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BACKGROUND	
This	 special	 issue	 arose	 out	 of	 the	 symposium	 “Epistemic	 Cognition	 in	 History—insights	 into	
structure	and	practice”	that	was	held	at	the	2018	Annual	Meeting	of	the	American	Educational	
Research	 Association	 (AERA)	 in	 New	 York,	 organized	 by	 the	 first	 and	 third	 guest	 editors.	 In	
addition,	it	was	inspired	by	the	work	of	the	second	guest	editor,	an	associate	editor	of	Historical	
Encounters,	who	recently	published	a	handbook	chapter	about	epistemic	cognition	and	historical	
thinking	(Mathis	&	Parkes,	2020).	Adapting	Hofer’s	(2016)	domain-general	understanding,	we	use	
the	 phrase	 “epistemic	 cognition	 in	 history”	 to	 refer	 broadly	 to	 individuals’	 beliefs,	 concepts,	
thinking,	and	reasoning	about	knowledge	and	knowing	in	the	field	of	history.		
Our	special	issue	contributes	to	the	growing	body	of	over	20	studies	about	epistemic	cognition	

in	the	field	of	history	education	that	have	been	conducted	in	the	last	decade,	since	Maggioni	and	
colleagues	 published	 their	 seminal	 works	 involving	 history	 teachers,	 historians,	 and	 school	
students	(Maggioni,	2010;	Maggioni	et	al.,	2004,	2009;	VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	It	seems	
somewhat	 surprising	 that	 history	 educators	 around	 the	 globe	 are	 engaged	 in	 studying	 the	
construct	in	such	density	at	the	current	moment,	given	that	epistemology	is	one	of	the	oldest	fields	
of	 philosophy.	 In	 fact,	 theorists	 of	 history	 such	 as	 Ricœur	 (1984)	 have	 linked	 reflections	 on	
historical	 and	 epistemic	 cognition	 to	 considerations	made	 by	 Aristotle	 in	 antiquity.	 Since	 the	
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beginning	of	the	nineteenth	century,	driven	by	discussions	in	the	natural	sciences	(see	Lorenz,	
2011),	 historians	 and	 theorists	 of	 history	 discussed,	 for	 example,	 whether	 it	 is	 possible	 to	
(re)present	 the	past	 as	history	 in	 the	 form	of	narratives,	 or	whether	 these	 forms	of	historical	
knowledge	are	objective	or	uncertain	(e.g.	Rüsen,	2020;	White,	1973).	In	fact,	answers	to	these	
questions	still	seem	to	be	controversial	(e.g.	Lyon	Macfie,	2010;	Munslow,	2017).	One	reason	could	
be	 that	 skepticism	 toward	 final	 truths	 and	 openness	 to	 new	 insights	 are	 considered	 essential	
characteristics	of	democratic	epistemologies.	This	epistemological	ambiguity—which	is	at	work	
not	only	in	history	but	elsewhere—might	in	fact	be	one	cause	of	the	current	success	of	populism,	
as	it	stands	at	the	heart	of	whether	one	assumes	that	(historical)	knowledge	is	a	matter	of	opinion,	
or	can	be	justified	with	evidence	and	arguments	(e.g.	Moore	et	al.,	2020).	A	search	for	educational	
ways	to	address	the	challenges	of	populism	and	fake	news	may	also	explain	why	history	educators	
are	currently	interested	in	epistemic	cognition.	
An	additional	reason	for	the	interest	in	epistemic	cognition	in	history	is	much	older.	It	had	been	

pointed	out	by	Shemilt	(1983)	that	the	focus	on	epistemology	(“forms	of	knowledge”)	as	opposed	
to	the	teaching	of	 facts	offered	the	hope	that	students	would	be	enabled	to	“make	appropriate	
sense	of	the	past	to	the	extent	that	they	understand	the	logic,	methods,	and	perspectives	peculiar	
to	the	discipline”	(p.	3).	In	line	with	this	British	approach,	most	Western	history	educators	of	the	
past	four	decades	stressed	that	learning	to	think	historically	was	more	important	than	learning	
particular	historical	facts	(e.g.	Körber	&	Meyer-Hamme,	2015;	van	Boxtel	&	van	Drie,	2018).	Based	
on	this	assumption,	they	identified	essential	metahistorical	concepts,	for	example	“accounts”	or	
“historical	significance”	(e.g.	Lee	&	Ashby,	2000;	Seixas,	2017),	and	historical	thinking	activities,	
such	as	“asking	historical	questions”	or	“contextualization”	(e.g.	VanSledright,	2011;	Wineburg,	
1991a).	 In	this	sense,	history	educators	for	a	 long	time	have	sought	to	conceptualize	historical	
thinking	in	epistemological	terms,	and	to	support	it	both	inside	and	beyond	schools.		
Despite	this	long-term	trend,	research	about	the	relations	between	the	epistemic	and	historical	

cognition	 of	 school	 students	 and	 (prospective)	 history	 teachers,	 as	 well	 as	 about	 the	 role	 of	
epistemic	cognition	in	history	teaching,	had	not	been	conducted	systematically	until	the	beginning	
of	the	21st	century.	The	first	insights	into	the	epistemological	development	of	children	were	found	
in	the	longitudinal	studies	of	grade	2	to	8	students	of	the	British	CHATA	project	(1980s-1990s).	
They	 indicated	 that	 the	 development	 of	 school	 students’	 metahistorical	 concepts	 regarding	
“evidence”	and	“accounts”	could	be	described	as	epistemic	shifts	from	an	objectivist	stance	(e.g.	
historical	accounts	are	the	same	as	the	past;	evidence	as	pictures	of	the	past)	to	a	contextualist	
one	 (e.g.	 accounts	 as	 (re)constructed	 past	 in	 accordance	with	 criteria;	 evidence	 yielded	 from	
sources	in	a	historical	context).	This	research	also	stressed	that	school	students’	metahistorical	
concepts	do	not	develop	in	a	regular	age-dependent	sequence	(Lee	&	Ashby,	2000;	Lee	&	Shemilt,	
2003).		
A	series	of	cognition-in-action	studies	found	that	primary	and	secondary	school	students	used	

past	texts	(Afflerbach	&	VanSledright,	2001;	Wineburg,	1991b),	photographs	or	pictures	(Foster	
et	al.,	1999;	Lange,	2011),	and	historical	accounts	or	textbooks	(Martens,	2015;	Paxton,	1999)	as	
if	 they	would	provide	neutral	or	objective	 information	about	the	past.	Historians,	on	the	other	
hand,	 constructed	 evidence	 based	 on	 sources	 and	 accounts	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 research	
questions	and	 their	 function	 (e.g.	 the	 creators’	 intentions)	 for	 specific	historical	 contexts.	This	
seems	to	be	one	reason	why	students	have	difficulties	in	dealing	with	conflicting	sources.	Some	
work	with	student	teachers	of	history	has	indicated	that	their	struggle	with	historical	reading	and	
writing	might	also	be	explained	by	their	naïve,	objectivist	epistemic	views	(Seixas,	1998;	Yeager	
&	Davisz,	1996).	Practice-oriented	studies	that	aimed	to	 investigate	ways	 to	support	historical	
thinking	 activities	 in	 class	 also	 indicated	 that	 epistemological	 problems	 of	 school	 students	
prevented	 them	 from	 learning	 how	 to	 construct	 plausible	 interpretations	 (e.g.	 VanSledright,	
2002).	While	 these	studies	stressed	that	epistemic	aspects	are	of	 importance	 for	 the	historical	
thinking	 of	 school	 students,	 historians,	 and	 history	 teachers,	 they	 didn’t	 inform	 us	 how	 the	
epistemic	aspects	could	be	conceptualized,	how	they	could	be	developed,	and	what	roles	they	play	
in	history	teaching.		
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Inspired	 by	 work	 in	 educational	 psychology,	 Maggioni	 and	 colleagues	 addressed	 these	
questions.	Based	on	the	above-mentioned	epistemic	distinctions	established	in	the	CHATA	project	
and	 the	 domain-general	 concepts	 of	 Kuhn,	Weinstock	 and	 Cheney	 (2000),	 they	 constructed	 a	
framework	of	epistemic	development	from	the	copier	(e.g.	history	as	a	copy	of	the	past)	to	the	
borrower	 (e.g.	 people	 choose	 their	 preferred	 facts),	 to	 the	 criterialist	 stance	 (e.g.	 history	 as	 a	
process	of	inquiry).	In	a	series	of	studies	with	history	teachers,	historians,	and	school	students	
from	 the	 USA,	 they	 developed	 the	 “Beliefs	 about	 History	 Questionnaire”	 (BHQ).	 Applying	
statistical	methods,	 they	 found	 that	 the	 instrument	was	 able	 to	 differentiate	 two	 of	 the	 three	
intended	stances	(copier/borrower,	criterialist)	but	showed	rather	low	reliability	(e.g.	Maggioni,	
2010;	Maggioni	et	al.,	2004).	In	a	2009	study	with	primary	history	teachers	who	participated	in	a	
professional	development	program,	Maggioni	et	al.	(2009)	observed	inconsistencies	(“epistemic	
wobbling”)	in	participants’	epistemic	shifts	over	the	course	of	the	program.	This	phenomenon	was	
also	observed	in	a	sample	of	US	college	students	who	took	part	in	an	intervention	study	designed	
to	address	epistemic	development	(VanSledright	&	Reddy,	2014).		
The	study	of	Gottlieb	and	Wineburg	(2012)	indicated	an	explanation	for	the	phenomenon	of	

“epistemic	wobbling”.	The	authors	asked,	for	example,	religious	and	non-religious	US	historians	
to	interpret	religious	sources.	They	found	that	religious	historians	switched	between	academic	
(e.g.	plausibility)	and	religious	beliefs	(e.g.	personal	engagement)	while	non-religious	historians	
did	not.	The	authors	interpreted	this	“epistemic	switching”	as	a	coordination	between	academic	
and	 religious	 criteria,	 in	 order	 to	 justify	 religious	 or	 historical	 interpretation	 (p.	 111).	 This	
indicated	that	epistemic	cognition	in	history	is	situated	in	context.	Maggioni	also	used	this	line	of	
reasoning	 to	 explain	why	 she	 found	no	 significant	 changes	 in	 the	 epistemic	beliefs	 of	US	high	
school	students	who	were	taught	by	history	teachers	during	a	history	course	of	one	semester.	
Based	on	in-depth	interviews	with	students	and	teachers,	she	concluded	that	while	elaborated	
epistemic	 beliefs	 should	 be	 supported	 through	 history	 teaching,	whenever	 historical	 thinking	
“activities	are	not	situated	within	a	learning	experience	in	which	disciplinary	criteria	are	explicitly	
taught	 and	 discussed,	 individuals	 tend	 to	 rely	 on	 everyday	 criteria”	 (Maggioni,	 2010,	 p.	 299).	
These	findings	illustrated	the	challenges	of	investigating	and	supporting	epistemic	cognition	in	
history.	
Following	Maggioni	et	al.,	some	studies	have	adapted	the	BHQ	to	different	national	contexts,	or	

have	developed	comparable	instruments	(e.g.	Mierwald	et	al.,	2017;	Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	2017;	
Nitsche,	 2017;	 Nokes,	 2014).	 These	 studies	 similarly	 revealed	 ambiguous	 impacts	 of	 teacher	
training	 on	 (prospective)	 history	 teachers’	 epistemological	 beliefs	 (Namamba	 &	 Rao,	 2016;	
Nitsche,	2019),	difficulties	in	statistically	proving	epistemic	stages	or	clear	teaching	effects,	even	
when	teaching	strategies	focused	on	epistemic	development	during	quasi-experimental	studies	
(e.g.	Stoel,	van	Drie,	et	al.,	2017).	On	this	basis,	Stoel	and	colleagues	conducted	a	study	with	Dutch	
school	 students	 at	 the	upper	 secondary	 level,	 and	historians.	 Inspired	by	Hofer	 and	Pintrich’s	
(1997)	dimensional	distinction	of	epistemic	beliefs	(‘nature	of	knowing’,	‘source	of	knowledge’)	
and	based	on	exploratory	survey	analyses,	the	authors	suggested	that	epistemic	beliefs	in	history	
could	be	differentiated	between	naïve	and	nuanced	assumptions	about	knowing	and	knowledge.	
However,	again	the	reliability	of	the	measurement	was	rather	low	(Stoel,	Logtenberg,	et	al.,	2017).	
In	2019,	and	against	this	background,	we	published	the	call	for	papers	for	this	special	issue.	

