It was answered by analyzing 
transcribed data from two lessons conducted by one of the teachers.34 
Scrutinizing transcribed data from these lessons, the object of analysis focused 
on the extent to which their design and implementation had made it possible 
for students to discern different values for the critical aspects. While studying 
this data, sections of the lecture and dialogues in which the critical aspects 
were in focus was first highlighted. This was then repeated for the sections 
where the critical aspects were focused in relation to specific sources and 
questions. Finally, these were again highlighted, but now based on which 
values that were focused and which patterns of variation that had been applied. 
The second research question in Article 3 addresses "What are the learning 
outcomes for students' ability to interpret and evaluate sources when such 
instruction is implemented?" This question was answered by analyzing and 
comparing the 42 pre- and post-assignments that this class carried out during 

 

 

 

 

 

34 As for the other LS cycles, this also included a total of three lessons. Lesson 1, 
however, was focused on causation and aimed to create contextual understanding for 
the situation in southern Africa and Rhodesia, while source work was in focus during 
lessons 2 and 3. 
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the cycle. The analysis was based on the same principles that have been 
described in connection to Article 2 (Nersäter, 2019). 

Reanalysis 

The purpose in the reanalysis was to undertake an in-depth and widened 
analysis which combined the results from the individual articles with previous 
history didactical research. The results in the individual articles had shown 
that students need to discern certain critical aspects for them to be able to 
handle historical sources and undertake causal reasoning with high quality 
(see article 1 and 2). In the reanalysis, these aspects have been compared with 
suggested conceptualizations and previous research findings that address 
students’ understanding of evidence, historical empathy, and causation. 
Examples of such research findings are the progression models presented in 
the research overview (see chapter 5). Admittedly, the main purpose of these 
progression models is not to function as direct teaching instructions, nor do 
they explicitly show what students may need to learn. They however illustrate 
the nature of different conceptions that students have been shown to hold and 
they are based on extensive empirical data.  

The motive for comparing the identified critical aspects with history-
didactical conceptualizations of evidence, historical empathy, and causation 
is that the latter definitions express what it means to possess qualified 
knowledge in relation to said concepts. Meanwhile, it is important to state that 
such conceptualizations are not empirically based in the sense that they stem 
from students’ conceptions in relation to second-order concepts. From the 
beginning, they rather originate from a disciplinary practice, not directly 
transferable to an instructional context (see chapter 4). Disciplinary and 
didactical conceptualizations can relatively easily be translated into different 
learning objectives that are to be found in different syllabi. However, they do 
not illustrate the nature of the conceptions that students might be inclined to 
hold. Therefore, they cannot be used to draw direct conclusions for what they 
need to learn, nor how it may be appropriate to design and implement teaching 
instructions. To draw such conclusions, it might be more fruitful to think in 
terms of objects of learning and critical aspects to be able to identify what they 
need to learn (Runesson Kempe, 2019). But, if comparing different 
conceptualizations and research findings with the identified critical aspects, it 
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could be possible to specify what dimensions of these concepts’ students need 
to discern. Thus, in this reanalysis, the identified critical aspects found in LS1 
and LS2 (article 1 and 2), have been used as direction to analyze what 
dimensions of evidence, historical empathy, and causation students need to 
discern for them to be able to pursue source-based enquiry and construct 
accounts.  

To answer research question 1, “What do students need to learn in relation to 
evidence and historical empathy to be able to handle historical sources?”, the 
six identified critical aspects (including the four sub aspects) from article 2 
have been compared with different conceptualizations and research findings 
for evidence and historical empathy. To answer research question 2, “What 
do students need to learn in relation to causation to be able to construct 
accounts?”, the six identified critical aspects from article 1 have been 
compared with different conceptualizations and research findings that relate 
to causation and accounts. Using the identified critical aspects as direction in 
relation to these concepts has also made it possible to draw some conclusions 
regarding what instructional implications students’ conceptions could impose 
on an enquiry- and source-based practice (see, article 3). These implications 
will be addressed in the discussion.  
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8. Results 

Evidence, historical empathy, and causation are key strategic- and procedural 
second-order concepts within an enquiry- and source-based practice. From 
that follows that it is important that teachers understand what conceptions 
students might hold in relation to them, and what implications such 
conceptions might impose on teaching instructions (Reismann & McGrew, 
2018). The aim of this chapter is to show what students need to learn in 
relation to these concepts, framed within a specific historical context relating 
to Imperialism and Decolonization, for them to be able to undertake source-
based enquiry and construct accounts. To demonstrate this, the chapter first 
presents a summary of each of the individual articles. The findings from these 
articles are then used as direction to answer the thesis research questions. 

8.1. Summary Article 1: Student Understanding 
of Causation in History in relation to specific 
Subject matter – Causes behind the Scramble 
for Africa 

The research question in this article addresses what upper secondary history 
students need to learn to be able to pursue qualitative causal argumentation in 
relation to a specific subject matter (Modern Imperialism - The scramble for 
Africa). The main result consists of the identification of six aspects considered 
as critical for students to be able to handle causation with high quality. The 
method used to gather data was Learning Study (LS) (Marton, 2015). This 
intervention was undertaken in the context of an enquiry-and source-based 
unit and the data used to answer the research question include 138 pre-and 
post-assignments. Undertaking these assignments, the students had access to 
two historical sources and two historical maps which illustrated colonial 
holdings in Africa in 1878 and 1914, respectively. Using this material, they 
were asked to write an essay and discuss causes that might explain the rapid 
colonization of Africa. Data from the assignments were analyzed in several 
stages using assumptions derived from variation theory and history didactics.  
Variation theory was used to identify and categorize qualitatively different 
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conceptions of causation in relation to this subject matter. Assumptions 
stemming from the historical thinking tradition were used as guidance 
regarding what qualified knowledge could look like in relation to causation. 
Through this analysis, four qualitatively different categories of student 
conceptions were identified: 

Category A: In this category, the conceptions are characterized by the fact 
that students do not provide any causal explanation to the scramble, for them 
it is just an event that occurs. If they hold any sort of causal argumentation, it 
refers to conditions rather than explicit causes. They are also characterized by 
chronological disorder and lack consistent evidence that relates to the 
historical context. 

Category B: Here the conceptions contain causal reasoning even if the 
evidential basis often is somewhat vague. The causes for the scramble are 
viewed solely as of materialistic nature. 

Category C: These conceptions are characterized by an argumentation in 
which the causes to the scramble are viewed as both of materialistic and 
idealistic nature and in which the evidence is consistent with the historical 
context. In addition to causes, background conditions and consequences are 
also discussed. 

Category D: These conceptions correspond to a high extent with the 
qualitative level of category C, but the internal significance of various causes 
is also discussed. Further, they also hold an argumentation that relates to long-
term and short-term causes and/or the importance of actors and societal 
structures. 

By comparing differences and mutual relations between these four categories 
of conceptions it was possible to identify six aspects deemed as critical and 
which students need to discern to be able to pursue casual argumentation with 
high quality in relation to this enquiry and subject matter: 

C.A.1. Discern that the scramble had causes: Some students did not discern 
the need to explain the scramble in terms of causes (student category A). 
Holding these conceptions, the scramble was depicted as an event that just 
naturally occurred and in no need of any causal explanation. Related to such 
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lack of causal reasoning were those conceptions where students identified 
necessary conditions that made the scramble possible, such as Europe’s 
industrialization, but they made no connection between these conditions and 
the potential causes to the scramble. 

C.A.2. Discern that claims for what caused the scramble need support 
from evidence: This aspect relates to the fact that some students held 
conceptions arguing that the scramble surely had causes but they did not 
provide any evidence to back up their claims, thereby restricting their 
argumentation to unsubstantiated opinions (student category A, to some extent 
also student category B). 

C.A.3. Discern that the scramble had both long-term and short-term 
causes: To be able to explain the occurrence of past events with plausibility 
and quality, it is usually necessary to include evidential claims that involve 
both long-term and short-term causes. However, few students, except for 
category D, made use of any long-term causes when they tried to explain the 
scramble, instead they restricted themselves to discuss potential causes 
temporally close to the occurrence of these events.  

C.A.4. Discern the chronological structure relating to the scramble not to 
confuse causes and consequences: In student category A, it was common 
with conceptions in which conditions and/or potential causes were mixed up 
with actual consequences of the scramble. Examples of such conceptions 
could include arguments such as that it was demand for African rubber that 
caused European industrialization or that the scramble was a consequence of 
WWI. Analyzing these conceptions, it is not possible to state with certainty if 
these students de facto saw some of the consequences of the scramble as actual 
causes. It is just as likely that the nature of these conceptions can be 
understood on the basis that these students lacked enough context knowledge. 

C.A.5. Discern that the scramble had composite causes of differing 
importance: Many students held conceptions in which the scramble was 
discussed from a solely a materialistic viewpoint which included one or two 
potential causes whose internal importance was not evaluated (student 
categories A, B). That the scramble occurred due to several entwined causes 
of differing importance, and which were of both materialistic and idealistic 
nature was only discerned by students in category C and D. 
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Discern that the scramble was caused by interaction between societal 
structures and the actions from historical actors: It was frequent with 
conceptions which did not include any explicit discussion about the 
importance of societal structures (student categories A, B), and historical 
actors as agents (student categories A, B, C). Only in category D did students 
discern how actors interacted with the societal structure at the time and 
influenced events that eventually led to the scramble. 
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8.2. Summary Article 2: Students’ 
Understanding of Historical Sources – A 
Composite Ability 

The research question in this article answers what upper secondary students 
need to learn to be able to interpret and evaluate historical sources in relation 
to a specific subject matter. Its main result consists of the identification of six 
aspects (and four additional sub-aspects), concluded as critical for students to 
be able to handle sources in a composite qualitative manner. The method used 
to derive data was Learning Study (LS), an iterative and collaborative method 
for analysis and enhancement of teaching and learning (Marton, 2015). This 
research was executed in cooperation with three teachers and involved three 
classes of 16-year-old Swedish history students. Data was generated in two 
LS focused on “Modern Imperialism - the scramble for Africa” and 
“Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia”. These interventions were 
designed as enquiry- and source-based units in which the students were 
provided with text- and source-booklets framed around the enquiry.  

Data used in the article include 221 pre- and post-assignments undertaken by 
the students during these interventions. In the first LS-assignments, they were 
expected to evaluate and use historical sources while pursuing a causal 
explanation to the scramble for Africa. In the assignments of LS2, they were 
asked to interpret and evaluate historical sources and assess their value and 
limitations for the historian who tries to find out why the decolonization 
process in Rhodesia was so conflict-ridden. Data from the assignments were 
analyzed in several stages based on assumptions derived from variation theory 
and history didactics. Variation theory was used to identify and categorize 
qualitatively different student conceptions in terms of discernment for their 
handling of historical sources in relation to this subject matter. Assumptions 
stemming from the historical thinking tradition was used as guidance for how 
qualified knowledge regarding the handling of historical sources might 
express itself. In the analysis process, textual segments showing similar 
conceptions were highlighted and sorted together leading to the identification 
of three themes:  

• The way students addressed value and limitations of the 
sources in relation to the historical question  
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• How they interpreted the sources 

• Their treatment of methodological criteria regarding source-
evaluation 

Implementing further analysis, these themes were coded into subcategories 
according to the similarities and differences that student responses showed. 
Textual segments illustrating similar conceptions in regard to subcategories 
were highlighted and sorted together. By analyzing qualitative similarities and 
differences in terms of discernment within themes and subcategories, it was 
possible to identify six critical aspects (and four sub-aspects) that they need to 
discern. These were concluded as critical for students to be able to handle 
sources with high quality in relation to these historical enquiries and contexts:  

C.A.1. Discern the need to contextualize and evaluate sources rather than 
treating them as neutral information: This aspect revolves around students’ 
understanding of sources, accounts, and the relationships between the two. For 
a historical account to be considered credible, its claims must be substantiated 
by evidence extracted from historical sources. This in turn requires that the 
information from the sources intended to be incorporated into this account first 
undergo a process in which it is transformed into evidence. In such a process, 
a historian asks questions such as why a particular source was created, the 
context around its creation, interprets its perspective and evaluates the 
reliability of the claims that the creator of the source advocates (Levesque, 
2009). However, the analysis of assignments from both LS1 and LS2 showed 
that many students held conceptions where they regarded the content of 
sources to equate neutral information that could be used to substantiate claims 
without first undergoing this process. This is a critical aspect that is considered 
as twofold. The first and most crucial requirement is that students discern the 
very need to try to turn sources into evidence, the second revolves around their 
ability to succeed with this process. The analysis showed that, for students to 
be able to undertake such an inferential approach with high quality, they need 
access to an amount of contextual knowledge. Faulty and literal interpretations 
were much more common amongst those who lacked such knowledge. Access 
to contextual knowledge also proved essential for their evaluation of the 
sources as such since they need to be able to identify subtexts. Many failed to 
discern underlying motives amongst actors present in the sources, but instead 
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interpreted these statements literally. Part of the explanation to this 
phenomenon can probably be attributed to a lack of contextual knowledge, but 
it is also likely to hold an evaluative element where students did not discern 
value-laden words and what was not directly outspoken in a testimony.  

C.A.2. Discern the need to alter temporal and contextual perspective to 
avoid presentism and literal interpretations: The analysis of assignments 
from LS1 showed conceptions where sources were interpreted from a solely 
contemporary perspective. Our students’ interpretations were at times 
plausible viewed from a present-day perspective, but not in relation to the 
societal context that surrounded the scramble for Africa. Their inability to shift 
temporal and contextual perspective, and which manifested itself as 
presentism and literal interpretations, is reasonable if we imagine that we 
always take our departure from a contemporary understanding when 
interpreting past events. However, for students to be able to develop their 
interpretive competence, they need to discern the need to go beyond such an 
understanding as interpretation of historical sources usually requires a shift of 
perspective (Ashby & Lee, 2000; Lee & Shemilt, 2011). 

C.A.3. Discern the need to uphold an evaluative approach while still doing 
empathetic interpretations: While the assignments from LS1 had revealed 
conceptions, which lacked in historical empathy, assignments from LS2 
illustrated examples where empathy instead turned into sympathy and student 
interpretations for that reason risked ending up faulty. When practicing 
historical empathy, it is necessary to simultaneously uphold an evaluative 
approach vis-à-vis the perspectives and intentions that historical actors might 
advocate (Endacott, 2014; Lee & Shemilt, 2011). A potential explanation as 
to why our students held such conceptions where they, instead of practicing 
historical empathy, exhibited pure sympathy with the actors may be sought in 
the subject matter. LS2 addressed “Decolonization and conflict in Rhodesia”. 
It depicted an elite in possession of political and economic power, being 
opposed by a suppressed majority population demanding political rights. 
From the analysis of student responses and the dialogues held during lessons, 
it was evident that they felt sympathy for the black Rhodesians present in the 
sources. This might have contributed to many students being unable or 
reluctant to interpret some sources from a critical standpoint.  
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C.A.4. Discern the need to use source-critical methods in a relational 
manner rather than treating them mechanically: Many students held the 
conception that source-critical criteria is an appropriate tool to evaluate the 
value and limitations of historical sources. Such conceptions often led them to 
evaluate their reliability, and in some cases authenticity, but seldom their 
overall usefulness in relation to the enquiry. The conclusion that these students 
arrived at was that if a source fulfils criteria for dependency and concurrency 
it is reliable and thus suitable to use. Many also regarded its specific origin 
and/or the fact that it was a primary source as sufficient in itself to assess it as 
reliable. These conceptions often led students in the wrong direction while 
undertaking evaluations. They did not discern that the enquiry and historical 
context of these two units meant that the criterion of tendency/bias became of 
utterly overarching importance for the evaluation of the sources’ usefulness. 
The conclusion that can be drawn is that students must discern that the internal 
importance of source-critical criteria will shift depending on the enquiry and 
context at stake, and that the criteria must be treated in such a relational 
manner. Students must also discern that primary sources and/or a specific 
origin not necessarily makes a source more useful than others. 

C.A.5. Discern that the value and limitations of sources change depending 
on the historical questions we pose: The analysis of assignments from LS1 
and LS2 showed that many students held conceptions where they considered 
the value and limitations of historical sources to be of static nature and that 
their value depends on the amount of information that they can convey. 
Students holding these conceptions were also skeptical of using sources in 
which they identified a bias, arguing that they were flawed. 

C.A.6. Discern the need to compare and contrast sources to validate 
claims and show different perspectives: In LS1, students worked with 
multiple sources to construct explanations for the scramble of Africa. The 
analysis showed that some students did not discern the need to compare and 
contrast conflicting claims from historical sources when using them in their 
explanations. Just as for critical aspect 1, this aspect holds two dimensions. 
The first relates to students needing to discern that sources ought to be 
compared and contrasted against each other, trying to ensure that individual 
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claims extracted from them are reliable by corroborating them in relation to 
other sources that treat the same phenomena. Secondly, using claims from 
multiple sources will also strengthen the evidential basis of an account. Also, 
the inclusion of multiple claims, which might be conflicting, opens the 
possibility for students to understand and convey different perspectives.  

