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This dissertation entailed a qualitative case study on the confluence of technology 

and social studies in fostering a constructivist education. Through the examination of pre-

service social studies teachers’ understanding of the online primary source resources 

(OPSR), three themes emerged. The first exposed the fragmented understanding of 

important pedagogical theories of constructivism and historical thinking among 

participants; the second suggested that OPSR was mostly valued by pre-service teachers 

for its provision of primary sources; and the third related to how pre-service teachers 

viewed the current state of technology and context as problematic for technology 

integration. Accordingly, four findings were revealed. First, the pre-service teachers in 

the study demonstrated a limited understanding of the application of foundational 

theories central to their field of study; second, there were instances of deeper appreciation 

of the potential of OPSR, indicating that pre-service teachers’ theoretical understanding is 
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nascent and may deepen overtime; third, the full potential of technologies such as OPSR 

was not recognized; and fourth, the pre-service teachers’ perceptions of school and 

educational system conditions tended to negatively influence their views toward the 

integration of technology into their teaching practices. Implications indicate that first, 

foundational pedagogical theories are critical with regard to technology integration in 

education and as such teacher preparation programs must not assume what is taught is 

what is learned; second, instances of deeper understanding among pre-service teachers 

only appeared during the application of their theoretical understandings; third, context is 

critical in how OPSR would be used in classrooms and such contextual issues must not 

be ignored by teacher preparation programs; and fourth, teachers’ technological 

pedagogical content knowledge (PCK/TPCK) is critical in the integration of technology 

in education. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Constructivism was built on the implicit acceptance that reality is inaccessible 

since we, as human beings, are constantly constructing different versions of reality 

(Fosnot, 1996). Following a long history of changes and paradigm shifts in education 

(Marsh & Willis, 1999), constructivism is finally having an impact on instructional 

technology and social studies. In these fields, great strides have been made in 

constructivism-based education. The emphasis on historical thinking skills and the 

emergence of publicly accessible online primary source resources (OPSR) have made 

constructivist-based history education seemingly within reach. For the purpose of this 

study, primary source represents an artifact, document, recording, photograph or other 

source of information that was created at the time under study. OPSR is defined as 

Internet-based websites that provide free access to digitized primary source items, 

including but not limited to such documents, photos, artifacts and audio/video materials.  

These websites can be in varied formats (e.g., archives, online databases and educational 

websites). Accordingly, the democratization of historical research (i.e., everyone can 

conduct historical research and interpret primary sources according to the evidence 

available) can be achieved using primary sources now available to anyone with Internet-

access (Bolick, 2006).  

There are several proposals on how to design technology-based educational 

activities that might scaffold constructivist learning (Dodge, 2007a; Molebash, n.d.). One 

of these proposals is the popular WebQuest. WebQuest activities are based on a simple 

structure that includes five sections: Introduction, Task, Process, Evaluation and 
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Conclusion (Dodge, 2007a). This structure provides learners with the context of the 

lesson, a learning goal, instruction on how to approach the issue at hand, an opportunity 

for feedback from a teacher and/or peer and a chance to reflect on what they have 

achieved/learned.  

Despite the popularity of WebQuests, problems still exist in the incorporation of 

technology (such as WebQuest) in social studies classrooms. For instance, despite the 

fact that the incorporation of technology could have a deep impact on learners (Berson, 

Lee, & Stuckart, 2001), the adoption level of technology remained low (Berson, Mason, 

Heinecke, & Coutts, 2001). The low adoption level, while dated, begs for further 

exploration on the topic of technology integration in social studies. In addition, even 

when primary sources were available, teachers’ use of primary sources to foster historical 

thinking skills has remained limited (Lee, Doolittle, & Hicks, 2006). It has also been 

argued that teachers are ill-prepared to foster constructivist learning (Lee et al., 2006; 

Mayer, 2006). These issues indicate that the incorporation of technology within the 

context of secondary history education is a multifaceted and complex issue that will 

require a better understanding of all the factors involved.   

Critical thinking skills and the adoption of technology are among the top demands 

set forth for a 21st century social studies education ("21st century skills maps: Social 

studies," 2008). Consequently, with the advent of Internet-based technology and its 

incorporation in classrooms, new pedagogical approaches and corresponding knowledge 

of the technology and its usage are now required for teachers (Zhao, Pugh, Sheldon, & 

Byers, 2002). Some argue that teachers need to have technological pedagogical content 

knowledge (TPCK) in order to implement technology-enhanced learning successfully 
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(Mishra & Koehler, 2006). Such an argument denotes the importance of understanding 

not only the content knowledge of pre-service teachers, but also their technological 

knowledge (e.g., function, capability and potential of technology), pedagogical 

knowledge (e.g., constructivism, historical thinking), and how these three forms of 

knowledge interact and affect their instructional approach. The current study is focused 

on understanding the perceptions of pre-service teachers related to constructivism, 

historical thinking and the role technology and OPSR should and will play in their 

classrooms.  

Framework of the Study 

Education is never static and is constantly changing. In recent decades, 

constructivism has become the key stimulus of a paradigm shift in educational 

approaches. As Dewey (1897) postulated, education consists of two elements, one 

psychological and one sociological. Neither can be put aside or fall subordinate to the 

other. Along the same vein, constructivism-based education focuses on the learner in 

terms of their needs, perspectives, and experiences both psychological and sociological. 

Due to the unique experiences and perspectives of each individual, one of the key 

characteristics of constructivism is the acceptance of multiple valid perspectives and 

understandings. This characteristic alone has had revolutionary implications in both 

instructional technology and social studies. With the integration of technology in social 

studies classrooms, constructivist influences on both instructional technology and social 

studies feed into a loop of interdependency much like the relationship of psychology and 

social influences in education. Understanding constructivist manifestations in each realm, 
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as such, is the first step in understanding the symbiosis between technology and social 

studies.  

As constructivism was developing, technology was simultaneously making an 

impact on education. Throughout history, from the invention of the blackboard to the 

present day Internet, technology has altered and shaped education again and again. 

Constructivism-based education shifted the focus of instructional technology from 

creating drills and the transference of knowledge to open interpretive exercises and 

scaffolding for knowledge construction. With the increasing abundance of choices in 

technology, possibilities in instructional design seem infinite. Multimedia technology has 

overloaded our senses with stimuli unimaginable only a decade ago, through Flash 

animation, broadband streaming video and portable entertainment handhelds. As 

digitization technology matured and Internet technology caught up in terms of speed and 

quality, technology was finally having an impact in the realm of history education, as 

museums and archives throughout the world began to put their collections online. Such 

advancements in technology allowed history education for the first time to gain unlimited 

public access to the root of its being: primary sources.  

Cementing the union of technology and constructivism in social studies are the 

teachers. Constructivism has repeatedly emphasized the role of the teacher as the expert 

or guide essential in the construction of knowledge amongst novices or learners. 

Consequently, teachers have wielded tremendous power over how instructional tools are 

utilized and how learning goals are achieved (Adler, 2008). The timely scaffolding 

teachers provide and the action of each teacher could drastically change the efficacy of 

any educational aid or curriculum. Understanding the technology knowledge and skills of 
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pre-service teachers, as such, is critical to understanding the influence of new technology 

and pedagogical shifts (Adler, 2008). Under these circumstances, one begged to explore 

what all these mean for instructional technology and history education in the coming 

years.  

Inspired by Lee’s (2006) work on pre-service teachers’ use of digitized primary 

sources in the context of civics lessons, this study aimed to provide a first glimpse into 

the confluence of instructional technology and social studies in the eyes of the pre-service 

teachers. Specifically, I examined the pre-service teacher’s understanding of 

constructivism through their critique of the constructivist application of technology and 

digital resources (i.e., OPSR) and constructivist content area goals (i.e., historical 

thinking skills). Each of these aspects represents an element that has changed in history 

education in recent years. OPSR embodies the technological advancements our society 

has made in recent years and the constructivist implications it signifies. Historical 

thinking skills exemplify the reconceptualization of history education from Tylerian to 

constructivist-based education, as its focus has shifted from memorization to 

interpretation. And the pre-service teachers, along with their understanding of 

pedagogical theories and knowledge of technology, epitomize the key that will dominate 

the implementation of constructivist technologies in classrooms across the nation. The 

merger of the three elements was explored to develop insights as to how this new 

generation of pre-service social studies teachers understands constructivism and its 

implications through the adoption of constructivist technology.  
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Research Questions 

As the basis of this study, I asked one overarching question: What are the pre-

service social studies teachers’ understanding and experiences in applying technology as 

a constructivist tool? I also asked two sub-questions: (1) How do the participants see 

OPSR as a teaching/learning tool? And (2) how do the participants understand OPSR as a 

tool to foster historical thinking skills?  

In order to answer these questions, I designed a qualitative case study. The 

participants of the study were pre-service social studies teachers. These participants have 

been freshly introduced to constructivism, historical thinking, and OPSR in their teacher 

training course. Prior to this study, pre-service teachers had one three-hour session on 

constructivism that included reading, class activity and demonstration. In the case of 

historical thinking, pre-service teachers spent three three-hour class sessions learning the 

theory. Their lessons on historical thinking included reading the works of four major 

scholars on historical thinking (i.e., Wineburg, VanSledright, Barton and Seixas). Pre-

service teachers had also drafted one constructivism-based lesson plan for their course by 

the date of class observation (by mid-semester). By the time of the follow-up interviews 

(which took place at the end of their semester-long course), pre-service teachers had 

drafted a total of three constructivism/historical thinking-based lessons plans and 

designed an online historical thinking-based educational activity utilizing primary 

sources. Furthermore, these pre-service teachers were considered to be part of the Internet 

Generation who grew up with Internet-based technology (McMullin, Comeau, & Jovic, 

2007) and assumed to be “digital natives” who “speak” technology (Prensky, 2001). 

Additional exposure to technology was ensured throughout their teacher training program 
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via facilities such as wireless service throughout their campus and the requirement of 

laptop utilization in their courses.  

The OPSR technology adopted for this study is called the Presidential Timeline 

Project (PTL). I asked pre-service social studies teachers to experience and provide a 

critique of PTL. Specifically, I asked them to examine a sample primary source-based 

WebQuest called “The Atomic Bomb – August 6, 1945.” The sample WebQuest was 

chosen based on its controversial topic (allowing multiple perspectives to emerge easily) 

as well as its feature of primary sources as the core of the activity (to allow us to see how 

the provision of primary sources via technology in a WebQuest was perceived by pre-

service teachers). Pre-service teachers were asked to give reasons for why or why not 

they considered PTL and the sample WebQuest to be well designed for a constructivism-

based education capable of fostering historical thinking skills.  

The study was done through observing and recording participant experiences and 

critiques of PTL and the sample WebQuest. In addition, in-depth semi-structured 

interviews were also conducted with five participants. The varied data sources allowed 

triangulation. All recordings were transcribed. Transcriptions and field notes were 

examined, and repeating themes were marked and analyzed according to the guidelines of 

Huberman and Miles (1984). 

Significance of the Study 

Pre-service teachers are the future teachers in our schools. Since teachers play a 

critical role in the implementation of technology-enriched constructivist learning, 

gauging how pre-service teachers understand constructivism and the technology becomes 
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essential. Currently, both instructional technology and social studies scholars have been 

constrained by the scarcity of studies on the integration of constructivist technology in 

constructivist social studies education, including topics of teacher’s understanding of 

constructivism and the role of technology in a constructivist learning environment. Thus, 

this study has attempted to comprehend pre-service teachers’ understanding of 

constructivist pedagogy and technology through their interface with an online primary 

source resource (OPSR). Accordingly, the discussion below drew on existing literature 

on the partnership of social studies and technology and examined the role of teachers in 

such a partnership. I also discussed ways in which this study contributed to the existing 

scholarly literature, as it provided a first-hand account of the pre-service teachers’ 

understanding of constructivism, technology and the fostering of constructivist learning 

in social studies.  

CHALLENGES IN THE INCORPORATION OF TECHNOLOGY IN CONSTRUCTIVIST 
SOCIAL STUDIES EDUCATION  

Teachers’ adoption of technology in social studies has remained low despite 

efforts of both the government and professional associations such as ISTE (Berson, 

Mason et al., 2001). There are countless reasons for such a phenomenon. Some of the 

usual suspects include teachers’ fear of technology, time restraints and the lack of 

resources. Yet, according to Bolick (2004), the major variable impacting such a low 

technology adoption level has been the lack of relevant technology utilization training in  

in social studies for pre-service teachers.  

Such a notion is not without reason. For instance, it was Saye and Brush’s (2007) 

contention that it remains unknown how best to incorporate technology in social studies 
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classrooms. In their work, Saye and Brush have emphasized the importance of field 

studies to uncover the hard scaffolding (i.e., technology) needed to maximize learner 

performance and knowledge. Simultaneously, they have also recommended that there 

needs to be a balance between hard scaffolding and soft scaffolding (i.e., teacher’s timely 

guidance) to afford the greatest learning possibilities. Unfortunately at the present, this 

balance is as remote as a decade ago when the Internet began to make its way into our 

schools.  

At a more fundamental level, the inadequacy of our knowledge about the 

incorporation of technology in social studies might also be attributed to poorly designed 

technical aids. In the realm of history education, it has been argued that the presentation 

of primary sources online without strong pedagogical foundation is of little use to 

educators (Lee & Clarke, 2003). For instance, it was discovered that inquiries with a 

smaller scope would be better for learners and help them improve their problem-solving 

and reasoning skills (Saye & Brush, 2007). Despite their best intentions in using 

technology to enable high school students to explore abundant primary sources, Saye and 

Brush realized that giving learners too much freedom can cause confusion instead of 

construction of knowledge. In would appear that Saye and Brush had overestimated high 

school students’ ability to self regulate and digest large amount of material on their own 

in their learning process. Therefore, Saye and Brush concluded that smaller primary 

source sets with supporting information and questions would allow a more focused and 

deeper understanding of the subject, because teachers would be able to monitor learners’ 

conceptual and meta-cognitive needs more closely. This study informed us of the 

importance of knowing one’s target audience, as well as the critical role teachers play in a 



 10 

constructivism-based education. Along the same lines, Lee and Clark’s (2003) study 

stated that online primary source website developers must take into account “learners 

who will use their sites, the objectives for presenting the materials, and the type of 

interaction they wish to facilitate” (p. 11) as they design and develop their site. Yet, with 

the varying quality, purpose and intent of online primary source providers, simply asking 

website designers to ‘design for education’ would not be sufficient. Therefore, learning 

outcomes are highly dependent on both instructional technologists who design the 

technical tools for learning and teachers who must adapt and customize these tools for 

their respective students. And this is what the current study provided: a detailed account 

of pre-service social studies teachers’ understanding of constructivist technology and 

pedagogy.   

CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 
Berson, Lee and Stuckart (2001) have wisely stated that one must continuously 

reevaluate both the role of schools in the age of information technology and information 

technology’s role in school. Since education is ever changing, there must be continuous 

reevaluation of our understanding of schools and education as a whole. As technology 

has improved, a gap has emerged in our understanding of how technology can be 

incorporated into social studies classrooms in fostering a constructivist learning 

experience. Consequently, this study provides a description of how the next generation of 

social studies teachers approaches online primary sources resources in history 

classrooms.  
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While Saye and Brush provided valuable suggestions and findings on how online 

learning environments can influence learning, little attention was paid to the teachers’ 

understanding and perception of the online learning environment. There have been 

studies on the level of technology adoption among social studies teachers (Berson, Mason 

et al., 2001) and recommendations for teachers on how to adopt technology for social 

studies (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003), yet little is known of pre-service social studies teachers 

and their ability, style or tendency in adopting technology to foster a constructivist 

learning experience in social studies. Consequently, with the current study’s examination 

on pre-service social studies teachers’ understanding of constructivism, further 

improvements and inferences were drawn for both instructional technology design and 

social studies education.  
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL THINKING SKILLS VIA ONLINE 
PRIMARY SOURCE RESOURCES – A LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the last decade, constructivist theory has increasingly influenced instructional 

design approaches. Nevertheless, the application of constructivism has remained highly 

variable in the development of instructional design models. For example, the lack of a 

full understanding of how to translate constructivism into technical educational tools 

(Hughes & Daykin, 2002) and an over confidence in technology (due to its many 

functions) as a solution to educational problems (Gabbard, 2000) has often led to well 

intentioned but less than ideal educational products and learning (Gaskill, McNulty, & 

Brooks, 2006; Yang & Huang, 2007). Consequently, it is clear that further research is 

needed to explore the effective application of constructivism in instructional design.  

In the context of social studies and for social studies teachers, one of the most 

exciting developments in recent years is the opportunity to infuse classrooms with 

technology. The access to computers and connectivity to the Web in classrooms has 

provided both social studies teachers and students with access to various useful websites. 

Many of these websites present primary sources, that is, primary historical documents, 

photos, audio recordings and video related to important historical events; these websites 

are defined as online primary source resources (OPSR) in this study. There are many 

kinds of OPSR websites, including but not limited to digital archives, online databases 

and educational websites. The structure, format, and purpose of these resources differ 

drastically. Yet, there is one important commonality among these different resources, 

namely that they provide digitized primary sources to all learners. The provision of 

digitized primary sources has brought potential changes in social studies education. 
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Bolick (2006), for instance, exclaimed the democratization of historical research as once 

inaccessible primary sources are now available to all learners via the Internet. It is now 

more convenient for social studies teachers to incorporate primary source-based research 

in their curricula in accordance with constructivist principles.  

Yet, even as primary sources became accessible, some issues remained. In 

general, there were issues of how much the Internet was actually used in social studies 

classrooms and how well prepared the teachers were for utilizing such technology (van 

Fossen, 2001). Furthermore, the addition of technology into classroom instruction also 

meant the addition of another complicating factor to the already difficult classroom 

instruction process. Mapping the complex task of technology integration in classrooms, 

Zhao et al. (2002) listed eleven factors within three domains (namely, the innovator, the 

innovation and the context) that might influence the adoption of technology in schools.  

The innovator domain referred to the factors that surround the teachers. Zhao et 

al. (2002) placed three factors in this domain, including the teachers’ technology 

proficiency, the compatibility between teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and the technology, 

and the teachers’ ability to negotiate and maneuver within their respective school culture. 

It was argued that technology integration in classrooms would not be successful if the 

teacher was not proficient with the technology provided, if the teacher’s pedagogical 

belief was in conflict with the technological tool, or if the teacher was unable to obtain 

social support from the school administration, or did not know where to obtain additional 

help from either the technology support department of the school or faculty peers who 

might be more experienced or knowledgeable.  
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In addition to the innovator domain was the innovation domain. The innovation 

domain was mostly concerned with the distance of the technology from various aspects 

of the context of the classroom status quo and how dependent the technology was on 

assistance from outside the classroom. These concerns (factors) were: distance from 

school culture, distance from existing practice, distance from available technological 

resources, dependence on others, and dependence on technological resources. These 

factors tapped into the social and technical reality of technology integration in 

classrooms. For example, a constructivism-based technology would not be well accepted 

in a school culture that was completely behaviorist in pedagogy and practice. Similarly, 

technological tools that required Internet access would be less effective if the Internet 

was only accessible in a computer lab shared by the entire school.  

Lastly, the domain of context referred to factors of human infrastructure, 

technological infrastructure, and social support. Zhao et al. (2002) argued that a healthy 

human infrastructure would include, but not be limited to, flexible and responsive 

technical staff who were able to translate technical terms into layman’s language for 

teachers. Other critical factors included the availability of technology to support a 

technology enriched learning environment and how much support or opposition the 

teacher faced when integrating technology. Among all nine factors, each factor would 

influence and interact with the others. Given the myriad of factors that could affect the 

outcome of technology adoption in classrooms, the incorporation of technology such as 

OPSR in social studies classrooms remains a complex and often difficult undertaking.    
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This chapter describes the implications of the convergence of 1) constructivist 

approaches to learning; 2) increased access to technology and the Web in the classroom; 

and 3) a growing repository of primary historical digital resources from across the globe.  

Constructivism 

Constructivism brought about a revolutionary change in education as it broke 

from the traditional positivistic assumptions of the social sciences (Doolittle & Hicks, 

2003). What this entailed was a complete ontological and epistemological shift with wide 

and momentous repercussions. What was implied in constructivism was the idea that 

“what we called knowledge does not and cannot have the purpose of producing 

representations of an independent reality, but instead has an adaptive function” (von 

Glasersfeld, 1996, p. 3). The constructivist notion of “knowledge”, in accordance with 

von Glasersfeld’s (1998) theory of radical constructivism, considered it a mere tool that 

we use in making sense of our lived experiences, and assumed that each of us will have a 

slightly different kind of knowledge given that each of our experiences is unique. With 

such an understanding, constructivism was based on the belief of the existence of 

multiple and valid kinds of knowledge instead of one correct kind of knowledge. With 

such a belief, it is clear that learner experiences and perspectives are central in a 

constructivism-based education.   

 Since the time Dewey brought popular attention to the notion of learners and their 

needs as a focal point in education in addition to traditional subjects and society, 

educational research and practice has slowly shifted to constructivism and the present day 

constructivist reforms. In the early twentieth century, Jean Piaget proposed the theory of 
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adaptation for learning, composed of two essential processes, namely accommodation 

and assimilation (Fosnot, 1996), based on the concept of schemata. Schemata represented 

mental knowledge structures that exist within a learner; when a person learned new 

knowledge, a schema of the new situation was incorporated into the existing schemata 

(Piaget, 1999). The incorporation was achieved through the processes of accommodation 

and assimilation. Fosnot (1996) interpreted accommodation as “comprised of reflective, 

integrative behavior that serves to change one’s own self and explicate the object in order 

for us to function with cognitive equilibrium in relation to it” (p. 13). Simultaneously, she 

explained assimilation as how one organizes personal experiences in accordance with 

one’s own logical structure or understanding. Together with accommodation and 

assimilation, Piaget’s theory also included the notion of equilibrium. Piaget (1977) 

explained that there were three kinds of equilibrium: equilibrium between the 

accommodation and assimilation processes; equilibrium among the subsystems of the 

learner’s schema; and equilibrium between the parts of a learner’s knowledge and the 

totality of that learner’s knowledge. The first kind of equilibrium encompassed how the 

learner accommodated or assimilated new knowledge into the existing knowledge 

schema. The second equilibrium referred to a balancing of the many subsystems 

(different smaller knowledge structures that formed the overall knowledge scheme) that 

exist within the learner. And the last type of equilibrium entailed the continual 

differentiation and integration of knowledge into parts or a whole, causing problems 

within the learner that would lead to new actions or operations. Each kind of equilibrium 

played a role in the formation of new knowledge as they fluxed and influenced one 

another. According to Piaget, there was a continuous search for a better equilibrium, “in 
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the sense of an extended field, in the sense of an increase in the number of possible 

compositions, and in the sense of a growth in coherence” (p. 12). Piaget’s framework of 

knowledge as a product of our cognitive search for equilibrium drew a picture of how 

learning might occur cognitively within a learner, laying the foundation for the 

constructivist understanding of how people learn.  

 Nevertheless, Piaget’s notion of learning was later amended by the work of 

Vygotsky. Drawing from Piaget’s work on children’s mental processes in learning, 

Vygotsky (1978) stated that “learning awakens a variety of internal developmental 

processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his 

environment and in cooperation with his peers” (p. 90). Vygotsky based the above claim 

on the works of Piaget and others where it was discovered that reasoning occurs within a 

children’s group when a child attempts to formulate his/her thought into arguments to 

prove his/her point of view. Vygotsky argued that while language was initially used for 

communication between the child and others closeby, it became a tool to organize one’s 

thoughts after language was converted to internal speech (i.e., internal mental processes). 

Consequently, Vygotsky argued that “human learning presupposes a specific social 

nature and a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around 

them” (p. 88). In other words, learning is a socially situated process where the 

environment and people the learner is interacting with play significant roles in how and if 

learning occurs.  