From	our	perspective,	many	central	questions	about	epistemic	cognition	in	history	remained	open.	
Theoretically,	it	was	an	open	question	whether	the	construct	of	epistemic	cognition	in	history	can	
be	understood	in	developmental	terms,	should	be	described	in	terms	of	dimensions,	or	must	be	
researched	under	the	condition	of	its	situatedness	(Hofer,	2016).	Methodologically,	it	was	unclear	
whether	 quantitative	 survey	 analyzes	 can	 provide	 valid	 and	 reliable	 results	 for	 different	 age	
groups,	or	whether	qualitative	methods	are	more	appropriate	(Mason,	2016).	Empirically,	there	
was	also	a	lack	of	sufficient	information	on	how	epistemic	cognition	can	be	developed	in	students	
in	history	classes,	and	during	teacher	education	programs	for	prospective	history	teachers.	The	
role	 of	 epistemic	 cognition	 in	 historical	 thinking	 and	 teaching	 also	 remained	 ill-defined	
(VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).		
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The	present	issue	

Although	we	are	aware	that	this	special	issue	does	not	resolve	all	of	the	above-mentioned	research	
gaps,	we	believe	that	the	present	articles	usefully	address	the	questions	in	varying	degrees.	One	
paper	gives	an	overview	of	the	territory	and	discusses	all	the	issues	in	greater	depth.	Two	articles	
mainly	 concern	 methodological	 issues.	 Two	 papers	 involving	 school	 students	 touch	 on	 the	
connection	between	epistemic	belief	and	metahistorical	concepts.	Two	articles	present	analyses	
of	 the	 connection	 between	 epistemic	 beliefs	 and	 historical	 thinking	 aspects	 among	 university	
students.	Finally,	three	articles	provide	insights	into	the	epistemic	cognition	of	history	teachers	
and	historians.	
Gerhard	 Stoel,	 Albert	 Logtenberg,	 and	 Martin	 Nitsche	 present	 an	 overview	 of	 studies	 on	

epistemic	beliefs	conducted	between	2015	and	2020.	The	authors	indicate	that	researchers	have	
conceptualized	 epistemic	 beliefs	 in	 history	 based	 on	 either	 developmental	 or	 dimensional	
frameworks,	though	most	studies	integrated	developmental	and	dimensional	approaches.	Their	
review	 supports	 the	 assumption	 that	 sophisticated	 epistemic	 beliefs	 are	 related	 to	 aspects	 of	
historical	 thinking,	 while	 the	 relationship	 between	 naïve	 or	 subjectivist	 beliefs	 and	 historical	
thinking	seems	unclear.	The	authors	also	describe	supportive	principles	and	barriers	for	fostering	
nuanced	 epistemic	 beliefs	 in	 history	 education	 based	 on	 the	 studies	 reviewed.	 Discussing	
methodological	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	prior	studies,	Stoel	et	al.	conclude	that	future	
investigations	should	apply	mixed-methods	or	triangulation	designs.	
Marcel	Mierwald	and	Maximilian	Junius	address	some	methodological	issues	in	the	field.	The	

authors	give	insights	 into	challenges	of	epistemic	measurement	based	on	survey	methodology.	
They	analyze	the	cognitive	validity	of	an	adapted	and	German-speaking	version	of	 the	“Beliefs	
about	History	Questionnaire”.	The	authors	present	results	of	cognitive	interviews	with	German	
school	students	at	the	upper	secondary	level	who	were	asked	to	talk	about	their	understanding	of	
questionnaire	 items	 while	 answering	 the	 survey.	 Their	 findings	 indicated,	 for	 example,	 that	
misunderstandings	 of	 items	 were	 related	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 applied	 terms,	 or	 confusing	
references	to	the	school	context.	The	study	provides	important	information	on	how	questionnaire	
items	should	be	designed	in	the	future	to	assess	epistemic	beliefs.	
D.	 Kevin	 O’Neill,	 Sheryl	 Guloy,	 Fiona	MacKellar,	 and	 Dale	 Martelli	 describe	 the	 theoretical	

underpinnings,	 design,	 and	 validation	 of	 the	 “Historical	 Account	 Differences	 Questionnaire”	
(HAD).	 They	 argue	 that	 beliefs	 about	 historical	 accounts	 are	 of	 importance	 because	 school	
students	in	multicultural	societies	should	learn	to	handle	the	multiple	perspectives	presented	in	
differing	historical	accounts.	The	authors	aim	to	provide	an	instrument	that	helps	history	teachers	
assess	their	students’	beliefs	about	historical	accounts	in	order	to	inform	lesson	planning.	Based	
on	questionnaire	data	from	899	Canadian	students	from	8th	grade	through	postsecondary	studies,	
the	authors	argue	for	the	construct	validity	of	their	survey	based	on	differences	in	the	beliefs	of	
students	at	various	levels	of	education	and	involvement	with	history	as	a	discipline.	O’Neill	et	al.	
offer	a	powerful	tool	for	classroom	assessment,	but	also	make	it	clear	that	more	research	on	the	
development	of	beliefs	about	historical	accounts	is	needed.	
Caitríona	 Ní	 Cassaithe,	 Fionnuala	 Waldron,	 and	 Therese	 Dooley	 illustrate	 reasons	 for	 the	

difficulties	in	developing	epistemic	beliefs	based	on	a	qualitative	study	with	elementary	school	
students.	Their	thematic	analyses	of	 interview	data	from	Irish	school	students	at	the	third	and	
fourth	 grade	 levels	 indicate	 “bottlenecks”	which	hinder	 the	development	 of	 primary	 students’	
epistemic	beliefs	 in	history.	Children’s	assumptions	about	the	term	“history”,	 their	 ideas	about	
historical	 truth,	 or	 their	 understanding	 of	 historical	 accounts	 as	 fixed	 knowledge	 seem	 to	 be	
important	 factors	 that	 influence	 their	 epistemic	 shifts.	 However,	 the	 authors	 also	 provide	
evidence	 on	 how	 primary	 school	 students’	 epistemic	 development	 could	 be	 supported.	 Ní	
Cassaithe’s	 et	 al.	 study	 provides	 important	 insights	 into	 the	 epistemic	 preconditions	 for	
elementary	school	students’	history	learning.	
Diego	 Miguel-Revilla	 focuses	 on	 the	 epistemic	 beliefs	 and	 metahistorical	 concepts	 of	 107	

Spanish	secondary	school	students.	Analyzing	qualitative	data	based	on	a	task	about	the	Spanish	
transition	 to	 democracy	 (1975-1982),	 the	 author	 indicates	 that	 only	 a	 few	 participants	 held	
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coherent	epistemic	beliefs,	and	most	could	be	categorized	as	subjectivists.	The	author	suggests	
that	diverse	conceptions	regarding	evidence	and	the	aims	of	history	as	an	academic	discipline	
might	 explain	 this	 inconsistency.	 This	 study	 expands	 our	 knowledge	 regarding	 epistemic	
incoherence,	by	pointing	to	the	role	of	metahistorical	concepts.		
Martin	Nitsche	and	Monika	Waldis	present	results	of	a	study	that	investigated	how	prospective	

German	Swiss	history	teachers’	epistemological	beliefs	 impact	their	narrative	competence	(i.e.,	
analysis	of	 sources	and	accounts;	 (re)construction	of	narratives).	Applying	a	historical	writing	
task,	 survey	 methodology	 (e.g.	 epistemological	 beliefs,	 situational	 interest),	 and	 statistical	
methods,	 the	 study	 indicated	 small	 effects	 of	 participants’	 epistemological	 beliefs	 on	 their	
narrative	 competence,	 while	 situational	 interest	 was	 found	 to	 be	more	 influential.	 The	 study	
provides	 the	 first	 statistical	 evidence	 of	 the	 connection	between	prospective	history	 teachers’	
epistemological	 beliefs	 and	 aspects	 of	 their	 historical	 thinking,	 while	 it	 also	 suggests	 that	
situational	 aspects	 (e.g.	 situational	 interest,	 writing	 topic)	 are	 of	 importance.	 The	 authors	
interpret	their	results	in	line	with	situational	approaches	to	epistemic	cognition.	They	conclude	
that	 future	 studies	 should	 investigate	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 relation	 to	 specific	 tasks	 and	
historical	content.	
Kristin	 Sendur,	 Carla	 van	 Boxtel,	 and	 Jannet	 van	 Drie	 address	 the	 relationship	 between	

epistemic	beliefs,	second-order	concepts,	and	historical	reasoning	based	on	a	sample	of	Turkish	
undergraduate	 students	who	were	 asked	 to	 answer	 a	 questionnaire	 on	 epistemic	 beliefs	 and	
complete	 a	 historical	 reasoning	 task.	 In	 addition,	 some	 participants	 took	 part	 in	 in-depth	
interviews	 to	 make	 their	 tacit	 beliefs	 more	 visible.	 The	 authors	 show	 that	 participants’	
performance	 in	 source-based	 argumentative	 writing	 and	 their	 epistemic	 beliefs	 regarding	
historical	methodology	are	correlated	significantly.	They	also	demonstrate	relationships	between	
students’	interview	answers	and	their	historical	reasoning,	though	this	relationship	is	less	strong.	
This	study	shows	that	university	students’	epistemic	beliefs	and	historical	reasoning	seem	to	be	
related,	and	that	a	mixed-method	approach	could	be	fruitful	to	investigate	this	relationship.		
Mikko	Kainulainen,	Marjaana	Puurtinen,	and	Clark	A.	Chinn	present	an	interview-based	study	

about	the	aims	that	Finnish	academic	historians	address	in	their	research	projects	and	beyond.	
According	to	the	AIR	model,	which	conceptualizes	epistemic	aims	and	values,	ideals,	and	reliable	
processes	 for	producing	epistemic	products,	 the	authors	show	that	historians	mention	several	
aims,	which	vary	considerably	according	to	the	different	kinds	of	investigations	the	historians	are	
involved	 in.	 Moreover,	 historians’	 aims	 seem	 to	 extend	 beyond	 knowing	 and	 understanding	
past(s)	to	publishing	and	disseminating	findings.	Their	aims	are	also	connected	to	the	system	or	
community	level	to	promote	historical	research.	The	authors	of	this	study	stress	that	the	epistemic	
practices	of	historians	are	strongly	related	to	broader	contexts	and	specific	situations,	which	are	
made	 visible	 in	 their	 epistemic	 aims.	 The	 study	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	 fruitful	 to	 investigate	 the	
epistemic	aims	that	individuals	pursue	in	different	contexts.	
Henrik	 Åström	Elmersjö	 and	 Paul	 Zanazanian	 present	 a	 study	with	 Canadian	 and	 Swedish	