Handling Historical sources – a Composite Ability 
These results illustrate that handling historical sources is a complex process 
which requires both evaluation and interpretation and that these two 
dimensions are entwined. Many students held conceptions which meant that 
they handled sources solely using source critical criteria (C.A.4). For several 
reasons, these criteria proved to be an insufficient tool for them to be able to 
fully deal with these interdependent dimensions. The first most likely relates 
to the fact that a critical evaluation of a historical source always holds an 
interpretative element that requires students to have some contextual 
knowledge and a disposition to apply historical empathy (C.A 1, 2, 3). Second, 
sole usage of the criteria seemed to discourage students to treat historical 
sources from a composite standpoint. Their evaluation often came to a halt 
when they had assessed their reliability. Usage of the criteria did not take them 
further in the process of conducting an overall evaluation where their 
usefulness was assessed in relation to the enquiry and historical context (C.A 
5, 6). Students who succeeded in doing this went beyond the criteria and posed 
questions related to the context surrounding the creation of the sources, looked 
for conceivable reasons behind different claims, and reflected on various 
perspectives that might be conveyed in them. Results also showed that many 
students held static conceptions regarding reliability (C.A.4), usefulness 
(C.A.5), and did not discern the need to compare and contrast sources (C.A.6). 
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8.3. Summary Article 3: Building on Student 
Conceptions in the Design of History Instruction 
Addressing Sources 

This article provides knowledge about how enquiry- and source-based 
teaching instructions can be designed and implemented when specific 
attention is paid to what students may need to learn, so-called critical aspects 
(Marton, 2015). To investigate this, two research questions have been focused: 

 
• How might teachers use critical aspects to inform history instruction 

applying principles from variation theory set within a specific 
didactical framework? 

• What are the learning outcomes for students’ ability to interpret and 
evaluate sources when such instruction is implemented? 
 

Research was undertaken within the framework of Learning Study (LS), an 
interventionist and iterative research-method where researchers collaborate 
with teachers to investigate different prerequisites for student learning 
(Marton, 2015).  In the interventions reported here, the researcher cooperated 
with three teachers and conducted two LS which involved three classes of year 
1 Swedish upper secondary students (16 years old). During these 
interventions, enquiry- and source-based units were designed and 
implemented informed by identified critical aspects. These aspects had been 
found by careful mapping of student conceptions undertaken in different LS-
cycles. Those that informed the design of LS2 in relation to handling of 
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historical sources were five in numbers.35 They originated from the analysis 
of 74 LS2 pre-assignments undertaken by students in these classes and 
previous findings stemming from LS1 (Nersäter, 2014). These aspects 
constituted an important basis for the design of the didactical framework and 
its implementation. While their identification stems from both LS1 and LS2 
and include all three classes, this article only reports on data from LS2, and 
two consecutive research lessons undertaken by one of the teachers and his 
class.  

Didactical Framework and Unit Design 

LS2 built on assumptions from learning activity, variation theory and the 
historical thinking tradition combined into a didactical framework based on 
enquiry and second-order concepts. The enquiry addressed “What were the 
causes leading to the downfall of white minority rule in Rhodesia?” During 
lessons, students were expected to interpret and evaluate historical sources 
assessing their extent of usability in connection to the enquiry. Looking at the 
role of learning activity in this tradition, guided support and cultural tools are 
essential elements. In the context of these interventions, cultural tools should 
be understood both as the second-order concepts that framed the lessons but 
also as the templates for causation and source work that students had access 
to. The latter served as supportive scaffolds throughout the lessons which 
included an orientation phase, template practice and dialogues (Haenen, 
Schrijnemakers, & Stufkens, 2003). This didactical framework was used in 
conjunction with assumptions from variation theory. The aim was to offer 
students the chance to discern the identified critical aspects several times and 

 

 

 

 

 

35 The implementation of LS2 led to an increased understanding of what students 
need to learn to be able to handle historical sources. In the subsequent analysis, six 
critical aspects and four additional sub-aspects were identified (Nersäter, 2019). 
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under different arrangements. Firstly, the orientation phase, templates and 
dialogues were designed according to the identified critical aspects and based 
on a pattern of variation. The applied pattern built on contrast in which the 
critical aspects varied or were held invariant in relation to different historical 
sources and questions. Secondly, the different stages of this framework aimed 
to provide students an opportunity to discern these aspects both through the 
orientating lectures, their source work, and in the dialogues.  

Implementation of Lessons 

Each cycle comprised of three lessons and built on an enquiry- and source-
based structure where the second-order concepts stood in the foreground. One 
was causation, as lessons were molded around enquiry – “causes leading to 
the downfall of white minority rule in Rhodesia”.  The other two concepts, 
evidence and historical empathy, were at the forefront while the students 
undertook source work. The practical implementation of lessons followed the 
principles of orientation, template-practice, and dialogues. The purpose of 
Lesson 1 was to orientate students on the historical context that prevailed in 
Southern Africa and Rhodesia at the time. To this end they had access to a text 
booklet on which each teacher also held an initial lecture. The structure of this 
lecture was informed by the critical aspects that had been identified for 
causation (Nersäter, 2014). Following this, students worked in small groups 
with their booklets and the supporting template for causation. The latter part 
of this lesson held a concluding dialogue. Introducing lesson 2, the teachers 
again gave an opening lecture, but now focused on the handling of historical 
sources. It was again informed, and structured according to identified critical 
aspects, but now in relation to historical sources (see also Nersäter, 2014). 
Thereafter, students worked in small groups with their source-booklets and 
the supporting template. Source work continued during the first part of lesson 
3, whereas the latter part consisted of a closing teacher-student dialogue in 
relation to two of the sources from the source booklet. This dialogue was 
structured in accordance with the questions from the supportive template 
which in turn was informed by the identified critical aspects. During the 
dialogue, these questions were held invariant while the two sources varied.  
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Analysis of Lessons 

The analysis of data from these lessons focused on to what extent their design 
and implementation had made it possible for students to discern different 
values for the identified critical aspects. When analyzing this data, sections of 
the lectures and dialogues in which the critical aspects were in focus was 
highlighted. Secondly, this was repeated for sections where the aspects were 
focused in relation to specific sources and questions. Finally, these were 
highlighted again, now based on which values that had been focused and 
which patterns of variation that had been used. 

Analysis of Learning Outcomes 

To measure the learning outcomes, pre- and post-assignments in the chosen 
class were categorized and compared according to the same principles as 
reported in article two (Nersäter, 2019). This analysis showed that in the pre-
assignments 9 out of 21 analysed answers, sources were treated as information 
in accordance with category A. In the post-assignments, this number had 
decreased to only two. The implication being that a clear majority of students, 
19 out of 21, now discerned the need to evaluate sources (C.A.1). An equal 
number of answers, 9 out of 21, matched the criterion for category B, writing 
both pre- and post-assignments. Here sources were approached from a critical 
standpoint, but student responses demonstrated some difficulties in applying 
source-critical methods in an efficient manner and/or undertaking 
contextualized interpretations. In relation to the identified aspects, these 
responses still demonstrated certain problems related to (C.A.2, 3, 5).  Lastly, 
the pre-assignments showed that only 3 out of 21 answers matched the 
criterion for category C, where sources are contextualized, treated in 
accordance with methodological criteria and the replies demonstrate an 
awareness for the changing values/limitations of historical sources. On the 
post-assignments, the number of answers in this category had risen to 10 out 
of 21. The implication being that almost half of the total number of students 
in this class now demonstrated a developed understanding for the 
methodology associated with sources, thereby discerning (C.A.1, 2, 3, 4, 5). 
Comparing results from the pre- and post-assignments, the conclusion must 
be that the students in this class demonstrate significant progress in their 
ability to interpret and evaluate sources after the implementation of the unit. 
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8.4. Research question 1: What Do Students 
Need to Learn in Relation to Evidence and 
Historical empathy to Be Able to Handle 
Historical Sources?  

The results for research question 1 show that the ability to handle sources 
while practicing enquiry to a large extent, but not completely, equates 
understanding of and an ability to undertake actions associated with different 
dimensions relating to the concepts of evidence and historical empathy. These 
dimensions are elucidated in the following sections using the identified critical 
aspects, a selection of student extracts and previous research. The results 
display that this ability could be described as comprising of five interrelated 
dimensions: 

1. Epistemological understanding  
2. Alteration of perspective 
3. Contextual knowledge  
4. Relational approach to source criticism 
5. Combining context knowledge and sources to construct evidence 
 

The first dimension is of an epistemological nature, namely that students 
discern the need to approach sources from an interpretive and critical 
standpoint and not relate to them as information. The second concerns that 
they have a readiness to change their contextual and temporal perspective, 
while still upholding a critical stance to the sources under enquiry. This 
dimension is in turn tightly knit to a third, which involves being in possession 
of contextual knowledge, as the previous actions also require that students 
hold sufficient knowledge of the historical context under enquiry and that they 
are able to use this knowledge. The fourth dimension involves that students 
discern the need to adapt a relational approach to source criticism and that 
they are aware that the value and limitations of sources is not static, but instead 
dependent on the enquiry and context at stake. The fifth and last revolves 
around that they can use their contextual knowledge, compare and contrast 
information from historical sources and ultimately combine these actions to 
build evidential claims. See Figure 7 below. 
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Epistemological Understanding 

This dimension revolves around the most important prerequisite that students 
need to learn in relation to evidence and historical empathy. It is the first and 
most crucial step, because they need to discern the very need to practice 
methods associated with these concepts. They need to be made aware that the 
information they find in historical sources cannot be used indiscriminately as 
basis for their evidential claims (Ashby, 2011; Seixas, 2017b). Such 
information must first undergo a process that involves interpretation and 
evaluation in relation to the sources that relate to the enquiry. However, results 
from LS1 and LS2 demonstrated that many students held conceptions where 
they regarded the content of various historical sources to equate neutral 
information which could be taken for granted (Nersäter, 2014; 2019). They 
neither saw a need to take a critical stance, nor try to contextualize the 
information they found; in other words, they did not discern the need to 
practice methods associated with evidence and historical empathy. To 
illustrate how such conceptions may express themselves, an excerpt from the 
assignments in LS2 might be revealing. In these assignments, students were 

The ability to handle 
historical sources

Epistemological understanding 

Alteration of perspective

Contextual knowledge 

Relational approach to source-critiscm

Combining contextual knowledge and 
sources to construct evidence

Figure 7. What do students need to learn in relation to evidence and historical 
empathy to be able to handle historical sources? 
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expected to interpret and evaluate two sources, assessing their value and 
limitations for the historian who investigates the Decolonization process in 
Rhodesia. Below, we see a student commenting an account stemming from 
Lt. General Peter Walls, who at the time was in command of Rhodesia’s 
commando troops. In this account, Walls justifies the minority regime’s war 
against two African Nationalist movements:36 

Source 1 shows that many soldiers fought for the whole population. 
It also demonstrates that the army fought for the rights of everybody 
[...]. He states that everybody must work together and help each other 
to succeed (Nersäter, 2019, p. 114).  

It is evident that the reliability of this account is taken for granted and that 
Walls trustworthiness is not put into doubt. There is no attempt to evaluate the 
account from a critical standpoint or contextualizing the testimony in relation 
to the nature of the conflict in Rhodesia, thus identifying a potential bias based 
on his position as a high-ranking representative of the white minority regime. 
This is just one example, still typical for conceptions where students neither 
discern the need to evaluate sources from a critical standpoint, but instead 
view them as information, nor discern that the meaning of a statement needs 
to be interpreted in relation to the context in which it originated. Conceptions 
such as this led to the identification of (C.A.1): “… the need to contextualize 
and evaluate sources, rather than treating them as neutral information” 
(Nersäter, 2019, pp. 113-115). This finding, the inclination to consider 

 

 

 

 

 

36 Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and Zimbabwe African People’s Union 
(ZAPU) were two militant organizations that waged a guerilla war against the 
Rhodesian minority regime from the mid-1960s until the signing of the Lancaster 
agreement December 1979. 
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historical sources as unproblematic information, is also consistent with 
previous research (Barton, 1997; 2001; Lee & Shemilt, 2003; VanSledright, 
2002; VanSledright, Kelly, & Meuwissen, 2006). 

Alteration of Perspective 

As stated previously, the process to turn information found in sources into 
evidential claims is not restricted to an evaluation of their reliability. Equally 
important is the interpretive dimension already indicated above in relation to 
contextualization and which is frequently associated with the practice of 
historical empathy. The analysis of data from the interventions made it 
possible to identify conceptions where students undeniably took an evaluative 
standpoint, but still failed to do valid interpretations since they approached the 
sources solely from a contemporary perspective. Again, an excerpt could 
illustrate this phenomenon. It stems from the post-assignments in LS1 and 
illustrates how a student interprets a photo that depicts how black Africans 
undertake labor on a Rhodesian farm: 

The likelihood that it would be the British who have taken the photo 
is not great. They did not want to show that they kept the population 
there as workers/slaves. Rather, I believe the photo is taken by a 
worker who might try to get other people to react (Nersäter, 2019, p. 
115). 

This interpretation could be argued to show presentism, indicating that this 
student only applies a contemporary frame of reference when interpreting a 
past context. The interpretation could be considered perfectly sound from a 
present-day perspective; however, it is not that plausible in relation to the 
societal context that existed amongst colonizers at the time when the scramble 
for Africa occurred. Conceptions such as this led to the identification of 
(C.A.2): “… the need to alter temporal and contextual perspective to avoid 
presentism and literal interpretations” (Nersäter, 2019, pp. 115-116). 
Arguably, it lies in human nature to take our departure from a contemporary 
understanding when we interpret a past context. However, to develop an 
interpretive competence, students must discern the need to move beyond their 
contemporary understanding, as sound interpretations of historical sources 
usually require a shift of temporal and contextual perspective (Ashby & Lee, 
2001; Lee & Shemilt, 2011). 
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The reasons that might explain conceptions as the one just described are 
several. One may be that some students had not been made aware of the 
necessity to undertake this change of perspective. Another is that they were 
too dependent on their contemporary understanding since they either lacked 
enough contextual knowledge or failed to use it. If the former applies, and 
students only have access to a contemporary frame of reference, they will be 
"left out" to use this when they interpret sources. An instructional conclusion 
that follows from these results is that for students to be able to undertake such 
inferential actions with high quality, they need to be offered enough contextual 
knowledge. The fact that our students performed significantly better when 
they undertook the post-assignments, compared to the pre-assignments, is a 
clear indication that the ability to interpret sources is strongly linked to holding 
enough contextual knowledge that relates to the enquiry at stake (Nersäter, 
2014; 2019), see also next section. For further research pointing in a similar 
direction, see (Pickles, 2010; Rosenlund, 2016; van Boxtel & van Drie, 2012).  

Analyzing the assignments, another finding which relates to both evidence and 
historical empathy was discovered. Practicing the latter amongst other things 
involves the ability to understand ideas, values, mentalities, intentions, and 
actions of past actors (Endacott, 2014; Lee & Shemilt, 2011). Meanwhile, it 
is important to uphold a critical stance towards testimonies from such actors. 
In the assignments stemming from LS2, it was found that some students held 
conceptions which meant that they interpreted uncritically testimonies from 
actors. As stated earlier, in these assignments they were expected to assess the 
value and limitations of two sources for the historian who investigates the 
decolonization process in Rhodesia. One of the sources consisted of a 
testimony from a ZAPU sympathizer. While analyzing student interpretations 
of this source, it was evident that several students approached it solely from a 
standpoint of sympathy, rather than practicing historical empathy. The nature 
of these conceptions led to the identification of (C.A.3): “… the need to 
uphold an evaluative approach while still doing empathetic interpretations” 
(Nersäter, 2019, pp. 116-118). Admittingly, data do not provide an 
explanation why some students were not inclined to apply an evaluative 
approach to sources such as this one. However, a potential reason may be 
found in the subject matter. LS2 revolved around the Decolonization process 
in Rhodesia. That meant that the lectures, text- and source-booklets illustrated 
a conflict in which an elite was opposed by a suppressed majority population 
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that struggled for equal political rights. It was evident that this subject matter 
touched on our students’ emotions and that they felt sympathy for the black 
Rhodesians present in the sources. This might explain why many of them were 
unable or reluctant, to combine an evaluative and empathetic approach to 
some of the sources. The nature of the historical context under enquiry in this 
unit might have overshadowed their inclination to uphold such a critical 
stance.  

Summarizing the results in relation to the first two dimensions, it is argued 
here that epistemological understanding and the capacity to alter perspective 
put together illustrate the basic prerequisites for what students need to learn in 
relation to evidence and historical empathy. Expressed in the shape of the 
identified critical aspects, students need to discern the necessity to approach 
sources from a critical standpoint, not treat them as information possible to 
use without scrutiny, as they first must undergo a process where they are 
judged according to their function as potential evidence (C.A.1). However, 
being able to practice methods associated with evidence are also intricately 
linked to historical empathy as the process to turn sources into evidence also 
involves interpretation and contextualization. The analysis of the assignments 
proved this to be a critical aspect, as many students did not discern the need 
to shift temporal and contextual perspective (C.A.2). Students thus need to be 
made aware of the necessity to apply interpretive frameworks that enable them 
to understand the values and mentalities expressed by different historical 
actors, rather than judging them from a contemporary perspective. While 
applying such frameworks, they must simultaneously uphold a critical stance 
to be able to evaluate the reliability of the testimonies given by these actors 
(C.A.3). 

