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Teaching Historical Thinking:  What Happened in a Secondary School 

World History Classroom.

Publication No. _________

Brent William Chowen, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2005

Supervisor:  O.L. Davis, Jr.

In a secondary school world history classroom, a teacher focused on teaching 

historical thinking to a group of 20 students.  Using primary source documents, including 

written, visual, and photographic evidence, the teacher sought to develop and build 

students’ abilities to utilize higher level thinking skills in history.  Students participated 

through a series of activities, among which were role plays, historical simulations, essays, 

classroom discussions, and class readings.  Data was collected through the use of student 

questionnaires, videotapes of classroom activities, class transcripts, student interviews, 

classroom participation charts, and student think-aloud sessions. 

Interpretations of the data revealed that students exhibited signs of historical 

thinking and critical thinking skills in guided classroom discussions and activities.  

Independent student work, as shown through essays and interviews, showed a decrease in 

the signs of historical thinking. Students identified classroom activities, such as role plays 

and historical simulations, which augmented their ability to develop historical thinking.  

Students’ efforts revealed a disconnect between their work and the work of historians.  

Acknowledging the difference between their school work and the professional field of 

history, students did not identify the skills they used in classroom work as those used by 

professional historians, despite the emphasis on historical thinking. These results, though 

specific for the particular students in this context, can be added to the research literature 
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on history education and higher level thinking skills. As student and school 

accountability and rankings through social studies testing become more prevalent in the 

school community, this study may provide a model for future studies that seek to 

examine the occurrences in history classrooms. 
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Chapter 1

History Education in the Classroom

For more than a century, history has been an integral part of the school 

curriculum1.  The significance of history education has increased in recent years as shown 

by intense popular interest and an increase in educational research in this field2.  

Although few educators and researchers doubt the necessity of history education, they 

have not reached a consensus as to why history education is so important3.  

Still, as schools seek to meet the ever changing academic and social needs of all 

students, calls for reforms increase as schools are held accountable for student classroom 

performance as shown by the results of high stakes testing.  Public efforts to improve 

perceived faults in schools place school officials between school reform movements and 

studies showing how specific interventions in history courses have benefited students 

participating in such studies4. 

  The 1983 release of A Nation at Risk resulted in increased alarms about the state 

of U.S. schools.  Not surprisingly, calls for reform have proliferated, with educational 

theories competing for government dollars even as educators and researchers seek for the 

“one-size fits all” approach5.  Educational research in recent years has expanded to 

include numerous articles on the teaching of history, even as education continues to exert 

1 See, for example, G. S. Hall, Methods of Teaching History (Boston:  D.C. Heath and Company, 1884);  J. 
Bell and D. McCollum, “A Study of the Attainments of Pupils in United States History,” Journal of 
Educational Psychology 8 (1917):  257-274. 
2 P. Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically,” Theory and Research in Social Education 26 
(Summer 1998): 310-341.
3S. J. Thorton, “Should We Be Teaching More History?” Theory and Research in Social Education 18 
(Winter 1990): 53-61.
4 L. Cuban, “Why Bad Reforms Won’t Give Us Good Schools,” The American Prospect, 12 (Winter 2001), 
retrieved at http://www.prospect.org/print/V12/1/cuban-l.html on July 17, 2005.
5 Ibid.  
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its influence on the political landscape6.  The public concern about the quality of 

education, particularly as a recurring election issue, includes among other questions, 

debate about the role of history in education7.  

School history, in particular, frequently is seen as a vehicle for the defense of 

democracy.  This course is one in which students supposedly learn the civic lessons that 

will influence them to become dependable and useful citizens.  Thus, history education 

plays its role in what Cuban argues is the public dependency on public schools “to pass 

on desirable social attitudes, values, and behaviors.”8

Recent research into school history as part of the educational process, particularly 

about the teaching history, has increased, along with education research in general9.  This 

research focuses not only on school history and its intended purpose, such as its alleged 

civic importance, but on how students learn history and how they use that knowledge as a 

vehicle for displaying higher level thinking skills.  Arguments remain about the quality of 

history education and what areas of history education require the greatest improvement. 

Well more than a century ago, psychologist G. Stanley Hall claimed that history was the 

most poorly taught subject in school and current researchers have claimed that its 

popularity has not grown during the interval.  Both early and recent surveys reflect that 

many classroom history teachers today do not hold history degrees from accredited 

6 K. Osborne, “Teaching History in Schools:  A Canadian Debate”, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 35 
(Sept.-Oct. 2003): 585-626. 
7 P. Seixas, ”Parallel Crises:  History and the Social Studies Curriculum in the U.S.A.,” Journal of 
Curriculum Studies, 25 (May-June, 2003): 235-250.
8 L. Cuban, “Why Bad Reforms Won’t Give Us Good Schools,” The American Prospect, 12 (Winter 2001). 
9 See T.L. Brophy, “Teaching Social Studies for Understanding and Higher Order Applications,” 
Elementary School Journal 90 (Fall 1990):  351-471; S. J. Thorton, “Should We Be Teaching More 
History?” Theory and Research in Social Education 18 (Winter 1990): 53-61.; S. M. Wilson, “Parade of 
Facts, Stories of the Past:  What do Novice History Teachers Need to Know?” in Teaching Academic 
Subjects to Diverse Learners, ed. M.M. Kennedy (New York:  Teachers College, 1991), pp. 91-116.
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universities10.  These studies, along with ones that focus on students’ historical thinking11

(i.e. their ability to think like historians), reveal a changing landscape in history 

education12.  Classroom educators, school officials, and university education programs 

need to work together in addressing the needs of history education.  Historians in the 

professional community must participate in this essential need as well13.  

As school officials and the public place more importance on high-stakes 

standardized tests, including those testing social studies courses, the development of 

historical thinking has taken on increased significance for history education researchers.  

The rising trend of high-stakes testing and an emphasis on higher standards in history has 

aided the efforts of researchers who value and promote the need for quality education in 

history, particularly through an emphasis on historical thinking and the application of 

higher-level thinking skills in history courses14.   With some notable exceptions15, a 

10 D. Ravitch, “The Educational Backgrounds of History Teachers,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning 
History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: 
New York University Press, 1994), pp. 143-155.
11 See S. Wineburg “Historical Problem Solving:  A Study of the Cognitive Processes Used in the 
Evaluation of Documentary and Pictorial Evidence,” Educational Psychology 83 (Winter 1991):  73-87, S. 
Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts:  Notes on the Breach Between School and Academy,” 
American Educational Research Journal 28 (Fall 1991):  495-519; S. Green, “Students as Authors in the 
Study of History,” in Teaching and Learning in History, eds. I. L. Beck, G. Leinhardt, and C. Stainton 
(Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 137-170; K. McCarthy and G. Leinhardt, 
“Writing From Primary Source Documents:  A Way of Knowing in History,”  Written Communication 15 
(Winter 1998):  25-68; 
12 The recent publication by the National Research Council on How Students Learn contains three articles 
that focus on implementing higher levels of document work in history classrooms.  See M.S. Donovan and 
J.D. Bransford (eds),  How Students Learn:  History, Mathematics, and Science in the Classroom,
(Washington, D.C.:  The National Academies Press, 2005), pp. 31-216.
13 P. Seixas, “Beyond Content and Pedagogy:  In Search of a Way to Talk About History Education,” 
Journal of Curriculum Studies, 31 (May-June 1999): 317-337.
14 S. Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 (March, 2004).
15 See, P. Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically,” Theory and Research in Social Education 26 
(Summer 1998): 310-341; C.H. Bohan and O.L. Davis, Jr., “Historical Constructions:  How Social Studies 
Student  Teachers’ Historical Thinking is Reflected in Their Writing of History, Theory and Research in 
Social Education  26 (Spring 1998):, 173-197; T.D. Slekar, “Epistemological Entanglements:  Preservice 
Elementary School Teachers’ ‘Apprenticeship of Observation’ and the Teaching of History,” Theory and 
Research in Social Education” 26 (Fall, 1998): 485-508; Wilson,; S. Wineburg, “The Cognitive 
Representation of Historical Texts.” Knowing, Teaching, and Learning History:  National and 
International Perspectives, in eds. P Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: New York 
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significant amount of research has focused on student ability and performance rather than 

on improving teacher education or student performance on standardized tests.  

Researchers often use these student studies to extrapolate about teacher performance and 

need16. 

The introduction of standards-based high-stakes tests that seek to measure 

students’ critical thinking skills presents a dichotomy for history researchers. These tests, 

with the inherent levels of accountability that accompany such tests, create an 

environment in which students depend upon teachers prepared to teach these higher-level 

thinking skills in order to become well-prepared17.  Teachers find themselves, as 

VanSledright reported, “battling the clock” as they try to cover the curriculum tested by 

state or national tests.  In an age where many history teachers lack either a college degree 

in history or at least a strong background of history courses18, the implementation of a 

rigorous history curriculum that focuses on teaching students’ higher-level thinking skills 

and how to use historical thinking may appear to be a futile effort.  

My own experience in education has shown me that in many cases, history 

teachers routinely refer to themselves as teachers or educators rather than as historians.  

Teachers are expected and required to teach not only history, but the critical skills of 

thinking through history.  This process of developing critical thinking skills in the 

classroom is one in which teachers must also participate.  Teachers without a strong 

University Press, 1994), pp. 306-325; S. Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 
(March 2004): 1401-1414.
16See S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001), p. 5.  In the opening pages of his book, he argued that little research has been done in how to teach 
history.
17 B. VanSledright, “Can More be Less?  Depth-over-breadth Reforms, Teaching, and Representing 
History,” Social Education, 61 (1997): 38-41.
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background in history need professional development courses in order to receive help in 

learning to do so19.

In order to resolve challenges such as the one explained here, research in history 

education must continue to examine student ability and performance in the classroom20. 

The increase of research into teacher preparation and subsequent performance in the 

classroom must continue as well.  A third area, both significant and vital, is the domain of 

teacher-researcher studies that reveal what is occurring in classrooms as teachers focus on 

the teaching of higher-level thinking skills.  Teacher participation in these research 

projects should contribute to the improvement of history education by bridging the gap 

between researchers experienced in the methodology and teachers who know history well 

and who also knows the students well21 .

The present research was designed to examine what occurred in a secondary 

world history classroom of a teacher who focused on teaching students to use historical 

thinking and higher-level thinking skills.  This study had a descriptive goal, and did not 

seek to evaluate curriculum or instructional methods to determine efficiency or 

effectiveness in the classroom.  The examination of lesson activities, instructional 

methods, and classroom decisions provided the means to determine what occurred during 

the second semester of a year long world history course.  To be clear, describing what 

18 Ravitch, “The Educational Backgrounds of History Teachers,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning 
History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: 
New York University Press, 1994), pp. 143-155
19 M.S. Gabella, “Beyond the Looking Glass:  Bringing Students into the Conversation of Historical 
Inquiry,” Theory and Research in Social Education, 22 (Summer 1994): 340-363.
20 E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory Subject in 
Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998): 8-24.
21 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002); P. Seixas, “Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance,” Social 
Education, 61 (Winter, 1997): 22-27; J. J. Pedulla  “State-Mandated Testing: What Do Teachers Think?  
Educational Leadership 61 ( November 2003): 42-46. 
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occurred does not imply the existence of a simple narrative of daily activities nor does it 

provide a laundry list of lessons completed with collected test results.  Using appropriate 

research methods, the researcher collected data that provided understandings about 

student views of history and the historian’s craft.  Further, student reaction to certain 

lessons, instructional activities, and historical work was included.  Student activities in 

the classroom revealed patterns and emerging themes about what occurred.  Student 

perceptions about history and their own development within the field were important, as 

was their ability to apply the concepts of historical thinking.

This study investigated the development of students’ historical thinking within the 

reality of a high school classroom.  Specifically, the study described what happened in a 

world history classroom when a teacher focused students’ attention to the task of thinking 

historically and students’ responses to those efforts.  To accomplish this description, I 

conducted research in my high school classroom, specifically acting as both researcher 

and teacher.  In history education research, only a few studies including the history 

teacher as both participant and researcher exist22 and they serve as guides for certain 

methodologies or theories23.  This study featured the collection and analysis of new 

evidence about historical thinking heretofore not studied.  By focusing on the efforts of 

one teacher and one group of students in a secondary world history class, this report 

22 M. Lambert, “How Do Teachers Manage to Teach: Perspectives on Problems in Practice,” Harvard 
Educational Review 55 (Spring 1985): 178-194; J.W. Cornett, “Teacher Thinking About Curriculum and 
Instruction: A Case Study of a Secondary Social Studies Teacher,” Theory and Research in Social 
Education 18 (Summer 1990):  248-273; B.VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read 
History in Elementary School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002.
23 See, F. Erickson, “Qualitative Research in Education,” in Handbook of Research on Teaching, 3rd

edition, ed. M.C. Whitlock. (New York:  McMillan Publishing Company, 1986), pp. 328-375; S. Kemmis 
and T. McTaggart, “Participatory Action Research,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.K. 
Denzin and Y. Lincoln, (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications, Inc., 2000), pp. 567-605. 
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described and analyzed details that reveal dynamics of classroom events as students learn 

to think historically.

This study has several implications for the field of history research.  Leinhardt24

has argued that students can learn to think historically from the beginning of their 

introduction to history.  VanSledright25 approached his recent study with the belief that 

5th grade students could learn to think historically26.  Despite these assertions more 

research and data are needed to reveal the intricacies of teaching historical thinking in 

classrooms, especially at the secondary level.  The current study will add to the body of 

knowledge about teaching historical thinking in classroom by adding specific data about 

student performance working with primary source documents and focusing on historical 

thinking.  Future studies may require the testing of a set of hypotheses in light of the 

results that arise, or they may address the phenomenon of teaching in a divergent context 

or setting.  In both cases, the larger the body of knowledge and research on historical 

thinking becomes, the more evidence that teachers and teacher educators will have at 

their disposal to help students learn to think historically and to resolve questions raised by 

research.  Teachers face a variety of choices each day in their classrooms that influence 

how they teach 27.   Despite the various cultures and contexts in which teachers teach, 

including their own cultural background, this study reasonably may add knowledge that 

can help teachers as they face decisions in their respective classrooms.

24 G. Leinhardt, “Lessons on Teaching and Learning in History from Paul’s Pen,” in Knowing, Teaching, 
and Learning History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. 
Wineburg, (New York: New York University Press, 1994), pp. 223-245.
25B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School, (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002). 
26 B. VanSledright and Kelly made a similar argument in the 1998 study, “Reading American History:  The 
Influence of Using Multiple Sources on Six Fifth Graders,” The Elementary School Journal, 98 (January, 
1998): 239-265.
27 T. L. Brophy and J.E. Good, Looking in Classrooms, 8th Edition  (New York:  Longman, 2000).
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This study provides student voices to questions that arise in history education.  

Because the goal was descriptive in nature, the qualitative methods used allow future 

studies to examine the results achieved that will continue to explore the teacher’s role in 

the classroom and students’ reactions to these efforts to teach historical thinking.  This 

study can add to the dialogue about what is occurring in history classrooms.  As the call 

for higher-standards, high-stakes testing, renewed curriculum focus, and improved 

teacher preparation all come together in history classrooms, the forces affecting history 

education can have an enormous impact.  Studies that examine what is occurring in these 

classrooms as the forces combine are important and vital for researchers, practitioners, 

and teacher educators alike.

Before proceeding with the narrative of the study, several foundational points are 

necessary.  A summary of research in history education, the movement towards historical 

thinking and its role in the classroom, the use of primary source documents, teacher 

preparation, and the impact of testing on students and curriculum are significant.  The 

role of the teacher as researcher is also important.  Those who question the qualifications 

and preparation of current history teachers may question also teachers’ abilities to 

conduct research their own classrooms.  Chapter 2 contains a review of relevant literature 

on history education, including the impact of historical thinking and student views of 

history.  The methodology that served as a framework for this study and the methods 

used are outlined in chapter 3.  Chapters 4 and 5 provide the narrative of what occurred, 

specifically focusing on the results gathered from the data.  Chapter 6 contains the 

conclusions that arose from the data as well as possible future studies.  For those seeking 

further data, suggestions for future studies are given.
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History in the School Curriculum

As the current context of secondary schools and curriculum standards has 

developed, debate over the role of history teaching has increased.  As early as the late 

nineteenth century, Hall28 argued that his observations of classroom teaching led him to 

believe that history was the most poorly taught subject in public schools.  Recent surveys 

reveal that contemporary adults look back on history courses as “boring”29.   As few 

researchers or educators would argue the importance of history education in the 

curriculum, questions about why students’ perceptions remain that history is boring or is 

poorly taught.  These questions raise the challenges of researching history education. 

Studies in the field may need to focus on less on what is being taught, but more on how 

history is taught and what factors contribute to successful applications of higher level 

thinking skills in the classroom.

In his day, Hall promoted two ideas to rectify his concerns about poor teaching. 

First, history teachers should be subject specialists who knew and understood their 

subject matter, and second, that public schools should increase the amount of “time 

devoted to historical study30.” He further argued that teachers should adapt their 

instructional methods to the developmental level of their students, including efforts to 

learn history using an investigative method, a notion that appears similar to the current 

concept of historical thinking31.  

28 G. S. Hall, Methods of Teaching History (Boston:  D.C. Heath and Company, 1884).
29 See review in Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 (March, 2004). 
30 G. S. Hall, Methods of Teaching History (Boston:  D.C. Heath and Company, 1884), p. x.
31 See B.VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School, (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
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Since Hall’s time, history has become a core subject in the high school 

curriculum, taught by teachers who are subject specialists32.  Still, debate about the role 

of history in the curriculum rages. A century after Hall, for example, Brophy33 conducted 

a detailed review of published research on social studies education.  One implication was 

that researchers reach significant and often opposing conclusions concerning the purposes 

of social studies education.   Furthermore, Brophy cited competing arguments in the 

research about specific social education goals and how teachers might accomplish them.  

Thorton furthered argued that recent voices in social studies education have not 

sufficiently addressed the benefits of teaching history34.  

These literature reviews specifically summarized topics and research conclusions 

concerning history education over time.  Adding to these collections of research articles, 

Wineburg conducted a series of studies that focused on the concept of historical 

thinking35. He emphasized teachers’ need to use history education as a vehicle to higher 

level thinking, arguing that history provided a significant opportunity to introduce and 

teach these higher level and critical thinking skills. In this sense, history serves not only 

the function of promoting citizenship education and the perpetuation of democratic 

principles, but a means of helping students to analyze data sources and think critically 

32 This statement may be more assumption and goal than actual fact.  Ravitch addresses the background and 
certification credentials of history teachers in her article.  See D. Ravitch, “The Educational Backgrounds 
of History Teachers,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning History:  National and International 
Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: New York University Press, 1994), 
pp. 143-155.
33T. L. Brophy, “Teaching Social Studies for Understanding and Higher Order Applications,” Elementary 
School Journal 90 (1990): 351-471.
34 S. J. Thorton, “Should We Be Teaching More History,” Theory and Research in Social Education 18 
(1990): 53-61..
35 S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and Academy,” 
American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991).
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about that data36.  Seixas has stressed the concept of historical significance, or seeking to 

classify the importance of historical events by thoughtfully examining context and other 

factors.  Other researchers, such as VanSledright, have studied elementary students and 

their ability to use historical documents and exhibit higher level thinking skills. Yeager, 

Foster, and other researchers have incorporated historical thinking into the concept of 

historical empathy, or the process of understanding the context of historical times as 

shown by evidence and documents.  These researchers have led to an expansion of 

historical research that includes a focus on student and teacher ability to use historical 

thinking. Further discussion in Chapter 2 will focus specifically on the trends and 

sometimes conflicting results of history education research.  What these studies show, 

however, is the increased role and focus on historical thinking in modern history 

classrooms.

Historical thinking

Historical thinking generally is defined as a process of using historical 

information, including deciphering context, perspective, point of view, and perceived 

facts, to understand the past.  Thinking in history, or the use of phrases such as “thinking 

history” also may refer to a process of using critical thinking skills or higher level 

thinking skills in the study of history.  Recently, researchers in the field have defined the 

term “historical thinking” as simply thinking like a historian.37  For the purposes of this 

study, the term “historical thinking” refers to both “thinking like a historian” and the 

process a person uses when examining historical documents like an historian would do. 

36 F.M. Newmann, “Higher Order Thinking in Teaching Social Studies:  A Rationale for the Assessment of 
Classroom Thoughtfulness,” Journal of Curriculum Studies 22 (Winter 1990): 41-56.
37 S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001).
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This process includes a person’s interpretations of the meaning, relevance, and overall 

value of the document.  This definition implies a person’s efforts and ability to place a 

document, including interpretations, meanings, and context, into the social setting in 

which it was created.  Professional historians use the process of defining value, 

objectivity, bias, sources, tone, and content when interpreting and evaluating primary 

source documents.  They also study the extent to which other historians in the profession 

have used these skills in their work.  Helping secondary students to accomplish this same 

task in history courses is one of the challenges addressed in the research on history 

education. 

Historical thinking is important to history education for several reasons.  Studying 

history provides opportunities to teach process skills, such as critical thinking, data 

analysis, making or identifying generalizations, discovering biases, and recognizing 

perspectives38.  More recent studies have also introduced the concept of historical 

empathy, or understanding the deeper context of historical events39.  Through a study of 

history, students can develop process skills that enable them to successfully engage in 

these higher-level thinking skills.  Developing these skills is part of the dichotomy of 

teaching history.  Cuban40 argued that history teachers face the challenges of meeting two 

goals:  teaching the heritage of America and teaching students to think historically.  

38 See S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
2001); B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School,
(New York:  Teachers College, 2002). 
39 E. A. Yeager and S. J. Foster, “Teaching and Learning Multiple Perspectives on the Use of the Atomic 
Bomb,” in Historical Empathy in the Secondary Classroom, eds. O.L. Davis, Jr., E.A. Yeager, and S.J. 
Foster (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001), pp. 97-114.
40 L. Cuban, quoted in B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in 
Elementary School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002), p. vii. 
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Current advocates of strong and effective history education argue that “the study of 

history provides a large number of complex problems, like those in a social world”41.

Despite these apparent justifications of teaching and focusing on historical 

thinking in the classroom, several fundamental questions arise.  Some of these questions 

speak to the heart of history education, others address the issue of standardized testing.  

These questions include: Why is historical thinking important?  What do students stand to 

gain from an increase in historical thinking? Will historical thinking increase higher level 

thinking skills? Will focusing on historical thinking raise student scores on high stakes 

standardized tests?  Do standardized tests themselves match what students are learning in 

the classroom?  How does teacher preparation, background, and effort in historical 

thinking impact student performance? Reviewing the literature and conducting studies in 

history helps to answer these questions.  This present study does not seek to answer all 

these questions.  In fact, any single study could not cover the breadth of questions posed 

here.  Studies such as this one, however, provide a basis for addressing these questions 

and furthering the discourse and dialogue about history education and the role of 

historical thinking.  The search for data and interpretation will aid in bringing more 

results to light that should enable researchers and educators to develop more conclusions 

about the nature of practice of teaching history.

Current researchers in the field of historical thinking have promoted a variety of 

theories and conclusions in their published work.  From these studies, unique aspects of 

history education, such as individual student performance or effective assessments, often 

41 Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001), p. 51.
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appear.  In the wake of Wineburg’s studies on high school students’ historical thinking42, 

other investigators have followed his example of studying individual students and 

historical thinking43.  This research routinely revealed that students do not ordinarily 

evaluate primary source documents as historians do. Rather, students tended to focus on 

history as a collection of facts.  Researchers often have studied students’ historical 

thinking outside the context of classrooms, interviewing students outside the classroom.  

Frequently, these researchers have spent time in the class observing students, not actively 

participating directly with them through daily interactions.  This remark is not a criticism 

of their work, but a validation of the need for further research that brings the teacher into 

the role of researcher44.  Bringing teachers into the research group not only allows for 

teachers to determine and publish their perspectives, but the act of focusing on historical 

thinking allows teachers to create “classrooms where what we know about the past and 

how we learn is constantly open to question and debate45.”  VanSledright’s recent study 

in a 5th grade classroom showed that elementary students, with guidance and practice, 

were able to display and use historical thinking skills appropriate to their age and grade 

level, revealing that perhaps younger students today are being prepared and taught 

differently than they were when Wineburg conducted his arguments46.

42 See Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and 
Academy,” American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991); and S. Wineburg, “Making Historical 
Sense,” Knowing, Teaching, and Learning in History:  National and International Perspectives, in eds. P. 
Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg (New York:  New York University Press, 1994), pp. 306-325.
43 See C. Perfetti and et. Al, “How Students Use Texts to Learn and Reason About Historical Uncertainty,” 
Cognitive and Instructional Processes in History and the Social Sciences, M. Carretero and J.F. Voss, eds. 
(Hillsdale, N.J.:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994); S. Stahl and et. al., “What Happens When Students 
Read Multiple Source Documents in History?” Reading Research Quarterly  31 (Fall 1996):  430-456; 
Leinhardt, 2000; 
44 P. Seixas, “Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance,” Social Education, 61 (Winter, 1997).
45 P. Afflerbach and B. VanSledright, “Hath! Doth! What?:  Middle Graders Reading Innovative History 
Texts,” Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 44 (2001):  696-707.
46 B.VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
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As researchers address these questions, one argument is that history teachers 

either do not teach students adequately to use history as a means of developing higher 

level critical thinking skills or that students do not learn successfully to think historically.  

Wineburg argued that:

Because we more or less know what we are looking for before we enter the past, 
our encounter is unlikely to change us or cause us to rethink who we are. …We 
are not called upon to stretch our understanding to learn from the past.  Instead we 
contort the past to fit the predetermined meanings we have already assigned it.47

His statement introduces one significant challenge teachers and students face in the quest 

for historical thinking.  This challenge is the danger of presentism, or judging the past 

through the lenses of present denominators.  Other challenges include the lack of prior 

skills or opportunities to learn and use historical thinking, both on the part of the student 

or the teacher.  Additionally, teachers who learned history as a set of discovered facts 

may often repeat that process of presenting history as facts, without emphasizing the 

process of analyzing evidence from the past48.    Such practices shortchange students by 

forcing them to accept only one version of an event, preventing them from using 

historical thinking and arriving at their own conclusions through independent practice49.

Recognizing this danger, one could argue for improved history teaching that will benefit 

both the teacher and student.  

The disposition to think about the past by recognizing the inadequacy of ones’ 
own conceptual apparatus is essential in teaching people how to understand 
others’ differences from themselves.50

47 S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001), p. 5.
48 L. Levstik, “Any History is Someone’s History:  Listening to Multiple Voices from the Past”, Social 
Education 61 (1997):  48-51.
49P.  Seixas, “Beyond Content and Pedagogy: In Search of a Way to Talk About History Education.” 
Journal of Curriculum Studies 31 (1999): 317-337.
50 S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001), p.110.
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This effort to understand other people and their choices, particularly as seen through the 

study of primary source documents, enables students to better learn history and to 

understand themselves.  The emphasis on historical thinking, then, may be a key to 

helping students better understand the historical content by better understanding the 

historical context51.  Providing opportunities for students to develop these higher level 

thinking skills prepares students to exercise a greater understanding of the past, but also 

preparing students to act democratically through an increased awareness of their own 

perceptions and cultures and a greater understanding of others.  Closing this gap and 

eliminating the disconnect would address the issues Cuban raised about the inherent 

connections between history education and civic duty52.

Not only have researchers addressed the issue of why historical thinking is 

important for teachers and students, they have conducted studies about how students 

reflect historical thinking and what these findings imply for history education.  Although 

individuals and individual classrooms vary, similarities and commonalities across the 

studies help define logical generalizations and phenomena that occur frequently and 

consistently across independent studies.  Further, with the advent of high stakes testing 

and federal laws that bind school accountability ratings to student performance, 

understanding how historical thinking might impact student achievement on such tests is 

important.  Although this line of research is not specifically addressed in this study, the 

development of such tests becomes an important part of the history landscape and will 

play a part in future history research.  One connection, however, between standardized 

51 See Yeager and Foster, 1997.
52 L. Cuban, “Why Bad Reforms Won’t Give Us Good Schools,” The American Prospect, 12 (Winter 
2001).
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testing and studies such as this one is the need to understand what is occurring in the 

classroom in order to determine the role and impact of such tests.

This need to explore classroom occurrences in history education is one 

justification for this present study.  This study will fit along side recent research results to 

add to the body of literature on historical thinking in secondary schools. Furthermore, the 

possibility arises that through studies such as this one, researchers can examine themes in 

other research, such as Leinhardt’s53 notion that students at any level can, and should, be 

given opportunities to use history to think critically. Moreover, it will create additional 

findings about the dynamics of classroom interactions in the teaching of historical 

thinking.   As researchers continue to examine the concept of historical thinking, one can 

question the age at which students begin to display historical thinking and at what point 

should interventions begin, specifically looking at what factors may speed the 

developmental experiences of students54. 

Researchers in history education and historical thinking argue that teacher studies 

are valuable and important to understanding the dynamics of historical thinking.  

Nonetheless, such studies must be conducted by teachers and researchers who understand 

research techniques and who can adequately describe the dynamics and context of the 

classroom.  Not only are methods of data collection important, but a sufficient case for 

studying a particular class is important.  This current study fulfills this prerequisite. The 

selection criteria and specific description of the class will be given in the next chapter, 

53G.Leinhardt,”A Time to Be Mindful,” in Teaching and Learning in History, eds. I.L. Beck, G. Leinhardt, 
and C. Stainton, (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp.  209-255.
54 See P. Seixas, “Conceptualizing Growth in Historical Understanding” in Education and Human 
Development, eds. D. Olson and N. Torrance (London: Blackwell, 1996);  Epstein, 1997; E.A. Yeager, S. J. 
Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory Subject in Historical 
Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998): 8-24; K. Osborne, “Teaching History 
in Schools:  A Canadian Debate”, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 35 (Sept.-Oct. 2003): 585-626.    
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but my experience as a classroom teacher is explained here to connect my study with 

those that call for additional teacher studies.

As the teacher, I played an important role in the classroom. To explain adequately 

my role as both teacher and researcher, one should know my experiences in the 

classroom in order to provide context for this study. My experience does not make me an 

excellent teacher, but the important fact is that I am not a novice teacher.  My background 

and education allow me to bring those experiences and teachings into the classroom. 

Prior to conducting the study, I had spent 11 years teaching in public schools.  My 

educational background includes two history degrees, along with numerous staff 

development workshops.  Many of these workshops focused on teaching higher level 

thinking skills, including those sponsored by the College Board that administers the 

Advanced Placement program, which enabled me to become AP certified.  All these 

events contributed to an environment that aids this study.  As my school district prepared 

for the new social studies section of the mandated state assessment, I worked with school 

and district curricula to insure that our school complied with all state requirements in 

social studies.  In part because of this work, I taught district-level professional 

development for history teachers that focused on practical ways to use primary source 

documents in the classroom.

Naturally, opening up my classroom and experiences to public examination 

through this study raises the possibility that others may question my role or the results.  

Teachers with more or less experience and background may question how my 

experiences in teaching historical thinking can help them, particularly removed from the 

context of my classroom, for once removed, what value is this study?  To answer this 



19

question, one must realize that although the context and participants in other classroom 

studies may change, the potential to understand greater commonalities occurs.  Wineburg 

argued:

commonalities across our different participants, with different educational 
backgrounds, religious views, and ways of seeing the world, give us confidence 
that the trends we see in this sample are more than idiosyncratic55.

Focusing specifically on the potential criticism of sample size of participants in 

small studies, Wineburg argued that although replication is impossible, certain 

commonalities, or what one might call logical generalities, appear that enable us to take 

independent studies in historical thinking, done correctly, and place them into the larger 

body of research56.  Yeager and Foster took the argument a step further, arguing that in 

studies on historical thinking, students produced different results.  These differences are 

important, in that studying these differences will enable researchers to document and 

account for these differences, particularly in how students process information57.   

Another way to approach studies is to recognize the fact that social and economic factors 

do play a role in student performance, thus opening another avenue for specific studies in 

history education58 .

Thus, although one cannot replicate the classroom conditions of my study, future 

studies that bring into play student interaction in the midst of teacher research and 

observation may identify certain factors similar to those in the body of research.  Studies 

such as this present study may also raise questions about the teacher’s role, or the role of 

55 S. Wineburg, “Making Historical Sense,” Knowing, Teaching, and Learning in History:  National and 
International Perspectives, in eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg (New York:  New York 
University Press, 1994), p. 321.
56 See also P. Afflerbach and B. VanSledright, “Hath! Doth! What?:  Middle Graders Reading Innovative 
History Texts,” Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 44 (2001):  696-707.
57E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory 
Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998): 8-24.
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race and economics on student performance.  These questions might encourage future 

studies that model historical research in order to help teachers and researchers determine 

the impact of historical thinking on the history classroom.  The appearance of any 

commonalities could help researchers identify ways in which students learn to think 

historically and how teachers can prepare to teach them to do so.

Despite the desire to teach students to think historically, many studies reveal that 

students lag far behind historians in displaying these skills because they have not been 

taught to be historians, nor have they chosen this line of work.  One can run the risk of 

expecting too much from students59, something Davis warned against in arguing that 

“children and youth who study school subjects are not little historians or mathematicians 

or poets.  They are children and youth, not little adults60.” Davis furthered warned that 

teachers and researchers can go too far in expecting students to perform at levels where 

they may not yet be capable of performing.  This argument exposes to a certain degree 

the dichotomy of standardized testing with its high levels of expectations that teachers 

feel in the classroom.  And, as research develops that argues on behalf of student 

achievement in the realm of historical thinking, one must learn to balance the demands 

and rigor of academics with the reality of student ability.  Concerning student ability, 

Davis warned that teachers and administrators “must not confuse students’ thinking in 

their school studies with what it is not.  Students are studying to learn for themselves, not 

to create fresh new knowledge for communities of scholars61.”

58 Epstein, 1997.
59 See P.J. Lee, "Putting Principles into Practice:  Understanding History" in M.S. Donovan and J.D. 
Bransford (eds).  How Students Learn:  History, Mathematics, and Science in the Classroom.  Washington, 
D.C.:  The National Academies Press, 2005. 31-78.
60 O.L.Davis, Jr., Thinking in the School Subjects: Toward Improved Teaching and Learning ,” Journal of 
Curriculum and Supervision 13 (Spring  1998): 208.
61 Ibid.



21

One temptation for teacher-research is to expect students to achieve independent 

scholarly work when their actual goal may be to get a good grade, pass a test, or to 

simply master the material.  Balancing this realization with the high expectations of 

testing challenges the researcher to fully examine what is occurring in the classroom.  In 

part for this reason, my particular study is valuable for the body of research.  The study 

examined what occurred in a classroom as the teacher focused on teaching history and 

using higher level thinking skills.  The study reaches the goal of encouraging “students, 

during some times in their studies, to think specifically about historical evidence and 

ideas and with attention to different types of sources (e.g. documents, artifacts; primary 

and secondary) 62.  Further, the study intends “that students learn to drive warranted, 

substantive, historical knowledge and that they learn to communicate it in appropriate 

historical formats63.” 

Prior to actually collecting data, I made no predictions about the outcomes of this 

study.  In fact, the purpose of the study was not to test hypotheses, but, rather, to describe 

and interpret the natural events of a single secondary history class as I taught students to 

think like historians. Along the lines outlined by the research community, I attempted to 

include a variety of instructional activities and methods that would reveal what was 

occurring with my students, their progress, and their attempts to use historical thinking.  

The instructional methods included pre-reading discussions, where individuals, either in a 

small group setting or a larger class discussion, attempt to discern authors’ intent, point of 

view, context, and bias prior to reading the primary source.  I used writing activities in 

conjunction with the reading of primary documents, in which the students wrote on 

62 Ibid., p. 205.
63 Ibid., p. 205.
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current topics that have a similar theme to those they are studying.  The intent of these 

activities was to help students to think historically as they formed thoughts and ideas.  I 

introduced a large number of primary source documents that contained opposing views 

on the same issue.  

Having set the stage for the study, one must understand the various and often time 

competing research studies that provide a research context for this study.  Although I 

have made the case for this present study in this chapter, a more detailed examination of

the research will provide a backdrop for the study and a receptacle for the results that 

follow.  In the next chapter, several key themes in history research, such as student’s 

ability in historical thinking, the role of prior knowledge, the optimum opportunity for 

teacher preparation, and such topics is discussed.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

The rise in interest in historical thinking has led to numerous articles and research 

studies as educators and researchers continue to seek how and why students learn history 

the way they do. These articles represent a wide spectrum of topics, reflecting theories 

and attitudes about history education.  In this chapter, sections on history education, 

student historical thinking, teacher historical thinking, teacher as researcher, classroom 

studies, and the role of history education in civic education are covered.  These topics are 

ones that have significance for the field.  The volume of research requires a concise 

review of those relevant research articles that focus specifically on the issues raised in 

this current study.  Reviewing the literature reveals several important themes that carry 

throughout the articles.  Many of these studies were interpretive studies, researched in 

individual contexts.  Taking a larger view from any one individual study and 

extrapolating it to justify any course of action or theory may be unwise, yet noting 

correlations and similarities aids in researchers’ and practitioners’ understanding of 

historical thinking and history education.

The focus of history education and historical thinking varies among researchers 

and educators.  One branch looks at the student role, specifically focusing on how 

students learn and construct knowledge.  Research in this area may also examine the 

extent to which prior knowledge plays a role.  A second path of research explores the role 

of the teacher in developing higher level thinking skills in history.  These articles tend to 

focus less on what teachers can do, but to what extent teachers’ background, prior 

knowledge, education, and preparation impact their ability to teach students.  
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These two sets of research paths address two separate questions for history 

education.  First, one can focus on student performance and the indicators that reflect 

historical thinking.  Accepting the notion that students can learn to think like historians 

relies on the belief that teachers have the ability to think like historians and are able to 

guide students through that process.  Recent studies, presented here, question that 

assumption.  By examining teachers’ preparation and abilities, researchers are seeking to 

determine or to present outcomes that may conflict with higher standards and 

expectations for these teachers.

A third argument that appears in the literature focuses less on teachers’ ability and 

preparation, but on the unique role that they play in determining what is happening in the 

classroom.  This research strand focuses less on what decisions the classroom teacher 

makes, but on how the classroom teacher can provide research data to aid in improving 

history education.

Researchers have developed the critiques of history education through the social 

and economic factors that impact the classroom.  These factors include the diversity of 

student populations, teacher diversity and background, school and state curriculums, and 

patterns of history education, including the dialogue between educators, researchers, and 

professional historians.