upper	 secondary	 school	 history	 teachers.	 They	 examine	 participants’	 beliefs	 about	 the	
relationship	between	the	past	and	history,	and	explore	their	reflexiveness	regarding	epistemic	
issues	and	their	relation	to	history	teaching.	The	authors	used	a	mixed-methods	approach,	and	
present	 analyzes	 from	 teachers’	 survey	 data	 and	 interviews.	 A	 cross-cultural	 comparison	
indicates	 that	 participants	 from	 each	 country	 hold	 different	 assumptions	 about	 historical	
knowledge,	 its	 construction,	 and	 implications	 for	 their	 practice.	While	 participants	 from	 both	
countries	seem	to	demonstrate	epistemic	wobbling	between	objectivist	and	critical	views	about	
history,	Swedish	teachers	tend	to	make	a	clearer	distinction	between	the	past	and	history	than	
their	Canadian	counterparts.	The	authors	suggest	that	differences	regarding	the	political	nature	
of	history	teaching	between	the	two	countries	might	explain	the	results	(e.g.	nation-building	in	
Canada	 vs.	 method-orientation	 in	 Sweden).	 This	 study	 illustrates	 how	 epistemic	 cognition	 in	
history	 is	embedded	 in	socio-cultural	contexts.	Thus,	more	cross-cultural	 research	 in	 this	area	
may	bear	fruit	in	the	future.		
In	the	last	article	of	this	 issue,	Marjolein	Wilke,	Fien	Depaepe	and	Karel	Van	Nieuwenhuyse	

elaborate	 the	relationship	between	 the	epistemological	beliefs,	 the	understanding	of	historical	
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thinking	and	the	instructional	practice	of	Belgian	history	teachers	from	Flanders.	Based	on	data	
from	closed-	and	open-ended	online	questionnaire	items	regarding	epistemology	and	historical	
thinking,	 as	well	 as	 interviews	 about	 teaching	material,	 the	 authors	 show	 that	most	 teachers	
acknowledge	 the	 interpretive	 nature	 of	 history,	 while	 they	 do	 not	 include	 this	 view	 in	 their	
concepts	of	historical	thinking.	Moreover,	additional	beliefs	about	students	or	contextual	school	
factors	seem	to	be	more	important	for	teachers’	reflexion	about	teaching	material.	Once	again,	this	
research	indicates	that	we	need	more	in-action-research	to	detect	the	relations	between	teachers’	
epistemic	cognition,	their	concepts	about	historical	thinking	or	teaching,	and	contextual	aspects	
in	history	classes.	
In	 summary,	 this	 special	 issue	 demonstrates	 a	 combination	 of	 theoretical	 and	 empirical	

approaches,	showing	some	common	ground	and	shared	conclusions.	For	the	refinement	of	theory,	
it	 seems	 fruitful	 for	 future	 research	 to	 combine	 existing	 approaches	 (e.g.	 developmental	 and	
situational).	For	example,	it	seems	that	not	only	is	the	development	and	promotion	of	students’	
and	teachers’	epistemic	beliefs	dependent	on	contextual	situatedness,	but	so	too	are	the	epistemic	
practices	of	historians	 in	setting	goals,	or	those	of	 teachers	 in	reflecting	on	teaching	materials.	
Presumably	our	research	efforts	are	also	contextually	different.	Methodologically,	it	became	clear	
that	it	is	challenging	to	develop	valid	questionnaires	to	assess	epistemological	beliefs,	and	it	seems	
fruitful	to	apply	a	wider	variety	of	methods	here	as	well.	Moreover,	additional	effort	is	needed	to	
provide	accessible	tools	for	classroom	assessment,	such	as	the	HAD	questionnaire.	Empirically,	
the	 present	 studies	 illustrate	 that	 epistemic	 cognition,	metahistorical	 concepts,	 and	 historical	
thinking	 are	 connected.	 What	 remains	 open	 is	 whether	 and	 how	 the	 connections	 can	 be	
demonstrated	for	learners	of	all	ages,	how	the	constructs	can	be	fostered	in	different	institutional	
as	well	as	sociocultural	contexts,	and	what	stages	or	qualities	of	epistemic	beliefs	and	cognition	
can	realistically	be	achieved	in	learners	at	different	educational	levels.	We	hope	that	this	special	
issue	 represents	 not	 an	 end	 point	 to	 research	 on	 epistemic	 cognition	 in	 the	 field	 of	 history	
education,	but	rather	that	it	provides	stimuli	to	further	explore	the	open	questions.	

Acknowledgment	

We	would	like	to	thank	all	authors	for	their	articles	and	their	patience,	which	was	especially	tested	
due	to	the	work	slowdown	during	the	Coronavirus	(SARS-CoV-2)	pandemic.	We	would	also	like	
to	thank	the	authors	whose	five	contributions	had	to	be	rejected	after	review.	We	hope	that	they	
will	find	other	ways	to	publish	their	work.	In	addition,	we	would	like	to	thank	the	colleagues	who	
were	willing	to	review	the	submitted	articles.	Finally,	we	thank	all	the	staff	of	Historical	Encounters,	
especially	Robert	J.	Parkes	and	Melanie	Innes,	for	supporting	our	special	issue.	

References	

Afflerbach,	P.,	&	VanSledright,	B.	(2001).	Hath!	Doth!	What?	Middle	graders	reading	innovative	
history	text.	Journal	of	Adolescent	&	Adult	Literacy,	44(8),	696–707.	
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40018742	

Foster,	S.	J.,	Hoge,	J.	D.,	&	Rosch,	R.	H.	(1999).	Thinking	aloud	about	history:	Children’s	and	
adolescents’	responses	to	historical	photographs.	Theory	&	Research	in	Social	Education,	
27(2),	179–214.	https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.1999.10505878	

Gottlieb,	E.,	&	Wineburg,	S.	(2012).	Between	veritas	and	communitas:	Epistemic	switching	in	the	
reading	of	academic	and	sacred	history.	Journal	of	the	Learning	Sciences,	21(1),	84–129.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508406.2011.582376	

Hofer,	B.	K.	(2016).	Epistemic	cognition	as	a	psychological	construct:	Advancements	and	
challenges.	In	J.	A.	Greene,	W.	A.	Sandoval,	&	I.	Braten	(Eds.),	Handbook	of	epistemic	cognition	
(pp.	19–38).	New	York:	Routledge.	



Editorial:	Epistemic	cognition	in	history	education	

HISTORICAL	ENCOUNTERS	|	Volume	9	Number	1	(2022)	

7	

Hofer,	B.	K.,	&	Pintrich,	P.	R.	(1997).	The	development	of	epistemological	theories:	Beliefs	about	
knowledge	and	knowing	and	their	relation	to	learning.	Review	of	Educational	Research,	67(1),	
88–140.	https://doi.org/10.2307/1170620	

Körber,	A.,	&	Meyer-Hamme,	J.	(2015).	Historical	thinking,	competencies,	and	their	
measurement:	Challenges	and	approaches.	In	K.	Ercikan	&	P.	Seixas	(Eds.),	New	directions	in	
assessing	historical	thinking	(pp.	89–101).	New	York:	Routledge.	

Kuhn,	D.,	Cheney,	R.,	&	Weinstock,	M.	(2000).	The	development	of	epistemological	
understanding.	Cognitive	Development,	15(3),	309–328.	https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-
2014(00)00030-7	

Lange,	K.	(2011).	Historisches	Bildverstehen	oder	Wie	lernen	Schüler	mit	Bildquellen?	Ein	Beitrag	
zur	geschichtsdidaktischen	Lehr-Lern-Forschung.	Berlin:	LIT.	

Lee,	P.,	&	Ashby,	R.	(2000).	Progression	in	historical	understanding	among	students	ages	7-14.	In	
P.	N.	Stearns,	P.	C.	Seixas,	&	S.	S.	Wineburg	(Eds.),	Knowing,	teaching,	and	learning	history.	
National	and	international	perspectives	(pp.	199–222).	New	York:	New	York	University	Press.	

Lee,	P.,	&	Shemilt,	D.	(2003).	A	scaffold,	not	a	cage:	Progression	and	progression	models	in	
history.	Teaching	History,	113,	13–23.	

Lorenz,	C.	(2011).	History	and	theory.	In	D.	Woolf	&	A.	Schneider	(Eds.),	The	Oxford	History	of	
historical	writing	(Vol.	5,	pp.	13–35).	Oxford,	UK:	Oxford	University	Press.	

Lyon	Macfie,	A.	(2010).	On	the	defence	of	(my)	history.	Rethinking	History,	14(2),	209–227.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642521003710755	

Maggioni,	L.	(2010).	Studying	epistemic	cognition	in	the	history	classroom:	Cases	of	teaching	and	
learning	to	think	historically.	[PhD	Dissertation].	University	of	Maryland.	
http://hdl.handle.net/1903/10797	

Maggioni,	L.,	Alexander,	P.	A.,	&	VanSledright,	B.	A.	(2004).	At	a	crossroads?	The	development	of	
epistemological	beliefs	and	historical	thinking.	European	Journal	of	School	Psychology,	2(1–2),	
169–197.	

Maggioni,	L.,	VanSledright,	B.	A.,	&	Alexander,	P.	A.	(2009).	Walking	on	the	borders:	A	measure	of	
epistemic	cognition	in	history.	The	Journal	of	Experimental	Education,	77(3),	187–214.	
https://doi.org/10.3200/JEXE.77.3.187-214	

Martens,	M.	(2015).	Understanding	the	nature	of	history.	Students’	tacit	epistemology	in	dealing	
with	conflicting	historical	narratives.	In	A.	Chapman	&	A.	Wilschut	(Eds.),	Joined-up	history:	
new	directions	in	history	education	(pp.	211–230).	Charlotte,	NC:	Information	Age.	

Mason,	L.	(2016).	Psychological	perspectives	on	measuring	epistemic	cognition.	In	J.	A.	Greene,	
W.	A.	Sandoval,	&	I.	Braten	(Eds.),	Handbook	of	epistemic	cognition	(pp.	375–392).	New	York:	
Routledge.	

Mathis,	C.,	&	Parkes,	R.	(2020).	Historical	thinking,	epistemic	cognition,	and	history	teacher	
education.	In	C.	W.	Berg	&	T.	M.	Christou	(Eds.),	The	Palgrave	handbook	of	history	and	social	
studies	education	(pp.	189–212).	Cham:	Springer	International	Publishing.	
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-37210-1_9	

	

	



Editorial:	Epistemic	cognition	in	history	education	

HISTORICAL	ENCOUNTERS	|	Volume	9	Number	1	(2022)	

8	

Mierwald,	M.,	Seiffert,	J.,	Lehmann,	T.,	&	Brauch,	N.	(2017).	Fragebogen	auf	dem	Prüfstand—Ein	
Beitrag	zur	Erforschung	und	Weiterentwicklung	eines	bestehenden	Instruments	zur	
Erfassung	epistemologischer	Überzeugungen	in	der	Domäne	Geschichte.	In	B.	Ziegler	&	M.	
Waldis	(Eds.),	Forschungswerkstatt	Geschichtsdidaktik	15:	Beiträge	zur	Tagung	
‘geschichtsdidaktik	empirisch	15’	(pp.	177–190).	Bern:	hep.	