Contextual Knowledge 

Even if students encompass the two dimensions depicted above, it remains for 
them to be able to undertake actions associated with evidence and historical 
empathy, which leads us to the third dimension, namely contextual 
knowledge. Put differently, when students are expected to interpret and 
evaluate a source, surely, they must be aware of the fact that sources may 
contain subtexts (C.A.1, C.A.2, C.A.3), but they must also be able to decode 
these subtexts. The analysis revealed that for students to be able to undertake 
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such actions with quality, they need to have access to enough contextual 
knowledge that relates to the enquiry. Many students failed to discern potential 
underlying motives or identify eventual bias in testimonies that originated 
from actors present in the sources, but instead interpreted such testimonies 
literally. An excerpt from the post-assignments in LS1 could illustrate this 
phenomenon. It refers to a student’s interpretation of a speech held by the 
British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain to the Colonial Society in 
1897. In the speech, Chamberlain argues why the British must engage 
themselves in the colonization of Africa: 

Joseph Chamberlain’s speech is about how to stop the injustices that 
have emerged against black people. How they [the British] will wage 
war to stop slavery among the indigenous Africans (Nersäter, 2019, 
p. 114).  

From the analysis of the assignments, it became evident that amongst students 
who lacked contextual knowledge related to the enquiry, literal interpretations 
as the one depicted above were much more common, compared to those who 
had access to such knowledge. Lacking relevant contextual knowledge made 
it hard for them to discern mentalities typical for the period, or to decode 
potential bias in various testimonies. However, even if students hold such 
knowledge, they must also be able to use it. The results show that these actions 
require students to be able to read between the lines, discern value-laden 
words and what may be omitted from an argumentation. In relation to these 
actions, Wineburg (2001) emphasizes the importance of possessing a 
methodological competence. His findings show that even in the cases when 
high performing upper secondary students held more contextual knowledge 
than historians, the latter group succeeded better when they undertook source 
tasks. Wineburg’s explanation to this is that professional historians possess a 
deep methodological competence that students lack. This competence allows 
them to perform plausible interpretations, despite their lack of contextual 
knowledge. Although Wineburg’s results surely highlights the importance of 
being in possession of such a competence, it would be unfair to draw direct 
connections to the results from LS1 and LS2 and the students who partook in 
these interventions. The results here rather demonstrate that many upper 
secondary students lack contextual knowledge to an extent that is difficult to 
ignore, and which seriously impedes their ability to make plausible 
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interpretations of historical sources. Yes, it is crucial that students hold an 
epistemological understanding of the nature of historical sources, but such an 
understanding does not replace the need of holding contextual knowledge. The 
potential shortcomings of the professional historians that partook in 
Wineburg’s research can hardly be compared with the corresponding 
shortcomings of the students who participated in these interventions. It may 
sound all too obvious to state that contextualization of sources requires 
contextual knowledge, but it is worth emphasizing that students need to be 
offered a decent amount of contextual knowledge when they are expected to 
undertake source work. If students are not provided with such knowledge, it 
is not fair to expect that they will be able to perform plausible interpretations 
of historical sources. In addition, it will be exceedingly difficult for them to 
construct narrative frameworks that allow them to orient themselves in a 
temporal dimension where they are able to make connections between the past 
and the present.  

Another potential explanation to what here has been labelled “literal 
interpretations”, in addition to a lack of epistemological understanding and 
contextual knowledge, might be that students, if not given qualitative 
guidance, are unable to use their contextual knowledge to pose the kind of 
evaluative and interpretive questions that allow subtexts within sources to 
emerge. That this might be the case is supported by the fact that our students 
after they had been offered lectures worked with templates and participated in 
dialogues, all which were informed by the critical aspects, performed 
significantly better when they wrote the post-assignments compared to the 
pre-assignments (Nersäter, 2014; 2020). 

Relational Approach to Source Criticism 

The fourth dimension that students need to encompass in relation to evidence 
and historical empathy concerns their approach vis-à-vis source critical 
methods. The analysis showed that many students held the conception that 
source critical criteria were an appropriate tool to use when they assessed the 
value and limitations of the sources used for their enquiry. These conceptions 
often led students in the direction to evaluate their reliability, and in some 
cases their authenticity, but less often to assess their usability in relation to the 
enquiry. The conclusions that these students drew were that if a source fulfils 
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the criteria for dependency and concurrency, it is reliable and hence suitable 
to use. Many also held the conception that the specific origin of a source 
and/or the fact that a source constituted a primary account was in itself 
sufficient to deem it as reliable. Such conceptions often led students to err in 
their assessments. They did not discern that the subject matter and sources 
which the enquiry revolved around made the criterion of tendency (bias) to 
become absolutely decisive when judging their degree of usability. An excerpt 
which stems from the assignments in LS2 could illustrate this. Again, it is the 
testimony by Lt. General. Peter Walls that this student refers to: 

Source 1 is very reliable since it’s written by a soldier. The things that 
are written are contemporary and the soldier has personally 
experienced what he is writing about. It’s valuable for historians to 
see how a soldier viewed the situation. The source is valuable if you 
want to see how they wanted to have peace in the country and equality 
between black and white people. This source is also not dependent on 
any other source (Nersäter, 2019, p. 120). 

We see that this student makes use of both the criteria of concurrency and 
dependency, further holds the conception that this source is reliable because 
it is a testimony from a soldier and furthermore, one who allegedly has 
witnessed these events firsthand. However, this excerpt also demonstrates that 
if holding conceptions such as this, students tend to treat source critical criteria 
in a mechanical manner and regard firsthand sources as credible in themself. 
If they instead take a relational approach to source-critical methods, they will 
likely see that when evaluating the testimony given by Walls in relation to this 
context and enquiry, it will cause the criterion of potential bias to completely 
outweigh the criterion of concurrency and dependency. The conclusion that 
can be drawn is that students must discern that the internal importance of 
source critical criteria in relation to a source will fluctuate depending on the 
enquiry and context at stake, and that source critical methods must be treated 
in such a relational manner (C.A.4) (Nersäter, 2019). They also need to see 
that primary sources and/or a specific origin in itself, do not necessarily make 
a particular source more useful than other sources. Many students also held 
the conception that the value and limitations of sources is of a static nature 
and that their usefulness depend on the amount of information that they could 
convey (C.A5) (Nersäter, 2019). Students who held these conceptions were 
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also skeptical towards sources in which they identified a bias and argued that 
they are inappropriate to use. This aspect is linked to the previous one in the 
sense that students must discern that the value and limitations of sources to a 
large extent is determined by the questions we ask to them and also connected 
to the context under enquiry, rather than decided by their potential bias.  

A conclusion that can be drawn from these results is that usage of source-
critical criteria is unsuitable as sole basis for source work and will not be 
sufficient to enhance students’ ability to handle historical sources. One reason 
that might explain these results relates to the fact that an evaluation of a source 
always holds an interpretative element which requires contextual knowledge 
but also a disposition to apply historical empathy. Usage of the criteria seemed 
to discourage students to approach the sources from such a composite 
standpoint. Instead, their examination often came to a halt when they had 
assessed their reliability. The application of source critical criteria did not take 
them in the direction of conducting an overall assessment of their usefulness 
in relation to the enquiry and the historical context. A possible explanation to 
this might be found in the the historical function of the criteria. When they 
emerged in parallel with the professionalization of the discipline during the 
latter decades of the 19th century, they served the purpose of validating the 
reliability of sources and eliminating the ones that were unreliable (Evans, 
1997). These criteria were never intended to serve as an all-embracing tool for 
the assessment of the potential usefulness of sources. The students who 
succeeded to conduct such an overall assessment also went beyond the criteria. 
They posed questions that related to the context that surrounded the creation 
of specific sources, looked for conceivable reasons that might explain various 
claims and perspectives within them.  

Combining Contextual Knowledge and Sources to Construct 
Evidence 

This last dimension concerns the interplay between holding and being able to 
use contextual knowledge to undertake comparison and contrast of sources, 
and ultimately combine these actions to construct or deconstruct accounts by 
the use of evidence. The importance of allowing accounts to include claims 
from several sources is linked to the possibility of validating their credibility. 
It, however, also concerns the matter of being able to illustrate various 
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perspectives (C.A.6) (Nersäter, 2019). The first element of this aspect is tied 
to the necessity of corroborating conflicting claims and it has been emphasized 
in previous history didactical research (Seixas & Morton, 2013; Wineburg, 
2001). In part, it concerns the necessity to ensure that individual claims 
extracted from sources are reliable. This is done by corroborating the 
trustworthiness of an individual claim against claims found in other sources 
which address the same matters before including it in an account. It is also a 
fact that the inclusion of claims stemming from multiple sources, and which 
point in the same direction, will reinforce the evidential basis of the account 
as such (Levesque, 2009).  

These matters were explored in LS1 where students were expected to evaluate 
and use multiple sources while constructing explanations for the scramble of 
Africa. When the students undertook the post-assignments, they had access to 
two sources which addressed potential causes to the scramble. During the 
research lessons, they had also worked with additional source material related 
to this historical context. In the analysis of these assignments, it was possible 
to identify four categories of conceptions (Nersäter, 2014). Students in 
category A did not discern the need to use any sources to substantiate their 
claims. In category B, sources were used but they were treated as information 
possible to use without discrimination (C.A.1). Students who held category C 
and D conceptions, approached the sources as potential evidence, and took a 
critical stance towards them. In category C, students applied two dissimilar 
strategies, and which could be argued as qualitatively equivalent. One group 
of students started to construct their accounts solely using arguments extracted 
from the sources and they also undertook plausible inferences regarding their 
messages. In the second step, they applied their own contextual knowledge to 
argue for what they considered to be probable causes found in the sources that 
could be used to explain the scramble. The other group of students in this 
category pursued the opposite strategy. They wrote the first part of their 
accounts solely using their own contextual knowledge. In the second step, they 
used the accompanying sources to back up their claims.  

The students who held category D conceptions differed from the ones in 
category C in some important qualitative respects. Firstly, they discerned that 
the usefulness of the sources they had at their disposal could shift depending 
on the enquiry (CA5). Secondly, their accounts contained a running synthesis 
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of own contextual knowledge with information extracted from the sources. 
They assessed the information extracted from the sources using their 
contextual knowledge, turned it into evidence, and finally used it to 
substantiate their own argumentation weaving these sections together. 
Additionally, they discerned both elements of (C.A.6) “… the need to 
compare and contrast sources to validate claims and show different 
perspectives” (Nersäter, 2019, pp. 120-121). They allowed their accounts to 
include multiple and sometimes conflicting claims. Pursuing this strategy 
allowed them to illustrate different perspectives, and one could argue also 
convey a richer and perhaps more authentic picture of the past. Being able, as 
these students were, to use their own contextual knowledge to compare and 
contrast conflicting messages from the sources and from that draw 
conclusions for what may constitute valid evidence is a valuable ability. It is 
valuable, not only from the standpoint of history education, but also for their 
opportunity to partake in society as informed citizens (Carvalho & Barca, 
2012). It will most likely increase their chances to navigate in the historical 
culture of society and make it easier for them to decode various accounts 
conveyed by popular culture, media, and authorities (Cercadillo, Chapman, & 
Lee, 2017; Seixas, 2000; Wertsch, 2000).  
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8.5. Research question 2: What Do Students 
Need to Learn in Relation to Causation to Be 
Able to Construct Accounts? 

The results for research question 2 show that it is possible to depict the ability 
to handle causation while constructing accounts as comprising of five partly 
interdependent dimensions. These are again “unpacked” in the following 
sections using the identified critical aspects, a selection of student extracts and 
previous research:  

1. Epistemological understanding 

2. Contextual knowledge 

3. Temporal frameworks 

4. Interrelationships and relative significance 

5. Actors and societal structures 

The first dimension is yet again of an epistemological nature and involves the 
necessity that students discern that the occurrence of past events must be 
explained in terms of causes. Due to its nature, it is argued here that such an 
understanding is essential, not only in relation to causation, but also for the 
ability to understand the nature of accounts and thus history as a subject. Such 
an understanding is also intimately linked to the second dimension, namely 
that students have access to enough contextual knowledge in relation to the 
enquiry at hand, as causal claims need to be backed by evidence. The 
dimensions that follow are also entwined, but they rather concern with what 
quality students can undertake causal argumentation when constructing 
accounts. The first of these relates to the need that students must encompass a 
temporal framework and discern that the occurrence of specific events usually 
cannot be explained solely by causes temporally close to these events. The 
following concerns the interrelationship between causes and their relative 
significance, where students need to discern that causes which have led to the 
occurrence of a specific event most often are diverse, composite in nature and 
of differing importance. In relation to the last dimension, students need to see 
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that the occurrence of such events usually involves the interaction between 
historical actors and existing societal structures. See also Figure 8 below: 

 

Epistemological Understanding 

Just as previously shown in relation to evidence and historical empathy, it is 
argued here that holding an epistemological understanding for the nature of 
history is the first and fundamental dimension that students need to encompass 
for them to be able to handle causation with quality while constructing 
accounts. During the analysis of the assignments, it became evident that some 
students held the conception (student category A) that the scramble for Africa 
was in no need of any explicit explanation (Nersäter, 2018, pp. 81-82). The 
students whose conceptions fell into this category regarded it as an event that 
just naturally occurred, and which needed no explanation in terms of causes. 
A related conception was held by those who indeed identified some necessary 
conditions that made these events possible, such as Europe’s industrialization, 
but made no linkage between such background conditions and the potential 
causes that might explain why the scramble occurred. The nature of these 

The ability to 
handle causation 

while constructing 
accounts 

Epistemological understanding 

Contextual knowledge 

Temporal frameworks

Interrelationships and relative 
significance 

Actors and societal structures

Figure 8. What do students need to learn in relation to causation to be able to 
construct accounts? 
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conceptions led to the identification of (C.A.1), that students need to discern 
that “… the scramble had causes” (Nersäter, 2018, p. 85). Similar phenomena 
have been identified in previous research. Lee and Shemilt (2009) argue that 
students who hold conceptions similar to those identified here view potential 
causes just as real as actual events. If an event de facto has occurred, they do 
not consider it in need of a causal explanation, because the event itself 
constitutes an explanation. A hypothesis put forward here is that if students 
hold conceptions as those identified within category A, they are not likely to 
make a clear distinction between the past and what constitutes history as a 
subject.37 That this might be the case is supported by earlier findings. Within 
the framework of SHP, Shemilt (1983; 1987) identified conceptions where 
students who saw no need to explain change or causes as to why events have 
occurred, also considered history to be an exact representation of the past. 
Later findings for individual second-order concepts echo the same 
conclusions, for accounts, see Lee and Shemilt (2004), for evidence, see Lee 
and Shemilt (2003).  

A reasonable conclusion that can be drawn from the results in LS1, and thus 
also supported by previous research, is that it is a basic precondition that 
students need to discern that past events and processes of change de facto had 
causes. Associated with such an epistemological understanding is that they 
need to see that such events not necessarily would have had to occur, that a 
past course of events which has led us to the present is by no means a one-
way deterministic chain.  

 

 

 

 

 

37 While stating this, it is worth noting that these interventions were not specifically 
designed to explore how students perceive the difference between history as a subject 
and the past. 
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Contextual Knowledge 

The second dimension linked to students’ ability to handle causation with 
quality revolves around the need to have access to contextual knowledge and 
being able to use that knowledge. The results from LS1 illustrate that it is not 
enough for students to discern that past events occurred due to specific causes 
for them to be able to handle this concept satisfactorily. The analysis of their 
responses gave examples of conceptions where students argued that the 
scramble surely had causes, but they did not put forward any evidence to back 
up these claims, neither in the form of their own contextual knowledge, nor 
by using any references from the sources or combining the two. From this we 
can conclude that students need to discern that “… claims for what caused the 
scramble need support from evidence” (C.A.2) (Nersäter, 2018, p. 85), 
because otherwise their accounts will consist of unwarranted opinions. Yet, 
even if students discern this necessity, it will not help them if they do not have 
access to such knowledge. Thus, a qualitative history education must ensure 
that students are provided with enough contextual knowledge so that they are 
given the chance to use the concept of causation in combination with such 
knowledge when undertaking enquiry. This necessity applies regardless if 
they are expected to construct an account with or without accompanying 
historical sources (see research question 1). When summarizing the results for 
these first two dimensions, it is argued that epistemological understanding and 
contextual knowledge put together are basic prerequisites that students need 
to encompass to handle causation while constructing accounts. Put differently, 
they need to discern that past events occurred due to causes, these events did 
not necessarily have to occur the way they did and many different directions 
leading up to the present have been possible (C.A.1). Secondly, when 
undertaking causal argumentation, they need to discern the need to back their 
claims with evidence (C.A.2). But, as we will see below, the requirements of 
undertaking qualitative causal argumentation go beyond this.  