With such an understanding, Vygotsky proposed the concept of the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD), which is necessary for learning to take place. Vygotsky 

(1978) defined ZPD as “the distance between the actual development level as determined 
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by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined 

through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 

peers” (p. 86). In other words, ZPD is the gap between what learners are ready and able 

to learn on their own and what they are ready and able to learn with further assistance or 

guidance. More specifically, Vygotsky expected the adult to initiate the learning process 

by doing most of the cognitive work, followed by having the adult and the child (learner) 

sharing the cognitive burden and finally it was hoped the child would become capable of 

thinking and performing such tasks independently (Bigge & Shermis, 2004). The 

classroom implication was that teachers would have to first assess the learners’ actual 

developmental level (e.g., what the students can do on their own already) and devise 

lesson plans based on learners’ potential development that was possible with guidance 

either from the teacher or other more learned peers.  

The coupling of the works of Piaget and Vygotsky has provided a model for the 

constructivist educator today.  Such a model suggests that educators must strive to reach 

the ZPD of each their students. Since ZPD exists within the interaction between the 

learner and his/her peers (Wells, 1999), and each learner’s ZPD is different, 

constructivism-based education has often been characterized by an active learning role 

for students (often through collaboration) and an emphasis on respecting each student’s 

interpretation and discovery of objects they study (Bredo, 2000). With such an 

understanding of constructivism, we proceed to the following discussion of the 

confluence of constructivism and instructional technology.  
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Constructivism and Instructional Technology 

Instructional technology has moved through many phases in its history. 

According to Reiser (2002), the definition of instructional technology has changed as its 

focus has altered over the decades. In the early twentieth century, instructional 

technology was mostly associated with the media. Its central concern was the usage and 

effects of various physical media such as films, pictures and television. This changed in 

the 1960s and 70s as the technology was viewed as more than a simple information 

delivery system but a tool that could be incorporated into an instructional design process 

concerned with systemic methods of design, implementation and evaluations of learning. 

Many of the initial instructional design approachs were based on a behavioral theoretical 

base. The advent of constructivist views of learning impacted instructional design by 

shifting its focus from  

attempts to communicate to students about the world in efficient ways to attempts 
to create learning situations that promote the engagement or immersion of 
learners in practice fields (simulations and project-, inquiry-, and problem-based 
activities) and fields of practice (communities of practice, apprenticeships, 
workplace activities) (Jonassen, Cernusca, & Ionas, 2001, pp. 46-47) 

 

Learning by doing became one of the more preferred strategies. Similarly, addressing 

learner needs became the key to a successful constructivist instructional design. 

Moreover, the fostering of collaborations and cooperation among learners also emerged 

in instructional designs influenced by constructivism. Such designs would reflect the 

constructivist epistemological stance that gives credence to an individually constructed 

understanding of reality. In other words, an instructional design influenced by 

constructivism would focus on 
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the creation of learning environments that enable and support individual 
construction by engaging in design and invention tasks. The design task is to 
create an environment where knowledge building tools (affordances) and the 
means to create and manipulate artifacts of understanding are provided, not one in 
which concepts are explicitly taught (Hannafin & Hill, 2001, p. 58) 

 

Furthermore, the design task was to provide “a rich context within which meaning can be 

individually negotiated and ways of understanding can emerge and evolve” (Hannafin & 

Hill, 2001, p. 58). Such traits should be observable in all constructivist instructional 

designs, including, if not especially in, Internet-based tools.  

CONSTRUCTIVISM ON THE INTERNET 
Constructivist views of the learning process have become increasingly important 

and many schools have already adopted ways to apply constructivist approaches in 

classrooms. Simultaneously, the increasing availability of the Internet in many schools 

has also helped in propelling schools toward implementation of more technology-rich 

approaches to instruction as they shift to a constructivist pedagogy.  

The Internet has many inherent characteristics attractive to constructivist 

educators. For instance, enhanced communication might foster the constructivist 

aspiration of the formation of online learning communities, an advantage that was once 

unimaginable (Rovai, 2004; Tsai, 2008). Moreover, online technology such as Flash also 

makes authentic tasks, another constructivist focus, possible (Woo & Reeves, 2007). Last 

but not least, the Internet has fulfilled another constructivist goal by encouraging learners 

to assume more active roles in their learning process (Chuang, Hwang, & Tsai, 2008). 

Students as well as teachers now have access to vast learning resources from educational 
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portals, websites with vetted high quality content from educational agencies, museums 

and news media organizations and an explosion of user-generated content on sources 

such as Wikipedia, YouTube, blogs and numerous other sources.  

The present study focused more narrowly on understanding the implications of 

the access and use of online primary historical resources in social studies by teachers. By 

providing once inaccessible primary sources online to the public, digital archives have 

been said to democratize historical research (Bolick, 2006). In addition, Bolick argued, 

that not only were the primary sources now available to all learners, but the hypertext 

capability built into digital archives also added to the educational value of digital archives 

by providing learners a chance to individualize their experience through linking up 

primary sources in ways that were meaningful to them. With the explosion of content and 

digital resources available on the Web, educators have found new ways of helping to 

engage learners in collaborative inquiry activities. WebQuest provides a widely used 

example of such an activity.  

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN MODEL: WEBQUESTS  
According to the official WebQuest website (http://webquest.org/index.php) at 

San Diego State University, a WebQuest is defined as “an inquiry-oriented activity in 

which some or all of the information that learners interact with comes from resources on 

the Internet, optionally supplemented with videoconferencing” (Dodge, 1997). 

Additionally, WebQuests are thematic and learners are guided with steps and questions 

designed to provoke further research and questioning.  

http://webquest.org/index.php�
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Structurally, a WebQuest typically consists of five stages: Introduction; Task; 

Process; Evaluation; and Conclusion (Dodge, 2007a). As the name of each stage clearly 

suggests, Introduction provides the overview and the context of the activity and the Task 

states the activity’s goal or desired end product. Process is where specific instructions on 

how to complete the task are provided. Certain questions designed to provoke further 

research and questioning might also be listed in this stage. And lastly, Evaluation and 

Conclusion inform learners how to evaluate each other’s work and provided a summary 

of what kind of understanding and accomplishment learners were expected to achieve 

through the activity. With such simple five stages, WebQuests are easy to construct and 

thus highly popular.  

WebQuest brought many benefits to constructivist educators. For instance, a 

WebQuest may help enhance students’ learning experiences and provide more authentic 

experiences as students explore social issues and topics (van Fossen, 2004). It has been 

reported that WebQuests can help keep learners focused (Gaskill et al., 2006) and have 

positively motivated or influenced learners who were otherwise unmotivated or who 

struggled with learning disabilities (Milson & Downey, 2001). WebQuest may also be 

used to provide a reflective forum that can support simulated situations, challenging 

problems and decision making scenarios, traits that are in accordance with constructivist 

learning (Nelson, 2006). Moreover, Gohagan (1999) noted that WebQuest may also 

afford  learners an opportunity to improve technology literacy and competency skills. 

As such, the general consensus amongst advocates of the WebQuest activity is that 

compared with conventional methods, it may provide richer and better learning 

experiences to students (Kundu & Bain, 2006).  
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PROBLEMS WITH THE INTERNET  
Yet, the availability of new technology in classrooms also brought about new 

challenges for educators. For instance, Chou and Tsai (2002) mentioned several issues on 

the educational use of Internet by teachers. Corresponding to the innovator and 

innovation domains of Zhao et al. (2002), Chou and Tsai stated that the multitude of 

choices of presentation format and media, such as streaming video, interactive flash 

modules and authentic simulations, is a new challenge for teachers who were used to 

using overhead projectors, TV and textbooks. Chat logs and forums also provided an 

alternative source for learning evaluation and teachers had to learn how to evaluate 

learning based on these new materials. Accordingly, educators and instructional designers 

have to expand their repertoire in terms of pedagogical/design approach so that they can 

make use of the newly available tools effectively (Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Shulman, 

1986).   

Similarly, Gabbard (2000) cautioned against the over confidence in the use of 

technology in fostering constructivist learning online. In his review of empirical studies 

on the four claims of hypermedia, namely: hypermedia “(1) gives more control over the 

instructional environment to the reader/student; (2) levels the playing field among 

students of varying abilities and aptitudes; (3) enhances collaborative learning; and (4) 

more closely models the structure of our brains” (p. 103), he found that these claims 

either exaggerated the impact of hypermedia or were unsubstantiated by empirical data. 

As such, Gabbard advised that we should not blindly follow the hype of the technology. 

Gabbard’s words of caution reminded us of the works of Zhao et al. (2002) that addressed 
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the importance of the human factor: the effectiveness of a technology-based learning 

environment will not entirely rest on the functionalities of the technology.  

In the context of social studies, the quality of websites and online databases that 

offered free digitized primary sources varies greatly. An example of a good primary 

source providing website was Historical Thinking Matters 

(http://historicalthinkingmatters.org/). In the website, users can find good quality 

educational activities based on primary sources. Furthermore, these educational activities 

also provided good descriptions of the context surrounding historic events/primary 

sources. Primary sources were also accompanied by matching document-based questions. 

There was also hypertext that linked related primary sources together, allowing multiple 

perspectives to develop as learners discover the different views that were presented via 

varied primary sources. The organization of the website by historical topics was also 

beneficial to users since primary sources and educational activities relating to the same 

topic could be found easily. Nevertheless, not all primary source providing websites and 

databases are like Historical Thinking Matters site and their different designs present 

varied strengths and weaknesses.  

In the case of the popular WebQuest, some problems were also found. For 

instance, a study found that there was no significant difference between the learning 

results of WebQuests and conventional instructional methods (Gaskill et al., 2006). 

Simultaneously, MacGregor and Lou (2004) discovered that WebQuest by itself was 

insufficient for learning since learners required specific conceptual scaffolding and 

concept mapping template in order to better accomplish their WebQuest goals. In other 

words, the efficacy of the WebQuest, like other educational activities, was highly 

http://historicalthinkingmatters.org/�
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dependent on how teachers scaffold learning (Wallace, 2004) and negotiate between the 

content of the lesson and technology such as WebQuest (Zhao et al., 2002). Accordingly, 

the pedagogical understanding and the professional judgment of the instructional designer 

and teacher, together with the circumstance of the technology adoption played a critical 

role in the success or failure of an instructional product (Zhao et al., 2002).  In sum, 

WebQuests, like other inquiry-based activities, require the teacher to be comfortable and 

competent in using the pedagogical approach and be able to provide the students with the 

scaffolding needed to carry out the learning activity (Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Shulman, 

1986).  

WALLACE’S FRAMEWORK OF FIVE AFFORDANCES  
Within the context set forth by Zhao et al. (2002), to better understand how 

teachers implement technology in classrooms, Wallace (2004) had provided an orienting 

framework for educators when studying teachers teaching with the Internet. In her 

framework, Wallace suggested five affordances for understanding teaching with the 

Internet: boundary, authority, stability, pedagogical context and disciplinary context. 

Boundary was referring to the intellectual and physical scope afforded. For instance, the 

abundance of information on the Internet was both a blessing and a curse (Okolo, Englert, 

Bouck, & Heutsche, 2007). Without specifying the scope, learners as well as teachers 

could both be overwhelmed and distracted from learning. Furthermore, authority 

described the trustworthiness of the materials and stability questioned how stable a 

website is and if it was being regularly maintained (not abandoned). The overwhelming 

amount of inaccurate, outdated, inappropriate or distracting information online (Ikpeze & 
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Boyd, 2007) could be a concern for educators. In addition, pedagogical context entailed 

the pedagogical scaffolding educational materials afforded. It was argued that the 

educational efficacy of the Internet was reliant on how each website was designed (Lee & 

Clarke, 2003; MacGregor & Lou, 2004). And lastly, disciplinary context was concerned 

with the teacher’s ability to utilize or fit resources into their curriculum. It was argued 

that teachers navigate the space among the five affordances as they negotiated the needs 

of their students and the context of the lesson. These five affordances, while derived from 

data on practicing teachers, provided a valuable lens for the current study to examine how 

pre-service teachers would adopt technology such as OPSR in social studies.  

Instructional Technology and Constructivist Social Studies 

It had been argued that technology can enhance constructivist learning in social 

studies. Molebash and Dodge (2003), for example, stated that “social studies classrooms, 

probably more than those of other subject areas, have an opportunity to use resources 

found on the World Wide Web to engage students at higher levels of thinking” (p. n.a.). 

A little more than a decade ago, Berson (1996) conducted a review of literature on the 

effectiveness of technology in social studies revealing varying degrees of impacts for 

different kinds of technology. It was discovered that, for instance, drill and practice 

programs only showed modest gains in learning; studies on games and simulations had 

inconclusive findings; and the overall adoption of technology remained superficial as 

teachers’ existing pedagogical stance remained unchanged. A study conducted a few 

years later reaffirmed that the adoption of technology in social studies had remained low 

(Berson, Mason et al., 2001). Yet, there were efforts from academics and teachers in 
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pushing for a more technology-based social studies education especially in history 

education as digitized primary sources became available. 

PROBLEMS OF HISTORY AND CONSTRUCTIVISM 
History has often been distorted in textbooks either consciously or subconsciously 

(Crocco & Cramer, 2005). Sensitive subjects such as slavery and the arrival of Columbus 

in the Americas were often glossed over or portrayed in a villain-less manner (Loewen, 

1995). For example, contrary to public misconception, Rosa Parks was not a simple tired 

poor seamstress who happened to have gotten annoyed when she was asked to give up 

her seat to a white man on the bus. Instead, Rosa Parks was a member of the African-

American leadership in Montgomery, Alabama. When she refused to give up her seat, 

Rosa Parks “knew what she was doing, understood the consequences, and was prepared 

to confront segregation head-on with whatever sacrifice she had to make” (Kohl, 2005, 

pp. 30-31). Similarly, many people were also unaware of the fact that American Indians 

of northeast US were devastated by the diseases brought over by European immigrants 

and the African slaves they brought over (Loewen, 1995). Moreover, Loewen continued, 

the misconception that the US was first settled in 1620 wipes American Indian, Spanish, 

Dutch and even the British settlement of Jamestown, Virginia, from history. The 

omission of such critical facts was part of the silencing of historic elements that were 

deemed undesirable by authors of history texts (Trouillot, 1995). In other words, 

undesired persons, issues, interpretations of historic events and facts were simply erased 

or not mentioned in those narratives.  
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Furthermore, in addition to the silencing of undesirable elements in history, other 

commonly cited flaws in traditional history includes what Loewen termed “herofication,” 

the idealization of historic figures that overlook contradictions and other flaws that 

coexisted with positive traits of the figure who were idealized, and celebratory voice, 

describing all historic events in positive tones. Herofication of historic figures and 

celebratory history often overshadowed other historic facts that were deemed undesirable 

by traditionalists (Kent, 1999; Kohl, 1994; Loewen, 1995). The monopoly of access to 

primary source material of the state, the elite, the privileged or the colonizer often 

suppressed the voices of the public, the commoner, the underprivileged or the colonized. 

Archives and museums, as possessors of many precious primary source material, often 

provided the official historic narrative (Harrison, 1997) silencing all others. The 

consequence of this monopoly to history was the suppression of the perspectives of the 

minority, the repressed and the underprivileged since only those who were granted access 

to those primary source materials could conduct historic research, the source of 

legitimacy for interpreters of history. 

Since history was nothing but the product of the historian’s weaving of the 

fragmented and incomplete pieces of historic evidences (i.e., primary sources) that had 

survived the ravage of time, the ability to write history had remained in the hands of the 

elite until today. Yet, as access to primary source materials opened up, interpretive power 

of history had also been transferred to the public domain.  

For learners of history, access to primary sources would give them “a sense of the 

reality and complexity of the past” (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005, p. 3). The often 

contradictory, idiosyncratic and fragmented nature of primary source material would also 
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provide learners the perfect opportunity to realize the problematic nature of historic 

research, thus reminding learners the importance of historic thinking skills (Tally & 

Goldenberg, 2005). Bringing history education into the constructivist paradigm, historical 

thinking skills had become an essential element in history education today. This was 

because historical thinking skills allowed learners to research primary source material 

and acquire critical thinking skills and diverse interpretations of historic events (Sullivan, 

2007). Since history was widely agreed to be open for reinterpretation and revision 

whenever new evidence, circumstance and questions surface (Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 

1997), the ability to think historically was critical.  

Therefore, congruent with constructivist thinking, history was no longer a simple 

chronological list of events that happened before. It was also not a seamless story as it 

appeared in many history textbooks. Instead, history today had become a field of study 

where narratives were constructed by teachers and students alike that are competing and 

conflicting with one another (Sullivan, 2007). There was no longer an agreed upon 

perpetual Truth. Instead, historical events were interpreted and re-interpreted. Different 

valid interpretations of the same event could coexist as long as each was supported by 

sufficient evidence. And to come to this realization about history, one must first acquire 

the ability to think historically.  

HISTORICAL THINKING SKILLS 
Historical thinking skills were the constructivist manifestation in history 

education. Generally speaking, historical thinking skills could be considered as the ability 

to reflect, synthesize and construct understandings of history based on evidence. Yet, as 
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Wineburg (2001) poignantly stated, historical thinking skills were anything but natural 

and was a set of skills that needs to be cultivated and learned. Wineburg’s statement was 

evident in the following definition given to historical thinking skills.  

According to VanSledright (2004), historical thinking involved at least four 

cognitive acts: identification, attribution, perspective judgment, and reliability 

assessment. Identification referred to the ability to know what a source is. Attribution was 

the recognition of sources being products of the authors’ specific intention(s) within a 

specific historical context. Perspective judgment involved the studying of the author’s 

social, cultural and political orientation. And lastly, reliability assessment represented the 

search of corroboration of other independent historic evidence for the author’s assertions 

or interpretations.  

Historical thinking was also said to be a reasoning skill that includes the ability to 

identify events of significance, the ability to analyze, evaluate and alter one’s historical 

understanding and lastly, the ability to empathize historic figures, contextualize historic 

events and make the appropriate moral judgments (Seixas, 1993). Furthermore, Spoehr 

and Spoehr (1994) added that historical thinking “does not call for accumulation, but 

discrimination and informed judgment” (p. 71). As such, to think historically, each 

learner needed to try to construct a coherent understanding of historical events based on 

available evidences. Through making sound judgments on the sources of the evidence, 

analyzing the content, contextualizing the issue and synthesizing the information 

gathered, each learner would be able to form their own opinion and perspective on 

history. Discussions with colleagues who often can have a different perspective on the 
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same event could encourage further analysis and allow learners to come to realize the 

imprecision of history and the validity of dissimilar interpretations.  

 Nevertheless, fostering historical thinking skills had been challenging for 

teachers. Limited by access to primary sources, teachers were unable to recreate authentic 

historical research in their classrooms. Learners were restricted to utilize narratives from 

textbooks (which are often problematic in nature) and any other resource their teachers 

were able to obtain. In other words, learners were only exposed to one and at best two or 

three perspectives of history depending on the availability of resource and the ability of 

the teacher. Such environments were not conducive to the attainment of historical 

thinking skills. Nevertheless, with the advent of the Internet came OPSR, revolutionizing 

history education throughout the country.  

ONLINE PRIMARY SOURCE RESOURCES (OPSR) 
OPSR were websites or online databases where digitized primary source artifacts, 

documents, and other resources such as audio and video recordings, were made available 

to the public. They were often, but not always, accompanied by thematic educational 

materials. Despite their varied structures, many OPSR share one common trait: they were 

all owned, operated or associated with archives, libraries and museums. These museum 

and archive websites had moved beyond simple general information sites of hours and 

locations. Instead, they had extended their mission to the provision of educational 

materials and digitized primary sources for learning. This transformation had not gone 

unnoticed among history educators.  
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The availability of primary source material online had given history educators a 

new tool to teach history. Learners could now click on primary source materials online 

and get a 360 degree view of the artifact, magnify the view of historic documents and 

access each item’s related material, explanation and information with the simple click of 

a button (Eamon, 2006). The convenience and the many new features these websites 

afforded suggested that they have an important role to play in the improvements of 

education of all levels (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005). As the prevalence and influence of 

online museums usage in classrooms were growing (Paquin & Barfurth, 2007), the 

impact of these newly available OPSR have on education was also gradually increasing.  

For instance, it was argued that multimedia features found in OPSR would allow 

learners different ways to approach historical and cultural problems (Tally & Goldenberg, 

2005). Moreover, with a good search engine function, the ease of access to primary 

source material would also be enhanced tremendously (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005). 

Therefore, as OPSR opened up access to primary source material to the general public, 

learners would be able to identify flaws such as herofication more readily as they could 

now conduct historical research of their own.  

Additional impacts of OPSR were detailed in Bolick’s study on teacher 

experiences utilizing digital archives, a form of OPSR. There were three findings in 

Bolick’s (2006) study. First, Bolick claimed digital archives as having enabled teachers to 

conduct historical inquiry in ways that were not possible before. Second, Bolick asserted 

that digital archives give teachers access to historical documents and artifacts that were 

once difficult to access. And lastly, she argued that the hypertext function can transform 

social studies from teacher and textbook-centered to student and knowledge centered. 
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Each of these claims only added to the attractiveness of digital archives if not OPSR in 

general.  

There are many OPSR available today, each vary in their content area, resources 

provided, format and target audience. Some OPSR are more archival than educational; 

some are more thematic while others are more general in content. One example of OPSR 

was the website of the National Archives (www.archives.org). The National Archives site 

is a large repository of digitized primary sources and by its name and organizational 

affiliation, it was clear the website was more archival in format. What this meant was that 

the majority of its primary sources collection online was organized by categories such as 

“World War II Photos” instead of themes or historical topics such as “Desegregation at 

Little Rock, AR.” Its content was also more general than thematic as its collection 

includes everything from jazz music to documentation of scientific discoveries. 

Furthermore, since it is mostly an archive instead of an educational website, primary 

sources from the National Archive website usually do not have accompanying document-

based questions.  

On the other hand, the September 11 Digital Archive 

(http://911digitalarchive.org/) is a thematic OPSR. As a thematic OPSR, its collection is 

usually centered on one theme, namely the tragedy of September 11, 2001. Like other 

archives, however, it provided no (or little) educational packages or activities. Primary 

source materials were sorted by archival categories such as documents, images, stories 

and not organized for educational or classroom activities. It was a great resource for 

researchers but its effectiveness for education remained limited. Recognizing the 

limitation of OPSRs such as the September 11 Digital Archive, Hofer (2004) stated that 

http://www.archives.org/�
http://911digitalarchive.org/�
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“for digital archives to effectively support teaching and learning, activities must be 

structured in a way to leverage the potential of these resources in ways that are 

meaningful for students while addressing worthwhile content standards at the same time” 

(p. 7). Without meaningful organization of the primary sources, educational value of the 

OPSR can diminish greatly.  

Consequently, the most useful form of OPSR for educators was perhaps the 

educational websites where primary sources are organized not only by themes and 

historical events, but were also accompanied by relevant document-based questions. The 

Historical Thinking Matters website mentioned in the previous paragraphs of the current 

chapter is a good example of an educational website OPSR. Another example is the 

Presidential Timeline of the 20th Century (PTL) website (Resta, Flowers, & Tothero, 

2007). This website not only provided primary source artifacts and documents as other 

digital archive websites do, it also maintained an educational section where educational 

activities based on the site’s primary sources could be found. I would elaborate further on 

PTL in Chapter Three. 

The Confluence of OPSR and Social Studies 

The confluence of technology and social studies brought forth the notion of 

pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) (Shulman, 1986). Shulman had defined PCK as 

“the ways of representing and formulating the subject that makes it comprehensible to 

others” (p. 9). In other words, teachers had to have three areas of knowledge. First, 

teachers had to be experts in the subject matter they teach. Second, teachers had to be 

well-versed in pedagogy. And lastly, teachers had to be able to integrate these two bodies 
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of knowledge (subject matter and pedagogy) and know how to translate such knowledge 

into a body of PCK. Yet, Shulman’s concept of PCK was derived during a time when 

technology was not as prominent in education as it is today and as a consequence, 

technology was not placed in the core of the concept. In response to technology’s absence 

in Shulman’s PCK, Mishra and Koehler (2006) proposed the technological pedagogical 

content knowledge (TPCK).   