Miguel-Revilla,	D.,	Carril,	M.	T.,	&	Sánchez-Agustí,	M.	(2017).	Accediendo	al	pasado:	Creencias	
epistémicas	acerca	de	la	Historia	en	futuros	profesores	de	Ciencias	Sociales	||	Accessing	the	
Past:	Epistemic	Beliefs	about	History	in	Social	Studies	Pre-Service	Teachers.	REIDICIS.	Revista	
de	Investigación	en	Didáctica	de	las	Ciencias	Sociales,	1,	86–101.	
https://doi.org/10.17398/2531-0968.01.86	

Moore,	A.,	Invernizzi-Accetti,	C.,	Markovits,	E.,	Pamuk,	Z.,	&	Rosenfeld,	S.	(2020).	Beyond	
populism	and	technocracy:	The	challenges	and	limits	of	democratic	epistemology.	
Contemporary	Political	Theory,	19(4),	730–752.	https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00398-1	

Munslow,	A.	(2017).	History,	skepticism	and	the	past.	Rethinking	History,	21(4),	474–488.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642529.2017.1333287	

Namamba,	A.,	&	Rao,	C.	(2016).	Teachers’	beliefs	about	history	and	instructional	approaches:	A	
survey	of	secondary	school	teachers	in	kigoma	municipality,	tanzania.	International	Journal	of	
Education	and	Research,	4(8),	203–220.	

Nitsche,	M.	(2017).	Geschichtstheoretische	und	-didaktische	Beliefs	angehender	und	erfahrener	
Lehrpersonen—Einblicke	in	den	Forschungsstand,	die	Entwicklung	der	
Erhebungsinstrumente	und	erste	Ergebnisse.	In	U.	Danker	(Ed.),	Geschichtsunterricht	–	
Geschichtsschulbücher	–	Geschichtskultur.	Aktuelle	geschichtsdidaktische	Forschung	des	
wissenschaftlichen	Nachwuchses	(pp.	85–106).	Göttingen:	V&R	unipress.	

Nitsche,	M.	(2019).	Beliefs	von	Geschichtslehrpersonen	–	eine	Triangulationsstudie.	Bern:	hep.	
https://doi.org/10.36933/9783035516005	

Nokes,	J.	D.	(2014).	Elementary	students’	roles	and	epistemic	stances	during	document-based	
history	lessons.	Theory	&	Research	in	Social	Education,	42(3),	375–413.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2014.937546	

Paxton,	R.	J.	(1999).	A	deafening	silence:	History	textbooks	and	the	students	who	read	them.	
Review	of	Educational	Research,	69(3),	315–339.	
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543069003315	

Ricœur,	P.	(1984).	Time	and	narrative	(Vol.	1).	Chicago	and	London:	University	of	Chicago	Press.	

Rüsen,	J.	(2020).	A	turning	point	in	theory	of	history:	The	place	of	Hayden	White	in	the	history	of	
metahistory.	History	and	Theory,	59(1),	92–102.	https://doi.org/10.1111/hith.12147	

Seixas,	P.	(1998).	Student	teachers	thinking	historically.	Theory	and	Research	in	Social	Education,	
26(3),	310–341.	http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00933104.1998.10505854	

Seixas,	P.	(2017).	A	model	of	historical	thinking.	Educational	Philosophy	and	Theory,	49(6),	593–
605.	https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2015.1101363	

Shemilt,	D.	(1983).	The	devil’s	locomotive.	History	and	Theory,	22(4),	1.	
https://doi.org/10.2307/2505213	

	



Editorial:	Epistemic	cognition	in	history	education	

HISTORICAL	ENCOUNTERS	|	Volume	9	Number	1	(2022)	

9	

Stoel,	G.,	Logtenberg,	A.,	Wansink,	B.,	Huijgen,	T.,	van	Boxtel,	C.,	&	van	Drie,	J.	(2017).	Measuring	
epistemological	beliefs	in	history	education:	An	exploration	of	naïve	and	nuanced	beliefs.	
International	Journal	of	Educational	Research,	83,	120–134.	
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.03.003	

Stoel,	G.,	van	Drie,	J.,	&	van	Boxtel,	C.	(2017).	The	effects	of	explicit	teaching	of	strategies,	second-
order	concepts,	and	epistemological	underpinnings	on	students’	ability	to	reason	causally	in	
history.	Journal	of	Educational	Psychology,	109(3),	321–337.	
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000143	

van	Boxtel,	C.,	&	van	Drie,	J.	(2018).	Historical	reasoning:	Conceptualizations	and	educational	
applications.	In	S.	A.	Metzger	&	L.	M.	Harris	(Eds.),	The	Wiley	international	handbook	of	history	
teaching	and	learning	(pp.	149–176).	New	York:	Wiley	&	Blackwell.	
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119100812.ch6	

VanSledright,	B.	A.	(2002).	Confronting	history’s	interpretive	paradox	while	teaching	fifth	
graders	to	investigate	the	past.	American	Educational	Research	Journal,	39(4),	1089–1115.	
https://doi.org/10.3102/000283120390041089	

VanSledright,	B.	A.	(2011).	The	challenge	of	rethinking	history	education:	On	practices,	theories,	
and	policy.	New	York:	Routledge.	

VanSledright,	B.	A.,	&	Maggioni,	L.	(2016).	Epistemic	cognition	in	history.	In	J.	A.	Greene,	W.	A.	
Sandoval,	&	I.	Braten	(Eds.),	Handbook	of	epistemic	cognition	(pp.	128–146).	NY:	Routledge.	

VanSledright,	B.	A.,	&	Reddy,	K.	(2014).	Changing	epistemic	beliefs?	An	exploratory	study	of	
cognition	among	prospective	history	teacher.	Revista	Tempo	e	Argumento,	06(11),	28–68.	
https://doi.org/10.5965/2175180306112014028	

White,	H.	(1973).	Metahistory:	The	Historical	Imagination	in	Nineteenth-century	Europe.	
Baltimore:	John	Hopkins	University	Press.	

Wineburg,	S.	S.	(1991a).	Historical	problem	solving:	A	study	of	the	cognitive	processes	used	in	
the	evaluation	of	documentary	and	pictorial	evidence.	Journal	of	Educational	Psychology,	
83(1),	73–87.	http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.83.1.73	

Wineburg,	S.	S.	(1991b).	On	the	reading	of	historical	texts:	Notes	on	the	breach	between	school	
and	academy.	American	Educational	Research	Journal,	28(3),	95–519.	

Yeager,	E.	A.,	&	Davisz,	O.	L.	(1996).	Classroom	teachers’	thinking	about	historical	texts:	An	
exploratory	study.	Theory	&	Research	in	Social	Education,	24(2),	146–166.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.1996.10505774	

About	the	Authors	

Martin	Nitsche,	Dr.	phil.,	 is	a	Senior	Researcher	at	 the	Centre	 for	Civic	Education	and	History	
Education	 in	 Aarau	 at	 the	 School	 of	 Education,	 University	 of	 Applied	 Sciences	 Northwestern	
Switzerland.	During	summer	2022	he	will	hold	an	interim	professorship	for	history	didactics	at	
University	of	Cologne.	His	main	research	interests	include	history	teachers’	professionalization	
with	a	focus	on	their	(e.g.	epistemological)	beliefs,	assessments	of	historical	thinking	and	learning	
activities,	and	analyses,	as	well	as	preparations	of	teaching	material.	Dr.	Nitsche	has	received	a	
grant	 from	 Swiss	 National	 Science	 Foundation	 (SNF)	 for	 his	 project	 “Research	 of	 Learning	
Processes	in	History	(RicH)”	(2020-2023).	He	is	also	co-speaker	of	the	working	group	“Empirical	
History	Education	Research”	of	the	German	Society	for	History	Didactics.	
Email.	martin.nitsche@fhnw.ch	ORCID:	0000-0003-4261-5583	



Editorial:	Epistemic	cognition	in	history	education	

HISTORICAL	ENCOUNTERS	|	Volume	9	Number	1	(2022)	

10	

	
Christian	Mathis,	Dr.	phil.,	is	currently	a	Professor	of	History	Education	at	Zurich	University	of	
Teacher	Education,	Switzerland.	He	is	head	of	the	Social	Sciences	Education	Research	Group	and	
an	Associate	Editor	of	Historical	Encounters.	His	scholarly	interests	and	contributions	are	located	
within	the	field	of	History	and	History	Education;	Social	Studies	Education;	Holocaust	Education;	
Teacher	Education;	Teaching	and	Learning	Archaeology.	His	scholarly	projects	focus	in	various	
ways,	 on	 students’	 and	 teachers’	 epistemic	 cognition	 in	 history,	 and	 on	 learning	 history	 in	
museums,	 historical	 and	 archaeological	 sites,	 in	 public	 playgrounds,	 and	 with	 toys,	 and	
monuments.	
Email:	christian.mathis@phzh.ch	ORCID:	0000-0002-2865-874X	
	
D.	Kevin	O’Neill,	B.Sc.,	PhD	is	Associate	Professor	of	Education	and	Technology	at	Simon	Fraser	
University,	where	he	helps	to	prepare	future	teachers,	and	teaches	and	mentors	students	in	the	
Educational	 Technology	 and	 Learning	 Design	 graduate	 programs.	 He	 has	 had	 a	 longstanding	
interest	in	history	teaching	and	design-based	research.		
Email:	kevin_oneill@sfu.ca	ORCiD:	0000-0001-6880-9146	



















































	 	

	
Thinking	aloud	about	epistemology	in	
history:	How	do	students	understand	the	
Beliefs	about	History	Questionnaire?	
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ABSTRACT	
This	 study	 aims	 to	 explore	 the	 cognitive	 validity	 of	 a	 popular	 epistemological	 beliefs	 self-report	
instrument	 used	 in	 history	 education,	 namely	 the	 Beliefs	 about	 History	 Questionnaire	 (BHQ)	
developed	 by	 Maggioni	 (2010).	 The	 validity	 and	 reliability	 of	 this	 instrument	 were	 found	 to	 be	
problematic	 during	 the	 quantitative	 validation	 of	 both	 the	 original	 English	 questionnaire	 and	 its	
foreign	 language	versions.	Therefore,	we	conducted	cognitive	 interviews	with	 four	students	(all	17	
years	 old)	 using	 a	 German	 version	 of	 the	 BHQ	 to	 gain	 a	 comprehensive	 insight	 into	 students’	
understanding	of	the	questionnaire	and	the	possible	difficulties	they	experience	in	answering	its	items.	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 interviews	 showed	 that	 the	 cognitive	 validity	 of	 the	 questionnaire	 was	 good.	
However,	 some	 items	 were	 found	 to	 be	 problematic	 because	 the	 students	 showed	 differences	 in	
understanding	 and	 difficulties	 in	 responding.	 Furthermore,	 four	 overarching	 problem	 areas	 were	
identified:	the	complexity	of	terms;	epistemic	ambiguity;	length	and	comprehensibility;	and	irritating	
references	to	the	school	context.	In	this	article,	we	address	these	and	other	difficulties	in	using	the	BHQ	
to	 assess	 students’	 thoughts	 about	 epistemology	 in	 history.	 Finally,	 possible	 improvements	 to	 the	
questionnaire	and	conclusions	that	can	be	applied	to	both	research	and	practice	are	presented.		
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Introduction	

While	Sarah1,	a	student	who	participated	in	our	study,	was	thinking	aloud	about	an	item	of	the	
German	 version	 of	 the	 Beliefs	 about	 History	 Questionnaire	 (BHQ)	 originally	 developed	 by	
Maggioni	(2010),	she	told	us	more	about	her	understanding	of	the	past	and	the	role	of	historians:		

Well,	I	think	that	the	past	is	actually	what	is	not	today,	that	is,	it	was	before.	And	
I	do	not	know	to	what	extent	historians	make	the	past.	I	think	that	the	historian	
can	represent	the	past	in	his	way,	but	the	past	is	still	there.	Thus,	I	do	not	think	
that	the	past	depends	on	a	historian.2		

