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ABSTRACT: Working with sources in secondary school history education has become a common
practice over the last few decades. However, researchers have concluded that teaching practices
relating to the educational use of sources cause difficulties. Teachers often only examine sources
for/in relation to their content, and tend to ignore author and context information in the analysis of
the source. This paper reports on an empirical study focusing on how primary sources are dealt with
in Flemish secondary school history education, in which the standards only make general reference
to the use of sources. It focuses on whether primary sources are used to prompt reasoning with and/or
about sources, and includes an examination of both the kind of primary sources that are used, and
the provided source and context information. 88 classroom history lessons in the three stages of
secondary education, involving 51 teachers, were observed and analyzed. Analysis shows that
primary sources play an important part in the lessons. Overall, 21% of all primary sources were used
for illustration, 55% to reason with sources and thus to foster students’ substantive knowledge, and
24% to reason about and thus foster students’ strategic knowledge. Important differences and
similarities regarding the educational use of primary sources between the three stages of secondary
education are also found, and further explained and discussed.
KEYWORDS: Source Analysis; Primary Sources; Secondary School Education; History Teaching.

Introduction
Working with sources in secondary school history education has become a common practice
over the last few decades. From the 1980s onwards, scholars in the field of history education
started to stress the importance of the use of sources, as a means of access to the past, especially
in order to foster students’ historical thinking skills (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Van Drie & Van
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Boxtel, 2008). Students, it was argued, should gain an understanding of how the past is
examined and interpreted, and how history is constructed through the critical analysis and
interpretation of sources. Thus history education should not only provide an understanding of
the past, but also focus on giving training in the skills needed to understand and examine how
representations of the past are based on the interpretation of sources (Havekes et al., 2012;
Wineburg et al., 2013). History education should not only be about the transfer of substantive
knowledge (Lee, 1983), but should also develop students’ strategic knowledge (VanSledright
& Limón, 2006). According to Rouet (et al., 1996), students should be able to reason both with
and about sources. Reasoning ‘with’ sources refers to the skills involved in selecting
information from sources and using this information to support a claim about the past.
Reasoning ‘about’ sources concerns students’ skills at critically assessing the value of
information, whether or not in corroboration with other sources, and the usefulness and limits
of the source, recognizing the author’s perspective, and analyzing what sources do, while taking
into account the context in which the source was produced. Reasoning about sources contributes
to students’ understanding of history as an interpretative construction, in short to their strategic
knowledge. To include reasoning about sources while reasoning with sources is important, since
if the use of sources is limited solely to reasoning with sources, students might consider them
to be mirrors of the past (Maggioni et al., 2009; Maggioni, 2010). Scholars in the field of history
education therefore conclude that direct contact with sources is important in history education,
but needs to be thoughtful, and to include reasoning about sources (Seixas, 1993; Yilmaz,
2008).
In this respect, Sam Wineburg (1991; 2001) suggests three strategies to apply when
analyzing sources in the history classroom: sourcing, contextualization and corroboration.
Students engage in sourcing when they take into account the author of the source, when, where,
why and for whom it was produced, and the text’s genre, while assessing and evaluating the
source content and its potential value in answering a research question. Contextualization is an
activity in which students assess sources within their broader historical and societal context.
Corroboration is employed to compare multiple texts on the same event, to look for similarities
and contradictions, and so to determine the reliability of texts, and to construct historical
interpretations.
Starting from this theoretical framework, this paper reports on an empirical study of how
sources are dealt with in secondary school history education in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking
part of Belgium. We analyze to what extent students have to reason with and/or about sources.
For practical reasons, the research is limited to the analysis of the use of primary sources.
Primary sources are, contrary to secondary ones, sources stemming from the time period under
study in the history classroom. The paper starts with a short introduction on how history is
approached and what use of sources is prescribed in history education in Flanders. The second
section consists of a presentation of existing international research on the use of sources in
secondary school history education. This section is followed by a brief sketch of the data
collection and research methodology, including a presentation of the analysis instrument that
was used in this study. In the following sections, the results of the empirical study are presented
and discussed.