Addressing the absence of technology in Shulman’s PCK, Mishra and Koehler 

(2006) argued that technology is a new dimension that must be included given its 

increased prominence and availability in today’s education. They believed that 

technology brings new imperatives in the presentation of content to students and as such 

would define as well as constrain the instructional and pedagogical decisions. Therefore, 

in response to the increasing prominence of technology in education, Mishra and Koehler 

proposed TPCK, a term they defined as  

The basis of good teaching with technology and requires an understanding of the 
representation of concepts using technologies; pedagogical techniques that use 
technologies in constructive ways to teach content; knowledge of what makes 
concepts difficult or easy to learn and how technology can help redress some of 
the problems that students face; knowledge of students’ prior knowledge and 
theories of epistemology; and knowledge of how technologies can be used to 
build on existing knowledge and to develop new epistemologies or strengthen old 
ones (p. 1029)  
 

With respect to social studies and OPSR, TCPK demanded teachers to be ready with not 

only the content and pedagogy of social studies, but also the strength, potential, enabling 

conditions and implications of OPSR. These strengths, potential, enabling conditions and 

implications are discussed below.   
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In their study, Tally and Goldenberg (2005) argued that OPSR could allow 

students and teachers to engage in primary source research with the ultimate goal of 

enhancing student learning and encouraging historical thinking and the critical evaluation 

of different events, circumstances and phenomena. It was believed that by providing 

students a chance to actively research primary sources, it would also expose them to 

multiple perspectives and help them develop “their own knowledge, skills, and 

predispositions” (Singleton & Giese, 1999, p. 148). However, Tally and Goldenberg 

(2005) also cautioned that in order for such a learning to take place, students must also be 

cognitively and emotionally engaged while working with primary source documents. In 

order to do that, students must “closely observe the documents’ features; bring prior 

knowledge to bear; speculate about causes and consequences; make personal 

connections; and use evidence to support their speculations” (p. 1). Yet, most inevitably, 

in classrooms where learners were often not ready for such an endeavor, additional 

scaffolding from teachers would be needed for learning to take place.   

According to Saye and Brush’s (2007) study of the implementation of technology 

in social studies, they discovered that without sufficient scaffolding from teachers, i.e., 

timely feedback, guidance and support, effective learning could not take place as learners 

interfaced with technology-based learning environments. Saye and Brush argued that 

while online learning environments can support strategic thinking, it could not provide 

sufficient support for the development of conceptual and meta-cognitive thinking. The 

cause of such deficiency of technology, they believed, was the “ill-structured nature of 

social problems” (p. 21). They suggested that the varied reasoning paths and the differing 

conceptual challenges that emerged from each individual’s learning process could not be 
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predicted and thus could not be sufficiently addressed within the design of the online 

learning environment. Furthermore, they also noted that an online learning environment 

could not be completely open for learners to roam freely. From a design perspective, 

Saye and Brush recommended more tightly bound problems to guide learners in their 

exploration for knowledge. From the teacher’s perspective, Saye and Brush suggested 

that teachers should provide further guidance to learners since learners were incapable of 

making sense and synthesize the content of the resources available on their own. 

Evidently, teachers played a critical role in the incorporation of OPSR in social studies 

classrooms as previously suggested in the works of Zhao et al. (2002) and Wallace 

(2004).  

In John K. Lee’s (2006) study of pre-service teachers’ use of OPSR in the context 

of the study of civics, participating teachers were asked to select three online resources of 

their choice based on their personal and pedagogical preferences. With the sites of their 

choices in hand, Lee asked the teachers to note and remark on the sites, including “1) a 

summary of the content available on the sites; 2) a consideration how the information on 

these Web sites might be used in social studies classes; and, 3) an identification of the 

political perspective or ideology of the resources and a consideration of how the 

resources might influence, affect, or impact students” (p. 97). Through the data collected, 

it was revealed that teachers were quick to identify the ideology of each website but 

seemed reticent when it came to their own ideological stance. Lee stated that it was easy 

to detect each teacher’s ideology even without their admission; however, it was not clear 

how their ideology had influenced their pedagogy. Moreover, Lee suspected that even 

though teachers might profess their conviction to providing opposing perspectives, 
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ultimately, teachers might still want to use the lesson to convey their own ideological 

perspective. In other words, while Lee’s work does not discuss about how OPSR can 

influence history education, it did, however, highlight how a teachers’ perspective may 

heavily influence how OPSR would be employed in classrooms and influence the 

learning result.   

In addition to the teacher’s influence over learning, the most alarming problem in 

the adoption of OPSR in social studies classrooms was the fact that teachers were not 

making use of it. A study on how primary sources were utilized in classrooms showed 

that the adoption level of primary sources had remained low in both traditional as well as 

OPSR-based instructions classes (Hicks, Doolittle, & Lee, 2004; McGlinn, 2007). In 

other words, teachers were simply not using primary sources in their classes even after 

technology had made primary sources available to them. Yet, such a concern had 

diminished a little in another study conducted by Lee, Doolittle and Hicks (2006) two 

years later.  

According to their 2006 survey of 104 high school social studies teachers in a 

large urban/suburban school district in Southeastern United States, it was found that 

teachers have begun utilizing primary sources in their classes. Nevertheless, another 

concern arose since teachers, while utilizing primary sources in their classes, were not 

making use of primary sources in ways consistent with the best practice advice of 

primary source adoption and usage. Lee et al. (2006) found that while teachers were 

utilizing primary sources in their classes, the origin of these primary sources were usually 

textbooks that excerpted primary sources and took them out of their historical context. 

The lack of utilization of OPSR was evident as teachers were unaware of prominent 
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OPSR available. Furthermore, teachers often used primary sources as evidences of 

historical figures or events instead of sources for comparing and contrasting, cross-

referencing and stimulating historical thinking through evaluations of origin, context, 

authenticity and credibility. It was suspected that teachers were ill-prepared for 

constructivism-based education utilizing primary sources (Lee et al., 2006; Mayer, 2006). 

Yet, teachers attributed their lack of utilization of OPSR to insufficient computers 

with Web access, insufficient time in the curriculum devoted for primary source use and 

too much standardized testing (Lee et al., 2006; Mayer, 2006; McGlinn, 2007). Based on 

Becker and Ravitz’s study (1999), it was found that in schools with informational and 

social support network, together with a sufficient technological infrastructure, computer 

use could steer teachers to a more constructivist approach in classes. Such contextual 

constraints were confirmed as teachers found exterior factors such as limitation of 

resources and time still hindering their adoption of technology, primary sources and 

ultimately constructivism-based education (Zhao et al., 2002).  

The above studies had provided the milieu of the current study. Social studies 

teachers had not adopted OPSR and even in cases where teachers did adopt OPSR, the 

manner of their primary source usage remained non-constructivist and was not conducive 

to fostering historical thinking skills. As such, in an attempt to contribute to our 

understanding on the application of constructivism-based education in social studies 

through technology, this study examined pre-service social studies teachers’ 

understanding of constructivism and OPSR so as to better gauge the state and possible 

issues that underlay today’s education. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

In the field of history education, the emergence of Online Primary Source 

Resources (OPSR) accentuated the critical value of primary source research in the 

teaching and learning of history. The new national standards developed between the 

National Council of Social Studies and the Partnership for 21st Century Skills include the 

use of such resources in helping students to develop historical thinking. It is important to 

understand the extent to which future teachers perceive they are prepared to utilize such 

resources in their own teaching practices. The present qualitative case study examined the 

perceptions of the use of OPSR by pre-service social studies teachers by providing them 

with an opportunity to explore, interact with and discuss the use of an educational 

primary source website called the Presidential Timeline Project (PTL).  

Qualitative case studies are well suited for exploring holistic socially-situated 

phenomena (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). Taking into account of the complexity of 

socially-situated phenomena, qualitative case studies are highly adaptive and seek to 

uncover in-depth understanding rather than overviews as quantitative studies tend to do 

(Creswell, 2003). Simultaneously, qualitative case studies are also characterized by its 

use of multiple sources of data. Yin (2003) identified six common sources of evidence for 

case study research: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, 

participant-observation, and physical artifacts. Due to the different strengths and 

weaknesses of each source, the gathering of different kinds of sources of evidence in case 

studies is required. It had been stated that “a good case study will … want to use as many 

sources as possible” (Yin, 2003, p. 101). Consequently, it was the intention of the current 

study to include data originating from multiple sources to increase its validity. Given the 
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circumstances of the current study, these sources included participant class discussions 

and follow-up semi-structured interviews.   

In this study, the primary question I sought to answer was: What are the pre-

service social studies teachers’ understanding and experiences in applying technology as 

a constructivist tool? In an effort to answer this primary question, I explored two sub-

questions 

1. How do the participants see OPSR as a teaching/learning tool?  

2. How do the participants understand OPSR as a tool to foster historical thinking 

skills? 

The first question attempted to address the theoretical foundation of the incorporation of 

technology as a means of fostering historical thinking skills. It sought to explore how pre-

service social studies teachers perceive OPSR in terms of constructivist pedagogy and 

learning. The second question focused on understanding the participants’ experiences 

using OPSR as a tool to foster a constructivist learning goal: historical thinking skills. 

This would shed light on the pedagogical understandings of pre-service teachers and how 

they might employ technologies such as OPSR in the future. The entire process provided 

a picture of pre-service teachers’ understanding of constructivism and historical thinking 

using emerging digital tools and resources. 

Guided by the above questions, I designed the study to be a multiple case study 

involving sixteen pre-service social studies teacher participants. Each participant was 

considered as an independent case. Data from each case was analyzed and common 

themes that emerged from multiple cases were identified. The current study provided 

instructional designers and social studies educators thick description of each case. 
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Through such descriptions, I hope to uncover any potential possible gaps in pre-service 

teachers’ understanding of the constructivist influenced technology integration in social 

studies and generate useful knowledge that may help educators improve constructivist 

social studies education and instructional design.  

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework of the current study was based on the works of Zhao et 

al. (2002) and Wallace (2004). In their work, Zhao et al. suggested three domains 

encompassing numerous different factors that play important roles in the successful 

implementation of technology in classrooms. These domains were the innovator 

(teacher), the innovation (technology project) and the context (school). Specifically, the 

innovator domain included factors such as the teachers’ technology proficiency, 

pedagogical compatibility between teacher and technology, and the teachers’ social 

awareness within their school culture. In the innovation domain, Zhao et al. listed 

distance from school culture, distance from existing practice, distance from available 

technological resources, dependence on others and dependence on technological 

resources as critical factors. Lastly, the context consisted of human infrastructure, 

technological infrastructure, and social support factors. Each of these factors would 

influence the result of technological innovation in classrooms. In the current study, 

however, the focus lies in the pre-service social studies teachers’ understanding and 

experiences in applying technology as a constructivist tool. Consequently, more attention 

was paid to the relationship between the domains of innovator (teacher) and the 

innovation (technology project, i.e., OPSR).  
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It is known that teachers’ interpretation of the value of technology is highly 

influential in developing innovative technology-supported pedagogy (J. Hughes, 2005). It 

has also been argued that teachers’ pedagogical beliefs can become a barrier to the 

successful integration of technology in classrooms (Ertmer, 2005). To understand the 

interplay between teachers and technology in classrooms, the work of Wallace (2004) 

was adopted for this study. Wallace’s framework suggested that there are five 

 Figure 1 Theoretical Model: Adapted based on the frameworks provided in the works of Zhao et al. 

(2002) and Wallace (2004). 

affordances that must be considered when Internet-based technology is used in 

classrooms. These affordances were boundary, authority, stability, pedagogical context 

and disciplinary context. 

The success of Internet-based technology integration in classrooms, Wallace 

argued, relies on how teachers traverse within the five dimensional space created by the 
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affordances. While the current study did not observe its participants teaching with 

technology in a classroom setting, Wallace’s framework remained a valuable orienting 

guide in helping the researcher to understand where pre-service social studies teachers 

stand when fostering historical thinking skills through technology within a constructivist 

paradigm, especially pedagogical context and disciplinary context affordances. Wallace’s 

affordances became the central reference during data analysis as I examined how the data 

fit or contrasted with these affordances and which affordance was central or peripheral to 

pre-service teachers as they contemplated technology integration. As such, with the three 

domains Zhao et al. proposed in the background, Wallace’s affordances served as a guide 

as I attempted to decipher the meaning of the data.   

Case Study Research Design 

 I adopted a qualitative case study approach in the current study. While 

quantitative research is often characterized by efforts to break down a phenomenon into 

its parts to explain the phenomenon, qualitative research seeks to understand the 

phenomenon as a whole (Stake, 1995). Qualitative research contrasts with quantitative 

research in that it can reveal how different factors played together and formed the whole 

(Merriam, 1998). Moreover, it also focuses on the lived experiences of people and how 

they interpret the world they live in (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 1998). As such, many 

qualitative studies are set in the natural setting where the phenomenon of their interest 

takes place. This provides researchers a more in-depth understanding about the individual 

or the place of their study. Qualitative methods are also said to be emergent methods that 

grow and morph with the developments of the study (Creswell, 2003). The 
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unpredictability of the human world has often driven researchers who study holistic 

phenomenon to adapt their research question or strategy accordingly. Given the holistic 

focus of qualitative studies, it is a natural consequence that qualitative methods are highly 

malleable.  

As part of a qualitative research approach, case study research design arose out of 

a need to understand complex social phenomenon (Yin, 2003). Furthermore, case studies 

have been employed “to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for 

those involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Yet, central to the case study method is the case 

itself. For Merriam, a case is a bounded entity, which she explained as “a thing, a single 

entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” (p. 27), so that researchers can set the 

limits of their own studies. Additionally, for a case to be worthy of a study, the case must 

be “an instance of some concern, issue, or hypothesis” (p. 28). After the emergence of 

OPSR in social studies classrooms, it was unclear how OPSR adoption in schools may 

influence learning and the fostering of historical thinking skills. Conflicting reports on 

the efficacy of different OPSR in classrooms only complicated the phenomenon. While it 

was shown that teachers did desire access to additional primary source materials, the 

adoption level of OPSR remained low (Berson, Mason et al., 2001; Lee et al., 2006; 

Mayer, 2006; McGlinn, 2007). Such perplexing phenomena along with the complexity of 

the integration of technology in social studies for the purpose of a constructivism-based 

education formed the basis for this qualitative case study.  

Based on the research questions and above understanding of the qualitative case 

study approach, specific participants and settings were chosen for the current study. In 

the following sections, I first discuss who the participants were and how I gained access 
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to these participants. This is followed by another section on the setting of the study and 

the OPSR materials that were used by the pre-service teachers in the study.  

PARTICIPANTS  
 Teachers play a very important role in the success of learning. It has been argued 

that the successful use of technology depends on teachers’ ability to  “confront their 

beliefs about learning and the efficacy of different instructional activities” (Sandholtz, 

Ringstaff, & Dwyer, 1997, p. 33). Consequently, teachers should be given the 

opportunity to have input during the innovation adoption decision-making process and 

their voices need to be heard as they initiate steps to take on new areas (Hunter, 2001). 

Given such an understanding of the teachers’ role, participants of this study were drawn 

from the pre-service social studies teachers enrolled in a social studies methods course at 

a large university in the southwestern United States. These pre-service teachers were also 

considered to be members of the Internet Generation.   

It has been argued that different generations of people can be very different from 

one another (Appelbaum, Serena, & Shapiro, 2005). The participants of this study 

belonged to a generation of pre-service social studies teachers who grew up with the 

many personalized technologies (e.g., PC, laptops, the Internet, Nintendo, computer 

games etc) we have today. There are many names that describe this generation: 

Generation Y, the Net Generation or the Internet Generation just to name a few. There is 

disagreement on the definition of this generation. Korupp and Szydlik (2005) classified 

the “computer generation” as those born after 1964. Sandars and Morrison (2007) defined 

the “Net Generation” to be those born between 1982 and 1991; while Wood (2006) 
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characterized his “Generation Y” to be born between 1980 and 2002. The definition most 

fitting for this study, however, was the one McMullin, Comeau and Jovic set forth in their 

2007 paper.  

In their paper, McMullin et al. (2007) differentiated the work force of 2005 into 

five general categories: the Pre-ATARI Generation born prior to 1955 and who came of 

age before the mid-1970s; the ATARI Generation, born between 1955 and 1963, who 

came of age primarily during the 1970s; the Console Generation born between 1964 and 

1973, who came of age largely in the 1980s; the Windows Generation born between 1974 

and 1978 and who came of age in the late 1980s and late 1990s; and the Internet 

Generation born after 1978, who came of age in the mid-1990s onward.  

It has been argued that coming into contact with technology at a young age seems 

to be positively correlated to the degree of technology usage later in life (Korupp & 

Szydlik, 2005; McMullin et al., 2007). McCullin et al. (2007) distinguished the Internet 

Generation with their “increasing use of the Internet through the introduction of 

Netscape, Yahoo, and later, Google” (p. 305). Moreover, McCullin et al. added that their 

adolescent years also corresponded with the emergence of instant messaging, improved 

operating systems and other technological conveniences such as iPod and PDAs. As such, 

members of the Internet Generation are commonly perceived to embrace new 

technologies given their lifelong extensive exposure to technology all their lives when 

compared to generations that came before them (Bolick & McGlinn, 2004). It has been 

argued that the Internet Generation teachers are “digital natives” who grew up “speaking” 

technology and having a fundamentally different way of thinking (Prensky, 2001). It has 

also been observed that the Internet Generation is more accepting of diversity, very 
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curious, and assertive, as well as independent (Tapscott, 1997). Moreover, in terms of 

work ethics, the Internet Generation also demands more flexible hours, and more 

personal and vacation times; they also expect state-of-the-art technology and quick 

promotions at work ("New CareerBuilder.com study reveals significant gap between 

Generation Y workers and co-workers," 2007). As such, following McMullin et al’s 

definition of the Internet Generation, for the purpose of this study, I referred to the 

participating pre-service social studies teachers as members of the Internet Generation to 

accentuate my focus on the impact of the Internet on education and limited participation 

to those born after 1978. 

The Internet Generation’s assumed experience with the Internet during most of 

their lives could be instrumental in revolutionizing social studies education. It has been 

known that a teacher’s experience and the role of the teacher in the classroom are critical 

in influencing how technology might enhance or hinder learning (Volery, 2001). 

Consequently, if a teacher is fearful and rejecting of new technology, it might pose a 

problem in the adoption of technology in the teacher’s classroom.  

Access to study participants was ensured through the collaboration with the 

instructor of the university teacher training coursework concerned. Permission to access 

the class of pre-service social studies teachers was obtained from the instructor of the 

course. Participants of this study were purposefully selected as prescribed in qualitative 

studies (Creswell, 2003). A total of sixteen pre-service teachers were recruited. 

Participating teachers were mostly in their twenties as per the requirement of the 

definition of the Internet Generation set forth by McMullin et al.. The vast majority of 
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them were non-Latino Caucasian and the gender balance was approximately one male for 

every two female.  

The course from which I recruited the participants was part of a four-semester 

long teacher training program offered at a major southwestern university. The university 

was dedicated to preparing their students for a technology-enhanced education in the 

future. The university had initiated a program designed to “immerse future teachers in 

technology-rich environments so that they become competent in using technology 

learning tools in their instruction” (author and reference removed to protect the identity 

of the university). Pre-service teachers each had a personal laptop that was used in class 

and were provided with curriculum designed to expose them to the integration of 

technology in education. Together with technology infrastructure such as free wireless 

throughout campus and computer and other training facilities at their disposal, pre-service 

teachers were given the chance to experience technology-enriched education both in 

practice as well as in theory.  

The course the participants were enrolled in fell in the third semester of the four 

semesters of the program. Therefore, participants were halfway through their program 

and had started their internship semester (pre-student teaching) at local area schools. In 

this course, they were introduced to constructivism, constructivist pedagogy and the 

concept of historical thinking. Substantial class time was spent on the introduction of 

constructivism and its implications in education prior to the commencement of the data 

collection phase of this study. The current study’s data collection activity was designed as 

a part of the teacher education curriculum in allowing these pre-service teachers to better 

understand what constructivism and historical thinking entailed.   
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SETTING: PRESIDENTIAL TIMELINE PROJECT (PTL) 
The Presidential Timeline Project (PTL, www.presidentialtimeline.org) represents 

an effort to provide a single interface and portal to access selected historical resources 

from the 12 Presidential Libraries. The PTL entails many features of museums, archives 

and educational websites. The purpose of the PTL is to provide “primary and 

 

Figure 2 Timeline of President Roosevelt, showcasing related primary sources at the lower half of the 
window, in this case, a picture of Franklin D. Roosevelt with the staff of the Harvard Crimson 
newspaper. 

 
secondary source materials readily and freely available to students, educators, and adult 

learners throughout the world via a single unified and intuitive interface” (Resta et al., 

2007, para. 2). It combines collections from twelve presidential libraries of the National 

Archives and organized them into timelines, galleries, and exhibits, as well as educational 

activities and other resources. Simultaneously, it contains many built in constructivist 

http://www.presidentialtimeline.org/�
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features. The timeline (see Figure 2) is organized based on the lifespan of the twelve 

presidents represented ranging from President Hoover to President Clinton. As shown in 

Figure Two, the timeline lists specific historical events in the life of a President. Those 

events for which there are digital assets are indicated by a plus (+) sign in the circles. The 

user then can then click on the circle and the digital resources will appear at 

 

Figure 3. Presidential Timeline Primary Source Gallery 
the bottom of the timeline. The interactive timeline links primary source documents and 

artifacts, weaving them into a coherent story of each president’s life. The PTL’s gallery 

(see Figure 3) provides another means of accessing resources through the presentation of 

primary sources. without any chronology, pre-arrangement or themes. There are, 

however, filter and search functions built into the gallery page. The filter function allows 

visitors to check various preset criteria to filter out items that do not meet the criteria. The 
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search function, on the other hand, allows visitors to type in keywords of their choice to 

search for the desired primary sources. 

In addition to the timeline and gallery, eighteen themed exhibits (see Figure 4) 

were also created featuring at least one significant historic event that occurred during the 

 

Figure 4. Presidential Timeline Sample Exhibit 
presidency of each president. For example, for President Hoover, there is an exhibition on 

the stock market crash of 1929 and for President Eisenhower, PTL created an exhibit on 

the school integration crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1957. These exhibits showcase 

primary source pictures and documents, as well as audiovisual media from the time 

period. To tie the primary source elements together, the exhibits also include interpretive 

narratives, providing a holistic perspective on the event concerned and the action(s) the 

president took in face of the event. All the primary sources are linked to PTL’s archival 
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database where archival information such as date, topics and origin of the artifact are 

listed. Primary sources can also be enlarged for closer inspection. 

 

Figure 5. Educational activities including WebQuests and Kids as Curators 
 

In terms of educational activities (performance tasks), PTL offers two kinds, 

namely WebQuests (Dodge, 2007b) and Kids as Curators (see Figure 5). There are ten 

WebQuests and three Kids as Curators segments (as of Fall 2008). WebQuests were 

designed with specific parts that included scaffolding questions to guide learners to 

explore the significance of primary sources provided and foster historical thinking skills. 

The WebQuests provide scaffolding with broader historical questions designed to 

provoke deeper thinking and inquiry as well as primary sources and document-based 

questions chosen to invoke better appreciation and understanding of historic events. Kids 



 54 

as Curators ask learners to take on the role of the curator in places such as museums and 

design an exhibit utilizing the primary sources available on the PTL. In the process of 

exhibit design, learners were required to examine and analyze the available primary 

sources. Learners also need to construct a narrative, externalizing their interpretation and 

perspective on the historic event. This act could potentially lead learners to better 

understanding of the historic event and each primary source artifact. The similarity 

between these activities is that both ask learners to investigate primary sources online and 

analyze them to form a better understanding of history.  

Furthermore, constructivist elements are built into the entire PTL site. The 

timeline, for instance, contextualizes the president’s life and scaffolds learners by 

providing all the primary sources related to the president. Similarly, the gallery provides 

expert learners the freedom to explore on their own based on their personal needs and 

interests. In the exhibits, the narratives provides the starting point for novice learners to 

learn about the historic events described. At the same time, the relevant primary sources 

linked to the exhibits afford the opportunity for anyone, novice or expert, to explore 

further and learn on their own through analyzing primary sources. Lastly, the educational 

activities are designed to scaffold students through a series of questions and primary 

sources.  

For the purpose of the current study, one educational activity had to be chosen as 

a sample for participants to examine given the limited time frame of the course in which 

they were enrolled (I collected data in one course session). I chose a WebQuest called 

“The Atomic Bomb – August 6, 1945.” The activity entailed a debate over whether 

President Truman should order the dropping of an atomic bomb in Hiroshima. The 
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conflicting moral and military strategic implications made this activity well suited for 

inducing multiple perspectives of history and presenting the complexity of presidential 

decisions. Since part of the goal of the current study was to explore how pre-service 

teachers understood OPSR as a tool to foster historical thinking and constructivist 

learning, the WebQuest also provided the opportunity for pre-service teachers to manifest 

their understandings of both constructivism and historical thinking through their 

evaluation and critique.  