For	researchers	in	the	field	of	educational	psychology	and	history	education,	the	investigation	
of	 the	 concepts	of	 knowledge	 and	knowing	 (i.e.,	 epistemological	 beliefs),	 such	 as	 those	 in	 this	
student’s	example,	is	important	because	they	are	assumed	to	influence	both	teaching	and	learning	
(e.g.	Hofer	&	Bendixen,	2012;	VanSledright	&	Limón,	2006).	Regarding	history	education,	some	
framework	models	exist	that	link	epistemological	beliefs	and	“knowing	and	doing”	in	history	(e.g.	
Havekes,	 van	Boxtel,	 Coppen,	&	Luttenberg,	 2012;	 van	Drie	&	 van	Boxtel,	 2008;	VanSledright,	
2014).	 This	 argument	 is	 supported	 by	 observations	 from	 qualitative	 research,	 as	 students’	
difficulties	in	dealing	with	primary	sources	and	historical	accounts	have	been	attributed	to	them	
having	naïve	beliefs	about	history	(Lee	&	Shemilt,	2003;	VanSledright,	2002;	Wineburg,	2001).	In	
addition,	 quantitative	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 students’	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 history	 are	
related	to	second-order	and	strategic	knowledge	(Stoel,	van	Drie,	&	van	Boxtel,	2017),	the	use	of	
learning	strategies	and	text	comprehension	(Ioannou	&	Iordanou,	2019),	as	well	as	argumentation	
skills	(Mierwald,	2020;	Mierwald,	Seiffert,	Lehmann,	&	Brauch,	2016).		
As	 a	 result	 of	 the	 great	 importance	 of	 epistemological	 beliefs	 for	 historical	 learning	 and	

thinking,	 researchers	 have	 long	 been	 interested	 in	 how	 epistemological	 beliefs	 can	 be	
theoretically	conceptualized	and	measured	using	valid	and	reliable	 instruments	(e.g.	Maggioni,	
Alexander,	&	VanSledright,	2004;	Maggioni,	VanSledright,	&	Alexander,	2009;	Mierwald,	Seiffert,	
Lehmann,	&	Brauch,	2017;	Nitsche,	2019;	Stoel,	Logtenberg,	Wansink,	Huijgen,	van	Boxtel,	&	van	
Drie,	2017).	In	particular,	the	BHQ,	developed	by	Maggioni	(2010),	became	a	key	measurement	
tool	used	in	research	on	epistemological	beliefs	in	the	domain	of	history.	The	theoretical	model	
that	the	questionnaire	is	based	on	differentiates	between	three	epistemic	stances,	including	the	
perspectives	of	history	as	a	“copy”	of	the	past	(objectivist	stance),	and	history	as	just	a	matter	of	
historians’	interpretation	(subjectivist	stance),	as	well	as	the	more	developed	view	of	history	as	a	
critical	method	of	 inquiry	about	the	past	(criterialist	stance).	Maggioni	(2010)	and	many	other	
researchers	(e.g.	Kidwai,	2015;	Mierwald	et	al.,	2017;	Miguel-Revilla,	Carril-Merino,	&	Sánchez-
Agusti,	 2020;	 Stoel,	 van	 Drie,	 &	 van	 Boxtel,	 2015,	 2016)	 have	 used	 the	 BHQ	 and	 its	 foreign	
language	translations	in	their	research	with	varying	degrees	of	success.	In	particular,	the	validity	
and	reliability	of	the	instrument	have	been	found	to	be	problematic.	For	example,	individual	items	
did	not	load	as	expected	in	factor	analyses,	and	certain	scales	showed	low	reliability.	This	could	
have	arisen	due	to	the	theoretical	background	of	the	instrument	itself,	the	individual	formulations	
inserted	in	the	instrument,	 the	terminology	of	 items,	the	translation	or	adaptation	of	 items	for	
non-English	 speaking	 participants,	 and	 the	 different	 educational	 and	 cultural	 contexts	 of	
respondents	(Mierwald	et	al.,	2017;	Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	2020;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017).	
To	 obtain	 more	 detailed	 insights	 into	 how	 students	 understand	 the	 questionnaire,	 we	

conducted	 cognitive	 interviews	 with	 a	 sample	 of	 secondary	 school	 students.	 The	 aim	was	 to	
examine	the	cognitive	validity	of	the	existing	BHQ	using	the	German	version	as	an	example	and	to	
provide	suggestions	for	future	optimization	of	the	instrument	(e.g.	Greene	&	Yu,	2014).	Following	
this,	it	may	be	possible	in	the	future	to	optimize	the	measurement	of	epistemological	beliefs	using	
the	BHQ	or	its	adaptions.	Importantly,	a	better	measure	is	essential	for	identifying	educational	
implications	at	a	diagnostic	level	and	for	verifying	the	effectiveness	of	interventions	that	aim	to	
enhance	epistemological	beliefs	about	history	(Mason,	2016).			
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Therefore,	the	research	questions	guiding	this	study	are:		
1. What	are	students’	general	impressions	of	the	BHQ?	
2. How	do	students	understand	the	BHQ	and	what	problems	do	they	have	with	the	individual	

items?	
3. To	 what	 extent	 are	 the	 items	 that	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 particularly	 problematic	 in	 the	

exploratory	factor	analysis	(EFA)	perceived	by	the	students?	
Subsequently,	 we	 describe	 the	modeling	 and	 assessment	 of	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 history	
education	at	the	present	time.	Following	this,	we	present	the	method	and	results	of	our	study	and,	
finally,	the	discussion	of	our	findings.	

Theoretical	Framework	

Theoretical	conceptualization	of	epistemological	beliefs	in	history	education		
Epistemological	beliefs	refer	to	the	assumptions,	views,	and	ideas	of	individuals	in	relation	to	the	
nature	of	knowledge	and	the	process	of	knowing	(Hofer	&	Pintrich,	1997;	VanSledright	&	Limón,	
2006).	 Therefore,	 they	 can	 be	 assigned	 to	 the	 psychological	 construct	 of	 epistemic	 cognition,	
which	refers	to	research	focusing	on	“what	individuals	believe	about	knowledge	and	knowing	and	
how	they	think	and	reason	about	the	epistemological	aspects	of	knowing”	(Hofer,	2016,	p.	19).	
While	empirical	research	on	epistemic	cognition	began	in	the	1970s	or	even	earlier	(Hofer,	2016),	
the	systematic	study	of	the	construct	in	history	education	is	much	more	recent	(VanSledright	&	
Maggioni,	2016).	However,	various	theoretical	models	of	epistemological	beliefs	have	emerged	
from	psychological	and	educational	studies	that	have	influenced	the	work	of	history	educators.	
The	two	main	approaches	can	be	characterized	as	developmental	or	stage	models	and	models	
with	independent	dimensions	(Buehl	&	Alexander,	2002;	Hofer	&	Pintrich,	1997).		
Developmental	or	stage	models	assume	that	epistemological	beliefs	can	be	divided	into	distinct	

stages	 ranging	 from	 naïve	 to	 developed	 beliefs	 about	 knowledge	 and	 knowing.	 These	models	
include	the	three-stage	reflective	judgment	model	(King	&	Kitchener,	2002)	and	the	four-stage	
model	of	epistemological	understanding	(Kuhn	&	Weinstock,	2002),	which	formed	the	basis	for	
the	 development	 of	 the	 BHQ	 (Maggioni	 et	 al.,	 2004,	 2009).	 Certain	 educational	 psychologists	
conducting	research	in	the	domain	of	history	have	also	used	stage	models	as	their	theoretical	basis	
(e.g.	Kuhn,	Weinstock,	&	Flaton,	1994;	 Ioannou	&	Iordanou,	2019).	Priemer	(2006)	stated	that	
these	different	stages	can	be	divided	in	terms	of	“(1)	absolutist	views	of	knowledge	(in	the	sense	
of	 true	or	 false),	 (2)	 relativist	 views	of	 knowledge	 (with	 a	 subjectivity),	 and	 (3)	 a	moderately	
relativist	view	of	knowledge	(plurality	and	a	certain	subjectivity)”	(p.	163,	translated).	Further	to	
this,	other	researchers	(e.g.	Schommer,	1990)	propose	the	multidimensionality	of	the	construct	of	
epistemological	beliefs.	In	a	meta-analysis,	Hofer	and	Pintrich	(1997)	identified	two	core	areas	
that	 underpin	 most	 of	 the	 models,	 including	 beliefs	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 knowledge	 with	 the	
dimensions	of	knowledge	certainty	and	simplicity,	as	well	as	beliefs	about	the	nature	of	knowing	
with	the	dimensions	of	source	of	knowledge	and	justification	for	knowing.	Recent	research	in	the	
domain	of	history	has	utilized	a	combination	of	both	approaches	 for	modeling	epistemological	
beliefs	by	conceptualizing	the	beliefs	as	separate	stages	comprising	several	dimensions	(Barzilai	
&	Weinstock,	2015;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017).		
The	BHQ	was	developed	by	Maggioni	(2010)	and	colleagues	(Maggioni	et	al.,	2004,	2009),	and	

to	date	represents	the	measurement	instrument	for	epistemological	beliefs	about	history	that	has	
the	best	theoretical	foundation,	is	the	most	well-known,	and	has	been	most	frequently	adapted	
for	other	languages.	Based	on	psychological	development	models	(King	&	Kitchener,	2002;	Kuhn	
&	Winstock,	2002)	and	the	progression	model	for	the	concept	“evidence”	in	history	established	
by	Lee	 and	 Shelmit	 (2003),	 three	 epistemic	 stances	were	developed.	Maggioni	 (2010)	defines	
these	stances	as	“a	system	of	beliefs	about	the	nature	and	justification	of	knowledge	that	people	
entertain	at	a	certain	moment	in	time”	(p.	6).	The	first	epistemic	stance	is	the	objectivist	stance,	
formerly	known	as	the	copier	stance,	which	is	characterized	by	the	objectivist	view	that	history	is	
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an	 image	of	 the	past	and	can	be	understood	directly	 from	historical	sources.	According	to	 this	
stance,	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	past	can	be	formulated	by	collecting	all	the	facts	
from	 primary	 sources.	 The	 second	 epistemic	 stance	 is	 characterized	 by	 a	 subjectivist	 idea	 of	
history.	In	the	subjectivist	stance,	formerly	known	as	the	borrower	stance,	history	simply	arises	
from	 the interpretation	 and	 is	 dependent	 on	 the	 personal	 views,	 preferences,	 and	 causal	
inferences	of	the	historian.	In	the	third	epistemic	stance,	the	criterialist	stance,	history	is	viewed	
as	a	research	process	in	which	the	past	is	reconstructed	based	on	a	discipline-specific	method.	In	
this	 stance,	 history	 is	 the	 result	 of	 a	 subject	 encountering	 an	 object,	 such	 as	 the	 selection,	
interpretation,	and	evaluation	of	sources	by	the	historian.	Therefore,	underpinning	the	epistemic	
stances	 is	 the	 progression	 of	 ideas	 about	 history	 that,	 for	 each	 level,	 determines	 what	 is	
considered	historical	knowledge	for	an	individual	and	how	this	knowledge	is	both	generated	and	
applied	(VanSledright	&	Reddy	2014;	VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	 It	 should	be	noted	 that	
these	three	epistemic	stances	can	exist	simultaneously	and	in	different	forms	within	individuals.	
Maggioni	 (2010)	 describes	 this	 situation	 as	 epistemic	 inconsistency.	 Indeed,	 this	 epistemic	
inconsistency	is	typical	for	novices	in	a	domain,	as	they	may	still	have	unestablished,	different,	
and	sometimes	divergent	conceptualizations	of	historical	knowledge.	However,	 the	 findings	of	
Stoel	and	colleagues	(2017)	indicate	that	even	among	history	experts,	conflicting	epistemic	views	
are	held,	especially	regarding	the	subjectivity	of	history.	This	complicates	 the	measurement	of	
epistemological	beliefs	in	the	domain	of	history.	