Secondary school history education in Flanders
From the 1960s onwards, Belgium evolved from a unitary to a federal state. Education became
regionalized. In 1989, it was formally devolved to the three Belgian communities (the Flemish,
the French and the German-speaking community). In the new structure set out by the Flemish
government in 1989 for Dutch-speaking education, history education acquired a fixed place in
the basic curriculum of general, art and technical secondary education. The Flemish government
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simultaneously decided that standards for each subject needed to be drawn up, setting the
minimum targets to be achieved for the subject by every student. Standards were developed per
stage (7th-8th grade = 1st stage, 9th-10th grade = 2nd stage, 11th-12th grade = 3rd stage). These
consist of specific attainment targets and an explanatory text, called ‘basic principles’, which
is more or less the same for all stages (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2000a;
2000b)1. In general, the curricular requirements between the types of secondary education do
not vary much, and regarding the use of sources, they are not different at all. Therefore, in what
follows, we will not distinguish between the variety of types of secondary education.
The history standards are less focused on a strict demarcation of curriculum contents than
on the acquisition of skills and attitudes. Concerning the content, the standards do not prescribe
any specific content matter. They prescribe that the period of Prehistory, Ancient History and
Classical Antiquity (until ca 500) should be treated in the 1st stage, the Ancien Régime (ca 500ca 1800) in the 2nd stage, while the 3rd stage should be devoted to the period from ca 1750 to
the present. In each stage, aspects of political, economic, social and cultural history should be
touched upon. The focus is on Western history, with some specific attention to the national past
and the requirement to study at least one non-Western society in depth in each grade. In relation
to the skills, the main aim is to make students proficient in the use of subject-specific (problem
solving) methods. A fundamental part of this is the critical examination of sources (Flemish
Ministry of Education and Training, 2000a).
In general, the standards attribute great importance to the use of sources, and address both
reasoning with and reasoning about sources, without elaborating on them in detail. The
standards distinguish four steps in dealing with sources: (1) collecting historical information
material, (2) questioning historical information material, (3) historical reasoning, and (4)
historical reporting. They address reasoning with sources, stating that students should be able
to select information from various sources in an effective manner, in order to answer a historical
research question. Reasoning about sources comes to the fore when they state that students must
also be capable of approaching this information in a critical manner that also shows awareness
of multiple viewpoints. In the 1st stage, students must “analyze simple historical information in
a critical way, via specific questions” (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2000c). In
the 2nd stage, students must deduce, compare, structure, synthesize and communicate
information, via questions and assignments. In the 3rd stage, students should operate on selfreliant bases. The guidelines regarding the strategic use of sources are rather vague, and do not
go beyond the above-mentioned general terms. Reasoning about sources is not made concrete.
The need to apply strategies such as sourcing and contextualization is not made explicit, for
instance; nor are specific approaches to reasoning about sources provided. It hence seems as if
the standards consider the acquisition of skills, which include the use of sources, mainly in
terms of instigating student-centered and student-activating teaching methods. They encourage
these methods rather than instilling the fostering of epistemological reflection about the nature
of historical knowledge.
However, the way in which history teachers shape their actual classroom practice is not only
determined or influenced by standards. Textbooks also play a role. Teachers tend to rely, to a
greater or a lesser extent, on textbooks in preparing and giving their lessons. Boutonnet (2013),
discussing research on history textbooks, concludes that these books certainly occupy an
important place in teachers’ didactical choices. Based on his own research with Canadian
history teachers, he concludes that the most important role they ascribe to history textbooks
consists of providing visual and textual sources. This is reflected, he argues, in their practice,
since the participating teachers indicate that they use the textbooks, apart from the learning text,
mostly for their primary sources.
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Even though no systematic research has been conducted into the way Flemish secondary
school history textbooks deal with primary sources, our firm impression is that those textbooks
mainly lead teachers towards an educational use in terms of reasoning with sources. Firstly, the
textbooks support teachers in activating their students, by providing many sources accompanied
by questions. A large majority of these questions are, however, purely content-related.
Suggestions involving reasoning about sources, and hence instigating epistemological
reflection, seem to be far less common. The context in which primary sources were produced
is for instance rarely discussed; the name of the author and the date of the source are mentioned,
without any further explanation. Furthermore, this context is almost never included in the
questioning. Secondly, the strategy of corroboration is only very rarely applied. Reasoning
about sources mostly comes to the fore in questions related to the application of what is called
‘the historical method’. The latter, corresponding to the standards’ requirement of critical
analysis of historical information, concerns a fixed set of questions such as who produced the
source, where and when, on which information did the author lean in making the sources, why
did the author produce the source, and did the author have reasons to construct a subjective
account? These questions relate to the strategy of sourcing. Their aim is to determine the
reliability and impartiality of a source, or, in the words of a Flemish textbook, to determine to
what extent a historical source is "reliable, impartial, complete and thus useful" (Van de Voorde,
2008, 197). In limiting the examination of sources to the above-mentioned questions, textbooks
fail to encourage reflection on the concept of reliability, by showing, for instance, that
subjectivity and untrustworthiness are not synonyms. Every source is to a certain extent
subjective. Moreover, the reliability of a source is not inherent to the source itself, but is related
to the questions one asks (Ashby, 2011; Counsell, 2011). The textbooks do not seem to touch
upon the fact that the usefulness of a source depends on the research question in respect of
which it is analyzed. In short, when paying explicit attention to disciplinary methodology,
Flemish textbooks tend to cling to rather straightforward, so-called ‘realist’ approaches of
historical practice rather than instilling nuanced reasoning about sources and reflection on the
constructed character of history.
The above impressions are not exclusively Flemish. An important conclusion from
international research is that the interpretative and constructed nature of historical knowledge
is rarely explicitly dealt with in history textbooks. Instead, these often reinforce students’ naïve
ideas about historical knowledge and the role of sources in the construction of it (Wineburg,
1991, referring to Crismore, 1984). Especially in educational systems where the interpretative
nature of historical knowledge is not an explicit part of the history curriculum, as is for instance
the case in French and Catalonian curricula, history textbooks hardly ever discuss the issue, and
deal with sources correspondingly (Le Marec, 2011; Pagès & Santisteban, 2011; Van
Nieuwenhuyse, 2016). Tutiaux-Guillon (2006) noticed the strength of the belief in French
secondary history education that the historical truth can be reached. History textbooks, for
example, present history as a finished, completed product. Scientific issues and controversies
are not addressed, nor are historians and their (possibly divergent) interpretations of the past
mentioned. Sources are mostly used in a lecturing-learning way of teaching, requiring little
intellectual effort from students, since the answers and conclusions regarding the sources are
fixed. Sources tend not to be contextualized, and are mostly examined for their content, in order
to gather factual knowledge, and hence to reason with sources. Seixas (2000) also notes that
historiographical openings towards students are rarely made; history is most often presented as
a closed and finished product. One notable exception is English history education, wherein
reasoning about sources through the study of interpretations of the past – to understand and
explain how and why the past has been interpreted in different ways in the period subsequent
to the period under study – became a key component of the history curriculum as early as 1991
(Chapman, 2011; Counsell, 2011). According to Haydn (2011), textbooks have undergone
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significant changes since then. They now pay a lot of attention to strategic knowledge (Van
Nieuwenhuyse, 2016).