Data Collection Measures 

Multiple sources of evidence can enhance the validity of findings derived from 

qualitative case studies (Yin, 2003). The decisions on what kind of evidence to collect is 

often highly dependent on the availability of the source and the feasibility of such 

collection. Fortunately, for the current study, multiple sources of evidence were available. 

In the current study, data was gathered in two stages. The first stage involved participants 

discussing and describing their understanding and critique of the sample OPSR, PTL, 

specifically the atomic bomb WebQuest. The second stage involved several semi-

structured interviews with purposefully selected participants. The following sections 

provide a more in-depth description of each source of evidence and the rationale for the 

collection of such data.  

STAGE I: CRITIQUE OF PTL 
The first stage of data collection involved the informants examining PTL as an 

educational tool for social studies through a constructivist lens. At this stage of data 

collection, participants were paired up and asked to review and discuss the PTL site in 
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two ways. First, participants were to pose as learners and complete one educational 

activity PTL offered. This meant that participants would try to complete the “The Atomic 

Bomb – August 6, 1945” WebQuest as if they were secondary school students 

themselves. The discussion and review of the WebQuest and the use of the PTL site were 

recorded (audio only). While pre-service teachers were not secondary school students and 

as such, their evaluation of the PTL activity could not be viewed as an authentic student 

voice, having pre-service teachers try out the activity could still yield valuable data. By 

having pre-service teachers experience the PTL activity from a learner’s perspective, it 

offered participants a simulation of the experience and perspective of students and an 

opportunity to get a sense of the quality and efficacy of the educational activities PTL 

provided.  

Second, pre-service teachers critiqued the PTL atomic bomb WebQuest based on 

their understanding of historical thinking, which was taught during their social studies 

methods course. VanSledright (2004) stated that there were four “interrelated and 

interconnected cognitive acts--identification, attribution, perspective judgment, and 

reliability assessment” (para. 5), involved in historical thinking. The ability to perform 

these acts constituted the foundation of learners’ ability to think historically. Similarly, 

Seixas (1993) proposed three elements necessary for historical thinking. These elements 

were 1) the learner’s ability to identify events of historic significance; 2) the learner’s 

historical epistemology, or one’s ability to realize how one knows what one knows; and 

3) the learner’s execution of historic agency, empathy, and moral judgment, which 

concerns whether the learner could ‘put oneself in the historic figure’s shoes,’ 

contextualize actions taken and make appropriate moral judgments. With this 
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understanding of historical thinking, participants evaluated the PTL activity with a central 

concern of whether or not the activity was providing the scaffold necessary to guide 

learners to perform VanSledright’s four acts or satisfy Seixas three elements leading to 

historical thinking skills. Their evaluation and discussion were recorded (audio only).  

Through the entire stage, paired participants discussed and reviewed the PTL 

website together to encourage dialogue that simulated the effect of the think-aloud 

method. The think-aloud method was devised as an additional tool for data collection 

(Ericsson & Simon, 1984). It has been argued that the think-aloud method “enables 

access to the thought process or decision-making of someone performing a specific task” 

(Cotton & Gresty, 2007, p. 586). As such, with participants thinking aloud, I was 

provided with a glimpse into their most immediate and direct responses to PTL. Yet, the 

think-aloud method generally requires recording the observations of a participant while 

performing the instructed tasks. With the constraints of a classroom environment and 

limited manpower to observe so many participants simultaneously, I was forced to adapt 

the think-aloud method through pairing participants to compensate and simulate the 

think-aloud method.  

The first stage was digitally recorded (audio only). Since this stage of data 

collection was conducted in a class setting, and I could not be physically present with 

each pair of participants simultaneously, each pair of participants was given a digital 

recorder and instructed on when to turn the recorder on and off. Video recording was not 

adopted since there was an insufficient number of digital cameras available to record 

every pair of participants simultaneously. Additionally, I made arrangements to take this 

class of pre-service teachers to a larger classroom where each pair of participants could 
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sit as far apart from other pairs as possible so as to minimize noise crossovers in the 

recording. The entire review session with PTL lasted about two hours.   

STAGE II: INTERVIEWS 
Semi-structured face-to-face interviews followed the in-class critique of PTL. 

Interviews are required in instances when we want to find out people’s feelings or their 

interpretations of events, either present or the past (Merriam, 1998). There are generally 

three types of interviews: structured, unstructured and semi-structured interviews. 

Structured interviews, in Merriam’s words, are “an oral form of the written survey” (p. 

74). Unstructured interviews, on the other hand, are exploratory in nature and do not have 

a pre-determined list of questions. Semi-structured interviews lie somewhere in between 

these two extremes. While interviewers conducting a semi-structured interview do have a 

predetermined set of questions, the interviewer is free to adjust, add, and omit questions. 

Consequently, semi-structured interviews allow flexible instant adaptation of the 

interview based on the responses of the interviewee and the flow of the conversation and 

thus can better probe for a deeper understanding of the central issue of the interview.  

For the current study, five participants were purposefully selected based on their 

unique insights shown in their paired examinations of the PTL website and the 

recommendation of the course instructor. Each participant was drawn from different 

groups of low, medium and high performing pre-service teachers of the cohort, 

representing the spectrum of pre-service teachers with different levels of understandings 

of constructivism and historical thinking. The performance levels were determined by the 

course instructor based on their overall performance in the course. The course instructor 
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also pointed out participants who were more vocal with their opinions and critically 

conscious. Aggregating the above information, five participants that best represented the 

spectrum of varied understandings of constructivism and historical thinking were selected 

for the interviews.   

Furthermore, since each participant had his/her own unique insight, perspective 

and understanding of the PTL site and the meaning of constructivism in social studies 

(Merriam, 1998), these interviews were semi-structured in order to better adapt to their 

varied responses. During the interviews, I tried to probe further for each participant’s 

understandings and views of constructivism, history, multiple perspectives, and 

technology such as PTL in education. The additional data collected here provided the 

source for triangulation.  

These semi-structured in-person interviews were also digitally recorded (audio 

only) and took place at a neutral location on the campus of the university where the pre-

service teachers were enrolled. The exact location of the interviews was determined 

based on the preference of each interviewee and had the basic requirements of being quiet 

and private to ensure the recording quality and the privacy and confidentiality of the 

participant. I made all necessary reservations and pre-arrangements to gain access to such 

locations. After the interviews, recordings were transcribed and transcripts were 

submitted to each respective participant for member checking. Each interview lasted for 

approximately thirty to forty minutes.  
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Methods for Data Analysis 

The central belief in the current study is that through examining the data, we can 

understand the phenomenon of technology incorporation in social studies classrooms as 

tools to foster historical thinking. Such a belief stems from Grounded Theory whose 

central premise is “the idea that analysis occurs during data collection and that conceptual 

models (or theory) explaining phenomena emerge from the analysis of data and are 

‘grounded’ in the data” (Lee, 2006, p. 98). Based on this idea, Lee has argued that the 

constant comparative method would be the best means to allow such conceptual models 

and theories to develop. The constant comparative method, as its name clearly suggests, 

asks the researcher to compare instances of interests from interviews and data collected 

from the early stages all the way through to the end of the study (Merriam, 1998). The 

constant comparative method was also supported by Stake (1995), who stated that data 

analysis should go “on and on” and that there is no definite rule as to where data analysis 

should begin or end. Therefore, it is through constant comparisons that researchers are 

able to draw tentative categories and continually modify them as new instances of interest 

emerge until theories can be formed at the end of the study. 

I adopted the constant comparative method through the entire study, including 

both the data collection and analysis phases. During data collection, I combed through the 

data collected at every phase of the entire process. Specifically, in the first paired-

evaluation of the PTL website, I had transcribed and marked points of significance, 

points of decision-making and other points of interest prior to the second data collection 

stage to form the basic code for further coding in the remainder of the study. Miles and 

Huberman (1984) defined a code as “an abbreviation or symbol applied to a segment of 
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words … in order to classify the words” and added that “codes are categories” (p. 56). 

They also stated that codes provided researchers an efficient way to label and retrieve 

data collected and will drive how data is retrieved and organized for analysis. As such, 

guided by the research questions of the current study, I developed a set of codes to help 

my analysis of the data, and they were amended as additional data were gathered.  

Words in qualitative studies can provide us with more detailed and contextualized 

understandings of the studied event. As such, utilizing the data gathered through coding, I 

derived themes from the data. A theme is defined as “a statement of meaning that (1) runs 

through all or most of the pertinent data, or (2) one in the minority that carries heavy 

emotional or factual impact” (Ely, Anzul, Freidman, Garner, & McCormack-Steinmetz, 

1991, p. 150). Through gathering varied data sources such as the first PTL evaluation 

transcripts and the later interview transcripts, themes were formed as similar points 

emerged from varied sources of data. Accordingly, similar points of interests were 

grouped together in order to reveal possible patterns in the data that would lead to the 

final discoveries of the current study.   

Meeting the Criteria for Trustworthiness 

 In qualitative case studies, arguments are made based on the interpretations of the 

descriptive data gathered. The subjectivity of qualitative research has been the main 

criticism against it (Stake, 1995). Due to its interpretive nature, several protocols have 

been established to increase the credence of case study arguments including data source 

triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation and methodological 

triangulation (Stake, 1995). In data source triangulation, researchers look to see if the 
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phenomenon is repeated in varied time, location, or circumstance. Investigator 

triangulation requires the research to have more than one researcher to observe the 

phenomenon under study to see if there is an agreement on the interpretation of the 

phenomenon. Furthermore, theory triangulation calls for the comparison of 

interpretations among researchers who have varied theoretical leanings for the same 

phenomenon. And lastly, methodological triangulation requires multiple methods to 

gather data in order to see if the same interpretation holds true for different data sources.  

Given the limited manpower and the circumstance of the current study, data 

triangulation was adopted to ensure its trustworthiness. The first stage of the current 

study provided data through the participant think-aloud and discussion amongst 

participants. The second stage of data collection included interviews of five participants 

that provided participants the opportunity to clarify their thoughts and insights. The two 

sources of data were examined side by side to ensure the trustworthiness of the 

interpretations drawn from the data.  

In addition, to ensure external validity, the current study was designed to be a 

multiple case study. External validity is concerned with the issue of whether the findings 

of the study can be generalized (Yin, 2003). It has been proposed that researchers use 

replication logic to increase external validity (Yin, 2003). Yin (2003) argues that multiple 

cases could strengthen the findings. Likewise, Miles and Huberman (1984) have argued 

that: 

By comparing sites or cases, one can establish the range of generality of a finding 
or explanation, and at the same time, pin down the conditions under which that 
finding will occur. So there is much potential for both greater explanatory power 
and greater generalizability than a single-case study can deliver. (p. 151) 
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Therefore, adaptation of OPSR as a history education tool by multiple pre-service 

teachers would increase the generalizability of the findings of the current study. 

Member checking was also performed in the current study. What member 

checking entails is the involvement of the participants in verifying the researcher’s 

transcription, interpretation and understanding of the participants’ words. This could 

increase the internal validity of the findings, which is concerned with how the findings 

match reality (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, after transcription of the paired-evaluation of 

the PTL website was complete, transcripts were presented to the respective participants to 

verify the accuracy of the transcripts’ content. This offered participants an opportunity to 

add or amend the viewpoints they expressed in the paired evaluation. Similarly, member 

checking was performed again with the interviews that followed. Finally, I also 

performed member checking in the data analyzing stage as I sorted and made sense of the 

data gathered. This was to ensure that the meaning of participants’ words was not 

misrepresented or misinterpreted.   

Positionality of the Primary Investigator  

As the primary investigator of the current study, my positionality was a mix of 

insider and outsider. I was an outsider because I was not a pre-service social studies 

teacher and I had no prior experiences in teaching social studies. I do, however, have a 

deep interest in social studies and have an advanced degree in social studies, specializing 

in East Asian languages and history. On the other hand, in accordance with the definition 

set forth by McMullin et al.’s (2007), I also belong to the Internet Generation, as did the 
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participants of this study. As such, I was an insider because I shared certain perspectives 

with the participants of this study through our shared experiences of growing up with the 

abundance of technology such as the Internet, computer games, and so on. These shared 

experiences allowed me to establish a generation-based rapport with my participants that 

might have been difficult to form otherwise.  

On the technology front, I was also a mixture of insider as well as outsider. I was 

an insider since I was enrolled in the instructional technology program and was familiar 

with many common technology-based educational tools currently available. Moreover, I 

had participated in the successful design of an educational module to help elementary 

students learn about foreign culture; that module was being used in several schools. I had 

also designed a Flash-based online learning module that was aimed to promote the 

appreciation of traditional foreign music. Nevertheless, I could also be considered as an 

outsider because I had not been in the position to adopt or implement any of these 

technologies personally in an actual social studies classroom. Therefore, I could not claim 

to have any firsthand knowledge of the problems and issues that might arise from the 

incorporation of technology in social studies classrooms. My mixed background of 

simultaneously being an insider as well as an outsider in varied aspects gave me a unique 

perspective in detecting possible issues as pre-service teachers attempted to adopt 

technology in social studies.  

Privacy and Confidentiality 

 The privacy and confidentiality of the participants are of utmost concern of any 

research study. Efforts were necessary to safeguard these concerns in every stage of the 
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current study. These included efforts not only to shield the identities of the participants 

but also all possible clues that might lead to the discovery and revelation of their 

identities. Identities of institutions involved must also be protected. As such, all names of 

the participants and the institutions that were mentioned in the process of this study were 

changed into pseudonyms. Referential information, such as where the interviews took 

place, the city where the institutions were located and other indicative clues were 

removed or neutralized to ensure the confidentiality of the participants and the 

institutions involved. Participants were repeatedly reminded that their participation was 

fully voluntary and would not influence their social studies methods course grade in any 

manner. Participants were also reminded at every stage of data collection that they were 

free to end their participation at any moment without giving any reason. Informed 

consent from all participants was also obtained in accordance with the requirements set 

forth by the Internal Review Board (IRB).  

Limitations of the Study  

There are three specific limitations of the present study. First, there was an issue 

with the kind of social studies teachers that were available for this study. While the 

current study was designed to explore the integration of technology in social studies, 

specifically American history in the 20th century, the participants were not all student-

teaching 20th century American history. Instead, some participants were teaching 

geography while others were teaching international or other periods of American history. 

While the insights of these social studies teachers were still illuminating on the issue of 
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their understanding of OPSR in social studies classrooms, I was not able to claim any 

specificity of the findings to 20th century American history.  

The second limitation was the study’s inability to examine actual use of OPSR in 

classrooms. This was due to the fact that the current study was unable to ask participants 

to actually make use of PTL in social studies classes. The implementation of PTL in 

classrooms required the synching of school curriculum and the schedule of the current 

study. It also required the availability of many pre-service 20th century American history 

teachers. Since neither element was present for the current study, the lack of actual 

classroom implementation prevented me from gathering pertinent data on the potential 

practices. Additional research will be needed to understand how pre-service social studies 

teachers would implement OPSR’s integration in classrooms.  

Lastly, there was a limitation on the generalizability of the findings due to the 

limited sample of OPSR, educational activities, and number of participants utilized in the 

study. While PTL did present many aspects of what constitutes an OPSR (i.e., digitized 

primary sources, and online exhibits, educational activities), it remains only one example 

of OPSR. Additionally, PTL presents primary sources gathered from presidential 

libraries, which by their very nature would have collections that might be limited in terms 

of providing multiple perspectives on presidential decisions. Problem existed in the 

sample WebQuest the participants examined in this study as well. There lacked a 

standardized or widely accepted evaluative method to determine the quality of 

WebQuests. Therefore, I could not be certain how the quality of this sample WebQuest 

might have influenced participating pre-service teachers’ understandings of OPSR. While 

the number of participants did offer a level of multiple-case study, increasing the 
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generalizability of the current study, in terms of OPSR and the fact that only one 

WebQuest was examined, this remained a single-case study. A larger scaled study 

involving multiple cases of participants, OPSR and WebQuests would be needed to 

maximize the generalizability of this study.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The emergence of instructional technology has offered new opportunities as well 

as challenges to social studies teachers. In the current study, I sought to answer how pre-

service social studies teachers understand technology as a constructivist tool, specifically 

in how they see online primary source resources (OPSR) as a teaching and learning tool 

and how they understand the role of such a tool in fostering historical thinking skills. 

Serving as the analytical framework was Wallace’s (2004) five affordances of boundary, 

authority, stability, pedagogical context and disciplinary context, which together 

described considerations teachers must confront with technology integration in 

classrooms; along with Zhao et al.’s (2002) three domains of context, innovator and 

innovation, as well as historical thinking (Seixas, 1993; VanSledright, 2004) and 

constructivism (Piaget, 1999; von Glasersfeld, 1996, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978) as the 

backdrop. Two forms of data were collected: classroom paired discussion and semi-

structured interviews. Based on the data collected in the course of this study, and 

analyzed through methods outlined by Miles and Huberman (1984), three themes 

emerged.  

The first theme relates to pre-service teachers’ rudimentary and fragmented 

understanding of both constructivism and historical thinking. The second theme describes 

the ways these understandings negatively influence their understanding of technology and 

its role in social studies education. Instead of appreciating technology’s ability to enhance 

constructivist learning or historical thinking, participants only noted superficial benefits 

of technology such as its ability to provide access to primary sources, added convenience 

for teachers and students, and attracting students’ attention. The third theme relates to the 

pre-service teachers’ views of contextual issues surrounding technology integration in 
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classrooms. Pre-service teachers were concerned with the side effects of technology in its 

current state and the context of technology integration (e.g., technology infrastructure in 

schools).  

The above three themes make up the results of the current study. The following 

paragraphs are organized in accordance with the aforementioned themes. Each theme 

includes two to three sub-themes, detailing the data and findings that support the claims 

of each theme.  

THEME ONE: FRAGMENTED UNDERSTANDING OF CONSTRUCTIVISM AND 
HISTORICAL THINKING  

  The first theme emerging from the current study is the lack of a deep level of 

understanding of constructivism and historical thinking among pre-service social studies 

teachers as they contemplate technology integration in social studies. Participating pre-

service teachers were enrolled in a social studies methods course where they were 

introduced to concepts of constructivism. Specifically, both cognitive and social 

constructivism were introduced in the course, including concepts of schemata (Piaget, 

1999) and zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978). A sub-theme that 

emerged from the dialogue and interviews was that most of the pre-service teachers’ 

understanding of constructivism was limited to considering students’ prior knowledge 

and scaffolding. Pre-service teachers simplified constructivism to merely the attainment 

of students’ prior knowledge and scaffolding, while providing little detail on what 

scaffolding is within the context of technology adoption in social studies. On the other 

hand, the social studies methods course also introduced pre-service teachers to historical 

thinking. Particularly, the course entailed helping the students to understand the cognitive 

acts involved in historical thinking, namely identification, attribution, perspective 

judgment, and reliability assessment (VanSledright, 2004), and the understanding of 
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historical thinking as the reasoning skill to analyze, evaluate, and contextualize historic 

events/figures, and to make an appropriate moral judgment in accordance with primary 

sources (Seixas, 1993). The analysis of student dialogue and responses related to the 

evaluation of the sample OPSR: PTL, suggested a second sub-theme relating to their 

limited understanding of historical thinking. Data suggested that, despite the myriad 

cognitive and critical thinking skills involved in historical thinking, pre-service teachers 

overwhelmingly limited the use of historical thinking to historical context and 

empathizing with historical figures. Although some pre-service teachers described 

themselves as well acquainted with technology and prepared for technology-integration 

in classrooms (interviews, 2008-2009), their fragmented understanding of constructivism 

and historical thinking clouded their critique and evaluation of OPSR (Ertmer, 2005; J. 

Hughes, 2005), which consequently influenced how they would integrate technology in 

their classrooms.  

Constructivism Reduced to Singular Elements  

The data indicates that the pre-service teachers did not derive a comprehensive 

and coherent view of constructivism and tended to conceptualize it in terms of single 

elements that they considered of primary importance. The most common element that 

emerged was prior knowledge. Pre-service teachers saw gauging learners’ prior 

knowledge as a prerequisite for constructivist learning. Juxtaposed with prior knowledge 

was scaffolding, the second common element pre-service teachers focused on. Pre-

service teachers, however, exhibited a varied level of understanding of scaffolding. By 

equating constructivism to mere singular elements of prior knowledge and scaffolding, 

pre-service teachers demonstrated an incomplete understanding of constructivism. Yet, it 

was based on these incomplete understandings of constructivism that pre-service teachers 

had judged the value of technology such as OPSR.     
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During both class discussions on PTL and the follow-up interviews, pre-service 

teachers consistently defined constructivism in terms of scaffolding based on prior 

knowledge. Pre-service teachers conflated prior knowledge and scaffolding as they 

persistently described constructivism as building up from students’ prior knowledge, a 

descriptor they understood as scaffolding. For instance, during class discussion on PTL, 

John described constructivism as “Scaffolding, starting at the bottom building it up” 

(John, class discussion, October 14, 2008). Gloria and Harriet also referred to scaffolding 

while attempting to define constructivism before they began their evaluation of PTL, and 

included prior knowledge as central to scaffolding. Gloria stated that constructivism is to 

“build from students’ prior knowledge like … scaffolding,” while Harriet added 

constructivism is to take students “from what they know to sort of an expert level so that 

goes back to the scaffolding thing” (Gloria and Harriet, class discussion, October 14, 

2008). Based on these statements, the general consensus appeared to be that 

constructivism for pre-service teachers entailed two stages (parts) of action: to know 

students’ prior knowledge and to ‘scaffold’ from that point onward.  

Further analysis of the data supported the above two-part understanding of 

constructivism among pre-service teachers. The first key part was prior knowledge. For 

example, Karen defined constructivism as follows: “[Constructivism is] also building on 

what the students already know” (Karen, class discussion, October 14, 2008). Similarly, 

Donna stated that “constructivism is using a student’s prior knowledge and building on 

top of it and using what they know to construct an idea” (Donna, interview, March 10, 

2009). The notion of building off students’ prior knowledge made such an impression on 

Donna that she repeated it three more times during her interview. Other participants of 

the current study also repeated “prior knowledge” many times in the course of the current 

study. Gloria, for instance, also mentioned prior knowledge as part of constructivism at 
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least three times (Gloria, class discussion, October 14, 2008; Gloria, interview, December 

12, 2008). Harriet brought up prior knowledge four times (Harriet, class discussion, 

October 14, 2008; Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008).  

As a result of their view of prior knowledge as central to constructivism, pre-

service teachers also saw the value of constructivism through prior knowledge. They 

believed that following constructivism would prevent teachers from over- or under-

estimating student knowledge, thereby avoiding causing students to not understand or 

follow the lesson because teachers have to take into account students’ prior knowledge. 

During her interview, Samantha stated: “I think that [constructivism’s] good… I think it’s 

useful to find out what the students know instead of teaching them what they already 

know or starting too far ahead, so that they don’t understand what’s going on. I think it’s 

useful” (Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009). Similarly, Anita also noted one of the 

benefits of constructivism is its focus on students’ prior knowledge and with that, Anita 

believed, it would prevent students from “[staring] at the board” (Anita, class discussion, 

October 14, 2008).  

The importance of prior knowledge as a constituent part of constructivism was 

reaffirmed as pre-service teachers evaluated the sample OPSR: PTL. When discussing if 

whether PTL qualifies as a constructivism-based educational site, Harriet said, “I’d say, 

possibly, well, sort of. I feel like maybe it doesn’t do enough to access prior knowledge, 

but I like what it does with the photos and documents that kind of thing” (Harriet, class 

discussion, October 14, 2008). Clearly, Harriet was viewing PTL in the context of her 

understanding of prior knowledge as a key element of constructivism. Gloria’s 

assessment of PTL also indicated the pre-service teachers’ belief that affording students’ 

prior knowledge is key to any constructivism-based educational tool: 
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I have to look through [PTL] once or few more times to really get in… umm… 
I’d say it’s getting [to be constructivist]. Does that make sense? There’s a few 
questions that I think should you start a little… uh… earlier, or like lower level or 
something… something to build on, prior knowledge, does that make sense? 
(Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008) 

Both Harriet’s suggestion to have PTL “access” more of students prior knowledge or 

Gloria’s critique of PTL as not starting on a low enough level in terms of prior 

knowledge supports the understanding of schemata (Piaget, 1999) among pre-service 

teachers. Such a critique also provided evidence of concerns about whether OPSR 

materials such as PTL were at a low enough level for their students.  