Recently, researchers have begun to approach history education as a vehicle to 

civic education, with the inherent goal of providing a social context to the study of 

history.  This research focuses on student performance and teacher preparation and 

activities with the goal of improving teaching by finding common ground among 

differing perspectives.
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The intent of this chapter is to provide summary and analysis of these research 

branches and to discuss the theories and studies that have been conducted in this area.  

The diversity of studies and expansion of research displays the difficulty in reaching 

consensus in history education.  Placing these arguments into a larger picture of history 

research shows the complexity of the subject.  Further, by examining the various research 

sets, one can see how studies of history classes, such as is presented in this study, tie into 

this larger picture.  

Student Studies

When Wineburg published his study on high school students’ use of primary 

source documents, he argued that a breach existed between secondary students and 

historians.  Since the publication of this study, researchers have studied students’ abilities 

to work with primary source documents.  The question is not really whether students will 

use the documents like historians, for they lack the preparation, education, and 

knowledge to do so.  The question has become, to what extent do students incorporate 

these strategies and what interventions may accelerate that process64.

Wineburg’s study comparing high school students to university history professors 

provided a base for studying historical thinking.  Not surprisingly, Wineburg argued that 

the level of historical thinking was much higher among the university faculty than the 

high school students65.  For example, students ranked a textbook highest in value 

64 P. Seixas, “Conceptualizing Growth in Historical Understanding ,” in Education and Human 
Development, eds. D. Olson and N. Torrance (London: Blackwell, 1996).
65 See both S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and 
Academy,” American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991); and S. Wineburg, “Making Historical 
Sense,” Knowing, Teaching, and Learning in History:  National and International Perspectives, in eds. P. 
Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg (New York:  New York University Press, 1994).
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compared to primary source documents, while professors ranked it last66.  The 

discrepancies revealed that these students regarded textbooks as a major source of 

information, while viewing primary source documents as extensions of textbooks, or 

additional factual accounts. 

Student reliance on textbooks is one challenge to teaching historical thinking.  

Wineburg argued that students relied too much on the text, while questioning how and 

what students learn from these texts.  Afflerbach and VanSledright took this argument 

further by examining students’ use of textbooks and historical thinking67.  Rather than 

comparing student reactions to textbooks as compared to primary sources, as had 

occurred in Wineburg’s work, the authors studied middle-school students’ use of texts.  

What the authors argued was the textbooks these students used created problems that 

inhibited historical thinking.  They concluded that the textbooks often contained “archaic 

vocabulary and complicated syntax,” and that students needed to move beyond the 

textbook.  VanSledright made this same argument after researching a 5th grade class for 

historical thinking and critical reading68.

The connection between these research studies is the impact of the textbook and 

how high school students use those textbooks when examining the past.  A notable 

difference between VanSledright and Wineburg is the age level of participants.  

VanSledright worked with elementary and middle-school students, yet Wineburg worked 

with high school students in Advanced Placement courses.  The prior knowledge and 

education of these two groups is different.  If VanSledright is correct in that students, as 

66 S. Wineburg,. Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001).
67 P. Afflerbach and B. VanSledright, “Hath! Doth! What?:  Middle Graders Reading Innovative History 
Texts,” Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 44 (2001):  696-707.
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early as 5th grade, need to learn how to use multiple sources in analyzing the past, then 

one can question why high school students would continually use textbooks as a 

significant source for determining the past.

Several factors must be taken into consideration when examining these studies 

and interpreting and creating conclusions.  First, each study used a limited number of 

students.  VanSledright cautioned against using a study of 6 students to generalize 

educational concepts69.  However, he did argue that the results of such studies “may 

anticipate important outcomes,” and that more research studies were needed.

 The call for further research reveals that since Wineburg’s study, sufficient 

answers have not been found.  Another caution in reaching conclusions based on these 

studies is the passage of time.  Education continues to change with public policy, and the 

rise of national standards.  Textbooks themselves change to meet the current educational 

landscape, as new textbooks are marketed as being aligned with state standards and 

testing expectations. Therefore, continuous research in classrooms is necessary to 

determine how students react in the ever changing climate of schools. Secondly, as the 

history landscape changes, perhaps in part due to the influence of these early researchers, 

teaching practices may have changed to incorporate more primary source work.  These 

changes could begin to appear in more recent studies as compared to those completed 

even 15 years ago.

Although textbooks provide one source of historical information, historical 

thinking required primary source documents that allow students to evaluate and analyze 

68 B. VanSledright and C. Kelly, “Reading American History:  The Influence of Using Multiple Sources on 
Six Fifth Graders,” The Elementary School Journal 98 (January, 1998): 239-265.
69B. VanSledright and C. Kelly, “Reading American History:  The Influence of Using Multiple Sources on 
Six Fifth Graders,” The Elementary School Journal 98 (January, 1998): 239-265.
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historical context, point of view, bias, and reliability.  Students also learn critical thinking 

skills by examining documents in light of other factors, such as publication date and 

place.  Research that examines these aspects of historical thinking do not agree on 

conclusions as to how students show this historical thinking and in what ways and what 

grades should one focus. 

Leinhardt concentrated on the question of highly effective educational practices in 

history and individual learning that resulted from such practices70.  Focusing on one 

individual student, she examined the student’s display of historical thinking through 

writing.  Through the study of history, the student showed an increase in his cognitive 

skills.  Through this research, Leinhardt concluded that improvement occurred because of 

the student’s own painstaking efforts and the teacher’s feedback.  This progression led 

Leinhardt to argue that researchers have tools for textual analysis that can help educators 

understand how students and teachers gain greater command over history and how to use 

it.  She wrote:

History, in part, [is] a dialogue between the past, the alternative voices of the past, 
and the recorders of the present.  To come to understand history as dialogue, 
students must engage in historical dialogue that is not aimless rambling, but that is 
focused through explanations and texts71.

One limitation when looking for universality within Leinhardt’s study is that she 

focused solely on one student.  In large classes with high demands on teachers’ time, one 

can question whether students will receive the individual attention they need to advance 

adequately academically and to create the dialogue Leinhardt envisioned.  Teachers in 

70 G.Leinhardt,”A Time to Be Mindful,” in Teaching and Learning in History, eds. I.L. Beck, G. Leinhardt, 
and C. Stainton, (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp.  209-255.
71 Ibid.
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overcrowded classrooms may easily dismiss such findings not on merit, but on 

practicality and logistics.

The small scale of such studies underlines the challenge of creating a conclusive 

set of research-based results.  Yeager and Foster argued that reaching conclusions about 

student performance were “tentative at best72.”  Although they agreed that students, with 

teacher intervention, can learn to think critically about the past, they concluded that 

students can begin to think like historians only when they “have reasonable knowledge of 

outcomes.”  The authors believed that teachers need to guide students to examine 

materials critically, but also to defend their positions once they reach them.  The danger, 

they argued, is when students are confined to the knowledge of the teacher or the 

teacher’s choice of documents and materials.  To reach what Yeager and Foster called 

historical empathy, or understanding the context of the past, students must “bridge the 

gap between what is known and what may be inferred in history73.”

This gap is similar to the breach described in Wineburg’s studies.  The gap does 

not refer simply to a lack of prior knowledge, but can describe the processes through 

which students arrive at conclusions in history.  Therefore, one must examine not only 

what the students know about history before engaging in teaching higher level thinking 

skills, but one must determine the level to which they utilize the critical skills already 

outlined for successful historical inquiry.  Seixas argued that:

Without a sound notion of historical significance, students confront history as an 
alienated body of facts that appear to have little to do with their own lives74.

72 E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory
Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998).
73 E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory 
Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998): 2.
74 P. Seixas, “Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance,” Social Education, 61 (Winter, 1997): 22-27
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Seixas contended that students may have different levels of prior knowledge, but 

that they approach history in different ways, and that how they viewed historical events 

as significant was an important factor75.  He argued that an important aspect of teaching 

historical thinking was students’ ability to classify the significance of past events. His 

study of 82 high school students revealed that no consensus existed on students’ efforts to 

determine historical significance.  

Although the focus of Seixas’ study differed from Wineburg’s study on the Battle 

of Lexington in focusing on historical significance, the study does raise the question as to 

how students classify new information as revealed through texts and primary sources.  

Unlike the specific focus of this Seixas article, Wineburg’s argument was not primarily 

on the significance of the events, but how students viewed the significance of source 

documents reflecting the event. Wineburg did not address whether students thought 

Lexington was a significant historical event, but rather, that high school students had 

difficulty coming to a critical position on the event based on the way they approached the 

provided documents.

In his studies76, Wineburg concluded that historians knew both the literal text and 

the subtexts presented in the documents. Using these terms implies that historians could 

interpret the literal narrative contained in the document, but could examine deeper 

meanings, including the biases and implications behind the words.  This conclusion is 

similar to what Yeager and Foster argued when discussing the known verses the 

75Ibid., 22-27.
76 Wineburg conducted this study on more than one occasion, with some variances in each study, such as 
the inclusion of visual representations of the Battle of Lexington in later studies.  He also wrote about these 
results in more than one instance.  See S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the 
Breach Between School and Academy,” American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991); “Historical 
Problem Solving: A Study of the Cognitive Processes used in the Evaluation of Documentary and Pictoral 
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implied77.  Wineburg’s participating historians, including specialists in areas outside 

American history, discovered the meanings the documents contained, particularly items 

such as subjectivity, bias, and context.  Conversely, the high school students tended to 

look at the primary sources as a mainspring of facts, without questioning, analyzing or 

critiquing them as did the historians.  Viewing the documents as facts also prevented the 

students from seeing progressions or changes in the tone and facts throughout the set of 

documents.  Wineburg concluded that, for these students, reading history was not a 

process of learning the author’s intentions or placing them in a social context, but of 

gathering information.  

Were one to rely solely on Wineburg’s studies, one would conclude that students 

are not using primary source documents adequately, nor are they learning higher level 

thinking skills in history.  His contentions about student usage of primary source 

documents are supported in other studies that focused solely on student analysis of 

primary source documents.  In their study of high school studies, Stahl and others 

concluded that students chose to take literal notes from the materials, regardless of what 

final tasks they had been given. When asked opinions on the documents they read, the 

participants tended to ignore the documents even if they took notes78.  The authors 

concluded that students read the first document looking for information, rather than for 

interpretations.  When reading subsequent documents, students tended to compare them 

Evidence, 1991; Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001).
77 See E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory 
Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998).
78 Stahl, et.al., “What Happens When Students Read Multiple Source Documents in History?” Reading 
Research Quarterly  31 (Fall 1996): 430-456.
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to the first one in order see correlations of fact. Thus, reading more documents did not 

add to their overall ability to think historically.  

From this research, one might conclude primary source documents appear to have 

accomplished the same role as the textbook by the dissemination of information.  What 

educators expect of students’ engagement with primary sources, however, is greater 

detail, interpretation, identification of bias, and other higher-level thinking skills.  These 

studies showed that the introduction of primary source documents, without some other 

form of intervention, did not appear to add to students’ historical thinking.  The key to 

this point is the teacher intervention.  The Wineburg and Stahl studies were conducted 

with high school students, but not as part of a high school class.  Further research is 

needed to determine the extent to which these foundational studies reflect the current 

state of critical thinking displayed through the use of primary sources.  Secondly, as some 

states and teachers have a strong motivation to display historical thinking, particularly in 

light of standardized tests, understanding more about the background of the students in 

these studies could have been helpful in determining to what level they had been 

introduced to primary source documents in the past.  Although the role of teachers in 

historical thinking will be examined momentarily, one should note the connection 

between teachers’ attitudes towards primary source documents and student performance.  

Recently social studies textbooks have included ancillary sets of documents, 

sometimes with document excerpts built into the text.  However, teachers have often 

shied away from using primary sources.  Whether from their own lack of understanding 

or preparation, they don’t always feel comfortable using them.  Norby argued that 
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teachers are not prepared to face the discussions that come with using primary sources79.

Norby proposed that unlike textbooks, “primary sources present history as investigation, 

not as immutable facts that come down from on high80.”  Citing district social studies 

directors with whom she had worked, Norby included their conclusions that teachers 

have more difficulty in accepting this idea than did students.  This claim centered on the 

fear many teachers displayed in opening up their classrooms to discussions where the end 

results were not know beforehand.

Because history as investigation raises innumerable questions, it required debate 
and an ability to contextualize evidence.  Primary source materials open the door 
to this interpretive side of history, encouraging teachers to make the leap from 
presenting facts to opening historical events up to discussion.”81

The question for researchers is not whether primary sources are important; that 

point seems settled.  The question at hand is student use of primary sources.  Despite the 

images presented of student difficulty in using primary sources documents like historians 

do, more recent studies with students have shown some level of success in helping 

students achieve historical thinking and critical use of primary source documents.  

Secondly, more studies with teachers can take us beyond the anecdotal experiences of 

teachers and teacher educators who see certain results among their peers.  A constant 

theme among researchers such as Wineburg, Sexias, VanSledright, and others is the 

continued need to take these study results and compare the similarities across studies.  

The fact that many of these results seem to match teacher personal knowledge and 

experience is a phenomenon worth studying further.

79 Norby, Stephanie, L.  “Hardwired into history” Educational Leadership  61(Dec-Jan. 2003/4): 48-53.
80 Ibid., p.50.
81 Ibid., p.50-51.
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Whether or not students can benefit from teacher experience, especially when that 

teacher has a background in using primary sources, is another focus in the research 

community.  Asking whether young students could exhibit forms of historical thinking, 

VanSledright conducted a study of six 5th grade students where he concluded that 

students showed early signs of historical thinking and critical reading82. In his more 

recent work, he spent an extended period working with an entire class of 5th grade 

students83.  Using student interviews, think-aloud sessions, and class discussions to gather 

data, VanSledright argued that students progressed in their historical abilities based on 

what they brought to the experience.  Once again, the issues of students’ prior knowledge 

and teacher intervention played a part in the discussion. 

These research studies reveal results that may not necessarily be in conflict. 

Studies showing a breach between secondary schools and the professional community 

could be attributed to education, prior knowledge, and mentoring.  Yet, recent findings 

show students at young ages showing introductory signs of historical thinking.  The fact 

remains that the comparatively little research completed in this field, considering the 

number of schools, students, and classrooms, has not yielded conclusive results. Such 

conclusive results are also predicated on the belief that all schools, students, and 

classrooms will look the same.  As this is not the case, the research has variables that 

change the outcomes.  However, continued studies reveal those commonalities that do 

82B. VanSledright and Kelly, “Reading American History:  The Influence of Using Multiple Sources on Six 
Fifth Graders,” The Elementary School Journa98 (January, 1998): 239-265.
83 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
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exist as well as identifying which factors are significantly different that they require 

future study84.

When examining historical thinking, one item of critical importance is eliminating 

the conflicts created by a sometimes overwhelming amount of content within the 

curriculum85.   Although high school history course requirements may include content, 

process skills, and history methodologies, the latter of the three is least covered in many 

high school classrooms.  Nonetheless, teachers and researchers alike maintain students 

must learn to think like historians.  Yeager and Doppen argued that teachers and students 

should mirror the work that historians do86.

Historians must ask the question ‘why did an individual or group of people, given 
a set of circumstances, act in a certain way?’ in order to understand the events, 
actions, and words of key figures in the historical record87.”   

In their study of 8 high school juniors, the authors studied participants use of 

primary sources before answering questions based on the context of the event.  Their goal 

was not only to look at how students applied historical thinking, but to what level they 

used that historical skill to gather empathy, or an understanding of the context and 

perspective contained in the documents. Yeager and Doppen concluded “teaching 

historical empathy is a challenge that has potential to engage students in worthwhile 

historical thinking, judgment and explanation.”   As students attempted to understand and 

84 E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An Exploratory 
Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998).
85 B. VanSledright, “Can More be Less?  Depth-over-breadth Reforms, Teaching, and Representing 
History,” Social Education, 61 (1997): 38-41.
86 E.A. Yeager and F. H. Doppen. “Teaching and Learning Multiple Perspectives on the Use of the Atomic 
Bomb:  Historical Empathy in the Secondary Classroom” in Historical Empathy and Perspective Taking in 
Social Studies, eds. O.L.Davis, Jr., E.A. Yeager, and S.J. Foster (Landham, MD:  Rowman and Littlefield, 
2001), pp. 97-114.
87 Ibid., p. 97.
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gain empathy for the participants in the documents they read they naturally exhibited 

forms of historical thinking.  

Research focusing on historical empathy raises the argument that historical 

thinking culminates in an understanding of the context of past events88.  Defined this 

way, historical thinking is a way to achieve historical empathy.  Research articles on 

historical empathy present both another focus in history education and an alternative 

focus for displaying historical thinking.  As shown in this chapter, researchers often 

present different rationale for studying historical thinking.  Yeager and others argue for 

developing historical empathy through the understanding of historical context while 

Seixas argues for recognizing and assigning historical significance to events.  Although 

these themes may not be opposites, they do reveal one challenge of history education and 

research, and researchers question what aspects of classroom activities and factors most 

directly impact student performance and historical thinking.

 Further, as Barton and Levstik argued, early research focused on students’ ability 

to master facts, such as dates, names, and places89. The shift to determine levels of 

historical thinking requires not only a shift in the research, but a shift in focus in the 

classroom.  Research is necessary to determine what is occurring in those classrooms as 

teachers work to increase higher level thinking skills.  In order to understand what is 

happening in the classroom, an examination of the education, teacher preparation, prior 

knowledge, and historical thinking ability of teachers must be examined.

88 Ibid.; E.A. Yeager, S. J. Foster, et. al, “Why People in the Past Acted the Way They Did:  An 
Exploratory Subject in Historical Empathy,” Journal of Social Education, 13 (Spring/Summer 1998).
89 K. C. Barton and L. Levstik,  "'Back When God Was Around and Everything': Elementary Children's 
Understanding of Historical Time." American Educational Research Journal 33 (Summer 1996): 419-454.
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Teacher Preparation and Classroom Role

As shown in the previous section, the teacher’s impact on the history class is 

significant.  In the domain of history education research, a number of articles have 

focused on teacher preparation, particularly upon preservice teachers90.  Parents and 

students may enroll in a class confident the teacher has both the certification and 

background to be a successful teacher.  Neither may be the case.  Ravitch’s study placed 

the number of teachers in history courses holding history degrees as smaller than 

expected91.  Many social studies teachers hold composite degrees, which often require a 

minimum number of history credits to go along with other social studies subjects.  Some 

university programs allow students to graduate with courses in social studies 

methodology, rather than actual history degrees.  If developing historical thinking is not a 

part of these education plans, such programs may place teachers at a disadvantage in the 

classroom when the focus is on higher level thinking skills in history.

So, just as students’ historical thinking is significant, one can argue that teachers 

must be prepared to teach historical thinking.  Whether acting as a facilitator or teaching 

students step by step in scaffolding methods, they need to know how to teach historical 

thinking. They must be aware of their own ability to use documents and to think like 

historians in order to guide students to success. 

   1996.
90B. Fehn and K. E. Koeppen, “Intensive Document-Based Instruction in a Social Studies Methods Course 
and Student Teachers’ Attitudes and Practices in Subsequent Field Experiences, “Theory and Research in 
Social Education 26 (Fall) 1998, 461-484.; T. D. Slekar, “Epistemological Entanglements:  Preservice 
Teachers’ ‘Apprenticeship of Observation’ and the Teaching of History,” Theory and Research in Social 
Education, 26 (Fall 1998): 485-508.
91 D. Ravitch, “The Educational Backgrounds of History Teachers,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning 
History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: 
New York University Press, 1994), pp. 143-155.
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With the emphasis on standards and testing, potential history teachers must realize 

the seriousness of their responsibilities in preparing students to use historical thinking. 

Coupled with Ravitch’s92 assessment of national statistics showing fewer than 50 percent 

of history teachers in public schools majored in history in college, this claim raises 

significant concerns about the quality of history education.  Although this is not a new 

concern, as Hall and Bell have shown, the heavy emphasis on standardized testing used in 

schools today plays a role in bringing history education into the forefront.  Whereas in 

years past, social studies education, particularly history, was a place to hide bad teachers 

or to justify hiring athletic coaches, today’s emphasis on testing raises history to the same 

level as other tested subjects.

Several themes in teacher preparation appear in the research literature.  These 

themes resemble, in some ways, the research on student preparation. Just as students’ 

prior knowledge was a factor in their classroom performance93, teachers’ prior knowledge 

appears important.  Secondly, the individual teacher’s background and education play a 

role.  Learning styles and instructional theory also play a role in successful history 

teaching, as researchers attempt to find models that will successfully help students learn 

to think historically and implement the critical thinking skills.  These research strands are 

often interwoven.  Viewed in isolation, these studies cannot provide a complete account 

of what is occurring in the teacher-student interactions.  However, these research efforts 

continue to bring data about these interactions in the dialogue of classroom occurrences, 

providing opportunities to develop conclusions about re-emerging patterns.

92 D. Ravitch, “The Educational Backgrounds of History Teachers,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning 
History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg, (New York: 
New York University Press, 1994), pp. 143-155.
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Teachers bring with them to the classroom their vision of history, both as to what 

story history tells and how that story should be taught.  Often, this history represents the 

national view, or the commonly accepted version of history94.  This history represents 

that history the teachers learned in their schooling.  The concern for teaching historical 

thinking in classrooms is that if teachers enter the classroom with a limited version of 

history, or without preparation in teaching historical thinking, then they cannot be 

expected to teach at higher levels.  Many states and districts, by adopting higher 

standards and introducing high stakes standardized testing, have created expectations that 

teachers will indeed teach beyond the facts.  

Researchers often have focused on preservice teachers95.  These preservice 

teachers are usually in the final stages of university preparation for the classroom and 

their introduction in the classroom allows for researchers to examine the transition from 

university preparation and theory to classroom practice.  Once again, as with students, 

studies tend to focus on either elementary or secondary teachers.  Examining elementary 

preservice teachers allows one to see the impact on the young students.  Since researchers 

have argued that young students, even as low as 4th and 5th grade can begin the process of 

thinking historically96, studying elementary teachers is a logical activity.

93 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
94 L. Levstick, “Any History is Someone's History: Listening to Multiple Voices from the Past," Social 
Education 61 (1997): 48-51.
95B. Fehn and K. E. Koeppen, “Intensive Document-Based Instruction in a Social Studies Methods Course 
and Student Teachers’ Attitudes and Practices in Subsequent Field Experiences, “ Theory and Research in 
Social Education, 26.4 (Fall) 1998, 461-484; Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically”; T.D. 
Slekar, “Epistemological Entanglements:  Preservice Elementary School Teachers’ ‘Apprenticeship of 
Observation’ and the Teaching of History,” Theory and Research in Social Education 26 (Fall, 1998): 485-
508; 
96B. VanSledright and Kelly, “Reading American History:  The Influence of Using Multiple Sources on Six 
Fifth Graders,” The Elementary School Journal 98 (January, 1998): 239-265.
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Studying preservice teachers’ choice of documents in lesson development for 

classroom use, Seixas concluded that preservice teachers made clear choices about the 

documents they would use97. What he noticed, however, was their tendency to choose 

documents that presented a riddle to students, much like a detective looking for a set 

solution rather than choosing documents that would allow the students to be an 

“historians as a builder of interpretations.” Seixas’ contends that preservice teachers face 

the same challenges as students when it comes to historical thinking, that of presentism 

and historical significance.  

It would be nice to think that history students came away from their 
undergraduate studies familiar enough with the problems of historical knowledge 
and interpretation to construct the type of exercise.  If they do not, it is an open 
question whether they will have an extended opportunity as teachers to gain the 
requisite understandings98.

If these conclusions are true, then two separate items arise.  First, teacher 

education programs must honestly evaluate methodology courses and preparation 

programs, an item Seixas supported in his article.  The second issue has implications for 

the classroom.  If preservice teachers are entering history classes with limited ability to 

fully analyze and interpret primary source documents, then when and how will they learn 

those skills they are expected to give to students?  These are legitimate concerns for 

history education, though Seixas cautioned against high expectations for these preservice 

teachers, in that they have limited classroom experience in which to develop the myriad 

of skills necessary to be a master teacher.

Like Seixas, Wineburg concluded that preservice teachers may not be as prepared 

in historical knowledge and historical thinking as one might expect. Wineburg argued 

97P. Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically," Theory and Research in Social Educatio, 26 
(Summer, 1998): 310-341.
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that assumptions focused on teacher preparation in history may not be accurate in that 

preservice history teachers may not know the subject material nor how to think 

historically99.  As with Seixas, Wineburg argued that historical thinking should be a 

recognized emphasis in history teaching.  However, he criticized the unquestioning 

acceptance of the belief that history teachers know history and can and do seek out 

alternative points of view100.  Focusing on two preservice teachers, Wineburg and 

Fournier studied their historical thinking through an activity on Abraham Lincoln101.  The 

two participants, with different experiences and backgrounds, read conflicting primary 

source documents about Lincoln.  One teacher interpreted the documents on a personal 

level with Lincoln, while the other teachers focused on the social context of Lincoln’s 

time.

The different teacher reactions revealed an important point in teacher studies.  

The teachers read the same documents, but when presented with information that 

contradicted their previous beliefs about Lincoln, treated the sources differently and 

walked away with different conclusions about Lincoln and his times.  Wineburg and 

Fournier concluded that certain history teachers may not always know their history, 

meaning that their knowledge is limited or biased in enough to impact their history 

teaching.  

98 Ibid., p. 335.
99 S. Wineburg, “Making Historical Sense,” Knowing, Teaching, and Learning in History:  National and 
International Perspectives, in eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg (New York:  New York 
University Press, 1994); S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  
Temple University Press, 2001).
100 S. Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
2001).
101 S. Wineburg and J. Fournier, “Contextualized Thinking in History,” in Cognitive and Instructional 
Processes in History and the Social Sciences, eds. J.F. Voss and M. Carretero (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 285-308; see also Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts
(Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2001), pp. 18-22.
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Results such as these, even for only two teachers, provide questions for further 

research.  As with Seixas’ study, the authors argued that teachers’ historical beliefs and 

notions may not be assessed in education programs.  As a result, some new teachers may 

be unprepared to teach higher level thinking skills.  Another problem that arises in studies 

such as these echoes one that appeared in studies of high school students, that of 

presentism, or viewing the past through the lenses of today. 

The recurring theme in these studies that analyze teachers’ abilities to think with 

historical documents is that preservice teachers do not fully exhibit strong traits of 

historical thinking102.  McDiarmid’s study compared preservice teachers’ historical 

thinking to that of historians and built upon the theme that these teachers revealed limited 

ability to evaluate and work with historical documents.   

 Once again, one must be careful not to extrapolate general conclusions based on 

studies focused on a small number of participants. However, the idea is to research the 

extent to which teachers, both preservice and experienced, are prepared to use historical 

thinking themselves as well as their ability to guide students in these endeavors.  The call 

for more studies reflects the concern that teachers enter the history teaching profession 

inadequately prepared to teach students to think historically.  Administrators, teacher 

education programs, and teachers themselves should be concerned with the development 

of teachers and their preparation to use historical documents.  

As classroom teachers and teacher educators realize this concept, and seek to 

improve the process of historical thinking in the classroom, both for teachers and 

102 See also G. W. McDiarmid, “Understanding History for Teaching: A Study of the Historical 
Understanding of Perspective Teachers.”  Cognitive and Instructional Processes in History and Social 
Education, J.F. Voss and M. Carretero, eds. (Hillsdale, N.J.:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994):  159-
186; C.H. Bohan and O.L. Davis, Jr., “Historical Constructions:  How Social Studies Student  Teachers’ 
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students, the quality of history education should improve.  Teachers will then be in a 

stronger position to teach students these skills and to help the students develop and apply 

them themselves103. 

Researchers must continue to connect the claims that teachers educated in 

teaching higher level thinking skills to the belief that this education, through application 

in the classroom, will raise student performance in the classroom. Bain argued that 

teachers move students through deeper understandings in history through the Vygotskian 

model of scaffolding104.  Under this model, students are capable of internalizing the 

information, but require teacher assistance and modeling, which allows students to 

develop higher-level thinking skills.  Once again, the limited number of studies leaves 

this learning view in flux. The application of the Vygotsky model relates to Leinhardt’s 

argument that all students can learn to think historically at their individual level, but this

same question is left open in Seixas’ work.

Bain also argued that various levels of history interests are present in history 

classes105.  The level of historical thinking ranges from that of students to expert 

historian, often with the teacher falling somewhere in that mix.  Although this conclusion 

could be reached through studies, one may also apply it to the concept of prior 

knowledge.  The question then arises if the range in historical thinking comes from prior 

knowledge or other factors.  Certain instructional techniques may be more effective with 

Historical Thinking is Reflected in Their Writing of History, Theory and Research in Social Education  26 
(Spring 1998):, 173-197. 
103 P. Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically," Theory and Research in Social Education 26 
(Summer, 1998): 310-341; S. Wineburg and J. Fournier, “Contextualized Thinking in History,” Cognitive 
and Instructional Processes in History and the Social Sciences, eds. J.F. Voss and M. Carretero (Hillsdale, 
NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 285-308; Afflerbach and VanSledright, 2001.
104 R. B. Bain, “Into the Breach:  Using Research and Theory to Shape History Instruction,” Thinking, 
Knowing and Learning in History:  National and International Perspectives, Eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and 
S. Wineburg (New York:  New York University Press, 2000), p. 334
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individual students.  These ambiguities reinforce the need for continued studies in 

historical thinking, especially those studies conducted within the context of history 

classrooms where “teachers and students must try to ‘see’ all the thinking in the history 

classroom106.”  These studies, whether they focus on students, teachers, or the whole of 

the classroom, can help answer the many questions that continue to arise in history 

education.

The need for a strong program in historical thinking for preservice teachers 

appears to be obvious.  A recurring theme from the previously presented studies is the 

danger of presentism, or viewing the past through the lens of the present. Not only does 

the use of presentism limit a person’s ability to objectively study the past, but presentism 

may prevent an individual from examining the social context of the past through the 

inability to examine one’s own social context. 

This argument is further illustrated in the Bohan and Davis study in which the 

authors argued that a teacher’s preparation impacts his or her historical thinking 

process107.  Further, as other researchers have argued, how teachers view history is often 

the way they present it.  This view also influences their choices of primary source 

documents. In their study, Bohan and Davis worked with three preservice teachers 

experience with documents and prior knowledge of the American use of atomic power on 

Japan during World War II.  After using interviews to discover prior knowledge and 

teachers’ college preparation, the researchers asked participants to write an essay based 

on the document set. Bohan and Davis discovered that teachers did not use the documents 

105 Ibid., p. 335.
106 Ibid.
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to support the statements they made in their essays, as the essays reflected the teachers’ 

prior knowledge rather than the primary source documents.  When the preservice teachers 

pulled limited arguments from the documents, they used those excerpts that mirrored 

their previous beliefs.  Bohan and Davis concluded that the teachers’ use of documents in 

their essays may have been more a reflection of their prior knowledge and not necessarily 

to their ability to use documents.  

As Bohan and Davis could make no clear and precise statements about these 

results, the authors called for replication studies that would test the theory with a larger 

number of teachers.  Although replication studies have not mirrored this study, other 

researchers have focused on the social context teachers bring to the classroom.  Unlike 

the previous study, which focused on prior knowledge as an indicator of teacher 

performance, Levstik and Epstein, in separate studies, argued that social and cultural 

factors should not be ignored in determining what occurs in the classroom108.  One could 

easily, at this point, get sidetracked into reviews and critiques of various paradigms, 

including critical theory and race-based perspectives.  The point of including these 

articles, though, is not to argue on epistemologies of education, but to address specific 

factors that may impact a teacher’s ability to think historically, which would in turn limit 

a student’s ability to think historically.  Epstein argued that just as historians interpret 

past events under the influence of social and cultural contexts, so do students and 

teachers.  These social and cultural influences need to be studied further, Epstein claimed, 

107C.H. Bohan and O.L. Davis, Jr., “Historical Constructions:  How Social Studies Student  Teachers’ 
Historical Thinking is Reflected in Their Writing of History, Theory and Research in Social Education  26 
(Spring 1998): 173-197.
108 L. Levstick, “Any History is Someone's History: Listening to Multiple Voices from the Past," Social 
Education 61 (1997): 48–51; Epstein, 1997.    
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in order that teachers may understand how all these factors impact a student’s 

“willingness and ability to learn history.”

Although examining the dynamics of a history class is important, evidence is 

lacking to demonstrate that these factors will limit a student’s ability to exhibit historical 

thinking.  Levstik suggested that the presence of social, economic, or cultural factors 

alone may not be prevent teachers from teaching historical thinking.  She argued that to 

allow for multiple perspectives opposes the notion that there is a correct answer in 

history, which is the way history has most often been portrayed, especially in schools 

with standardized tests.  In order to achieve historical thinking in history classes, Levstik 

claimed that the apprentice model was inadequate and that the concept of the expert 

guiding the novice should be replaced with one where:

…teachers and students engage in dialogue that results in co-construction or 
historical meaning in the classroom109.

The purpose of examining these articles is not to descend into battles of 

paradigms but to examine the fundamental questions that are raised continually in history 

education, including what to teach and how to teach it110.  Concerns about teacher 

preparation, prior knowledge, and social background all diverge to a single point:  the 

teacher is important in the classroom as one who will help students learn historical 

thinking.  Though each of these articles contains a different focus, each echoes the call 

for more studies that seek important and relevant factors in the classroom.  In the opening 

109 L. Levstick, “Any History is Someone's History: Listening to Multiple Voices from the Past," Social 
Education 61 (1997): 48–51.
110K. Osborne, “Teaching History in Schools:  A Canadian Debate”, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 35 
(Sept.-Oct. 2003): 585-626; T.L. Brophy and J.E. Good, Looking in Classrooms 8th ed. (New York:  
Longman, 2000).
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chapter, I outlined some of my past experience to clarify up front what I as the teacher 

and researcher brought to the study and the context.

Community dialogue on history education

In the review of research articles, issues about teacher preparation continually 

arise.  Seixas argued that if teachers leave the university unequipped with the knowledge 

and skills to teach historical thinking, they will be hard pressed to receive them later111. 

Further, arguments over significant factors on students and teachers, whether it be prior 

knowledge, social and economic factors, preparation, or a combination of all of them can 

influence how teachers are prepared.  Classroom teachers, despite being on the frontline 

of education, are often the least involved in determining curriculum, standards, or staff 

development.  As a result, they are often left to the trends of education.  One can argue 

that not only is more research needed, as evidenced by the inconclusive research results 

and the varying themes contained in research articles, but a greater dialogue between 

historians, teacher educators, administrators, and teachers.  Student success in displaying 

historical thinking will occur when the interested parties come together to discuss issues 

of content, pedagogy, and knowledge112. 

Trends in staff development that include teacher participation have also made it 

easier for teachers to become involved in creating their own continuing education plans 

to address perceived weaknesses in history teaching113. Weintraub described four 

concepts local teachers created as they developed teacher materials for their district.  

111P. Seixas, “Student Teachers Thinking Historically." Theory and Research in Social Education 26 
(Summer, 1998): 310-341.
112 P. Seixas, “Beyond Content and Pedagogy: In Search of a Way to Talk About History Education.” 
Journal of Curriculum Studies 31 (1999): 317-337; L. Shulman, “Knowledge and Teaching:  Foundations 
of a New Reform,” Harvard Educational Review, 57 (Winter), 1-22.  
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These concepts entailed “a strong staff development program, development of curriculum 

materials that model the kind of historical thinking that historians modeled for us in staff 

development, reaction of documents (standards) that give the stamp of district legitimacy 

to an approach that emphasizes historical thinking, the creation of assessments linked to 

the standards that both model the kind of teaching expected and give power to the 

standards themselves114.” Weintraub argued that bringing in professional historians and 

having these historians teach teachers about the ways in which they conducted historical 

thinking as a model for classroom teachers was contingent upon having proper time and 

follow-up that would allow teachers to be able to mimic and apply these skills in the 

classroom.

Models like this one may help educate and prepare teachers to augment skills they 

may be lacking from their university education.  Further, individual teachers may be able 

to address issues specific for their classrooms and districts.  As Cuban warned, no “one 

size fits all” exists in education.  This fact is true in history education.  Research about 

classroom experiences, for both teachers and students has not provided sufficient answers 

for what is occurring as students attempt to learn historical thinking and teachers attempt 

to teach historical thinking.  For this reason, studies such as this one become valuable.  

The final point in reviewing the literature is to examine why teacher-as-researcher studies 

are important.

113R. B. Bain, “Into the Breach:  Using Research and Theory to Shape History Instruction,” in Thinking, 
Knowing and Learning in History:  National and International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and 
S. Wineburg (New York:  New York University Press, 2000), p. 334.
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Teacher as Researcher

In recent years, the call for teacher research studies has increased115, including the 

concept of teachers as researchers. Teachers themselves have added to the body of 

research on historical thinking as they prepare themselves to teach students higher level 

thinking skills in history.  A search of the literature on historical thinking underscores a 

need for more detailed research into specific topics that will broaden the scope of current 

studies about teaching historical thinking116.  Although general studies on classroom 

practices exist in abundance, those that specifically target secondary history classrooms 

in order to describe and reveal the processes of teaching historical thinking are limited in 

number.  In essence, research into the classroom practices of current teachers as they 

teach students to think historically is needed117.  Erickson has argued that studies can 

focus on specific occurrences in one particular context rather than across a number of 

selected places118.  These studies allow the perspectives of the participants to add to the 

meanings of the particular context being studied. 

A notable model for teacher research projects is VanSledright’s recent study in a 

5th grade classroom focusing on teacher practices in elementary schools119.    

114 S. Weintraub, “What’s this New Crap?  What’s Wrong With the Old Crap?: Changing History Teaching 
in Oakland, CA,” in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning History, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg 
(New York:  New York University Press, 2000).
115 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002); S. Kemmis and T. McTaggart, “Participatory Action Research,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.K. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2000), pp. 567-605.  
116 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).  
117 See Brophy and Good, 2000; F. Erickson, “Qualitative Research in Education,” in Handbook of 
Research on Teaching, 3rd edition, ed. M.C. Whitlock. (New York:  McMillan Publishing Company, 1986), 
pp. 328-375.
118F. Erickson, “Qualitative Research in Education,” in Handbook of Research on Teaching, 3rd edition, ed. 

M.C. Whitlock. (New York:  McMillan Publishing Company, 1986), pp.  328-375  
119 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
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VanSledright re-entered the classroom in a collaborative effort with 5th grade students to 

help them learn to think historically and to study their efforts to learn.  He concluded that 

efforts such as his not only could be successful at that level, but were necessary for 

history students at all levels of schooling.  Arguing that teachers’ work in the classroom 

is an important component in helping students to think historically, he addressed the 

general absence of research by classroom teachers acting as both researcher and subject.  