Empirical	assessment	of	epistemological	beliefs	in	history	education	
In	recent	years,	there	has	been	increasing	interest	in	the	study	of	epistemological	beliefs	and	their	
connection	 to	 historical	 thinking	 skills.	 Indeed,	 some	 studies	 have	 even	 examined	 the	
effectiveness	of	interventions	that	aim	to	promote	both	epistemic	understanding	and	historical	
competencies	 (e.g.	 Mierwald,	 Lehmann,	 &	 Brauch,	 2018;	 Stoel	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 In	 this	 domain,	
researchers	have	focused	on	secondary	school	and	college	students,	as	well	as	both	training	and	
practicing	history	teachers	(VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	In	order	to	assess	epistemological	
beliefs	 in	history	education,	qualitative	approaches	are	occasionally	used,	 as	well	 as	 the	more	
common	quantitative	instruments.	
For	example,	 researchers	 in	educational	psychology	often	use	a	 fictional	historical	 scenario	

called	the	Livia	problem	to	classify	students	as	“absolutists”,	“multiplists”,	or	“evaluativists”	based	
on	 their	 responses	 (e.g.	 Ioannou	 &	 Iordanou,	 2019;	 Iordanou,	Muis,	 &	 Kendeou,	 2019;	 Kuhn,	
Iordanou,	 Pease,	Wirkala,	 2008;	 Kuhn,	Weinstock,	 &	 Flaton,	 1994).	 Furthermore,	 Barzilai	 and	
Weinstock	 (2015)	 developed	 a	 closed-format	 Epistemic	 Thinking	Assessment	 (ETA)	 based	 on	
Kuhns	 et	 al.’s	 (2000)	 developmental	 model	 of	 epistemic	 understanding	 integrated	 with	 the	
multidimensionality	of	epistemic	thinking.	In	addition,	researchers	across	different	domains,	such	
as	history	and	biology,	have	used	questionnaires	to	measure	epistemological	beliefs	that	are	based	
on	Schommers	(1990)	considerations	about	the	dimensionality	of	the	construct	(Buehl,	Alexander,	
&	Murpy,	 2002).	 Finally,	 questionnaires	 have	 also	 been	 developed	 focusing	 on	 sub-aspects	 of	
epistemic	 cognition,	 such	as	beliefs	about	 the	value	of	 integrating	 information	across	multiple	
documents	in	history	(Wiley,	Griffin,	Steffens,	&	Britt,	2020).	
In	history	education	itself,	there	is	a	wide	range	of	possibilities	for	examining	epistemological	

beliefs.	Indeed,	history	educators	have	used	interviews,	class	observations,	and,	more	frequently,	
questionnaires	for	this	purpose	(e.g.	Maggioni,	2010;	Maggioni	et	al.,	2004,	2009;	Miguel-Revilla	
et	al.,	2020;	Nitsche,	2019;	Nokes,	2014;	O’Neill,	Guloy,	&	Sensoy,	2014;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017;	Voet	&	
De	Wever,	2016).	It	should	be	mentioned	that	qualitative	and	quantitative	methods	can	also	be	
combined	 depending	 on	 the	 research	 question.	 In	 particular,	 the	 BHQ	 (Maggioni,	 2010)	 has	
become	 important	 for	 research	 on	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 history.	 The	 BHQ	 represents	 a	
refinement	 of	 an	 earlier	 questionnaire	 that	 was	 used	 to	 assess	 the	 beliefs	 of	 primary	 school	
teachers	 about	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 of	 history	 (Maggioni	 et	 al.,	 2004,	 2009).	 The	
questionnaire	 consists	of	22	 items	based	on	 the	 three	epistemic	 stances,	 including	objectivist,	
subjectivist,	 and	 criterialist	 stance,	 and	 is	used	 to	measure	 epistemic	beliefs	 in	history	 among	
secondary	school	students	and	history	teachers,	both	prospective	and	practicing	(e.g.	Maggioni,	
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2010;	VanSledright	&	Reddy,	2014;	VanSledright,	Burkholdt,	&	Montgomery,	2018).	Previously,	
history	 educators	 have	 translated	 and	 adapted	 the	 questionnaire	 for	 different	 languages	
(Mierwald,	2020;	Mierwald	et	al.,	2016,	2017;	Kidwai,	2015;	Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	2017,	2020;	
Namamba	&	Roa,	2016;	Stoel	et	al.,	2015,	2016)	and	even	developed	new	questionnaires	from	it	
(Nitsche,	2019;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017).	
However,	 several	problems	have	been	 identified	 in	 the	use	of	 the	BHQ	 in	 research	 studies.	

Regarding	construct	validity,	a	factor	analysis	using	the	original	questionnaire	with	a	sample	of	
66	history	teachers	suggested	a	division	into	two	factors;	the	first	factor	included	the	subjectivist	
and	the	objectivist	items,	and	the	second	factor	contained	the	criterialist	items	(Maggioni,	2010).	
Further	validation	of	the	German	version	of	the	questionnaire	using	a	sample	of	124	secondary	
school	students	also	suggested	such	a	 two-factor	solution,	 including	both	naïve	and	developed	
epistemic	beliefs.	However,	an	adaptation	of	the	questionnaire	for	a	sample	of	272	prospective	
history	teachers	in	Germany	resulted	in	a	three-factor	solution	and,	thus,	a	subdivision	including	
all	three	epistemic	stances	(Mierwald	et	al.,	2016,	2017).	Importantly,	for	this	questionnaire,	the	
contrast	between	the	objectivist	items	and	the	subjectivist	items	was	increased	by	changes	to	the	
item	 wording.	 Based	 on	 these	 studies,	 the	 contrast	 between	 the	 subjectivist	 items	 and	 the	
objectivist	 items	 was	 strengthened	 further	 by	 slight	 adaptations	 to	 the	 translation	 and	 the	
addition	 of	 three	 new	 items	 (i.e.,	 two	 objectivist	 items	 and	 one	 criterialist	 item)	 in	 order	 to	
optimize	the	instrument	for	use	with	secondary	school	students.	Following	this,	exploratory	factor	
analysis	in	an	intervention	study	with	a	sample	of	161	students	revealed	a	three-factor	structure	
of	the	instrument	with	sufficient	to	good	reliability	of	the	factors	(Mierwald,	2020).	In	a	recent	
study	with	92	students,	a	three-factor	solution	and	similar	internal	consistency	of	the	factors	was	
also	 reported	 (Behrendt	 &	 Brauch,	 2020).	 However,	 in	 studies	 using	 Dutch	 and	 Spanish	
translations	 of	 the	 questionnaire,	 it	 was	 observed	 that	 factor	 loading	 of	 single	 items	 was	
problematic,	and	there	was	low	reliability,	especially	for	the	objectivist	scale	(Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	
2017,	2020;	Stoel	et	al.	2015,	2016).	This	result	similarly	applies	to	the	new	German-language	
student	questionnaire	(Mierwald,	2020).	
Previously,	 researchers	 assumed	 that	 these	 problems	 may	 have	 arisen	 from	 shifts	 in	 the	

meaning	as	a	result	of	translating	the	BHQ.	Indeed,	difficulties	may	be	caused	by	differences	in	
understanding	of	the	items	in	the	US	context,	for	which	the	questionnaire	was	originally	designed,	
and	in	other	countries	(Stoel	et	al.,	2016),	as	well	as	by	slight	adaptation	of	the	items	(Mierwald	
et	al.,	2017).	Additionally,	the	mix	of	items	could	also	prove	problematic,	as	they	are	mainly	related	
to	the	domain	of	history,	but	some	also	 focus	on	the	educational	context	(Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	
2020).	 Furthermore,	 the	 theoretical	 background	 of	 the	 questionnaire	 has	 been	 criticized.	 For	
example,	Stoel	et	al.	(2017)	outlined	the	ambiguity	of	the	subjectivist	items,	“…acknowledging	the	
subjective	character	of	historical	knowledge	can	both	reflect	naïve	beliefs	(i.e.,	history	as	opinion)	
but	also	more	nuanced	beliefs	(i.e.,	historical	knowledge	as	interpretative	and	constructed)”	(p.	
123).		
Based	on	these	issues,	history	educators	have	emphasized	that	further	research	is	required	in	

this	area	(Miguel-Revilla	et	al.,	2020;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017).	Cognitive	interviews	have	been	shown	to	
be	effective	in	verifying	the	comprehensibility	of	questionnaires	and	identifying	difficulties	with	
items,	 which	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 and	 address	 the	 root	 of	 these	 problems	 (Barzilai	 &	
Weinstock,	2015;	Greene	&	Yu,	2014).	 

Method	

Design	
We	conducted	cognitive	interviews	based	on	the	problems	with	the	validity	and	reliability	of	the	
BHQ	 outlined	 above.3 	In	 previous	 studies,	 cognitive	 interviewing	 or	 cognitive	 pretesting	 was	
found	 to	 be	 helpful	 for	 assessing	 the	 cognitive	 validity	 of	 questionnaires	 used	 to	 assess	
epistemological	beliefs	(Barzilai	&	Weinstock,	2015;	Greene	&	Yu,	2014;	Greene,	Torney-Purta,	
Azevdeo,	 &	 Robertson,	 2010).	 Cognitive	 interviewing	 is	 a	 method	 for	 examining	 the	
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comprehensibility	 of	 the	 individual	 items	 in	 a	 questionnaire	 and	 identifying	 the	 potential	
problems	with	 them.	 In	 this	way,	 it	 can	 be	 determined	whether	 the	 items	 are	 interpreted	 as	
intended	by	the	questionnaire	respondents,	in	line	with	their	theoretical	background	(Beatty	&	
Willis,	2007;	Willis,	2005;	Woolley,	Browen,	&	Browen,	2006).	Therefore,	the	goal	of	our	approach	
was	 to	 investigate	 and	 improve	 the	 cognitive	 validity	 of	 the	 self-report	 items	 of	 the	 German	
version	of	the	BHQ	(Karabenick	et	al.,	2007).	Specifically,	we	used	a	combination	of	a	think-aloud	
procedure	as	the	students	filled	out	the	questionnaire	and	semi-structured	interviews	or	follow-
up	probes	to	obtain	in-depth	information	regarding	the	students’	understanding	(Beatty	&	Willis,	
2007).		

Participants	
A	 sample	 of	 four	 students	 in	 eleventh	 grade	 (1	 female,	 3	male)	 from	 two	different	 secondary	
schools	participated	in	the	cognitive	interviews.	These	students	were	attending	the	highest-level	
educational	track	in	the	German	secondary	education	system	(i.e.,	Gymnasium)	and	were	in	the	
final	years	of	their	formal	history	education.	The	average	age	of	the	students	was	17	years.	This	
sample	was	chosen	because	the	German-language	version	of	the	BHQ	was	designed	for	this	target	
group.	In	addition,	foreign-language	versions	of	the	BHQ	are	often	conducted	with	students	of	this	
age	(e.g.	Stoel	et	al.,	2016).	We	acknowledge	that	our	sample	size	is	very	small.	However,	it	should	
be	noted	that	cognitive	interviews	are	designed	to	elucidate	the	thoughts	and	provide	a	deeper	
understanding	of	a	few	participants	rather	than	be	representative	(DeMaio	et	al.,	1993).	Therefore,	
smaller	samples	are	often	used,	although	these	samples	should	cover	a	variety	of	characteristics	
relevant	to	the	goal	of	the	study,	such	as	performance	level	and	language	skills	(Beatty	&	Willis,	
2007;	Willis,	2005).	In	our	study,	the	students	who	took	part	in	the	interviews	were	recruited	by	
their	 history	 teachers	 at	 the	 request	 of	 the	 second	 author.	 The	 selection	 criteria	 were	
communicated	to	the	teachers	to	appropriately	evaluate	the	cognitive	validity	of	the	BHQ.	Firstly,	
the	study	aimed	to	interview	students	with	different	levels	of	achievement	in	history,	assessed	by	
their	history	courses	and	grades.	Furthermore,	participating	students	had	to	be	native	German	
speakers	so	that	any	understanding	difficulties	with	the	BHQ	could	not	be	due	to	general	language	
skills.	Finally,	the	selected	students	had	to	be	considered	by	their	teachers	as	open-minded	enough	
to	 think	deeply	about	 the	questionnaire	and	verbally	express	 their	 thoughts	about	 it.	Detailed	
information	on	the	sample	is	presented	in	Table	1.	