 The second common element of pre-service teacher’s understanding of 

constructivism, in addition to prior knowledge, was scaffolding. Based on the responses 

gathered from the participants, it appeared that the level of pre-service teachers’ 

understanding of what scaffolding entails varied, ranging from a vague description to 

more specific actions. For example, Samantha did not seem to have full understanding of 

what scaffolding represents: 
 
Interviewer:  What is constructivism to you? 
Samantha:  Scaffolding, scaffolding, scaffolding! 
Interviewer:  Ok, what do you mean by scaffolding? 
Samantha:  Uh, starting off from what students know, finding out what they  
 know, and teaching from that point.   
(Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009) 

Samantha’s description of scaffolding did not include any detail as to how she would 

scaffold learning after she had discovered the prior knowledge of her students. Similarly, 

Gloria also provided a vague description of what scaffolding meant to her. Yet, what 

Gloria said demonstrated a clearer understanding of what scaffolding should be. In 

addition to what Samantha had described, Gloria added that scaffolding is like a ladder, 

and one starts with steps; teachers should teach “in a way [students will] be able to 

understand. Something that’s not so fast… or something where you don’t throw 
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information at them and they can’t really understand it unless they have background 

knowledge” (Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008).  

Harriet provided the best understanding of scaffolding in the study as exemplified 

by the following definition: 
 
Scaffolding is sort of teacher’s job in directing… giving the students some 
information and then helping student manipulate that information so the students 
become more of an expert in it. So the teacher’s not just lecturing to the students, 
the teachers were just directing the students what to do. (Harriet, interview, 
December 16, 2008) 

Her statement provides a more detailed description of the role of the teacher in a 

constructivist classroom and also includes the social constructivist notion of expert and 

novice (Vygotsky, 1978). These views were not evident in the statements of the other 

pre-service teachers in the current study.  

Pre-service teachers’ different levels of understanding of constructivism 

influenced both their views and expectations in working with OPSR: PTL. Emma and 

Karen (class discussion, October 14, 2008), for instance, echoing their preoccupation 

with prior knowledge as key to constructivism, critiqued PTL for not providing sufficient 

prior knowledge. Similarly, Gloria (interview, December 12, 2008), who defined 

constructivism as “teaching in a way that scaffolds learning… basically, find out what 

students know and build from that,” stated that PTL is not completely constructivist 

because its document-based questions (DBQ) did not start from a sufficiently low level. 

Gloria’s critique of PTL clearly reflected her limited understanding of constructivism as 

she focused only on scaffolding and prior knowledge. Lastly, Harriet, who had one of the 

better understandings of constructivism, suggested that constructivism should include 

personalizing each student’s learning experience and allowing students to manipulate the 

information teachers provide them (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008). 

Correspondingly, Harriet also provided a more sophisticated critique of PTL and stated 
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that PTL should include more analysis and evaluation of primary sources (Harriet, class 

discussion, October 14, 2008).  

Nevertheless, none of the participants exhibited a comprehensive and deep 

understanding of constructivism, and their views of OPSR such as PTL were clearly 

influenced by their incomplete understandings of constructivism. Key concepts of 

constructivism such as the expert-novice relationship (Vygotsky, 1978) and the zone of 

proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) were simply forgotten or barely mentioned by 

participants. Consequently, it is reasonable to expect that, to the extent other pre-service 

teachers shared this level of understanding, the use of OPSR will be limited.  

Historical Thinking Reduced to Singular Elements 

In addition to their rudimentary understanding of constructivism, pre-service 

teachers also exhibited a similarly simplified understanding of the second foundational 

theory in their social studies methods course, historical thinking (Barton, 2005), and this 

limitation also influenced their view on OPSR. As pre-service teachers evaluated the 

sample OPSR afforded in the current study, they tended to focus only on singular 

elements of historical thinking, primarily the contextualization of history and empathy 

with historical figures. There were, however, a few instances when hints of deeper 

understandings of historical thinking emerged. Reflecting their discrepant understandings 

of historical thinking, pre-service teachers also differed in their evaluation of PTL. 

Pre-service teachers supported having primary sources in their classrooms 

primarily because they believed that primary sources will enable students to contextualize 

historical events, a key part of pre-service teachers’ understanding of historical thinking. 

During their class discussion, Karen and Emma made the following exchange about 

historical thinking: 
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Emma: And why is [historical thinking] important? 
Karen: So students can contextualize history. 
Emma: Good.  
(Karen and Emma, class discussion, October 14, 2008) 

Contextualization of history is undeniably a part of historical thinking. As Wineburg 

(2001) has argued, history encompasses not only the familiar elements but also the 

unfamiliar and the strange that can easily mislead learners of history as they attempt to 

reconcile such unfamiliarity through the lens of their present day knowledge (i.e., 

presentism). To avoid presentism, historians contextualize history by taking into account 

the time period, locale, personalities involved, and the social milieu concerned based on 

evidence. Contextualization of history, as such, provides historians and students with a 

frame of reference to understand the unfamiliar in history. Karen and Emma clearly saw 

the importance of the contextualization of history in historical thinking. Yet, what was 

noteworthy was the absence of many elements of historical thinking such as identification 

of significance and the making of moral judgments. John’s definition of historical 

thinking, together with Samantha’s comments (below), offer a possible explanation for 

the absence of these elements.  

During the class discussion on PTL, John stated that “historical thinking is putting 

yourself in the context of the event or things that took place,” to which Samantha 

responded, “And making sure your students know how to put themselves in the context 

of what you’re teaching” (John and Samantha, class discussion, October 14, 2008). These 

views of historical thinking were reaffirmed in the interviews.  

During her interview, Samantha proclaimed that the best way to foster historical 

thinking is through “providing the material for [students] to understand the context of 

whatever you’re teaching” (Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009). John also reiterated 

that historical thinking is “being able to think back. You know, to that time period, put 
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yourself in that context, that situation, being able to think about things in different ways” 

(John, interview, December 16, 2008). Similar to Emma and Karen’s conversation, 

contextualization of history also dominated John and Samantha’s discourse on historical 

thinking. The above statements indicate that, for some of the pre-service teachers, 

historical thinking relates primarily to understanding the context of historical events. Yet, 

John’s previous statement also suggests that he saw empathy as another element of 

historical thinking. Such a view was also shared by three other pre-service teachers.  

For Jo-ann, Harriet, and Gloria, historical thinking is centered on having students 

empathize with the historical figures. In the work of Seixas (2006), empathy was referred 

to as the taking of a historical perspective. What it entails is having historians take a 

historical perspective of historical actors based on inferences drawn from historical 

evidence and avoidance of presentism and blind identification with historical figures. 

Such a step would allow historians a glimpse into how or why historical figures acted in a 

certain way or offer insights into the historical events concerned. Hence, taking historical 

perspective (empathy) was listed as one of the key elements in historical thinking (Seixas, 

2006). Similar to the dominant focus on context by some participants, Jo-ann, Harriet, 

and Gloria expressed their understanding of historical thinking largely as empathy. While 

discussing PTL, Jo-ann stated that historical thinking is  
 
like using those things to teach students about how to take themselves out of the 
context they’re in and put themselves into the context of the primary source so 
that… they can… they can be presenting what they’re thinking about and seeing 
how they can connect with how that person may’ve felt (Jo-ann, class discussion, 
October 14, 2008)  

Similar to John, Jo-ann also mentioned the contextualizing of history and added empathy 

with historical figures in her description of historical thinking. Her statement suggested 

that the key element of historical thinking is empathy with historical figures and 

contextualizing history with primary sources was the means to achieving empathy.  
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Nevertheless, while pre-service teachers overwhelmingly focused on the 

contextualization of history and empathy for historical figures as the dominant elements 

of historical thinking, there were also a few occasions when indications of a deeper 

understanding emerged. When defining historical thinking, Harriet stated that “I think it's 

just the idea that to be able to think about things, whether it's in the past or in the present 

in a critical way, in a way that sort of evaluates exactly what is going on regardless of 

what is happening” (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008). Yet, while Harriet used key 

words such as “critical” and “evaluate,” her description of historical thinking did not 

provide an explanation of how one ought to evaluate “exactly what is going on.” 

Similarly, Kevin and Anita believed that historical thinking represents “the tools to sort 

of analyze historical facts, historical information and make sense of it,” to not “make 

judgments quickly but really to uh… look at things in different viewpoints” and “to not 

accept what they’re told” (Kevin and Anita, class discussion, October 14, 2008). Kevin 

and Anita touched on the concepts of analysis and moral judgment in Seixas’s (1993) 

definition of historical thinking but still lacked the identification of significance and the 

willingness to alter one’s prior understandings.  

As Seixas (1993) explained, historical thinking is a multistage process. In addition 

to the contextualization of historic events and empathizing with historic figures, historical 

thinking also includes the identification of the significance of the primary source, 

followed by analysis, evaluation, the willingness to change one’s understanding of the 

event concerned and the making of appropriate moral judgments. Pre-service teachers of 

the current study, however, seemed to have only focused on the contextualization of the 

historical event and empathizing with historical figures. Their limited understanding of 

historical thinking also influenced how they viewed the use of OPSR such as PTL. 
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As they critiqued PTL, Harriet and Gloria found PTL to be less than satisfactory 

since “there’s no empathy, there’s no connecting it to the person” (Harriet and Gloria, 

class discussion, October 14, 2008). Specifically, Harriet and Gloria were expecting PTL 

to provide primary sources that would allow students to identify with the victims of the 

atomic blast in Hiroshima. Harriet and Gloria wanted students to be able to empathize 

with the victims of the atomic bomb. Empathy, as such, was important to both Harriet 

and Gloria as part of historical thinking and technology they would use in the future. 

As evident in Gloria and Harriet’s critique, pre-service teacher’s understanding of 

historical thinking has shaped their expectation and understanding of OPSR such as PTL.  

Samantha, for instance, who saw historical thinking as primarily the contextualization of 

history, evaluated PTL solely on the criteria of whether it provided sufficient primary 

sources to enable the contextualization of history. During her interview, Samantha made 

the following critique when she was asked if PTL’s atomic bomb WebQuest would 

support or not support historical thinking: 
 

They have the three documents and there aren’t many other types of documents, 
there’s not a lot of images, there are some, but not a lot of images, to… um… for 
the students to evaluate, there’s not like things to watch, like clips… there’s not 
things to listen to, so it’s really a lot… it’s really reading-based so I don’t know if 
it allows them, different types to learners to really get the entire picture. 
(Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009) 

And when asked if the online educational activity she designed for her course would 

support historical thinking, Samantha stated that “I think it supports in that it uses 

primary sources. I don’t know if it really gets the students to really understand the entire 

context of what was happening. It really just kind of focuses on that one situation” 

(Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009). In the first quote, Samantha touched on the 

concept of the contextualization of history by stating that PTL lacked a multitude of 

primary sources for students to get “the entire picture.” In the second quote, Samantha 



 80 

again questioned her own work’s ability to support historical thinking based only on how 

it may not be able to allow students to understand “the entire context of what was 

happening.” These two quotes suggested that Samantha viewed historical thinking 

primarily through the lens of context and largely ignored the other historical thinking 

elements. This view created a set of expectations that she felt were not met by the sample 

OPSR material.  

Yet, Samantha was not alone in her predicament. Harriet, for instance, was also 

experiencing difficulty in providing a comprehensive evaluation of PTL. During her 

interview, Harriet was also asked to comment on whether PTL supported historical 

thinking. Responding to the question, Harriet stated 

 
I do think it supports historical thinking. You got these, I remember these 
photographs, photographs of the bomb, photographs of the destruction… I 
remember seeing that. I think that’s very interesting because you can say to the 
kids that this is really, imagine this is downtown [Middleville]. And that’s what it 
looked like. This… a photograph like this shows this is some place somebody 
lived, somebody worked… so it makes it a little more real to them. I think that’s 
where you get the historical thinking comes in. This really happened to 
somebody. Somebody really suffered because of this. I think it’s so easy to think 
ok, the atomic bomb, it must’ve been really bad, but it feels… it doesn’t feel real. 
So I think by having things like this, having the letter from the scientists, asking 
the president to not drop the bomb, yea, that shows how premeditated it was. How 
destructive it was… these are horrible things that real… real people have to 
ramble with. Just making them to see someone just like them had to deal with, I 
think makes it more important and meaningful to them. So I think it does support 
historical thinking. (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008) 

In contrast with Samantha’s emphasis on historical context, the central focus within 

Harriet’s response was empathy. As described in earlier paragraphs, she had already 

shown that she found empathy to be the defining element of her understanding of 

historical thinking. The response she gave above only reinforced such a notion as she 

evaluated PTL’s support of historical thinking based on whether or not it afforded 

primary sources that enabled students to empathize with the atomic bomb victims. Other 
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elements of historical thinking were, as such, missing from her evaluation of the sample 

OPSR. Since none of the pre-service teachers showed a comprehensive understanding of 

historical thinking, there was also an absence of a comprehensive evaluation of PTL 

based on historical thinking.  

Theme One Conclusion 

It is evident from the data gathered that pre-service social studies teachers’ views 

of constructivism and historical thinking tended to focus on a few singular elements 

rather than including all elements representing a comprehensive and coherent 

understanding of these theoretical frameworks. In the case of constructivism, pre-service 

teachers condensed the complex theory into two elements: prior knowledge and 

scaffolding. According to their views of constructivism, constructivist teaching starts 

with teachers assessing students’ prior knowledge, and scaffolding students’ learning 

begins from that point onward. Pre-service teachers provided very little detail on the 

meaning of scaffolding and did not mention key concepts such as the zone of proximal 

development.  

Similarly, pre-service teachers reduced historical thinking to mostly the 

contextualization of history and empathizing with historical figures. Most pre-service 

teachers manifested their understanding of historical thinking by defining historical 

thinking as using primary sources to allow students to understand the context of the 

historical event and take on the perspective of historical figures. While other elements of 

historical thinking also appeared in the data, their appearances were so random and scarce 

that it could only suggest a nascent, instead of deep, understanding of such elements.  

As a result of their fragmented understandings of both constructivism and 

historical thinking, pre-service teachers were unable to provide adequately sophisticated 

assessments of the value of OPSR. As constructivism and historical thinking were the 
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basis of OPSR such as PTL, an incomplete understanding of either theory would 

unavoidably handicap pre-service teachers when identifying the full value of such 

technology. Data gathered in the current study confirmed that pre-service teachers only 

assessed PTL against their fragmented understanding of both theories and were unable to 

perform a thorough evaluation of PTL. Accordingly, it is the first theme of the current 

study that pre-service teachers had a fragmented understanding of constructivism and 

historical thinking that, among other factors, may adversely influence technology 

integration in social studies classrooms. 

THEME TWO: “ORGANIZED” PRIMARY SOURCES, INSTEAD OF PRIMARY SOURCE-
BASED WEBQUEST, WERE KEY  

The second theme of the current study suggested that digitized primary sources, 

instead of primary source-based WebQuests, were seen as the primary contribution of 

OPSR such as PTL. As Bolick (2006) argued, eased access of primary sources to the 

masses via technology such as OPSR has democratized the doing of historical research. 

The provision of primary sources, once only accessible to scholars, to any teacher and 

student with Web access would make the replication of authentic historical research 

possible in classrooms. Pre-service teachers in the current study shared Bolick’s 

excitement over the availability of primary sources to them. Moreover, they were also 

equally receptive towards engaging in the WebQuest activity afforded by the Presidential 

Timeline (PTL) (henceforth referred to as primary source-based WebQuest). Initial 

reaction towards primary source-based WebQuests among participants was positive. Yet, 

pre-service teachers began to show more reservation as they evaluated the sample 

primary source-based WebQuest and pondered further the implications of primary 

source-based WebQuests based on their experience with the OPSR WebQuest provided 

in the study. It became evident, therefore, that pre-service teachers found OPSR as a 
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beneficial addition for their classes not due to primary source-based WebQuests, but 

rather for the digitized primary sources they afford.  

Accordingly, the current theme is divided into three subthemes. The first 

subtheme reveals the attitude pre-service teachers held towards primary source-based 

WebQuests in general. Data revealed that pre-service teachers welcomed the idea of 

having primary source-based WebQuests based on primary sources prepared for them. 

Initial reaction to primary source-based WebQuests suggested that pre-service teachers 

were especially drawn to the notion that primary source-based WebQuests may alleviate 

their workload.  

The second subtheme, however, reflects pre-service teachers’ reservations 

towards primary source-based WebQuests, which emerged as they critiqued the sample 

atomic bomb WebQuest. It was found that pre-service teachers realized primary source-

based WebQuests could not anticipate and thus satisfy the curricular and pedagogical 

needs of each classroom. Participants raised problems ranging from the appropriateness 

of the primary source-based WebQuest content for their students to mismatched learning 

goals.  

In contrast, the third subtheme reflects pre-service teachers’ positive support for 

having digitized primary sources via OPSR. Participants overwhelming hailed the 

availability of primary sources via OPSR as a great benefit for them as teachers.  

Consequently, the third subtheme indicates that according to pre-service teachers, 

OPSR’s major contribution is its provision of digitized primary sources, while the 

primary source-based WebQuest used in the study remains problematic in the 

participants’ understanding.  
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Primary Source-based WebQuests Welcomed 

The notion of having primary source-based WebQuests that provide teachers all 

the material needed for a class session from primary sources to grading rubrics was well 

received by pre-service teachers. In the current study, the atomic bomb WebQuest from 

the PTL was used as a sample for pre-service teachers. As defined by Dodge (1997), 

WebQuest is “an inquiry-oriented activity in which some or all of the information that 

learners interact with comes from resources on the Internet1

Harriet, for instance, commented that “Something like the Presidential Timeline 

has so much work that’s already done, that’s really helpful” (Harriet, interview, 

December 16, 2008). Specifically, Harriet added, it was the fact that “information has 

already been compiled for you” that had made PTL’s primary source-based WebQuest a 

great resource for teachers. It became apparent that Harriet was keenly aware of the 

heavy workload a typical teacher must cope with. By offering teachers educational 

activities that had already compiled all the necessary components of a lesson/activity 

such as primary sources and corresponding questions and supporting resources, primary 

source-based WebQuests became very attractive to pre-service teachers like Harriet.  

, optionally supplemented 

with videoconferencing.” The primary source-based WebQuests afforded on PTL comply 

with the definition set forth by Dodge. Seeing what WebQuests could provide such 

activities, pre-service teachers initially felt a sense of excitement and saw such primary 

source-based WebQuests as a tremendous help in alleviating their future heavy workload 

as teachers.  

                                                 
1 According to the Federal Networking Council ("FNC Resolution: Definition of "Internet"," 1995), 
Internet was defined as “the global information system that (i) is logically linked together by a globally 
unique address space based on the Internet Protocol (IP) or its subsequent extensions/follow-ons; (ii) is able 
to support communication using the Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) suite or its 
subsequent extensions/follow-ons, and/or other IP-compatible protocols; and (iii) provides, uses or makes 
accessible, either publicly or privately, high level services layered on the communications and related 
infrastructure described herein.” 
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Emma’s reaction when first given the sample primary source-based WebQuest 

from PTL was especially revealing. During her discussion with her fellow pre-service 

teacher Karen, Emma exclaimed: 
 
The letter… I don’t know, I think it’s a good website because I know in the past 
I’ve searched the Internet2

Emma’s comment suggested a sense of excitement in learning that primary source-based 

WebQuests consisted of primary sources that had been pre-selected and organized. 

Emma’s experience in searching for primary sources for her class and having to come up 

with document-based questions on her own enhanced her sense of relief and exhilaration 

when she was offered the primary source-based WebQuest. Emma also poignantly 

revealed a commonly cited problem among practicing teachers: excessive amount of time 

required for class preparation. By having primary source-based WebQuests that had 

gathered all the relevant primary sources and corresponding questions, Emma realized 

that she would not have to spend an entire night searching for primary sources and 

coming up with questions any longer.  

 to find primary documents for lessons I was teaching. 
It’s nice to… for somebody to have it concise… I mean I have found 8… for one 
last night I found 8 different primary documents and came up with questions for 
all of them. Because I wanted them to analyze primary documents, I didn’t know 
something that was succinct that I could get it all for them and that took so much 
time… this is so much more convenient (Emma, class discussion, October 14, 
2008) 

Emma’s following comment accentuated her relief as she recognized what 

primary source-based WebQuests may mean for her as a teacher in the future:  
 
Look, they even have rubric… of evaluation stuff for a lesson… I just think what 
they set up is so complete, I mean I had everything you need, it’s just… I mean 
for me like the… one of the things I most not looking forward to is how much 
time I feel like teaching is gonna take up, like I just picture, once you’re done 

                                                 
2 Although the term “Internet” was used, what pre-service teachers referred to was instead the World Wide 
Web (henceforth, the Web), which was defined by the World Wide Web Consortium ("About the World 
Wide Web," 1992) as “the universe of network-accessible information, the embodiment of human 
knowledge.” The same applies through the rest of this dissertation. 
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with your work day, you’re gonna have to come home and come up with these 
lesson plans for like the next day or the next week or it just seems like it takes 
longer to be doing for the rest of my life, so it’s just nice to have all of the…  
(Emma, class discussion, October 14, 2008) 

As the sample primary source-based WebQuests also afforded supplemental teaching aids 

such as the grading rubrics, Emma immediately realized that not only was she not 

required to search for primary sources and come up with corresponding questions herself, 

she also did not have to come up with grading rubrics and other supporting materials. 

Such “completeness” of primary source-based WebQuests impressed Emma 

tremendously. Emma’s fellow pre-service teacher Gloria also sensed such benefits of 

primary source-based WebQuests. She stated “Yea, I think they do provide uh… good 

questions. I do like the rubric, it’s pretty helpful, because I think rubrics are … are hard to 

design. That kinda helps, helps you out with that” (Gloria, class discussion, October 14, 

2008). By having both the document based questions and the grading rubrics readily 

available, Gloria also noticed that primary source-based WebQuests would “help her out” 

and decrease what she otherwise would have to do herself. The “completeness” of 

primary source-based WebQuests allowed both Emma and Gloria to see one great 

practical implication for them as future teachers: decreased workload and the elimination 

of long work hours required for class preparation.  

Limitations of Primary Source-based WebQuests Recognized 

While pre-service teachers were excited to have primary source-based WebQuests 

as a possible solution to their long work hours initially, they quickly realized the many 

limitations of primary source-based WebQuests as they examined the sample primary 

source-based WebQuest further. First and foremost, there may be a mismatch in 

curricular requirements between the primary source-based WebQuests and the state 

educational standards. For instance, John stated: 
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Teaching in that way… they’re not getting back to do what teachers called book 
work, you know, memorizing some facts, some dates that are also important. And 
at the same time, you know, I can’t imagine, they would form these to meet the 
State Standard, standardized testing and stuff like that, THEN you’d be able to 
use them all the time but the fact that…. I guess overemphasizing them without 
emphasizing other things… would be a bad thing about it (John, interview, 
December 16, 2008) 

There was a clear concern on how well the primary source-based WebQuests address the 

educational standards set forth by different state educational agencies. John’s comment 

raised two critical issues in education today. First, it suggested that pre-service teachers 

such as John believe that primary source-based WebQuests such as the atomic bomb 

WebQuest of PTL would not help students in memorizing important historic dates. And 

secondly, it became apparent John was highly skeptical towards how well primary 

source-based WebQuests found online would meet the requirements of state standards. In 

essence, John’s comment implied a belief that OPSR such as PTL was not addressing 

state standards that require memorization of dates and other facts. Furthermore, John 

added that he would still use textbooks more due to his concern over standardized tests 

(John, interview, December 16, 2008). Extrapolating from John’s comments, it may be 

argued that John found primary source-based WebQuests to be more extracurricular in 

nature and therefore not a close fit for the curriculum in place today.  