VanSledright’s work focused on one elementary classroom, but laid the foundation for 

future work in this field.  In secondary classrooms, even beginning research remains to be 

initiated. 

VanSledright based his study on the premise that all students can learn higher 

level thinking skills in history.  Focusing on teaching students to think like historians, he 

used a variety of primary source documents in his teaching to help students seek bias and 

point of view.  These exercises created environments where the students could develop 

higher level thinking skills, such as thinking critically about the content and context of 

the document.

Seixas echoed VanSledright’s premise that classroom teachers are in a unique 

position to provide both direction to students and maintain a focus on classroom 

experiences.  As they collect data, they are able to interpret this data through the lens of a 

participant.  

Teachers could probably but this instrument, or one like it, to better use in their 
classrooms than can outside researchers.  They know their classes best and are 
thus in the best position to utilize students’ responses in the designing of 
subsequent instruction120.

120 P. Seixas, “Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance,” Social Education, 61 (Winter, 1997).
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In studies where teachers act as both teacher and researcher, this act of seeing 

may be complicated by the task of “trying to see all the thinking in the classroom”, 

especially collecting data while maintaining the integrity of their curriculum and state 

guidelines.  However, if one is aware of this concern going in to a study, then seeking 

historical thinking and understanding the complexities of both measuring and evaluating 

this thinking may be given priority in the study.

High-stakes testing and historical thinking

An important aspect of education driving the need for research into history 

methods is the impact of high-stakes testing.  The impact of high-stakes testing is felt by 

many teachers and passage of the No Child Left Behind Act has created an even more 

frenzied environment for many teachers121.  Recent studies reveal that teachers are 

spending an increasing amount of instructional time preparing students for success in 

standardized, high-stakes testing122.  The challenge facing history teachers in any general 

statements or discussions on high-stakes testing is the lack of consistency among 

standardized tests. Although the ACT, SAT, NAEP, and AP tests are national, many 

states have introduced their own versions of standardized tests. Abrams and Madaus 

argued that four components appear in most high-stakes testing: content standards; tests; 

performance targets; and incentives123.  Despite this commonality, the implications of 

these tests vary from state to state.  Some states use the test as a graduation requirement; 

121 L. A. Abrams and G. F. Madaus, “The Lessons of High-Stakes Testing” Educational Leadership  61 
(November 2003):  31-35; J. J. Pedulla  “State-Mandated Testing: What Do Teachers Think?  Educational 
Leadership 61 ( November 2003): 42-46.
122 L. A. Abrams and G.F. Madaus, “The Lessons of High-Stakes Testing” Educational Leadership 61 
(November 2003): 31-35.
123 Ibid. 31.
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some use them for school accountability124.  This lack of cohesiveness makes it difficult 

to gauge the efficacy and value of standardized tests in general, though many community 

voices call for more tests each year. Regardless of their efficiency, reliability, or 

effectiveness, community perceptions of how successful individual schools become is 

tied directly to the passing rates for these tests125. With the passage of the No Child Left 

Behind Act, accountability in mathematics and reading has impacted schools by requiring 

schools to set up additional instruction for students who fall short of state or national 

standards.

Additional studies among teachers revealed that although many teachers believed 

that the content and assessments in their classrooms adequately reflected the 

requirements of the state tests, fewer than half of them stated that their assessments were 

in the same format126.  Teachers explained that the use of standardized tests limited what 

they could and did teach in the individual classroom127.   These limitations led a large 

number of teachers to conclude that the tests were not effective and did not warrant the 

amount of time spent in class because the tests were not accurate reflectors of student 

achievement.  

If there is uncertainty about the meaning of a test score, the test may not be valid. 
Unaware of this ominous warning, supporters of high-stakes testing, particularly 
politicians, have caused high-stakes testing to proliferate128.

124 A.L. Amrein, and D. C. Berliner,” High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning,” Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 10 (March 28, 2002). Retrieved January 27, 2005 from 
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/.
125 Ibid. 
126J. J. Pedulla  “State-Mandated Testing: What Do Teachers Think?  Educational Leadership 61 ( 
November 2003): 42-46
127 Ibid.  The test was conducted in 2001 by the National Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy.
128A.L. Amrein, and D. C. Berliner,” High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning,” Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 10 (March 28, 2002). Retrieved January 27, 2005 from 
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/.
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Determining how widespread these reflections are among teachers is compounded 

by the variety of tests from state to state.  Therefore, studies such as these may reflect 

attitudes shared across classrooms, yet remain less effective in swaying public policy.  

This could explain that despite these conclusions the movement towards standardized 

tests has gained momentum in recent years and appears to be a recycling of the test-

mania that simply repeats the same concerns from nearly a century ago129.  Citing the 

Bell and McCollum study of 1917, Wineburg argued that since that landmark study, 

succeeding generations of adults have decried the limited history knowledge of their 

contemporary students while ignoring the past poor performance of previous students.

Wineburg argued that a “sober look at century of history testing provides no 

evidence for the gradual disintegration of cultural memory or growing historical 

ignorance130.”  Still, testing moves forward as current politicians and community leaders, 

as well as a fair number of educators, continue to call for more testing.  Researchers not 

only criticize the premise for increased testing, but decry the format and purpose of the 

testing itself, stating that the current high-stakes tests are designed to be discriminatory, 

thus putting students in a position where only the top students will be successful131.   

States who connect teacher or administrator salaries to student performance add an 

economic pressure of high-stakes testing to school officials132.  No clear answer seems 

imminent as educators and policy makers continue to battle over high-stakes testing.  The 

impact of such tests may be determined through more classroom studies that examine 

129 Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 (March, 2004).
130 Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 (March, 2004): 1405.
131 Wineburg, “Crazy for History,” Journal of American History 90 (March, 2004): 1409.
132 A.L. Amrein, and D. C. Berliner,” High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning,” Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 10 (March 28, 2002). Retrieved January 27, 2005 from 
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/.
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ways in which teacher attention to these tests aids or distracts from the pursuit of higher 

level thinking skills in history.

Social Value of History Education

Barton and Levstik recently argued for a rationale in history, or providing reasons 

beyond simply teaching history for its own sake133.  They furthered argued that history 

education provided an opportunity to improve democratic participation in society, though 

not simply through the introduction of national symbols, phrases or stories.  They argue 

that citizen education is more than a token attempt to influence governmental decisions.  

History education, according to Barton and Levstik, includes teaching students to 

participate in a variety of social interactions that build community and provide 

opportunities for individuals to achieve their desires and goals.  They argued that history 

education, specifically focusing on civic responsibilities and citizenship education, 

should include more than memorization of how government works, but how citizens can 

understand and build social contexts to events and historical concepts that will bridge the 

gap between differing perspectives.

Conclusion

The role of history in education has been debated for so long that one could argue 

that each generation arrives to its own conclusions about the lack of historical knowledge.  

Yet, in a sample study of adults, researchers have found that over 50 percent of 

participants had used one of the listed history methods in their lives134.  Referring to a list 

133 K. C. Barton and L. S. Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good, (Mahwah, New Jersey: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., 2004).
134 Roy Rosenzweig   “How Americans Use and Think About the Past:  Implications From a National 
Survey For the Teaching of History,” in Thinking, Knowing and Learning in History:  National and 
International Perspectives, eds. P. Seixas, P. Stearns, and S. Wineburg (New York:  New York University 
Press, 2000), pp.  262-283. More than half the survey had used at least 5 activities on their list of ten history 
related activities.  
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of ten activities, over half the adults had used at least five recently.  One relevant question 

for educators is how to instill the knowledge of historical patterns in high school students.

These articles and research trends create a pattern where history education is 

important in the curriculum for its ability to provide to opportunities where higher level 

thinking skills can be developed and improved.  Although researchers seem to agree on 

the fact that students and teachers can develop and demonstrate an ability to think 

historically, they differ on how this ability is achieved fully achieved.  This study 

attempts to address the occurrences in one high school world history classroom when the 

teacher focused on teaching these higher level thinking skills.  In order to do this, data 

was necessary.

In the next chapter, a discussion of the paradigm and perspective used to justify 

the research and methods is given.  A discussion on the methods used to collect the data 

is also given.  The methods used in the study are similar to those used in other research 

articles on history education, providing an opportunity to place this study into the body of 

research on historical thinking.
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Chapter 3

Methodology and Methods

Setting

This chapter discusses the methodology employed in this research.  Additionally, 

it describes the setting in which this research was undertaken and how I analyzed and 

interpreted the data. I conducted this study in a high school history classroom in a 

suburban school where I was employed as a teacher.  I regularly taught 5 history classes 

which provided a number of students willing to participate in a study.  During the year in 

which this study was conducted, the state of Texas introduced a standardized 

accountability test in history. Early indications from the state education offices implied 

that the test would be based on critical thinking skills in history, not rote memorization 

and recall. This test provided an accountability rating for schools while holding 

individual students accountable. For the first time in the state’s history,  a students’ high 

school graduation eligibility was linked to individual success on the history portion of the 

test (in addition to the standard math and reading).  This new emphasis on higher- level 

thinking in history provided an need to examine what was occurring in history 

classrooms. 

This study was undertaken in a suburban high school in a school district adjacent 

to a major city in a large metropolitan area.  The course was Pre-AP world history.  It 

enrolled 20 tenth-grade students, 12 girls and 8 boys. This class had the smallest 

enrollment of any of my world history courses, which averaged 26 students. The ethnic 

composition of the class loosely resembled the composition of the school student body; 

which had a majority Anglo population of 65 percent population, with approximately 20 
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percent of students identified as Hispanic and 15 percent as African-American. In this 

particular class, 14 students were white, three were Hispanic, and two were African-

American. The course was taught on a block schedule. Students attended this history 

course on alternating school days for an approximate 90-minute session.  This particular 

class session was divided by the lunch period into two equal time blocks. Even before 

beginning this study, the smaller number of students in the class fostered more individual 

student-teacher interaction than in my other courses.  At the end of this class period, I had 

a scheduled planning period.  Thus, each day that the class met, I had debriefing time to 

record insights and observations immediately after students left the room.  This planning 

time also allowed me to protect the video and audiotapes.  These specific factors created 

an advantageous environment for completing a study.

Students in my classroom were enrolled in a Pre-AP course.  The directives of the 

course were twofold:  First, to teach students world history according to the state 

guidelines; and second, to prepare students to enroll in and be successful in the 

subsequent AP American history class in which most enrolled the following year.  Many 

of the students were bright, motivated, and well prepared for class.  Some were not 

considered bright, motivated or prepared, either by their own volition or by judgment of 

previous performance. Furthermore, not all the students participated in a Pre-AP world 

geography course before enrolling in the Pre-AP world history course.  In fact, students 

in this school district may enroll in Pre-AP courses without teacher consent if parents 

sign a consent waiver.  Thus, the students arrived in a classroom with various 

backgrounds in historical thinking and training.  In fact, the curriculum of the world 

geography courses required by the district does not demand the same level of work with 
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primary source documents.  Because no honors program exists in 8th grade U.S. history 

course in the district, my course was the first real introduction for students to historical 

documents and historical thinking.

The study was undertaken during the second semester of the academic school 

year.  Preceding the study, I received permission from the school district to conduct the 

study in my class.  The district’s acceptance of the study was due to its commitment to 

promote students’ higher-level thinking skills. District officials recognized the potential 

value of this study in light of the new state history test. District approval facilitated IRB 

approval from the sponsoring university.  Despite preparatory efforts, this process, and 

the time necessary to complete participation forms, delayed the start of the study from the 

first week of the semester until the beginning of February.  The study time frame was 

shifted two weeks to compensate for the later start. 

The study began in February and lasted for 12 weeks until the beginning of May.   

During the course of the study, several class days were lost due to an ice storm. The state 

mandated testing period fell within the time frame of the study.  In this study, I did not 

focus specifically on student preparation for the test, but followed the stare curriculum 

and focused on higher level thinking skills necessary for success in high-level social 

studies classrooms.  I finished the data collection for the study in early May as students 

began to prepare and review for semester examinations.  To understand fully what 

occurred in the study and to inform the reader how the data was collected and results 

achieved, a description of the methods must be presented.  Outlining the paradigm and 

perspective that drives this study is also necessary, so that the reader may understand the 

full context of the study. 



59

One can describe the events of 12 weeks in a world history class in a variety of 

ways, with each activity and response adding to the classroom dimensions.  In describing 

what occurred during the study and just what these occurrences represent, key elements 

need to be addressed.  These elements include the interviews, think aloud sessions, and 

questionnaires.  In creating a narrative, other forms of data representation, such as essays, 

class participation charts, class transcripts, and class assignments are necessary to reveal 

what happened in the classroom during the study period.  As in all schools, incidental 

items occurred, which caused alterations in the class schedule and impacted the pace and 

scope of lessons.  Some of these incidents include the school closure due to an ice storm, 

an additional make-up day lost to state testing, pep rallies and numerous interruptions in 

the class period.

The study began in the latter part of February, at the end of the unit on the French 

Revolution.  During the study, I covered several units, including Napoleon’s reign, the 

Industrial Revolution, World War I, the Rise of Totalitarian States, World War II, the 

Cold War, and the subsequent fall of Communism.  These units corresponded to the 

curriculum map introduced by the school district in which the study took place. 

I collected data on a daily basis through the audio and videotaped sessions, as 

well as through the comment charts and daily assignments.  In each case, the data was 

protected by safeguards, not only as to the confidentiality of the participants, but the 

actual physical data as well.  The video and audiotapes of all class periods, interviews, 

and think-alouds were kept locked away from the classroom.  Transcripts of all tapes 

were typed and checked for accuracy before the tapes were erased.  These steps were 

taken to protect the participants, especially considering that they were high school 
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students.  On all hard copies of transcripts, the students’ names were replaced with 

pseudonyms to protect their identities.

Paradigm and Perspective

This study is an interpretivist study.  Basing this study on interpretivist ideas 

seemed not only proper, but natural for the type of study involved.  As this study relies on 

telling individual stories, it is qualitative work.  Denzin and Lincoln wrote that a 

qualitative study can be accomplished with a variety of methods that “describe routine 

and problematic moments and meanings in individuals’ lives135.” 

Although this inquiry was a qualitative project, qualitative research is a broad 

description for various types of research. Qualitative researchers employ an array of 

methods to engage in qualitative research, but researchers often operate from different 

paradigms and perspectives.  Conflicting and sometimes opposing paradigms are one 

reason that the term qualitative is often defined in a range of ways136.  Janesick’s analogy 

of choreography in dance137, represents this changing and individualistic approach. Each 

qualitative researcher uses a choice of methods to tell the participants’ stories. Qualitative 

research ranges from interpretivist work, in which the researcher interprets the stories and 

data given by participants, to constructivist approaches in which researchers and 

participants construct meanings together in story, or to critical theory inquiries that raise 

issues of race, gender, power, and oppression.  Understanding how I approached this 

135N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, “Introduction:  The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.Lincoln and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2000), p. 3.
136 Ibid.
137 V. Janesick, “The Choreography of Qualitative Research Designs:  Minuets, Improvisations, and 
Crystallization,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, 
CA:  Sage Publications, Inc, 2000), pp. 379-400.
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study is important, because this understanding will help the reader to keep in mind the 

purposes of this study.

To understand students’ experiences with primary sources and how these 

experiences shape their historical thinking, I needed to understand their thought processes 

in history and how they thought like historians.   Multiple participants in this study 

provided data, and as a researcher, I interpreted their responses, looked for emergent 

themes, and determined what the data revealed.  Schwandt argued that in a search for 

meaning, researchers interpret what the participants are doing138.   This definition reveals 

the essence of interpretivism.  Operating from the belief that human actions have 

meaning, researchers look for the meanings presented through these human actions and 

words, and interpret the data the participants provide139.  

Interpretivist researchers believe that they can overcome their own constructions 

of events or meanings in order to interpret the meanings of the data140.  Schwandt argued 

that this belief allows the researcher to set aside his or her personal bias and remain 

objective. He answered criticisms of interpretivism and the claim to theoretical 

objectivity by arguing that researchers in this paradigm believe that certain ideas, such as 

the belief in impartiality and open discussion of conflicts of rights and obligations, enable 

them to rise above personal bias that would require them to state a particular perspective 

that researchers in other paradigms claim are inherent in all researchers.

Notable works in historical reasoning and history education, such as those listed 

in the previous chapter, have been completed from an interpretivist points of view, in 

138 T.A. Schwandt, “Three Epistemological Stances for Qualitative Inquiry:  Interpretivism, Hermeneutics, 
and Social Construction” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand 
Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications, Inc, 2000), pp.189-214.  
139 Ibid.
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which participant responses provided data that researchers used to interpret levels of

historical thinking. In the school studies previously mentioned, Wineburg, Seixas, 

VanSledright, and others interpreted the results to make logical generalizations141.  In 

these studies, the researchers interpreted the statements, writings, and opinions of 

participants in order to reach conclusions about students, teachers, or teacher education 

programs.  Leinhardt’s study of students’ progress through Advanced Placement 

programs was conducted from an interpretivist paradigm as well142.  Reviewing topical 

literature shows the interpretivist paradigm is common in studies that focus on teachers’ 

use of primary source documents and the student learning process through those 

documents143.

 As will be shown later, in order to stay consistent with the literature, I created my 

study modeled on aspects of these previously cited studies.  As the student participants 

shared their thought processes and beliefs through interviews, questionnaires, and think-

aloud sessions, I interpreted what these responses to measure their levels of historical 

thinking and to draw conclusions about these results.  

140 Ibid.
141 See Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and 
Academy,” American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991); S. Wineburg and J. Fournier, 
“Contextualized Thinking in History,” Cognitive and Instructional Processes in History and the Social 
Sciences, eds. J.F. Voss and M. Carretero (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 285-
308;P. Seixas, “Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance,” Social Education, 61 (Winter, 1997); and 
Wineburg, 2000; B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary 
School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002).
142 Leinhardt, 2000.
143 Other notable studies in the field of historical literature that can be used as examples of interpretivist 
work are S. Green, “Students as Authors in the Study of History,” in Teaching and Learning in History, 
eds. I. L. Beck, G. Leinhardt, and C. Stainton (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 
137-170 ; Stahl et al.; K. Hinchman and P. Zalewski, “Reading for Success in a Tenth-Grade Global-
Studies Class:  A Qualitative Study,”  Journal of Literacy Research 28(1), 1996, 91-106; Bohan and Davis; 
1998; K. McCarthy and G. Leinhardt.
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Erickson made a case for qualitative research in educational settings that fit the 

models of study presented in the literature144.  In his theoretical description of qualitative 

research, he posed a series of questions about the meanings of actions for the participants 

in particular settings.  His questions provided a guide for researchers to describe the 

significance of the events they were studying.  He has argued that this form of research 

will help readers to “consider the local meaning that happenings have for the people 

involved145.” These local meanings are then used to address the need for, as Erickson 

described,

 comparative understanding beyond the immediate circumstances of local 
settings…[and to] distinguish between the spuriously distinctive and the 
genuinely distinctive features of their own circumstances146. 

Erickson also listed four specific areas in which interpretivist methods would be 

appropriate for collecting participant data: 1)  what was happening in a specific place 

rather than across a number of places; 2) the meaning of perspectives of the particular 

actors in the particular events; 3) location of naturally occurring points of interest that can 

be observed as natural experiments when one can’t logistically or ethically meet 

conditions of intervention or control; and 4) identification of specific causal linkages that 

were not identified by experimental methods, and the development of new theories about 

causes and other influences on the patterns that are identified in survey data or 

experiments147.

This current study reasonably met aspects of these four criteria.  In the classroom, 

I had my choice of instructional strategies, but little freedom to alter the curriculum.  Any 

144F. Erickson, “Qualitative Research in Education,” in Handbook of Research on Teaching, 3rd edition, ed. 
M.C. Whitlock. (New York:  McMillan Publishing Company, 1986), pp. 328-375.
145 Ibid., pp. 121-122.
146 Ibid., p.122.
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attempt to go beyond state and district curriculum would have been unethical, in that the 

students were facing a standardized test.  Secondly, the occurrences in my classroom 

were limited to a specific setting.  Even though someone could replicate the activities of 

the study, the students in this context provided unique perspectives on historical thinking. 

This last fact furthers Erickson’s point that interpretivist work is perhaps more 

appropriate in a specific setting than across a number of places.  Yet, as has been noted in 

a variety of studies in history education, individual classrooms and students may provide 

similarities in results when given similar tasks.  In fact, by calling for more studies, 

researchers such as VanSledright and others address the issue of context by seeking a 

broad base of studies from which they can make comparisons and seek similarities.

Choosing appropriate methods of data collection is an important step in 

completing any research study.  Choosing data collection methods that are consistent 

with the researcher’s paradigm is part of that process.  Qualitative researchers use a 

variety of methods in their efforts to generate data148.  Janesick argued that the researcher 

finds what to say and then forms the research question from that.  Having focused on a 

research question, the researcher is then able to choose the methods that will best 

generate the necessary data.  These methods are usually chosen prior to beginning the 

study, though the research effort in a qualitative study relies on improvisation and 

flexibility149.  As Janesick argued:

A qualitative researcher designs a study with real individuals in mind, and with 
the intent of living in that social setting over time.  The qualitative researcher 
studies a social setting to understand the meaning of participants’ lives in the 
participants’ own terms150.   

147 Ibid., p. 119. 
148 Janesick, 2000.
149 Janesick, 2000.
150 Janesick, 2000, 382.
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This emphasis on telling the participants’ stories in their terms involves methods 

that allow the participants to share that voice.  Recent works describe general ways in 

which qualitative research can be undertaken151.  Paradigms and perspectives can 

influence the types of methods chosen, but as previously mentioned, the research 

question and how to tell the story, plays a pivotal role in guiding the researcher’s choice 

of methods.

In any qualitative study, a data generation method must be consistent within the 

paradigm chosen for the study. As stated earlier, many current studies in historical 

reasoning have been conducted within an interpretivist paradigm.  In these studies, a 

variety of methods were used, as the researchers gathered data.  This multiplicity of 

methods is not limited solely to interpretivist work, but is a facet of qualitative work in 

general152.  A variety of methods increases the ways in which the voices of the 

participants can be heard.  As Walcott proposed:

..it points to the essence of validity, which asks whether one is measuring 
whatever it is that is supposed to be measured153.

By listing techniques that related to the validity of his work, Walcott took steps to ensure 

that the participant’s story was told, thus making the data valid.  This effort to achieve 

validity can help satisfy those who insist on “knowing” that data is true.  For my study, 

using multiple methods allowed me to determine what the students were learning and to 

what extent they used historical thinking.

151 See N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, “Introduction:  The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.Lincoln and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2000); Janesick, 2000.
152N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, “Introduction:  The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N.Lincoln and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2000).
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Data Collection

To gather data for this study, I used a variety of methods associated with 

qualitative research to provide a clear presentation of the study. The methods of data 

collection and evaluation can be divided into two parts.  The first section is comprised of 

those methods used to collect student data directly through three forms of student 

interaction.  The second section focused on student data collected from observable 

sources, particularly the class audio and videotapes.  Further, activities in which I was 

directly involved as the teacher were included in this section. In each section, the data 

collection and evaluation methods are described.

Student Driven Data

Green has argued that in order to understand students’ efforts to read and write 

critically in history, researchers should understand the level of students’ historical 

knowledge154.  This question is significant in light of research studies in which 

researchers question whether students think historically like historians and the extent to 

which teachers use opportunities that secondary history classes present to teach students 

these skills. Throughout the study, I used several activities designed to directly record 

student information.  These activities included the student questionnaire, interviews, and 

the think-aloud sessions.  Each of these activities provided a large amount of data through 

a sampling of student work.  As VanSledright noted in his classroom study, the smaller 

sample of students does not represent each student, but the depth of work with the 

students provides a type of assurance that they are representative of the students as a 

153 H. Wolcott, The Art of Fieldwork (Walnut Creek, CA:  AltaMira Press, 1990), p. 122.
154 S. Green, “Students as Authors in the Study of History,” in Teaching and Learning in History, eds. I. L. 
Beck, G. Leinhardt, and C. Stainton (Hillsdale, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), pp. 137-170.
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whole155.  As each type of activity presented a different form of data, each will be 

described here.

Student Questionnaires

In order to evaluate and assess the students’ starting points in historical thinking, I 

administered a questionnaire to students at the commencement and end of the study 

where the students were able to discuss their background and observations about history 

and historical thinking.  Several illustrative questions included items such as: What do 

historians do?  How can high school students act like historians?  Describe the work a 

historian does?  What types of jobs do historians do? Although these questions present 

multiple themes and issues, these types of questions enabled me to see the connections 

students made concerning historical work and what role the students saw themselves as 

playing in a history classroom.  At the end of the study, I repeated the survey, thus 

allowing me to compare the students’ responses over time. 

The first survey contained 24 questions on the topics of history education, 

historical thinking, primary sources, and the work of historians.  Student participation in 

the questionnaires was voluntary and was completed outside of class time.  Of the 20 

students involved in the study, eight completed and returned the initial survey.  A second 

survey conducted during the last two weeks of the study, just prior to final exams, 

produced 7 surveys. The second survey contained 31 questions, some of which repeated 

from the first survey.  Student surveys were turned in without names in order to allow 

students to feel more open about answering the questions honestly and openly.  This 

anonymity created an advantage in that students were able to express ideas freely.  

155 B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New 
York:  Teachers College, 2002).
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However, without names, I could not track individual responses from the first survey to 

the second.  Faced with this choice, I chose to view the responses holistically, looking for 

themes that emerged from the surveys rather than as individual responses over time.  

Rather than scoring each survey and the 24 individual responses each contained, 

as I did with the interviews and think-aloud sessions, I chose to group the responses 

according to topic.  Upon collecting the surveys, I transcribed the responses before 

grouping them together by common strands and themes.  From this activity, various 

themes emerged. Both surveys were transcribed and coded separately, allowing me to 

distinguish between the two sets and to identify the responses that changed throughout 

the study.  Further, I could track the changes in response to classroom activities. The 

results of these questionnaires are contained in the next chapter.

Student Interviews

Two common techniques researchers use to assess students’ historical thinking 

are the think-aloud technique156 and the interview157.  Interviews are an important aspect 

of qualitative research inasmuch as they give voice to study participants despite the 

Fontana and Frey argument that “asking questions and getting answers is a much harder 

task than it may seem at first158.”  They described the purpose of an interview as a means 

to learn both the “hows” and “whys” as well as the “what’s” of the participants’ lives. In 

a qualitative study, answers to these questions are invaluable.  Describing various forms 

156 S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and Academy,” 
American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991); B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: 
Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002).   
157 See G. Leinhardt, 2000; B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: Learning to Read History in 
Elementary School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002).  
158 A. Fontana and J.H. Frey, “The Interview:  From Structured Questions to Negotiated Text,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, 2000), p. 645.
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of interviewing, Fontana and Frey listed strengths and weaknesses of a variety of 

techniques in interviewing while focusing on established guidelines for effective and 

ethical interviews, including items such as building trust and rapport, taking extensive 

notes, and analyzing data scrupulously that are common in qualitative studies.

Interviews, full of advantages, also bring potential traps.  Researchers must avoid 

leading questions or long questions that confuse or mislead the participant.  Patton 

cautioned that researchers can conduct informative interviews and decrease the risk of 

tangents with clear, one-step questions159. Although interviews can produce a wealth of 

data, certain researchers have become critical of the interviewing process, noting what 

they call the inherent levels of power in interviewing160. In the interpretivist paradigm, 

this issue is less significant, for the interpretivist paradigm allows researchers to interpret 

the data they collect. The theoretical base of interpretivism is the belief that the 

researcher can interpret generated data without imposing his or her own agenda and 

world view on the data.  Some researchers have argued that regardless of paradigm, all 

researchers must remain attentive to the fact that levels of power between the interview 

and the participant may exist and could influence participant responses161.  To ease this 

concern, they argue that researchers should pay attention to spoken language, the context 

of words, and all non-verbal clues162.  They also stress that absolute necessity of treating 

159 M.Q. Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 3rd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, 2002), p. 309.
160 See Wolcott, 1995.
161 Wolcott, 1995; A. Fontana and J.H. Frey, “The Interview:  From Structured Questions to Negotiated 
Text,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications, 2000), p. 645.
162A. Fontana and J.H. Frey, “The Interview:  From Structured Questions to Negotiated Text,” in Handbook 
of Qualitative Research, eds. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications, 2000), p. 
645.
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all participants in ethical ways, including all legal constrictions of university or other 

institutional programs.  

 In order to help identify what happened with students as I focused on teaching 

historical thinking, interviews with students constituted an important part of my data 

collection. In order to conduct these interviews, I enlisted the aid of a research assistant to 

help conduct interviews with a small group of students.  In the study, I chose to interview 

students. Originally, I had four volunteers for interviews, but before beginning the 

sessions, one student withdrew due to a busy school schedule. The smaller number, then, 

represents the number of students who actually agreed to be interviewed.  A similar 

number chose to participate in think-aloud sessions.  Using two groups of students 

allowed me to work with a larger portion of the class.  

The interviews were conducted on the school campus in a private room 

unattached to my classroom.  Interviews were conducted with the students before or after 

the school day.  The students were interviewed midway through the study and then again 

during the last week of the study.  In these sessions, the research assistant asked students 

questions about the use of primary source documents and lesson topics covered in the 

class curriculum, including the identification and analysis of cause and effect, document 

context, author’s bias or point of view, and other similar items found in these studies.  

The research assistant also inquired about the students' perceptions of history and 

historical thinking.  The same three student volunteers participated in both interviews.  

All interviews were conducted by the same research assistant.

I had two significant reasons why I used a research assistant to conduct these 

interviews.  One reason was the issue of time, specifically the time required to meet with 
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students at a convenient time for them while at the same time conducting think-aloud 

sessions.  Secondly, because these students were enrolled in my course, by the time the 

study began they had been working with me for a period of several months. Although I 

was very familiar with their personalities and academic success, none of the students had 

participated in a study such as this one. Knowing they were participating in a study in 

which I was both teacher and researcher, I was concerned the students would answer 

questions in a way they felt that I, as their teacher, would want to hear.  Their 

unfamiliarity with research methods and the challenges of completing a teacher research 

project augmented this concern.  By using a research assistant individual, I hoped to 

minimize this risk. Because of this choice, however, I lost the opportunity, based on my 

familiarity with the students, to shape questions throughout the interview based on my 

reactions to the students’ responses or to unspoken cues.  

The use of a research assistant helped me to minimize one main criticism of 

teacher research163, which is that the teacher’s perspectives drive too much of the study.  

These criticisms, as well as the case for interpretivist studies, have already been 

addressed in this study.  However, using a research assistant is not an uncommon 

occurrence for logistical reasons.  Further, as I was conducting my setting in a school 

without a pattern of participation in research studies, I felt it appropriate to maintain this 

safeguard. 

 I met with my research assistant during the last week of January in two 

preparatory sessions.  In these sessions, I reviewed the outline and purpose of the study, 

thus helping the research assistant to understand the intended goals of the interviews.  At 

163S. Kemmis and T. McTaggart, “Participatory Action Research,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, 
eds. N.K. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications, Inc., 2000), pp. 567-605.  
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that time, I expressed the types of data I sought and the rationale behind student 

interview.  Finally, I conveyed to my assistant the type of interview necessary for this 

study, which included both informal and open-ended questions. In the interviews, the 

research assistant had discretion to ask additional questions. 

In order to understand the impact of the information given, each interview was 

transcribed into written form. These transcriptions were then coded by the responses 

given.  To code and evaluate the interviews, I used a four-point scale.  The score of 1 was 

given for either an off-topic response or one that avoided the question. Flippant, silly, or 

joking responses fell into this category. Finally, any question answered with a simple 

yes/no response received a 1. A 2 was scored for responses that reflected a superficial 

treatment of the question.  If the participant simply restated the idea or made broad 

generalizations, even is those responses were clear and concise, a score of 2 was 

recorded. 

Level 3 scores were given when respondents answered the questions and provided 

some background context or relevant outside information without a prompt.  These 

responses also revealed some limited analysis of the question.  Level 4 scores were given 

to responses that revealed historical connections between two or more different historical 

themes.  Responses that displayed specific applications or introduced important historical 

points outside the scope of the original question also received a 4 score.

 This scaled score allowed me to identify significant responses, and to track the 

quality of the responses between individual surveys in each set and between the two sets 

themselves over time.
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Think-aloud sessions

In addition to interviews, researchers have used the think aloud exercise to 

determine the complexities of historical thinking among students .164 Researchers have 

used the think-aloud to examine students’ initial thoughts upon reading documents.  

These recorded statements provide data that allow researchers to evaluate the types and 

significance of participant responses and the quality of these responses in terms of 

historical thinking. Although I did not conduct this study with a specific hypothesis, nor 

the goal to compare levels of historical thinking between two groups as Wineburg had, 

this activity was valuable. The benefit of conducting think aloud sessions with my 

students was the identification of specific features of their historical thinking.  These 

features included references to context, dates, authors’ points of view, and other similar 

items significant in historical thinking.  I incorporated a think-aloud session similar to 

Wineburg’s 1991 study, including the use of his document set165.  This group contained 

eight primary source documents on the Battle of Lexington.  I conducted this first think-

aloud sessions six weeks into the study.  These sessions occurred shortly after I taught the 

unit in which Enlightenment theories and American Revolutionary acts appeared.  

However, due to the nature of the world history course, few details of the American 

Revolution were covered in class.

The second set of the think-aloud sessions occurred at the end of the study, during 

the twelfth week.  For this session, I used a set of documents from the Bohan and Davis 

study.  This document group contained 16 sources on the American use of the atomic 

164 S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and Academy,” 
American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991) B. VanSledright, In Search of America’s Past: 
Learning to Read History in Elementary School (New York:  Teachers College, 2002).  



74

bomb on Japan at the end of World War II166.  As with the Lexington set, students were 

introduced to these documents shortly after studying these topics in the course. When the

students participated in the think aloud sessions, they had received a basic introduction to 

the larger events described in the document sets.  Although the topics should have been 

familiar to the students, they would not have had much in-depth knowledge of them 

unless it was prior knowledge.  In the case of one student participant, he explained that 

these documents were his first introduction to any topics on American Revolutionary 

times, as he had never before been enrolled in a U.S. History course.  The use of 

unfamiliar documents in the think aloud session provided an opportunity to capture 

students’ reactions to topics they had superficially covered in class.

At the beginning of the study, I sought volunteers for the think aloud activities.  

Four students volunteered to participate.  I personally conducted both think aloud 

sessions with each participant. Unlike the student interviews, which were more open-

ended in terms of questions, the think aloud sessions focused specifically on a set of 

documents.  Throughout the year, I had introduced a variety of primary source 

documents, and the transition to a think aloud was simple.  All students were aware going 

in to the session that they would be reading primary source documents. At the end of 

each think-aloud session, I asked the students several specific questions based on their 

responses during the session.  These questions sought clarifications of their previous 

statements or gave them an opportunity to expand their responses, allowing me to see 

what they might add to the documents.

165 S. Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts: Notes on the Breach Between School and Academy,” 
American Educational Research Journal 28 (1991).
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As with the student interviews and student surveys, I scored each response in the 

think aloud sessions.  For this exercise, I scored the responses on a scale of 1 to 5.  A one 

score signaled a non-response, such as a student question rather than an answer. Any 

indistinct response, obvious confusion, or misinterpretation of the document itself also 

resulted in a 1 score.  A 2 score was given when a student summarized the document, 

without any analysis or critical evaluation. A student response received a 3 score if it 

demonstrated a limited application of the information, or provided limited context, 

including the author’s point of view.  A 4 score was given to answers for which the 

student identified the author and evaluated his or her potential bias, including the notation 

of significant points about place and time of publication. Finally, a 5 score was given 

when the participant analyzed the document, synthesized the information, and drew 

comparisons and contrasts to other documents in the document set or to outside 

knowledge or primary sources.

The student comments from the four sets of think-aloud sessions were scored and 

averaged according to the scale listed above.  Having two sets of scores, though from 

different document sets, provided two opportunities to evaluate student historical 

thinking, at to analyze how they reacted to repeated work with primary sources.  The 

results from these think-aloud sessions will be portrayed in the Chapter 4.

Teacher Observations, Class Discussions, and other forms of Observational data

Although the questionnaires, interviews, and think-aloud sessions revealed a 

significant and important amount of data, additional methods resulted in a collection of 

data concerning classroom activities and student learning.  The results of these additional 

166C.H. Bohan and O.L. Davis, Jr., “Historical Constructions:  How Social Studies Student  Teachers’ 
Historical Thinking is Reflected in Their Writing of History, Theory and Research in Social Education  26 
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data, which are detailed in Chapter 5, are based on student writings, such as essays and 

class assignments, audiotape class transcripts, videotaped analysis, seating charts and 

class participation, and the observation notebook that I wrote at the end of each class 

period.  Each of the forms of data collection revealed aspects of historical thinking and 

the occurrences in the classroom.  A short discussion of each method is included here.

Student essays and class assignments

As a requisite of the course, students were required to show proficiency at 

writing.  Subsequent courses in the Advanced Placement program depend heavily on 

writing skills.  For this study, I did not focus specifically on students’ writing abilities, 

but rather, the aspects of the historical thinking they demonstrated through these writing 

activities.  For example, in their essays, students addressed specific questions to elicit 

evidence of historical thinking.  Although these essays were designed to prepare students 

for the Advanced Placement US history test, for the purposes of this study, I chose to use 

the essays to look for the use of primary source documents.  For the class grade, the 

grading rubric I used was the scale used for the Advanced Placement US History free-

response scale.  Although the students wrote numerous essays during the 12 weeks of the 

study, in order to achieve the objectives of this study, I focused on three essay questions 

before beginning to collect data.  The first essay was a document-based question (DBQ) 

on Napoleon written after the class activity on the Trial of Napoleon.  In this essay, 

students were to blend their own knowledge of Napoleon with the provided set of 

documents.  For the study, each essay was scored on a scale of 1-5, similar to the scale 

used for think-alouds.  Essays in which the students analyzed the documents or addressed 

(Spring 1998):, 173-197 .



77

issues of bias, objectivity or context were given a 5 score.  I scored the essays from all 

students in the study, not just certain volunteers.

The second essay came from the Industrial Revolution unit, and the third question 

came from the totalitarian governments unit.  In these subsequent essay groups, I used the 

same scale.  These latter two essays were free response essays.  Students did not receive a 

set of documents specifically for the essay, but were allowed to use their own notes from 

class discussions and/or homework readings during which primary source documents 

provided the bulk of instructional materials.