Temporal Frameworks  

Another important dimension linked to the ability to handle causation with 
quality is that students need access to a temporal framework and that they can 
navigate within it. Looking at historical accounts that involve causation, these 
can be structured in different ways, partly depending on the nature of the 
historical phenomenon under study, partly due to the nature of the enquiry. 
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Sometimes they will take a thematic shape, and sometimes they have a 
chronological structure (Megill, 2007). Regardless of form, it lies in the very 
nature of history that events and processes of change reported in various types 
of accounts hold a temporal dimension. From this follows that potential 
causes, their meaning, relative significance, and interrelationships also are tied 
to this temporal dimension. If deciding that a past phenomenon is best 
explained by placing matters of chronology at the forefront, a frequent way of 
organizing the temporal framework of an explanatory account is to structure 
it according to long-term causes, short-term causes, and triggers (Chapman, 
2003). Briefly, short-term causes are those causes emphasized as significant 
and which lie temporally close to the occurrence of an event. But it is seldom 
enough to try to explain events solely based on short-term causes. Frequently 
it is necessary to make use of potential long-term causes that stretch further 
back in time. Historians will often argue though, that these categories of 
potential causes alone, or the two in interaction, are not sufficient in 
themselves to explain why a specific event occurred at a particular time and 
place. The existence of long-term and short-term causes put together could 
mean that the necessary conditions are ripe for an event to occur, but often a 
trigger is deemed necessary. A classic example often used to illustrate this is 
the historiographical debate over what caused the outbreak of the First World 
War. During the decades leading up to its outbreak, tensions between the 
European great powers steadily rose, partly due to fierce economic 
competition and a rivalry over colonial possessions. In the years before 1914, 
these tensions in turn led to an arms race and the formation of alliances that 
involved mutual defense guarantees. While the political climate was tense due 
to these causes, the assassination of archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife 
Sophie in Sarajevo 1914 was the actual trigger that brought these long term- 
and short-term causes in motion (Hobsbawm, 1987). 

Turning to LS1, where the enquiry addressed potential causes for the scramble 
of Africa, such explanatory accounts could make use of either a chronological 
or thematic framework as organizing principle. If we focus on the temporal 
approach first, the analysis of the assignments showed that most students held 
the conception that the scramble could be explained solely on the basis of 
short-term causes, temporally close to the occurrence of these events 
(categories A, B, C) (Nersäter, 2018, pp. 81-83). Students who held such 
conceptions did not include any claims related to potential long-term causes 
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or triggers. Regarding potential long-term causes that might explain the 
scramble, such can be traced back to the opening of overseas trade routes and 
the capitalistic system that spread in the wake of the Age of Discovery and 
which eventually proved to have a crucial impact on European actions vis-à-
vis Africa. Turning to potential triggers there are a few candidates. One is the 
British decision to annex Egypt in 1882 to protect their ownership of the Suez 
Canal. Another is Otto von Bismarck’s decision to convene the Berlin 
Conference in 1884, aiming to avoid a potential war by negotiating a tidy 
division of Africa between the Great Powers (Fergusson, 2003).38 These are 
all examples of potential evidence possible to use when discussing probable 
long-term causes and eventual triggers for the scramble. Relatively few 
students held conceptions (except for student category D), where they allowed 
their explanations to include such categories of causes which led to the 
identification of (C.A.3), namely that students need to discern that “… the 
scramble had both long-term and short-term causes” (Nersäter, 2018, p. 85).  

The analysis of the assignments also showed that some students held 
conceptions (categories A, B), where the likely causes to the scramble were 
mixed up with consequences that can be argued to have followed in its wake 
(Nersäter, 2018, pp. 81-82). The nature of these conceptions led to the 
identification of (C.A.4), namely that students need to discern “… the 
chronological structure relating to the scramble not to confuse causes and 
consequences” (Nersäter, 2018, p. 85). From the results it can be concluded 
that if students do not possess a temporal framework for the enquiry at hand, 
or encounter problems to navigate within it, they will most likely find it hard 

 

 

 

 

 

38 From a historiographical perspective, it is not necessarily as obvious to use the term 
triggers in relation to what caused the scramble in comparison to what caused the 
outbreak of WWI. The scramble could also be described as a gradual process, without 
any explicit triggers, but one that occurred over a relatively short period of time. 
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to discern what may constitute plausible causes and consequences for an 
event. Further, if they additionally are expected to construct accounts on the 
basis of this enquiry, regardless if doing so solely based on their own 
contextual knowledge, or combining this knowledge with accompanying 
historical sources, they risk the danger of confusing the chronology in their 
accounts. This in turn will affect the logic for what constitutes plausible causes 
and consequences. For findings pointing in similar direction, see also Barton 
and Levstik (2008).  

Interrelationships and Relative Significance 

A feasible and trustworthy explanation as to why a specific event occurred in 
the past presupposes that several probable causes are identified (Seixas & 
Morton, 2013; Stoel, Van Drie, & Van Boxtel, 2015). Further, various causes 
will have different degree of explanatory power depending on among other 
things the nature of the historical phenomenon under study and applied time 
scales and parameters (Cercadillo, Chapman, & Lee, 2017; Lee & Shemilt, 
2004). If we decide to structure an explanatory account by using a thematic 
approach probable causes might for instance involve economy, politics, 
ideology, social values. When analysing the assignments and trying to identify 
themes of this nature, it was found that many students held the conception that 
the scramble was possible to explain solely on the basis of one or two causes 
of materialistic character and where no distinction was made in relation to 
their relative significance (category B). This phenomenon is illustrated by the 
following extract taken from the assignments and which is solely focused on 
causes of materialistic nature: 

About 1870- 1880’s large deposits of natural resources were found 
in Africa, diamonds, iron ore, gold, exotic timber and much more. All 
this created a great boom for a colonization of Africa (Nersäter, 2018, 
p. 82). 

Such conceptions led to the identification of (C.A.5), namely that students 
need to discern that “… the scramble had composite causes of differing 
importance” (Nersäter, 2018, pp. 85-86). Many students that held similar 
conceptions argued that in the latter decades of the 19th century, European 
states and large companies were eager to obtain natural resources and/or 
secure deployment markets for manufactured goods. Whilst such materialistic 
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causes surely are plausible and indeed contributed to the scramble occurring, 
the causes that led to these events were more complex and entwined and 
cannot be explained merely by economic matters. During the decades when 
the scramble occurred, European mentalities and belief systems were heavily 
influenced by nationalism, social Darwinism, and an eagerness to implement 
Christian mission. Such ideas were contributing causes, and not least used as 
means to justify the actions undertaken by the colonizing states (Darwin, 
2008; Fergusson, 2003). A qualitative explanation as to why Africa was 
colonized so rapidly and, in that manner, therefore must include causes of 
idealistic nature which are weighed against the materialistic causes described 
above. That students discern that causes which contributed to past events and 
processes of change are entwined, and that their significance is not fixated, 
must be regarded an important dimension for them to be able to handle 
causation with quality. For other research which have identified similar 
challenges when students are expected to undertake causal argumentation in 
connection to other subject matter, see also Voss et al (1994).   

Actors and Societal Structures 

Turning to the last dimension that the results show that students need to learn 
in relation to causation, it revolves around the interaction between historical 
actors and societal structures. When historians seek to explain why a past 
event occurred, they often combine the potential significance of actions 
undertaken by individual actors or groups of actors with an investigation into 
the societal structure that characterized the society in which these actors lived 
(Evans, 1997). Previous history didactical research has shown that students 
tend to place their focus on historical actors when trying to explain why a 
specific event has occurred, but less often, they consider the significance of 
societal structures in their explanations (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; 
Halldén, 1997; 1998; Lee & Shemilt, 2009). Findings here, however, point in 
a slightly different direction. 

To demonstrate this, we must return to the historical context focused under 
LS1. Looking at the societal structure that characterized this context, the latter 
decades of the 19th century was a period when Europe underwent an 
industrialization process which transformed its societal fabric and gave birth 
to new needs as well as opportunities (Hobsbawm, 1987; Munkler, 2007). 
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Meanwhile, the Great Powers were locked into a power struggle for global 
influence which found one expression in the competition for colonies. There 
was also a widespread belief that Western civilization was superior and that it 
was a just thing to spread its values by various means (Darwin, 2008; 
Fergusson, 2003). It was within this context that influential actors such as 
King Leopold, Otto von Bismarck, Cecil Rhodes, but also missionary groups 
and big companies operated and influenced events (Hobsbawm, 1987). Many 
students did not present any claims regarding the potential significance of how 
existing societal structures might have contributed to the scramble (categories 
A, B). However, it was even more frequent that historical actors were absent 
in their responses (categories A, B, C), leading to the identification of (C.A.6), 
“… that the scramble was caused by interaction between societal structures 
and the actions from historical actors” (Nersäter, 2018, p. 86). Only 
conceptions stemming from category D contained explicit evidence that was 
related to such actors (Nersäter, 2018, pp. 83-84). Holding such conceptions, 
these students argued that such actors acted as agents within the societal 
structure and influenced events that led to the scramble. A likely explanation 
to these findings is that many students lacked knowledge of such actors. This 
hypothesis is supported by the fact that various actors appeared much more 
frequently in the post-assignments of LS1 compared to the pre-assignments 
(Nersäter, 2014). 
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9. Discussion 

9.1. The Significance of These Results 

These results derive from data generated in practical history teaching and thus 
demonstrate on empirical basis what students need to learn to be able to handle 
sources and construct accounts. They show that to undertake these actions 
with quality, it is essential that students discern certain critical aspects, which 
in turn to a large extent are linked to evidence, historical empathy, and 
causation. In the results section, these aspects have been placed in relation to 
certain dimensions. Two of these dimensions were found to be of the same 
character even if they take different expressions in relation to these concepts. 

In relation to the ability of handling historical sources, it was found that it can 
be described as consisting of five composite dimensions closely linked to 
evidence and historical empathy. The first and most essential dimension 
revolves around students encompassing an epistemological understanding of 
the nature of historical sources. In other words, they must discern that sources 
should not be regarded as unproblematic information, but must instead be 
interpreted, contextualized, and critically evaluated before used in relation to 
an enquiry.  

Findings also show that students must have a disposition to change their 
temporal and contextual perspective, while still upholding an evaluative 
approach to the sources they use. The practical execution of such actions also 
presupposes that they are offered sufficient contextual knowledge in 
connection to the enquiry and that they can use this knowledge. If students 
make use of source critical criteria to evaluate the reliability and usefulness of 
such sources, findings show that they need to discern the need to take a 
relational approach and not use the criteria in a mechanical manner. Students 
must also see that the potential usefulness of historical sources is not of static 
nature, but instead largely dependent on the questions we pose to them and 
the context in which we use them. Finally, these results also demonstrate that 
students must be able to use their contextual knowledge, and combine such 
knowledge with information extracted from sources, for them to be able to 
create evidence. 
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For causation, the epistemological dimension found, and which students must 
encompass, means that they need to discern that events and processes of 
change that have occurred in the past should be explained in terms of causes. 
Furthermore, that historical accounts and the past do not constitute the same 
thing. Just as for historical sources, findings also demonstrate that students 
need to be offered access to contextual knowledge and have an ability to use 
this knowledge, as causal reasoning needs to be backed by evidence. In a 
similar manner, they need access to a temporal framework related to the 
enquiry at hand and being able to navigate within the same framework. This 
is essential to avoid the confusion of causes and consequences and to discern 
that potential causes that might explain past events, not necessarily always are 
of short-term nature. Furthermore, for students to be able to handle causal 
reasoning with quality, it was also found that they need to see that causes that 
could explain the occurrence of past events are usually of composite nature 
and their internal significance often vary. Finally, they need to see that the 
occurrence of such events is usually driven by the interaction of historical 
actors and societal structures. 

Admittingly, earlier research has investigated students’ understanding of 
second-order concepts, and to some extent also reached conclusions that 
coincide with those stated above (see chapter 5). It is rare however, that 
research has examined what students need to learn in relation to specific 
objects of learning. Furthermore, to have mapped students’ conceptions and 
found specific critical aspects for what they need to learn in relation to 
evidence, historical empathy, and causation. Nor is it common that students’ 
conceptions have been used as an explicit point of departure in the design and 
implementation of teaching instructions as done in this thesis. It is also of 
value that these findings are based on data that stems from classroom 
interventions carried out in collaboration with practicing teachers. The results 
have emerged in an iterative process that includes teachers’ tacit knowledge, 
something which in turn opens the possibility of in-depth and refined 
understanding of what students need to learn and which may also be of 
relevance for practice. Being a researcher and meanwhile actively 
participating in interventions as done here could also be considered a strength, 
as the insider perspective opens the prospect to attain a deeper understanding 
of what students need to learn (see Carlgren 2012).  
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There are, however, also risks associated with intervention research. In 
relation to LS, one potential dilemma is linked to the ability of defining an 
object of learning. If it is extensive and poorly defined, and this could pose 
challenges both in respect to planning, and implementation, but also in the 
subsequent analysis of data. In relation to the two objects of learning explored 
here, this risk mainly concerned LS1 as it revolved around two indirect objects 
of learning (causal reasoning and handling of historical sources). The 
assessment, nevertheless, is that it was possible to define and delimit the object 
of learning (see methods section). Another potential dilemma is that LS 
generates large amounts of data. This could be a challenge, as the iterative 
process requires that such data are analysed with relative haste to enable for 
revisions in the forthcoming cycles. Together, these factors could mean that 
relevant changes of a particular lesson-design are not discovered until the 
intervention is over and when the in-depth analysis is undertaken. Another 
risk that LS shares with other collaborative and interventionist methods is that 
it could be hard for a researcher to uphold a distance to generated data while 
being an active participant in the process. Meanwhile, LS also holds specific 
means to address this dilemma by the process of repeated analysis that follows 
the completion of the interventions (see methods section).  

Besides using LS to generate data, this thesis is also founded on specific 
theoretical assumptions. It is argued that these choices have not influenced the 
results in a direction that is not consistent with data. An argument that supports 
this claim is that the findings in some respect show commonalities with earlier 
research undertaken in other contexts and where other methods and theories 
have been used. Examples of such research are the progression models 
stemming from the SHP- and CHATA-projects (see chapter 5). However, 
there exists some differences between these models and the findings here. 
Firstly, the progression models predominantly illustrate students’ 
understanding of second-order concepts from a generic and context-free 
perspective, while these results are shown in relation to specific subject 
matter. Secondly and more important, the progression models illustrate how 
students’ understanding tends to evolve but are not specifically focused on 
teaching instructions. In contrast to these models, it is argued that the critical 
aspects could constitute an explicit basis for the design of enquiry- and source-
based instructions when implemented within a specific didactical framework 
(Nersäter, 2020). 
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9.1.1.  The Possibility of Generalizing to Other Contexts 

Regarding the possibility of generalization, it is true that the interventions that 
form the basis for these findings can be considered experiments as the research 
design was based on specific theoretical assumptions. Still, in a classroom 
context, there are many variables that cannot be fully controlled or replicated 
(Shavelson, Phillips, Towne, & Feuer, 2003). These interventions have been 
undertaken in a specific context (school, teachers, and student groups), 
meaning that the research-design and its implementation is unique in relation 
to this context. That means that the conceptions found amongst the 
participating students not necessarily would prove identical with conceptions 
that students in other educational settings hold. It also follows that the 
identified aspects would not necessarily prove to be critical in another group 
of students as they might already encompass these abilities. In that sense, these 
results are not directly generalizable to another context. It is nevertheless 
possible to draw parallels to other educational settings, as they demonstrate 
what students need to learn to develop a specific knowledge (Marton & 
Runesson, 2014). This can be exemplified in relation to the identified critical 
aspects. They can be regarded generalizable as they show what students, no 
matter of educational context, need to discern to be able to handle historical 
sources and construct explanatory accounts. This implies that the results can 
exceed their original context and illustrate what students need to learn, and 
how instructions can be designed to facilitate such learning. Previous research 
has also shown that it is possible to transfer LS-findings to other contexts 
(Runesson & Gustavsson, 2012; Runesson, Lövström, & Hellquist, 2018). It 
is important though to recontextualize such results. They should be regarded 
as analytical and theoretical generalizations rather than statistical (Carlgren, 
2017, pp. 180-181. 185). From that follows that it is important to document 
LS-research in a manner so that the findings can be tested as hypotheses in 
other contexts based on patterns rather than as context-free generalizations 
(see Larsson, 2009). 

It could be assumed nevertheless that these aspects very likely would appear 
critical amongst students in another educational setting. An argument that 
supports this claim is that the findings show commonalities with previous 
history didactical research (see chapter 5 and 8). Looking specifically at 
causation, the assessment is that there is a high probability that the conceptions 
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that were identified would show commonalities with conceptions found 
amongst other groups of students. Thus, it is suggested that the critical aspects 
can be used as a point of departure for teaching instructions in other 
educational settings. This prediction is based on the fact that previous research 
has found similar conceptions related to evidence and historical empathy 
which correspond to the aspects and dimensions described in this thesis (Lee 
& Shemilt, 2009; Shemilt, 1983; 1987). It is predicted however, that for 
causation, the chosen subject matter will most likely play a greater role than 
for the concepts of evidence and historical empathy. This is because the 
necessary components involved in a qualitative explanatory account will 
fluctuate depending on the enquiry at stake. To exemplify, an account that 
depicts probable causes to the scramble for Africa will presuppose different 
components than an enquiry into the potential causes that might explain the 
actions undertaken by an individual historical actor. 