Similarly, Samantha voiced concerns over how well primary source-based 

WebQuests address learning goals such as historical thinking. Historical thinking 

encompasses many critical elements including the ability to empathize with historical 

figures (Seixas, 1993). Accordingly, Samantha was concerned that primary source-based 

WebQuests may not address such learning goals sufficiently. During the class discussion, 

Samantha critiqued the sample primary source-based WebQuest, the atomic bomb 

WebQuest and said,  
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Overall, I think it’s… yea… I think it’s a good resource, it’s easily accessible, it 
has primary sources readily available that are like, you know, primary sources, 
but I don’t think that it elicits enough emotions for something like the atomic 
bomb, which, you know, is something that’s still important to us today. You 
know, that the students need to learn about. They need to create their own ideas 
about… (Samantha, class discussion, October 14, 2008) 

While Samantha may be justified in her criticism, the critical message Samantha’s review 

of the sample WebQuest exposed was the predicament of primary source-based 

WebQuests in general: How can they predict and address the different learning goals of 

different teachers? If one of the major benefits of having primary source-based 

WebQuests was to reduce the workload of teachers, primary source-based WebQuests 

would have to approximate each teacher’s learning goal as much as possible such that the 

adaptation needed for use in each class would be minimal. Consequently, it became 

evident that while finding the concept of primary source-based WebQuests appealing, 

pre-service teachers became doubtful about their usefulness when problems such as the 

lack of congruence between the learning goals of primary source-based WebQuests and 

the present curriculum remained unresolved.  

In addition to curricular and learning goal problems, pedagogical concerns also 

arose as pre-service teachers continued to evaluate the sample primary source-based 

WebQuest. Just as John was concerned that primary source-based WebQuests would not 

address state standards and Samantha was concerned with learning goals, other pre-

service teachers raised questions on the appropriateness of each primary source-based 

WebQuest for their own students. Gloria, for instance, questioned the suitability of the 

sample primary source-based WebQuest for her student. Speaking to her fellow pre-

service teacher, Gloria stated, “I think [the atomic bomb WebQuest] would seem like, 

umm, it would be more appropriate for high school students. I just don’t see middle 

school students really getting into this” (Gloria, class discussion, October 14, 2008). 
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Furthermore, she added “If anything, I hate to say this, but AP students will probably be 

more, get more out of this than regular students. I hate saying that. It’s not fair…” 

(Gloria, class discussion, October 14, 2008). Gloria’s comments brought forth the issue 

of target audience. Instructional design principles have emphasized the criticality of 

knowing one’s target audience to ensure the product will satisfy the needs of its targeted 

audience (Cennamo & Kalk, 2005; Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2005). Gloria’s comments 

suggested that she found the sample primary source-based WebQuest to be too difficult 

for her students. Such a sentiment was shared by her fellow pre-service teacher Harriet.  

Harriet cited two problems of the primary source-based WebQuest. First, Harriet 

stated, “I think maybe the documents are long” (Harriet, class discussion, October 14, 

2008). Second, she added “I’m a little torn on [the primary source document]. On the one 

hand I love it… I love it gets the kids reading kind of thing, but a lot of time they’re so 

long, or the language may be hard for the kids to understand” (Harriet, interview, 

December 16, 2008). Harriet’s comments suggested that the length and reading level 

required for the documents exceeded the ability level of her high school students.  

This same point was made by Samantha who indicated that the reading task 

exceeded what could reasonably be done by her students. During her interview, Samantha 

stated, “I guess just maybe instead of having them read all three documents, just giving 

them one document to read and maybe they’ll read it” (Samantha, interview, February 23, 

2009). Alternatively, Samantha also stated, “I mean these are, I mean these are good. It’s 

long, but the questions have like the pages they’re asking on them, which makes it easier. 

Um, I think you definitely have to… I think you definitely have to put kids in groups for 

this” (Samantha, class discussion, October 14, 2008). The problem exposed here was a 

paradox inherent in instructional design: the need to balance between maximizing 

usefulness of the product for as many people as possible and enabling personalized 
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learning experiences. In the current study, since the primary source-based WebQuests 

offered through OPSR were designed with a large and vague target audience (e.g., high 

school freshmen; high school seniors), they are unable to address the individual needs of 

each teacher, student, class or even school and school district. Specifically, pre-service 

teachers were concerned with the misalignment of learning goal between the sample 

WebQuest and state standards and the appropriateness of the primary sources included in 

the sample WebQuest for their respective students. Accordingly, Samantha recognized 

the impersonal nature of the primary source-based WebQuest and attempted to refit the 

sample primary source-based WebQuest for her students by eliminating some primary 

source documents and changing the activity from an individual to group activity. As pre-

service teachers realized the limitations of primary source-based WebQuests ranging 

from mismatching curricular needs, learning goals, and other pedagogical concerns, they 

also became aware of the need to adapt primary source-based WebQuests prior to use, 

just as Samantha suggested. 

Furthermore, there was also a concern that primary source-based WebQuests may 

not support the pedagogical approach of teachers. During her interview, Donna 

explained: 
 
I think that…uh… the teacher perspective [is lacking] from these websites. While 
there’re unbelievable information, they are still created by people who don’t 
necessarily have that much experience in the classroom. And sometimes it’s 
lacking, you know, student perspective and just like… pedagogical… well like, 
knowing what the students would be interested in. These are uninterested 16 year 
old boy or 16 year old girl. Finding articles with appropriate language and being 
able to edit down and then there’re also… while there is question and 
development, there’s not a whole lot of pedagogical, I mean, base to it. You 
know, you can tell they write these using bullets, like, well ok, please describe, 
you know… Some of them are great questions, but they aren’t… they don’t 
incorporate all the scaffolding, constructivism… historical thinking and empathy 
and everything. It’s not very apparent. (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009) 
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Zhao et al. (2002) have argued that the teacher’s pedagogical belief must be compatible 

with the technology they use in order make technology integration successful in 

classrooms. Since primary source-based WebQuests, with their document-based 

questions or WebQuest format, are not functionally neutral, there may be a mismatch 

between primary source-based WebQuests and the teachers’ pedagogical beliefs. Donna’s 

concern of primary source-based WebQuests stemmed from her evaluation of the sample 

primary source-based WebQuest. According to her comment, Donna believed that the 

sample primary source-based WebQuest did not afford sufficient scaffolding or promote 

constructivism or historical thinking, elements of her own pedagogical belief.   

With primary source-based WebQuests not fully aligned with her pedagogical 

beliefs, Donna made the following comment: “Sites that provide primary sources are 

useful when they’re given in a useful format” (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). This 

short statement suggested that while pre-service teachers found the notion of primary 

source-based WebQuests from OPSR appealing, pre-service teachers also realized that 

each primary source-based WebQuest had to be offered in formats that would match the 

needs of each teacher in order for them to be of any use. Therefore, in its current state, 

pre-service teachers found primary source-based WebQuests, such as the one used in the 

study, to be a mixed blessing. As Harriet remarked,  
 
It’s like having the Internet, having Presidential Timeline something like that, in 
some ways it might lessen my work load but then again it really increases it 
because it increases what’s out there what I personally have to evaluate and 
determine what is good information what is bad information. (Harriet, interview, 
December 16, 2008) 

As with any other educational activities found online that were designed with a 

large and vague target audience in mind, primary source-based WebQuests that are not 

perceived to be customized sufficiently to the needs of each teacher or student may 

indirectly increase each teacher’s workload.  
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How well a primary source-based WebQuest corresponds to the needs of each 

teacher or student, was an aspect identified as the key to the usefulness of primary 

source-based WebQuests. Upon further discussion of the sample primary source-based 

WebQuest, it became apparent that pre-service teachers had come to the conclusion that 

primary source-based WebQuests should always be adapted regardless of how 

“complete” they seemed. Samantha, for instance, commented that the sample primary 

source-based WebQuest was a good resource but “I think teachers would probably edit it 

to fit with what they needed to do if they use it” (Samantha, class discussion, October 14, 

2008). Samantha was joined by her fellow pre-service teacher Jean who added, “Whether 

you want to or not you’ll have to add stuff in for things like this” (Jean, class discussion, 

October 14, 2008). The comments of Samantha and Jean were derived from a realization 

that primary source-based WebQuests, similar to other existing educational resources, 

may not meet the needs of each unique situation that different teachers face. 

Consequently, the recognition of the limitations of primary source-based WebQuests 

such as the one in this study have inevitably influenced pre-service teachers to doubt the 

value of primary source-based WebQuests.   

Primary Sources of OPSR Most Valued 

With the value of primary source-based WebQuests in doubt, OPSR’s major 

contribution to technology integration in social studies seemed to be limited to its 

digitized primary sources. Speaking of the importance of primary sources in general, 

Gloria had the following exchange in her interview: 
 
Interviewer:  So do primary sources matter to you as a teacher?  
Gloria:  Oh totally! Yes!  
Interviewer:  Why?  
Gloria:  Uh, I don’t know any other way to show the students that it  

happened, you know, like, I remember reading textbooks as a child 
and thinking how… it just seem so like chewed up and like 



 93 

processed. Til you don’t even know if it’s even true or right or… 
who’s…. what angle it’s coming from? So if you have primary 
sources, you were able to give the students more of like… fact…. 
For me it’s like facts are important but where are the facts coming 
from? And if you were reading it from the President’s letter or a 
lecture or an actual… yea… anything, images I guess, would be 
important… it helps the students to understand that yea… this is… 
what I’m learning is the closest I can get to the truth or whatever… 
does that make sense? (Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008) 

According to Gloria’s reply, the value of primary sources is most importantly their ability 

to enhance the authenticity of lessons learned. The unadulterated primary source 

materials originating from the time period concerned and associated with the historical 

figures involved allow students to get the sense that “what I’m learning is the closest I 

can get to the truth.” Gloria’s opinion was also shared by Harriet, who stated: 
 
I never did anything with primary sources, we had the textbook, and lecture and 
that was mostly it. But I think the important thing about primary sources is really 
giving you an idea of what is going on at that time. Again you can apply this 
timeless critical evaluation to these artifacts that existed in those time periods. I 
also think it makes it more real to the students. Ok, someone actually wrote this, 
someone actually painted this, someone actually took this photograph. They took 
it for a reason. They wrote it for a reason. So again you get that empathy idea as 
well. I think that’s really important. So, I think it’s so much more interesting to 
the students, to the teacher, you know you can sneak in so much content in one 
photograph than 30 minutes of having the kids take notes. So, yes, they matter 
very much to me (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008) 

As shown in the above quotation, Harriet also believed that primary sources can make 

history lessons more authentic. She also added that primary sources have motivational 

value and may foster the formation of historical thinking skills as students study the 

primary sources and feel closer to the related historical figures. The value of primary 

sources as such, was not in dispute among pre-service teachers of the current study.   

Given the importance pre-service teachers placed on primary sources, it was not 

surprising to find pre-service teachers appreciative of OPSR’s function as a supplier of 

digitized primary sources. For instance, referring to OPSR, Samantha stated that “I think 
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that it’s useful since there’s so much on the Internet that can be useful to teaching social 

studies, I think that we should use it” (Samantha, interview, February 23, 2009). 

Concurring with her fellow pre-service teacher, Harriet also commented, “Benefits, just 

that I have access to a huge amount of documents and photographs and everything, which 

is really really great!” (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008). Similarly, Gloria also 

affirmed her willingness to use OPSR stating “I probably would try to use it. Coz they do 

have a lot of good images” (Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008). The volume and 

variety of primary sources OPSR affords to teachers were clearly highly attractive to pre-

service teachers. Gloria reaffirmed pre-service teachers’ appreciation of the multitude of 

primary sources found on OPSR: “That’s a real biggie. You can use almost anything as 

long as you cite it. You can find… on the LBJ library there’s all these recordings of LBJ, 

his telephone conversations you can actually look through that stuff present it to them” 

(Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008). Although the sample OPSR: PTL also offered 

online thematic exhibitions and interactive timelines, based on the data gathered, pre-

service teachers overwhelmingly focused on its digitized primary sources and primary 

source-based WebQuests. With the usefulness of primary source-based WebQuests in 

question, there seemed to be a consensus among pre-service teachers that the provision of 

a large volume and variety of digitized primary sources was the key contribution of 

OPSR to them as teachers.  

Yet, additional data suggested that the pre-service teachers’ appreciation of 

OPSR’s digitized primary sources stemmed from a deeper understanding of how OPSR’s 

technological functions may enhance their experiences in incorporating primary sources 

in their classrooms. As John stated plainly, using OPSR was “a lot of ease, you know, as 

far as lesson planning goes… just resources, it’s a great benefit” (John, interview, 

December 16, 2008). Clearly, John saw the value of OPSR as not only a depot of primary 



 95 

sources but a useful tool that will make the lesson planning process easier. Gloria’s 

statement supported such a view: “You were able to find primary sources like that instead 

of having the librarians find the stuff” (Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008). What 

Gloria touched on was the recognition of how OPSR eased teacher’s access to primary 

sources. The following quote from Donna elaborated further on the subject: 
 
There’s so much on the Web. There’s so much music and poetry, all these kinds 
of resources, you know, you might not been able to access 15, 10, 15 years ago. 
You would have to go to the library to get your box of slides. All the teachers take 
turns using the slides. But now you can go, you can get five paintings that you 
want to show by the time period, put them on a power point, put them on a 
projector and just talk about them without the limitation of what other teachers are 
using or their school habit. It’s just there! (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009) 

The above quote clearly indicates a sense of excitement about the freedom OPSR affords 

to teachers. As Donna explained, prior to OPSR, teachers were limited to what they could 

get physically from the libraries or archives that were within their reach. As shown in the 

above excerpt, the advent of OPSR, brings a sense of liberation among teachers who are 

now no longer constrained by the need to have physical access to primary sources. In 

other words, through OPSR, teachers now have unlimited access to more primary sources 

without the constraints of the past as described by Donna.  

Additionally, as there are multitudes of different OPSR available today, some of 

the pre-service teachers also realized the potential impact of both having varied sources 

of primary source material and the interactivity of the online environment. During her 

interview, Gloria was asked why she thought OPSR was a good resource, to which she 

replied:  
 
Gloria:  Uh, there’s a lot of archival stuff that the government have, I 

guess, that’s pretty interesting, even stuff that’s not government 
supported but that’s really good, there’s like archives, that’s 
national security archives which is… have you heard of that? 
That’s really cool website, really. That’s not government supported 
but showing all the stuff that the government’s trying to hide from 
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us, but what was that… the freedom of information, I don’t know 
what… anyways, it’s just interesting that all that stuff’s out there. 
It’s like a right for us to know….  

Interviewer:  Everything’s on the Internet.  
Gloria:  Yea, and it’s good that [OPSR] make it accessible to people who 

can’t go… it was just like a lot of information that’s really 
interesting. (Gloria, interview, December 12, 2008). 

In addition to confirming Donna’s expression of liberation from the need to have physical 

access to primary sources, Gloria’s statements also revealed that she viewed OPSR as 

sources that would allow multiple perspectives of history to emerge. Gloria justified her 

belief by implying that primary sources from different OPSR may offer alternative 

insights into the dominant narratives offered by governmental archives or state 

sanctioned textbooks. Such a statement provided support for Bolick’s (2006) argument 

that the emergence of OPSR such as digital archives would democratize historical 

research because official narratives can now be challenged by anyone with Web access.  

Such appreciation of the democratization of historical research through OPSR and 

the digitized primary sources it provides was further exemplified by Harriet. Citing her 

experience with the Library of Congress online archives, Harriet stated: 
 
There’s so much stuff… there’s so much you can go in, it’s sort of easy to get lost 
in it, but yea, you can go and you can pick and choose, what you want to do and 
you know, from year to year you might have students with different interests or 
things might go in different directions, so I love there’s that… breadth of things 
out there… and that it is there and it’s easy to search it’s easy to find stuff, that’s 
really great I think (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008) 

Harriet reaffirmed her fellow pre-service teachers’ sentiment that OPSR liberates teachers 

from physical constraints in terms of access and choice. However, Harriet also added that 

given that OPSR are Web-based, the primary sources they afford are also intermixed with 

hypertext, allowing non-linear learning paths to form and more personalized learning 

experience to take place. The recognition of the online setting of the primary sources 

afforded by OPSR as capable of enhancing both lesson planning for teachers and learning 
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for students had resulted in pre-service teachers’ overwhelming support of OPSR as a 

digitized primary sources provider.  

Theme Two Conclusion 

While OPSR affords numerous features aimed at enhancing learning and teaching 

experiences of social studies students and teachers, the main feature that pre-service 

teachers saw as most beneficial remained its provision of digitized primary sources. 

Although pre-service teachers indicated an appreciation for having primary source-based 

WebQuests at their disposal, problems inherent in the primary source-based WebQuests, 

such as the one used in the study diminished their usefulness in the eyes of the pre-

service teachers. Initially, pre-service teachers perceived primary source-based 

WebQuests as potentially beneficial as they envisioned primary source-based WebQuests 

to be capable of reducing the amount of time and work that teachers would have to invest 

in lesson planning. Yet, the need to customize resources found on OPSR (e.g., the 

difficulty of primary source language; length of primary sources), together with concerns 

about their applicability within the existing framework of state standards and 

standardized tests greatly reduced their appeal to pre-service teachers. 

In contrast, pre-service teachers found OPSR invaluable as a provider of digitized 

primary sources. Such a high level of enthusiasm among pre-service teachers originated 

from a belief that primary sources could improve learning experiences by fostering a 

sense of authenticity, and as a consequence motivate students to learn. Furthermore, pre-

service teachers also noticed the benefits OPSR brought forth as a form of Web 

technology. These include the ease of access to extensive and varied primary sources, 

liberation from physical constraints that in the past limited access to primary sources, and 

flexible learning paths and more personalized learning experiences for students. The 

overall picture revealed that OPSR was still mostly valued as a primary source provider 
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despite the many additional features such as primary source-based WebQuests that were 

designed to enhance learning in social studies classrooms. 

THEME 3: CONFLICTING VIEWS IN THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY 

The third theme of the current study demonstrated pre-service teachers’ awareness 

of the many problems that remain unresolved with technology integration in classrooms 

despite their recognition of the benefits that technology may bring. As the framework set 

forth by Zhao et al. (2002) has suggested, successful implementation of technology 

enhanced learning depends on three major factors: innovator (teacher), innovation 

(technology) and context (school, environment). The myriad of factors that could 

influence the outcome of technology integration in social studies classrooms created a 

highly complex situation for pre-service teachers while envisioning the implementation 

of OPSR in the future. Consequently, it became apparent in the data gathered that even 

though pre-service teachers recognized some benefits that technology such as OPSR can 

offer, they could also foresee many problems that might arise with technology integration 

without additional improvements to technology and/or changes to the existing 

educational context.  

Accordingly, the current theme was divided into three subthemes. The first 

subtheme discusses the views of pre-service teachers regarding the major benefits of 

Web-based technology in its current form, namely how Web-based technology may 

enhance communication, improve engagement among learners, and support 

individualized learning experiences.  

Subsequently, the second subtheme identifies the problems pre-service teachers 

identified regarding technology integration in classrooms with technology in its current 

state. Specifically, pre-service teachers pointed out that technology may be abused by 

students to ends other than learning. Additionally, technology may also pose a potential 
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class management problem. Furthermore, there was also a concern over the issue of 

authority related to resources found on the World Wide Web (the Web). Pre-service 

teachers were highly aware of the lack of quality control of information found on the 

Web. Such a concern was also extended to OPSR.  

Finally, the third subtheme relates to the view that the use of OPSR remains 

highly dependent on the context (Zhao et al., 2002). The contextual problems revealed 

were mainly two-fold: insufficient training for pre-service teachers on how to integrate 

technology effectively, and a conflict between the conditions required for technology 

integration and existing educational context. Based on the three subthemes of the current 

theme, it was revealed that, while acknowledging some benefits of technology use, pre-

service teachers were still concerned about its employment as many problems of 

technology integration remained unresolved. 

Benefits of Web-based Technology Use Recognized 

The use and benefits of technology in the classroom have spawned numerous 

studies in the field of instructional technology. While technology is an extremely broad 

term, within the context of the study and subtheme, and based on the usage of the term by 

pre-service teachers, it has come to represent any technology that is Web-based (which 

also included OPSR). With this understanding, pre-service teachers revealed that they 

had found Web-based technology beneficial in three major ways. First, it was suggested 

that Web-based technology may enhance communication among teachers, parents and 

students. For example, Donna stated: 
 
I like it … the ability for students to have school emails to communicate with 
each other, and have things like Google pages that they can check anywhere and 
have their portal they can check anywhere and as a teacher being able to monitor 
what’s going on, even over Spring Break, being able to see “ok, are kids 
working?”, “what are they adding to the Google page?”, “what are they doing?” 
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It’s a huge amount of freedom that students have. (Donna, interview, March 10, 
2009) 

Accordingly, Web-based technology had greatly enhanced communication between 

Donna, who was student teaching at an all-technology high school, and her students. As a 

teacher, Donna could be updated more readily and quickly on the progress of her students 

via Web portals and tools such as Google pages. Such access to student progress may 

allow teachers to provide more timely feedback and better monitor students even during 

school breaks. John’s feedback on technology also featured an enthusiasm on enhanced 

communication: 
 
I’m gonna be… especially with email with parents, things like that… I wanna be 
able to have a website and have the kids’ assignments on there and being able to 
click it, and you know, I forgot my homework… hey, why don’t you go online 
and download it? ‘Cause it’s up there… or if your parents want to see what’s on 
the agenda today, they can go on there and find out. (John, interview, December 
16, 2008) 

While reaffirming Donna’s statement on how Web-based technology will allow teachers 

and students to access projects and homework more readily, John also added that tools 

such as email and Web-based class agenda would enable better communication between 

teachers and parents. The conversion of traditionally mediated communication (e.g., 

letters to parents, paper-based homework) onto a Web-based platform that is more readily 

accessible to all parties involved was clearly one of the key benefits pre-service teachers 

saw in technology.  

Additionally, pre-service teachers also recognized the motivational value of Web-

based technology. As Donna stated, when students were “given the opportunity to work 

with technology … there’s an amount of engagement there” (Donna, interview, March 

10, 2009). Such an engagement may draw in students who have otherwise been 

disinterested in learning. Donna’s opinion was also shared by Gloria, who added, “I feel 

like it will definitely relate to kids, to students a lot. Students are familiar with 
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technology and a lot of them… that’s all they use sometimes. It seems it would relate to 

their lives and maybe get them interested, seeing something visual” (Gloria, interview, 

December 12, 2008). Drawing from her pedagogical understanding of what may engage 

students in classes, Gloria saw Web-based technology’s strength in how students’ lives 

today are already so inextricably intertwined with technology at large. Accordingly, the 

usage of a tool that students were already familiar with, in Gloria’s opinion, might better 

interest students than traditional tools such as textbooks.  

Furthermore, Web-based technology was also seen as a good research tool. As 

Donna stated, “There are a lot more of what they can see and work with on the computer 

than just classroom materials. There’s a lot more documents they can see, there’s a lot… 

there’s just a lot more research that can be done on the computer than just what we have 

in the classroom” (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). Because Web-based technology 

affords ease of access to a wide range of resources and information online, more research, 

as Donna stated, becomes possible. While past classroom research was limited by the 

collection of the nearby libraries and archives, Web-based technology removes such 

limitations as more documents and resources become available online. Together with 

enhanced communication and motivational value, accessibility to online resources was 

also named as a key benefit Web-based technology afforded in the eyes of pre-service 

teachers.  

Current Web-based Technology Poses New Challenges 

Although pre-service teachers held a generally positive attitude towards having 

Web-based technology in their future classrooms, there remained a general consensus 

among pre-service teachers that Web-based technology had also brought forth its own 

new challenges. One of the first challenges that pre-service foresaw was pedagogical 

issues in classrooms. Citing possible problems he foresee, John explained: 
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Yea… kids get… you know, any essay question you give them at home, they’re 
gonna try to find the right answer by looking at somebody else’s opinion on it. 
And just like easily, hey, tell me about the French-Indian War, and they’re gonna 
go Wikipedia and put in French-Indian War and get that definition. Yea, it’s good 
and bad. I’d like the kids to learn in different ways than somebody else trying to 
teach it… but you’re gonna face that and you gotta be able to tell them that hey 
that’s what one thing says but there’s another way of viewing at it, what lessons 
can be learned from it, things like that. (John, interview, December 16, 2008).  