In addition to these three essays,  I used one significant class assignment as 

relevant data.  This activity was a worksheet completed in conjunction with a film in 

which a film director outlined his historical research in making the film “Titanic.”  As 

students watched the film, they wrote answers to questions specifically focusing on 

historians and historical work.  Scattered amidst the questions that required a specific 

response were those that allowed for free responses based on student opinions.  Rather 

than scale these responses, I coded the class set for emergent themes, just as I had with 

the questionnaires.  As some questions were similar to those on the questionnaire, this 

activity, completed approximately half-way through the study, gave me a one-time

snapshot of the students’ attitudes during the middle of the study.

Audio taped and video taped transcripts of class lessons

One of the goals of the study was to record and document the interaction of 

teacher and students as we worked on teaching and learning historical thinking.  To 

record classroom interactions, I videotaped each class session.  This taping provided both 

a visual and audio record of the class discussions.  These audio portions of the class 
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sessions were transcribed and the data coded for emergent themes.  I also used the audio 

tape to cross check the participation of certain students and their responses to other data 

collection forms, such as the interviews, think-aloud sessions, and class participation 

chart. The tapes also provided an avenue for matching observations that I recorded after 

each class session. Interesting notes or key moments I identified as significant could be 

reviewed on tape.  In the few instances where I was unsure of facts or recollections, or to 

verify that I had correctly matched events and dates, I used the videotapes to clarify the 

confusion.  I began the transcription of the audiotapes immediately during the study, but 

did not complete the project until after the study had ended. 

An examination of the videotapes allowed me to monitor several items, including 

the number of times students attempted to sleep, appeared to be off task, and how they 

reacted to each other’s comments.  For each tape, I counted the number of times one of 

these occurrences happened.  The goal was to determine if students were actively 

engaged in learning and to pick up on non-verbal clues I may have missed during the 

teaching.

Class Participation guide

One of the significant aspects of interpretivist studies is the opportunity to observe 

classroom behaviors.  Jackson, in his studies on schools167, observed that in crowded 

elementary classrooms, students’ hands were often raised so long that they used the other 

arm to prop it up.  This common occurrence, he argued, symbolized the overcrowded 

classroom.  Similarly, there were occurrences in my classroom that held meaning for the 

class.  

167 P. Jackson, Life in Classrooms (New York:  Teachers College Press, 1968).
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One item I sought to understand was how often each student participated in the 

daily activities I had planned.  Among my common instructional methods, especially with 

honors classes, is the classroom lecture and guided discussion. From the outset, I sought 

to examine how often students chose to participate orally in class discussions.  From this 

exercise, I hoped to gain a better idea of how widespread the participation was.  In my 

previous years of teaching, I had never kept a record of student interaction during lessons, 

thus I had no clear vision of what the results would be. One potential risk of opening 

class discussions to willing participants, without calling on all students individually, is 

the possibility that some students will dominate the discussions. The gain is that it may 

also allow students to express ideas when they feel comfortable, not when they are 

pressed to do so. Throughout the 12 week period, though, if situations occurred in which 

I needed to assess the understanding of any particular student, I would call on that student 

to participate, thus fulfilling my first obligation as a teacher.  However, by allowing a 

policy of more open participation, I hoped to encourage more student interaction. From 

the first day of the study, I recorded of the number of times students commented in class.  

Each day, on my podium at the front of the room, I placed a blank chart that mirrored the 

classroom seating chart. As students commented, I would quickly mark a tally by their 

name.

At the end of the session, I recorded the number of times each student participated 

in class discussions.  I eliminated comments that were off topic or irrelevant, simply to 

keep a better understanding of what students were focusing on class.  For example, 

questions about lunch menus, bell schedules, or school functions were not recorded 

unless tied to the curriculum. Conversely, questions about tests, current events, 
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assignments, readings, or other curriculum related items were recorded.  This chart was 

cross-checked to the class transcripts for accuracy.  The participation chart and the class 

transcript allowed me to determine the quality vs. quantity of student responses.  I did not 

score individual student responses on a scale unless students had 10 or less responses 

recorded.  In this case, all their responses were scored to determine what level of critical 

thinking and historical thinking they displayed in their classroom participation.  Also, 

when necessary, from the class transcripts, I checked individual responses I found 

significant to determine the extent to which they were thinking critically in history.

Teacher observation notebook

In order to record the occurrences that found significant from my perspective as 

teacher, I kept a reflective journal in which I recorded daily activities, thoughts, and 

impressions. This notebook was a collection of observations, reflections, classroom 

decisions, reasoning processes, and other significant items that formed my equivalent of 

field notes.  My experience as a teacher has shown that students make comments that 

reflect insight or learning on a daily basis.  Often, these comments reflect a lack of 

learning or great progression in understanding.  Recording my thoughts and recollections 

of the class immediately after class ended provided me with a source of evidence that I 

used to analyze some of the experiences and thoughts for future lessons in the classroom.  

Because I was not able to record field notes and observations during the class itself, the 

videotape each class period provided a record of what occurred.  The notebook I kept 

included my reflections and approaches to those significant items that I encountered in 

the classroom that may not have appeared significant on tape.  The notebook provided a 

written account of events that enabled me to seek out and check important themes I 
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documented with those recorded on the videotape.  This notebook was used as a 

reference and a check on the class transcripts.  Once the questionnaires and class 

transcripts were coded and evaluated, I checked my notebook for those themes and used 

the notebook to elaborate on events and occurrences within the classroom.

Using these various methods enabled me to check the data and use multiple 

sources of data provided ways to ensure that the data collected did in fact tell the story 

claim. Thus, the methods outlined in this study are in line with those works currently 

being published on the subject of historical reasoning.  In the end, the methods I have 

chosen are those I deem most appropriate for my research question and my paradigm.

Conclusion

In all, this second set of methods outlined above provided data that enabled me to 

reach conclusions about what had occurred in the classroom when I focused on teaching 

higher level thinking skills in history.  The results of the questionnaires, interviews, and 

think-aloud sessions are contained in the next chapter.  The results of the remaining 

methods appear in Chapter 5.  Separating these items provides for a clearer and more 

concise presentation of the results.
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Chapter 4

Data Results

Questionnaires, interviews, think-aloud sessions

In previous chapters, I outlined the case for studying what occurred in a secondary 

history classroom while focusing on higher level thinking skills.  Seeking to create more 

than a simple narrative, I focused on student reactions to instructional activities and their 

exhibition of higher level thinking skills.  From these reactions, a clearer picture of the 

students’ performance and learning developed.  These various activities formed the basis 

of a narrative of classroom dynamics.  Simple observations and analysis of students’ 

classroom comments could elicit conclusions about the occurrences in a world history 

classroom, but these conclusions require additional data.  This chapter is the first of two 

such chapters that present the data collected in the study.  In this specific chapter, the 

student questionnaires, student interviews, and think-aloud sessions will be presented. 

Student Questionnaires

The student participants received the questionnaires at the beginning and end of 

the study.  All 20 students received copies, and of these students, seven chose to respond 

to the first set of questionnaires. The returned sheets contained 143 responses with an 

average response score of 2.18 on the 4 point scale outlined in the previous chapter. The 

students responded with 18 three scores and 6 four responses. One question this study 

sought to examine was that of whether students would look at history differently at the 

end of the study than they had prior to participating in the course. At the conclusion of 

the study, 8 students responded to the survey.  On the second survey, the averaged scores 

went down.  The eight surveys contained 212 responses with an average scored response 
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of 2.02.  The number of responses given a 3 score had doubled to 36, but the number of 

responses with a 4 score dropped from six to three. Finally, the number of responses 

scored with a 1 increased.  

No individual student interviews were completed with either questionnaire, thus 

preventing any opportunity to follow-up with these students or their opinions as 

expressed on the questionnaires. Several important points were represented in these 

numbers.  First, the reliability of both sets of surveys remained similar in that all students 

had access to both sets of questions and had the opportunity to respond if they desired.  

The responses were only collected when the students voluntarily handed them back in.  

Despite requests and reminders, the number of entries for both sets remained similar.  

Second, handwriting comparisons, in addition to other factors, such as phrasing, word 

choice, and spelling indicated that the majority of the second surveys were completed by 

those who had submitted the first set.  Several students, by habit or choice, included their 

names on their surveys.

The decline in the average scores and the discrepancies on the second 

questionnaire begs explanation.  Several factors could explain the decreased scores.  

First, several students who filled out the surveys participated in the think aloud sessions 

or the student interviews.  One possible explanation for decreased scores is that student 

interest and desire to answer the same or similar questions declined.  Further, during the 

course of the study, several class assignments focused on historical thinking and 

description of historians’ work.  These two questionnaires may have appeared as 

repetitious activities for several students.  One must realize also that students received the 

second questionnaire in May, the tenth and final month of the academic school year.  
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Moreover, the students’ semester finals were scheduled the week following the 

conclusion of the study.  These factors may all be variables that could impact the 

students’ ability or desire to complete a 31 question survey.

Of the 15 total questionnaires returned, at least nine contained responses in 

fragment or incomplete sentences, and more so in the final set of questionnaires.  This 

group of students was enrolled in an Honors class, an environment in which students 

were expected to answer questions in complete and grammatically correct sentences.  

Despite this course requirement, on the surveys, students chose to respond to the 

questions in fragmentary sentences. These incomplete or shortened responses limited the 

display of higher-level thinking that may have increased the scaled score.  Significantly, 

53 questions were left unanswered on the surveys, accounting for 13 percent of the total 

possible responses. In one particular case, a student stopped at question 24 out of 31) 

without providing an explanation or rationale.  Other students left certain questions 

unanswered throughout the surveys, although no pattern or consistency appeared.

Despite these challenges in gathering fully completed questionnaires, the 

questionnaires revealed several important facts about the students’ learning and 

progression in class. Of the total questions posed, several responses held added 

significance for the study.  Although I had focused on these specific questions for the 

study, I grouped each set of responses together to find the emergent themes.  The 

significant questions were:

• What is a historian? (Define a historian.)

• Do you consider yourself a historian?

• What is historical thinking? (Define historical thinking)
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• Describe class activities that have helped you think like a historian?

• What important items do you think someone should know when 

examining a primary source document?

What is a historian?

Each set of responses, representing both questionnaires, are included here.  On 

each questionnaire I asked the students to define a historian.  The students’ answers fell 

into one of four categories:  1) a historian is a person who questioned or analyzed the 

past; 2) a historian is one who studies history; 3) a historian researches or visits important 

places; and 4) a historian is a person who knows and or teaches history.  These four 

themes, as the reader will see later, also corresponded to numerous student responses 

about the types of classroom activities and discussions they found useful in developing 

their ability to think historically.

These categories are not new or impressive by themselves and tend to mirror

common expectations of student responses as well as research articles168.  In fact, these 

results match common dictionary definitions of historians.  These perceptions of 

historians, though, become powerful when one considers the frame of reference from 

which students operate when discussing historical thinking and historical work.  

Students’ self-perceptions about themselves as historians are significant in revealing the 

level and type of historical work they believe they do, particularly when set against their 

definition of historians. Potentially, teachers may encourage students to think like 

historians while incorporating phrases and definitions that may not match those held by 

the students.

168 For example, see Yeager and Doppen.  This conclusion is one that appeared in their article as well.
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  Interestingly, when students were asked if they could name any historians, only 

two specific names were given: my name as their teacher and Indiana Jones.  Despite 

having fairly solid definitions of historians, students could not to identify a living 

historian other than the classroom teacher, revealing a disconnect between themselves 

and the profession.

Throughout the course of the study, I repeatedly discussed this question with the 

students:  What is a historian?  Their definitions of historians did not change throughout 

the study and on the final questionnaire I decided not to repeat the question one more 

time.  In fact, the students’ responses are important not for the sake of definitions, but as 

revelatory statements about their perceptions of assigned tasks and classroom language.

Do you consider yourself to be a historian?

The definitions students gave of a historian are significant in that these responses 

address fundamental views of history education. In order to determine if students have 

learned to think like historians, one should consider student perceptions of historians and 

historical work.  For this reason, I was curious to discover how the students viewed 

themselves as historians.  In the first survey, only one out of the seven respondents 

claimed to be a historian through this explanation:

Student: …sometimes in my history class I have to look at primary source 
documents and analyze different issues and draw conclusions from them.

This self-description echoed the themes presented in the student responses about 

historians’ work.  This student connected classroom activities and historical work, which 

is an important aspect of teaching historical thinking in the classroom.  However, the 

remaining students responded negatively to this question.  One student claimed not to be 
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a historian because “I don’t tell others about the information.”  This response matched 

only one of the four major themes outlined above, yet represented a mindset that 

appeared repeatedly throughout the study.  Several students continued to accept the 

notion that to be a historian was to teach or share historical information.  Additionally, 

two respondents stated they did not study history, and therefore would not classify 

themselves as historians.  Significantly, they argued against calling themselves historians 

because as one said, “…I do not go out of my way to research history,” thus separating 

the studying done for class and that which a professional historian might do.  This 

response mirrored the feedback that appeared in a later class discussion during which we 

discussed director James Cameron’s historical research to create the movie Titanic169.

The student responses revealed a pattern similar to those found in other studies cited in 

this work and unwittingly reinforced Davis’ comments170  that student performance 

focused on grades rather than professional development. Although the work of 

professional historians inherently differs from that of high school students in purpose and 

intensity, if one accepts the notion that students can be taught to think historically, or to 

think like historians, the conclusion that began to appear in these responses is that 

students held contrasting and confusing self-perceptions of their historical work.

Two additional student responses indicated why students did not consider 

themselves to be historians.  Students cited a lack of knowledge about and a lack of 

interest in history. 

Student: I am not a historian because I’m not too fond of studying history.

169 A description of this class lesson appears in Chapter 6 of this work.
170 Davis.
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Student:  I do not consider myself a historian due to the fact that history does not 
present a major interest to me.

This last example revealed that teaching students to think like historians may be 

difficult and challenging in light of their own perceptions and desires.  These particular 

students did not acknowledge any skills learned in class, but rather stated their negative 

image of history and history classes.

In order to identify any changes over time, I examined the responses to this same 

question on the second questionnaire.  As before, students were asked if they considered 

themselves to be a historian.  In this second survey, three respondents answered 

affirmatively, while five still responded negatively.  The three affirmative responses all 

focused on the ability to look at critical events and issues in the past and use that 

knowledge in a form of critical thinking.  These responses highlighted the need for 

critical thinking in history:

Student 1: I consider myself a historian because in class we observe 
critical events/issues of the past and draw conclusions from them.

Student 2: Yes, because I am able to explain my own opinions from them.

Student 3: Yes—look back at past and try to put it together.

An increase from one to three affirmative responses is not necessarily a significant shift 

in the students’ self-perceptions as historians. Their responses show, though, an increased 

ability to work with documents and to address the issue of being an historian, or doing 

history work.  Further, constant emphasis on historical thinking and the addition of these 

phrases into the lexicon of the class correlated to an increased awareness of historian’s 

work.

Although these students viewed themselves as historians by actions not by 

profession, the remaining students did not consider themselves to be historians.  In their 
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responses, a new and different theme emerged that had not previously appeared in the 

questionnaires or in the class discussions.  Two students rejected the ideas of being 

historians because they did not add new ideas or knowledge to the body of historical 

work:

Student 1: Not yet, because I haven’t discovered any new history.

Student 2: Not really, because I don’t study history for a living or try to 
find new ideas.  We just look at old ones.

What appeared in this instance for the first time was a reference to the belief that 

historians develop new ideas and concepts in history.  Although this is certainly the goal 

for many professional historians, one can also identify in the student responses the 

temptation among students to reject the idea that they are capable of historical thinking 

due to the lack of historical discovery.  Again, the distinction between professional 

historians and students’ historical thinking appeared in the students’ responses.

Finally, in this second set of responses, one student highlighted the connection 

between the enjoyment of history and whether that enjoyment makes one a historian:

 Student: I don’t consider myself a historian because I don’t really like history.  It 
doesn’t interest me and I don’t want to have anything to do with it in my career, 
even though I know I have to. Blah

For these students who do not express an interest in history, their lack of enjoyment 

colors their impressions of the work they do.  Even were they to exhibit the skills that 

teachers seek, especially in light of new standards and accountability, students may not 

perceive themselves as being historians or conducting historical work.  The question of 

performance is not answered certainly, by these self-perceptions, but the lack of 

identification with history and historical work raises concerns about whether these 
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students will overcome their antipathy toward history long enough to perform well on 

high stakes testing and in the classroom.

What is historical thinking?

Another important question designed to identify and illustrate student perceptions 

of history was their definition of historical thinking. Researchers use the term often, and I 

sought to determine both my students’ definitions of the term and their sense of what this 

term implied. In both questionnaires, students were asked to define historical thinking.  In 

the first survey, two categories appeared.  The first, as shown through two responses, 

referred to historical thinking as logical thinking or thinking logically. 

Student:  Historical thinking is thinking logically through [the] past for 
reasons and events.

Student:  Logical thinking.

Unfortunately, the respondents did not clarify or elaborate upon how one could think 

logically in history. There were no other references to logic in the questionnaires in either 

the first or second questionnaire. 

The second theme that emerged in the first questionnaire was the concept of data 

analysis and thinking through historical information. These students mentioned the need 

to focus on analyzing historical situations, interpreting information, and evaluating how a 

person approached information and sources from the past.  One response highlighted 

these themes:

Student: Historical thinking is the way that a historian thinks.  They are 
more into the reasons and ideas of why something happened, and use their 
knowledge to answer this question.  They must interpret every situation 
with their teachings.
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One student simplified this concept with the phrase:

Student: Historical thinking is thinking about every possibility that could 
have occurred in the past.

These responses identified the conceptual definition that researchers have used in their 

research.  These students also identified the process whereby one could use both 

knowledge and skills to arrive at an understanding of past events.  Significantly, the 

students identified history as more than a search for knowledge, but a chance to find 

reasons and ideas for those events.  This type of approach among students would 

hopefully lead to a more broad application of historical events to the present or current 

events and to avoid presentism.

Student responses on the final questionnaire also revealed two themes about 

historical thinking, echoing the ideas from the first questionnaire.  At the end of the 

study, two participants acknowledged that historical thinking involved higher level 

thinking skills, or as they stated: 

Student 1: …making a hypothesis about the past and proving them [sic].

Student 2: …to look deeper into an issue/event than the surface causes.

Although not as detailed as the first round of responses, clearly some students maintained 

a view of historical thinking founded on higher level thinking skills. These answers 

reflect the notion that historical thinking requires more than a cursory study of history 

and that those engaging in historical thinking are using higher level thinking skills.

Conversely, in the final survey, a group of students independently maintained a 

more simplistic view of historical thinking.  These students defined historical thinking as 

simply thinking about history. In one case, one participant listed that thinking like a 
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historian was also part of “thinking about history,” as if deeper level thinking skills were 

not necessary.  Two other responses reflected a more simplistic view of studying history:

Student 1: The way things have typically been thought about or 
understood in the past.

Student 2: It is when you think about history’s events.

Sadly, this shift reveals that despite repeated efforts in class to focus on the importance of 

higher level thinking skills in the study of history, for these few students, the term 

historical thinking and the skill set associated with it became synonymous with the 

simplistic study of history all too common in classrooms today.

Class activities that help you think like a historian.

In order to understand students’ reactions to lessons designed to promote higher 

level thinking skills and to examine the students’ perceptions of history courses, I asked a 

series of questions about different types classroom activities.  Students were asked to 

identify lessons or methods from their previous history classes that had helped them to 

think historically.  In the first questionnaire, students were asked first to name activities 

that they desired to see incorporated into history classes.  Then, students were asked to 

classify which specific activities we had accomplished in our class prior to conducting 

the study. These questions were asked at the beginning of the study, before we had begun 

the specific focus on higher level thinking skills, although I had incorporated activities 

designed to help students learn and apply higher level thinking skills throughout the first 

semester.

On the second questionnaire, students were asked to identify activities from the 

class that had helped them learn to think like historians, although in this case, I asked 
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them specifically to focus on the previous 3 months, or the time frame of the study. As 

with the other responses, specific themes appeared in the students responses.

The first question about classroom activities focused on students’ previous history 

courses and classroom lessons that helped them develop higher level thinking skills.  

Student responses fell into three categories:  1) projects and interactive lessons, such as 

plays (2 responses); 2) written sources, such as primary sources and literature (1 

response) or charts and graphs (1 response); and 3) the lack of activities.  This final 

category contained the most responses, indicating that for most respondents, they did not 

benefit from, or do not recall benefiting from, activities or lessons that focused on higher 

level thinking skills.

When asked to identify those activities from my course I had conducted prior to 

starting the study, student responses identified two categories:  1) interactive lessons, 

such as the “make a colony” project; and 2) primary sources and the critical evaluation of 

these documents.  Although these two responses mirror those given for prior history 

courses, each of these responses about my course contained additional information. Three 

respondents mentioned using interactive, project-based activities that had helped them 

use higher level thinking skills.

Student 1: The “create a country” assignment helped me think like a historian.

Student 2:  We have done many activities in my history class that have helped me 
to think like a historian.  For instance, we have made our own colonies, where we 
had to think about location, resources, and government and social effects.    

This latter response indicated a view of historical thinking that did not include efforts to 

analyze documents, though it contained references to a combination of higher level 

thinking skills.  This student response revealed that for some students, historical thinking 



94

was reflected in the application of historical knowledge put to a practical use.  These 

responses differed from the second theme that emerged from the responses to this 

question.  Here students claimed:

Student 1:  Activities in this class which have helped me to think like a 
historian include primary source readings which challenge me to think 
critically about historical issues.

Student 2: When you question sources and conclude it as fact or opinion.

This second theme also included references to higher level thinking skills through  

a focus on primary source documents and critical analysis of these documents to 

determine their reliability. Therefore, the two emergent themes at the beginning of the 

study reflected that these several students had learned historical thinking through the 

application of historical knowledge and the critical analysis of primary source documents 

in past history courses.

Although this same question appeared on the second questionnaire, the third 

question in this specific line of inquiry is important to note.  In the first questionnaire, 

students were asked to identify past history lessons, as well as those from the first 

semester of my course.  Yet, students received the opportunity to identify activities they 

would like to incorporate into history courses in order to help them think historically.  

Only four students responded to this question.  Interestingly, the responses indicated two 

items not mentioned in responses to the other questions. These two items were field trips 

and the classroom use of historical objects:

Student 1:  I think field trips for real history finds would help a lot more.

Student 2:  Activities I want to see incorporated into history classes that 
could help think like a historian include being given an object from the 
past and then identify its influence and purpose in the past.
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These two responses reflected instructional methods that often are not included in 

research studies on historical thinking.  The focus on primary source documents in some 

ways connects to the need to prepare students for standardized tests.  Additionally, cost, 

historical value, and availability of historical artifacts may make the use of such items 

impossible in the classroom.  Yet, these students noted that the use of these items in 

history classes may be one way reach additional students and increase their ability to 

think historically.

The second questionnaire addressed specific issues from the time period of the 

study in my classroom.  Moving past the introductory and foundational questions 

described in the first survey, this latter questionnaire, in part, sought to identify the 

specific lessons students deemed important during the study’s duration.  Asked to 

identify which activities had helped them to think like a historian, two categories 

appeared:  primary sources and class role plays.  What disappeared from the first survey 

was the interactive projects, which was replaced by the focus on three specific classroom 

“trials or debates”, which will be described later in Chapter 5.  For current reference, 

these three trials were the trial of Napoleon, the Treaty of Versailles debate, and the 

Nuremburg Trials, which I had introduced during two different classroom activities.  

Several student responses elaborated on the reasons why these activities had had an 

impact on them:

Response A: Yes, Napoleon trials and Nuremberg trials.

Response B:  The Napoleon trials helped me consider different points of view. 
[Italics added]

Response C:  The mock trials and the feudalism project kinda made me think like 
a historian because I had to find out what happened from different places and try 
to piece it together. [Italics added]
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These responses describe the impact these interactive role plays and alternative 

instructional methods accomplished the same goals I hoped to achieve through the use of 

primary sources.  

These responses reflect the student view that open discussions and debate in class 

allowed them to see the various viewpoints expressed without having to read one or more 

documents.  Here, the interjection of points of view in the context of a classroom debate 

allowed students to determine the context of documents, writings, and speeches.  Seven 

out of the eight respondents mentioned some form of these activities, strengthening the 

argument that these activities had an impact on the students’ learning and thinking about 

history.   

The second activity that students identified as significant in teaching them higher 

level thinking skills was the emphasis on and use of primary source documents.  Five 

students mentioned the use of primary source documents, including three who added that 

classroom discussions or lectures were an integral part of teaching students how to use 

primary source documents.  Only one student elaborated on the use of primary source 

documents in any detail, yet this response seems emblematic of the students’ views as 

expressed in multiple answers:

Student:  Any activities with primary sources make you think of why 
instead of what.

These two themes both underscore the importance of using primary sources and historical 

knowledge in settings in which students can see both sides of issues.  The use of primary 

source documents appears to have had the impact of teaching these students to think 

historically. This conclusion appears to be significant.  However, before making 

conclusions about student learning with primary source documents, I included another 
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question that sought to determine the extent to which students understood the value of 

examining primary source documents. 

What important items should someone consider when examining a primary source 
document?

Determining students’ attitudes about the use of primary source documents and 

the skills needed to interpret and analyze these documents was an important question of 

this study. A significant number of primary source documents were used as supplemental 

curricular aids in this class.  The question posed above was included in both surveys.  The 

first questionnaire revealed four themes, the first of which was identified by three 

students.  These three students described the need to ask vital questions when examining 

a document, such as who, what, when, and why.  The other respondents indicated three 

separate issues:  1) primary sources may not always contain the facts; 2) one should 

analyze several documents before drawing conclusions; and 3) readers should watch for 

potential bias. Each response, including those that advocated questioning the document 

source, indicated the potential bias of the author, or the need to place the document into 

its historical context:

Student 1: Who wrote it, when, etc.

Student 2: They should know the author, audience, and purpose.

Student 3: Some important items a person should know when examining a 
primary source document are various documents should be analyzed 
before drawing one general conclusion, and also that individuals can be 
influenced by personal emotions and so many should be observed when 
concerning one issue. [Italics added]

Student 4: Primary source documents are important because the 
information hasn’t been passed, but the person may be biased.  [Italics 
added]

In the second questionnaire, these same themes appeared in student responses.  In 

this second set, four of the 7 respondents focused on the concepts of determining who, 
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what, where, and why of the document.  One student addressed personal bias and two 

focused on context or background.  Comparing these responses to those of the previous 

questionnaire reveal no change in students’ approaches to primary source documents and 

the importance of using them correctly.  

Student 1:  The person should know the writer, the audience, and the situation.

Student 2: Consider the source, read between the lines, don’t just look at the 
obvious.

Student 3: Who wrote it? How do they know so much about it? When did they 
write it?  Why did they write it?

These responses mirrored those given in the first questionnaire. Through these 

questionnaires, the students displayed an ability to correctly identify the skills necessary 

to engage in historical thinking.  Whether students actually used these skills in other 

aspects of the class work will be covered in other sections of this study.

Before leaving the topic of questionnaires, one final note might be considered.  In 

both sets of questionnaires, students had identified class discussions as a way of learning 

to think like a historian. One consideration is that students may have classified the role 

play activities as discussions, since they were given a chance to participate in open debate 

during class.  During the Napoleonic trial, the jury members discussed the evidence 

before reaching a decision.  In the Treaty of Versailles activity, each country was allowed 

to present its side and to respond to those of other nations.  Particularly because an 

increased number of students listed class discussions as a useful tool on the second 

questionnaire than on the first, understanding the students’ definition of “class 

discussion” is an important factor to consider, especially in light of the absence of 

specific examples.
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Student Interviews

In order to discover personal examples and experiences from class participants, I 

interviewed three student participants. As with the student surveys, interviews provided a 

way to gather data about what happened in the classroom. During the twelve week study, 

I conducted two sets of interviews with three students, Melissa, Connie, and Sarah.  

Several significant items appeared from coding and reviewing the interview 

transcripts and will be described in this section.   A comparison of the two sets of 

interviews showed a higher overall average score for the first interviews than the second.  

The questions were similar in nature, although the second round of interviews included 

fewer questions. In the second interviews, the number of responses coded with a three or 

four score decreased.  Secondly, a general decline in the quality of the responses, as 

shown by the lower number of high end responses, appeared.  

Melissa was the most active participant of the three in class. During the study, she 

had contributed over 100 comments in class, more than any other student.  The second 

participant, Connie, contributed only 4 times, making her one of the least active students 

in class discussions. Sarah, the third participant added 46 comments, which ranked fourth 

in the class total.  Thus, the levels of class participation in discussions for these three 

participants represented the range of student activity.  A review of the class transcripts 

revealed that each of the three added quality comments during class.  Student 

participation in class discussions did not appear to be directly linked to the students’ 

willingness to participate in interviews.

Melissa

Melissa was a young girl who participated in class on a daily basis.  She was 

actively involved in student council and displayed a friendly, outgoing personality.  



100

During class discussions, she was quick to express an opinion or to answer a question.  

Class transcripts reveal a wide range in her responses, from humorous asides to 

thoughtful insights and comments.

In her first interview, Melissa gave 30 comments that I could score.  Scoring her 

responses resulted in an average score of 1.9, signaling that for the most part, her 

comments were adequate, though she rarely expanded upon the question or added 

additional detail. Of her 30 responses, two received a ranking of 3 and none received a 4.  

In her second interview, Melissa responded 22 times, with an average of 2.0.  Little 

difference appeared in the average score of her interview responses, but in the second 

interview she gave five responses that received a 3 and no responses scored a 4.

In both interviews, Melissa responded to the questions in general terms, 

answering the question without making connections between ideas or including causal 

relationships.  On several occasions in her first interview, Melissa had to be prompted to 

explain in greater detail or to clarify a rambling point:

Interviewer: Do you think the study of history is important?
Melissa: Yes, history repeats itself.
Interviewer:  Why else do you think?
Melissa: If you don’t understand history, then, it’s just…that’s what makes the 
world, you know what I mean, it makes the world what it is.  You have to 
understand it so you’re able to function with the rest of the world.
Interviewer: Could you give an example:
Melissa: Well, with the Holocaust, everyone says you have to know, to 
understand it, so we do so much work on it so that it doesn’t repeat itself.

Although she gave a specific example, her response did not elaborate on the example she 

cited, nor did she give her reasons for choosing the Holocaust.  Her rather generic 

response indicated a rather broad application of history and often repeated historical 
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justification.  She did not address the concepts of historical thinking that had been 

emphasized in class or that had appeared on the questionnaires.

In her second interview, Melissa expanded her responses, but did not provide 

specific examples to clarify her meaning.  When asked for precise ways that she could 

use the skills acquired in this history class in the future, she replied:

Melissa:  It’s important to have history.  Especially the readings and the 
documents.  Being able to analyze why they wrote it and where they are coming 
from.  That helps a lot.

Melissa still struggled to give an adequate explanation of her views on history.  

She did reference the concept of bias and author’s point of view, similar to the definitions 

that were found on student questionnaires.  Melissa referenced both the use of primary 

source documents and the use of certain evaluation techniques, although she did not 

address the direct applications of these skills.  However, her reference to understanding 

context is a sign that the concept of historical thinking had become part of her history 

understanding.

During her second interview, Melissa identified a new concept about historical 

thinking that had not appeared in her interview nor in any student questionnaires.  She 

connected her ability to use history and to think like a historian to her own expanded 

knowledge and understanding about history.  

Interviewer:  Describe your experience in this class during the last semester:
Melissa:  It was very interesting.  We had a lot of reading selections and it was a 
lot of stuff I understood. [Italics added]

Interviewer:  Has your view of history classes changed during the year?
Melissa: Yes, because I don’t…I didn’t come into the class liking history.  I 
thought it was just one of those classes where all you do is read.  I liked it more 
this year because I understood it. [Italics added]

Interviewer: Has your view of historians and their work changed during this year?
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Melissa: Yes, because I didn’t really know about historians and their work before 
this year, but now I understand where they are coming from; trying to analyze 
papers or documents they could look through. [Italics added]

Repeatedly throughout this last interview, Melissa described her increased 

understanding of history and how to study it.  Her claims about historians work implies 

not only an understanding of what they do, but how they go about their work.  She 

expressed a greater appreciation for history due to her increased knowledge of the 

subject, but also her ability to relate to historians and to mirror their methods.  In this 

realization, however, she failed to acknowledge the work she did in class by analyzing 

documents.  In response to later questions, she contradicted herself about her ability.  In 

one of the aforementioned quotes, Melissa discussed her ability to analyze documents for 

bias and how that skill might help her in the future.  However, in her final interview, 

Melissa also claimed that she could not do that work, thus contradicting the statements 

she had just made.

Interviewer:  Would you consider a career in history?
Melissa: No.
Interviewer:  Why not?
Melissa: It’s so…I don’t think that I would be able to see what historians usually 
see, that I would be able to decode what…or to be able to understand why events 
happened. [Italics added]
Interviewer:  When do you think you will use your history thinking skills in the 
future?
Melissa:  If something is on the news…events on the news, trying to understand
why a leader of a nation would do something.  You could look through your 
history, because history repeats itself and stuff like that. [Italics added]

In this last exchange, Melissa brought her experience over the course of the study 

back to several foundational points.  First, despite assertions that she had learned and 

understood both historical content and history skills, she later claimed that she would not 

be able to decode or understand such content.  Melissa hinted at understanding the 
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context of historical work and what historians do, but did not outline a way to put these 

skills into action.

Melissa’s final comments brought two important points to the discussion of this 

study.  First, she implied that she could use her history knowledge to find connections 

between current events and past events.  This knowledge application is one partial way of 

using history, though in this case she ignored all references to primary sources and the 

thinking skills that go along with the use of those documents.  Secondly, she retreated to 

the belief, as she stated in her first interview, that history can be understood as a cyclical 

pattern and that its value lies in its relation to recurring events.

This retreat is ironic in light of her responses in the first interview.  When asked 

specific questions about historical work, Melissa displayed an understanding of historical 

work and responded affirmatively that students should think like historians:

Interviewer: Is it important for students to learn to think like historians?
Melissa: Yes.
Interviewer: Why?
Melissa: It makes it more clear and easier to study history if you think like one 
who studies history professionally.

Melissa again displayed an agreement that historical thinking was important in the study 

of history, and further explained, when prompted, what specific items a historian can do 

to critically evaluate a primary source:

Interviewer: How important is it to understand an author’s view of events?
Melissa: Very important.  If they have a bias or are trying to get a certain point 
across, then you need to understand that point, otherwise the whole document will 
be lost.

Interviewer: What would make [an author] more reliable?
Melissa: They were there, someone who was there, who witnessed it, or someone 
who…like if there is more than one description of the event.
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Among the occurrences displayed in the interviews is Melissa’s understanding of 

historical thinking and taking a critical approach to primary source documents.  In the 

end, however, her self-perception displays a belief that she was not capable of completing 

these tasks herself, despite her activities in the classroom.  This disconnect fits into some 

of the themes that continued to appear throughout the course of the study.

Connie

Connie was the second interview participant. Connie was a quiet student, who 

spent a large portion of the class period drawing in a notebook while taking notes on class 

discussions.  She was active in sports, but no other school functions.  During the study, 

she rarely participated in class discussions, making only four comments over a 12 week 

period.  Three of these responses occurred during one class discussion.  Although she was 

relatively quiet during the discussions, she scored well on tests and was a successful 

student.  During her first interview she gave 39 responses which was the second highest 

of the three students. Her average score for these responses was 2.0. She gave no 

responses that scored a 4, but 6 responses scored 3.  In her final interview, she responded 

34 times, but with an average score of 1.59, revealing a series of less communicative or 

off topic responses.  In this second interview, she gave no responses that scored either 3 

or 4.  This result reflected a change from her earlier interview.  

Connie’s interviews revealed several important items of note.  First, she 

acknowledged the study of history as an important part of the curriculum, but for much of 

the same reason as Melissa.  Both stated that history is a repeating cycle.  She presented a 

simple view of history and historians’ work. 

Interviewer:  Why do you think we make you take history?
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Connie: To teach us history…so we know more about the world, not just about 
where we live.
Interviewer:  Describe an historian at work.
Connie:  A lot of studying.  Desk work.
Interviewer:  What comes to mind when you think of history?
Connie: Books…and…I guess, I just think of old historians with those hats 
that…they were more like archeologists, though.
Interviewer:  What kinds of hats?
Connie:  The safari hats. When they go digging.

Connie’s confusion over historians and archeologists is symptomatic of deeper issues that 

continue to exist in history classes.  Connie, despite having spent a semester and a half in 

an Honors level history course, responded to a question about history in simplistic terms, 

without including the concepts of historical thinking that had been part of that class.  She 

did admit that history books are biased and that “anyone who writes is going to be biased 

automatically,” a charge that she repeated several times.  When asked whether she was a 

historian, Connie acknowledged that she could be.

Connie:  On some levels.  I know I was researching a couple of battles that 
happened because one fictional book I read, it had something about tactics.

Her quote displayed a practical purpose for the study of history and how she could be a 

historian.  However, over the course of the semester her views on her work changed.  

When asked a line of questioning about history and her potential as a historian during the 

second interview, Connie focused on her school skills, such as test taking or essay 

writing.  She repeatedly mentioned the classroom atmosphere and the fun moments of 

student interaction.  Her responses reflected the social context of the class and her level 

of academic survival. Because history was not important to her individually, she 

maintained her simplistic view of what history was and how she viewed historians’ work.

Interviewer:  Has your view of history changed during this year?
Connie:  If it changed at all, it was because I paid more attention to history and 
how it shaped what the world is.
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Interviewer:  Did you like history before you started this class?
Connie: I’ve never liked history.
Interviewer:  Do you still not like history?
Connie: It’s okay.  It is still not my favorite class.

Interviewer:  Has your view of historians and their work changed during this 
year?
Connie:  Not really, I think about the same thing.
Interviewer:  Would you consider a career in history?
Connie: Not really.
Interviewer: Why not?
Connie: I’m not that interested in history.  It’s just that I don’t really think that I’d 
learn from the past.
Interviewer:  When do you think you will use your history thinking skills in the 
future?
Connie: When I’m studying art.