Regarding evidence and historical empathy, it is most likely great probabilities 
that these findings would show commonalities if they were compared with 
other groups of students and in relation to other subject matter. This claim is 
partly based on the fact that the conceptions found here show resemblances 
with previous research (see for example Lee & Shemilt, 2003; 2011; Van 
Sledright & Afflerbach, 2005). Further, if one stops to reflect what students 
need to learn in relation to these concepts from a disciplinary viewpoint, it can 
be argued that the identified dimensions and aspects are of a rather generic 
nature and applicable regardless of the chosen historical context. To 
exemplify, it is fair to assume that students need to discern that historical 
sources should not be approached solely as unproblematic information. 
Furthermore, that they must alter their temporal and contextual perspective 
while still upholding a critical stance. That said, they must obviously have the 
disposition to adjust their perspectives and the questions they pose depending 
on the enquiry, context, and sources at hand. Lastly, but not least important, 
these findings have shown that students need to possess enough contextual 
knowledge in relation to the subject matter under enquiry. Surely, the nature 
of what kind of contextual knowledge that will be required will differ 
depending on the enquiry, but the very need of possessing such knowledge 
must be considered of generic nature. 
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9.2. Practicing Enquiry- and Source-Based 
History 

It has been argued here that enquiry- and source-based practices framed 
around second-order concepts could open the prospects to develop not only 
students’ historical thinking, but also their narrative competence, while 
simultaneously attending to societal needs of collective memories (see chapter 
2). To specify how such practices could be capable of fulfilling these demands, 
it is appropriate to again return to Rüsen’s subcategories of content, form, and 
function (2005). 

In relation to content, such practices could meet both demands of collective 
memories and those of temporal orientation. Findings here have shown that it 
is vital that instruction provides students with enough contextual knowledge 
before they could be expected to undertake qualitative source-based enquiry 
(Nersäter, 2019). When choosing the specific content for such a course, it is 
obviously possible to do this selection in a manner so that its different units 
contribute to societal demands of collective memories. Meanwhile, as each of 
these units are framed by an overarching enquiry, this opens a possibility to 
problematize the selected content, address different perspectives and make 
connections between the past and the present in relation to matters considered 
of contemporary significance and thus also develop students’ temporal 
orientation.  

In relation to the category of form, second-order concepts of procedural 
nature, such as causation and consequences, can be used to frame the enquiry 
of the different units. Regarding evidence, and historical empathy, which are 
concepts of a strategic nature, they can be used as subject-specific tools for 
students’ source work. Such practices, where students are expected to 
undertake interpretations, weigh arguments, draw conclusions and 
deconstruct/construct accounts provide an opportunity to develop their 
historical thinking. Such abilities in turn could make them better prepared for 
active and informed participation in society and its historical culture (Barton 
& Levstik, 2004; Cooper & Chapman, 2009). Meanwhile, one should not 
underestimate the risk that units framed by enquiry risk affecting students’ 
understanding regarding the long patterns of history, as teachers could find it 
difficult to link the different units together. Students might thus lose the 
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opportunity to develop a coherent chronological framework for purposes of 
temporal orientation (Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005). A strategy to handle such 
potential risks is to make use of frameworks and return to these with regularity 
during a course. Such frameworks could address lasting human dilemmas 
applicable during different time periods, like power relations, modes of 
production, cultural and religious beliefs. These dilemmas could in turn be 
linked to concepts such as continuity and change (Lee & Howson, 2009; 
Shemilt, 2009). 

Looking at the category of function, we can conclude that it is an essential 
human need to search for existential meaning by posing questions to the past. 
Researchers close to the historical consciousness tradition emphasize that such 
questions must be perceived as meaningful for those needs to be met. The 
historical thinking tradition has sometimes been criticized to place too much 
emphasis on the genetic aspects of history education,39 at the expense of 
meaning-making dimensions.40 With reservation for the potential limitations 
that the requirements of a specific syllabus may entail, it is argued that 
enquiry- and source-based practices built around second-order concepts could 

 

 

 

 

 

39 Traditionally, the discipline, but also history as a school subject, has been 
characterized by so-called genetic history. Here, focus is predominantly placed on 
causal connections and consequences linked to chronologically ordered patterns of 
development. Meanwhile, individuals also have a need to use history in relation to 
their life world, striving for answers that could satisfy present needs and attempting 
to orientate themselves in relation to future scenarios. This latter dimension is often 
referred to as genealogical history, see Karlsson (2014). 
40 Jensen (1997) argues that history education often tends to ignore or downplay these 
genealogical dimensions and thereby the opportunity to relate to students’ life world, 
being too focused on the past and disciplinary practices. See also Johansson (2019). 
For a related critique which addresses the historical thinking tradition and the 
Historical Thinking Concepts specifically, see Thorp and Persson (2020). 
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handle both demands of temporal orientation and such genealogical 
dimensions. In relation to temporal orientation, an enquiry could for example 
address matters that relate to continuity and change. These concepts enable 
students to study connections between the past and the present and highlight 
differences and similarities regarding people’s living conditions over time. 
Another example is significance. As illustrated in the research overview, this 
concept has been conceptualized from both past and contemporary 
perspectives. Enquiry framed around significance could thus provide an 
opportunity to study questions that students could find meaningful from both 
perspectives, and which they could relate to in connection to their life world. 

9.2.1. Implications for Teaching 

Even if we conclude that enquiry- and source-based practices could fulfil the 
requirements we expect of a qualitative history education, the question of what 
students need to learn in relation to such practices is still crucial. These results 
contribute with knowledge that can be placed in relation to previous research 
in the field of history didactics. The following sections outline potential 
teaching strategies connected to historical sources and explanatory accounts 
based on what was found that students need to learn. These suggestions are 
elaborated using the critical aspects and the dimensions described in the 
results section. 

Teaching Students to Handle Historical Sources  
Findings showed that a first basic requirement is that teaching instructions 
could provide students with an epistemological understanding for the nature 
of historical sources. It was found to be a common practice for the 
participating students to relate to sources as information, which they without 
scrutiny could use as basis for their argumentation. Teaching must thus give 
students an opportunity to discern that it is necessary to interpret, 
contextualize and evaluate the sources they use (C.A.1) (Nersäter, 2019). An 
instructional strategy which proved successful to achieve this end was when 
the teachers explicitly asked the students why and when it is necessary to 
approach sources from a critical standpoint. While posing these questions, the 
teachers contrasted sources of different nature and addressed different values 
that related to their origin, why they had been created, and what perspectives 
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they conveyed. In relation to this strategy, it is suggested that it will be easier 
for students to discern this epistemological dimension if one of the sources 
used as contrast, demonstrates an explicit bias in relation to the enquiry 
(Nersäter, 2020). 

Students must also discern the need to be ready to alter their temporal and 
contextual perspective while still upholding a critical stance to the sources 
under enquiry (C.A.2, C.A.3) (Nersäter, 2019). Put differently, they need to 
see that messages conveyed by various actors often are linked to values and 
mentalities that might be very different from their own. Thus, they need to 
discern that such messages cannot be interpreted and understood solely in 
relation to their current frame of reference. An instructional strategy pursued 
to achieve this end was to contrast two sources which addressed the same 
historical phenomenon, but purposely “bracket” the surrounding context for 
one of them with the result that the message of the two sources differed 
(Nersäter, 2020). The results also indicate that students might be less inclined 
to alter perspective and still maintain a critical disposition, if the enquiry and 
sources address a context that they perceive as sensitive and emotional. In 
such cases, it is suggested that it could be even more important to emphasize 
the need to combine an empathetic, yet critical attitude to the sources under 
enquiry (Nersäter, 2019).  

Even if students have discerned these aspects, it remains for them to be able 
to perform these actions while pursuing source-based enquiry. The results 
illustrate that to undertake such actions with quality, they need access to 
enough contextual knowledge and an ability to use it (Nersäter, 2019). No 
doubt, it is essential that they hold an epistemological understanding for the 
nature of historical sources and are ready to alter their perspective. Students, 
however, will most likely still encounter problems to read between the lines 
and identify underlying messages if not provided with a contextual framework 
that relate to the enquiry. Further, even if they possess such knowledge, it 
could still be hard for them to pose the kind of evaluative and interpretive 
questions that allow sub texts and potential hidden agendas to emerge from 
sources (Nersäter, 2019). In relation to this finding, an instructional strategy 
that proved successful was to allow the students to use templates whose design 
was informed by the identified critical aspects (Nersäter, 2020). 
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Many students made use of source-critical criteria in their source work. It was 
found to be common amongst them to adopt a mechanical approach to these 
criteria. This was expressed in the fact that they did not discern that the 
importance of individual criteria will vary depending on the chosen sources, 
enquiry, and context at stake (C.A.4) (Nersäter, 2019). They often evaluated 
the reliability of individual sources but did not contemplate on their potential 
usability in relation to the enquiry at hand. Many also held the conception that 
the usability of sources is something static and dependent on the amount of 
information they could convey, and that sources showing potential bias are 
inappropriate to use (C.A5) (Nersäter, 2019).  

If these results coincide with how upper secondary students in general tend to 
understand and relate to historical sources, traditional instructional strategies 
pursued in Swedish schools are problematic. Up until the present syllabus, the 
approach to historical sources in curricular documents has been based on a 
Rankean empiricist tradition, closely tied to source criticism (Rosenlund, 
2015). This tradition has had a deep impact on instructional strategies and 
contributed to students’ encountering with sources mainly have revolved 
around source-critical criteria. It is therefore suggested that teaching strategies 
in relation to historical sources could benefit from incorporating interpretive 
tools associated with evidence and historical empathy as complement to these 
criteria. Such tools could come in the shape of scaffolding templates that ask 
students to contemplate on the origin, purpose, and perspectives of sources. 
Questions of this interpretive nature could function as guidance before they 
are asked to assess their value and limitations in relation to an enquiry 
(Nersäter, 2020).  

Another implication from these findings relates to the typical design of 
Swedish textbooks. It is a common practice amongst teachers to frame their 
instructions around one specific textbook. Obviously, such practices in 
themselves do not necessarily have to constitute an obstacle for students’ 
chances to develop their ability to handle historical sources. There 
nevertheless exists such a risk as the content of these books not always 
illustrates different perspectives and interpretations, but instead tend to come 
across as fixed accounts. Certain passages could indeed include source tasks, 
but they frequently ask students to evaluate the reliability of individual sources 
using source critical criteria. These tasks are not always integrated in a context 



 

 138   

 

where students are expected to judge the potential value and limitations of 
sources in relation to an enquiry. If instructional strategies and textbooks 
instead would be organized so that students instead are offered to relate to 
sources in a context framed by enquiry, they would most likely have greater 
prospects to develop their ability to take a relational approach to source-
criticism and combine their contextual knowledge with sources to construct 
evidence, see also (C.A.6) (Nersäter, 2019). In conclusion, findings here 
indicate that source work in upper secondary school could benefit from 
implementing instructional strategies associated with enquiry and source-
based practices. Such strategies will likely have greater prospects to enhance 
students’ ability to handle sources than context independent tasks solely 
focused on source-critical criteria. 

Teaching Students to Handle Causation 

What students need to learn to construct qualitative explanatory accounts in 
part demonstrates great commonalities with what they need to learn in relation 
to historical sources. Again, it was found that teaching need to convey an 
epistemological understanding for the characteristics of historical accounts, 
the elements they require and what distinguishes them from the past.  

Many students held the conception that the scramble for Africa was a given 
course of events which needed no explanation in terms of causes (Nersäter, 
2018). An important implication that follows is that instruction must allow 
students the chance to discern that different types of events that have occurred 
in the past did so due to specific causes (C.A.1) (Nersäter, 2018). It is fair to 
assume that instructional strategies that point to alternative interpretations as 
to why an event has occurred, point to different perspectives, and do not give 
students the impression that their occurrence corresponds to a fixed narrative, 
have good prospects to challenge such conceptions. In the interventions, this 
approach was implemented by contrasting different interpretations. In 
connection to these, dialogues were held where the students were asked to 
present evidential claims that could support each of these interpretations 
(Nersäter, 2014; 2020).  In relation to the dimension that refers to the need 
that students have access to contextual knowledge, there are also great 
commonalities with was found that they need to learn to handle historical 
sources. Most students held the conception that the scramble occurred due to 
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causes, but some did not present any evidential claims to support their 
argumentation (C.A.2) (Nersäter, 2018). An instructional conclusion that 
follows is that teaching must offer them a contextual framework in relation to 
the enquiry at hand. In the interventions, such a framework was provided 
through introductory lectures and text-booklets which also held supportive 
templates. The design of these were informed by the identified critical aspects. 
Differently put, what had been found that they needed to learn (Nersäter, 2014; 
2020).   

Many students held the conception that short-term causes alone were 
sufficient to explain why the scramble occurred. Few of them were able to 
present any claims related to long-term causes and potential triggers (C.A.3) 
(Nersäter, 2018). To give them the chance to discern that qualitative causal 
reasoning often requires claims of long-term nature as well, it is possible to 
contrast long-term and short-term causes. In the intervention, the teachers 
pursued this strategy. Firstly, they encouraged their students to present claims 
linked to potential long-term and short-term causes respectively. Secondly, 
they combined these causes to illustrate that causes that could explain an event 
most often are interrelated and of relative significance (Nersäter, 2014).   

It was also found that some students held the conception that certain 
consequences that must be regarded as consequences following in the wake of 
the scramble, for them appeared to be causes why it occurred (C.A.4) 
(Nersäter, 2018). From an instructional standpoint this implies that in addition 
to providing students access to enough contextual knowledge, teaching must 
also offer them a temporal framework that places the enquiry into a larger 
context. In the interventions, this was provided by the inclusion of timelines 
in the text-booklets and which the teachers referred to during lectures and 
dialogues (Nersäter, 2014; 2020).   

Another frequent conception was that the scramble could be explained solely 
using causes of materialistic nature. Comparatively few students discerned 
that a qualitative causal account of these events also requires evidential claims 
linked to causes of idealistic nature, such as prevailing belief systems and 
mentalities (C.A.5) (Nersäter, 2018). From an instructional viewpoint, it is 
thus possible to conclude that it is important to allow students the opportunity 
to see that materialistic and idealistic causes are not mutually exclusive. Both 
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types are instead often necessary, entwined, and useful together in an 
explanatory account. In the interventions, the teachers applied this strategy by 
contrasting different interpretations which included claims related to causes 
of both materialistic and idealistic nature (Nersäter, 2014; 2020). 

Previous research has shown that students do not always consider the 
importance of societal structures while pursuing causal reasoning (Ashby, 
Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Halldén, 1997; 1998; Lee & Shemilt, 2009). Results 
here coincide with these findings, but also demonstrate that many students did 
not discern the importance of considering the importance of actions 
undertaken by historical actors, and their interaction with the societal structure 
(C.A.6) (Nersäter, 2018).  This finding signifies that it is important for 
instruction to emphasize the interdependence that exists between societal 
structures and historical actors (see also Lilliestam, 2013). In the 
interventions, this strategy was pursued by different means. Firstly, the 
various sources in the source-booklets allowed the students to study the aims 
and actions undertaken by various actors and connect these to the wider 
context of late 19th century capitalism and great power politics. Secondly, in 
the introductory lectures, text-booklets and dialogues, the actions undertaken 
by different actors were contrasted against the societal structure of the period 
(Nersäter, 2014).  
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9.3. Future Research 

Although this thesis has contributed with knowledge regarding what students 
need to learn in relation to specific second-order concepts for them to be able 
to handle historical sources and construct accounts, there is still need for 
continued research in relation to these findings. As an example, it would be 
worthwhile to explore if and to what extent, the various dimensions and 
aspects identified for causation would emerge as critical when students are 
asked to undertake enquiry framed around other second-order concepts, such 
as consequences, or continuity and change. Such future research would be 
particularly interesting to carry out in relation to the aspects and dimensions 
that were found to be of epistemological nature in search of commonalities. 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to explore what students may need to 
learn to handle historical sources and construct/deconstruct accounts when the 
enquiry and historical sources are framed around different subject matter. That 
kind of research has the potential to confirm if, and to what extent, findings 
here would show commonalities when executed in another research context 
and in relation to other second-order concepts and subject matter.  

A third potential track relates to the design dimension of this thesis and the 
various types of scaffolding templates used in the interventions. It would be 
interesting to explore how templates of this and similar nature could be 
designed and implemented based on critical aspects when the enquiry and 
sources relate to other second-order concepts and subject matter. Lastly, 
another potential direction could be to examine students’ conceptions of 
various first-order concepts in the shape of colligations and content concepts. 
In such a research context, the aim could then be to identify critical aspects in 
relation to these concepts and use these as the point of departure for a 
didactical design. 
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10. Swedish Summary 

I denna avhandling utforskas vad elever behöver lära i relation till specifika 
tolkningsbegrepp för att de ska kunna hantera historiska källor och konstruera 
redogörelser. Resultaten bygger på data som har samlats in i två 
interventionsstudier genomförda i en svensk gymnasieskola. Interventionerna 
utformades som fråge- och källbaserade moment och var inramade av 
tolkningsbegreppen historiska belägg, historisk empati och 
orsaksresonemang. Den första interventionen behandlade orsakerna till 
kapplöpningen om Afrika och den andra rörde avkolonialisering och 
konflikter i Rhodesia (dagens Zimbabwe). Avhandlingens historiedidaktiska 
ramverk utgår från historiskt tänkande-traditionen eftersom det främst är inom 
denna tradition som sådana begrepp och metoder har konceptualiserats i form 
av så kallade second-order concepts (Baildon & Afandi, 2018). De benämns 
här som tolkningsbegrepp och inrymmer i korthet olika typer av strategier som 
kan hjälpa elever att rikta frågor till det förflutna, tolka och värdera historiska 
källor, konstruera eller dekonstruera redogörelser (Lee, 2011).  