TABLE	1:	Overview	of	the	personal	characteristics	of	the	participants	

	
	
Characteristics		

Ben	 Paul	 Sarah	 Alex	

	
Age	

	
17	

	
17	

	
17	

	
17	

	
Gender	

	
male	

	
male	

	
female	

	
male	

	
Course	type	in	the	
subject	history	
	

	
basic	course	

	
advanced	course	

	
basic	course	

	
advances	course	

Points	in	the	subject	
history	
	

13	 4	 14	 7	

Criterialist	stance	(M)	
	

5.11	 5.44	 5.67	 4.67	

Subjectivist	
Stance	(M)	
	

3.56	 3.11	 3.56	 2.78	

Objectivist	stance	(M)	
	

2.20	 4.80	 4.00	 4.40	

Notes:	Advanced	courses	are	taught	five	hours	a	week	while	the	basic	courses	for	only	three	hours	a	week.	This	means	
that	the	advanced	course	covers	historical	topics	in	greater	depth	than	the	basic	course.	Points	are	an	equivalent	of	the	
grades	in	German	secondary	school	system,	ranging	from	15	=	best	to	0	=	worst.	The	mean	values	(M)	of	the	three	
epistemic	stances	are	on	a	scale	ranging	from	1	=	strongly	disagree	to	6	=	strongly	agree.	
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Instrument	
In	 this	 study,	we	used	 a	German	version	of	 the	original	English	BHQ	by	Maggioni	 (2010).	We	
refined	an	earlier	 translated	version	of	 the	 instrument	(Mierwald	et	al.,	2017).	 In	this	process,	
small	changes	in	the	formulation	of	existing	statements	were	made	to	enhance	the	applicability	of	
the	 items	 to	German	 secondary	 school	 students,	 and	 three	new	 items	were	 added.	The	 entire	
questionnaire,	including	the	changed	and	added	items,	can	be	found	in	Table	3	(see	also	the	note	
below	the	Table).	These	changes	were	made	to	the	German	version	of	the	BHQ	because	the	first	
version	indicated	only	two	epistemic	stances,	and	the	two-factor	idea	was	established	based	on	
this	result.	The	first	factor	is	related	to	differentiated	beliefs,	containing	all	criterialist	items,	and	
the	 second	 factor	 is	 related	 to	 naïve	 beliefs,	 containing	 the	 subjectivist	 and	 objectivist	 items.	
Although	the	internal	consistency	of	the	factors	in	scales	that	were	created	later	was	satisfactory,	
it	was	observed	that	the	objectivist	items	did	not	contribute	much	to	supporting	the	factor	of	naïve	
beliefs	 (Mierwald	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 Therefore,	 changes	were	 enacted	 to	 improve	 the	 validity	 and	
reliability	 of	 the	 German	 language	 version	 of	 the	 questionnaire.	 Indeed,	 firstly,	 the	 changes	
enhance	the	contrast	between	the	objectivist	items	and	the	subjectivist	items	on	a	linguistic	level.	
Secondly,	three	new	items	(i.e.	two	objectivist	items	and	one	criterialist	item)	were	added	based	
on	 the	 theoretical	background	of	 the	 instrument	 to	strengthen	 the	reliability	of	 the	 respective	
scales.	Following	modification,	the	final	instrument	contained	a	total	of	25	items.	When	answering	
the	 questionnaire,	 students	 expressed	 their	 agreement	 or	 disagreement	 with	 pre-formulated	
statements	on	a	6-point	Likert	scale,	ranging	from	1	(strongly	disagree)	to	6	(strongly	agree).	The	
statements	 were	 designed	 to	 exemplify	 the	 objectivist,	 subjectivist,	 and	 criterialist	 stance	 (see	
Table	3).		
An	 exploratory	 factor	 analysis	 (EFA)	was	 utilized	 to	 determine	 the	 factor	 structure	 of	 the	

instrument,	 as	 previous	 studies	 using	 foreign	 language	 adaptions	 of	 the	 questionnaire	 have	
identified	different	factor	structures.	Previously,	an	EFA	with	a	sample	of	161	students	in	a	pre-
post	 quasi-experimental	 intervention	 study	 (Mierwald,	 2020,	 p.	 324f.)	 revealed	 a	 three-factor	
structure	of	the	instrument	with	sufficient	to	good	reliability	of	the	factors	(objectivist	scale	[5	
items]:	αpre	=	.53,	αpost	=	.59;	subjectivist	scale	[9	items]:	αpre	=	.78,	αpost	=	.83;	criterialist	scale	[9	
items]:	αpre	=	 .70,	αpost	=	 .81).	Two	 items	 in	 the	objectivist	 scale	 loaded	against	 our	 theoretical	
assumption	of	three	separate	epistemic	stances,	so	we	decided	to	exclude	these	items.	In	addition,	
two	criterialist	items	showed	high	cross-loadings	on	the	objectivist	factor.	The	objectivist	scale	
did	not	reach	an	appropriate	value	for	reliability	recommended	for	standardized	tests.	However,	
it	 should	be	noted	 that	 studies	measuring	 epistemological	 beliefs	 frequently	work	with	 lower	
reliabilities	(i.e.,	less	than	.70)	because	of	the	complexity	of	the	construct,	so	the	reliability	of	the	
scale	can	be	seen	as	still	accepTable	(e.g.	Shraw	2013).	

Procedure	
The	second	author	met	with	 the	history	 teachers,	 explained	 the	study	and	was	able	 to	 recruit	
suiTable	 participants	 for	 the	 cognitive	 interviews	 through	 them.	 The	 recruited	 students	were	
asked	about	their	willingness	to	participate	in	the	interviews.	In	addition,	written	consent	was	
obtained	from	parents	for	the	students’	participation	in	the	study.	Participants	were	interviewed	
during	their	regular	class	time	in	separate	rooms.	The	second	author,	a	trained	student	finalizing	
his	Master	of	Education	 in	History	and	German	with	experience	 in	 this	 field,	 interviewed	each	
student.	The	individual	interviews	were	conducted	in	the	spring	of	2018.	
Each	 interview	 began	 with	 the	 students	 completing	 a	 questionnaire	 to	 obtain	 socio-

demographic	information,	and	an	identification	code	was	generated	for	each	student	to	guarantee	
the	anonymity	of	the	collected	data.	In	the	first	phase	of	the	interview,	the	students	were	asked	
with	 written	 instructions	 (see	 Appendix	 A)	 to	 read	 each	 item	 of	 the	 BHQ	 aloud,	 mark	 their	
agreement	or	disagreement	with	the	given	statements,	and	verbalize	the	thoughts	that	came	into	
their	minds	while	they	answered.	The	second	phase	was	the	semi-structured	interview.	For	this	
purpose,	an	interview	guide	(see	Appendix	B)	was	used,	which	divided	the	interview	into	three	
parts.	Firstly,	 in	order	to	begin	the	interview	in	an	easy	way	for	the	students,	they	were	asked	
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about	their	general	impressions	of	the	whole	questionnaire	and	the	“thinking	aloud”	component.	
The	main	part	of	the	semi-structured	interview	then	included	more	specific	questions	about	items	
that	 were	 either	 unexpected	 or	 not	 clearly	 assigned	 during	 factor	 analysis.	 Specifically,	 the	
questions	focused	on	the	two	objectivist	items	that	loaded	on	the	factor	for	the	subjectivist	stance	
in	 the	 factor	 analysis	 (items	 19	 and	 20),	 as	well	 as	 the	 criterialist	 items	 that	 had	 high	 cross-
loadings	 on	 the	 objectivist	 stance	 (items	 18	 and	 21).	 Furthermore,	 the	 interviewer	 asked	 the	
students	about	important	features	that	they	noticed	during	the	think-aloud	component	of	the	first	
phase.	These	questions	related	to	the	phrase	“reconstruction	of	the	past”	that	the	students	read	in	
the	questionnaire,	as	well	as	other	such	terms	that	may	have	influenced	their	assessment	behavior.	
In	 order	 to	 end	 the	 interview	 process	 for	 the	 students,	 they	 were	 asked	 about	 their	 general	
understanding	 of	 history.	 With	 the	 consent	 of	 the	 students	 and	 their	 parents,	 the	 cognitive	
interviews	were	 audio-recorded	 to	 enable	 accurate	 analysis	 of	 the	 verbal	 data	 afterward.	The	
cognitive	interviews	lasted	on	average	43.21	minutes	(SD	=	10.08).	

Analysis	
The	four	recorded	interviews	were	transcribed	into	text	form	with	the	software	f4	(Dresing	&	Pehl,	
2015).	The	data	from	the	students	thinking	aloud	in	the	first	phase	of	the	cognitive	interviews	
were	 used	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 thematic	 analysis.	 For	 the	 thematic	 analysis	 of	 the	 interviews	
(Kuckartz,	2014),	we	used	a	coding	scheme	comprising	seven	categories	to	identify	the	different	
types	of	problems	associated	with	the	items	of	the	BHQ	(research	question	2).	Our	coding	scheme	
was	developed	based	on	theoretical	considerations	from	the	literature,	thus	dividing	the	problems	
with	the	questionnaire	into	the	four	categories	of	comprehension,	recall,	judgment,	and	response	
selection	(DeMaio	&	Landreth,	2004;	Jabine,	Straf,	Tanur,	&	Tourangeau,	1984;	Willis,	2005).	In	
addition	to	these	categories,	we	used	an	already	existing	coding	scheme	by	Anschütz	(2012).	The	
first	draft	of	the	whole	coding	scheme	was	initially	tested,	discussed,	and	adapted	using	one	of	the	
interview	protocols.	The	final	coding	scheme	(see	Table	2)	was	then	independently	applied	by	the	
first	and	second	authors	to	the	entire	dataset.		

TABLE	2:	Coding	scheme	for	questionnaire	evaluation	

Category	 Subcategory	 Description	
No	Problems		
	

	
-	

The	students’	statements	indicate	that	the	item	was	understood	in	the	intended	sense.	Students	can	
express	the	content	of	the	item	in	their	own	words	and	give	reasons	for	their	opinion.	They	can	add	
explanations,	statements	or	examples	from	school	or	everyday	life	that	reflect	the	meaning	of	the	
item	 presented.	 No	 significant	 problems	 can	 be	 identified	 in	 the	 statements	 of	 the	 person	
interviewed.		
	

Understanding		
difficulties	
	

words	and	technical	
terms	
	

The	students	do	not	know	a	word	or	do	not	understand	what	is	meant	by	this	word	in	the	context	
of	the	item.	The	students	say	that	they	find	a	word	or	phrase	difficult	to	understand.	They	do	not	
know	a	technical	term	in	the	item	or	have	problems	understanding	the	meaning	of	the	technical	
term.	
	

misunder-standing	
	

The	students	interpret	an	item	statement	differently	from	intended	meaning	of	the	item.	They	can	
add	 examples	 or	 explanations	 that	 show	 that	 their	 understanding	 does	 not	 correspond	 to	 the	
content	or	intention	of	the	item.	They	need	not	be	aware	that	they	have	misunderstood	the	item.	
This	can	also	mean	that	they	interpret	the	content	or	the	epistemic	beliefs	(criterialist,	subjectivist,	
or	objectivist	stance)	of	the	item	differently	from	the	intended	meaning	(e.g.,	when	an	item	aims	at	
subjectivist	stance	and	the	students	interpret	the	item	statement	as	a	criterialist	stance).	
	

incomprehension	
	

The	students	explicitly	state	that	they	do	not	understand	all	or	part	of	the	item’s	message.	They	do	
not	know	for	sure	what	is	meant	by	the	item	presented.	
	