Connie displayed both a lack of interest in history and a disconnect between 

historical thinking and her own work.  Her perception was that she wouldn’t learn from 

the past, though her reasons were not clear.  However, when asked specifically if students 

should learn to think like historians, she stated:

Connie: I think it could help a lot, because if you’re thinking like a historian, then 
you’d be thinking about just the facts, like what you get out of the facts. [Italics 
added]

Despite my attempts to explain and develop historical thinking as part of the course, 

Connie maintained her belief that historical thinking was about gathering facts. At the 

end of the study, her response had not changed to reflect the deeper issues implied in 

historical thinking.  She explained historical thinking as “you think about a problem and 

everything that relates to it.”  This second response ignored the skills requisite for 

studying primary source documents.

Interestingly, Connie never enjoyed the subject matter despite my many attempts 

to create both an excitement for history and a practical use for the subject.  She was not 

interested in history and viewed the class as a social activity.  Further, she did not 
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acknowledge a future or relevant use for the class.  Outside her statement that she would 

consider enrolling in an art history course, she had little interest in pursuing history.  

Although few of the students do become professional historian, Connie did not reveal any 

instances where she felt she would use any history thinking skills outside of art history.

Unlike Melissa, who had displayed some basic understandings early in the study 

about the significance of history in the curriculum and relevant applications of historical 

thinking, Connie maintained a very general and simplistic view of history and historical 

thinking. The transmission of historical knowledge into Connie’s working skill set did 

not appear to happen.  In her view, history continued to be a chore to be accomplished 

rather than a vehicle to higher level thinking skills and academic advancement.

Susan

The third interview participant was a young woman named Susan.  Susan was 

also an athlete, though she was active in sports for only part of the year. She was 

involved in yearbook and journalism and had set a goal to graduate from high school one 

year ahead of her class. She regularly participated in class activities and discussions.  Her 

total contributions during the study ranked her fourth among the student participants.  

Additionally, she often provided insightful answers, including an ability to connect 

historical themes and generalizations across time.  Her first interview yielded the greatest 

number of high end responses and presented a significant amount of data.  Ironically 

enough, the greatest number of discrepancies and changes between interviews also took 

place between her two interviews.  In her first interview, Susan gave 45 responses, well 

over the amount given by Melissa.  Her average response was a 2.5, signaling a higher 

number of 3 and 4 scores.  She was the only one of the respondents to give a 4 score 
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response during the first round.  In fact, 11 of her responses were scored as a 4 and six of 

her responses were scored as a 3.  During her second interview, however, a significant 

shift occurred.  In her second interview, Susan totaled 31 responses, less than Connie.  

Her average score per response fell to 1.94.  More telling is that only one of her responses 

scored as a 4 and only four scored as a 3.  Not only did the quality of the response 

decrease, but she offered several contradictions to items that she had discussed in the 

prior interview.

In the first interview, Susan displayed the ability to connect knowledge across 

lessons and themes.  When asked to choose a historical subject she had appreciated from 

the class period, Susan chose the French Revolution.  When asked why, she responded:

I think about the French Revolution because we have studied it a lot.  I’ve really 
enjoyed stuff like that.  I don’t know. It involves a lot of social, political, and 
economic issues.  I like seeing how they all relate, so something where you can 
see it turns up again.  Like right now we are studying Russia and the ideas that 
Lenin had are kind of similar to Robespierre.

Like Melissa and Connie, Susan admitted to a belief that history repeats itself.  Unlike the 

other two students, however, she gave a concrete example based upon individuals from 

history. In the discussion on Lenin, Susan was the first to notice and point out in class the 

connections between these two historical events and the similarities in speeches by Lenin 

and Robespierre.  Her comments indicated both her knowledge of the subject and her 

ability to identify historical patterns and similarities.  Her interview responses 

corresponded to her contributions to classroom discussions.  In my reflective journal, I 

had written for April 10:

For the last half of class, we discussed the Marx-Lenin activity. Susan picked up 
on some of the paradoxes given out by Lenin and Marx.  Most students were 
staring at me with blank looks on their faces.  Reading Marx isn’t easy, but 
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helping them see the key points of the evolution of communism/Marxism is fairly 
important at this point.  [Italics added]

Although she displayed strong skills in historical thinking in her interview, when pressed, 

Susan did not consider herself a historian.

Susan:  I would say no…I don’t know.  I don’t see myself as that knowledgeable 
about it.  I think that a historian would have a bit more knowledge about it than I 
do, definitely.  And a lot more experience with reasoning skills and hands-on 
historian stuff. [Italics added.]

Ironically, her class participation, writings, and portions of her interview showed 

that she possessed certain skills that demonstrated historical thinking. Though she was 

less experienced than a professional historian, she did exhibit reasoning skills in her 

document work.  Further, when asked if anyone could be a historian, she replied “As long 

as someone has an open mind and they can read, they can be a historian.”  Susan 

definitely met her own level of expectation.  She expanded upon this theme later in the 

interview, when asked what activities had helped her to think like a historian.  Susan 

related:

I know today we were taking notes and we were reading from a primary source, 
the Communist Manifest, and we read Lenin’s version.  When we were reading 
Lenin, Mr. Chowen asked, “What person does this sound like?”  It sounded a lot 
like Robespierre in the French Revolution.  It just clicked.  I think that is kind of 
the thing, like comparing current events in history, how they are similar.  Almost 
being to predict what is going to happen.

Sadly, despite her ability to recognize her own learning and thinking ability in 

history, Susan maintained her self-image as a person incapable if becoming a historian.  

She continued to accept a common perception of historians and history in general, which 

is that to be successful in history, or to know history, is to possess facts.  Throughout her 

first interview, Susan identified aspects of historical thinking, though she often failed to 
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notice her own progress in this area.  When asked about the reliability of primary sources, 

she identified several ways that historians can determine if sources are reliable.

Interviewer:  What makes a reliable history source?
Susan:  Probably either a source that is first hand or at least second hand where 
they talked to someone who was there themselves…
Interviewer:  How do you know a source is reliable?
Susan:  It’s pretty easy to see if someone is biased or not.  If they talk about only 
one side of the story, or the diction they use, like calling someone destructive or 
awful, and  then you hear from someone else that they were just really nice or 
caring or something.  [Pause] Like conflicting views…

In this interview, Susan displayed a strong understanding of how to establish the 

reliability of primary source documents.  Further, she demonstrated an ability to connect 

historical themes and to place concepts from isolated events into a larger picture171 .Yet, 

as previously mentioned, despite her knowledge and skills base, she considered herself 

inadequate to use these skills herself.

By her final interview, Susan revealed a more negative view of history.  Her 

responses were shorter and reflected less analysis and expansion on the question.  The 

superficial responses she gave often contradicted or minimized her statements from the 

previous interview.  After a semester of working on the concept of historical thinking and 

identifying ways that historians work, I noticed quickly that despite her earlier ability to 

identify work that historians do and the skills they needed, her tone had changed 

significantly.  In the first interview, Susan was asked to describe a historian at work.  In 

the second interview, Susan was asked if her view of historians and their work had 

changed during the year. Her responses revealed a more detached tone concerning history 

and the class:

171 Several examples of class discussions, including Susan’s contributions will be covered in Chapter 5.
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Interview 1

Interviewer:  Describe an historian at work?
Susan: The kind of picture that pops up in my head is like a professor studying 
history.  A lot of revisions, acquiring knowledge through a variety of means.  
Passing it out again.
Interviewer:  In what ways would they acquire knowledge?
Susan: Read, talking to people, past, pictures, photographs, maybe textiles that 
have something on it, pottery, cables, architecture.

Interview 2

Interviewer:  Has your view of historians and their work changed during this 
year?
Susan:  Not really, I haven’t really thought about it.  I don’t want to be an 
historian and I don’t know any historians, so…
Interviewer: Has it [history class] been of any use, or any utility?
Susan:  Yes, I can get credit for it and graduate.  I’m sure if someone talks about 
some random historical topic, I can get that.  If there’s any allusion to history, I 
will understand what they’re talking about.
Interviewer:  When do you think you will use your history thinking skills in the 
future?
Susan:  Future history classes.
Interviewer:  Anytime else?
Susan:  Maybe.  Maybe just [pause] maybe in science classes.
Interviewer:  How would you use it in science classes?
Susan:  They do the same thing.  It’s like the scientific method, figuring out what 
went wrong with your experiment, like what happened in history, trying to piece 
stuff together. 

In her first interview, Susan appeared open to explore the work historians do. She 

identified ways that historians work and touched on some skills necessary to be 

successful in historical thinking.  Despite working on these skills during the year, her 

final responses showed a lack on interest in what historians do and revealed no interest in 

trying to identify with the utility of these skills.  Further, despite her ability to connection 

historical events, which is itself an example of critical or higher level thinking skills, 

Susan only envisioned using these skills in a limited arena, such as future history courses.  

In this response, she eliminated the possibility of transferring these skills into other 



112

academic areas except science.  Going further, she also eliminated the potential use of 

historical knowledge and historical thinking in other aspects of her life, including future 

careers.  Only upon further prodding did she state that these skills may be used in science 

because the scientific method, like history, required one to go prove theories based on 

evidence.

Unfortunately, Susan provided such strong answers during the first interview that 

I expected she would continue to do so in the second interview.  Her participation in class 

was consistent throughout the study and the quality of her contributions was high.  

Generally, though she often gave her opinion during class discussions, her responses 

were based on evidence or fact and she responded with comments that reflected a high 

level of thinking.  Surprisingly, then, one could see such a dramatic change in tone and a 

lack of enthusiasm for the topics. Like Connie, the difference in the two interviews was 

noticeable.  Without further elaboration on her part, one cannot determine the exact 

causes of her shift in attitude and opinions.  The results of her interviews indicate that 

even the students who understand historical thinking and have the ability to apply high 

levels of thinking skills, such as analysis and evaluation, may choose not to retain these 

skills. Or, they may learn them, but due to their own conceptions about when they will 

use historical skills, they do not internalize them as valuable academic skills, but rather 

maintain that historical reasoning and thinking is a skill set applicable only to the specific 

study of historical events.

As one of the top students in the class, and one that most teachers, including 

myself, would recommend for higher level classes and name as a top performer, Susan 

represented much of what we hope students will learn from history.  Her story reveals, 
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however, that in the end, even she fell back to many of the common stereotypes of 

historians and history.  Second, her story reinforces the belief that many of our students 

feel out of touch with what historians do and see themselves as only studying history, or 

in other words, learning facts.  They are not, in their own words, historians, nor do they 

care to be.  As we continue to emphasize history education, one may have to change the 

educational culture that has created the roadblocks to a broader ability to accept history as 

something more than a curriculum item that will help us avoid repeating the mistakes of 

the past.  The interviews helped highlight the struggles many students face when working 

with historical documents and the concepts of higher level thinking skills, which they 

cannot seem to separate from the desire to acquire knowledge in order to know history.

Think Aloud Sessions

In the research on historical thinking, researchers have used the tool of the think-

aloud, a session where participants examine primary source documents and speak aloud 

any and all thoughts or ideas that come to mind.  These utterances provide data that allow 

researchers to evaluate the types of responses participants make and the quality of these 

responses in terms of historical thinking.  The two think-aloud sessions in this study 

provided an opportunity to examine students’ efforts to think like historians and to 

determine how the skills presented in class had become part of their working history 

base.

At the beginning of the study, I selected four volunteers and conducted two think 

aloud sessions each.  The four students were Starla, Jim, Braylon, and Mike.  The first 

think aloud was conducted approximately half way through the study.  The second think 

aloud session was completed during the final two weeks of the study.  The first set of 
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documents came from Wineburg’s landmark study containing 8 primary sources on the 

Battle of Lexington172.  The second set of documents came from the Bohan and Davis 

study and included 16 sources on the American use of the atomic bomb on Japan at the 

end of World War II173.  

Both sessions were scored separately and all individual student scores were 

totaled and averaged. In the first set of think-aloud sessions, the average score for all 

students was 2.8 on a five point scale.  In many ways, the numbers reflected the scores of 

two students who struggled to incorporate higher level thinking skills.  Both Starla and 

Jim had the highest number of low scores.  Of Starla’s 43 responses, only 13 were 

classified as a 3 or higher.   Jim had 41 scored responses, yet only 10 could be classified 

as a 3 or higher.

Braylon stayed the most consistent in his two think-aloud sessions.  Braylon’s 

first session included 24 responses with an average score of 2.5. His second session 

averaged 2.6.  Braylon displayed the capacity to identity the source information and point 

of view for the documents.  However, in four of the eight documents, he stated that he 

had no comment.  Therefore, for half the documents, he did not reveal any thoughts upon 

reading the documents.  He repeated this pattern in his second think-aloud session.  

The most intriguing item to come from the data was the continued slide towards 

lower scores from the top students as had happened in the student interviews. In his first 

think-aloud, Mike scored an average response of 3.25.  He had 9 responses ranked 4 or 5, 

and seemed to grasp the significance of many documents as he read through them.  

However, in his second session, he only had one 4 response and no 5 responses.  His 

172 Wineburg, “On the Reading of Historical Texts”, 1991.
173 Bohan and Davis.
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average score fell to 2.39.  In this second session, nearly half his responses were a 3, but 

the number of non responses increased.  

Comparing the scores, both individually and collectively, revealed several 

important items.  In the first think-aloud session, the average score was not high.  Over 

the course of the dialogue, many student responses were short replies or summations of 

the documents that showed little regard for the author’s bias, point of view, or publication 

information.  Without identifying this bias or context, students could not make higher 

level connections as they focused on alleged facts and document summations rather than 

the reliability and value of the sources themselves.

The constant drop among top students in both the number and quality of their 

responses over the course of the study did not occur because in a lack of student skills, 

especially when one examines the level of their responses in their first think-aloud 

sessions or interviews.  However, on several occasions this phenomenon occurred at the 

end of the school year when students appeared to burn out on school and history classes.  

For example, Mike was a willing participant in both sessions.  He did not intend to waste 

time, not did he appear to view the think-aloud sessions with anything less than a serious 

attitude.  However, the results show that he did not examine the documents in later 

sessions as he had done earlier.  

The results of the think-aloud sessions, showed that the most common skill 

students had developed was the ability to summarize documents.  The number of times 

student participants simply summarized the documents was quite high, particularly for 

Starla and Jim. These summaries revealed that they looked at many documents as sources 
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of information. A closer examination each student’s efforts demonstrates the difficulties 

they displayed.

Starla

Starla was a student of above average ability who displayed lower than average 

effort.  Her grades were poor reflections of her ability.  She was active in the choir 

program at school, but had a higher absentee rate than usual for a Pre-AP course.  During 

the school year, she had two extended absentee periods for health reasons.  Nonetheless, 

she participated in classroom discussions and eagerly volunteered to participate in the 

think-aloud sessions.

Lexington

In her first session, Starla gave a total of 43 comments or responses.  Her average 

score on the 5 point scale was 2.02.  Three of her responses were scored as a 5 and 19 of 

her responses were scored as 1. Starla had a tendency to get confused about the larger 

picture while reading through the document set, due to both the structure of the 

documents and the context of the event.

Starla:  [Speaking of document 1] The sentences are too long; I get 
confused….Other than that, I didn’t understand it because the sentences were too 
long.  They say too much in one sentence.

Starla: [Speaking of document 3] I’m not sure if this one is supposed to be in the 
beginning, the middle, or the end?...Because it says in the beginning, ‘Lay down 
your arms, you lousy bastards!’  It’s like they were already fighting.  And at the 
end it says, “Then the whole British front burst like into a roar of flame and 
smoke.”

Starla’s confusion continued as she read the other documents.  Encountering the term 

“rebels” in one document, she was unclear if the Americans or the British were 

considered to be rebels.  
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A second issue that appeared from Starla’s document reading was the connection 

between the documents and her specific prior knowledge.  Starla expressed surprise when 

she first encountered Paul Revere’s name:

Starla:  Paul Revere.  I’ve always heard of Paul Revere in fairy tales.  It seems 
kind of weird to see him here.

Upon further questioning, Starla stated that she had heard of Paul Revere in elementary 

school, but had not connected his story to real events.  In this case, her prior knowledge, 

or cultural beliefs, came into contact with new information about the story of Lexington.  

Additionally, when she read document 5, she remembered a picture from her past:

Starla:  It’s funny.  I can imagine this mass mayhem on the streets. I remember 
seeing a painting.  It was all about this, I think.  I can’t remember where.
Chowen: What was in the painting?
Starla:  There was a lot of bodies, blood, and dead horses; it was really nasty.  The 
usual war painting.  It reminded me of it when I read about Major Pitcairn’s horse 
being shot in two places.

Despite these small connections to her past historical knowledge, Starla was more often 

confused or ignorant of events from the Battle of Lexington.  More significantly, after she 

read the entire document set, Starla still struggled to piece together not only what had 

happened, but why the documents would be considered significant.

Chowen:  Do the sources tell a different story of what went on at Lexington?
Starla:  Not really. [Italics added.]
Chowen:  Do they have a lot of commonalities?
Starla:  Yes.  It all seems to be on the same part.

Chowen: What value do these sources have for someone who’s trying to learn 
more about the Battle of Lexington or the American Revolution?
Starla:  I’m not really sure.
Chowen:  Do you think it’s important to look at conflicting sources?
Starla:  Oh yes, so we can know different sides of the story and try to piece it all 
together.
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Starla realized the value of seeing the different sides of a historical issue but was unable 

to do so with the documents.  Only upon deeper questioning did Starla identify some of 

the significant issues of primary sources.

Chowen:  Earlier you said there were a couple of conflicts in one document.  
What might account for any differences that do show up in the documents?
Starla:  People are biased.
Chowen:  In this particular case, what makes their bias?
Starla:  Wanting to be free of British rule [pause] patriotism.

In only one instance did Starla identify discrepancies in the accounts presented in the 

document set.  And, the discrepancy she noted did not refer to bias, point of view, 

publication date, or other such vital aspects of document analysis.  What she identified 

was that only one source indicated that Major Pitcairn’s horse had been shot.  Her 

responses indicate a willingness to look at documents as sources of fact, as revealed by 

her concern that only one document provided this solitary fact.  

Even though she agreed that conflicting sources would be important in studying a 

past event, Starla failed to distinguish the different biases that would show up in 

American or British sources.  In the think-aloud, she often got confused with who was 

speaking and the people to whom the document was referring.  In one case, her lack of 

knowledge about Lexington and the battle itself coincided with her struggle to interpret 

the documents.  

Starla:…It seems like the Americans didn’t want this battle, because even the 
people on the street had guns.  They were trying to fight the British back.  I want 
to ask why they were fighting.  There’s a bit of confusion.

Starla:  …the farmers are even getting into it…the battle, I mean.  Who are the 
rebels?  ‘The rebels were ordered to disperse.’

Starla rarely acknowledged the author in her document readings.  Her inability to look at 

the document’s source information, which was included with the document itself, 
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probably added to her confusion.  She never identified the author or whose point of view 

was expressed in the document and always appeared to ignore the context of the 

document.  In the end, she didn’t understand the story of Lexington, let alone being able 

to use the documents to analyze contrasting points of view or to create an image of the 

past events. 

Atomic Bomb

In her second session, Starla again struggled to understand the basic context of the 

document set.  The average score for her responses rose slightly, to 2.34, yet this was due 

more to her ability to avoid a 1 response than any other factor.  The number of 5 scores 

did not rise.  Despite having read about World War II in class, her limited knowledge of 

the atomic bomb story and the decisions behind it surfaced in her document work.  Many

of her comments were off target and she misinterpreted the documents themselves.  In 

several instances, she simply misread the documents.  The document set contained one 

source that speculated about the number of potential American casualties from invasion.  

Another document, though, listed the actual number of people killed by the bomb.  Starla 

read these numbers as referring to the same event.  During the session, she even asked 

how many were killed.

Starla:  How many lives were lost?
Chowen:  On the dropping of the bomb?  Somewhere around 70,000 on the initial 
blast.  Overall, around 120,000.
Starla:  So, it didn’t really kill as many as they thought it would?  Because it says, 
‘General Marshall told Truman that it might cost ½ million lives.”  I guess it did.

Starla looked at the documents as sources of information to help her understand the 

events themselves.  However, even in this attempt, she often got confused or misread the 

documents.  Instead of looking at the source of the information and attempting to 
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evaluate the value as a source, she focused on trying to understand what it said and how it 

could help her understand the event itself.

Starla:  Winston Churchill [source 7], I would say agreed that the A-bomb should 
be dropped.  He says, “there was never a moment’s discussion about whether it 
should be used or not.”…I’m confused.  Winston Churchill was British, right?  So 
then he’s talking about how the Americans used the A-bomb.  Then, all of a 
sudden, he switched to “moreover we should not need the Russians.”  Who are 
“we?”

Although one could easily criticize Starla’s efforts, or decry her lack of knowledge and 

higher level thinking skills, this last example showed glimpses of higher thinking skills as 

she attempted to identify the author’s point of view.  She knew that Churchill was British 

and not American.  However, she didn’t attempt to analyze how being British might 

influence Churchill’s role in the war, or even why his opinion on the use of the bomb 

would be important.  Thus, although she displayed a slightly higher level of critical 

thinking in this session than the previous one, she did not analyze the documents as we 

had done in class.

In the second session, Starla maintained the ability to decipher contradictions 

between sources.  In this case, she alluded to opinions people held, rather than specific 

facts, as she had done with the Lexington set.

Starla: [Document 6] Admiral Leahy thinks it was pointless to drop the bomb.
Chowen:  Does he give a reason?
Starla: Because he says that the Japanese were ready to surrender, because of the 
sea blockade and conventional bombing.  But [pause] I don’t think they would 
have because they’re not the type of people who would fight to the death instead 
of surrendering. 
Chowen: How do you know that?
Starla:  In another one, it’s in source 3, it says, “Always save the last bullet for 
yourself.”  It’s fight to the death instead of surrender.

Here, Starla did notice the conflict between the two sources, yet failed to identify the 

source of each document; that Admiral Leahy was an American and the phrase about the 
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bullet came from a Japanese Army Manual. By ignoring the source information, she 

missed an opportunity to discuss the significance of the conflicting viewpoints and to 

address it in an academic way.  In fact, when reading documents 7 through 16, Starla 

reverted to the habit of simply summarizing the documents.  

As with her first session, Starla alluded to prior knowledge or images she 

maintained.  In one case, she referred back to the French Revolution after she 

encountered the word “decapitation.”

Starla: …decapitation reminds me of the French Revolution.
Chowen:  Why is that?
Starla:  Because it says they were decapitated without any explanation and 
Robespierre would just kill people for fake stuff or for no reason.

Starla was able to connect two historical time periods, yet once again did not question the 

reliability of the source; she simply accepted for fact that prisoners of war had been 

decapitated without looking at the source for the information.  Starla gave a good effort to 

understand the documents she read.  She could not overcome her lack of knowledge 

about the events.  As a result, she used the documents to fill in gaps in her knowledge, 

only using historical thinking skills on a rare occasion, usually when she encountered 

opposing facts or statements.

Jim

Jim was a meticulous student who transferred into the class at the semester break.  

He knew some of the students, but most students did not know him.  He was active in 

sports, and worked slowly in class to make sure he completed his coursework properly.  

His friendly personality quickly helped him blend seamlessly into the classroom 

environment.  During his think-aloud sessions, he read each document very slowly, then 

thought about each response before speaking.
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Lexington

Despite the relatively short length of the documents provided in the Lexington set, 

Jim took more time to read the documents than did the remaining participants. He spent 

time meticulously reading each word.  Upon reading each document, Jim summarized the 

document as if it were a textbook chapter.  Several times during his document reading, he 

stated, “I didn’t know that.”  This utterance reflected Jim’s outlook on the documents as 

sources of fact, in much the same way as from a textbook.  His total score was 2.6, with 

very few 4 and 5 scores.  Most of his comments reflected a summation of what he had 

read in the documents, without reflecting upon the source.  For example, he did not 

identify the excerpt from the novel April Morning as a work of fiction published in the 

1960s, but treated it the same as the other sources.

Atomic Bomb

As with the Lexington documents, Jim struggled with the documents on the 

atomic bomb.  His average score increased slightly to 2.8. Despite having a higher 

average score than Starla (2.8 to 2.26), he had only 2 additional responses in the 3-5 

range than did Starla, though he had fewer responses marked with a 1 score.  Jim’s think-

aloud session was the longest of any interview or think-aloud session.  During both 

sessions, Jim summarized the source documents.  In the second set, he incorporated 

additional references to the source or author of the document, which helped account for a 

higher score, but failed to examine point of view or bias of the authors.  In other words, 

he acknowledged who the author was, but did not reflect on how the person’s 

background, position, or experiences might impact the point of view of the document.  

His efforts to read through the document showed that he was simply finding and 
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repeating information.  At the conclusion of the document set, when asked his opinion of 

the use of the bomb, he replied:

Well. I didn’t really know…I didn’t really have a clue about…I thought they did 
it because it was a necessity or something that they had to use.  But this gives 
evidence that we might not have had to use it…

He went on to list specific examples from the document set that revealed alternatives to 

using the atomic bomb.  By citing these examples, once could conclude that he, too, had 

relied upon the documents solely as evidence, without considering sources.  Unlike 

Starla, however, he did not get confused reading through the documents. When asked to 

synthesize the arguments, he demonstrated an effort to check sources by taking into 

account the author’s bias or point of view, although he did not mention these skills when 

reading the documents.

Some of them were contradicting each other…some of the quotes were taken 
from other people, they weren’t direct from that person.  I would say that 
they’re…you have to be aware…I would say that they’re pretty reliable, but you 
have to take into account that there can be other…other things that affect that.

Later, Jim stated that he found certain sources more valuable than others

depending on the question he was trying to answer.  He even grouped the documents into 

topic areas, such as those that would show the effects on the people and another that 

revealed government policies and scientific implications:  

If I was trying to talk about how it affected the people, I would go with these ones 
that took personal accounts of people who lived there and who had relatives that 
had been lost and gave details about how it affected them….If I was talking about 
whether we should have used the A-bomb or whether it was necessary, I would 
have gone to the ones that talked about, I would have used, I would have used the 
ones from both sides talking about how, with the war minister what they thought 
about it, that it wasn’t necessary…

Jim’s ability to group the documents topically showed his ability to summarize and 

categorize the documents.  However, his general lack of attention to point of view and 
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context limited his ability to judge the reliability of the documents and to make a case 

about whether the documents contained valid information in making such determinations.  

His view of the documents revealed an encyclopedic approach rather than a critical one.

These examples showed that the use of primary source documents continues to be 

a struggle for some students.  Even though Jim showed a desire and knowledge to look at 

the potential bias of the documents when asked to do so, in independent practice with a 

document set he failed to do so.  

Braylon

Braylon was an active participant in class activities.  Each day he sat in the front 

of the class and took copious notes of the information presented in class.  He frequently 

engaged in class discussions, especially in response to questions about documents or 

critical thinking questions.  Braylon was not involved in school sports or clubs, though he 

associated with many students who did.  The majority of his after school time was spent 

in homework or playing computer games.  As previously mentioned, Braylon was the 

most introverted of the four volunteers.  Several times during the think-aloud sessions, he 

did not offer comments on the documents, even when prompted.  His most common reply 

when asked what came to mind while reading was, “nothing.”  Despite this limited 

communication, he did offer some insightful comments when he did choose to address 

the documents in question.

Lexington

During his first session, Braylon read all the documents quickly.  Of the four 

students, he was by far the quickest reader.  He gave 24 comments, several of which 

received a 4 or 5 score.  Yet, the majority of his responses were given a 1 score, in that 
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these responses offered no insight into what Braylon was thinking.  He gave 4 short 

comments on four documents, but even with these comments, he was simple in his 

explanations.

Braylon: Document 2 seems a little one-sided, from the American point of view.
Braylon: This one [document 4] seems to be a lot different from the American 
point of view.  The Americans kept saying that there were only a few of them, but 
the British were saying there were 2-3 hundreds Americans there.
Braylon: This one [document 6] seems to be a bit unbiased.  ‘Cause he’s 
American, but he’s telling it towards both points of view.
Braylon: This one [document 8] seems to be looking like it’s trying to make the 
American’s the bad guys.

Interestingly, Braylon identified potential bias and point of view in each of these 

four documents, but did not expand upon the reason for these biases nor explain why the 

document was biased.  Upon further questioning at the end of the document readings, he 

added further insight into his thinking:

Chowen: On a couple of documents, you mentioned that there was some bias, 
either for the Americans or the British.  What do you think accounts for that bias?
Braylon:  Particularly what side of the war they were on.  If you were an 
American, you would want all the Americans to be right and to always do the 
right thing.  The British always wanted it to be their way.

Though a bit simplistic, Braylon’s response showed his ability to identify the author’s 

point of view and perspective that could influence a document.  Because he had failed to 

mention anything about the dates of the documents, I asked Braylon about the impact 

publication dates would have on the reliability of a document.

Chowen:  You will also notice that each one has a time period for the source.  
Does it matter when they might have been published?
Braylon: More so when they were written, I would say.

Braylon, in this statement, identified the time period of the document’s origination, rather 

than publication as the important factor in determining reliability.  Although he did not 

apply this skill during his reading, he acknowledged it here.  And, although he may have 
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noticed the factors that influenced the author’s perspective, he did not discuss it.  His 

reticence highlights the challenges of knowing what is happening in the classroom.

Braylon classified the documents into three categories:  American, British, or 

neutral.  When asked about the value of these documents in writing a history of the Battle 

of Lexington, he stated that the documents would have:

…a great significance.  You could split the book into two different points of view, 
and then probably at the end, show a mix.  Start off with the Americans and how
they thought they were shot on first, and they were slaughtered.  And then go to 
the British and how they thought we were just being totally rebellious without 
cause and then in the end, so a little of both sides.

An interesting theme that emerged from Braylon’s comments, and then further in 

his second think aloud session on the atomic bomb, was the lack of historical thinking for 

certain documents.  In these specific instances, Braylon claimed not to have any thoughts.  

From his comments, one can see that he was capable of demonstrating higher levels of 

historical thinking and document examination, but despite his good faith effort, Braylon 

stated that some documents simply did not ignite his thinking.

Chowen: You’ve read eight documents, and ironically enough, it seems like all 
the odd ones, numbers 1, 3, 5, and 7, you said that nothing comes to mind.  Can 
you explain that a little bit?
Braylon:  I don’t know.
Chowen:  Are they boring, or?
Braylon:  They’re not boring; it’s just that nothing sparks in my head.
Chowen:  So, if a teacher handed you these documents in class, what would your 
reaction be?
Braylon:  I’d understand it and everything.  And it would help with the American 
Revolution.  But nothing really sticks out.

Once again, Braylon reflected the students’ belief that documents can help one 

understand an event, though he did not differentiate between understanding the facts 

about Lexington or the historical arguments and controversy surrounding the Battle of 
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Lexington.  Yet, for the first time, a new question emerged from the data:  what happens 

when students read documents and “nothing sparks in [their] head?”  

Atomic Bomb

When Braylon read the documents on the atomic bomb, he repeated the pattern 

from his first think-aloud session.  He read through the documents quickly, and actually 

increased the number of times he stated that he had nothing to say about the document.  

Whereas in the first set he had no comment for exactly 50 percent of the documents, in 

this second reading set, he was close to 75 percent.  Once again, Braylon did not appear 

to brush off the documents, but rather, in his words, “nothing comes to mind.”

Due to the increase in the number of no comment responses, Braylon’s average 

score in the second set fell to 2.18.  When he did actually comment about the documents, 

he identified the two sides of the issue, either American or Japanese.  And, as he had with 

the Lexington documents, he stated that the documents were reflections of the points of 

view people from each side were trying to portray.  Interesting, Braylon’s responses do 

seem to reveal one pattern.  He assumed that because one was American, one would 

always present and defend the accepted “American” version of events.  This nationalism 

was also his explanation for the British and Japanese points of view in the respective 

document sets.  In his comments, Braylon failed to acknowledge the possibility of diverse 

opinions among people of both sides.  His comments that a person could be objective, 

despite being American, British, or Japanese, did not extend to the option of being a 

dissident voice.
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Mike

Not all students will fit the patterns displayed by Starla, Jim, or Braylon. In my 

study, Mike was the exception.  Mike was a very vocal student, who participated in every 

class discussion.  He also enjoyed commenting on all aspects of the class and school 

climate.  Often, other students would ask him to stop talking or would poke fun at his 

comments.  He was not a typical class clown, but seemed to accept the added attention 

rather than to crave it.  Mike was not involved in any extracurricular activities and his 

academic pursuits focused on the sciences.

Lexington

In his readings of the Battle of Lexington, Mike acknowledged that he had little 

background knowledge of the event itself, but as he read the documents, he examined the 

sources and sought out information about the author.  Mike spoke less than the other 

participants, but his recorded scores were higher.  With the Lexington documents, he 

commented a total of 20 times, yet his average score was 3.25, significantly higher than 

the other students.  He was the only one of the four participants to notice that April 

Morning [source 3] was a fictional novel, identifying it as a re-creation of the battle rather 

than an eyewitness account. He was also the only one to notice that document 8 was 

published much later than the other sources.  He never summarized the documents or 

spoke of their reliability, other than identifying the sources, such as diaries, newspaper 

accounts, or novels.  His spoken comments did not reflect upon the content of the 

documents, but their context:

Mike: The third one’s from a novel.  So it must be a re-creation, a secondary
source. The fourth one is a diary, so it’s a first hand account from the British
Army.  Document 5 is from a newspaper.  It’s also from their, the British point of 
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view.  A British newspaper.  Sounds like they are trying to get the people to 
support.
Chowen: Which people?
Mike: The British people.  Document 6 is another diary…Document 7 is another 
secondary resource.  It’s a high school textbook.  Document 8 is from a later date.  
It’s seven years later.

Mike used this background context to build an argument that understanding the Battle of 

Lexington from these documents was based on also understanding the perspective the 

authors provided:

Document 6, even though it is a secondary source, interviewing a first hand.  It’s 
the president of Yale College and she seems to be objective and she says she 
doesn’t know who fired first.  And document 4 is a diary of a lieutenant in the 
British Army.  Then again, document 2 has several men.  It’s got 34 people who 
say this is what happened.  Both sides of the argument are well represented.

Mike also stated that the documents’ values were the representation of both sides 

in the conflict.  Based on the evidence of these eight sources, he argued that both the 

British and the Americans could make a strong case for blaming the other side for 

beginning the conflict.

Atomic Bomb

In his second session, Mike, as he did in the first, spoke very little and kept his 

answers short.  However, as previously mentioned, he had a drop-off in the number of 

higher level answers.  While still identifying dates of publication and potential bias, he 

displayed the tendency to summarize certain documents, something he had avoided in the 

first session.  In the first session, Mike had stated that he had never studied the Battle of 

Lexington; therefore he had no prior knowledge of the event that might be contradicted or 

supported by the documents.  In the second session, however, Mike accepted source 

document 15 as the most reliable because it supported his prior knowledge and beliefs on 

the use of the atomic bomb.
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Chowen:  Which of the documents did you find to be the most significant?
Mike:  Probably the one that says…document 15.
Chowen:  Why?
Mike: Because it reinforces what I thought, previous to this reading.  

Ironically enough, during his reading of the documents, he did not comment on document 

15 regarding its reliability, author, background,  publication date, or other information as 

he had with most other documents.  In this case, he had simply summarized the source as 

he read it:

Mike: [Document 15] It’s just saying that the Japanese were willing to reach 
agreements with the allies because the Russians had talked to them and that they 
wished to end the war.

Mike’s treatment of the document here is reflective of several of his responses during the 

second session.  Further, his document summaries mirror those given by Starla and Jim. 

The one significant difference between Mike and the other participants is that 

although he had stopped looking at the author’s point of view in the second set of 

documents, he continued to evaluate the time periods in which the documents were 

published or created.  He remarked that documents 1-3 were written after the fact and 

significantly later than document 4.  He also noticed the wide range of document 

origination, from the 1950s to the 1990s.  However, if Mike had any thoughts about how 

the dates of origination could have impacted the reliability and value of the documents, 

he did not state this.  Only upon further questioning did he even address this issue.

Chowen: Earlier you mentioned that some of these documents had been published 
earlier than others.  Would that make a difference, either in their reliability or the 
value that you place upon them?
Mike: Well, I read them a little bit more carefully because every now and then, 
because it was published later, things get lost and people don’t remember exactly 
as well as they did when it happened.
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Although Mike was ahead of the other students in recognizing the context of the 

primary source documents, he did mirror many of the trends the other students revealed 

as well as those in the literature.  Once again, for these participants, the critical thinking 

skills took second place to using a document as evidence for beliefs or knowledge 

without revealing the critical thinking.  Mike may have thought about document 15 in 

that sense, but did not state this as he did with many other documents.  This example 

reveals that he did not examine the source as carefully as he had others, showing an 

inconsistency in his levels of historical thinking.  

In the end, the think-aloud sessions were valuable in showing that the students 

frequently used primary sources documents for the acquisition of new knowledge, rather 

than for the use of higher-level thinking skills.  In both sessions, this pattern happened 

after repeated attempts in class to instill these skills.  Mike and Jim were both among the 

more active participants in class discussions, and often revealed the ability to think at 

higher levels.  However, in independent application with a set of documents, they often 

fell back to summary and knowledge applications of documents, ignoring the great 

possibility of using history as a means of applying higher level thinking skills.

Conclusion

The data results in this chapter have focused on student questionnaires, student 

interviews, and think-aloud sessions.  In each case, students identified the work of 

historians, including the valuable and necessary skills of evaluating and using primary 

sources.  Yet, in independent practice, certain students did not evaluate the primary 

sources in patterns consistent with those they claimed historians used.  Further, these 

students chose not to identify themselves as historians, even in simplistic terms.  They 
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also chose not to view their work as historical work based mostly on their own lack of 

self-confidence in their history skills or because they clung to the notion of a historian as 

a professional in a job and not as one who studies history.  

To further develop the concept of what occurred in the classroom, additional 

forms of student data were needed.  Questions about what occurred in class discussions, 

including who participated and to what degree, are important.  Moreover, student essays, 

class activities, and role plays provided valuable data that may help explain what 

occurred in the classroom. Chapter 5 will address these issues. 
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Chapter 5

Observational Data and Classroom Activities

Observational data

In addition to interviews and questionnaires, the daily classroom activities 

provided a significant amount of data for the research.  This chapter covers the results 

and interpretations of the data generated from student essays, class participation charts, 

daily lessons, and class assignments.  As in all schools, incidental items unrelated to 

curriculum occurred, which caused alterations in the class schedule and impacted the 

pace and scope of lessons.  Some of these incidents include the school closure due to an 

ice storm, a class period lost to state testing, pep rallies and countless interruptions in the 

class period.  These incidents impacted the school schedule and the timing of the research 

activities, but this narrative is not about these occurrences.  Instead, the chapter covers 

the student learning and critical thinking skills in the history classroom.  