Forskningsintresset i denna avhandling kan motiveras på grundval av att 
tolkningsbegrepp utgör en central dimension inom historiskt tänkande och av 
att omfatta ett utvecklat historiemedvetande (Lee, 2004a). Att elever förstår 
begreppens innebörd och kan hantera dem är viktigt ur såväl individuella som 
samhälleliga perspektiv, då detta ökar deras möjligheter att verka som 
informerade samhällsmedborgare men även befrämjar upprätthållandet av en 
vital demokrati (Barton & Levstik, 2008; Carvalho & Barca, 2012; Lee, 2011; 
Seixas, 2000). Av ovanstående resonemang följer att det är en viktig uppgift 
att utforska elevers uppfattningar i relation till nämnda begrepp, vidare att ta 
hänsyn till sådana uppfattningar vid utformning och genomförande av 
historieundervisning.  

Historiedidaktisk forskning har visat att det är vanligt att undervisning 
förmedlar skildringar av händelser och förändringsprocesser i det förflutna 
som fasta redogörelser snarare än som kännetecknade av olika perspektiv och 
tolkningar (Barton & Levstik, 2008; Husbands, Kitson, & Pendry, 2003; 
Nygren, 2009; Rosenlund, 2016). Det medför en risk att elever inte ser att 
existerande samhällsstrukturer kan påverka människors livsvillkor över tid 
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och att kollektivt handlande har kraft att påverka historiska processer. Det kan 
också leda till att elever inte medvetandegörs om det förflutnas mångfald eller 
att deras nationella narrativ inte nödvändigtvis har varit en berättelse om 
ständiga framsteg (Barton & Levstik, 2001). Förhållningssättet är dessutom 
problematiskt ur ett kunskapsteoretiskt perspektiv, då det är svårt att med 
säkerhet avgöra vad som är den "bästa" historiska redogörelsen (Ashby, Lee, 
& Shemilt, 2005; Seixas, 2000; VanSledright, 2010).  

Ovanstående argumentation ska inte förstås som att alla tolkningar av det 
förflutna nödvändigtvis är lika trovärdiga, då historiska redogörelser bygger 
på belägg hämtade från historiska källor. Av det följer också att i de fall det 
existerar konkurrerande tolkningar bör den redogörelse som åstadkommer de 
mest övertygande kunskapsanspråken betraktas vara den mest trovärdiga 
tolkningen (Lee & Shemilt, 2003). En kvalitativ historieundervisning ska 
givetvis förmedla gedigen kunskap om det förflutna. Men utöver sådana 
kunskaper bör elever också erbjudas möjligheten att lära sig hur historisk 
kunskap konstrueras och tillåtas öva på de metoder som detta förutsätter. I 
avhandlingen argumenteras det för att undervisning som utgår från en fråge- 
och källbaserad praktik inramad av tolkningsbegrepp har förutsättningar att 
förbereda elever för aktivt deltagande i samhällslivet, och dessutom möjliggör 
för dem att orientera sig i dess historiekultur. I skolans styrdokument saknas 
dock vägledning för vad elever behöver lära i relation till dessa begrepp. I 
olika ämnesplaner skrivs de ofta fram som förmågor och knyts till olika typer 
av lärandemål. Sådana lärandemål är dock generella till sin karaktär och kan 
därför inte ge oss vägledning om vad elever kan behöva lära (Runesson 
Kempe, 2019).  

Inom en svensk historiedidaktisk kontext har forskning som rör elevers 
förståelse av tolkningsbegrepp varit relativt ovanlig. Det är framför allt inom 
angloamerikansk forskning som sådana studier har bedrivits (se exempelvis 
Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Seixas & Morton, 2013; VanSledright, 2010; 
Wineburg, 2001). Sådana studier visar att elevers förmåga att hantera källor 
och konstruera redogörelser är komplex och kopplad till deras förståelse av 
tolkningsbegrepp (Nokes & De La Paz, 2018, pp. 562-563). Tidigare 
forskning har ofta fokuserat på individuella dimensioner av dessa begrepp 
(Reismann & McGrew, 2018; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008), som exempelvis 
elevers förmåga att bedöma källors trovärdighet (Wineburg, 1991), eller deras 
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förståelse av individuella begrepp (Cercadillo, Chapman, & Lee, 2017). 
Relativt få studier har dock undersökt elevers uppfattningar om 
tolkningsbegrepp i relation till förmågan att hantera historiska källor och 
redogörelser, och utgått från sådana uppfattningar vid planering och 
genomförande av undervisning (Reisman & Fogo, 2016). 

10.1. Syfte och frågeställningar 

Avhandlingens huvudsyfte är att bidra med kunskap om vad elever behöver 
lära i relation till specifika tolkningsbegrepp som gör det möjligt för dem för 
att hantera historiska källor och konstruera redogörelser. Vad elever behöver 
lära i förhållande till dessa begrepp utforskas med utgångspunkt från ett 
specifikt historiskt innehåll kopplat till europeisk imperialism och 
avkolonialisering i Afrika. En ytterligare ambition är att resultaten ska bidra 
med kunskap om hur undervisningsinstruktioner som skapar vissa nödvändiga 
förutsättningar för lärande kan designas och implementeras med utgångspunkt 
från identifierade kritiska aspekter inom ett specifikt didaktiskt ramverk. 

De forskningsfrågor som står i fokus är: 

 • Vad behöver elever lära sig i relation till tolkningsbegreppen historiska 
belägg och historisk empati för att kunna hantera historiska källor?  

• Vad behöver eleverna lära sig i relation till tolkningsbegreppet 
orsaksresonemang för att kunna konstruera historiska redogörelser?  
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10.2. Lärandeteoretiskt ramverk 

Avhandlingens lärandeteoretiska ramverk utgår från variationsteorin (Marton, 
2015). Teorin utgår från antagandet att vi lär oss mer om vår omgivning 
genom att urskilja fler skillnader och nyanser (Runesson, 2017, p. 17). Ett 
annat grundläggande antagande är att lärande alltid är riktat mot något 
specifikt, vilket i en utbildningskontext motsvaras av så kallade lärandeobjekt. 
Sådana består av två delar: det direkta och indirekta lärandeobjektet. Det 
direkta är kopplat till ett specifikt innehåll, medan det indirekta rör den 
förmåga som undervisningen syftar till att utveckla. Ett lärandeobjekt kan 
därmed beskrivas som att kunna hantera specifika förmågor i relation till ett 
ämnesinnehåll (Marton & Pang, 2006). För att nå sådan förståelse måste 
elever urskilja lärandeobjektets olika aspekter (Marton, Runesson, & Tsui, 
2004; Runesson Kempe, 2019). Hur elever uppfattar ett lärandeobjekt beror 
på vilka aspekter som framträder i deras medvetande, hur dessa förhåller sig 
till varandra och blir möjliga att urskilja. För att en aspekt ska urskiljas krävs 
att den fokuseras från sitt omgivande sammanhang och synliggörs som en 
dimension av variation (Marton & Pang, 2006; Runesson, 2017).  

Variationsteorin betraktar lärande som relationellt vilket innebär att de 
kunskaper som undervisningen syftar till att utveckla undersöks ur elevens 
perspektiv. Till skillnad från tidigare nämnda lärandemål som är generella till 
sin natur, och vilka hänvisar till något som alla elever förväntas uppnå, är 
lärandeobjekt och deras tillhörande aspekter specifika. Vad som behöver läras 
undersöks i relation till den elevgrupp där de aktuella förmågorna och 
ämnesinnehållet ska behandlas. Till exempel så är de tolkningsbegrepp som 
utforskas i denna avhandling i sig komplexa och inrymmer flera dimensioner. 
Dessutom förväntas elever kunna hantera dem i förhållande till olika 
temporala och historiska kontexter. Det är därför knappast förvånande att 
olika elever kommer att urskilja olika dimensioner av dem och i olika 
utsträckning. Av detta följer också att olika elever i viss utsträckning kommer 
att behöva lära sig olika saker i relation till begreppen (Runesson Kempe, 
2019, p. 253). Vissa aspekter av ett lärandeobjekt betraktas som nödvändiga 
för att utveckla ett visst kunnande och har eleverna inte urskilt dem betraktas 
de som kritiska (Marton, 2015). Sådana aspekter är möjliga att identifiera 
genom en sammansatt analys som utgår från ämnesspecifika krav, lärares 
erfarenhet och de uppfattningar som identifierats inom en specifik elevgrupp 
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(Pang & Ki, 2016). För att beskriva hur de variationsteoretiska begreppen 
uppfattning, lärandeobjekt och kritiska aspekter förhåller sig till varandra och 
hur dessa har använts vid analys av data kan det vara lämpligt att exemplifiera 
med utgångspunkt från en av avhandlingens forskningsfrågor. Exemplet i 
fråga rör vad elever behöver lära i relation till historiska belägg och historisk 
empati för att kunna hantera historiska källor. Ur ett variationsteoretiskt 
perspektiv ses elevers uppfattningar som avgörande för vilka aspekter de 
urskiljer i relation till ett lärandeobjekt. Anta nu att det visar sig att elever är 
av uppfattningen att det är rimligt att förhålla sig till historiska källor knutna 
till kapplöpningen om Afrika som oproblematisk information. Av det följer 
att dessa elever ännu inte har urskilt att sådana källor behöver tolkas, 
kontextualiseras och värderas som möjliga belägg innan de används i relation 
till en frågeställning. Visar sig detta vara fallet betraktas aspekten ifråga som 
kritisk. 

10.3. Metod och data  

Denna forskning har genomförts inom ramen för Learning Study (LS), en 
intervenerande och iterativ ansats där forskare samarbetar med lärare för att 
undersöka förutsättningar för undervisning och lärande (Marton, 2015). I de 
interventioner som ligger till grund för resultaten samverkade jag med tre 
lärare vid planering och genomförande av två LS. Dessa involverade tre 
gymnasieklasser från årskurs 1 inom kursen historia 1b. LS1 och LS2 
innefattade båda tre cykler vardera där varje cykel i sin tur innehöll tre 
lektioner (18 lektioner totalt). Data innefattar dokumentation från 
forskargruppens möten, en förberedande kartläggning, för- och 
efterbedömningar, elevanteckningar hämtade från olika stödmallar samt ljud- 
och videoupptagningar. Av de totalt 18 forskningslektionerna har 15 
observerats och dokumenterats med videokamera. Merparten av denna data 
har transkriberats och analyserats på flera nivåer. I ett första steg användes den 
som grund för revideringar av lektionsdesignen under genomförandet av LS1 
och LS2. I ett senare steg gjordes förnyade analyser för att besvara artiklarnas 
och avhandlingens forskningsfrågor (se nedan).  

  



 

 147   

 

Resultaten i artikel 1 bygger på 138 för- och efterbedömningar hämtade från 
LS1 och de delar av data som specifikt relaterar till elevers orsaksresonemang. 
I artikel 2 baseras resultaten på 221 för- och efterbedömningar hämtade från 
både LS1 och LS2, och de delar av data som specifikt relaterar till elevers 
hanterande av historiska källor. Artikel 3 innefattar data från film- och 
ljudupptagningar hämtade från två forskningslektioner i LS2 samt 42 för- och 
efterbedömningar från samma cykel. De tre artiklarnas forskningsfrågor har 
besvarats genom upprepade analyser av data från interventionerna. De första 
analyserna genomfördes under och mellan de olika LS-cyklerna. Efterföljande 
djupanalyser gjordes under arbetet med en forskningsrapport (Nersäter, 2014). 
I samband med att respektive artikel skrevs gjordes reanalyser av data från 
såväl LS1 som LS2 och då utgjorde de för- och efterbedömningar som 
eleverna skrev det huvudsakliga underlaget. Vid analysen av dessa 
bedömningar användes variationsteori för att identifiera och kategorisera 
kvalitativt olika uppfattningar av de båda lärandeobjekten i termer av urskilda 
aspekter. Vad ett kvalificerat kunnande kan innebära i relation till dessa 
lärandeobjekt har byggt på antaganden hämtade från historiskt tänkande-
traditionens ramverk. Sammantaget har detta gjort det möjligt att identifiera 
ett antal aspekter vilka har bedömts som kritiska för att elever ska kunna föra 
kvalitativa orsaksresonemang och hantera historiska källor i relation till det 
historiska innehållet.  

Analys av data 

För att besvara forskningsfrågan i artikel 1 analyserades elevernas 
orsaksresonemang i relation till specifikt historiskt innehåll (kapplöpningen 
om Afrika). Här framkom skillnader och likheter i termer av urskiljande, 
vilket gjorde det möjligt att konstruera fyra kvalitativt olika kategorier av 
uppfattningar (A-D). Genom jämförelser av skillnader och likheter mellan och 
inom dessa kategorier var det möjligt att identifiera sex aspekter vilka bedöms 
som kritiska för att elever ska kunna resonera om orsak med hög kvalitet i 
relation till kapplöpningens orsaker. Ett exempel hämtat från data kan 
illustrera hur dessa aspekter identifierades. Analysen visade att många elever 
var av uppfattningen att kapplöpningen kunde förklaras utifrån orsaker av 
enbart materialistisk karaktär, såsom efterfrågan på råvaror och behov av 
avsättningsmarknader (A-B). Dessa elever urskilde inte att orsaker av 
idealistisk karaktär också var inblandade, som exempelvis rasistiska och 
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civilisatoriska föreställningar (C-D). Sådana uppfattningar ledde till att en 
kritisk aspekt identifierades: att elever måste urskilja att kapplöpningens 
orsaker var sammansatta och varierade i betydelse (K.A.5). 

Forskningsfrågan i artikel 2 svarar på vad elever behöver lära för att kunna 
tolka och värdera historiska källor i relation till ett specifikt historiskt innehåll 
(kapplöpningen om Afrika samt avkolonisering och konflikter i Rhodesia). 
Analysen delar många drag med den som beskrivs ovan. Det finns dock en 
viktig skillnad som rör hur olika kategorier av uppfattningar framträdde ur 
data och därmed också hur de kritiska aspekterna identifierades. Den del av 
bedömningarna som relaterade till förmågan att hantera källor var mer sluten 
till sin karaktär än den som avsåg orsaksresonemang. Som ett resultat riktades 
elevsvarens fokus tydligt mot tre specifika teman: grad av användbarhet, 
tolkning samt kritisk värdering. Efter upprepade genomläsningar av 
elevsvaren nyanserades dessa teman ytterligare utifrån:  

• Hur källornas värde och begränsningar bedömdes i relation till 
historiska frågeställningar  

• Hur källorna tolkades 

• Hur källkritiska metoder hanterades  

Fortsatta analyser gjorde det möjligt att koda dessa teman i ytterligare 
underkategorier.  Utifrån analyser av kvalitativa likheter och skillnader i 
termer av urskiljning inom respektive tema och tillhörande underkategorier 
identifierades sex kritiska aspekter vilka bedöms som avgörande för att elever 
ska kunna tolka och värdera historiska källor med hög kvalitet. Ett exempel 
som visar hur vissa elever förhöll sig till källkritiska metoder kan illustrera 
principerna för hur en sådan aspekt identifierades. Bland eleverna förekom 
uppfattningen att när historiska källor uppfyller kriterierna för samtidighet och 
beroende är det i sig tillräckligt för att bedöma dem som tillförlitliga och 
användbara. Detta kan ställas i motsats till uppfattningar där elever såg att 
vissa källor förvisso uppfyllde dessa kriterier, men samtidigt urskilde att de 
också kännetecknades av ensidiga perspektiv eller tendens, vilket eleverna 
beaktade när de använde dem. Sådana uppfattningar ledde till att en kritisk 
aspekt identifierades: att elever behöver urskilja att källkritiska metoder måste 
användas relationellt snarare än mekaniskt.  
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Artikel 3 besvarar två forskningsfrågor. I den första utforskas hur lärare kan 
använda sig av kritiska aspekter vid undervisning inom ett specifikt didaktiskt 
ramverk. Vid forskningslektionernas utformning kombinerades antaganden 
från variationsteori, historiskt tänkande-traditionen och Learning Activity 
(Engeness, 2020). Lektionerna inramades utifrån kritiska aspekter som hade 
identifierats under LS1 och variationsmönstren byggde företrädesvis på 
kontrast (Marton, 2015). De senare iscensattes genom att olika typer av 
ämnesinnehåll, källor och frågeställningar kontrasterades med utgångspunkt 
från de kritiska aspekterna. Forskningsfrågan besvarades genom att analysera 
i vilken utsträckning lektionernas design och genomförande hade gjort det 
möjligt för eleverna att urskilja dessa aspekter. Först analyserades 
lektionssekvenser där de kritiska aspekterna fokuserades. Detta upprepades 
sedan utifrån hur aspekterna fokuserades i relation till specifika källor och 
frågeställningar. Slutligen analyserades dessa sekvenser återigen, men nu 
utifrån de värden som var i fokus och de variationsmönster som användes. 
Forskningsfråga 2 behandlar lärandeutfallet av denna undervisningsdesign 
och elevsvaren analyserades utifrån samma principer som beskrivits i 
anslutning till artikel 2.  