Previous research on the use of sources in secondary school history education
History textbooks have not been the only subject of research into the use of sources in secondary
school history education. Several researchers have examined the way in which students as well
as teachers deal with sources. Wineburg (1991; 2001) and Nokes (2010) for instance find that
students do not spontaneously approach sources as evidence – accounts of authors that need to
be interpreted – but rather treat them as authorless collections of historical facts. They consider
and read sources as pure bearers of information, which they accept uncritically. Students do not
contextualize sources, hardly critique what they read, and only spontaneously reason with
sources. These findings are confirmed in many other studies (Britt & Aglinskas, 2002; Hynd,
1999; Nokes et al., 2007; Nokes, 2010; Paxton, 1999; Perfetti et al., 1995; Stahl et al., 1996).
While Nokes (2011) also connects the difficulty students encounter when reading primary
sources to the complex language used in them and their lack of background contextual
knowledge, Wineburg (1991; 2001) points to students’ epistemological beliefs as the main
explanation. Before students can discern the influence of an author’s opinions and perspective
in a source, for example, they must first realize that sources are not authorless collections of
historical facts. As long as students do this, they simply overlook the fact that sources are
interpretations of the past made by authors, and that these sources therefore need to be
interpreted.
Maggioni (et al., 2009; 2010) further elaborates the epistemic stances of students. They
spontaneously adhere to a realist or objectivist stance, in which sources are considered to be
authorless mirrors of the past. Only students trained to adopt a ‘criterialist stance’ are aware
that history is an evidence-based interpretation and construction, and that not all interpretations
of sources are equally valuable. For example, multiple text activities and corroboration can help
students to develop such a criterialist stance (Britt & Aglinskas, 2002; De La Paz, 2005; Nokes
at al., 2007; Nokes, 2013; Reisman, 2012; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012). Overall, these studies
strongly suggest that textbooks and/or history teachers can play an important role in promoting
students’ understanding of sources, and in fostering their strategic knowledge and ability to
reason about sources.
The ways in which history teachers actually use sources in daily classroom practice has been
less examined. Research among student teachers and new teachers in secondary school history
education (McCrum, 2013; Seixas, 1998; van Hover & Yeager, 2003a; 2003b; 2007) reveals
that they do not engage much with reasoning about sources in order to disclose the constructed
nature of history, but use primary sources especially to impart content-related substantive
knowledge to students. Fostering students’ strategic knowledge is most often not considered a
primary teaching goal while using sources. Corroboration of sources as a learning strategy does
not occur much either. More experienced teachers use sources mainly as an illustration or for
their content, to enhance students’ historical substantive knowledge (Bertram, 2008; Boutonnet,
2013; Grant & Gradwell, 2005; Magalhães, 2005; Nokes, 2010; Paxton, 1999). The application
of the strategies of the historian (sourcing, corroboration, and contextualization), as Nokes et
al. argue (2007), is rarely taught. Fostering strategic knowledge is not integrated in many
classrooms (Nokes, 2010). This finding can certainly be connected to the research by Bertram
(2008), concluding from an analysis of formal history assessment tasks in three South-African
high schools, that only eleven of the total of 72 sources (15%) were fully presented or
referenced, in that the learners were given the name, the occupation of the writer, the intention
with which the source was produced and the date when it was produced. According to her
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research, illustrative or content-related use of sources goes hand in hand with a minimal
sourcing and contextualization of sources.
Another question related to the use of sources concerns the kind of sources history teachers
and textbooks select for history educational practice. Research concludes that they use a mix of
primary and secondary sources, although Grant and Gradwell (2005) have found in their
research in two New York State middle schools that primary source texts are heavily favored.
According to Magalhães (2005), Portuguese teachers use both iconographic and written
sources. Kleppe (2010), in his research on Dutch history textbooks over a 30-year period (19702000), concludes that over the years, more photos have been included in the textbooks. Of all
the photos appearing in Dutch history textbooks, half of them are examined, while the other
half seem to serve as illustrations. During the 1990s, photos being accompanied by questions
increased in number.
Overall, it can be concluded that teaching (and textbook) practice related to the educational
use of sources causes difficulties (Barton, 2005; Nokes et al., 2007; Van Boxtel & Van Drie,
2012; VanSledright & Limon, 2006; Wineburg, 2001). Teachers often only use and examine
sources in relation to their contents, ignore the interpretative and constructed nature of historical
knowledge, and tend to ignore author and context information in the analysis of the source.
They tend to cling to rather straightforward, realist approaches to historical practice rather than
instilling historical thinking.

Research questions and method
This paper reports on an empirical study focusing on how primary sources are used in real
classroom practice. (1) Are primary sources used to encourage reasoning with and/or about
sources? (2) Which primary sources - visual versus textual - are used? (3) To what extent are
the primary sources accompanied by source and context information? (4) Are primary sources
corroborated, as an important source analysis strategy and an element contributing to reasoning
both with and about sources? The innovative character of this research lies firstly in the large
volume of data gathered. In other research, history assessment tasks have been analyzed
(Bertram, 2008), questionnaires and interviews held (Magalhães, 2005), or observations
performed on a few teachers (Grant & Gradwell, 2005). This research, however, is based on no
fewer than 88 classroom observations (of full lessons of about 50 minutes) with 51 teachers.
The observations were, moreover, situated in the three stages of secondary education. This
constitutes a second innovative aspect of the research: it offers a broad view of practices across
all three stages of secondary education.
Data collection
Eighty-eight classroom observations involving 51 teachers were collected in the academic year
2013-14: 22 in the first stage, 40 in the second stage and 26 in the third stage. The participating
teachers responded positively to our request, sent to various networks of Flemish history
teachers, to observe their classroom practice. In our communications with teachers, we never
mentioned the purpose or viewpoint of our research. To limit the influence of individual
teachers in the classroom observations, we allowed a maximum of four lessons per teacher. All
observations involved full lessons, of about 50 minutes each. They were transcribed and
analyzed. Twenty-two of the 51 teachers were academically trained historians, meaning that
they had studied four years of history at university and completed the history teacher training
program at university in an additional half or full year before they started teaching. Twentynine of the teachers had a three-year teaching degree at university college level, in which they
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combined history with one or two other subjects. In principle, holders of bachelor’s degrees can
only teach history in the first and second stage of secondary education; holders of master’s
degrees can only teach in the second and third stage of secondary education. Of the 51 teachers,
eight had one to three years of teaching experience, and the rest had more than three years.
Eighty lessons were taught by teachers with more than three years of experience.