In order to teach historical thinking, I used a variety of instructional activities, 

including the introduction of printed primary source documents, media films, including 

documentaries and fictional movies, and interactive study activities.   During the research 

period, my reflective journal and participation guides provided a way to track data. This 

chapter specifically focuses on the results from the data generated through four areas:  1) 

class lessons and activities; 2) the student classroom participation chart; 3) student 

essays; and 4) the teacher’s reflective journal.  Each of these four areas provided a unique 

sense of what occurred in the classroom. The examination of the daily classroom 

activities revealed aspects of student learning and historical thinking that did not appear 

in the questionnaires, interviews, or think-aloud sessions.  The data from these sources 
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also confirmed data revealed from the questionnaires and student interviews.  The data 

from these sources reflects the participation of all students, not just representative groups. 

As all students participated in these classroom activities, the data covers the entire 

spectrum.

Class Lessons and Activities

The state curriculum for the world history course was set, covering lessons that 

focused primarily on Western Civilization.  The instructional methods were not mandated 

by the state, allowing teachers to introduce a variety of methods designed to help students 

develop higher level thinking skills in history.  Four classroom activities became integral

parts of the data collection.  Each of these of activities was designed to promote higher 

level thinking skills and to examine ways in which students implemented these skills. The 

four different activities were: 1) role plays and simulations; 2) interactive lessons; 3) 

primary source documents, including photos and written documents; and 4) classroom 

discussions.  These four types of activities brought out various aspects of historical 

thinking and provided me opportunities to examine what was occurring in the classroom.

Role Plays

During the study period, I used three role plays in order to provide students with 

an opportunity to examine both sides of controversial historical events.  The three events 

were the fictitious Trial of Napoleon, the post-war conference at Versailles, and the 

Nuremburg Trials.  Each role play was conducted differently, with various levels of 

participation and student requirements.  In each case, students needed primary source 

documents to help them accomplish the role play.
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Trial of Napoleon

Early in the second semester, and within the first two weeks of the study, the class 

conducted a trial of Napoleon role play.  In this activity, the students acted as the 

witnesses, lawyers, and jury members. The guidelines for the trial came from a teaching 

source, but the students were responsible for creating questions for witnesses and the 

responses consistent with those characters, based on their research and on class notes and 

readings.  As shown in the previous chapter, students identified this activity on their 

questionnaires as one that helped them to think historically.  In order to be successful in 

the mock trial, students needed to compare historical themes and concepts from multiple 

events. The trial was based creating a fictional event in which Napoleon would be tried 

for “crimes against the French Revolution.”  The students’ efforts to connect the two 

events were fundamental for the success of the trial.  The students were partially 

successful in connecting historical themes, but the trial was designed to be an interactive 

and enjoyable way of applying historical thinking.  Volunteers took the roles and 

prepared outside of class time in order to present their arguments.  The main focus of the 

role play came from examples demonstrated in their closing statements:

Prosecution: …How could a man who vowed to uphold the rights of the 
Revolution order the trial of a man for his own opinion, which was protected by 
this freedom of speech and press?

Defense:  If Napoleon Bonaparte is guilty of one thing, of anything, it is 
emphasizing and putting into practice the core values of the French Revolution 
without cease and now you who are scared of change act out of fear and 
ignorance.  You try to eliminate anyone who represents the Revolution as a liar.  
Also,…yes…uhm…ah  [pause to consult with partners].  You say that Napoleon 
threatened voters.  He wasn’t in power to threaten them.  They voted him in 
because they loved him.  That’s pretty much it.
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Judge:  Are you finished?
Defense:  I think we were finished a long time ago.
These statements outlined students’ comparisons of the basic principles of the 

French Revolution to Napoleon’s actions.  A second issue at stake was the application of 

prior knowledge, recently gained through the French Revolution unit, to subsequent 

events in history.  Although the two units followed consecutively, students were already 

showing signs of misinterpreting facts, such as the defense team’s unintentional 

misrepresentation of important facts about the plebiscite.  During the course of the trial, 

the participating students often made contradictory statements about Napoleon’s policies 

and the aims of the French Revolution.  These contradictions, in part, came from the 

ambiguity of the French Revolution itself.  The trial allowed for two ideas to emerge:  

first, that certain rights may be of more value to segments of society than others, and 

second, that Napoleon may have been able to defend aspects of the Revolution through 

decrees while eliminating others.  Having a trial allowed the students to view conflicting 

evidence and to reach conclusions through discussions about that evidence.

The students’ opening arguments outlined the two opposing points of view 

developed by the trial.  These two statements also reflected the dichotomy of Napoleon’s 

policies.

Prosecution: Your Honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we are here today to 
prove to you that Napoleon Bonaparte is guilty of crimes against the peace, 
crimes against humanity, and crimes against our own French Revolution.  
Napoleon never allowed freedom of speech, he censored the press, he wouldn’t 
even let people meet freely.  This is well against the Enlightenment and our 
French Revolution.  We have Marie Lumbard [character] here to show you that he 
made a joke of representative government, from our own French Revolution. 
…And we have Count Metternich [character] here to express and illustrate the 
troubles and frustrations Napoleon left on Europe.  Crimes against the peace.  By 
the end of the trial, everyone in this room will agree, Napoleon Bonaparte is 
guilty.
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The prosecution chose to present one argument for each accusation, crimes against 

humanity, against peace, and against the ideals of the French Revolution.  To develop 

their arguments for the latter charge, they focused on the censorship of the press and the 

invalidity of Napoleon’s plebiscite.  Conversely, the defense team focused immediately 

on Napoleon’s policies of social equality before the law, equal taxation, and the merit 

system.

Defense: I think we have all heard enough false accusations.  The defense 
witnesses are living examples that Napoleon did nothing less than promote the 
French Revolution.  He upheld individual freedom so generously that noble and 
poor men alike can strive for and be merited the same occupations.  He did away 
with the class divisions made by the feudal system.  He’s made taxation more 
equal.

Interestingly, the defense chose to focus solely on the accusation of crimes against the 

ideals of the French Revolution.  In their argument, however, they created a situation 

where the jury members would be forced to choose between the freedoms of speech and 

voting, as the prosecution set forth, or the social, economic, and occupational equality 

Napoleon defended.   The examination of select witnesses also highlighted these choices.

Prosecution: How do you feel about the natural rights of man?
Marie Lumbard: [fictional character] I think that everybody is born with them and 
no matter what they should not be taken away.
Prosecution: And what do you think is the most important natural right of man?
Marie: I don’t think any of them is more important that another.
Prosecution:  Is there one that you favor?
Marie:  Freedom of the press.
Prosecution: And where do you work, or where did you work?
Marie:  As the owner of a newspaper.

Using this fictional character as part of the role play allowed the prosecution to develop 

the themes of oppression through censorship and intimidation.  They also used the 

character of Marie to address the issue of the plebiscite.
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Prosecution: The Revolution promoted the natural rights of man.  Now, when 
Napoleon was elected, would you call it an election?
Marie:  No.
Prosecution:  And why not?
Marie: Because there was so much pressure on people to vote yes and half the 
country didn’t even vote.
Prosecution: Did he have an opposition, was someone running against him?
Marie:  No.
Prosecution: And why not?  Was it out of fear? A threat?
Marie:  Yes.
Prosecution:  Do you believe the election of Napoleon Bonaparte was just?
Marie:  No, I do not.

Even with a generous allowance of leading questions, the prosecution developed the 

argument that Napoleon destroyed the ideals of natural rights as promoted by the French 

Revolution.  Throughout the trial, they focused on this issue, and although they did 

address the other charges, this line of questioning was the one most debated by the class. 

The defense team presented its main characters, a fictional Eve Pichon and a 

representation of Marshall Ney, one of Napoleon’s soldiers.  Both witnesses defended the 

ideals of the merit system and social equality.  Excerpts from Ney’s testimony illustrate 

these points:

Defense:  You said also that you are the son of a carpenter and a barrel maker.  
You also rose to the position of marshal in the army?
Ney:  Right.
Defense:  How do you think that happened?
Ney:  Napoleon let everyone become equal in France.  Everyone was equal in 
France.
Defense:  So you are saying that that he created a system of equality for people?
Ney:  Yes.
Defense: Would you say this is something that the French Revolution promoted?
Ney: Yes.

The two arguments of freedom of speech or social equality became the two main 

contentions of the trial.  During the jury deliberations conducted by the remaining class 

members at the end of the trial very few students spoke.  Each student had been required 
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to write down important facts during the trial, but during deliberation, most students 

could not identify the main points of the trial.  At one point, Alisha, the jury foreperson 

expressed frustration that students were not speaking out.  In past classes, this activity has 

usually been one of the more vocal and strident interactions among students.  In this 

class, however, minimal discussion occurred.  In fact, the only one who addressed the 

conflicting issues of rights was Alisha, who stated early on:

On humanity, he actually helped people on humanity.  He actually raised people’s 
status by looking at what their parents did.  Then, he ended feudalism and he did
not have equality before the law.  He also didn’t have equality in taxes?  Anyone 
else?

Ironically, the major contention of the trial was the conflicting views of natural rights.  

Yet, in the deliberations, the student jury focused what little discussion they had on 

Napoleon’s invasions of Europe.  In the end, they voted to acquit Napoleon on charges of 

crimes against peace and humanity, but voted 11 to 1 to convict Napoleon of crimes 

against the French Revolution.  

 The students’ attempts to make these connections early in the study represented 

one of the first endeavors at actively practicing historical thinking in the class.  At the end 

of the trial, students were given a set of documents to use in an essay that addressed 

Napoleon’s role as an enlightened despot.   Later in this chapter, the students’ essays on 

Napoleon will be discussed.  

Treaty of Versailles Group Activity

In the latter part of the study, the class covered a unit on World War I.  In order to 

better understand the complex issues of the pre-war era, I used a set of primary source 

documents dealing with pre-war national aims and alliances.  With this background, 

students learned about the causes of the war, the methods used to fight it, and ultimately, 
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the fate of Europe as a result of the peace conferences.  Prior to reading excerpts from the 

Treaty of Versailles, I chose to divide the students into groups, with each group 

representing one of the main countries involved in the war.  As at Versailles, the Big 

Four, the United States, Britain, France, and Italy, were represented.  To present the 

opposing point of view, I included Germany in the debate, though they were not 

represented at the historic Versailles conference in 1919.

Each group was to research and present to the class the grievances and claims of 

their respective country coming out of the war.  The class held a discussion as if at a 

treaty conference.  The activity got quite lively and provided a large number of responses. 

Interestingly, the class arrived at similar conclusions to those of the countries involved in 

the actual treaty.   In later questionnaires, several students identified this debate as a 

useful way of learning and practicing historical thinking.  

Through careful guidance and questioning, I was able to help students identify 

some of the main themes associated with creating a peace at the end of a horrific war.  

One goal of this activity was to examine whether the students would connect the pre-war 

issues with the current state of affairs at the end of the war.  For the British, the size of 

the Germany navy should have been a major concern.  For the French, the return of 

Alsace-Lorraine, and for the United States, the issue of neutrality and freedom of the seas 

were primary concerns.  The Germans would desire an equal treatment on the issue of 

weapons and arms.

Chowen: Okay, Germany, we will give you a voice, even though some did not 
want to give one to you.
Germany:  We will give France back her two territories, we want the colonies 
unaffected by any treaties, we want to keep the railroad to Baghdad, we will pay 
France some money for rebuilding its country, but we will let them regulate our 
navy but we want to keep our military status.
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Chowen:  What do you think back there, British?
Britain: No, we want to cut their navy down.
Chowen: The British want to cut your navy down, what do you say to that?
Germany: We want some international regulation so that it won’t be too big 
compared to theirs, but we want a navy.
Britain: Boo.
Chowen: The Germans want to keep their navy because they think you [Britain] 
will attack them.
Britain: No way, we won’t attack them. No, you can’t have a navy.
Chowen:  Do you have anyone willing to back you up on that?
Britain:  Yes.
Chowen:  How many of you four countries would be willing to vote to reduce the 
German Navy?—no hands—
Britain: This is all we got guys.  The Navy.
--group discussions—
Chowen: France, is it in your advantage for Germany to have a large navy?
France: No.
Chowen: So you would probably want to vote with the British on this, right?
France: I guess.

Without prompting, the students representing the British side immediately seized upon 

the opportunity to address the size of the German Navy.  Interestingly, the students from 

allied countries had a difficult time supporting each other, in that they were so 

determined to get their own interests taken care of.  For the students representing France, 

they easily picked up on the issue of Alsace-Lorraine.  However, although the allied side 

agreed on the issue of Alsace-Lorraine, they had a more difficult time agreeing on what 

to do with the promises made to Italy and the return of Italian lands.

Chowen:  Another issue.  France wants Alsace-Lorraine back.  The Germans have 
agreed to let that happen. How many of you think France should get Alsace and 
Lorraine back?
[All hands up]
Chowen:  Italy wants those little lands in the north back.  Italy only joined your 
side because they wanted those lands and you promised them those lands.  Will 
you give them those lands?
US:  If we promised them.
France and Britain: No.
Italy: Hey, we fought for you.
Chowen: Why is everyone not supporting the Italians?
Britain: They were supposed to be on the other side. They change sides too often.



142

Chowen: But, they did fight for three years on your side.
Britain: Okay, give it to them.

The students may have quickly changed sides at the end, yet they originally stayed 

consistent with the attitudes of pre-war status.  The US representatives accurately 

portrayed Wilson’s 14 points, while the British and French representatives maintained 

strict enforcement of pre-war commitments and alliances.

Despite efforts to stick to the commitments and national pride, the students often 

got confused with pre-war issues.  For example, the French representatives were able to 

stay focused on blaming Germany, though the British representatives eagerly placed the 

blame on Austria, not Germany for the war.  In so doing, they went against the actual 

Versailles Treaty, by assigning the blame back to Austria.  With a little coaching, the 

allied students quickly turned against Germany, thus opening the door for a classroom 

acceptance of the War Guilt clause (Article 231) of the Versailles Treaty.

Chowen: …Second, who is at fault here?  Any nominations?
Britain: Austria.
Chowen: France, who do you blame?
France: Germany, because they invaded us.
Chowen:  Britain, you only fought the Austrians in small places.  Who did you 
fight most often?  Who is you main enemy?  France, when did you mobilize your 
army?  When Germany mobilized? You didn’t mobilize when Austria did, so to 
blame them now really doesn’t work.  Britain, when did you join the war?
Britain: When Germany invaded Belgium.
Chowen:  So, when Austria went to war, you didn’t do it, so France and Britain 
you are blaming Austria, but you’re not backing it up with what you did earlier.
Britain:  We change our blame. Germany.
Chowen: What about the US.  
US: Germany sank some of our ships. 
Chowen:  It was one of the final straws, right? We are seeing a pattern of 
aggression here.  I propose we add an amendment that blames Germany for the 
war, at least as far as these countries here are concerned.  All in favor?  [Four 
groups vote yes].  Notice that what we’ve been able to do in 10 minutes is…
Britain: Blame Germany.
Chowen:  Blame Germany.  So, even though some of you may have started out 
opposed to blaming them, but by the time we look at how it affected your country, 
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then you started to look at Germany as the one to blame.  So, if we sent the 
Germans out of the room, would you open up more?
Britain: Yes.
Chowen:  This is why the Germans were sent out in the hall.  

The value of this discussion was the ability to help students focus on significant historical 

issues while eliminating ancillary information.  The students exhibited a solid foundation 

of historical facts, and though they sometimes confused one idea with another, for the 

most part, they stayed focused on the actual issues at hand.  Further, by dividing students 

into groups, when we discussed the issues and read excerpts from the 14 Points and the 

Treaty of Versailles, students were able to use their reference point in the discussion.  

Nuremburg Trials

Another activity of note in the study was the short lesson on the Nuremberg 

Trials.  Not having time to complete or replicate the entire trial, I gave selected students 

the broad outlines of the case, separating prosecution and defense, and several minutes to 

prepare an opening statement.  For this short activity, all that was required of them was to 

make a case for or against holding Hermann Goring responsible for his actions under the 

Nazi regime.  This short ten minute activity introduced the conflicting views on war 

accountability and led to a discussion on how one could or should seek information about 

significant war issues.  Students listed this activity on later questionnaires as one that 

helped them to think historically, though we used no primary source documents. 

Susan:  We’re the prosecution and basically for crimes against humanity, as far as 
the concentration camps go this was his idea and that inflicted a lot of pain against 
people.  He could have not started them up at all.  He could have said no and 
stopped a lot of this.  He was part of the Reichstag which passed the Enabling 
Acts and the Nuremburg Laws, which put a lot of power into Hitler’s hand.  
Again he could have stopped a lot of stuff.  As far as breaking the rules of war, he 
was in charge of the air force, which bombed London and harmed lots of 
civilians.
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Melissa:  He was charged with crimes of aggression.  He was in charge of the 
Gestapo and he called the shots with it.  They were responsible for the nighttime 
raids against Jews.  He called for violence against the Jews.

Connie:  We believe that, don’t laugh, that he was not acting under his own 
control but that he was acting under the control of Hitler.
Mike: Responsibility should always fall on the person in authority, so that would 
be Hitler.  He was acting directly under the influence of Hitler.

Susan: We have a counterpoint…You say that he did not do some of the things he 
did, but he had, Hitler would have killed him.  Now, he created a plan on his own 
and showed Hitler how it could be done, like with the concentration camps.  
Hitler didn’t think of any of this.  Do you think Hitler would have punished him 
for that?
Mike: I throw out random ideas.  I don’t get punished for it.
Susan: But are those random ideas responsible for 11 million deaths?
Mike: Someday they might.

This exchange raised the question of culpability and responsibility.  Without any 

coaching, these students independently raised these arguments.  Fortunately, class 

members were paying attention to the short debate and added insight to the discussion.  

The most insightful comment came from a student who referenced a primary source 

document, including election posters, from the previous unit during which we had studied 

Hitler’s rise to power.  The discussion sparked her memory of the document, which had 

outlined the surrender of German consciousness to Hitler.

Maria: When they became a citizen of Germany, didn’t they give their conscience 
to Hitler?
Mike: Where was she when we needed her?

Her question showed her ability to connect the issues of the Nuremburg trials to Nazi 

ideology.  Mike’s follow-up comment accentuated the arguments he had tried to make 

during the discussion.  Although none of the students in class were willing to defend 

Goring’s actions in Nazi Germany, some of them displayed an ability to comprehend the 

issues and ideologies of those involved.  From this discussion, they developed the ability 
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to think historically, or to evaluate actions from the reference point and context of the 

action rather than from their modern perspective of the classroom.  The students 

displayed a type of historical empathy, or the ability to place past choices into a historical 

context.

Each of the role plays brought a different dimension to classroom activities.  In 

each case, students displayed levels of historical thinking by connecting historical themes 

across academic units. They also displayed levels of historical understanding by focusing 

on the context of the times while setting aside their own particular points of view and 

beliefs.  These activities, which focused primarily on taking on the role of someone from 

a different time period, were effective lessons from a teacher’s perspective.  In addition to 

these lessons, other activities gave students the opportunity to interact and use historical 

thinking skills.

Interactive lessons

Industrial Revolution Town building

Teaching students about the growth of cities during the Industrial Revolution is a 

difficult task.  Primary sources are valuable in this unit, yet even witnessing the explosive 

growth around the town in which the students lived and the growth in the school 

population, students often failed to understand the impact of rapid growth.  To bring the 

students closer to the historical context, I used an interactive activity in which students 

re-created an industrial town on paper.  The students simulated the growth of industrial 

cities by drawing houses on paper and slowing adding factories and tenements to the map 

according to a predetermined pattern read by the teacher.  The students continued adding 

buildings until they ran out of space and began recreating the mistakes of early industrial 
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towns by placing factories next to family dwellings and bars next to schools.  This 

simulation introduced the concepts of rapid urban growth and provided the students with 

a practical example intended to illustrate the problems outlined in their textbooks.  

As the activity occurred, many students expressed frustration that they could not 

easily fit all the required buildings onto the paper.  Each student had a key, which gave 

them the size of the buildings they had to follow.  Most students began their villages by 

leaving large spaces between houses and buildings.  As their towns grew, most realized 

that without preplanning the growth, they ended up with poorly spaced and poorly zoned 

towns.  Several students also chose to add some humor to the towns.

Mike:  I’m going to put my bar right next to the church.
Mike:   Can we bulldoze houses?
Megan: I lost count of my houses.
Maria:  This is beginning to look like [named her own city].
Sarah:  This is a bit like Sim City [computer game].
Megan:  I’m confused.  I’ve lost my river.  I though it was a road.
[Add ten factories]
Maria:  I can’t add any more factories, there is no more room.
Melissa: These people need to think about irrigation.
Ashonda: I’m losing some square footage here.
Susan:  I can’t draw any more factories.
Melissa:  This church is not big enough.  Can I move it?
Mike:  I still have room.  Bring it on.
[Add a canal]
Ashonda:  I’m sorry, but there is no room.  No space for a canal.
Melissa: I know. I have no room.
[Add ten factories]
Julia:  No way.
Ashonda:  There is no room.
Terri:  That isn’t happening.
Mike:  If you’re not a good planner, then your city is going to be overcrowded.

These comments reflected the frustration students had as I continued to add large 

numbers of houses, factories, and tenements to their cities.  Several students quickly 

connected the concepts of the activity with the historical themes:
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Chowen:  If we were to do this tomorrow, how many of you would have a 
different city?
Megan:  Because mine is really bad and poorly organized.  I would have a better 
idea of where to put things.
Sarah: Because I would know what is coming.
Chowen:  What’s the problem, then, for these cities in England and other 
industrial countries?
Susan:  They can’t see what is coming.

This activity was also identified as one of the important activities by several 

students in final interviews and surveys.  Thus, from the beginning of the study, I 

conducted activities that several students found successful in introducing higher level 

thinking skills.  However, only at the end of the study when I reviewed the transcripts of 

the class discussions and interviews, and examined the questionnaires, did I realize how 

powerful these lessons were for some students.  The class drawings allowed students to 

imitate a historical event and provided context for the documents we read at later times.

Titanic Video clip

At the end of the Industrial Revolution unit, and before beginning a study of 

World War I, I took a day to re-examine the concept of historians and their work. I had 

the students watch a made-for-TV special about the Hollywood movie Titanic.  In this 

clip, writer and director James Cameron, and some of his actors, discussed the work that 

went into making a film based on a historical event.  We used this video to examine the 

work of historians in fields other than published or written work.  Before beginning the 

documentary, I asked the students once again to describe a historian.

Chowen:  First question.  What is a historian?
Maria:  Someone who interprets history and determines motives in the past.
Connie: Someone who analyzes data and has an interest in the past.
Scott:  Someone who studies history for a living.
Juan:  Someone who analyzes the past.
Bryant:  Someone who searches for answers in the past and interprets what 
happened in them.
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These responses show that the students held different conceptions about what historians 

did and the confusion of using a term whose definition is not universally clear.  

Later in the discussion, I asked the students to respond to the question of whether 

James Cameron was a director who studied history to make a movie, or a historian who 

made a movie.  The answers again revealed that students accepted the notion of a 

historian who studied past events and analyzed them, but more importantly, was a person 

who did something with those results.

Trey: He was a movie director who became a historian to make a movie.

Megan: I said because he had to search for his answers which made him a 
historian, because he had to search through history and made use of his research. 
[Italics added]
Andres:  I said that he had to look things up in history and interpret what 
happened, like looking at conflicting stories to decide how it really happened and 
used it to entertain people. [Italics added]

A recurring theme throughout the study was the concept of historian as a person who 

publishes a historical work.  Historians are, to my students, not only those who study 

history, but those who profit from it.  In the minds of these students, they were far 

removed from being historians because they had no profit motive or opportunity to 

publish the work they were doing in the history class.

A second theme to arise from the discussion was Cameron’s use of historical 

accuracy in the film.  I asked the students to identify both accurate historical facts 

portrayed in the film and what source was used to determine that fact.

Chowen: What are some of the accurate parts of the film and how did he find 
those out?
Brian: Like playing the soccer with the ice?
Chowen:  Playing soccer with the ice.  Where did he get that story?
Brian:  From survivors’ stories.
Chowen:  Yes, survivors’ stories telling us what they were doing.
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Brian:  People were reprimanded for destroying private property while the ship 
was sinking.
Chowen: Where did they get that source?
Brian:  From first hand accounts.
Sarah:  The song that people were singing when the ship was sinking.
Terri: It also talked about that boy playing with the yo-yo.
Chowen: In this case, they used a picture of a boy playing with a top so they 
referenced a picture and used that.
Ariel:  The second class priest that was leading prayers on the ship.

These discussion lines demonstrate the students’ abilities to identify where Cameron 

relied on historical sources to recreate the sinking of the Titanic.  The story of the 

Titanic’s sinking, though, is not without controversy.  Competing viewpoints and 

uncertainty among survivors opened the door for conflicting reports.  Students were also 

able to identify some of these factors in the class discussion, which was an encouraging 

sign for historical thinking.

Chowen: So, here is what Cameron had to do to find the evidence.  People at the 
time believed that the ship sank in one piece.  Where did they get that 
information?
Carol:  From that rich man who said it sank in one piece.
Chowen:  A couple of upper-class passengers said it and who else?
Alisha:  A member of the crew.
Chowen:  Yes, an officer said it went down intact.
Brian:  Why would they lie about it?
Chowen: That’s a good question.  Why would they lie about it?
Tim:  They may not have seen it, but that their boat was turned around and they 
couldn’t see what happened.
Chowen:  Maybe he was on the boat somewhere else and so he gives his 
testimony based on what he did see.
Bob:  He may have a motive to not tell that the ship broke in half.

One important aspect of historical thinking is the ability to determine the reliability of 

sources.  In this case, the students took the controversy over the fate of the ship as it sank 

and exhibited critical thinking about the event.  Several students were able to identify that 

the story of the ship going down in one piece could be traced back to the testimony of the 

first-class passengers and the officers, whose testimony would have carried more weight 
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in 1912.  Further, they discussed the reliability of that testimony, but evaluating motives 

and perspectives.  These types of questions and discussions reflect historical thinking, 

which was an occurrence during this class period.  The discussion on the Titanic, then, 

was a valuable activity for developing the use of history in everyday life, in addition to 

discovering historical facts and evaluating sources.  In the next section, several activities 

that focused on using primary sources will be developed.

Primary sources

Primary source documents are a valuable tool in teaching historical thinking.  

Primary sources help students to establish context through a better understanding of 

historical events.  From an examination of documents, students can learn to establish 

authorship, bias, point of view, and other such factors that can impact the reliability of 

such documents.  Additionally, students often have questions about historical events that 

are not addressed by primary source documents.  Learning to identify what a source 

offers as well as what it lacks is an important skill in historical thinking.  

Throughout the school year, I used a variety of documents.  However, for the 

purposes of this study, I focused on several particular lessons where the evaluation of 

primary sources aided students in establishing historical context.  Further, several 

activities were designed to guide students in evaluating conflicting or dissimilar sources.  

The lessons I have included in the study include the lesson on Adam Smith’s pin factory, 

British war poems, and the evolution of Marxism to communism in the Russian 

Revolution, including the Russian Civil War.  Each of these lessons is presented 

individually.
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Adam Smith

During the Industrial Revolution unit, we used primary sources as a means of 

understanding not only the content of the time, but the way that participants in the time 

period approached social events and ills.  In order to understand the philosophies that 

arose as a result of the social problems created by the Industrial Revolution, we read an 

excerpt from the writings of Adam Smith174.  As a proponent of capitalism, Smith 

described the benefits of the division of labor.  Our discussions on primary sources 

allowed us to examine both what solutions Smith had included in his economic writings 

and what problems he had ignored or overlooked.  After reading the document, the 

students created a list of social and economic problems that Smith did not address. This 

excerpt lent itself well to that effort because of its short length and concise description of 

the value of one particular theme.  Students were able to quickly grasp the content of 

Smith’s excerpt and its value for an economic discussion:

Chowen: What advantages are there in the division of labor?  What do we call it 
today?
Susan:  The assembly line.
Chowen:  Good.  What advantages does it have?
Melissa:  Mass production.
Susan:  Improve the quality because each person does only one job.
Andy: Each person does his own part and becomes specialized at that job.

Summarizing documents was not challenging for the students.  In fact the examples of 

making pins, helped students quickly grasp the modern concept of Smith’s theory.  They 

were educated sufficiently on labor principles to understand the advantages of the 

assembly line.  After examining Smith’s description of the value of the division of labor 

on the productivity of workers, students were also able to identify issues Smith had not 

addressed:
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Chowen:  Smith is using a small example to show how the marketplace works.  
What does Adam Smith avoid in this document?

Susan: The working conditions of the workers.
Chowen:  Good.  Anything else?
April: The wages.

This small interchange revealed that several students, in the course of a guided 

discussion, were able to examine the document for what it said and for what it didn’t say.  

This document was valuable for students to identify a theoretical work, in which Smith 

outlined an economic philosophy rather than reporting on specific events or conditions.  

In the same lesson, we read a document written by workers in New England factories in 

the century after Smith’s time.  Students quickly identified the references to England and 

the progress that had been made in English cities.

Chowen:  “These evils should not do the same terrible effects here as in 
England.”  What do they mean?
Tim:  They should avoid the same mistakes the English made.
Chowen:…”British Parliament has been compelled to act.  We call on our 
legislature to do the same.”
Tim:  They want the government to pass laws.
Chowen: Why?
Mike:  Parliament fixed it.

These two students identified the connections between England’s social and 

political progress and the desires expressed by New Englanders in later decades.  These 

two documents were not too difficult for students, and they quickly understood the 

content of the documents.  In later lessons, we examined documents more closely to 

develop further skills.

British War Poems

At the end of the unit on World War I, I had two students read poems written by 

British soldiers.  The first was Rupert Brooks’ The Soldier and the second poem was 

174 Adam Smith, On the Wealth Of Nations , 1776.
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Wilfred Owens’ Dulce et Decorum Est. The remaining students took notes in order to 

identify the tone and mood of the poems.  Students were not given any background 

knowledge about the authors, other than their names, in order to allow them to think 

through the documents.  Based on the class discussion, students quickly recognized the 

patriotism and national pride of the first poem, written just months into the war.  They 

also recognized the horror and disgust of the second poem, written a short time before the 

end of the war.  

Chowen:  All right, what do we say about the first poem?
Mike: It’s full of pride, joyful, proud of who he is.
Chowen: Proud to be British.
Tim: Still excited about being at the war.
Julia:  The soldier describes how he wants to be remembered—as an Englishman.
Chowen: Someone who loves England, right?  When you red through the first 
poem, is it an anti-war poem?
Mike:  He’s proud to be there.

Chowen: …Let’s go to Wilfred’s poem.
Julia:  The soldier describes the war as a living nightmare.
Chowen: Good, what part of the war is the living nightmare?
Julia:  The drownings.
Chowen:  The drownings from what?
Julia: The gas.

The students were able to grasp the tone of the first poem, identifying the phrases that 

reflected a national pride.  They also grasped the change in tone in the second poem, 

recognizing Owens’ focus on death and darkness.  In order to push the students to think 

about the documents in greater detail, I asked further questions to help them place the 

poems into the context of the war.

Chowen: Let’s look at the dates.  When did Rupert Brooks die?
Melissa:  Early in the war.
Chowen: So what were probably the British soldiers’ attitudes about the war in 
the early months?
Mike:  They wanted to be there.
Melissa:  We’re British, so let’s go fight.
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Chowen:  We’re proud; we’re strong, so let’s go fight.  When does Wilfred 
Owens die?
Juan:  The last week of the war.
Chowen:  Now, we don’t know how long he has been there, but it’ probably been 
some time.  So, we have two different poems from two different poets over the 
course of the war and we can see a shift in the mood.  What would we need to do 
to see if this shift in mood is affecting other soldiers?
Andy:  We could read other poems.
Tim:  Other sources.

The two poems contrasted attitudes towards the war.  Students were able to 

identify the shift in tone.  In the lesson, however, we worked to develop a context for the 

poems.  From this activity, students learned the impact of dates, noting when documents 

were produced.  For them, this lesson reinforced the idea that simply reading a World 

War I poem is not sufficient to determine peoples’ attitudes towards the war.  The 

specific time period within the war was important as well.  Students also recognized the 

need to check other sources to determine if the mood shift they discovered was more 

universal for all soldiers or isolated to these particular individuals.

Once again, through their comments and written responses, I concluded that the 

students were able to identify the impact of content, time, and circumstances with the 

primary sources, something they identified in questionnaires as important when 

examining primary sources. In the final questionnaire, several students singled out this 

poetry reading as a helpful activity.  However, as mentioned already in this section, when 

writing essays or completing think-aloud sessions, the students’ use of primary source 

documents, as well as identification and analysis of point of view and context, 

disappeared.   I realized again how well they recognized these influences under guided 

practice but how poorly they seemed to do when completing independent work.
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Russian Revolution and Civil War documents

Towards the latter part of the study, in the unit on modern totalitarian states, I 

focused heavily on the concept of alternative and sometimes conflicting primary source 

accounts on the same subject.  Further, I used a multiplicity of sources on the same topic 

to show change in viewpoints over time, as I had with the British war poems.  The 

introduction of primary source documents and historical fiction from both contemporary 

and later time periods helped me show a transformation of communism as seen through 

the writing of Marx, Lenin, and Stalin.  Unlike previous lessons, however, I introduced a 

variety of document types, including photos and films.  

In the first document set, the students read excerpts from Marx, Lenin, and Stalin.  

These readings gave the students an opportunity to see the evolution of Marxist thought 

over an 80 year period.  Reading Marx was difficult for many students, both as to the 

theoretical applications but in the language as well.  

Chowen: According to Marx, what is the state?
Julia:  The proletariat.
Chowen:  We refer to it as the working class. …So the state, or the proletariat, 
will control the economy.  If you control the economic power, you control the 
political power.  Read that next paragraph.  In regular terms, this means?
Terri:  I don’t know.
Julia:  No clue.
Chowen: Didn’t I tell you that reading Marx was fun? What do you need to take 
away from people to get power into the hands of the state?
Julia:  Their rights.
Chowen:  Not their rights, but their private property.

This exchange shows the challenge students had in understanding basic Marxist theory, 

even in a shortened document excerpt.  Julia, for example, used her own beliefs that one’s 

power in inherent in the rights they hold, rather than in the notion of private property.  
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This example is one illustration students had in understanding Marx, even in simple 

terms.  The one student who seemed to grasp the concept first was Susan, who explained:

Susan: It’s like a small paradox.  To have power is…if you are organized into a 
class, then you have power, but if the proletariat rises up to gain power, then they 
gain power, but if they eliminate the people to oppress then they have no power. 
If they wiped out the system to get power, then they wipe out their power.  It’s 
kind of hard to explain.

Susan identified Marx’ emphasis on eliminating political power as a means of oppression 

through the elimination of economic classes.  Once this principle was identified, students 

were able to grasp Lenin’s shift towards a revolutionary group on behalf of the 

proletariat.  Additionally, once the students understood that shift, then they quickly 

identified Stalin’s efforts to make the Communist Party the supreme ruler in the Soviet 

Union.

Although primary sources have great value, when the class read the theoretical 

works from the time period, many of them felt inadequately prepared to understand the 

philosophies proposed.  From this activity, I realized that even with a moderate level of 

understanding these historical events, certain documents may be too challenging or 

difficult for many students.  Having established the introduction of Marxism to Russia, 

however, allowed us to look at the Revolution itself using documents more amenable to 

student success.

In order to have a sharper image of the Revolution, and to evaluate different 

sources, I had the students read a selection from Ten Days That Shook the World, a first-

hand account of the storming of the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg in 1917.  Following 

this reading, I showed a clip from the Twentieth Century Fox cartoon Anastasia, released 

in the 1990s.  While examining these two sources, students recorded similarities and 
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differences in the portrayal of events, including the key individuals present or missing 

from each source.  This activity allowed us to examine the differences between fictional 

and entertainment sources and first hand accounts.  This exercise also presented us with 

the means of viewing how people represent history and how they may also try to rewrite 

it over time.  These documents also provided a lesson on the importance of recognizing 

and understanding context, bias, emotion, and perspective.

Chowen:  We know the author’s name.
Melissa:  John Reed.
Chowen:  What was his profession?
Mike:  A journalist.
Chowen:  Is that going to be significant?  
Melissa:  Yes, he gives an objective point of view.
Mike: [Reporters] go and find information.
Chowen:  Why would it be important to have the point of view of an outsider?
Mike:  Because he can’t get the inside story, he wasn’t there at the start of it.  He 
doesn’t know the whole story.
Andy:  He doesn’t have the bias.

In addition to these factors, students also identified language as a barrier to Reed’s 

coverage of the story.  Students, particularly those who had studied a language other than 

English, knew that slang, grammar, and structure could all be issues for an American 

reporter covering a Russian event.  Andy suggested checking another source to check the 

reliability of Reed’s report.

The video clip of Anastasia created a short discussion on the change that comes 

through time.  Students identified the starving people and the men with guns as common 

factors in both sources, but were surprised to see the addition of Rasputin into the events 

of 1917 when Rasputin had been killed in 1916.  In fact, Brian noticed a sanitized 

portrayal of the Revolution in the movie clip:

Brian: It shows in the film that people were happy up to a certain point, when it 
says “from that day on”.
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Brian knew that the Russians had been suffering and that the Revolution had deep 

background causes.  These short comments by the students indicated small steps in 

identifying bias, tone, point of view, and other influences on the documents we studied.

   In the same unit, we completed a separate activity introducing different ways of 

using primary sources.  Following up on the Russian Civil War at the end of the Russian 

Revolution, I showed a picture of starving children from Russia in 1921.  The students 

were asked to complete one task while looking at the picture.  I asked the students to 

describe what they saw, without adding any editorial comments or explanations.  We then 

discussed the picture, including possible motives for taking the picture.  The discussion 

again revealed that the students used historical reasoning in a guided discussion.

Chowen: First of all, what do you see?
Will: Skinny kids.
Moriah: Starving kids.
Chowen:  How do you know they are starving?
Tim: They have those big stomachs.
Chowen: What don’t you see in the picture?
Class: The parents.
Sarah: Any adults.
Chowen: Where are they?
Maria: Working.
Will: Dead.
Tim: Exile.
Chowen: They could be anywhere. Can you begin to see now how there could a 
whole lot of other things that could be going on.
Sarah: If you were alive, wouldn’t you be there too?
Mike: Maybe they are at a friend’s house?
Chowen: That’s the issue.  We see just children, where are the adults?  This is a 
section where multiple sources are important. This is 1921, it’s not like they just 
pull out cameras for pictures.  If they could afford the camera, they probably 
could afford food.  Look at this—who is taking the picture?
Andy: The national group.
Maria: The journalists.
Sarah: It certainly wouldn’t be parents.
Andres: It wouldn’t be the government because they wouldn’t want people to 
know about the people starving in their country.
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After examining the picture, the students read a primary source document from an 

American journalist who had recorded his observations on the Russian famine of 1921.  