Based on the quote above, John was concerned that students would abuse the 

convenience of Web-based technology. Instead of utilizing Web-based technology to 

conduct historical research and learn how to think historically, John worried students 

would shirk their responsibility to verify claims of history and simply rely on sources 

such as Wikipedia. Thus, the infusion of Web-based technology in classrooms has not 

only added conveniences and value to students’ learning experiences but also created a 

possible new pedagogical problem of student misuse. 

The concern over the misuse of Web-based technology by students was also 

shared by Donna. During her interview, Donna stated, “I find that kids only want to look 

at the Web. They don’t want to go to the library or anywhere else for resources because if 

it’s not found on the Web, it doesn’t exist” (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). Donna’s 

statement confirmed John’s prediction of how students may misuse the Web. Instead of 

being seen as an additional source for research material, Donna found her students to 

treat Web-based technology as the only source of research material. Consequently, 

Donna realized that students had to be taught how to make use of Web-based technology 

constructively:  
 
The other thing is teaching kids how to use the Internet. Because it’s not… the 
first thing you read on Wikipedia isn’t necessarily the only answer or the only 
thing you’re looking for. So teaching kids how to make good decisions about 
search engines, how they search for things and what they find and what they do 
with it is really important and that’s kind of … you know… it’s difficult you 
know it’s there you can work towards it. (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). 
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The difficulty Donna faced in her student teaching experience using Web-based 

technology exposed the need to prepare students for technology integration. By 

introducing new educational tool such as OPSR into classrooms, new problems such as 

students’ tendency to rely on the Web as the only source of information also surfaced.  

 Furthermore, Donna added, Web-based technology may also be a source of 

distraction in class in addition to being treated as a tool for cheating. During her 

interview, Donna stated “there’re always students who want to try and just surf the 

Internet. It’s hard to block every site, you know… even though you have administrative 

computer, if you were walking around and trying to facilitate learning and facilitate 

discussion and questions, it makes it really hard to sit there and monitor kids constantly” 

(Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). While Web-based technology was already 

recognized as a tool that may make students more interested in the lesson, Donna’s 

statement also suggested that pre-service teachers were also aware of the side-effects of 

Web-based technology. Clearly, the management of students in classrooms is not a new 

problem for teachers to tackle. It is new, however, in terms of the fact that Web-based 

technology has provided students a level of privacy in the classroom. What students do 

online in classrooms, as Donna attested, is difficult for teachers to control even with 

monitoring systems installed for teachers. Aggregating the data presented in the current 

subtheme, it appears that despite the best intentions of educators and instructional 

designers, the impact of Web-based technology in education is still highly dependent on 

how students are making use of it and whether Web-based technology can improve 

further to prevent student abuses to occur.  

The inadequacy of currently available Web-based technology was also 

demonstrated by the inclusion of often inappropriate or inaccurate materials or 

information on the Web. The credibility of the information found on the Web has always 
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been questioned. Such questioning is especially important within the context of learning. 

As Wallace (2004) has argued, one of the affordances that teachers must evaluate when 

they are integrating technology into their classroom is authority. According to Wallace, 

authority of Web-based material is important because unlike textbooks that have often 

undergone systematic evaluations (however questionable) by state agencies, publishers 

and/or education specialists, Web-based materials are often presented unfiltered and may 

have questionable authorship. The credibility of Web-based information as such 

remained arguable.  

Pre-service teachers of the current study also raised the issue of the authority of 

educational materials found online. Samantha, for instance, argued that “There’s always 

how much you can trust the source on the Internet, just with anything. You have to make 

sure that it’s a trusted source so that could be a problem” (Samantha, interview, February 

23, 2009). The inherent nature of the Web that allows anyone from anywhere to publish 

an individual’s interpretation of events and opinions has added an additional burden on 

teachers to be filters for misinformation and unsubstantiated claims. Similarly, Donna 

also commented that when she was deciding what material to use from the Web, she 

would “typically look at who created the site, when it was created, was it updated often” 

(Donna, interview, March 10, 2009), suggesting that authority of Web-based information 

was indeed a concern among pre-service teachers.  

With useful educational material mixed in with an unorganized sea of information 

on the Web, pre-service teachers were able to see the challenges they would face as they 

incorporated Web-based technology in their teaching. As Harriet stated when comparing 

teaching with technology and textbooks, “Internet in general … sort of just open this 

huge can of worms, it’s hard to pick and choose, what do I teach and what do I not teach 

because I don’t have time… how far in depth do I go in one particular topic… so lots of 
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problems with Internet in general versus the textbook” (Harriet, interview, December 16, 

2008). The incalculable amount of unorganized information available online made 

Harriet pause when considering technology integration. The immensity of the burden to 

filter and organize online information into useful formats had, as a consequence, caused 

pre-service teachers to view technology as insufficient as a tool to replace textbooks.  

Harriet’s internal conflict between using Web-based technology and textbooks is 

best exemplified in the pre-service teacher’s perception of technology: 
 

If something like this can 100% replace textbooks I would be really happy. I think 
that you need to have something, or I think the person I am, I feel more 
comfortable with something, you know, solid resource to go back to, like a 
textbooks or a narrative or something like that. For example, this past semester I 
was teaching World Geography, I also did a couple lessons in US History class, I 
never even saw the textbooks they have for that in that class, ever! They did use 
them sometimes but I personally never looked at it. And it was so nice, you know, 
to not feel pinned in. I think that the benefit of a textbook really only comes in for 
the teacher, I think it only helps you in terms of picking and choosing what 
information to present to students, but if you have something like this, like the 
Presidential Timeline, that’s done for you and it’s done by people who I feel may 
have a little more interesting perspective on these things, that it’s done by 
archivists, it not done by whoever wrote the textbooks, which I guess sometimes 
are teachers, but I’ve heard biology teachers writing history and stuff. And that 
scares me. So I think that having actual historians, or academics having something 
like that works on something like this, and I kind of go in and teach it, I like that 
so much better than textbooks (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008) 

While Harriet was expressing how she believed Web-based technology may be a good 

addition for her as a teacher throughout her entire statement, it was also clear that she 

also recognized the inadequacy of technology such as OPSR. Harriet began by 

proclaiming that she would be happy if digitized resources such as PTL could replace 

textbooks, yet added that she personally preferred something that has a narrative, in other 

words, a summarized interpretation of the historical event concerned. Continuing, Harriet 

proudly described an example of how textbooks were never used in the previous classes 

she taught, but added again that textbooks would benefit teachers in terms of selecting 
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what to teach. Concluding her statement, Harriet praised how PTL may provide 

alternative perspectives from those of the textbooks and may be more reliable than 

textbooks. Yet, in another statement, Harriet added “But you know, it’s nice to have the 

resource in [PTL], I think, to sort of point you to this direction. I think you just have to be 

careful about what the [PTL] people are picking” (Harriet, interview, December 16, 

2008).  

Based on the above quotations, it was evident Harriet struggled with how to make 

use of both the OPSR and textbooks since she considered both to be inadequate by 

themselves. To Harriet, textbooks were considered dubious in their content but useful in 

providing a structure to the lessons. Meanwhile, OPSR was too unstructured and 

expansive to manage for classes and questionable as well in its authority. As Harriet 

expressed a distrust in the content of the textbooks, she also treated textbooks as a fall 

back resource for accuracy, describing them as a “solid source to go back to.” 

Simultaneously, while praising PTL to be more trustworthy since it was created by 

“archivists” and “actual historians and academics,” Harriet also cautioned that one has to 

be careful with what the “[PTL] people are picking.” The contradictions exemplify how 

pre-service teachers are trying to cope with the problems of the Web-based technology 

available today.  

Contextual Support for Technology Integration Insufficient 

As Zhao et al. (2002) have argued, the successful implementation of technology 

in classrooms is also dependent on the context. Based on the data gathered for the current 

study, it was found that pre-service teachers did not see sufficient affordances for 

successful technology integration in classrooms. Starting with their own preparation for 

technology integration, the responses from the pre-service teachers suggested that there 
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may not be adequate preparation for pre-service teachers in technology integration. 

During her interview, Samantha made the following confession: 
 
Interviewer:  How would you… uh…. Some people even if they have laptops 

and stuff like that, they have primary sources, what they did was to 
print out all these artifacts and then distribute it to the students and 
lecture. Whereas some other people will ask them to go online and 
do research on their own and ask questions. Where in this spectrum 
do you think you’re gonna fall? 

Samantha:  I will probably fall… I will probably print out the documents and 
use them in class just because right now that’s what I’m used to 
doing. It’s easier for me to work with things in paper than it is to 
look at things on the computer. (Samantha, interview, February 23, 
2009) 

  
Samantha’s admission was surprising since she had previously advocated that teachers 

should use technology such as OPSR and was clearly aware that OPSR can allow more 

research and potentially foster historical thinking. Yet, despite such awareness, Samantha 

still brushed technology aside and stated that she would still use paper documents and 

lecture since it was what she was used to do. Samantha’s confession was alarming for 

advocates of technology integration in education since it accentuated the importance of 

how habits can dominate the pedagogy of a teacher and how difficult change can be in a 

classroom.  

Contextualizing further on Samantha’s case, it must be mentioned that the school 

where Samantha was student teaching had a very limited number of laptops and 

computers for students. Samantha had described how inconvenient using technology was 

in her school: “At my school, they have these… they have laptops available that could be 

only checked out by one teacher at a time. First of all you’ll have to check them out way 

in advance, second of all, only some of them work, so you’ll have to group a lot of kids to 

one computer, it’s just not very effective in one computer…” (Samantha, interview, 
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February 23, 2009). Consequently, it can be argued that Samantha’s habit of not utilizing 

technology despite an awareness of the benefits technology can afford can be partially 

attributed to a lack of student-teaching experience involving the use of technology. 

Nevertheless, what was certain in Samantha’s case was that she was not comfortable in 

using technology and Samantha did not have the necessary student-teaching experience 

in implementing technology enriched education.  

The need for more training in how to implement technology in classrooms was 

confirmed by Harriet. When asked whether she felt prepared to integrate technology in 

classrooms, Harriet responded, 

I do feel well-prepared. I feel like I know these things are out there now, and I’m 
pretty good at going in beforehand and sort of working with it and know what’s 
going on there. So in that respect I feel well-prepared. I think I’m pretty good at 
coming up with [Document-based Questions] or evaluating [Document-based 
Questions]. But again it’s that how do I get this information to the students, 
should I just project it? Do I go to the lab? That kind of thing… that I feel less, 
less confident.  I feel like I’m personally prepared to use these and explain this to 
one other person, I don’t know about putting it together as a whole unit or putting 
it together for a whole entire class, I feel a little unsure about that. (Harriet, 
interview, December 16, 2008) 
 

The above statement reflected Harriet’s lack of confidence in her ability to utilize 

technology to form a lesson. According to her response, she was confident in her own 

ability to make use of the technology, but felt she lacked the knowledge in transforming 

that ability into a lesson plan. It was evident the teacher training Harriet had received had 

not prepared her to plan and execute technologically enriched lessons. 

 In addition to the need for more training in technology integration in education, 

pre-service teachers perceived they were confronted with an educational system that was 

not designed to accommodate technology and the activities it affords. For instance, online 
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primary source-based WebQuests designed with primary sources and document based 

questions often required more time to complete than normal class sessions allowed. As 

Jo-ann commented on the sample primary source-based WebQuest from PTL, “for a fifty 

minute class period, you would choose one document… and go through them all… just 

put high school kids and three documents… I don’t think it would work” (Jo-ann, class 

discussion, October 14, 2008). Jo-ann had pointed out how a normal fifty minutes class 

period would only be sufficient for one single primary source document. Because 

historical research, or even a mock historical research lesson such as the atomic bomb 

WebQuest of PTL, requires more than going through just one primary source document, 

a fifty minutes class period was clearly insufficient for any research-based activity. Other 

pre-service teachers also agreed (Gloria & Harriet, class discussion, October 14, 2008). 

John and Samantha also described the atomic bomb WebQuest as a “big project” even 

with just three primary source documents (John & Samantha, class discussion, October 

14, 2008). Samantha even stated that the WebQuest required “a few days…just to read 

and answer the questions, will take my kids like a whole day” (Samantha, class 

discussion, October 14, 2008). While different primary source-based WebQuests would 

require different amounts of time, it is clear from the opinions of the pre-service teachers 

that any primary source-based WebQuests that engage students in conducting historical 

research with primary sources would require more time than a regular class period. As 

Donna stated, “[primary sources in PTL were] just too long to use in a normal classroom. 

Especially…I’m lucky enough to be on a block-scheduling, but if you’re not and you 

only have fifty minutes, and you want to look at several documents, you really have to 

cut it down” (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). Consequently, the consensus was that 
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the schedule in schools today is incompatible with historical research activities found on 

technology such as OPSR. 

Furthermore, pre-service teachers questioned the practicality of integrating 

technology in terms of teacher workload. Heavy workload is perhaps one of the most 

common complaints among teachers. While technology such as OPSR is often designed 

to enhance learning experiences, they may also inadvertently increase teachers’ workload 

since teachers still have to filter and adapt the resources it provides. As Donna described, 

“as far as [primary source] documents goes, sometimes it can be really frustrating and it’s 

easier to just use something that the AP board has prepared or that another teacher had 

prepared because they’re so lengthy and takes so much more prep time when there are so 

much time spent grading, with kids… just a lot” (Donna, interview, March 10, 2009). 

Donna spoke of the amount of time need to evaluate primary source documents made 

available today. Since teachers, according to Donna, also had other duties such as grading 

and interacting with students, the additional task of evaluating primary source documents 

available via OPSR seemed daunting. As Harriet succinctly stated, “having the Internet, 

having Presidential Timeline something like that, in some ways it might lessen my work 

load but then again it really increases it because it increases what’s out there that I 

personally have to evaluate and determine what is good information what is bad 

information” (Harriet, interview, December 16, 2008). The inadequacy of technology 

today in terms of providing exactly what each teacher needs places a strain on teachers’ 

already tight schedule. Without any alleviation of teacher’s duties, either in forms of 

improved technology or reduced teacher-student ratio, technology integration in schools 

may remain problematic.  
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Theme Three Conclusion 

Although OPSR has made the integration of technology in social studies 

classrooms possible, additional hurdles persist and could potentially hinder a successful 

integration of technology. According to the pre-service teachers, technology such as 

OPSR has added value to learning in many ways. Special attention was placed on how 

technology allows better communication for teachers, students, and parents as well. 

Furthermore, the pre-service teachers also pointed out how technology may relate to 

students today better than traditional media such as books and accordingly, enhance 

student engagement in learning. Moreover, they also believed that learning experiences 

can be improved with technology because it allows for more research and individualized 

learning. Yet, despite the above benefits, pre-service teachers remained concerned about 

technology integration due to problems inherent in the technology available today and the 

existing educational context.  

Technology also poses new challenges for teachers. For instance, the pre-service 

teachers worried that instead of being used as a tool for research and better learning, 

technology in classrooms would be misused by students as a means to avoid conducting 

historical research and would view the Web as the only source of information. 

Additionally, pre-service teachers also foresaw technology as a potential source of class 

management problems. Despite classroom management software, pre-service teachers 

stated, it was difficult to control where students would go via the Web during class. 

Compounded with the Web’s lack of authority in terms of the information it affords, 

technology utilization in class remains challenging at best.  

Contextual elements within the existing educational system were also found to be 

inconsistent with the conditions required for technology integration. Pre-service teachers 

indicated that they felt ill-prepared for integrating technology in their classrooms and 
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described how conditions in their schools posed additional challenges for such 

integration. Specifically, pre-service teachers found the typical class period to be too 

short for the use of technology such as OPSR. Furthermore, pre-service teachers also 

found that the incorporation of technology such as OPSR remained challenging given a 

teacher’s heavy workload in context of today’s education system. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The current study provides insights into pre-service teacher perceptions related to 

constructivist applications of technology and the use of online primary source resources 

to support student engagement in historical thinking. The three themes that emerged from 

the study indicated that there are still a number of challenges that must be addressed to 

enable teachers to use constructivist pedagogical strategies and technology resources to 

help foster historical thinking in their students.  

Guiding this project was the research question: What are the pre-service social 

studies teachers’ understanding and experiences in applying technology as a 

constructivist tool? In addition, there were two sub-questions: 1) How do the participants 

see OPSR as a teaching/learning tool? And 2) How do the participants understand OPSR 

as a tool to foster historical thinking skills? Analysis of the observations and interview 

data yielded three themes.  

The first was the pre-service teachers’ limited understanding of constructivism 

and historical thinking. Although both theories had been introduced to the pre-service 

teachers in their teacher preparation program, their understandings were limited to 

singular elements of each theory. Regarding constructivism, pre-service teachers tended 

to consider only the constructivist elements of scaffolding and prior knowledge in their 

thinking. In the case of historical thinking, each pre-service teacher took away different 

fragments of the theory but remained mostly focused on the contextualization of historic 

events and empathy with historical figures through the use of primary sources. The 

second theme relates to the pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the value of technological 

resources such as OPSR. According to the pre-service teachers, the value of technology 

such as OPSR is mostly derived from its provision of digitized primary sources. While 
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OPSR also afforded primary source-based online collaborative inquiry activities called 

WebQuest, their value was diminished as pre-service teachers perceived that the sample 

OPSR would not match the needs of their respective classes. Consequently, despite the 

added educational features, the pre-service teachers viewed the main contribution of 

OPSR as solely the eased access to digitized primary sources. Lastly, the third theme 

provides insights related to pre-service teachers’ understanding of the context of 

technology integration in social studies today. It was found that the pre-service teachers 

viewed technology available today as still posing significant challenges to the integration 

of technology into the teaching of social studies. Specifically, pre-service teachers 

worried about student abuse of technology and the authority of online resources. 

Furthermore, pre-service teachers also described the current school context as posing 

problems for technology integration.  

In order to understand the implication of the above three themes, it is important to 

consider the works of Zhao et al. (2002) and Wallace (2004). Zhao et al. suggested that 

there are three domains of concern when integrating technology in education. These three 

domains are innovator, innovation and context. The innovator (typically a teacher) is the 

instigator of new innovations in the classroom. Innovation is the new tool or approach to 

learning adopted by the innovator (e.g., new technology such as OPSR). And context 

refers to the exterior factors that can also influence the implementation and outcome of 

new innovations in classrooms. Zhao et al. listed a total of eleven factors under these 

three domains and argued that each factor can influence the success or failure of new 

technology in classrooms. Accordingly, the current study used the work of Zhao et al. to 

provide a macro level view of the conditions under which technology integration in 

education must take place.  
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The work of Wallace (2004), on the other hand, provided a micro level 

framework specifically explain the interface between technology and the teacher in 

classrooms. In her work, Wallace listed five affordances teachers must consider when 

they utilize the Internet. These five affordances are boundaries, authority, stability, 

pedagogical context and disciplinary context. Boundaries denote the extent of Internet-

access which students are allowed. Examples ranged from strictly limiting students to one 

website only to a completely open approach granting students free access to the entire 

Internet. Authority relates to how trustworthy the information found on the Internet is. 

Stability refers to how stable the website adopted by a teacher is and if the website would 

disappear the next day or had been outdated for years. Pedagogical context challenges 

teachers to ponder how to provide pedagogical support to students in class with 

technology. And disciplinary context requires teachers to adapt and fit technology into 

instruction based on their specific needs. In summary, Wallace’s five affordances 

described the interface between teacher and technology in classrooms. Nevertheless, 

given that the current study had limited the boundary and ensured the stability of the 

website (i.e., PTL) and verified the authority of the resources (i.e., presidential libraries), 

only two affordances remained relevant to the findings: pedagogical and disciplinary 

contexts. As such, the theoretical framework of the current study consists of the 

pedagogical context and disciplinary context affordances from Wallace’s work, situated 

within the macro-framework of technology integration set forth by Zhao et al.   

Accordingly, the rest of the chapter is divided into three major sections: Findings, 

Implications, and Conclusion. Within the Findings section, with the frameworks of 

Wallace and Zhao et al. as the orienting guide, I will first detail the four findings revealed 

in the themes of Chapter Four, then address the research questions of the current study. 
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Following the findings, I will discuss the implications of this project. And lastly, based 

on the findings and implications revealed, I will offer a conclusion to the current study. 

Findings 

Drawing from the three themes detailed in Chapter Four and situating them within 

the Wallace and Zhao et al. frameworks, yields four important findings. First, the pre-

service teachers in the study demonstrated a limited understanding of the application of 

foundational theories central to their field of study. The limited knowledge of the 

foundational theories also impacted their understanding of the appropriate integration of 

technology into their teaching. Second, while pre-service teachers demonstrated only 

fragmented understandings of constructivism and historical thinking, there were still 

instances of deeper appreciation of the potential of OPSR, indicating that pre-service 

teachers’ theoretical understanding is nascent and may deepen overtime. Third, the full 

potential of technologies such as OPSR was not recognized. Although pre-service 

teachers could see some benefits in the application of technology in classrooms, they 

lacked the vision to see how new technology such as OPSR could change education at a 

fundamental level. Such a handicap suggests insufficient pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK) (Shulman, 1986) among pre-service teachers. And lastly, the pre-service teachers’ 

perceptions of school and educational system conditions tended to negatively influence 

their views toward the integration of technology into their teaching practices. Pre-service 

teachers raised contextual issues ranging from heavy teacher workload to constraints 

within the school system that, in their view, would make technology integration difficult 

if not impossible. Incompatibility with the school system is an especially critical issue 

since such a problem exposes an additional dimension that must be addressed in 

technology integration in classrooms.   
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FINDING ONE: PRE-SERVICE TEACHERS’ UNDERSTANDING OF FOUNDATIONAL 
PEDAGOGICAL THEORIES IS INADEQUATE 

The first finding of the current study was that the pre-service teachers held a 

limited understanding of fundamental pedagogical theories (e.g., constructivism and 

historical thinking). For example, the themes revealed that pre-service teachers did not 

have a full understanding of constructivism. Despite introduction to these concepts that 

pre-service teachers received in their teacher training courses, their understanding of 

constructivism was limited to singular elements of the theory. Specifically, pre-service 

teachers only focused on giving students prior knowledge and scaffolding learning. 

Important constructivist notions such as the coexistence of multiple valid truths and the 

expert-novice relationship were often omitted.  

The same can be said of pre-service teachers’ understanding of historical thinking, 

the second key pedagogical theory in the current study. VanSledright (2004) had 

delineated identification, attribution, perspective judgment, and reliability assessment as 

the four cognitive acts involved in historical thinking. Similarly, Seixas (1993) described 

historical thinking as the reasoning skill to analyze, evaluate, and contextualize historic 

events and figures; and the making of appropriate moral judgment in accordance with 

primary sources. The study revealed that the pre-service teachers only recognized 

historical thinking as the understanding of historical context and empathy.  

Such an incomplete understanding of pedagogical theories such as constructivism 

and historical thinking suggests that Wallace’s (2004) affordance of disciplinary context 

plays a critical role in the pre-service teachers’ understanding of technology in education. 

Wallace has described disciplinary context as teachers’ efforts in selecting, sequencing 

and formulating a curricular approach when utilizing technology. Constrained by their 

limited understanding of foundational pedagogical theories, such adaptation of online 
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resources was limited among pre-service teachers. The data of the current study indicated 

that pre-service teachers evaluated the sample OPSR: PTL according to their limited 

understanding of constructivism and historical thinking. As such, the study suggests that 

a firm understanding of critical pedagogical theories such as constructivism and historical 

thinking is essential as a precondition for teachers performing tasks entailed in the 

disciplinary context of Wallace’s framework. 

FINDING TWO: DEEPER UNDERSTANDING EMERGING  

Despite pre-service teachers’ fragmented understanding of both constructivism 

and historical thinking, there were also instances of deeper understanding. As specified in 

the previous finding, Wallace’s disciplinary context relies on the teacher’s understanding 

of foundational pedagogical theories such as constructivism and historical thinking (in 

the case of social studies). In the case of constructivism, pre-service teachers 

overwhelmingly focused on prior knowledge and scaffolding. These represented only two 

elements of constructivism, but there were a few instances where deeper understanding 

did emerge. One of the most common comments made by pre-service teachers on PTL’s 

sample WebQuest related to how well it addressed students’ prior knowledge. Although 

the pre-service teachers did not offer any explanation of the constructs of assimilation, 

accommodation, and equilibrium, their focus on prior knowledge suggests that the pre-

service teachers had an appreciation of Piaget’s theory on schemata. Accordingly, as 

prescribed in Wallace’s disciplinary context affordance, pre-service teachers attempted to 

adapt and fit the resource for their needs based on their nascent understanding of 

schemata.  