Number

Number of
lessons

Number of
lessons per stage

Teaching experience

Teacher with a
bachelor’s degree
in teaching history

29

44

1st stage: 22

Max. 3 years’ experience: 7

Teacher with a
master’s degree in
history and an
academic teaching
degree

22

nd

44

2 stage: 22

At least 4 years’ experience: 22

2nd stage: 18

Max. 3 years’ experience: 1

3th stage: 26

At least 4 years’ experience: 21

Table 1: Overview of the teachers participating in the research

Analysis method
This research focuses on the use of primary sources in real classroom practice in the three stages
of secondary school history education. As mentioned earlier, primary sources are defined as
sources stemming from the period of historical study. Therefore, for example, if a textbook
chapter is about the Roman Republic from 509 BC onwards, then a text from the Roman
historian Livy from the first century BC is considered a primary source. In a history lesson on
the Holocaust, a quotation from a book by Saul Friedländer from 1997 entitled Nazi Germany
and the Jews: The Years of Persecution, 1933-1939 (New York: HarperCollins) cannot be
considered a primary source. However, if the lesson were about Holocaust memories and
historiography in the post-war period, it would be a primary source.
The unit of analysis is the individual primary source used in the classroom. Based on existing
literature (Nokes, 2013; Rouet et al., 1996; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012; Van Nieuwenhuyse
et al., 2015a; 2015b; Wineburg, 2001) on the use of sources in written history exams, in
classroom practice and in history textbooks, an analytical research tool has been built. All the
factors involved when dealing with primary sources are framed as categories, and codes for
each category are designed. Categories were, among others, the type of sources, the kinds of
contextual information provided, the educational use of the sources (in which a distinction was
made between illustrative, content-related and strategic knowledge-related use), the presence
of corroboration of sources, and the number of questions accompanying the source. For some
examples of categories of the analytical research tool, see Appendix 1. The validity of the tool
has been tested for this study by two independent raters, resulting in a strong interrater reliability
(categories concerning type of source: ƙ=.95; regarding presentation (sourcing and source
genesis): ƙ=.84; regarding use/questioning: ƙ=.94). The coding of all primary sources was done
in MS Excel, which allows a descriptive quantitative view to be obtained of all categories, and
connections between different aspects to be identified. This does not mean, however, that our
research takes an exclusively quantitative approach. Rather, a mixed method approach is
applied. The categorization helps to assess the quantity of certain uses of sources, and to
distinguish different types of presentation and examination of primary sources. Afterwards, the
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contextualization and use of sources are further analyzed in a qualitative way. Within each
category, a more detailed qualitative analysis is done, allowing to distinguish subcategories, for
instance regarding the specific ways in which reasoning about sources is stimulated.

Research results
In what follows, we firstly present the number of primary sources (as well as their nature)
occurring in the lessons. Afterwards, and most importantly, the results concerning the
educational use of sources, including the attention paid to sourcing, contextualization and
corroboration, are addressed.
Presence and nature of primary sources
Judging from the classroom observations examined in this research, working with sources is a
common practice in Flemish history classes. 322 primary sources were present in the 88
classroom observations. The number of primary sources found in the lessons varied. In 22
lessons, no primary sources occurred. In 17 lessons, one primary source was found. In one
lesson, no fewer than 22 primary sources were included (for an overview, see Appendix 2). The
average number of primary sources present in the 88 classroom observations was 3.65. It is
noticeable that the average per stage increases. At the same time, the average time spent on
dealing with each source decreases, especially in the third stage.
Stage

Number of
lessons

Number of
primary sources

Average number of
primary sources per
lesson

Average time spent per
primary source

1

22

41

1.8

2 minutes 51 seconds

2

40

149

3.7

2 minutes 46 seconds

3

26

132

5

Total

88

322

3.65

1 minute 58 seconds
2 minutes 27 seconds

Table 2: Number of primary sources and time spent on them, per stage

A difference was also found according to the level of education of the teachers. Teachers with
a bachelor’s degree used an average of 2.8 primary sources per lesson; teachers with a master’s
degree used an average of 4.4 primary sources per lesson.
Looking at the kind of primary sources that are used, the preponderance of visual sources is
striking. No less than 71% of all primary sources (230 out of 322) were visual sources, such as
photographs, paintings, drawings, (photographs of) statues, sculptures, pieces of art, and
artifacts; 24% (78 out of 322) were textual sources, including excerpts from treaties, speeches,
diaries, chronicles, and newspaper articles; and 5% (14 out of 322) consisted of a combination
of textual and visual aspects, such as cartoons and (propaganda) posters.
The proportion between visual and textual sources in the first stage was different from that
in the second and third stage. In the first stage the proportion was 1/6 textual sources versus 5/6
visual sources, while in the second and third stage it was 1/4 textual sources versus 3/4 textual
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sources. This difference is partly explained by the fact that the first year of the first stage (7th
grade) deals with prehistory, a period in which textual sources did not exist.
Educational use of primary sources
Primary sources were used in different ways. Before addressing the details of how they were
used, it is worth examining who engaged with the sources in an active manner: the students or
the teachers. Of all 322 primary sources analyzed in this research, 206 (64%) were accompanied
by questions for the students, while 116 (36%) were not. This means that students were actively
engaged in working with approximately two-thirds of all primary sources. In the other third, it
was the teacher who explained about the primary source her/himself. This overall number hides
important differences per stage. The number of primary sources accompanied by questions
decreases considerably from 83% in the first stage to 66% in the second stage and 56% in the
third stage.
In general, teachers tended to use a Socratic dialogue technique when examining sources,
sometimes combined with an element of group or individual work. Primary sources were almost
never corroborated. Only 10 of the 322 primary sources (3%) present in this research, were
corroborated. An example of corroboration concerns the comparison of three medieval
chronicles, providing different explanations for why the Frankish army under the guidance of
Charles Martel defeated the Arab army at Poitiers in 732. Students were asked to critically
compare the sources, to look for differences, and to explain them, taking into account the author
of the source and when it was produced (the distance in time between the historical event, and
the written account). Sometimes, sources were examined in combination with others, but
without corroborating them. One example is when students were asked to deduce several
consequences of the industrialization in the 19th century for the working class, from a set of
different sources such as newspaper articles and photographs. The sources were examined
together, but students were not asked to critically compare the sources with each other, and
hence to corroborate them.
Regarding the educational use of primary sources, three main categories were distinguished
during the research. Each of these will be further analyzed.
Use of sources
Stage

Illustrative

Fostering substantive
knowledge (reasoning with
sources)