Reanalys 

Eftersom avhandlingen ställer delvis andra forskningsfrågor än de som 
besvaras i respektive artikel har en förnyad analys gjorts vilken utgår från 
artiklarnas resultat och historiedidaktisk forskning. I resultaten framkom att 
elever behöver urskilja vissa kritiska aspekter för att kunna hantera historiska 
källor och föra orsaksresonemang med hög kvalitet. I reanalysen jämfördes 
dessa aspekter med konceptualiseringar och forskningsrön som behandlar 
elevernas förståelse av historiska belägg, historisk empati och 
orsaksresonemang. Exempel på det senare är de progressionsmodeller som 
härrör från SHP- och CHATA-projekten (se kapitel 5). Dessa modeller är 
förvisso inte tänkta att fungera som direkta undervisningsinstruktioner och de 
visar inte heller explicit vad elever kan behöva lära. Samtidigt illustrerar 
modellerna karaktären för olika typer av elevuppfattningar och de bygger på 
omfattande empiri.  

När det gäller olika konceptualiseringar av tolkningsbegrepp är det viktigt att 
konstatera att sådana inte är empiriskt grundade i så måtto att de utgår från 
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elevers uppfattningar. De har snarare sitt ursprung i en disciplinär praktik och 
är inte direkt överförbara till en undervisningspraktik. För att kunna dra 
slutsatser om vad elever behöver lära kan det därför vara mer fruktbart att 
tänka i termer av lärandeobjekt och kritiska aspekter (Runesson Kempe, 
2019). Om man däremot ställer olika konceptualiseringar och tidigare 
forskning i relation till kritiska aspekter kan det vara möjligt att specificera 
vilka dimensioner av historiska belägg, historisk empati och 
orsaksresonemang elever behöver urskilja. Således har de kritiska aspekter 
som identifierades under LS1 och LS2 (artikel 1 och 2) använts som 
utgångspunkt för att analysera vilka dimensioner av tolkningsbegreppen som 
elever behöver urskilja för att kunna hantera historiska källor och konstruera 
redogörelser. För att besvara forskningsfråga 1, ”Vad behöver elever lära i 
relation till historiska belägg och historisk empati för att kunna hantera 
historiska källor?”, jämfördes de sex kritiska aspekter som beskrivs i artikel 2 
med olika konceptualiseringar och forskningsrön relaterade till dessa begrepp. 
För att besvara forskningsfråga 2, ”Vad behöver elever lära i relation till 
orsakssamband för att kunna konstruera historiska redogörelser?”, jämfördes 
de sex kritiska aspekter som beskrivs i artikel 1 med olika konceptualiseringar 
och forskningsrön som relaterar till orsaksresonemang och redogörelser. 

10.4. Resultat 

Forskningsfråga 1 
Resultaten visar att det elever behöver lära för att kunna hantera historiska 
källor i hög utsträckning, men inte till fullo, kan likställas med att omfatta en 
förståelse för, och ha förmågan att utföra handlingar associerade med, 
tolkningsbegreppen historiska belägg och historisk empati. 
Sammanfattningsvis kan denna förmåga sägas omfatta fem inbördes 
relaterade dimensioner: 

1. Epistemologisk förståelse. Att elever urskiljer denna dimension är helt 
avgörande för att de ska ha förutsättningar att lära sig att hantera historiska 
källor. Den rör vikten av att de ser att historiska källor inte kan betraktas som 
oproblematisk neutral information som utan problem kan användas för att 
besvara historiska frågeställningar. Elever behöver istället urskilja att källor 
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först måste tolkas, kontextualiseras och värderas kritiskt innan det är möjligt 
att avgöra huruvida de är användbara i relation till sådana frågeställningar. 

2. Beredskap att skifta perspektiv. Elever måste, på liknande vis som för 
föregående dimension, urskilja behovet av att vara beredda att ändra sina 
kontextuella och temporala perspektiv. Det förutsätter att de medvetandegörs 
om vikten av att frigöra sig från perspektiv som uteslutande utgår från egna 
samtida referensramar och värderingar. De behöver urskilja vikten av att 
istället praktisera tolkningsramar som gör det möjligt för dem att förstå 
värderingar och mentaliteter som uttrycks av olika historiska aktörer. 
Resultaten visar också att elever kan ha särskilt svårt att förena ett sådant 
förhållningssätt med upprätthållandet av en kritisk och värderade hållning, i 
fall där en frågeställning och tillhörande källor behandlar en kontext som berör 
dem känslomässigt och där de sympatiserar med de aktörer som förekommer 
i källmaterialet. 

3. Kontextuella kunskaper. Resultaten visar dessutom att ett kvalitativt 
utförande av de handlingar som beskrivs ovan också förutsätter att elever har 
erbjudits kontextuella kunskaper om det sammanhang som frågeställningen 
och källorna behandlar. Saknar eleverna sådana kunskaper i tillräcklig 
omfattning är svårt för dem att urskilja uttryck för mentaliteter eller exempel 
på tendens i olika aktörers utsagor. Även när elever har tillgång till sådana 
kunskaper måste de också kunna använda sig av dem. Det förutsätter bland 
annat att de förmår att formulera tolkande och kritiska frågor till källor, vilka 
gör det möjligt för dem att urskilja undertexter och värdeladdade ord men även 
vad som eventuellt inte uttalas explicit i en utsaga.  

4. Relationellt förhållningssätt till källkritiska metoder. Denna dimension 
innefattar att elever måste urskilja behovet av att förhålla sig relationellt till 
källkritiska metoder och tillhörande kriterier. Det innebär bland annat att de 
måste se att olika kriteriers inbördes vikt kommer att variera beroende av 
frågeställning, kontext och valda källor. Eleverna måste också se att källors 
värde och begränsningar inte är något statiskt eller beroende av hur mycket 
information dessa förmedlar, utan istället i hög grad knutet till vilka frågor 
som riktas till källmaterialet. Slutligen måste de urskilja att en specifik 
avsändare, och huruvida en källa är av förstahandskaraktär, inte nödvändigtvis 
gör den mer trovärdig än andra källor. 
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5. Kombinera kontextuella kunskaper med källor för att skapa historiska 
belägg. Denna dimension kretsar kring att elever förmår att använda sig av 
sina kontextuella kunskaper för att jämföra och kontrastera information 
hämtad från olika historiska källor i syfte att avgöra vad som kan utgöra 
användbara historiska belägg i en historisk redogörelse. Dimensionen 
innefattar också att elever urskiljer att det kan vara rimligt att inkludera 
motstridiga belägg i redogörelser i syfte att illustrera olika perspektiv.  

Forskningsfråga 2 

Resultaten visar att det elever behöver lära i relation till orsaksresonemang för 
att kunna konstruera historiska redogörelser också omfattar fem delvis 
sammanlänkade dimensioner:  

1. Epistemologisk förståelse. Även i relation till orsaksresonemang är denna 
dimension av grundläggande natur. Den rör nämligen nödvändigheten av att 
elever ser att händelser och förändringsprocesser som har inträffat i det 
förflutna måste förklaras i termer av orsaksresonemang. Elever måste 
uppmärksammas på att sådana fenomen inte har inträffat av sig själva, att de 
inte med hade nödvändighet behövt inträffa, samt att händelser och 
förändringsprocesser som har lett fram till nuet inte utgör enkelriktade 
deterministiska förlopp.   

2. Kontextuella kunskaper. Även om elever har urskilt att händelser och 
förändringsprocesser behöver förklaras i termer av orsaker måste de också se 
att sådana förklaringar behöver stöd av rimliga historiska belägg.  Det i sin tur 
förutsätter att elever erbjuds kontextuella kunskaper i en omfattning som gör 
det möjligt för dem att föra underbyggda orsaksresonemang i sina historiska 
redogörelser. 

3. Temporalt ramverk. Elever måste även se att specifika händelser i det 
förflutna inte alltid kan förklaras av fenomen som ligger i nära temporal 
anslutning till händelserna ifråga, så kallade kortsiktiga orsaker. För det 
historiska innehåll som studerades i LS1 innebär det att elever måste urskilja 
att de orsaker som bidrog till kapplöpningen om Afrika även innefattade 
orsaker av långsiktig karaktär. De måste dessutom kunna urskilja skillnaden 
mellan vad som utgör möjliga orsaker till, respektive möjliga konsekvenser 
av dessa händelser, för att inte blanda samman kronologin i sina redogörelser. 
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Sammantaget förutsätter det att elever erbjuds någon form av temporalt 
ramverk kopplat till de historiska frågeställningar och källor som de arbetar 
med. 

4. Orsakers inbördes samband och relativa betydelse. För att elever ska 
kunna hantera orsaksresonemang med kvalitet i en historisk redogörelse måste 
de också urskilja att de orsaker som kan ha bidragit till att en händelse inträffat 
är av olika karaktär, ofta inbördes sammanflätade samt av olika stor betydelse. 
För det historiska innehåll som studerades i LS1 innebär det att de måste se 
att de orsaker som bidrog till kapplöpningen om Afrika var av såväl 
materialistisk som idealistisk natur.  

5. Interaktionen mellan aktörer och samhällsstrukturer. Elever måste 
även urskilja att förekomsten av händelser och olika förändringsprocesser i 
det förflutna vanligtvis involverar en ömsesidig interaktion mellan historiska 
aktörer och existerande samhällsstrukturer. När det gäller kapplöpningen och 
dess orsaker innebär det att de behöver se att Europa genomgick en snabb 
industrialiseringsprocess under senare halvan av 1800-talet där behov av 
råvaror och avsättningsmarknader var viktigt, samtidigt som kontinentens 
stormakter tävlade om globalt inflytande. Parallellt med denna 
omvandlingsprocess var samhällsstrukturen influerad av rasistiska 
tankegångar och det rättfärdiga i att sprida kristen mission och västerländsk 
civilisation. Elever behöver urskilja att det var i en sådan samhällskontext som 
aktörer som kung Leopold, Otto von Bismarck och Cecil Rhodes men även 
religiösa samfund och stora företag verkade och utövade inflytande på de 
händelser som ledde fram till kapplöpningen om Afrika.  

10.5. Diskussion 

Vad elever kan behöva lära i relation till tolkningsbegrepp har undersökts i 
tidigare studier (se exempelvis Lee & Shemilt, 2003; 2004; 2009). Det är dock 
ovanligt att tidigare forskning har undersökt vad elever behöver lära i relation 
till specifika lärandeobjekt, funnit kritiska aspekter kopplat till historiska 
belägg, historisk empati och orsaksresonemang och dessutom utgått från dessa 
vid design och genomförande av undervisning. När det gäller frågan om 
resultatens generaliserbarhet kan det förvisso vara så att vissa av de 
identifierade aspekterna inte nödvändigtvis skulle vara kritiska i en annan 
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elevgrupp, då dessa elever möjligen redan har urskilt dem. Men det är ändå 
möjligt att dra paralleller från resultaten till andra undervisningskontexter, 
eftersom de aspekter och dimensioner som beskrivs här har visat vad elever 
behöver lära för att utveckla specifika kunskaper (jfr Marton & Runesson, 
2014). Resultaten kan därmed sägas överskrida sin ursprungliga kontext och 
betraktas som generaliserbara, då de visar vad elever oavsett 
undervisningskontext behöver urskilja för att kunna hantera historiska källor 
och konstruera redogörelser med god kvalitet. Det innebär att avhandlingens 
resultat kan ge ett kunskapsbidrag som kan sättas i relation till tidigare 
historiedidaktisk forskning inom området. 

Även om vi utgår från att en fråge- och källbaserad praktik inramad av 
tolkningsbegrepp har potential att uppfylla de krav som kan ställas på en 
kvalitativ historieutbildning, och att vi dessutom har identifierat vad elever 
behöver lära, återstår frågan hur en sådan undervisningspraktik kan 
organiseras praktiskt. De två avslutande avsnitten ger förslag på hur det är 
möjligt att utforma en sådan fråge- och källbaserad undervisning med 
utgångspunkt från identifierade kritiska aspekter kopplat till historiska källor 
och redogörelser.  

Att lära elever hantera historiska källor 

Resultaten visade att en första och helt avgörande dimension är att elever 
urskiljer att historiska källor måste tolkas, kontextualiseras och värderas 
kritiskt (K.A.1) (Nersäter, 2019). En undervisningsstrategi som visade sig 
vara framgångsrik för att synliggöra detta behov var att lärarna uttryckligen 
frågade eleverna varför och vid vilka tillfällen det är nödvändigt att närma sig 
historiska källor från ett tolkande och kritiskt perspektiv. När lärarna ställde 
sådana frågor kontrasterade de samtidigt källor av olika karaktär och 
behandlade olika värden knutna till deras ursprung, det möjliga syftet bakom 
deras uppkomst och vilka perspektiv de förmedlade. Det föreslås här att elever 
troligtvis har lättare att urskilja denna dimension om en av de källor som 
kontrasteras uppvisar en explicit tendens i relation till den historiska 
frågeställningen (Nersäter, 2020).  

Elever behöver också se behovet av att vara beredda att skifta temporalt och 
kontextuellt perspektiv samtidigt som de upprätthåller ett kritiskt 
förhållningssätt till källorna de studerar (K.A.2, K.A.3) (Nersäter, 2019). 
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Annorlunda uttryckt behöver de se att utsagor i historiska källor ofta 
förmedlas av aktörer som kan ha haft värderingar och mentaliteter som skiljer 
sig från deras egna. Elever måste därför se att de inte kan tolka sådana utsagor 
enbart utifrån sina egna referensramar. En instruktionsstrategi som 
praktiserades för att synliggöra detta behov var att låta kontrastera två källor 
som behandlade samma historiska fenomen. Lärarna utelämnade då medvetet 
den omgivande kontexten för en av källorna med resultat att källornas budskap 
kom att skilja sig åt (Nersäter, 2020). 

Även om elever har urskilt de aspekter som har beskrivits här återstår det för 
dem att kunna utföra dessa handlingar i praktiken. Resultaten visar att för att 
elever ska kunna göra detta med kvalitet behöver de ha tillgång till 
kontextuella kunskaper. De måste dessutom kunna använda sig av dessa 
kunskaper. Resultaten visar nämligen att elever kan ha svårt att formulera 
tolkande och kritiska frågor som gör att eventuella undertexter framträder 
(Nersäter, 2019). En undervisningsstrategi som visade sig vara framgångsrik 
i relation till denna problematik var att erbjuda eleverna stöd i form av mallar 
vilka innehöll förslag på möjliga frågor och vars utformning utgick från de 
kritiska aspekterna (Nersäter, 2020).  

Många elever använde sig av källkritiska kriterier i sitt arbete med källorna 
och det var då vanligt att de förhöll sig mekaniskt till dem. Det yttrade sig 
genom att de inte såg att kriteriernas inbördes betydelse kommer att variera 
beroende av källornas karaktär, den historiska frågeställningen och den 
omgivande kontexten (K.A.4) (Nersäter, 2019). Många hade också 
uppfattningen att källors användbarhet är något statiskt och att deras värde 
avgörs av den mängd information de förmedlar. De ansåg dessutom att det är 
olämpligt att använda sig av källor som uppvisar tendens (K.A.5) (Nersäter, 
2019). 

Om resultaten är representativa för hur gymnasieelever i allmänhet förstår 
historiska källor visar det på vikten av att undervisningen inte förlitar sig 
enbart på källkritiska kriterier, utan även låter elever förhålla sig till källors 
användbarhet kopplat till specifika frågeställningar och kontexter. Utifrån 
resultaten här föreslås därför att historieundervisning kan dra nytta av verktyg 
associerade med tolkningsbegreppen historiska belägg och historisk empati 
som komplement till källkritiska kriterier. Exempel på sådana verktyg kan 
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vara stödjande mallar som uppmanar elever att reflektera över källors 
ursprung, möjliga syften och perspektiv. Frågor av denna karaktär kan vägleda 
eleverna innan de ombeds att bedöma källors användbarhet i relation till 
historiska frågeställningar (Nersäter, 2020). 

Att lära elever föra historiska orsaksresonemang 

Många elever såg kapplöpningen om Afrika som ett givet händelseförlopp, 
vilket inte behövde förklaras i termer av möjliga orsaker (Nersäter, 2018). En 
viktig implikation som följer av detta är att undervisningen behöver erbjuda 
elever möjlighet att urskilja att händelser som har inträffat i det förflutna har 
sin grund i specifika orsaker (K.A.1) (Nersäter, 2018). Ett rimligt antagande 
är att undervisningsstrategier som lyfter fram alternativa tolkningar av varför 
en händelse inträffat, och inte ger elever intrycket av att dess inträffande är 
likställt med en given redogörelse, har goda förutsättningar att utmana sådana 
uppfattningar. Under interventionerna praktiserades detta förhållningssätt 
genom att olika tolkningar kontrasterades och där eleverna ombads att 
presentera belägg som kunde stödja respektive tolkning (Nersäter, 2014; 
2020). Merparten av eleverna var dock av uppfattningen att kapplöpningen 
hade sin grund i faktiska orsaker men vissa av dem underbyggde inte sina 
resonemang med belägg (K.A.2) (Nersäter, 2018). Av det kan vi dra slutsatsen 
att det är viktigt att undervisningen erbjuder ett kontextuellt ramverk kopplat 
till den frågeställning som utforskas. Under interventionerna erbjöds ett sådant 
ramverk genom introducerande genomgångar samt texthäften, vilka också 
innehöll stödjande mallar. Designen av dessa häften och mallar utgick från de 
identifierade kritiska aspekterna, annorlunda uttryckt, vad eleverna behövde 
lära (Nersäter, 2014; 2020). 