As they had with the first source, the students seemed to display some of the higher 

thinking skills when I guided the discussion.

Chowen: As you finish up, let’s look at a couple of items.  Look at this picture.  
One question we asked was “where are the parents?”  What does this source tell 
us?
Class: They are dead?
Chowen: And why is that?
Susan: They gave their food to their children first.
Chowen: Yes, we would think that, based on biology, who would be in a stronger 
position to survive?
Julia: The adults.
Chowen: Yes, but we see a picture with starving children and reading about dying 
parents and we see the pattern that emerges.  Now, what diseases do they have?
Class:  Typhus.
Chowen:  It also talked about so many kids without clothing because they burned
it. Why did they burn it?
Maria: Lice.
Chowen:  We don’t know what time of year this picture was taken, but what about 
the reading?
Will: Early spring.

Ironically enough, despite the high level of thinking in the classroom, students 

tended to lose track of people and events in the timeline of history.  When discussing 

Lenin’s death and its impact on the Russian Revolution, a student asked if Lenin was old 

when he died.  Pausing for a moment, he asked if Lenin knew Robespierre personally.  

As we had a good class chuckle, considering Robespierre had been executed over 120 

years before Lenin’s Revolution.  Although one may  easily laugh at such comments, and 

downplay what appear to be common sense blunders, one realizes the possibility that the 

student may have connected Lenin and Robespierre together not because of their 

chronology, but because of the similar roles and  tactics they played and used in their 
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respective revolutions.  Thus, by asking if Lenin knew Robespierre, he implied that they 

held some similar views and may have been collaborative partners based on their actions.  

These small anecdotal items show that in the midst of the heavy work we do in history 

classes, for some students the wheels turn in strange fashion, but they turn nonetheless.  

In future studies, I need to be aware of these types of comments and be willing to follow 

up with the student’s reasoning to determine what thinking process may be working in 

the student’s mind.

Classroom discussions

The final category of data under the heading of classroom activities would be the 

general class discussions in which students, either through their own thinking or through 

teacher guidance, exhibited forms of historical thinking and critical thinking skills.  These 

discussions usually arose from a document reading, a theoretical question, or an attempt 

to link the curriculum with current events and student relevance.  One example is 

included here to highlight the students’ thinking.

In studying Hitler’s rise to power, students often believe that his ascent was only 

possible in Germany.  Although the conditions in Germany in the 1930s allowed for such 

an event, studying the factors of his power grab allow students to understand context by 

comparing Germany to their own present world.  

Chowen: Now, number three, could a person like that take control of the US? 
Susan: Yes.
Chowen:  How?
Susan: It’s already happened in part.  Less and less people are voting.  And like, 
did you know that in order to get any type of medical help or pharmacy stuff that
you have to sign a privacy policy that says the government can have access to all 
your information and you can sign a waiver against it, but the hospital reserves 
the right not to help you, so it doesn’t really mean anything.  They can do 
anything they want to…I don’t know.
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Chowen:  So, there are certain laws that are passed that if people don’t pay 
attention could take their freedoms.  Like the Patriot Act passed after 9/11 that 
allows the government to tap phones etc, or the Drug Forfeiture and Seizure Act 
which allows police without warrants to conduct searches for drugs. A couple of 
valid points.
Brian: Yes, if the government was overthrown, or if a person disregarded laws 
and no one cared.
Mike:  They did with Clinton.  But I would like to think no because of the system 
of checks and balances, but we’re almost socialist anyway, so it’s probably 
possible.
Melissa: I put that it could happen because we have democracy so people could 
vote for him without knowing he is like that, but it wouldn’t last very long 
because we have too many people who could overthrow him.
Tim: If people were really scared, like after 9/11, they could vote for someone 
who would promise to take care of them and give the government more power.
Mike: I could think of a better reason.  With enough money, you could do 
anything.

Here, the class discussion focused on current issues students felt were violations of rights 

or instances where governmental action could lead to a strong government that threatened 

their rights.  Although some students tended to throw out ideas without factual support, 

nonetheless they presented arguments that connected historical events to current events.

Not every class period brought about agreement on simple points.  When students 

conducted a self-inventory on economic philosophies, the debate over taxing the rich 

became quite heated, as students attempted to convince each other of the validity of their 

arguments.

Chowen:  Let’s look at Bill Gates, what should his tax rate be? 
Melissa: The same as everyone else.
Mike: 100 percent.
Chowen: Wait, two or three of you have valid points.  Let’s go one at a time.
Juan:  The guy is so rich he could pay everyone in the country a million dollars 
and still have money left over, so he should pay high.
Chowen:  So, what percent?
Juan:  60 percent, at least.
Brian:  Now, are you talking a higher percentage or a higher amount?
Chowen:  Well, we know it will be a higher amount, so we’re talking percentage.
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Andy: He should pay the same amount as everyone else, just because he is smart.  
Just because people don’t have jobs doesn’t mean he should pay more.  It’s his 
money.
Ashonda:  If you don’t have as much money, so why should you pay more?

This exchange revealed several students’ views on economic theory.  Interestingly 

enough, in a follow up conversation, many students identified themselves on the survey 

as being more economically conservative than they chose to be in their words.  

These two examples of classroom discussions reveal that the in the classroom, 

teaching with documents and interactive lessons that promote higher level thinking and 

critical thinking skills did promote classroom discussion.  Each time I made an effort to 

bring students into the discussion, students volunteered and participated.  The sheer 

amount of comments is too large to fit into this study, yet these examples reflect the types 

of classroom discussion that occurred in class from time to time.  In all, there were over 

25 of these types of exchanges during the 12 weeks of the study.  And, as there were no 

more than 30 class periods during the study length, there was nearly one exchange per 

day on average.

Classroom Participation

Student participation charts

One of the significant aspects of interpretivist studies, and particularly for action 

research is the opportunity to observe classroom behaviors.  Jackson, in his studies on 

schools175, observed that in crowded elementary classrooms, students’ hands were often 

raised so long that they used the other arm to prop it up.  This common occurrence, he 

argued, symbolized the overcrowded classroom.  Similarly, there were occurrences in my 

classroom that held meaning for the class.  

175 Phil Jackson, Looking in Classrooms, 1968.
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One item I sought to understand was how often each student participated in the 

daily activities I had planned.  One of my common instructional methods, especially with 

honors classes, is the classroom lecture with a guided discussion.  One way of describing 

what occurred in the classroom during the study is to examine how often students chose 

to participate orally in class discussions.  From this exercise, I hoped to gain a better idea 

of how widespread the participation would be.  In my previous years of teaching, I had 

never kept a record of student interaction during lessons. One potential risk of allowing 

students to participate without calling on all students is the possibility that certain 

students will dominate the discussions. The potential gain is that it may also allow 

students to express ideas when they feel comfortable, not when they are pressed to do so. 

I had hoped that this method would encourage more student interaction throughout the 

study. From the first day, I kept a record of the number of times students commented in 

class.  Each day, on my podium at the front of the room, I placed a blank chart that 

mirrored the classroom seating chart. 

Obviously, I could look at the chart during the course of the study, but with the 

many items I needed to cover, checking the chart daily to interpret results was not a 

priority.  During this class, I marked a small ‘x’ on the paper representing the seat where 

the student sat.  No names were ever recorded on the sheet, so to the outside observer, the 

marks resembled a random pattern on the paper.  Over time, though, I realized that the 

majority of the comments were concentrated into a small box in the front middle portion 

of the classroom.  At the beginning of the second semester, I had given the students the 

opportunity to choose their own seats, as long as there were no empty desks in front of 
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them.  Interestingly, I noted that those who commented most often in class were the ones 

who chose to sit near the front and in the middle.

At this point, one should know that I did not record or include interruptions in the 

classroom that went off topic, comments students made to each other, or questions about 

classroom or school procedure that did not directly correspond to the goals of the class.  

For example, a student question about potential changes in the bell schedule was not 

recorded, but a student question about information on the upcoming test, which 

corresponded to the curriculum, was included.  I did not count statistics for testing days.

Over the course of the study, 19 class periods occurred during which I kept track 

of the student comments.  A total of 576 comments were recorded.  The highest 

individual count for any student was 100, while two students never made a comment in 

class.  Further, two others recorded only one comment each.  Thus four students 

accounted for 2 comments, while the top three alone recorded 278 comments.  

At first glance, one might conclude that the discussion was dominated by these 

three students. One item to remember is that oral responses formed only one aspect of 

assessment. One rational I had always used in having class discussions was the open 

interchange of ideas and comments.  What actually happened in the classroom was that 

during the majority of class periods, less than half the students participated in discussions 

with even one question or comment.  Naturally the curriculum topics and instructional 

methods changed daily, creating a difficulty in predicting or expecting that each class 

period would follow a same pattern.  The numbers of comments students made each day 

yielded interesting results.
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One item I realized is that the quantity of comments did not always reflect critical 

thinking.  In one particular interchange, one student, whose total comments numbered 

less than six for the entire study, identified a significant historical fact that displayed her 

ability to place historical facts into context.  At the end of the industrial town simulation, 

I asked:

Chowen:  Why do we save the hospital to the end?
Melissa: Because no one gets hurt.
Mike: They didn’t care.
Chowen:  We actually have lots of people getting hurt in the factories.
Carol:  They don’t have the medicine to help people.

What is significant in this interchange is the fact that Carol not only identified an 

important fact about the role of hospitals during the Industrial Revolution, but that the 

other students did not.  The other two students, Melissa and Mike, were the two students 

who commented most frequently.  Yet, in this case, their responses were neither correct 

nor appropriate for the question.

In another instance, we discussed the creation of the movie Titanic and how the 

movie producers used history and historical sources to create their movie.  In reaction to a 

question about sources, Alisha, who rarely spoke in class, participated by identifying a 

potential source of information.

Chowen:  Notice how [people as] sources were viewed at that time.  Look at 
[question] number 9.  First class passengers were named by name, but third class 
passengers weren’t.  Why is that? 
Alisha: The ship directories had the names of 1st class, but not the lower classes.

Although she did not give a correct fact, Alisha did identify a potential research source a 

historian might use.  The ship’s directory would have had a list of all the passengers 

listed.  If she had acted as a historian, and attempted to look through the ship’s directory, 

she would have seen her assumption about the lack of names listed for lower class 
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passengers to be incorrect.  She did, however, illustrate a beginning aspect of historical 

thinking, or seeking to find information from primary source accounts and looking at 

actual sources for verification of her hypotheses.

One may be oversimplifying a complex situation when stating that the quality of 

responses is more significant than the quantity.  What happened in the classroom, though, 

is that several students were able to place facts and ideas together and exhibit higher level 

thinking skills.  Their efforts to do so may not always be noticed.  One result of this 

portion of the study is the realization that other forms of assessments must be found to 

determine historical thinking.  I realized that the fact that a student was quiet in class, or 

did not make a large number of comments during the class period, did not indicate a lack 

of historical thinking.  In fact, when these students chose to make comments and 

participate in the discussion, these comments often displayed a higher level of historical 

thinking. 

Class videotape

Another source of data was the classroom video tape I recorded each class 

meeting.  My original goal is recording the classroom interaction was to examine the 

students’ interactions that did not appear from audio taping.  Viewing the video tapes 

revealed two important points.  First, the students who commented frequently in class 

were often the ones who sat in the middle section of class.  This phenomenon mirrored 

the class participation chart that I kept each day.  Second, the students who commented 

only infrequently in class often displayed body language consistent with someone who is 

bored, off task, or working hard to say on task.  
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Several student examples display this activity. Carol, who sat in the first row 

nearest the camera, often laid her head on one arm while taking notes with the other.  In 

these instances, she only looked up when I placed notes on the board or when students 

stood to perform or read.  Ashonda, who sat next to Carol, often put her head down and 

tried to sleep until I called her attention back.  She was the only student who did this.  

Ashonda also took longer than any other student to copy notes from the board.  Sarah, 

who had moderate levels of participation, would usually sit on top of her desk and 

frequently looked out the window.  On the far side of the room, Connie drew pictures in 

class and was turned sideways into the room facing the students, rather than the front of 

the room where the notes were.  Luis, also on the far side, sat reclined in his seat, rarely 

taking notes.  Luis, not surprisingly, was one of the students who never commented in 

class.  

These few instances are quick snapshot views of student behaviors in class. There 

are very few correlations between student’s ability to perform well in class and their 

behavior in class.  The only correlation that immediately arises is that those students who 

seemed to be off task or distracted were generally the ones who struggled academically in 

class, particularly on tests.  As for the levels of historical thinking, the video tape did not 

provide any new information outside what has already been documented elsewhere.

Student Essays

As part of the course, students wrote a historical essay at the end of each unit as 

part of their assessment.  For the purposes of this study, the essays were considered as 

data reflecting historical thinking.  The scores for the essays are not important for this 

study, yet the students’ evidence of historical thinking, especially connected to the 
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classroom activities was important.  I chose two essays for the study.  The first student 

essay was completed at the end of the Napoleon unit, the class period following the 

Napoleon trial.  The second essay was completed on the test covering the totalitarian unit.  

These two essays were chosen due to the amount of primary source documents students 

read during these particular lesson units.  

After completing the trial of Napoleon, students were given an essay assignment 

in which they were to address the issue of Napoleon as an enlightened despot.  To help 

them focus their essays, students received a set of documents, including quotations by 

Napoleon himself, to use as evidence in their arguments.  The essay was assigned at the 

end of the role play and was to be completed by the following class period.  

A review of the students’ essays showed that the students understood the 

fundamental issues concerning Napoleon’s reign.  All but three of the 20 essays 

acknowledged the controversy over Napoleon’s policies, though only 6 of the 20 

presented both sides equally in the essay.  And, despite the overwhelming majority of 

students who had voted Napoleon guilty of crimes against the French Revolution the

previous class period (11 to 1), nine of twenty essays (45 percent) used the elimination of 

the feudal system and the introduction of careers based on merit as arguments in 

Napoleon’s behalf.  Further two additional students actually argued that Napoleon had 

defended freedom of speech, basing their arguments on a Napoleon quotation.  Thus, 55 

percent of the submitted essays presented Napoleon as a defender of human rights and the 

goals of the French Revolution.  Four of the essays presented a balanced argument 

outlining both the positive and negative impacts of Napoleon’s policies on France.  
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Conversely, only three students argued that Napoleon’s efforts in Europe and 

France had adversely impacted the lives of European citizens.  Ironically, two of these 

students cited the class role play in which Napoleon was accused of ending freedom of 

the press as their main argument.  This reference to a fictional character in a mock role 

play held more sway than the documents they read. 

The examination of the student essays reflects a different outcome than the results 

of the mock trial.  Although students listed the mock trial as an activity which helped 

them develop historical thinking, the students, in large numbers, shifted away from the 

outcome of the mock trial and argued in favor of Napoleon’s efforts to eliminate the old 

class structures of France.  Further follow-up on this specific subject would be necessary 

to come to firm conclusions, but one can determine that the outcome of the trial did not 

reflect the conclusions reached in the essays.  If the students truly benefited from 

historical thinking as a result of the mock trial, the evidence is shown in their ability to 

choose a different conclusion and back up that conclusion through the use of primary 

sources.

Totalitarian essays

The second set of essays I determined to use for the study was the test essay 

associated with the development of totalitarianism in Europe.  During this unit, the class 

covered the Russian Revolution and Civil War, the Fascist movement in Italy, and the 

rise of the Nazi regime in Germany.  As has been shown already in this chapter, this unit 

included a number of lessons and activities dedicated to historical thinking and primary 

source document work.
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Once again, the essays were graded according to the AP guidelines.  Yet, for this 

study, I sought to determine the levels to which students made use of primary source 

documents in writing essays.  Throughout the unit, students took notes on classroom 

lessons and information.  Further, as shown by the results of class discussions and 

document work, the students had displayed a strong knowledge of the time period and 

had evaluated conflicting primary source documents.  Yet, on their essays, for which they 

were allowed to use class notes, students did not make references to the primary source 

documents in addressing the question.  Students were free to choose one country that had 

shifted its government to totalitarianism during this time and to explain how that shift had 

occurred.  Although 10 students chose to write about Russia, not one student made 

references to any of the primary source documents we had covered in class.  These 

students referred to the events, but did not specify any of the additional points of view or 

first hand accounts they had read.  The remaining students wrote about Nazi Germany, 

but once again, did not refer to primary sources.

The students’ lack of references to primary source documents in their essays, 

especially with access to notes in which the primary sources were described, revealed that 

although the students understood the documents, they were not able, or not willing, to use 

them to make historical arguments.  A disconnect between the work done in class and the 

students’ writings occurred.  In class, students appeared capable of using the documents 

to make a strong case for historical thinking, yet were not able to develop this process 

independently on their evaluation essays.
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Personal Reflective Journal

One factor that arose during the course of the study was the impact of time on the 

classroom.  Throughout my years of teaching, I had often felt the frustration of not being 

able to finish all the activities planned in a lesson.  Usually this occurrence happened 

because the class discussions took too long, student behavior had slowed us down, or I 

had too much content to cover.  In a serious study where the teacher specifically focused 

on teaching higher level thinking skills, each minute became important176.  This reminder 

became apparent when leading discussions that involved multiple topics where the higher 

level thinking skills were emphasized.  In these instances, the lack of time created 

impediments to developing higher level thinking skills. After one particularly frustrating 

day, I recorded:

After lunch, I had the students take the self quiz on economic theories.  I don't 
know what they marked yet, but I will have the students tell me their scores, just 
to have a good idea.  Before telling them what the numbers meant, I put the notes 
on the board for the four economic theories--laissez-faire, utilitarianism, 
socialism, and communism.  Unfortunately, the bell rang just as we finished the 
section on communism, so I didn't have time to tie it all in.  I needed just five 
more minutes.  So, I will need to cover their self-quiz at the beginning of class and 
have them look at certain questions.  I think I will ask them to look at the quiz and 
identify which numbers a communist would accept--most likely all of them, but 
which specifically show communist beliefs.  After class, Susan asked me which of 
the four I thought the best was.  I pointed to regulated capitalism, and she told me 
that it was good I didn't pick either of the two on the right side of the board--
socialism or capitalism.  
I wanted to talk more about the [state economic equalization plan], like we did in 
2nd period, but time was pressing and the students in 3rd period didn't seem to 
make the connection as easily, or that it was so obvious that they didn't feel like 
making comments.  Except Susan, that is, when I said, "[the plan] is an example 
of socialism in our state today," she said quite loudly, "Yes it is."  I'll try to bring 
that out again next class period.  All I needed was 5 more minutes.…[italics 
added]

176 This school year was also the first year that the state assessment tests included a social studies section.  
See Abrams and Madaus, 31-35 and Pedulla, 42-46.
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As previously mentioned, the lesson on the economic theories was a significant one for 

the state standards, which required us to cover the topic.  The lesson, though, provided an 

excellent opportunity to work with historical concepts in a specific context.  Working 

with the documents, we tied together many concepts from the Industrial Revolution.  Yet, 

I realized that intentions and plans can go awry when the clock has an impact.  This 

lesson was one example of trying to tie and connect important points in historical 

thinking and being frustrated by time.  Using the A/B block meant that the students 

would not come back to class for 2 days, lessening the impact of the teaching moment. 

This lesson reiterated the importance of planning when trying to reach the students and to 

move them to a higher level of historical thinking.

A final theme that emerged from my reflective journal was the difficulty in 

maintaining the schedule of classes with disruptions in the school calendar.  The delay 

associated with the ice storm changed my calendar just enough that a powerful lesson 

would be postponed not just one class period, but over a weekend, when it’s impact 

would be lessened or minimized by the long lapse in teaching time.

Conclusions

These observational data show that students were learning and exhibiting higher 

level thinking skills in history throughout the study.  Although students were not always 

consistent in their efforts to display historical thinking, in all the guided activities, and 

with peer support, students demonstrated their abilities to work with documents and 

primary sources.  Individually, especially in essays, students struggled to maintain these 

skills.  Further development of these conclusions and the implications for future studies 

can be found in the subsequent chapter.
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Chapter 6

Conclusions and Implications

At the end of twelve weeks in a history classroom, with a significant amount of 

generated date, a picture emerged that described what happened in that secondary history 

classroom.  The data sources and student participants provided the means of interpreting 

what occurred.  The purpose of the research was not to examine effective teaching 

methods or the impact of the curriculum.  Nor was the study designed to focus solely on 

how students learn to think historically, or even if the instructional methods and 

curriculum allowed that to take place.  Although each of these concepts were important 

impacts of the research, and the classroom cannot be removed from the context of the 

lessons and curriculum, the main focus of the study was to provide a larger view of 

students’ progress in historical thinking.  This description was not limited to a recital of 

who said what and when, but how the students viewed themselves as students and 

historians.  The research sought to answer questions about their participation in the 

classroom lessons, their approach to primary source documents, and their views on 

historical thinking.  These student reactions were catalogued, coded, and evaluated in 

order to show what occurred in the classroom.  The conclusions and interpretations 

brought about by the data are presented in this chapter by themes and show the emergent 

themes that arose from the research.

Indiana Jones and Me:  Who is a historian?

When asked to identify a historian on their questionnaire, students produced two 

names.  I joined Indiana Jones, a fictional gun-wielding archeologist , on the list.  

Generally, asking high school students to identify professional historians may be a 
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fruitless endeavor, in much the same way that the general public would have difficulty 

naming historians.  What is significant, though, is not the lack of names the students 

could produce, but how they viewed the definition and role of a historian. Throughout the 

school year, and most particularly through the 12 weeks of the study, the teacher 

reinforced the concept that history was the study of the past and that reading and 

reviewing primary source documents was the work historians do.  

During the lesson on the Titanic, in which the class debated Cameron’s role as a 

historian, students defined a historian.  The students asked for a dictionary definition, 

which stated that a historian published his or her work.  To publish one’s historical work 

or to use this knowledge in ways beyond intrinsic knowledge did not appear in the 

students’ research responses about their own goals or desires.  In fact, both Connie and 

Susan specifically mentioned in their final interviews that they did not foresee themselves 

using history at all in the future, other than having a basic knowledge of the past.  

Responses on the student questionnaires reflected this same attitude.

 The one definition of a historian the students accepted most often was the one 

Webster had defined; a person who studies and publishes historical work.  Although the 

students did not publish work, they did study history and did produce written works in the 

form of essays and class assignments.  Yet, the students consistently chose not to classify 

themselves as historians because they did not publish these works.  Students approached 

primary source documents differently than do historians and they considered their student 

work to be completely different as it obviously is.  Students also identified in their 

surveys several skills that historians use that they felt they, as students, lacked.  Several 

of these responses included a detailed knowledge of the subject, the ability to understand 
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historical events, and the ability to see both sides of an issue.  These results are further 

examples of the gap between students and historians that Wineburg identified.

One possible explanation for the difference between the students’ responses and 

teacher expectations could be based in the semantics of the word.  Students, based on 

their responses in the surveys and during class activities, showed a determination to cling 

to the belief that a historian is a professional within a certain profession or career as that 

definition is a common one.  Further, one could only be considered a historian if he or 

she were to study it professionally and publish within that field.  Following this line of 

reasoning, then, the students would never list themselves as historians, despite the 

application of history skills they might use.  When researchers and teachers use the 

phrase “thinking like historians” they reinforce the idea that students are not historians 

although students can imitate them or “think like them.”  

One might question why one would even contemplate referring to students as 

historians.  Students are not professional historians, yet the challenges of teaching 

students to think like historians imply students can find common ground.  If students 

consistently view historians as professionals with no connections to students, they will 

continue to view historians’ skills as unattainable.  Thus, efforts to teach them to think 

historically will be inherently limited as students struggle to work for skills they don’t 

believe they will use.

The differences between practicing historians and students remain clear, this 

much the research indicates.  However, if the intent of focusing on higher level thinking 

skills is to help students apply the skills historians use, then a look at the semantics 

involved may be beneficial.  For example, although my students did not classify 
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themselves as historians, several students, as mentioned in the chapters, were involved in 

sports.  Connie, for example, often referred to herself as a softball player, though she did 

not play softball professionally and admitted that her future career was not in softball. 

Never did she use the phrase, “play like a softball player.”  The point of this discussion is 

not to digress into disputes over semantics or to overplay the use of the term “historian”, 

but rather to highlight the challenges that occurred in the classroom in helping students 

overcome their antipathy towards history.  The general disconnect between students and 

their views of historians remained throughout the course of the study.  Students can say 

they are good history students without having to claim they are historians.

However disconnected the students may have felt from the history profession, 

they did accept the use of the term “historical thinking.”  In each interview, the 

participants not only recognized that they had displayed various levels of historical 

thinking, but claimed students needed to learn and to apply these skills.  Susan and 

Melissa both identified the need to understand the author’s point of view when examining 

documents and Connie identified historical thinking as being able to determine the facts, 

while distinguishing what was fact and what was not. Their differing definitions of 

historical thinking, though, all came back to one point, which was to critically examine 

sources in order to arrive at a valid interpretation of the past.  

In their survey responses, the students also indicated that historical thinking 

reflected more than a cursory knowledge of the past.  Their responses identified looking 

at both sides of an issue, considering all possibilities, and thinking logically through past 

events.  When asked whether they were a historian, most responded negatively, adding 

that they did not have enough knowledge or that they fell short in these areas.  Yet, two 
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students did respond affirmatively, stating that their work with primary source documents 

did indeed make them historians.  What appeared to be lacking in the students’ responses 

was the connection between their work with documents and the concepts of historical 

thinking or their own skill level working with documents.  This concept may be a 

valuable study in future classrooms, for the students provided little clarification with their 

responses.  

Students stated, with minimal exceptions, that they were not historians because 

they did not always apply the skills of historical thinking, which they stated professional 

historians do.  Second, they did not consider themselves historians because they did not 

engage in professional historian behavior, such as researching and publishing.  Therefore, 

they understood the concepts of historical thinking and agreed to their value, but saw 

limited possibilities and capabilities with regards to their own historical thinking.  As will 

be discussed shortly, the students felt most comfortable and successful in using historical 

thinking during those classroom activities in which the teacher guided them through the 

process.

In an era where the significance of history education continues to increase and the 

importance and emphasis on higher-level thinking skills in history rises, the vocabulary 

used may be a topic for a future study.  At the beginning of a school year, history teachers 

might consider taking time to define the terms “history” and “historians”, including 

descriptions of the type of work they do.  During the year, as teachers seek to bring their 

students along to think historically, or like historians, they can help students identify 

instances in which they have in fact learned to think like historians.  Thus, if students 

think like historians or use primary sources to evaluate the usefulness of these documents 
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and use them within the context of historical arguments, then they have become 

beginning historians.  Perhaps not in the sense of professional historians, but the gap 

between high school students and the academy Wineburg described could begin to close.   

Students may gain more confidence in their ability to work with primary source 

documents, and eventually to perform better on standardized tests where any references 

and skills in this arena are necessary.

Guided practice to independent practice

Students quickly learned to link historical documents to actual events and to place 

them into historical context during class activities.  As a class, we had worked with 

primary sources during the entire year. With this background, the students understood the 

value of primary source documents.  As classroom discussions occurred, the students 

demonstrated an ability to work with the documents when guided by the experienced 

teacher.  An example of this work was the lesson on the Russian famine of 1921.  As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the students examined a photo of Russian children, 

analyzing both what the photo revealed and their realizations of what was missing.  When 

comparing these pictures to a written account of the same event, students quickly 

discovered similarities and identified discrepancies between the two versions presented in 

the documents.  With guided questions, they discussed the impact of languages and 

working with sources written and photographic sources.  

In the same lesson, students identified the characters that appeared in various and 

conflicting accounts of the storming of the Winter Palace.  They recognized the value and 

difficulties in using a non-Russian account of a Russian event.  With some guidance, 

students acknowledged the publication date as compared to the actual dates of the event 
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described.  With further help, they identified the underlying communist attitudes 

participants in the events portrayed in the document.

These class discussions helped students make important steps in learning 

historical thinking.  Multiple examples in classroom discussion showed the extent to 

which students exhibited historical thinking.  Activities such as the Napoleonic trial, the 

Treaty of Versailles role play, the Industrial town simulation, and other lessons 

contributed to students’ ability to think historically.  Students listed each of the above 

activities on their student surveys as a valuable tool for helping them think historically.  

The transcripts of classroom discussions showed that students were able to connect 

historical themes across events.  The students also asked questions about historical events 

that reflected a critical approach to history.  In each one of these lessons the teacher 

played a role in asking important questions in order to guide students in the development 

of historical thinking both in classroom role plays and with primary source documents.  

Therefore, in terms of classroom activities, during the course of this study, students 

showed encouraging signs of using historical thinking and displayed an ability to master 

the skills in class discussions.

The success of classroom discussions provides justification for using these 

instructional methods in the classroom and places faith in students that they can build 

historical thinking skills that school officials and test administrators desire.  This 

interpretation appears to justify testing historical thinking skills.

 As encouraging as classroom actions were, a different pattern, however, emerged 

during the think-aloud sessions. The main purpose was to provide insight into the 

students’ thoughts and feelings about and their working ability with documents.  As 
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shown in a previous chapter, during the think-aloud sessions, the students generally used 

the primary source documents for knowledge acquisition or as texts to learn new 

information or to reinforce previously held beliefs. In these sessions, the students did not 

use the primary source documents as discrepant sources or alternative points of view 

about a historical event. As with the students in earlier research studies, the students more 

often relied on the documents to recreate the events, not to study interpretations of the 

events.  For example, in the first think-aloud session, only two of the four students made 

comments about the authors’ perspective and point of view, publication date, or another 

similar factor that might impact the reliability of the document.  During the second think-

aloud session, all four students summarized the documents and used little or no historical 

thinking skills when reading through the document set.

This realization was perhaps the most revealing aspect of the research.  As I 

continued to teach and to shape lessons I felt excited about the progress of the class in 

developing historical thinking. Their test scores remained constant, despite the increased 

use of more challenging primary source documents.  The students did not cite these class 

documents in their essays, yet the continued to write essays that were well-constructed 

and generally met the standards of the Pre-AP program.  Classroom discussions and 

comments displayed the students’ increased awareness of historical thinking and critical 

analysis.  However, what the think-aloud sessions revealed is that the represented

students, when removed from their peers and from direct teacher influence, fell back to 

previous habits and largely ignored the skills of evaluating bias, point of view, and other 

aspects of historical work.  Their previous success in placing documents into historical 



181

contexts and examining the limitations of documents did not transfer to their individual 

efforts, with the few exceptions noted in the fourth chapter. 

One limitation of this study is that I conducted a think-aloud session with only 

four of the 20 participants. The possibility remains that some students may have 

demonstrated higher level thinking skills in a think-aloud session.  Had they participated, 

they may have viewed the documents not as a knowledge text, but as a biased document, 

representing one view of the event.  Yet, as with all studies, such possibilities are endless 

and hypothetical.  The main concern here is that those who did volunteer to participate 

and who did take the time to work on the think-aloud did not follow the patterns that 

developed in class.  And, each of the four students who participated in the think-aloud 

sessions were also regular contributors to classroom discussions and knew how to use 

historical thinking.

The final point on guided practiced and the implication for teachers and 

practitioners is the apparent gap between guided practice and independent practice.  

Students did not internalize the skills I expected them to learn in history.  The skills they 

used in class were not those that they transferred into independent practice.  

This conclusion is important because most students will not choose to history as a 

profession and will not evaluate sets of primary source documents professionally. They 

may be asked to implement these skills on high-stakes standardized tests, including the 

new wave of state tests used for student graduation and for school accountability.  These 

tests may include excerpts from primary source documents.  Teachers must avoid the 

temptation to present these skills in class and assume that the students will use these 

skills independently. One serious mistake would be to assume that the students are 
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prepared to implement these practices without knowing whether they can continue to do 

this skill independently.  Individual follow-up is important in evaluating individual 

student progress.  In future studies, the issue of determining how all students apply and 

retain these higher level thinking skills should be addressed.  A series of think-aloud 

sessions or interviews could be implemented to give students a chance to show the extent 

to which they can and will use higher-level thinking skills with documents.

Student participation in the classroom

Examining student participation in the classroom was an important aspect of the 

research.  Throughout my career, I had led numerous classroom discussions and casually 

monitored how students participated.  In this research, I kept a chart of student discussion 

and participation.  Students did not participate in equal proportions and for the research 

two issues needed examination.  These two issues were the quality and quantity of 

student responses.  As shown in the previous chapter, over 500 student comments related 

to subject matter occurred in the context of the lessons.  The students made off topic 

comments, but within the course of 20 class periods and discussions, including the test 

days where no discussions occurred, 500 is a significant number of responses.  Students 

were invited to comment in class and participate in class discussions.  I consider this 

opportunity one strength of the study.  The freedom to participate allowed students to 

express important opinions and provided me an opportunity to compare class 

participation to the progress they displayed in historical thinking.  Not only did I chart the 

number of comments each student made, but the videotapes and audio sound were 

transcribed, which gave me a written copy of the student participation and responses.
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An examination of these transcripts offered a division in the students’ comments. 

Literature shows that teachers do not always track who comments in class nor how often.  

In my previous 11 years of teaching, I had never tracked individual student participation 

in class.  In each class, I had students who were willing to participate and speak out.  

Teachers often refer to them as classroom leaders.  As a student teacher, my mentor had 

taught me to seek out these students when I needed participation or comments to 

rejuvenate a failing discussion.

Yet, in this study, I realized that three individual students made one-half of the 

total comments evaluated. In a class of over 20 students, this number was a revealing 

statistic.  What I had viewed as a class discussion, was often a discussion between myself 

and three students, with the other students making occasional comments.  This experience 

revealed that many students, even in an Honors class, were content to allow a small group 

to dominate the discussion. Recognizing this trend, future studies may need to build in 

measures to collect data that will clarify why it occurs.  Interviews and questionnaires 

might be created with questions addressing this trend.  These questions may enable 

researchers to specifically pinpoint student actions and reactions to classroom 

participation.

The second result that came from an examination of the class participation charts 

was the distinction between quantity and quality. The quality of student comments, or 

those that reflected a high level of historical or critical thinking, did not correspond to the 

number of comments students made.  Student examples listed in the previous chapter 

showed that students who rarely commented in class often reflected higher level thinking 



184

in their few comments.  Conversely, several students spoke quite often in class, yet only 

provided insightful comments occasionally.  

One conclusion that can draw about classroom participation is that teachers must 

take care when generalizing about the progress of the class as a whole when only a small 

group of students participate, especially without collecting other forms of data.  Further, 

if teachers are making instructional and curricular decisions about the class as a whole 

based on the comments of a few students, those teachers need to note which students are 

not participating in classroom discussions and find alternative ways to assess the progress 

of these students in order to ensure they demonstrate the level of historical thinking.

In a future study, interviewing students who do not participate in class to 

determine why they chose not to actively participate may help researchers determine how 

these students develop and demonstrate historical thinking skills.  One may determine 

whether these students choose not to participate due to a lack of understanding or if other 

factors exist that influence their decisions.  Some examples of these factors are the 

influence of gender roles, racial diversity, student personality, or past experiences with 

teachers or history.  If students do not understand the curriculum, feel overwhelmed, or 

left behind teachers must know this fact and address it before moving on.

Examining the quantity of responses only, however, does not reveal the entire 

picture, which is why a mere counting of student responses will not reveal historical 

thinking nor reveal the intricacies of what is occurring in the class. In my class, on 

several occasions students gave inappropriate responses to the questions or the context of 

the discussion.  They participated, but did not always reveal a deep level of understanding 

or critical thinking.  Conversely, at certain times, students who tended to remain quiet in 
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class did respond in a way that reflected deep understanding of the issues.  These 

responses signaled that at least for that particular discussion, the student was able to think 

historically.  Positive reinforcement and attention for these students is necessary.  Some 

students are more passive learners and did not choose to participate in every discussion.  

However, when they had learned the material and how to think historically, the teacher 

needs to understand that.  This is a phenomenon to which I had not paid much attention 

prior to the study.  Often as a teacher I assumed that students who didn’t speak much 

weren’t learning the material.  And, even though I chose not to use class grades as an 

indicator of historical thinking for this study, I noticed that those who spoke out in class 

were in the top half of the class scores, while those who participation in class was 

sporadic represented the entire spectrum of grades.  Some of the brightest students spoke 

very little in class. Thus, a lack of participation in a class discussion did not indicate a 

lack of historical thinking; it reflected a lack of participation in a class discussion.

Students benefited from the guided practice the teacher provided through these 

class discussions.  This same ability, though, appeared to be more challenging when 

students were asked to display these skills on their own.  Several times during class 

discussions, when presented with guided questions, students exhibited higher level 

thinking skills.  One example that demonstrates this trend was the Industrial Revolution 

town simulation.  During the activity itself, students made comments comparing the 

activity to the challenges of computer games in which they were required to build cities 

from scratch.  They also compared the simulation to their own town, matching what they 

were drawing to the visual image of the town under construction.  In later interviews and 

questionnaires, students identified these activities as important.  Yet, in their essays, 
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students did not refer to these examples or this process when constructing arguments 

about Industrial Revolution era problems and solutions. 

Throughout the study, students had ample opportunities to learn historical 

thinking skills and strategies in class.  The Napoleon mock trial, the Treaty of Versailles 

simulation, and the Nuremburg trial all gave students situations in which they could 

examine critical issues relating to historical events.  However, in subsequent assignments, 

the students, with few exceptions, did not use the information gathered in these events, 

nor the process of the events, to develop historical arguments.  This same trend occurred 

when considering students’ class discussions with primary sources.  Although students 

often skimmed the documents or misread them, the class discussions showed that 

students, with guidance, could develop the ability to look at critical factors to determine 

the reliability of primary source documents.

Student essays

The students’ abilities to perform in class, however, did not fully materialize in 

their written essays.  Independent work showed that although students understood 

historical topics, they tended to ignore the vast numbers of sources they had read to 

supplement their textbook.  Students appeared unable, or unwilling, to reference or cite 

the documents in their essays, preferring to make general statements about people or time 

periods without reference to the evidence that would sustain those claims.  Their 

opportunity, in my class, to use their own notes as writing aids did not seem to aid them 

in, but actually increased my frustration that they ignored this evidence.