Fostering strategic
knowledge (reasoning
about sources)

Total

1

3

19

19

41

2

40

81

28

149

3

24

78

30

132

Total

67

178

77

322

Table 3: The use of primary sources, per stage
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Illustrative use of primary sources
Overall, 67 out of 322 primary sources (21%) were used as an illustration. Unsurprisingly,
perhaps, of these 67 sources, 61 were visual, such as a picture of a Linear B clay tablet, a
prehistoric battle axe, a statue of Confucius, a painting of Francisco Pizarro, a statue of Leopold
I, the first king of Belgium, a photograph of a British Spitfire fighter aircraft during the Second
World War, etc. These sources merely served as an illustration accompanying an explanation
of the teacher. They were not accompanied by questions, or explained or analyzed by the
teacher.
About two-thirds of the primary sources belonging to this category were not accompanied
by any sourcing or contextualization information. In a number of sources, this was due to the
fact that the author, the date and the place where the source was produced were not known, for
instance in the case of a prehistoric artefact. For other sources, this information was known, but
was not mentioned. This especially applied to photographs. It is striking that the name of the
photographer was almost never mentioned; the date was sometimes mentioned. This might lead
students to the idea that photos neatly and objectively reflect a past reality, rather than
considering them as a subjective representation of an author, taking a picture from a specific
viewpoint, at a certain time, with a specific intention, and to be published in a specific medium.
In the first stage, only 3 of the 41 (7%) primary sources were purely used as illustrations.
Along with the increasing average number of primary sources per lesson throughout the stages,
the number of sources, in terms of percentages, used as illustrations also increased. In the
second stage, it increased to 27%, while in the third stage it was 18%.
Fostering substantive knowledge
In general, just over half of all primary sources (55%) were used solely to foster students’
substantive historical knowledge, i.e. to reason with sources. Substantive questioning of sources
was heavily geared towards an understanding of the event itself. An excerpt from the decrees
of the Council of Trent (1545-1563) was mainly examined for its content: ‘What were the
conclusions of the Council?’ A cartoon picturing the countries taking part in the London
Conference of November 1830 discussing Belgian independence was accompanied by
questions such as: ‘Who is making the decisions during the conference? Why are Belgium and
the Netherlands in chains? How can you explain each country’s viewpoint on Belgian
independence?’ Sometimes, the questions accompanying sources also addressed aspects of
continuity and change, or cause and consequence, described by Seixas and Peck (2004) as two
key aspects of historical thinking. Examples here included the analysis of a print of a turnplow
(asking about the changes it caused in agriculture), or a cartoon of Lenin sweeping the world
clean and removing the nobility and bourgeoisie (asking about the causes of Lenin’s actions,
and their consequences).
Of the primary sources solely used to ‘reason with’, 27% were not provided with any context.
52% were accompanied by very basic source information, which would not encourage in-depth
examination. This basic source information meant that, for example, the name of the author was
given without any further explanation, or the date without any description of specific societal
circumstances. An example of very basic source information was found in a lesson for the 12th
grade on ‘Belgium, a small country in a world war (1940-1944)’. The teacher presented a print
by Arthur Szyk depicting German soldiers wearing a swastika armband around their right arm,
and stealing food from the local population during the Second World War, and asked the
following questions: ‘What does the print represent? What kind of goods are they stealing?’
These questions concentrated on the content of the print, and did not relate what was represented
to the author’s perspective, for instance. Nor did the teacher ask the students to deduce from
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the print who the author could have been, or what views he might have held. This would have
been very interesting, since Arthur Szyk was a Polish Jew who worked as a graphic artist, book
illustrator, stage designer and caricaturist in Poland and France, and then moved to England in
1937 and to the United States in 1940. His work was characterized by strong social and political
engagement. Another example was found in questions related to the headline of the American
newspaper Chicago American of February 25, 1935, which ran as follows: ‘Six million perish
in Soviet famine’. The questions focused on the famine (in the Ukraine). The source of this
article, the Chicago American, was not analyzed. This can be considered a missed opportunity,
since this newspaper was an American one, and moreover, was known for its aggressive
reporting. Both factors undoubtedly influenced the representation of contemporary conditions
in (parts of) the Soviet Union, but this was ignored by the teacher. Such practice entails the risk,
similar to what was mentioned earlier in relation to the illustrative use of photos and similar
material, that students might start to consider sources as exact mirrors of the past, instead of as
subjective representations that need to be critically assessed.
The lack of context information and information about the genesis of a source also hinders
in-depth examination. By genesis information is meant information about the specific
circumstances in which the source was shaped, for instance the concrete event as a result of
which a cartoon was drawn, or the particular political and economic circumstances in which a
letter was written or a speech prepared. A characteristic example is that of the Truman Doctrine,
as disclosed in a speech to Congress by American President Truman on March 12, 1947. The
12th grade teacher discussing an excerpt from this speech limited his source information to the
above-mentioned facts. The specific context in which Truman gave his speech was neglected,
although it is important in order to fully understand and accurately analyze the speech. In
February 1947, the British government had ceased helping Greece and Turkey, due to a
financial crisis. Military and economic help, however, was considered necessary in the West,
since communism was gaining strength in Greece, and Turkey was exposed to Soviet Russian
pressure. American Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Dean Acheson feared that, if Greece
and/or Turkey chose communism, more countries would follow. The American government
therefore planned to take over the British role. President Truman asked Congress to approve a
budget of 400 million dollars for military and economic aid to both countries. This context
makes it clear that Truman’s speech was not just a speech, but included an important request,
which Congress had to approve. He therefore needed to convince them, and used rhetorical
strategies to do so. Without this context, however, it is difficult for a teacher to examine those
strategies, for example. In the actual lesson in which the Truman speech was used, and no
genesis context was provided, the examination of the source was indeed limited to its content:
for example, the teacher asked which two ways of life Truman described in his speech, and
which task he reserved for the United States of America.
One-fifth (21%) of the primary sources that are solely used to foster students’ substantive
historical knowledge were accompanied with genesis information. In the use and examination
of those sources, however, nothing was done with this information. For example, one teacher
dealt with propaganda in the early years of the Soviet Union under Lenin at great length.
Afterwards the teacher showed a propaganda poster from 1922, yet only asked the students
what they saw. The teacher did not encourage any reasoning about the specific propaganda
character of the poster.
The number of sources used solely to foster students’ substantive historical knowledge, in
terms of percentage, tended to increase throughout the stages. In the first stage, 46% of all
primary sources were used to foster substantive knowledge, in the second stage 49%, and in the
third stage 59%. This development was accompanied to a certain extent with a decrease in the
provision of source and context information with the primary sources. While 95% of all primary
sources were contextualized in the first stage, in the second stage this number decreased to 53%.
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In the third stage, 70% of all primary sources were accompanied with some source and context
information. As mentioned earlier, in many cases, the information was very basic. This seemed
to hinder not only in-depth examination of the source, but also reasoning about the source.
Fostering strategic knowledge (including substantive knowledge)
In our analysis, three different ways of stimulating students’ reasoning about sources come to
the fore: (1) teachers draw attention to the reliability and impartiality of primary sources; (2)
they pay attention to the analysis of the author’s perspective; and (3) they instill reflection on
the significance and effects of a primary source. Below, these three subcategories are analyzed
in more detail.