Resultaten visade också att många elever var av uppfattningen att det var 
tillräckligt att utgå från kortsiktiga orsaker för att förklara kapplöpningens 
orsaker. Relativt få lyfte fram argument som rörde möjliga långsiktiga orsaker 
(K.A.3) (Nersäter, 2018).  Under interventionerna uppmärksammade därför 
lärarna båda dessa typer för att synliggöra att möjliga orsaker till att en 
händelse inträffat oftast innefattar såväl långsiktiga som kortsiktiga orsaker, 
vilka relaterar till varandra och dessutom ofta är av varierande betydelse 
(Nersäter, 2014). Resultaten visade dessutom att vissa elever förhöll sig till 
kapplöpningens möjliga konsekvenser som faktiska orsaker till varför den 
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överhuvudtaget inträffade (K.A.4) (Nersäter, 2018). Detta indikerar att 
undervisning, utöver kontextuella kunskaper, också måste erbjuda elever ett 
temporalt ramverk som placerar en historisk frågeställning i ett större 
kronologiskt sammanhang. Under interventionerna erbjöds ett sådant 
sammanhang via elevernas texthäften som innehöll tidslinjer och vilka lärarna 
refererade till under genomgångarna (Nersäter, 2014; 2020). 

En annan vanligt förekommande uppfattning var att kapplöpningen kunde 
förklaras enbart utifrån orsaker av materialistisk karaktär. Jämförelsevis få 
elever såg att ett kvalitativt orsaksresonemang kopplat till dessa händelser 
även kräver belägg av idealistisk natur som exempelvis vid tiden existerande 
mentaliteter (K.A.5) (Nersäter, 2018). Av detta går det dra slutsatsen att elever 
behöver erbjudas möjlighet att se att orsaker av materialistisk och idealistisk 
natur inte utesluter varandra, att de istället ofta är sammanflätade och 
användbara tillsammans i ett orsaksresonemang. Under interventionerna 
praktiserade lärarna denna strategi genom att kontrastera olika tolkningar och 
vilka innehöll belägg av både materialistisk och idealistisk karaktär (Nersäter, 
2014; 2020). Tidigare studier har visat att elever inte alltid reflekterar över 
existerande samhällsstrukturers betydelse när de för orsaksresonemang 
(Ashby, Lee, & Shemilt, 2005; Halldén, 1997; 1998; Lee & Shemilt, 2009). 
Resultaten överensstämmer delvis med tidigare studier, men visar också att 
många elever inte urskilde betydelsen av enskilda aktörers handlande inom 
den rådande samhällsstrukturen (K.A.6) (Nersäter, 2018).  Det visar på 
betydelsen av att undervisningen förmår att belysa detta samband (se också 
Lilliestam, 2013). Under interventionerna synliggjordes detta på olika vis. 
Dels innebar elevernas arbete med källmaterialet en möjlighet för dem att 
studera olika aktörers mål och handlingar i en bredare kontext av det sena 
1800-talets kapitalism och stormaktspolitik. Dessutom kontrasterades de olika 
aktörernas agerande i relation till periodens samhällsstruktur genom inledande 
genomgångar, i texthäftena och under lärarnas dialoger med eleverna 
(Nersäter, 2014). 
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10.6. Framtida forskning 

Även om resultaten har bidragit med kunskap om vad elever behöver lära i 
relation till specifika tolkningsbegrepp finns det ett behov av vidare forskning. 
Det vore intressant att studera om och i så fall i vilken utsträckning, de olika 
dimensioner och aspekter som identifierats för orsaksresonemang skulle 
framträda som kritiska när elever uppmanas att hantera frågeställningar som 
relaterar till andra tolkningsbegrepp, såsom exempelvis konsekvenser eller 
kontinuitet och förändring.  Det skulle också vara intressant att utforska vad 
elever kan behöva lära för att kunna hantera historiska källor och redogörelser 
när frågeställningar och källor kopplas till ett annat historiskt innehåll. Sådana 
studier skulle kunna bekräfta om och i så fall i vilken utsträckning resultaten 
upprepar sig när de genomförs i en annan undervisningskontext och i relation 
till andra tolkningsbegrepp och ett annat historiskt innehåll.  

Ett tredje möjligt spår relaterar till avhandlingens designdimension och de 
olika typer av stödjande mallar som användes under interventionerna.  Det 
vore intressant att undersöka hur mallar av denna och liknande karaktär kan 
designas utifrån identifierade kritiska aspekter när historiska frågeställningar 
och källor kopplas till andra tolkningsbegrepp och ett annat historiskt innehåll. 
En annan möjlig riktning kan vara att utforska elevers uppfattningar om olika 
innehållsbegrepp. I ett sådant forskningssammanhang skulle ambitionen vara 
att identifiera kritiska aspekter i relation till begreppen, och utgå från dessa för 
den didaktiska designen. 
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European Colonization of Africa 

 

 

 

The two maps depict which areas of the African continent European states had 
colonized in the years 1878 and 1914, respectively. As you can see, almost the whole 
of Africa was colonized during this relatively short period of time.  

 

What causes do you think could explain this development? 

Name: ________________________________________ 

Class: ______________ 

AFRICA 1878 AFRICA 1914 

The Causes for the Scramble for Africa  

Evaluate and use the sources below using your own knowledge, then discuss the 
causes you consider important and the connections between them.  

 

Source 1. The excerpt below labelled called "Causes for Empire" originates from 

a speech held by the conservative Colonial Minister Joseph Chamberlain at the 
annual dinner of the Royal British Colonial Society, March 31, 1897.  

” In carrying out this work of civilisation we are fulfilling what I believe to be our national 
mission  […] No doubt, in the first instance, when these conquests have been made, 
there has been bloodshed, there has been loss of life among the native populations, loss 
of still more precious lives among those who have been sent out to bring these countries 
into some kind of disciplined order, but it must be remembered that this is the condition 
of the mission we have to fulfil […]  You cannot have omelettes without breaking eggs; 
you cannot destroy the practices of barbarism, of slavery, of superstition, which for 
centuries have desolated the interior of Africa, without the use of force; but if you will 
fairly contrast the gain to humanity with the price which we are bound to pay for it, I think 
you may well rejoice in the results of such expeditions as those which have recently been 
conducted with such signal success in Nyasaland, Ashanti, Nenin and Nupe” (interior 
regions of Africa, our comment). 
 

Source 2. The photo depicts native 
workers harvesting tobacco on a tobacco 
plantation in Rhodesia. The photo was 
taken by an unknown photographer 
sometime during the period 1890-1925. 
(The source is retrieved from The Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division Washington, D.C) 

 



European Colonization of Africa 

 

 

 

The two maps depict which areas of the African continent European states had 
colonized in the years 1878 and 1914, respectively. As you can see, almost the whole 
of Africa was colonized during this relatively short period of time.  

 

What causes do you think could explain this development? 

Name: ________________________________________ 

Class: ______________ 

AFRICA 1878 AFRICA 1914 

The Causes for the Scramble for Africa  

Evaluate and use the sources below using your own knowledge, then discuss the 
causes you consider important and the connections between them.  

 

Source 1. The excerpt below labelled called "Causes for Empire" originates from 

a speech held by the conservative Colonial Minister Joseph Chamberlain at the 
annual dinner of the Royal British Colonial Society, March 31, 1897.  

” In carrying out this work of civilisation we are fulfilling what I believe to be our national 
mission  […] No doubt, in the first instance, when these conquests have been made, 
there has been bloodshed, there has been loss of life among the native populations, loss 
of still more precious lives among those who have been sent out to bring these countries 
into some kind of disciplined order, but it must be remembered that this is the condition 
of the mission we have to fulfil […]  You cannot have omelettes without breaking eggs; 
you cannot destroy the practices of barbarism, of slavery, of superstition, which for 
centuries have desolated the interior of Africa, without the use of force; but if you will 
fairly contrast the gain to humanity with the price which we are bound to pay for it, I think 
you may well rejoice in the results of such expeditions as those which have recently been 
conducted with such signal success in Nyasaland, Ashanti, Nenin and Nupe” (interior 
regions of Africa, our comment). 
 

Source 2. The photo depicts native 
workers harvesting tobacco on a tobacco 
plantation in Rhodesia. The photo was 
taken by an unknown photographer 
sometime during the period 1890-1925. 
(The source is retrieved from The Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division Washington, D.C) 

 



  

Decolonization and Conflict in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) 

In this description you can read about Zimbabwe’s path to independence. 
Your task is to assess the value and limitations of source 1 and source 2 for a 
historian who investigates the decolonization process in the country. 

 

Source 1 
Extract from "The South African Rhodesian", a military journal from the late 70s in which 
Lieutenant General Peter Walls, head of Rhodesia’s commando troops (special forces) 
during the guerrilla war against ZAPU and ZANU (African independence movements), 
explains his view on why the struggle must continue.  

” … We fight to protect innocent and sensible people of all races… We protect their lives and 
the rights of the majority from the illegal and terribly evil terrorist methods that the villains in 
their self-interest threaten them with. As a soldier, I have an overarching motive - not just to 
win the war, but to win the peace in Rhodesia.  

Rhodesia is not like any other country. We have a unique lifestyle, unique resources and, I think, 
a unique determination to resist the destructive forces that oppose us - I believe that our 
determination is stronger than in the countries that have already succumbed to the communist 
threat. If we trust in God and ourselves and mobilize even more of our ability, strength, and 
determination and above all hold together, we can never be defeated.” 

Background context 
 

In the 1950s and 60s, Britain granted her African colonies independence. In the case of Rhodesia 
(now Zimbabwe), this process proved to be both prolonged and conflict-ridden. Rhodesia had a large 
white minority population who feared that independence would mean loss of political and economic 
privileges in relation the black majority population. They demanded the drafting of a new 
constitution guaranteeing their continued political and economic dominance. Britain refused this, 
arguing that independence should mean equal rights for both sections of the population. 
Disagreements over this led the white minority to declare Rhodesia independent in 1965 against the 
will of the British government. The white minority could thereby continue to dominate Rhodesian 
politics. The lack of democracy and economic inequality led to escalating conflicts between black 
and white Rhodesians and independence movements started an armed struggle against the minority 
regime. 

Source 2 
Excerpt from "Rhodesia, African tragedy" a report-book written by Åke Ringberg, a Swedish 
foreign-correspondent for Dagens Nyheter (The Daily News), who travelled in Rhodesia 
during 1967. Ringberg describes his interview with Lazarus Makoni, an African who has just 
been released after a prison stay. 

” I came out of prison a couple of weeks ago. I spent two and a half years in a cell in Gwelo. 
For seven months I sat in solitary confinement. The floor was icy cold, and the walls were hot. 
The cell measured four feet (1.2 meters) square. I could not sleep stretched out on the floor. 
When I got out of the prison, I was examined by a doctor. I had lost 15 kg in weight.” (Ringberg 
then continues describing why Lazarus ended up in prison).  

… One evening Lazarus sat with some others in a room in Highfield and talked about what 
ought to be done to bring about change in Rhodesia. They had barely dissolved before the 
police arrived and arrested them all in their homes - all but one. For among those who sat and 
spoke there was an informer. When Lazarus came out of his 30 months in the prison cell, he 
was not quite the same as before. When you met his gaze, it was not a dreamer’s gaze but a 
freedom fighter; the phrase may seem pathetic but there is no better. 

” We are all ZAPU,” said Lazarus and made a gesture with his hand over Highfield where 
children without clothes and access to schooling played in the dusty ditches.  

(Ringberg continues) … He meant that all Africans, at least everyone he knew, were prepared 
to fight for ZAPU, the African freedom movement. 

 

Now you should assess the value and limitations of source 1 and source 2 for a 

historian who investigates the decolonization process in Rhodesia.  

 



  

Decolonization and Conflict in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) 

In this description you can read about Zimbabwe’s path to independence. 
Your task is to assess the value and limitations of source 1 and source 2 for a 
historian who investigates the decolonization process in the country. 

 

Source 1 
Extract from "The South African Rhodesian", a military journal from the late 70s in which 
Lieutenant General Peter Walls, head of Rhodesia’s commando troops (special forces) 
during the guerrilla war against ZAPU and ZANU (African independence movements), 
explains his view on why the struggle must continue.  

” … We fight to protect innocent and sensible people of all races… We protect their lives and 
the rights of the majority from the illegal and terribly evil terrorist methods that the villains in 
their self-interest threaten them with. As a soldier, I have an overarching motive - not just to 
win the war, but to win the peace in Rhodesia.  

Rhodesia is not like any other country. We have a unique lifestyle, unique resources and, I think, 
a unique determination to resist the destructive forces that oppose us - I believe that our 
determination is stronger than in the countries that have already succumbed to the communist 
threat. If we trust in God and ourselves and mobilize even more of our ability, strength, and 
determination and above all hold together, we can never be defeated.” 

Background context 
 

In the 1950s and 60s, Britain granted her African colonies independence. In the case of Rhodesia 
(now Zimbabwe), this process proved to be both prolonged and conflict-ridden. Rhodesia had a large 
white minority population who feared that independence would mean loss of political and economic 
privileges in relation the black majority population. They demanded the drafting of a new 
constitution guaranteeing their continued political and economic dominance. Britain refused this, 
arguing that independence should mean equal rights for both sections of the population. 
Disagreements over this led the white minority to declare Rhodesia independent in 1965 against the 
will of the British government. The white minority could thereby continue to dominate Rhodesian 
politics. The lack of democracy and economic inequality led to escalating conflicts between black 
and white Rhodesians and independence movements started an armed struggle against the minority 
regime. 

Source 2 
Excerpt from "Rhodesia, African tragedy" a report-book written by Åke Ringberg, a Swedish 
foreign-correspondent for Dagens Nyheter (The Daily News), who travelled in Rhodesia 
during 1967. Ringberg describes his interview with Lazarus Makoni, an African who has just 
been released after a prison stay. 

” I came out of prison a couple of weeks ago. I spent two and a half years in a cell in Gwelo. 
For seven months I sat in solitary confinement. The floor was icy cold, and the walls were hot. 
The cell measured four feet (1.2 meters) square. I could not sleep stretched out on the floor. 
When I got out of the prison, I was examined by a doctor. I had lost 15 kg in weight.” (Ringberg 
then continues describing why Lazarus ended up in prison).  

… One evening Lazarus sat with some others in a room in Highfield and talked about what 
ought to be done to bring about change in Rhodesia. They had barely dissolved before the 
police arrived and arrested them all in their homes - all but one. For among those who sat and 
spoke there was an informer. When Lazarus came out of his 30 months in the prison cell, he 
was not quite the same as before. When you met his gaze, it was not a dreamer’s gaze but a 
freedom fighter; the phrase may seem pathetic but there is no better. 

” We are all ZAPU,” said Lazarus and made a gesture with his hand over Highfield where 
children without clothes and access to schooling played in the dusty ditches.  

(Ringberg continues) … He meant that all Africans, at least everyone he knew, were prepared 
to fight for ZAPU, the African freedom movement. 

 

Now you should assess the value and limitations of source 1 and source 2 for a 

historian who investigates the decolonization process in Rhodesia.  

 



Construct a Historical Explanation for the scramble of Africa 

 

Compare and 
discuss causes 

 

Early Imperialism / The Age of 
Discovery 

 

Modern Imperialism / The scramble for Africa  

Potential long-
term and short-
term causes  

Renaissance ideas: (1) Church 
monopoly of knowledge put in 
question; (2) Scientific outlook on the 
world. 

 

Trade routes to East Asia controlled by 
the Ottoman Empire. 

 

Demand for Indian and Chinese spices 
and fabrics. 

Better ships and navigation technology 
– easier and safer to cover long 
distances at sea.  

 

 

The role of 
historical actors 
and their 
interaction with 
societal 
structures  

 

Centralized states led by rulers who 
aimed for economic power and 
prestige.  

A warrior class (conquistadors) 
striving for glory and riches. 

European merchants searching for 
faster and cheaper trade routes to Asia 
(thinking in terms of profit). 

The church and kings want to spread 
Christianity (Mission).  

 

 

The scramble for Africa – Discuss which causes you consider important and their mutual 
connections. 

 

 

OPPVL Source 1 Source 2 
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Origin:  
Type of source (article, speech, 
photo, etc).  
When was it created?  
What is the context 
surrounding its creation?  
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Creator and Purpose:  
Who have created the source? 
What do we know about the 
creator/creators?  
What is the purpose behind 
the creation of the source?  
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Perspective:  
What message does the source 
convey?  
Do you identify any potential 
bias in the content of the 
source?  
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Value and Limitations:  
For what kind of questions is 
this source useful regarding 
Rhodesia’s decolonization?  
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Learning History in an Enquiry and Source-Based 
Practice

– What Do Students Need to Learn in Relation to Second-order Concepts 
to Be Able to Handle Historical Sources?

Giving students the opportunity to work with second-order concepts is a key task for history 
education and important for their chances to participate as informed citizens in society. This 
thesis explores what students need to learn in relation to these concepts for them to be able 
to handle historical sources and construct accounts. The results stem from two intervention 
studies conducted in collaboration with a group of teachers in a Swedish upper secondary 
school. These interventions were designed as enquiry- and source-based units and addressed 
causal reasoning and historical sources in the context of Imperialism and Decolonization 
in Africa. The findings show that students need to discern specific critical aspects and be 
able to perform actions that relate to certain dimensions of evidence, historical empathy, 
and causation. Based on these findings, the thesis also suggests how it is possible to design 
teaching instructions that builds on critical aspects and which are implemented within a 
specific didactical framework.