As with their limited understanding of constructivism, pre-service teachers 

demonstrated only a partial understanding of historical thinking and tended to focus 

solely on two elements: historical context and empathy with historical figures. According 
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to Wallace’s framework, when adopting technology, teachers will perform evaluation and 

selection of online resources such that a coherent lesson can form (disciplinary context). 

The pre-service teachers of the current study understood empathy as a key component of 

historical thinking and their evaluation of the sample WebQuest was heavily influenced 

by such an understanding. Many pre-service teachers noted that the sample WebQuest 

did not provide sufficient empathy for the victims of the atomic bomb through either 

document-based questions or primary source documents. Since the sample WebQuest did 

not provide any hard scaffolding (e.g., any mentioning, suggestion, or hint of empathy for 

the victims of the atomic bomb), such a critique underscores the participants’ views of 

the dominance of empathy as the key element of historical thinking.    

FINDING THREE: LIMITED VIEW OF THE IMPLICATIONS OF OPSR  

Teachers lacking a comprehensive pedagogical understanding may not have a 

complete perspective of the value or significance of OPSR. Wallace’s (2004) framework 

has suggested that when faced with technology integration, teachers play the role of the 

selector of information (disciplinary context), the organizer of online resources 

(disciplinary context), and the implementer of technology in classes (pedagogical 

context). Yet, without recognition of the full potential of a tool such as OPSR, any 

selection, organization and implementation performed by teachers will be severely 

limited. Similarly, the framework of Zhao et al. (2002) framework calls for the alignment 

of technology with the teacher’s pedagogy in order for technology to be successfully 

implemented. In this sense, it becomes important to qualify the frameworks of both 

Wallace and Zhao et al. by considering the pre-service teachers’ nuanced understanding 

or misunderstanding of technology’s use within their content area.   

Due to their limited understanding of pedagogical theories, the pre-service 

teachers tended to relegate OPSR to a simplified role of provider of primary sources. 
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While having access to extensive and varied primary sources is indeed a major 

contribution, the potential value of OPSR to social studies is much greater. According to 

the data analyzed within this study, pre-service teachers were only able to see the limited 

value of OPSR, such as enhancing the sense of authenticity in history lessons via primary 

sources. While some pre-service teachers were able to see some greater value in OPSR 

(e.g., allowing students to conduct more research), the key focus among the majority of 

pre-service teachers in the current study remained the mere quantity of primary source 

materials OPSR could supply. Such a limited view among pre-service teachers exposes 

what may be missing from both of the Wallace and Zhao et al. frameworks and points to 

the importance of having a well rounded pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) 

(Shulman, 1986).  

According to Wallace’s (2004) work, the interplay between teacher and 

technology resulted in the five affordances that took place in her study. These five 

affordances represented the five areas of concern teachers dealt with as they utilized 

technology. The teachers’ efforts in selecting, formulating and adapting online resources 

for their specific needs is closely related to the disciplinary context affordance. Yet, it 

appears that the disciplinary context affordance did not address the issue of teacher’s 

pedagogical knowledge, which is the foundation of all selection, formulation and 

adaptation of any resource. In the current study, pre-service teachers lacked the 

pedagogical knowledge of constructivism and historical thinking to guide them as they 

tried to adapt PTL for their classes. The framework from the work of Zhao et al. (2002) 

also lacked an adequate structure to address the pre-service teachers’ PCK. Within their 

framework, Zhao et al. only included teacher’s technological knowledge, compatibility 

between teacher’s pedagogy and technology and teacher’s knowledge of the school’s 

organizational and social cultures. Interestingly, neither the Wallace nor the Zhao et al. 
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frameworks touch on the issue of teachers’ PCK. Additional dimensions must be added to 

explain how the pre-service teachers’ fragmented pedagogical knowledge adversely 

influenced their ability to adequately adapt technology for their educational purposes.       

FINDING FOUR: SCHOOL CONTEXT UNFAVORABLE TO TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATION 

In general, the use of technology can be seen as problematic within the confines 

of the school setting. Pre-service teachers had listed numerous problems with regard to 

school conditions under which they have to implement technology integration. For 

example, pre-service teachers cited that the standard class period of fifty minutes is too 

short for constructivist lessons that involved historical research of primary sources. Such 

contextual problems, however, cannot be easily explained with Wallace’s framework. 

Wallace’s (2004) framework suggested that when adopting technology or online 

resources, teachers will attempt to fit these resources into useful formats that are 

appropriate for their needs. Yet, the framework does not address the exterior forces that 

are influencing teachers’ decisions during this adaptation process. The framework based 

on the work of Zhao et al., on the other hand, has provided a better guide for 

understanding the pre-service teachers’ complaints on the difficulties they foresaw in 

technology integration. As explained by the framework of Zhao et al., technological 

infrastructure, human infrastructure and organizational culture make up the necessary 

contextual conditions for the successful implementation of new technologies in 

education. Pre-service teachers’ complaints with regard to insufficient computers for 

class use (technology infrastructure), short class periods for constructivist lessons (human 

infrastructure), and student-teaching experiences without opportunities to use technology 

(organizational culture) can be explained by this framework.  

Yet, the data analysis also suggested that the pre-service teachers’ views of state 

standards and tests negatively influenced their views of how they could integrate 



 122 

technology. Pre-service teachers raised the issue of standardized tests, which featured 

recall test items and/or one correct answer (Truth) for each question. They viewed this 

mode of assessment as contradictory to the constructivist approach of seeking multiple 

perspectives (multiple truths) propagated with tools such as OPSR.  

The human infrastructure condition within the framework of Zhao et al. was 

defined as the “institutionalized policies and procedures related to technology issues” (p. 

503) such as “hardware and software purchase, professional development, and student 

access to computers and the Internet” (p. 503). Yet, it fell short of extending such policies 

to the pedagogical orientation of the education system. In other words, by limiting such 

policies and procedures to those only relating to technology issues, an extremely 

important factor at play in the implementation of technology in classrooms (i.e., the 

pedagogical approach of the education system itself) has been left out. In response to 

school conditions today that have remained unfavorable for technology integration, 

frameworks must be extended to address such an important factor to better understand the 

incorporation of technology in our classrooms.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The main research question of the current study was: What are the pre-service 

social studies teachers’ understanding and experiences in applying technology as a 

constructivist tool? In order to answer this main question, I included two sub-questions in 

this study: 1) “How do the participants see OPSR as a teaching/learning tool?” And 2) 

“How do the participants understand OPSR as a tool to foster historical thinking skills?”  

In answer to the first sub-question, it appears that, limited by their incomplete 

understanding of pedagogical theories of constructivism and historical thinking, pre-

service teachers were unable to envision OPSR as anything more than a repository of 

primary sources. Limited understanding of foundational pedagogical theories 
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(constructivism and historical thinking) also limited pre-service teachers in their 

understanding of OPSR as a teaching/learning tool. Such a lack of understanding of 

constructivism and historical thinking made it difficult for the pre-service teachers to 

consider the potential benefits of OPSR. Finding Four suggested that the school context 

remains unfavorable towards technology integration, thus it was not surprising that pre-

service teachers treated OPSR as something extracurricular that may detract from the 

ability of their lessons to meet the requirements of state standards. As a learning tool, 

OPSR was viewed as a tool that could enhance student engagement but that would not 

change teaching or learning in their classrooms.  

The second sub-question can also be answered drawing from the four findings of 

the study. It was found that pre-service teachers’ understanding of historical thinking 

only consisted of historical context and empathy for historical figures. As a consequence 

of such an understanding, OPSR’s role was confined to that of a provider of primary 

sources that will allow such contextualization and empathy to occur. In other words, there 

is very little incentive for pre-service teachers to use OPSR in class other than for these 

purposes; as one pre-service teacher stated, it is simply easier to just print the primary 

source documents out and give them to students. Furthermore, as Finding Four suggests, 

school context is viewed as unfavorable towards technology integration and a 

constructivism-based history education. These conditions include (but are not limited to) 

the lack of equipment needed, state standards that push teachers and students away from 

multiple perspectives, and the lack of time for technology-enriched lessons. Even if pre-

service teachers do have a full understanding of historical thinking, the unfavorable 

conditions listed above may force teachers to abandon the use of OPSR and the 

development of historical thinking skills in their students.   
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It is thus evident that the answer to the main research question is not encouraging. 

According to the findings of the current study, pre-service teachers viewed 

constructivism mainly as prior knowledge and scaffolding and historical thinking as 

primarily historical context and empathy. The partial understandings of the 

aforementioned theories have influenced how pre-service teachers envision the use of 

digitized primary sources. With such understandings of the theories and practices, their 

view was that the role of OPSR is limited to aiding students to attain prior knowledge 

(via primary sources) and provide scaffolding (via document-based questions) in the case 

of constructivism.  

In the case of historical thinking, OPSR is viewed as a provider of primary 

sources that will be used as evidence to support historical narratives, rather than as tools 

for further research and analysis. Similarly, the idea of multiple perspectives of historical 

events was barely mentioned during the entire course of the current study. Moreover, 

technology is appreciated mainly for its function in providing access to a repository of 

primary sources, a motivational tool, and an improved communication medium for 

teachers, students and parents. Conversely, technology’s potential in enabling 

personalized learning paths to form and simulating authentic historic research for 

students are not as equally appreciated by pre-service teachers. Compounded with 

contextual constraints such as lack of equipment in schools and grade-centric state 

standards, technology such as OPSR as a tool to foster constructivism-based education 

and historical thinking skills has been largely reduced to a new medium for the old 

curriculum.  
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Implications 

The implication of the current study ranges from teacher education and the design 

of technology such as OPSR to the education system that we have in place today. First, 

for teacher preparation education, the findings of the current study accentuate the 

importance of foundational pedagogical theories such as constructivism and historical 

thinking with regard to technology integration in education. Secondly, this research study 

also raises the issue of growth among pre-service teachers. In other words, despite their 

current fragmented understanding of constructivism and historical thinking, considering 

their relatively recent exposure to such theories, their understanding of such theories may 

deepen with classroom practice as they become full fledged teachers. Third, the current 

study also raised the question of how the design of educational tools such as OPSR may 

influence or aid in fostering and enhancing of constructivism-based and historical 

thinking education. And lastly, the importance of pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK/TPCK) was also revealed. The implications for the findings of the current study 

suggest that a fundamental change in the educational system today may be needed for 

technology integration and constructivism-based education to be realized.  

IMPORTANCE OF UNDERSTANDING OF PEDAGOGICAL THEORIES ON USE OF OPSR 

The increased access to OPSR provides new opportunities to apply constructivist 

educational strategies and historical thinking in the teaching of the social sciences. With 

its abundant primary sources and educational resources, authentic historical research can 

now be carried out by anyone with Internet access. It is hoped that such a democratizing 

of historical research may enhance the fostering of historical thinking and a shift in the 

history educational paradigm to constructivism, and prepare students to make informed 

decisions in the future. Yet, the current study has highlighted that technology cannot 
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function alone. Teachers have to be prepared to utilize such a tool in ways that are 

aligned with constructivism. In the case of OPSR and historical thinking, it is clear that 

pre-service teachers are not fully prepared to make use of OPSR to foster historical 

thinking due to their limited understanding of both constructivism and historical thinking. 

The disciplinary context and pedagogical context affordances of OPSR, therefore, cannot 

be adequately evaluated and addressed. In other words, without a firm understanding of 

pedagogical theories such as constructivism and historical thinking, teachers cannot 

evaluate and make use of tools that have great potential for fostering constructivist 

learning, because they cannot see the potential value of these tools.  

It is also known that tools such as OPSR do not always provide built-in 

scaffolding in their structure or design. Some well-known OPSR, such as the National 

Archives, provide the majority of their digitized primary sources in formats that are not 

designed for constructivist learning. Consequently, the responsibility of transforming 

such unorganized resources into formats compatible with constructivist learning lies with 

the teacher. Yet, without an adequate understanding of constructivism or other related 

pedagogical theories such as historical thinking, the transformation of such resources will 

be difficult if not impossible. Even if the Internet-based resource is already organized into 

educational formats (e.g., PTL), teachers still have the responsibility to evaluate and 

adapt such resources in accordance to the needs of their respective classes. Such 

evaluation and adaptation will also require a firm understanding of foundational 

pedagogical theories. In the case of the sample primary source-based WebQuest, it was 

found that some pre-service teachers identified a misalignment between the document-

based questions and the primary sources afforded while others viewed the materials 

positively. The latter situation is attributed to the pre-service teachers’ fragmented 

understanding of historical thinking as only historical contextualization and empathy with 



 127 

historical figures. As such, it is clear that foundational pedagogical theories are critical 

for any implementation of technology geared for constructivist learning and teacher 

preparation programs should not assume everything that is taught would be learned by 

pre-service teachers.  

UNDERSTANDING OF CONSTRUCTIVISM AND HISTORICAL THINKING MAY DEEPEN 
WITH EXPERIENCE 

The data collection phase of the current study took place mostly during the 

participants’ third semester of their four semester teacher preparation program. When 

data collection began, the pre-service teachers’ experience with constructivism and 

historical thinking included one course on constructivism, four class sessions on 

historical thinking, numerous readings on historical thinking and constructivism, and 

assignments to formulate three constructivist lesson plans. Although the above represents 

a substantial amount of focus on constructivism and historical thinking, the results of the 

study indicate that this may not be sufficient to enable pre-service teachers to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of these constructs. The study results do, however, suggest 

that there is a potential for the deepening of understanding among pre-service teachers. 

Finding Two revealed that pre-service teachers did critique the sample WebQuest based 

on their (limited) understanding of historical thinking, specifically how well it scaffolds 

empathy for the atomic bomb victims. Such a critique suggests that when pre-service 

teachers understand a particular element as essential in the fostering of historical 

thinking, they will utilize such knowledge in their selection of the tools made available to 

them. However, such instances of deeper understandings only seem to surface when 

participant were applying their theoretical understandings with technology. All of these 

suggest that pre-service teacher’s theoretical understanding may deepen through practice 

and application of pedagogical theories with technology. It also appears as pre-service 
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teachers’ understanding of historical thinking deepens, their employment of tools such as 

OPSR will correspond to such growth. Since learning is a continuous process, it remains 

to be seen whether pre-service teachers’ understanding of constructivism and historical 

thinking will deepen as they begin their teaching career and whether this will also result 

in changes in their views of OPSR.  

CONTEXTUAL CHALLENGES TO THE USE OF CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING 
STRATEGIES AND HISTORICAL THINKING 

As Zhao et al. (2002) have suggested, the successful implementation of 

technology innovation in the classroom is dependent on three areas of factors: innovation 

(technology), innovator (teacher), and the context (school). Therefore, the context under 

which technology is being implemented in the classroom is critical to whether such 

implementation will be successful. The pre-service teachers in the study indicated several 

contextual problems such as limited availability of technology and state standards that do 

not include elements related to constructivist learning or historical thinking. The pre-

service teachers also expressed concerns that OPSR may inadvertently increase their 

workload as they attempt to address the state standards while trying to integrate OPSR 

into their lessons. 

While some of the obstacles pre-service teachers mentioned can be addressed 

locally in each school (e.g., lack of equipment), some aspects are more difficult to 

address. Specifically, unless state standards and standardized tests reflect a shift in 

paradigm from traditionalist to constructivist learning, it will remain difficult for teachers 

to incorporate historical thinking into their teaching practices. Currently, state standards 

encourage the use of primary sources in history education. Yet, the state-wide assessment 

continues to primarily use standardized tests with multiple choice formats, with each 

question having only one corresponding “right answer.” The implication of such a system 
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is that while teachers are encouraged to use primary sources to understand multiple 

perspectives in history and the making of informed interpretations of available evidence 

(historical thinking), the assessments tend to be based on only one “correct” 

interpretation of history (the history that is supported by the answers in the standardized 

tests). Such conflicting messages between state standards and the state standardized tests 

demand further examination and should be resolved before the full potential of tools such 

as OPSR may be realized.  

PEDAGOGICAL CONTENT KNOWLEDGE ESSENTIAL 

Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) (Shulman, 1986) underscores the 

importance of having both the content knowledge of the subject matter (such as the 

events that took place on D-Day) and the pedagogical knowledge of teaching methods 

(such as how to best present the content to facilitate learning). In addition, it is also 

important for teachers to know how to apply technology tools to support the content and 

pedagogical strategies (i.e., when to use technology, which technology to use, in what 

ways and with what content and what pedagogical strategies). Mishra and Koehler (2006) 

refer to this as technological pedagogical content knowledge (TPCK). The findings of the 

current study suggest that pre-service teachers have yet to acquire a comprehensive 

understanding of either PCK or TPCK, as their comments reflect a fragmented 

understanding of pedagogical theories and a limited ability to effectively select, adapt, 

and utilize technology such as OPSR. Such a lack of PCK/TPCK would suggest pre-

service teachers incapable of making full use of the benefits of technology even when 

contextual factors such as school technology infrastructure are favorable.   

The implication of a limited knowledge of PCK/TPCK is that the use of 

technology resources such as OPSR, regardless of how well designed they are, will also 

remain limited. As pre-service teachers do not see the broader implications of the use of 
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technology resources such as OPSR, it is likely that their use will be treated as a 

peripheral additive much like having teachers dressed up in period costumes to teach 

history. In such a scenario, the format of the lesson (e.g., lecture), the pedagogical 

approach (e.g., traditionalist transmission of knowledge) and the teaching goal (e.g., for 

students to learn the “right answers”) will all remain despite the access to rich new 

resources that offer powerful new ways for learning history that have not been possible in 

the past. Thus, it is essential for teacher preparation programs to emphasize on pre-

service teachers’ PCK/TPCK as technology become more and more prevalent in 

classrooms. 

  Conclusion 

The current study identifies a number of challenges that must be addressed in the 

use of technology to support constructivist learning strategies and historical thinking in 

social studies today. The pre-service teachers’ perceptions of contextual constraints 

within the educational system as well as their limited understanding of fundamental 

pedagogical theories and historical thinking have, in turn, limited their view of the ways 

that OPSR may be used to enhance the learning of history. It also calls into question how 

they can foster critical skills such as historical thinking in their students when their own 

understanding remains fragmented. Juxtaposed with an educational system that has yet to 

catch up with the advancements in technology and constructivist pedagogy, it is clear that 

the successful implementation of technology such as OSPR remains challenging.  

Accordingly, several focal points have surfaced during the current study. First, 

fundamental pedagogical theories must be reinforced in teacher training programs as they 

are the foundation for the implementation of technology integration by teachers. Second, 

despite their fragmented understanding of constructivism and historical thinking, there 
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were instances of deeper understanding among pre-service teachers, suggesting a 

potential for the deepening of their understanding of these constructs as they begin their 

practice as full time teachers. Third, there must be a fundamental paradigm shift in our 

education system from traditionalist to constructivist in order for technology such as 

OPSR to fully realize their potential. And lastly, the study underscores the importance of 

teacher training programs for preparing teachers such that they will have the TCPK 

required to effectively integrate technology such as OPSR in their classrooms. The above 

focal points reflected the findings in the work of Lee et al. (2006) where teachers’ use of 

historical resources was not consistent with literature-based best practices for social 

studies and history education. The similarities in findings between the work of Lee et al. 

and this study beg for more research on the complexity of teachers' roles and decision 

making in the use of technology in social studies classrooms.   
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Main Research Question: What is the pre-service social studies teachers’ understanding 
and experiences on the application of technology as a constructivist tool? 
 

A. How do the participants see OPSR as a teaching/learning tool?  

B. How do the participants understand OPSR as a tool to foster historical 
thinking skills?  

Theoretical Basis Interview Question 
Understanding Constructivism 

• It is up to the teacher to use the 
Internet in ways that provide 
curricular coherence, helping 
students experience a 
reasonable progression of ideas 
that contribute to their 
learning. (Wallace, 2004) 

 

1. What is Constructivism to you? 
2. In the prior class discussion, many of you 

mentioned “Scaffolding” as key to 
Constructivism, what do you think is 
scaffolding? Can you give me an example?  

3. What is your opinion of Constructivism? 
4. Do you think PTL is constructivist? Why or 

why not? 
5. Do you think your ‘Student as Historian’ 

project is constructivist? Why or why not? 
Understanding Historical Thinking 

• Van Sledright (2004): 
historical thinking involves at 
least four cognitive acts: 
identification, attribution, 
perspective judgment, and 
reliability assessment. 

• Historical thinking is a 
reasoning skill that includes the 
ability to identify events of 
significance, the ability to 
analyze, evaluate and alter 
one’s historical understanding 
and lastly, the ability to 
empathize historic figures, 
contextualize historic events 
and make the appropriate 
moral judgments (Seixas, 
1993) 

• access to primary sources will 
give them “a sense of the 
reality and complexity of the 

1. What is the purpose of history education to 
you? 

2. What is Historical Thinking to you? 
3. What is your opinion on Historical Thinking? 
4. Do primary sources matter to you as a teacher? 

Why or why not?  
5. In evaluating PTL’s Atomic Bomb WebQuest, 

in what ways do you think the WebQuest 
support or not support historical thinking?  

6. In your own “Student as Historian” project, 
how does it support or not support historical 
thinking?  

7. If you were using primary sources for one of 
your classes, what would you use and why?  
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past” (Tally & Goldenberg, 
2005) 
 

How do the participants see OPSR as a 
teaching/learning tool?  
 
Instructional Technology 

• the work of teaching and the 
nature of the Internet interact 
both to support and to inhibit 
innovative teaching and 
learning (Wallace, 2004) (Q 2, 
3, 4) 

• Wallace proposed five 
affordances of resources: (a) 
boundaries, (b) authority, (c) 
stability, (d) pedagogical con-
text, and (e) disciplinary 
context. (Q 2, 3, 5) 
 

 

1. Do you feel well-prepared to integrate 
technology such as the PTL into your 
teaching? How so?  

2. What benefits do you see in bringing 
technology such as the PTL into your 
classroom? What is the biggest incentive for 
you in utilizing such a technology?  

3. What problems do you foresee if you try to 
integrate PTL into your lessons? What will 
resolve these problems that you foresee?  

4. What is your opinion of technology in 
classrooms? 

5. How likely will you be using technology or 
PTL in your future classroom? How? For 
example? 

6. Do you think PTL will be useful for your 
future endeavor as a social studies teacher? 
How so or not? 

7. If you were going to use the Atomic Bomb 
WebQuest from PTL, how will you adapt it for 
your class? Why or why not? 

 
How do the participants understand 
OPSR as a tool to foster historical 
thinking skills? 
 
Social Studies 

• The emergence of OPSR has 
democratized history education 
(Bolick, 2006) (Q 2) 

 
Instructional Technology 

• On the Internet, resources 
generally are not placed in any 
framework or sequence that 
corresponds to teachers’ 
curricular needs. If teachers 
want to use the Internet, they 
must fit it into the curriculum. 
Once they find a resource, they 

1. What is the best way to foster Historical 
Thinking skills in your opinion?  

2. What benefits/problems has the emergence of 
technology such as PTL brought to you as a 
teacher?  

3. Assuming you subscribe to Historical Thinking 
and Constructivism, how would you utilize 
technology such as the PTL in your classroom? 
How big a role will technology play in your 
class? Will it replace textbooks? If yes, why? If 
no, why not?  

4. List technological tools that you would 
consider using to foster historical thinking. 
Why these tools? 

5. How would you use these tools? Why? 
6. Have you considered the possible problems 

that tools such as the PTL can bring into your 
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need to work it into a 
disciplinary framework. 
(Wallace, 2004) (Q. 6) 

• Wallace proposed five 
affordances of resources: (a) 
boundaries, (b) authority, (c) 
stability, (d) pedagogical con-
text, and (e) disciplinary 
context. (Q. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7) 
 

classrooms? What are they? How do you 
propose to solve them? 

7. How do you think your use of the PTL/Internet 
is similar or different from using textbooks? 
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