Table 4: Subcategories in the strategic use of primary sources, per stage

Thirty of the 322 sources (9%) were examined using the fixed set of questions relating to the
historical method as presented in history textbooks, aimed at determining whether a primary
source is reliable and impartial. A good example of the application of this set of questions was
found in a lesson on Charlemagne, in which excerpts were analyzed from Einhard’s Vita Karoli
Magni and from the Chronicles of the Abbey of Lorsch, by an anonymous author. Both excerpts
addressed the coronation of Charlemagne, and were accompanied by some source and context
information, which served as a basis for further analysis. Questions are asked about whether
the author was an eye-witness of the events he described, whether he was objective or
subjective, and hence whether the information was reliable or not. The conclusions were that
Einhard was an eye-witness, but since he was Charlemagne’s counsellor, he was subjective, so
this source was not to be fully trusted. The anonymous author of the other source was not an
eye-witness. He was probably a monk, but since no other information was available, the
objectivity and trustworthiness of the source could not be fully judged. While the questions and
the conclusions were of course legitimate and very interesting, they should, however, not have
been treated as the end point of the analysis, but only as the beginning. Questions could and
should have also been asked about what one could learn from the sources, what their
significance was in building an account of the life of Charlemagne, and how to explain the
different accounts of the authors. Furthermore, it should always be taken into account that the
reliability of a source is related to the specific questions one asks.
Reasoning about sources was only initiated in the application of the fixed set of questions
relating to the historical method; in the second subcategory, however, the strategic use of
sources was more elaborate. 23 of the 322 primary sources (7%) were used to draw students’
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attention to the fact that sources have an author who gave shape to the source with a certain
intention, and/or an audience for whom the source was meant. This encouraged students to
analyze and interpret the source from this perspective, instead of treating it as an objective
account and a mere mirror of a past event, or limiting the analysis to the conclusion of
subjectivity. Most of the primary sources used in this respect were accompanied with some
source and context information. The amount of information varied. Several sources came with
extensive source and context information. At other times, only a small amount of information
was provided, because students were being asked to think about it themselves. An example was
the group of questions accompanying a set of three primary sources about Charles Martel and
the Battle of Poitiers (732), which was mentioned earlier as an example of corroboration. All
sources were accompanied by some source and context information, involved in the further
examination. For each of the corroborated sources – two Christian chronicles and one Arabic
source – students were asked who the author was, and how and why this influenced the
representation of Charles Martel and the Arabs. The same applied to a series of questions
accompanying a print of the Catholic Inquisition torturing people accused of heresy. The
teacher drew students’ attention to the author of the print, a Protestant, and asked the students
to reflect on the implications of this finding. Why would he have made this print, with what
intention, and how would this have influenced the representation of the Inquisition? In this
example, the source information was built upon to elaborate on the author’s perspective and its
influence on the specific representation. Similar questions guided an excerpt from a report by
Willem Bosman, a slave trader and leading figure in the Dutch West Indian Company in the
17th century. In his report, he pictured black people as ‘sly, villainous, deceptive, and only rarely
trustworthy’. According to Bosman, they were ‘villains, born and bred, slow, lazy and workshy’; he also characterized them as ‘very carefree and dumb’. The teacher asked students to
analyze this excerpt, keeping the author’s position and intentions in mind (justifying the slave
trade), hence at the same time fostering students’ contextual historical empathy (Ashby & Lee,
1987). The teacher asked students to explain why Bosman described black people in this way,
taking the specific historical context into account (the lucrative slave trade).
While analyzing the author’s perspective, teachers sometimes also drew specific attention to
the language an author used in the source. In the analysis of an excerpt from speeches by the
fascist leaders Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in Germany, a teacher referred to the theories of the
Jewish-German professor of linguistics Victor Klemperer, drawing students’ attention to the
fact that fascists attributed a negative connotation to democracy and a positive one to
authoritarian regimes through their use of words. This teacher also analyzed the word ‘fanatical’
with his students, and showed them how the Nazis attributed positive significance to it. Such
questions or observations, however, were exceptional. The language and rhetoric used in a text
(whether a speech or another kind of textual source) were almost never the object of
examination.
A third way to foster students’ strategic knowledge through the use of primary sources,
consists of having them reflect on the significance and effects of a source for/on the audience.
This use occurred with 24 of the 322 primary sources, or 8%. Reflections on significance for
and effects on an audience were mostly raised for visual sources, and photos in particular,
drawing students’ attention to the propaganda character of the sources, such as photos of poor
and starving families in the Soviet Union, published in the Western world, or a painting (18011805) by Jacques-Louis David, depicting Napoleon Bonaparte sitting on a horse at the SaintBernard Pass (also known as Napoleon Crossing the Alps). In the examination of these sources,
the broader societal context was included. In a few cases, students were also asked about the
significance and effects of texts on an audience. This was the case, for instance, for extracts
from Vergil’s Aeneid, and a speech by Hitler during the Nuremberg rally of 1937.
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Looking in general at the sources through which students’ strategic knowledge was fostered,
it can be noted that seventeen out of the 51 teachers used primary sources to reason about
sources. Ten of these had a bachelor’s degree and seven had a master’s degree. All of them had
at least three years of teaching experience. Taking into account the balance between teachers
with a bachelor’s and a master’s degree (29 to 22), it seems as if the level of training did not
generate a clear effect. Furthermore, differences throughout the stages occurred. It was notable
that the analysis of the reliability and impartiality of sources through the application of the fixed
set of questions of the historical method especially occurred in the first and second stages. In
the first stage, 29% of all primary sources were used in this way. This seems logical, as it is in
the first stage that the historical method needs to be taught to students, and is required by the
standards. While in the second stage, some attention is still paid to this method (11% of all
sources were used in this way), in the third stage, this disappears almost completely (1.5%), yet
it is not really replaced by other questions oriented towards reasoning about sources.