In order to fully understand the lack of primary sources in essay writings, specific 

interviews and questions about student essay writing may be useful.  Informal discussions 
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with the students revealed that many students had rarely written history essays prior to 

enrolling in the Pre-AP world history course.  Students may have overlooked the 

inclusion of primary source documents in their essays more from inexperience than from 

an inability to incorporate these documents.  Early in the school year, however, the class 

had reviewed essay writing, including examples of how to incorporate primary sources 

into essays.  Inexperience with this skill does not adequately explain the nearly complete 

lack of primary source document usage among the students, particularly at the end of the 

year.

In the end, students performed well in class regarding historical thinking, but 

markedly less when given independent practice.  This occurrence is significant 

considering that the majority of high-stakes testing requires students to independently and 

individually perform according to high standards of critical thinking.  As history testing 

increases its importance in education, steps must be taken to follow students’ learning all 

the way from classroom discussions and activities to independent performance.

Conclusions about the study format

Before presenting implications for future research, several foundational points for 

the study as a whole need to be addressed.  As previously mentioned, the study began in 

February.  First, when working with school districts, a level of bureaucracy exists.  The 

semester has specific starting dates, which are set by state and district guidelines.  Filling 

out important paperwork, even if done in a timely manner, does not guarantee that 

permission will be granted according to desired timelines. Secondly, student participants 

did not always exhibit the same level of urgency and speed of the researcher.  Although 

one may find these items trivial, the timing and the logistics of a study remain vital to its 
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success.  Not being able to start on the first day of the semester did not present any 

inherent limitations for the research, especially when the specific curriculum content was 

not the focus of the study itself.  The late start, however, pushed the study back into the 

month of May.  In a school district that requires final exams during the last week of 

school, the pressure on students to perform well, especially in an Honors class, may have 

had an impact on students.  

Although I had few systems in place to measure changes in students’ participation 

from the beginning of the research to the end, reviewing the data showed that the 

students’ efforts and thoughts in May were the equivalent of or perhaps less than what 

they showed at the beginning of the research.  One might expect the students to 

demonstrate greater understanding of history and the impact of historical thinking at the 

end of the study. The limited participation and quality of responses in May contradicted 

this conclusion.  The challenges of student participation and focus are not unique to this 

classroom or research.  In many schools, effective teaching during the final month of the 

year can be impacted by a variety of factors, such as weather changes, student fatigue, 

final exams, graduation, proms, and other factors beyond the teacher’s control.

Implications

In the 12 weeks of this research study, several important conclusions arose from 

interpretations of the data. These conclusions may provide a model for future studies that 

can address some of the questions and results from this study.  Second, issues not 

addressed in this research, particularly the role of gender, race, previous experience in 

history classes, student attitudes towards history, and other similar items may be the 
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potential focus and effort when considering future studies.  Finally, this study can be used

as a model for researchers whose goal is to describe what occurs in the classroom.

Examining the data in the study revealed some general themes.  First, students in 

the class picked up on the historical concepts presented in the primary source documents.

The students were able to follow the lesson and make connections between author, bias, 

inference, and other such history themes that reflect higher level thinking when guided by 

an experienced teacher. Where these students struggled was in the independent 

implementation of these skills.  Their inability to transfer the skills into their own work 

raises a significant concern that must be addressed in future studies and research.  As 

high-stakes testing in history becomes an increasing measure of success for schools and 

for individual students, the nature of these tests becomes extremely relevant. Students are 

expected to show and perform with higher level thinking skills on these tests. These 

rising expectations place a high level of stress and pressure on teachers to prepare 

students properly for these tests.  The issues raised in this research echo items that ought 

to be looked at and addressed in future studies. 

A concern in history education is that high level tests are being created and 

implemented without the means to properly prepare teachers to teach students to be 

successful on these tests.  Even with my 11 years of teaching experience, including AP 

training and graduate courses in both history and education,  I felt the challenges and 

difficulty of insuring that the students met the state expectations and that they 

demonstrated the ideas of historical thinking, or thinking like historians.  To discover 

through interviews and surveys that students still struggled to implement the skills 

necessary to demonstrate historical thinking was frustrating.  For novice teachers, a real 
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possibility exists that they will not be able to follow through with assessments to discover 

what students have retained and transferred into working knowledge and practice.  

Without data, they may assume from classroom activities that students are prepared for 

these tests and yet wonder why students did not meet expectations on standardized tests.

More studies that focus on how students learn and incorporate historical thinking 

may identify common generalities that provide a logical picture of what is occurring in 

classrooms.  The context of all classes will differ, depending on diversity and background 

of students.  Commonalities among the studies, however, may reveal some of these 

logical generalities that might help researchers and educators address the issues that can 

help prepare students for higher level thinking and high stakes testing.

Teacher education programs might also consider addressing teacher preparation 

programs in history in order to ensure that future teachers are prepared to teach historical 

thinking.  Although Wineburg, Seixas, VanSledright, and other researchers have 

addressed the issue of teacher preparation, questions still remain about teachers’ 

preconceived notions about history.  If teachers who maintain inadequate knowledge 

about history and historical thinking are unable to overcome these limitations, then 

expectations about their ability to teach students to do so are misguided.  These 

limitations in teacher preparation are issues to address in teacher education programs.

There are three aspects of this issue.  First, potential teachers and preservice 

teachers should be given opportunities to explore their own attitudes about historical 

thinking and given strategies to do so, as shown in the Bohan and Davis study.  By 

studying their own perspectives and how those perspectives influence their historical 

thinking, teachers will be more prepared to help students address these issues.  Second, as 
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teachers learn to examine historical thinking and how it occurs, they will be in a better 

position to evaluate what students are doing and to be aware of what is occurring in their 

classes.

The final aspect about teacher preparation is the idea that teachers must be taught 

how to conduct important studies within their classes so that they can adequately 

understand and evaluate what is occurring in the classrooms.  By studying how to 

conduct these studies, they can be in a better position to understand what is occurring in 

the classrooms.   

Future Studies

This research raises questions and possibilities for future studies in the classroom.  

These studies may focus on conclusions drawn from the current study or other items that 

arise from research in history classes. In these potential studies, the participant pool is 

important.  Students of all skill levels, not just Honors students are required to take 

standardized tests.  Therefore, they also must learn to incorporate higher level thinking 

skills into their student work. Determining how these students react when taught to use 

higher level thinking skills in history is an important research question as well.

In future studies, several foundational questions need to be addressed.  First, the 

classroom composition of the study should reflect the school population.  In schools with 

high diversity, whether racial, economic, or other, studies can be conducted that include 

representative amounts of students from these groups.  In the current study, the ethnic 

composition of the class closely reflected the composition of the school as a whole for 

whites and Hispanics though the number of African-Americans was slightly low.  The 

school trend also shows an increasing number of Hispanic students.  In this particular 
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high school, the number of minority students in Honors classes does not always reflect 

the overall school composition.  Creating studies that mirror the racial composition is 

important in areas where administrators, teachers, and state officials plan to measure and 

track student performance based on race.  Secondly, the current study occurred in a Pre-

AP classroom. The percentage of sophomore students at the school enrolled in Pre-AP 

World History course was approximately 20 percent.  Though many studies use a small 

pool of participants, in future studies, a larger representation of students, including those 

not in the Honors program could be useful, especially in determining the validity of the 

notion that all students can learn to think historically.  In other words, a study conducted 

outside the Honors class could provide significant data to show what is occurring in those 

classes.  These results could then be compared to other studies to find the logical 

generalities and differences that might appear.  This comparison, in turn, could lead to 

more studies that would continue to describe occurrences in the classroom.

The second major area that may be addressed in future studies is the methods, 

lessons, and other forms of data that appear in history studies.  The think-aloud sessions 

could be administered at the beginning of the year and at the end. Additionally, the types 

of questionnaires and the questions asked could be modified to reflect more specific 

information necessary for teachers to evaluate what occurs in the classroom. Some 

examples of these changes have been addressed throughout this study.  

There are several points I would like to address in any future study based on 

questions and results that came from the study as presently constituted.  First, I would 

like to expand the number of students completing think-aloud sessions.  This small 

number was very time consuming, however, even with a participant group of 20.  I felt 
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that four participants was a small number to generalize, though those who did participate 

followed the same pattern.  A larger number of participants may provide more 

opportunities to see if and how the pattern holds.

Secondly, even though I received eight surveys back from the class in both the 

initial and the final student questionnaire, and found several important themes from them, 

I would like to have more participation. Greater participation would expand the number 

of responses and may provide themes that did not appear from the limited group of 

respondents.  Student participation may have increased had I given them time to complete 

the survey in class.  Some students may still have chosen not to complete the survey, yet 

with the significant school loads that many of the students in a Pre-AP program take, 

taking a survey home to complete outside of class may have limited the number that were 

returned. I would also consider having the students put their names on the surveys so that 

I could track individual responses throughout the study and as a way of comparing to 

other items in the study, such as classroom participation.  

Another area of focus I would like to have in a future study would be to look at 

participation data before and during a study.  I would like to see a correlation between 

what the students said in class and how they felt about their own participation.  For 

example, I only had three participants in the interviews.  Although I felt this was 

adequate for the purposes of this study, there were times when I would have liked to 

speak with the students about their participation, or lack thereof.  What I would seek 

would be questions about why the student chose that particular lesson to participate.  

Another useful item would be the correlations between when the students chose to 

participate in class and what type of activity was taking place.  A cursory glance at the 
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data showed that some students participated well during class discussions or lectures.  

Some did not.  Other students participated more often when the class conducted an 

interactive hands-on activity or a project.  I cannot support this conclusion fully under the 

parameters of the current study, but it would be an item to examine in future studies.

This final form of data, the correlation between class participation and the class 

activity would be useful for a teacher to know.  The reason for this need is that if an 

increase of a particular instructional strategy creates an increase in classroom 

participation, and then leads, as determined through interviews or surveys, to an increase 

in historical thinking, the teacher would be more inclined to keep that instructional 

strategy in his or her repertoire.  In future studies, I believe that teachers could benefit 

from knowing which students are most active and what quality of responses are taking 

place.  Too often, class discussions may be dominated by a small group of students, 

however, if one is trying to evaluate the extent to which historical thinking is taking 

place, then the teacher must be aware of all responses and how those responses reflect 

historical thinking.

Logical generalities

One important aspect of an interpretivist and qualitative study is the inability to 

replicate the study in a different and future study. Secondly, because the issue at stake 

with qualitative work is to describe the unique features and experiences of study 

participants, replication is not necessary.  My students in this class differed from those in 

other class periods.  Though I conducted nearly identical lessons in other classes, the 

outcome of the lessons was different.  However, in these classes, I did not conduct think-

aloud sessions or interviews.  Thus, although I can draw conclusions about what occurred 
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in the study, the other classes remain only as guesses.  In the larger picture, what is 

relevant is how the lessons of my classroom find a place in the body of research on 

historical thinking.  

Although history education has been a topic of debate for the last century, 

research in the last two decades has focused on how students learn to think like 

historians.  The study of history education has become more than just an argument over 

what to teach, and perhaps more than how to teach.  History education has become an 

oftentimes introspective search into how students learn history and what processes are 

taking place as they go through lessons.  The concepts of empathy, historical thinking, 

and historical relevance in lessons have risen to the forefront in history education 

research.  As mentioned in earlier chapters, the research on historical thinking in history 

classrooms has produced a series of studies focusing on how students learn and what 

impact teacher training has on students.  This research has created calls for improved 

teacher training, more history education for preservice teachers, and finally, a greater 

understanding among teachers as to what historical thinking really is and how one should 

approach history.  Recently, calls for studies completed by teachers acting as researchers 

have paved the way for studies such as the current one.  From this study, several 

foundational points loosely resemble the conclusions drawn from other researchers on 

historical thinking.  By presenting these similarities, this current study does add to the 

growing body of literature on historical thinking.

As history education continues to play a key role in secondary education, 

practitioners and researchers must continually address the issues that arise in history 

classrooms.  The impact of high-stakes testing in many states and of the No Child Left 
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Behind Act has yet to be determined.  With this emphasis on standards and assessments, 

one can see that history education will continue to play a vital role in the curriculum.  The 

expectations on students in history continue to grow.  The burden of teaching students to 

think historically and to use higher level thinking skills in the classroom falls on 

classroom teachers.  To fully understand the difficulties and challenges of teaching, 

researchers must understand what is happening in those classrooms.  Further, to realize 

solutions to those problems, researchers must know what is occurring with students.

In recent years, as researchers have addressed the issue of student work with 

documents, whether from the foundational approach of learning theory or based on the 

practical application of historical methodology, teachers continue to plod along, trying to 

balance standards with helping students learn important content.  As the call for teaching 

historical thinking or critical thinking in the classroom increases, teachers must know 

what challenges they are facing.  Although no two classrooms will ever be the same, 

collecting a series of studies that describe what is occurring in those classrooms is 

important.  These studies will produce a body of literature that will enable researchers 

and practitioners to see the logical generalities that occur across the spectrum.  As with 

VanSledright’s study in the classroom, the need and the call for more teacher studies are 

important.  

Teachers are in a unique situation to see the daily routine of their students.  As 

participants in the study, they can reveal many of the nuances that occur and can provide 

explanations that will help researchers to see what students are accomplishing in 

classrooms.  These teachers, acting as researchers, must follow legitimate forms of 

research, including acceptable methods of data collection and evaluation.  One cannot 
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simply watch a story and describe it.  The narrative may serve some purpose in helping 

one see a general picture of the classroom, but to understand the development of the

students, and the emergent themes that occur, one must be able to adequately document 

and evaluate what occurred in the classroom.
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Appendices

Appendix A

Student Questionnaire 1

1. Describe a historian.
2. Describe a historian at work.  What activities do you see him/her doing?
3. What qualifications does it take to be a historian?
4. Where would a historian publish his/her work?
5. When a historian finishes a project, what does it look like?
6. Where could one find the work of historians?
7. Name any historians you can think of.
8. Do you consider yourself a historian?  Why or why not?
9. Can any person be a historian?  If so, how?
10. What training or study does a person need to do in order to become a historian?
11. Are historians objective?  Can they be objective?
12. What factors might influence the objectivity of a historian?
13. What training might you have that could help you be a historian?
14. If one asked, “How do historians think?”  What would you respond?
15. How have your previous history/social studies courses taught you about historians?
16. Define “historical thinking.”
17. What is a primary source document?  Name several examples.
18. What important items do you think someone should know when examining a primary 

source document?
19. Why do you think primary source documents might be important?  What concerns 

might you have when reading a primary source document?
20. Do you generate primary source documents?  If so, do you consider them to have 

historical relevance?  Could they have historical relevance in the future?  In what 
ways might they hold relevance?

21. What activities in your history classes have helped you to think like a historian?
22. What activities in this class have helped you think like a historian?
23. What activities do you want to see incorporated into history classes that could help 

you think like a historian?
24. On a separate sheet of paper, draw two pictures.  First, draw a historian at work.  

Second, draw a history student in a high school history class.  
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Appendix B

Student Questionnaire 2

1. How do historians write history?
2. How do historians find information to write history?
3. What activities in past history classes have you done with primary sources?
4. What activities did you do in this class with primary sources?
5. Do you consider yourself a historian?  Why or why not?
6. Have any of the activities in this class helped you to think like a historian?  If so, 

which ones?
7. What educational skills, if any, have you gained from this class?
8. Do you consider yourself to be an objective student of history?
9. What factors might influence your objectivity?
10. What primary source documents have you produced this year?  Describe them?
11. What types of primary sources do you think you could produce right now?
12. What value would these sources have for historians?
13. What would historians need to know about you to understand the context of your 

primary sources?
14. If one asked, “How do historians think?”  What would you respond?
15. How have your previous history/social studies courses taught you about 

historians?
16. Define “historical thinking.”
17. What is a primary source document?  Name several examples.
18. What important items do you think someone should know when examining a 

primary source document?
19. Why do you think primary source documents might be important?  What concerns 

might you have when reading a primary source document?
20. When you read a primary source, what value does it have for you?
21. What primary sources do you think are the most reliable?  The most valuable?
22. What types of primary sources do you like best?  Why?
23. Do you believe that all primary sources are accurate? Why or why not? 
24. Why do historians study primary source documents?
25. What activities in your past history classes have helped you to think like a 

historian?
26. What activities in this class over the last 3 months have helped you think like a 

historian?
27. What activities do you want to see incorporated into history classes that could 

help you think like a historian?
28. Why did Texas add social studies to the state-mandated TAKS test?
29. Has studying primary sources helped you for the TAKS test?  What types of 

activities do you think would be most useful for doing well on the TAKS test?
30. Do you think the TAKS test is a good indicator of what you know about history? 

Why or why not?
31. What do you think would be the most effective way to show that you understand 

history?
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32. On a separate sheet of paper, draw two pictures.  First, a picture of you in the 
history class at the beginning of the year.  Second, draw a picture of you at the 
end of the year.
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Appendix C

Student Interview Questions
Interview 1

1.  What work do historians do?
2.  Do you think the study of history is important?
3.  What reasons might the state have for putting history into the curriculum?
4.  Why do you think we make you take history?
5.  Describe a historian at work.
6.  What images of history do you have?
7.  What comes to mind when you think of history?
8.  Choose an event from the past that you have studied?  Just think of one, anything you 

have studied in history this year, or in history in the past.  Why did you choose the 
event that you chose?

9.  What do you know about the event?
10. How could you learn more about that event?
11. What value might the sources have? Like an on-line library or a history book?
12. Do you think it is possible to know what really happened at that event?
13. What history lessons have been effective in helping you learn history?  What have 

you done in class that’s been good at helping you learn?
14.  Are there any other activities that helped you to learn, besides the role play?
15. What have been ineffective?  That didn’t work?
16.  Is it important for students to learn to think like historians?
17.  How important is it to understand the author’s view of events?
18. What makes a reliable history source?  What about a source makes something that 

you know is a reliable source?
19.  How do you know what makes a source reliable?
20.  Do you consider yourself to be a historian?
21.  Can anyone be an historian?
22.  Are historians objective?
23. What class activities have helped you think like a historian?  Now you told me the 

ones you liked.  Which ones have helped you to think like a historian?
24. What activities do you want to see incorporated into history classes that would help 

you think like a historian?



202

Appendix D

Student Interview Questions
Interview 2

1. Describe your experience in this class during the last semester.
2. Where have you improved the most academically during this class?
3. Are there areas where you have not improved or seen growth? If so, what areas?
4. Has this class been valuable for you?  Why or why not?
5. In what ways will the skills of this class help you in the future?
6. Did previous history classes prepare you for this class?
7. Without revealing specific test questions, describe the history TAKS test.
8. Did the activities in your history class match the test skills needed to pass the test?  

Describe why or why not.
9. How would you define the term “historical thinking?”
10.  Has your view of history changed during this year?  If so, in what ways?
11. Has your view of history classes changed during this year?  If so, in what ways?
12. Has your view of historians and their work changed during this year?  If so, in what 

ways?
13. Would you recommend taking advanced history courses to a friend?  Why or why 

not?
14. What are the two-three main things you will remember from this class?
15. Would you consider a career in history?  Why or why not?
16. When do you think you will use your history thinking skills in the future?
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Appendix E

Primary Source Document Set

Think-aloud session 1

All documents pulled from the journal article by Sam Wineburg, “On the reading of historical texts:  
Notes on the breach between school and academy.” American Educational Research 
Journal 28.3 (1991): 495-519.

Document A

In 1775, Benjamin Franklin was the colonial representative in London. After the events 
in Lexington and Concord, the Massachusetts Provincial Congress put together 21 sworn 
depositions about the events and sent them to Franklin with the following cover letter.

To the inhabitants of Great Britain: In Provincial Congress, Watertown, April 26, 1775:

Friends and fellow subjects: Hostilities are at length commenced in the Colony by the troops under 
command of General Gage; and it being of the greatest importance that an early, true and authentic 
account of this inhuman proceeding should be known to you, the Congress of this Colony have 
transmitted the same, and from want of a session of the honorable Continental Congress, think it 
proper to address you on the alarming occasion.

By the clearest depositions relative to the transaction, it will appear that on the night proceeding 
the nineteenth of April instant…the Town of Lexington…was alarmed, and a company of the 
inhabitants mustered on the occasion; that the Regular troops, on their way to Concord, marched 
into the said town of Lexington, and the said company, on their approach, began to disperse; that 
notwithstanding this, the regulars rushed on with great violence and first began hostilities by firing 
on said Lexington Company, whereby they killed eight and wounded several others; that the 
regulars continued their fire until those of said company, who were neither killed nor wounded, 
had made their escape.

These, brethren, are the marks of ministerial vengeance against this colony, for refusing, with her 
sister colonies, a submission to slavery. But they have not yet detached us from our Royal 
Sovereign. We profess to be his loyal and dutiful subjects, and so hardly dealt with as we have 
been, are still ready, with our lives and fortunes, to defend his person, family, crown and dignity. 
Nevertheless, to the persecution of tyranny of his cruel ministry we will not tamely submit; 
appealing to Heaven for the justice of our cause, we determine to die or be free.

Joseph Warren (President pro tem)

Document B

We Nathaniel Mulliken, Philip Russell, (Followed by the names of 32 other men present on 
Lexington Green on April 19, 1775)…All of lawful age, and inhabitants of Lexington, in the 
County of Middlesex…do testify and declare, that on the nineteenth of April instant, about one or 
two o’clock in the morning, being informed that…a body of regulars were marching from Boston 
towards Concord…we were alarmed and having met at the place of our company’s parade 
(Lexington Green), were dismissed by our Captain, John Parker, for the present, with orders to be 
ready to attend at the beat of the drum. We further testify and declare that about five o’clock in the 
morning, hearing our drum beat, we proceeded towards the parade, and soon found that a large 
body of troops were marching towards us, some of our company were coming to the parade, and 
others had reached it, at which time, the company began to disperse, whilst our backs were turned 
on the troops, we were fired on by them, and a number of our men were instantly killed and 
wounded, not a gun was fired by any person in our company on the regulars to our knowledge 
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before they fired on us, and continued firing until we had all made our escape. Lexington, April 
25, 1775. 

Sworn by 34 minutemen on April 25 before three Justices of the Peace.

Document C

Major Pitcairn screamed at us “Lay down your arms, you lousy bastards! Disperse, you lousy 
peasant scum!”….At least those were the words that I seem to remember. Others remembered 
differently: but the way he screamed, in his strange London accent, with the motion and 
excitement, with his horse rearing and kicking…with the drums beating again and the fixed 
bayonets glittering in the sunshine, it’s a wonder that any of his words remain with us…We still 
stood in our two lines, our guns butt end on the ground or held loosely in our hands. Major 
Pitcairn spurred his horse and raced between the lines. Somewhere, away from us, a shot sounded. 
A redcoat soldier raised his musket, leveled it at Father, and fired. My father clutched at his breast, 
then crumpled to the ground like an empty sack…Then the whole British front burst into a roar of 
sound and flame and smoke. 

Excerpt from the novel April Morning by Howard Fast, published in 1961.

Document D

19th. At 2 o’clock we began our march by wading through a very long ford up to the middles; 
after going a few miles we took three or four people who were going off to give intelligence; 
about five miles on this side of a town called Lexington, which lay in our road, we heard there 
were some hundreds of people collected together intending to oppose us and stop our going on; at 
5 o’clock we arrived there, and saw a number of people, I believe between 200 and 300, formed in 
a common in the middle of town; we still continued advancing, keeping prepared against an attack 
through without intending to attack them; but on our coming near them they fired on us two shots, 
upon which our men without any orders, rushed upon them, fired and put them to flight; several of 
them were killed, we could not tell how many, because they were behind walls and into the 
woods. We had a man of the 10th light Infantry wounded, nobody else was hurt. We then formed 
on the Common, but with some difficulty, the men were so wild they could hear no orders; we 
waited a considerable time there, and at length proceeded our way to Concord.

Entry for April 19th 1775, from the diary of Lieutenant John Barker, an officer in the 
British army.

Document E

Lieutenant Nunn, of the Navy, arrived this morning at Lord Dartmouth’s and brought letters from 
General Gage, Lord Percy and Lieutenant-Colonel Smith, containing the following particulars of 
what passes on the nineteenth of April between a detachment of the Kings troops in the Province 
of Massachusetts Bay and several parties of rebel provincials….Lieutenant-Colonel Smith finding, 
after he had advanced some miles on his march, that the country had been alarmed by firing of 
guns and ringing of bells, dispatched six companies of light infantry, in order to secure two 
bridges on different roads beyond Concord, who, upon their arrival at Lexington, found a body of 
the county people under arms, on a green close to the road; and upon the King’s troops marching 
upon the,, in order to inquire the reason of their being so assembled, they went off in great 
confusion, and several guns were fired upon the King’s troops from behind a stone wall, and also 
from the meeting house and other houses, by which one man was wounded, and Major Pitcairn’s 
horse was shot in two places. In consequence of this attack by the rebels, the troops returned the 
fire and killed several of them. After which, the detachment marched on to Concord without any 
further happening.
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Newspaper account from The London Gazette, June 10, 1775

Document F 

There is a certain sliding over and indeterminateness in describing the beginning of the firing. 
Major Pitcairn who was good man in a bad cause, insisted upon it to the day of his death, that the 
colonist fired first…He does not say that he saw the colonists fire first. Had he said it, I would 
have believed him, being a man of integrity and honor. He expressly says he did not see who fired 
first; and yet believed the peasants began. His account is this—that riding up to them he ordered 
them to disperse; which they not doing instantly, he turned about to order his troops to draw out as 
to surround and disarm them. As he turned, he saw a gun in a peasants hand from behind a wall, 
flash in the pan without going off; and instantly or very soon two or three guns went off by which 
he found his horse wounded and also a man near him wounded. These guns he did not see, but 
believing they could not come from his own people, doubted not and so asserted that they came 
from our people and that thus they began the attack. The impetuosity of the King’s troops were 
such that promiscuous, uncommanded but general fire took place, which Pitcairn could not 
prevent; though he struck his staff or sword downwards with all earnestness as a signal to forbear 
or cease firing. This account Major Pitcairn himself gave Mr. Brown of Providence who was 
seized with flour and carried to Boston a few days after the battle; and Governor Sessions told me.

From the diary of Ezra Stiles, president of Yale College, entry for August 21, 1775.

Document G

In April 1775, General Gage, the military governor of Massachusetts sent out a body of troops to 
take possession of military stores at Concord, a short distance from Boston. At Lexington, a 
handful of “embattled farmers”, who had been tipped off by Paul Revere, barred the way. The 
“rebels: were ordered to disperse. They stood their ground. The English fired a volley of shots that 
killed eight patriots. It was not long before the swift-riding Paul Revere spread the news of this 
new atrocity to the neighboring colonies. The patriots of all New England, although still a 
handful, were now ready to fight the English.

From The United States: Story of a Free People, a high school textbook by Samuel 
Steinberg, Allyn and Bacon, publishers 1963.

Document H 

To the best of my recollection about 4’oclock in the morning being the 19th of April, the five front 
companies were ordered to load, which they did….It was at Lexington when we saw one of their 
companies drawn up in regular order. Major Pitcairn of the Marines second in command called 
them to disperse, but their not seeming willing, he desired us to mind our places which we did 
when they gave us a fire, the run off to get behind a wall. We had one man wounded in our 
company in the leg, his name was Johnson. Also, Major Pitcairn’s horse was shot in the flank; we 
returned their salute, and before we proceeded on our march from Lexington, I believe we killed 
and wounded either 7 or 8 men.

Ensign Jeremy Lister, youngest of the British officers at Lexington, in a personal 
narrative written in 1782.
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Appendix F

Primary Source Documents
For Atomic Bomb Think Aloud Session 2

Document set pulled from the article by C. Bohan and O.L. Davis, Jr., in Bohan, C. H. , 
& Davis, O. L. Jr. “Historical Constructions:  How Social Studies Student Teachers' 
Historical Thinking is Reflected in Their Writing of History.” Theory and Research in 
Social Education 26.2 (1998): 173-197.

Source 1

Fukushima, Yoichi. (Ed.) (1980) Children of Hiroshima (p. 192, p. 308) Tokyo, Japan: 
Public Committee for the Children of Hiroshima.

Although stunned by the ferocity of the explosion, 7th Grade student Osamu Kataoka, believed that the 
bomb had only affected an isolated part of the city. But as he walked with his friends, he realized...

“Everything was on fire, no matter how far we went.   There was brutally smashed house after 
house, all burning.  There were figures that hardly looked human in the midst of it...
Two of my friends who had been working at Zakoba-cho hung on to my arms.  The surface of 
their bodies had been burned all over, and their skin had peeled off and was dangling loose from 
their elbows like the sleeves of a kimono.  Their bodies slippery and red, they clung to my weak 
body.  Their eyes were gone, and they could see nothing.”

Source 2

Kanda, Mikion.  (Ed.) (1982) Widows of Hiroshima: The life stories of 19 peasant wives.
(P. 89) (Taeki Midorikawa, trans.) New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Ichida Matsuda recalls the painful memory of her husband’s death:

“I heard that my husband had been found dead in the River Motoyaasu.  Mr. Matsuda from 
Nakashosi found him and brought him back by boat.  Just like Yayoi had said, he wasn’t breathing 
at all...
They’d laid my husband out on the bare boards of one of the rooms in the barn.  He was naked and 
didn’t even have anything his feet.  His whole body was burned terribly.  His skin was hanging off 
him in shreds.  His peeled skin lay in a pile at his feet.  You could hardly bear to look at his 
charred and swollen face.  It was so awful, it broke my heart.  You couldn’t imagine it was the 
same person who’d gone off, saying, “I’ll be back early today.”

Source 3

Kelly, N. & Whittock, M. (eds.) (1993) Heinemann history study units: The era of the 
Second World War (p.36) Oxford: Heinemann.

Extract from Japanese Army manual issued during the Second World War.

“Bear in mind the fact that to be captured is a disgrace to the Army.  Also your parents and family 
will never be able to hold up their heads again.  Always save the last bullet for yourself.”
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Source 4

Truman, Harry S. (1955) The Memoirs of Harry S. Truman (p. 417).  Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday.

“All of us realized that the fighting would be fierce and the losses heavy.  General Marshall told 
me that it might cost half a million lives.”

Source 5

Bernstein, Barton J. (1995, January/February).  The atomic bombing reconsidered.  
Foreign Affairs, 74, 151-152.

“A redefinition of morality was a product of World War II, which included such barbarities as 
Germany’s systematic murder of six million Jews and Japan’s rape of Nanking...By 1945, there 
were few moral restraints left in what had become virtually total war...In that new moral climate, 
any nation that had the A-bomb would probably have used it against enemy people.  British 
leaders as well as Joseph Stalin endorsed the act.  Germany and Japan’s leaders surely would have 
used it against cities.  American was not morally unique–just technologically exceptional.”

Source 6

Sauvain, P. (1993). The era of the Second World War (p. 75).  Cheltenham, England: 
Stanley Thornes.

Admiral D. Leahy, Chief of Staff to President Truman, commenting in 1945:

“It is my opinion that the use of this barbarous weapon was of no material help in our war against 
Japan.  The Japanese were already defeated and were ready to surrender because of the effective 
sea blockade and the successful use of conventional bombing.  The scientists and others wanted to 
make this test because of the vast sums that had been spent on this project.”

Source 7

Churchill, Winston.  (1954) The Second World War: Triumph and tragedy: Vol. 7, (p. 
639).  New York: Bantam Books.

“At any rate, there was never a moment’s discussions to whether the atomic bomb should be used 
or not.  To avert a vast, indefinite butchery, to bring the war to an end, to give peace to the world,
to lay healing hands upon its tortured peoples by a manifestation of overwhelming power at the 
cost of a few explosions, seemed, after all our toils and perils, a miracle of deliverance...Moreover, 
we should not need the Russians...we had no need to ask favours of them.”

Source 8

Zich, Arthur.  (1977) The rising sun.  (P. 151) Alexandria, VAA: Time-Life Books.

“In all, Japan maintained about 300 prisoner-or-war camps...In Makasser, where a number of 
survivors of the Battle of the Java Sea were imprisoned, the men were routinely beaten with iron 
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pipes, as many as 200 blows per beating, enough to reduce human flesh to a pulp.  On the deck of 
a ship bound for Shanghai, five American prisoners from Wake Island were decapitated without 
any explanation whatever.”

Source 9

Shepard, C., Reid, A., & Shepard, K.  (Eds.) (1993) The schools history project, 
discovering the past: Peace and War (p. 201), London: Butler and Tanner.

Senate Hearing, 1954.  Robert Oppenheimer, Director of the Manhattan Project being questioned:

Question: “Wasn’t there a particular effort to produce a bomb before the Potsdam Conference?”

Answer: “It was the intention of the President to say something about this to the Russians.  The 
President said no more than that we had a new weapon which we planned to use in Japan, and it 
was very powerful.  We were under incredible pressure to get it done before the Potsdam 
conference.”

Source 10

Miller, Merle.  (1975).  Plain speaking: An oral biography of Harry S. Truman. (P. 244). 
New York: Berkley Publishing Corp.

“If there was one subject on which Mr. Truman was not going to have any second thought, it was 
the Bomb.  If he’d said it once, he said it a hundred times, almost always in the same words.  The 
Bomb had ended the War.  If we had to invade Japan, half a million soldiers on both sides would 
have been killed and a million more ‘would have been maimed for life.’”

Source 11

Knebel, Fletcher and Bailey, Charles W. (1961). No high ground. (p. 85).  New York:  
Harper.

“[On June 4, 1945] at the Metallurgical Lab in Chicago, seven atomic scientists met under the 
chairmanship of [James O.] Franck in search of a method to prevent use of the bomb against Japan…Their 
report read in part:

‘We believe that…an early unannounced attack against Japan inadvisable.  If the United States 
were to be the first to release this new means of indiscriminate destruction upon mankind, she 
would sacrifice public support throughout the world, precipitate the race for armaments, and 
prejudice the possibility of reaching an international agreement on the future control of such 
weapons.  Much more favorable conditions could be created if nuclear bombs were first revealed 
to the world by a demonstration in an appropriately selected uninhabited area.’”

Source 12

Alperovitz, Gar.  (1965). Atomic diplomacy:  Hiroshima and Potsdam. (p. 14).  New 
York: Simon and Schuster.
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“My own view is that presently available evidence shows that the atomic bomb was not needed to 
end the war or to save lives and that this was understood by American leaders at the time.  General 
Eisenhower has recently recalled that in mid-1945 he expressed a similar opinion to the Secretary 
of War. ‘I told him I was against it on two counts.  First, the Japanese were ready to surrender and 
it wasn’t necessary to hit them with that awful thing.  Second, I hated to see our country be the 
first to use such a weapon…’”

Source 13

Bernstein, Barton J. (1995, January/February).  The atomic bombing reconsidered.  
Foreign Affairs, 74, 149.

“The American aim was to avoid, if possible, the November 1 invasion, which would involved 
about 767,000 troops, at a possible cost of 31,000 casualties in the first 30 days and a total 
estimated death toll of about 25,000…In the spring and summer of 1945, no American leader 
believed-as some falsely later claimed-that they planned to use the A-bomb to save half a million 
Americans.”

Source 14

Excerpt from an interview with the Secretary to Japanese War Minister conducted in 
1963.

“We thought we would be able to defeat the American on the first landing attack.  But if the 
Americans launched a second or third attack, first our food supply would run out, then our 
weapons.  The Americans could have won without using atomic bombs.”

Source 15

Alperovitz, Gar.  (1965). Atomic diplomacy:  Hiroshima and Potsdam. (p. 177)  New 
York:  Simon and Schuster.

Historian Gar Alperovitz in his book suggests that the Japanese were ready, through 
negotiations with the Russians, to reach a peace agreement with the Allies in mid-July 
1945.

“American intercepts of cables between Tokyo and the Japanese ambassador in Moscow 
confirmed the ‘real evidence’ that the Emperor, the one person all agreed could end the 
war…wished to end the war.  It is impossible to determine whether President Truman saw every 
one of the intercepted cables.  That he surely was familiar with the contents of the most important 
ones cannot be doubted.”

Source 16

Linner, Rachelle.  (1995). City of Silence:  Listening to Hiroshima.  (p. 17-20).  
Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis Books.

August 6, 1945

The bomb exploded in the air about 600 meters above the city.
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At the moment of explosion, a fireball with a temperature of several million degrees centigrade 
and an atmosphere pressure of several hundred thousand bars was formed at the burst point.  The 
fireball rapidly expanded to a sphere with a maximum radius of about 230 meters, emitted 
particularly strong thermal rays until three seconds after the explosion, and continued to shine for 
about ten seconds.  Because of the thermal rays, the temperature of the hypocenter [the surface 
position directly beneath the center of the nuclear explosion] is thought to have risen to 3,000-
4,000 degrees centigrade—far higher than the temperature at which iron melts, 1,550 degrees 
centigrade.

The strong expansive power of the fireball produced what is known as a shock wave, followed by 
a high-speed wind…

Buildings were smashed to pieces and incinerated by the blast and thermal rays, and it was the 
great quantities of dust from the destroyed buildings, carried by the winds, that cast the city into 
pitch- darkness just after the bombing.

The heat at ground zero was so intense that vital organs were vaporized and death was almost 
instantaneous.  Burns from thermal rays caused damage to deep tissues.  Many people suffered 
form both primary thermal burns and secondary burns from the fires caused by the bomb’s intense 
heat.  Victims were trapped beneath wooden structures that collapsed from the blast or 
experienced trauma [bruises, cuts, and fractures] from flying debris.  These wounds became 
severely infected because of the decrease in resistance secondary to radiation exposure.

The bomb’s initial radiation, emitted within one minute of the explosion…

Throughout the day, a tower-shaped cloud hung over the city, and from 9:00 in the morning until 
4:00 in the afternoon “black rain” fell “in large, muddy, sticky, pitch-black drops, coarse enough 
to give pain to the naked bombing victims”…

Ninety percent of Hiroshima’s physical structures [most of which were wooden] were destroyed 
by the blast effect and firestorm.  Police, fire, communications, transportation, and medical 
services, essential for the care of survivors, were rendered useless.  Ninety percent of medical 
personnel were dead or disabled; eighteen emergency hospitals and thirty-two first aid clinics were 
destroyed…

In corpses near ground zero the eyeballs were blown outside their heads.  The skin was a black-
tinged yellowish brown and very dry; it was clear that these persons had died in agony.  Whether 
they were incinerated instantly by the intense heat, or were crushed by the immense blast force, 
theirs was an instant death from a sudden flash and a blast of proportions beyond imagination.
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