Conclusion and discussion
This research investigated, for the three stages of secondary school history education in
Flanders, the educational use of primary sources. More specifically, it examined whether they
are used to encourage reasoning with or about sources. It included the examination of the kind
of primary sources that are used (visual versus textual), the source and context information
accompanying sources, and the extent of corroboration. Eighty-eight classroom observations,
involving 51 teachers and including 322 primary sources, were analyzed. A first finding is that
primary sources played an important part in the 88 classroom observations. This clearly reflects
the importance the Flemish history standards attribute to the use of sources and the prominence
of sources in history textbooks, and also reflects developments in history education in other
countries. The vast majority of primary sources present in the 88 lessons were visual, which
confirms Kleppe’s finding (2010) for Dutch history textbooks. Looking at the differences
between stages, it is notable that in the first stage, significantly fewer primary sources were
included in the lessons, on average, than the second and third stage. On the other hand, this
stage involved comparatively more visual sources, which can be related to the fact that in the
7th grade prehistory is addressed, a period in which textual sources did not exist. Another
explanation might perhaps be found in the perception by teachers of young students’ learning
capacities. Teachers might consider visual sources to be easier to deal with for younger students
than textual sources. The standards do not give any indication about this, however.
Regarding the educational use of sources, the analysis shows that, overall, 21% of all primary
sources were used for illustration, 55% for reasoning with sources and hence fostering students’
substantive knowledge, and 24% to foster students’ strategic knowledge. This finding roughly
parallels previous history educational research in Flanders, in which it was found that 70% of
the teachers paid attention in their examination of sources to the interpretative and constructed
nature of historical knowledge, and hence to reasoning about sources (Van Nieuwenhuyse et
al. 2015a). In comparison with other international research, the finding that a quarter of all
primary sources were used to stimulate reasoning about sources, is nevertheless remarkable,
since it constitutes a comparatively high number. Bertram (2008) and Nokes (2010) for instance
conclude that the fostering of strategic knowledge is not integrated in many classrooms. In our
research, however, at least one-third of all teachers (17 out of 51) did include reasoning about
sources in the use of at least one primary source. Furthermore, our research did not include the
analysis of the use of secondary sources. This means that the number of teachers who also
encourage reasoning about sources in general could even be higher. In line with earlier
international research (McCrum, 2013; Seixas, 1998; van Hover & Yeager, 2003a; 2003b;
2007), it was found that teachers with a maximum of three years of teaching experience and
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hence still in the early stages of teaching, did not engage with the constructed nature of history
and with reasoning about sources. They used primary sources especially to impart contentrelated substantive knowledge to students.
How can we explain the comparatively significant amount of attention given by Flemish
history teachers to reasoning about sources, and hence to revealing the constructed nature of
historical knowledge? The Flemish history standards do encourage the use of sources, albeit
not in a very disciplinary way. In the first stage, for instance, they encourage the application of
the historical method, without elaborating on that very much, while in the second and third
stage, students are supposed to build upon this, while dealing with sources in a more self-reliant
way. The rather vague character of the standards’ guidelines is also reflected with respect to the
notion of corroboration, for instance. The standards only mention this in terms of ‘students
should be able to compare information’, but do not further elaborate on this notion. This
coincides with our finding that corroboration of sources was almost completely absent from our
data set. A similar observation can be made about the strategies of sourcing and
contextualization, which are not explicitly mentioned in the standards. We found that two-thirds
of all primary sources were provided with some source information. Most of this ‘sourcing’
information, however, appeared to be very basic, and lacked sufficient explanation. Information
about the genesis of sources was provided in around 20% of all primary sources in each stage.
The standards’ failure to make an explicit connection between source and context information
on the one hand and educational use on the other hand is clearly reflected in our research. In
the analysis of sources, the source and context information is in many cases not related to the
critical analysis of the source. This often results in a use of the source, merely as an illustration,
or limited to reason with. On the other hand, the finding remains that a significant amount of
attention is given by Flemish history teachers to reasoning about sources. This shows that
several history teachers in Flanders are acquainted with the constructed nature of historical
knowledge, and apparently consider it important to at least occasionally touch upon it in their
classroom practice. They might be encouraged, in doing so, by history teachers’ continuing
professional development initiatives in Flanders. For during the last decade, many of these
initiatives have paid a lot of attention to concrete teaching strategies oriented towards fostering
students’ strategic knowledge.
The above-mentioned practices relating to sourcing, contextualization and educational use
of sources do not just reflect the standards. The influence of history textbooks can be discerned
here as well. For, as mentioned earlier, Flemish textbooks offer many sources and
accompanying questions, yet they often only provide some basic source information (mostly
author and date), and do not further contextualize them. Most of the questions are purely
content-related and hence oriented towards reasoning with sources. Such questions are certainly
legitimate, but, as scholars in the field of history education emphasize, it is also important to
pay attention to the source itself, and what it does or does not do – in short to also reason about
sources (VanSledright & Limón, 2006). In order to develop a criterialist stance (Maggioni et
al., 2009; Maggioni, 2010), students need to understand that sources are never a mirror of the
past, are always biased, are not a collection of facts, and never provide a complete and objective
account of a past event. In this respect, it is absolutely necessary to include the source and
context information in the analysis and examination of the source, either by providing this
information in advance or by including it in reflective questions addressing its influence on the
representation of the source. For the most part, however, Flemish history textbooks tend to cling
to realist approaches of historical practice rather than perspectivist ones.
Regarding the educational use of primary sources, we found several differences between the
three stages of secondary education, especially between the first stage and the two other. Firstly,
fewer primary sources occur in the first stage; secondly, the average time spent on them in the
lesson is higher; thirdly, students are more actively engaged in analyzing them, meaning that
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sources are more accompanied by questions, in the first stage; fourthly, compared with each
other in terms of percentages, sources are used more to foster students’ strategic knowledge in
the first stage. The examination of the reliability and impartiality of primary sources especially
occurs in the first stage, in line with the Flemish history standards, requiring that teachers teach
the students to apply the historical method, via a set of specific questions. In this respect, it
needs to be noted that history is not treated as a separate subject until secondary education in
Flanders. In primary education, it is part of a larger subject called ‘world orientation’, to which
other disciplines such as geography and biology belong too. The use of sources is hence only
addressed in general terms here: pupils must be able to consult sources according to their level.
They should also be able to distinguish fact from opinion. As a result, only from the first stage
of secondary education on can a profound instructional process of learning how to deal with
primary sources in history be developed. In order to do this, teachers select a small number of
primary sources, which they subsequently explore and investigate extensively, together with
their students. The focus in the first stage really is on whether a primary source is reliable and
impartial. Questions seldom go beyond those notions.
One might perhaps have expected that reasoning about sources would have been elaborated
on and taught more extensively in the subsequent second and third stages, especially since from
the second stage onwards, teachers might have (second stage) and certainly have (third stage)
a master’s degree in history. A master’s degree is of course not conclusive evidence of superior
competence, but on the other hand it signifies teachers who are more likely to be acquainted
with historical research and the use of sources. However, such further elaboration of and
attention to reasoning about sources occurs only rarely. The analysis shows an increase in the
number of primary sources present in the lessons, but a decrease in reasoning about sources:
from 46% of all sources in the first stage, to 19% in the second and 23% in the third stage.
Given the finding that in the second, and certainly in the third stage, more sources are used, but
less time is spent on them, and less questions are asked about them, it seems as if, contrary to
the standards’ requirements, history education becomes more teacher-centered instead of
student-centered (and stimulating self-reliance). This can be connected to the intention of many
Flemish history teachers, especially of those holding a master’s degree and hence teaching in
the second and third stage, to pursue a 'complete' overview of history in terms of historical
content. Although the standards do not prescribe this, Flemish history teachers indeed
nevertheless tend to give priority to providing such a 'complete' historical overview as it is
presented in most textbooks. For, even though the time periods to be treated grow shorter from
the first to the third stage, the textbooks become significantly more extensive. Teachers aiming
to treat the complete textbook and fostering students’ substantive knowledge, hence lack time
to reason intensively about sources and foster students’ strategic knowledge.
Another possible explanation, apart from the vagueness of the history standards with regard
to reasoning about sources, might be that teachers have the idea that students have already learnt
how to deal with sources in the first stage. Teachers perhaps assume (as the example of the
propaganda poster from 1922 might indicate) that students automatically reason about a source
they are provided with, and therefore spend much less time on analyzing them, and do not
explicitly examine them in a strategic way. Thus they may be convinced that they can focus on
content through an almost exclusively substantive use of a larger number of primary sources.
Then again, by contrast, some teachers may assume that the acquisition of strategic knowledge,
beyond determining whether a source is reliable and impartial, is too difficult for students
(Moisan, 2010), and this perception may explain why they avoid addressing this area in the
history class. However, existing research does not support these assumptions. On the one hand,
research shows that a sustained effort is required to bring students to a criterialist stance in
which they go beyond their naïve ideas of sources as mirrors of the past, and start considering
them as interpretations that need to be critically analyzed (Nokes, 2010; 2011). On the other
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hand, research shows that such perseverance can indeed bring students to a criterialist stance
(Britt & Aglinskas, 2002; De La Paz, 2005; Nokes at al., 2007; Nokes, 2013; Reisman, 2012;
Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012). It is not an easy job, yet it is certainly not an impossible one
either.
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Appendix 1: Extracts from some categories of the analytical research tool used
during this research

CATEGORY 1: TYPE OF SOURCE
1. Textual source
2. Visual source
3. Combination
4. Other
CATEGORY 2: CONTEXT INFORMATION ACCOMPANYING THE SOURCE
1. None
2. Context information is provided
3. Context information is included in the source itself
4. Context information is not provided, because it is asked for in the questions
5. Context information is partly provided, and partly asked for
6. Context information is partly provided, and partly included in the source itself
7. Context information is partly included in the source itself, and partly asked for
8. Context information is partly provided, partly asked for, and partly included in the source itself
CATEGORY 3: TYPE OF CONTEXT INFORMATION PROVIDED
1. Sourcing (author and/or date and/or place)
2. Genesis
3. Sourcing and genesis
CATEGORY 4: USE OF THE SOURCE
1. Purely illustrative
2. Content-related (reasoning with sources)
3. Strategic knowledge-related (reasoning about sources)
… (combinations)
CATEGORY 5: CORROBORATION OF SOURCES
1. Yes, with another primary source
2. Yes, with a secondary source
3. No
CATEGORY 6: NUMBER OF QUESTIONS ACCOMPANYING THE SOURCE
0=0
1=1
2=2
…
CATEGORY 7: …
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Appendix 2: Number of primary sources appearing in the 88 classroom
observations, per lesson
Number of primary sources used
in one lesson

Number of lessons in which X primary
sources appear

0

22

1

17

2

8

3

4

4

4

5

4

6

10

7

4

8

4

9

2

10

4

11

2

12

2

22

1

Total

88
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Endnotes

1

Based on the official attainment targets, the different educational networks in Flanders further design their own
curriculum. Because this would take us into too much detail, we pay no further attention to the different curricula in
this article, even though we included this distinction in our research.