Reply	
difficulties	
	

reply	format	
	

The	students	have	difficulties	in	answering	the	item	because	of	the	answer’s	format	(e.g.,	by	double	
negation)	or	may	say	that	they	have	misunderstood	or	do	not	fully	understand	the	scale	gradation	
(e.g.	by	labelling).	
	

uncertainty	of	response	
and	explanation	
	

The	 students	 are	 unsure	 of	 their	 answers	 to	 the	 item.	 They	may	 think	 that	 the	 item	 cannot	 be	
answered	in	this	way	or	may	not	know	this.	They	may	have	an	opinion	on	the	statement	presented,	
but	do	not	really	know	how	to	answer	it	due	to	their	level	of	knowledge,	or	they	may	state	that	they	
have	no	previous	experience.	
	

Assignment	not	possible	
	

-	 It	is	not	clear	from	the	students’	statements	whether	the	item	was	understood.	They	use	the	same	
words	and	phrases	as	it	is	present	in	the	given	items.	The	students	say	that	they	understood	the	
meaning	of	the	item,	but	do	not	explain	how	they	understood	the	meaning	of	the	item	or	why	they	
arrived	at	the	chosen	answer.	
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For	the	content	analysis	of	the	students’	answers	from	the	semi-structured	interviews,	we	used	
a	technique	of	summarizing	and	inductive	category	formation	from	Mayring	(2014).	The	authors	
independently	prepared	the	summaries	from	the	interviews.	Additionally,	the	students’	answers	
were	categorized	into	positive	and	negative	aspects	depending	on	their	impressions	of	the	BHQ	
(research	question	1)	and	 their	understanding	of	 individual	problematic	 items	 in	yes/no	 form	
(research	 question	 3).	 Following	 this,	 we	 compared	 the	 independent	 summaries	 and	
categorizations.		
The	inter-rater	reliability	(Cohen’s	κ)	between	the	two	raters	for	measurement	of	the	entire	

dataset	 varied	across	all	 the	 categories	 from	a	minimum	of	κ	 =	 .62	 to	a	maximum	of	κ	 =	1.00	
(corresponding	 to	 “substantial”	 to	 “perfect”	 inter-rater	 reliability;	 Landis	 &	 Koch,	 1977).	 Any	
disagreements	concerning	the	coding	between	the	raters	were	resolved	through	discussion,	and	
a	consensus	was	reached	for	all	of	them.		

Results	

General	impressions	of	the	BHQ	
During	 the	 interviews	 following	 the	 thinking	 aloud	 section,	 the	 students	 discussed	 various	
positive	and	negative	aspects	of	the	questionnaire	when	asked	to	give	their	general	impressions.	
Sarah	and	Paul	reported	that	the	questionnaire	had	a	clear	design	and	the	items	were	mostly	short	
and	 easy	 to	understand.	 Furthermore,	Paul	 emphasized	 that	 the	 answer	options	were	 easy	 to	
handle	because	they	were	based	on	a	German	grading	scale.	Alex	even	reported	that	he	 found	
using	the	questionnaire	interesting	in	terms	of	thinking	about	what	history	is	and	how	to	study	
history	appropriately,	rather	than	just	discussing	content	in	history	lessons.		
However,	 Sarah,	 Ben	 and	 Alex	 expressed	 negative	 concerns	 about	 some	 items	 being	 very	

similar	 in	 their	content.	The	students	also	presented	criticisms	relating	 to	uncertainties	 in	 the	
understanding	of	certain	terms	in	the	questionnaire	(i.e.,	Sarah:	“history”;	Paul:	“historical	facts”;	
Ben:	“research	methods”;	Alex:	“evidence”).	Additionally,	Paul	stated	that	items	18	and	20	utilized	
very	long	sentences,	meaning	that	he	had	to	read	the	items	several	times	to	fully	understand	their	
meaning.	

Understanding	of	the	BHQ	and	problems	with	individual	items	
We	used	the	coding	scheme	described	in	the	method	section	for	the	analysis	of	the	data	from	the	
thinking	aloud	section	in	the	first	phase	of	the	cognitive	interviews.	Certain	general	observations	
were	derived	from	the	absolute	frequency	distribution	of	the	categories	per	item	(see	Table	3).	
Firstly,	in	most	cases	(73)	the	four	participating	students	had	no	problems	with	the	items	of	the	
BHQ,	meaning	that	the	students	understood	them	according	to	their	intended	meaning.	Fourteen	
out	of	25	items	were	found	to	be	unproblematic	based	on	the	students’	statements.	In	addition,	it	
is	of	note	that	all	of	the	items	were	understood	by	at	least	one	participant,	showing	that	there	was	
always	 at	 least	 one	 student	 who	 understood	 each	 item.	 Secondly,	 the	 absolute	 frequencies	
demonstrated	that	there	were	some	problems	with	individual	items,	which	mainly	arose	due	to	
difficulties	 in	 understanding	 (18	 cases).	 These	 difficulties	 predominantly	 included	
misunderstandings	and	problems	in	relation	to	certain	words	and	technical	terms,	but	difficulties	
in	responding	to	the	items	were	less	frequent.	Indeed,	there	were	only	5	cases	where	students	
were	 uncertain	 in	 their	 responses	 and	 explanations.	 However,	 in	 4	 cases,	 no	 assignment	was	
possible	due	to	the	students’	reports.	Thirdly,	in	terms	of	the	three	scales	(criterialist,	subjectivist,	
and	objectivist),	we	observed	that	the	objectivist	scale	presented	the	main	problem.	For	this	scale,	
only	 3	 out	 of	 the	 7	 items	 could	 be	 classified	 as	 appropriate.	 For	 the	 criterialist	 scale	 and	 the	
subjectivist	scale,	5	and	6	out	of	a	total	of	9	items	were	considered	unproblematic,	respectively.	
However,	 it	 is	important	to	understand	exactly	which	features	were	problematic	regarding	the	
remaining	11	items.	
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TABLE	3:	Frequency	and	nature	of	problems	experienced	by	students	for	individual	items	
and	subscales	of	the	German	Beliefs	about	History	Questionnaire	(BHQ_G)	

	

	
Note:	The	formulations	in	italics	indicate	which	changes	were	made	in	the	German	questionnaire	compared	to	the	original	BHQ	in	
order	to	strengthen	the	contrast	between	objectivist	and	subjectivist	items.	The	marked	items	(*)	were	added	to	the	corresponding	
scales.	
	

	 	

	 No	
problems	

Understanding	difficulties	 Reply	difficulties	 Assignment	
not	

possible	
	
	
	
Items		

	 Words	
and	

technical	
terms	

Misunder-
standing	

Incom-
prehension	

Reply	
format	

Uncertainty	
of	response	

and	
explanation	

	

	
Criterialist	Scale	
1.	It	is	fundamental	that	students	are	taught	
to	support	their	reasoning	with	evidence.	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

3.	A	historical	account	is	the	product	of	a	
disciplined	method	of	inquiry.		

1	 0	 1	 1	 0	 1	 0	

7.	Students	need	to	be	taught	to	deal	with	
conflicting	evidence.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

11.	History	is	a	critical	inquiry	about	the	past.		 2	 0	 0	 0	 0	 1	 1	

13.	Comparing	sources	and	understanding	
author	perspective	are	essential	components	
of	the	process	of	learning	history.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

15.	Knowledge	of	historical	method	is	
fundamental	for	historians	and	students	
alike.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

18.	Reasonable	accounts	can	be	constructed	
even	in	the	presence	of	conflicting	evidence.	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

21.	History	is	a	reasonable	reconstruction	of	
past	occurrences	based	on	available	
evidence.		

3	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

24.	Historians	reconstruct	the	past	based	on	
regulated	research	methods.*			

1	 0	 1	 0	 0	 2	 0	

	
Subjectivist	Scale	
2.	History	is	simply	a	matter	of	
interpretation.		

1	 1	 1	 0	 0	 1	 0	

4.	Students	who	read	many	history	books	
learn	that	the	past	is	what	a	historian	makes	
it	to	be.		

2	 0	 1	 0	 0	 0	 1	

6.	Good	students	know	that	history	is	
basically	a	matter	of	opinion.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

8.	Historical	claims	cannot	be	substantiated,	
since	they	are	simply	a	matter	of	
interpretation.		

1	 2	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	

10.	Since	there	is	no	way	to	know	what	really	
happened	in	the	past,	students	can	choose	
whatever	story	they	believe.	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

12.	The	past	is	what	the	historian	makes	it	to	
be.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

14.	It	is	impossible	to	know	anything	with	
certainty	about	the	past,	since	no	one	of	us	
was	there.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

17.	Students	need	to	be	aware	that	history	is	
essentially	a	matter	of	interpretation.		

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

22.	There	is	no	evidence	in	history.		 4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
	
Objectivist	Scale	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	

5.	Disagreement	about	the	same	event	in	the	
past	is	always	due	to	lack	of	evidence.	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

9.	Good	general	reading	and	comprehension	
skills	are	enough	to	learn	history	well.	

2	 0	 2	 0	 0	 0	 0	

16.	The	facts	speak	for	themselves.		 1	 1	 2	 0	 0	 0	 0	
19.	Even	eyewitnesses	do	not	always	agree	
with	each	other,	so	there	is	no	way	of	
knowing	what	happened	in	the	past.	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

20.	Teachers	should	not	question	students’	
historical	opinions,	but	only	check	whether	
they	know	the	historical	facts.	

1	 1	 1	 0	 0	 0	 1	

23.	Differences	in	historical	accounts	result	
from	absence	or	falsity	of	historical	facts.*	

4	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	

25.	History	consists	of	the	sum	of	collected	
historical	facts.*	

2	 0	 1	 0	 0	 0	 1	

	
Total	

	
73	

	
6	

	
11	

	
1	

	
0	

	
5	

	
4	
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Criterialist	 Scale:	 Regarding	 the	 items	 in	 the	 individual	 scales,	 items	 3,	 11	 and	 24	 of	 the	
criterialist	 scale	 were	 observed	 to	 be	 problematic.	 Item	 21	 (“History	 is	 a	 reasonable	
reconstruction	of	past	occurrences	based	on	available	evidence.”)	can	be	excluded	here,	as	only	
Paul	 had	 slight	 difficulty	 explaining	 the	 meaning	 of	 “reconstruction	 (of	 past	 occurrences)”.	
Although	this	term	may	be	difficult	for	students	to	define,	the	other	three	students	demonstrated	
that	 it	could	be	understood	through	the	context	and	wording	of	 the	 item.	However,	 item	3	(“A	
historical	account	is	the	product	of	a	disciplined	method	of	inquiry.”)	caused	greater	issues.	For	
example,	Sarah	showed	uncertainty	about	her	response	for	item	3,	as	well	as	for	items	11	and	24.	
In	the	case	of	item	3,	her	uncertainty	resulted	from	the	fact	that	she	did	not	fully	understand	the	
term	“historical	accounts”	nor	know	to	what	extent	a	historian	should	have	done	“subject-specific	
research”	or	“studied”	to	produce	their	texts.	Ben	reported	that	he	did	not	understand	the	item	
because	of	the	phrase	“disciplined	method	of	inquiry”.	However,	he	assumed	that	this	was	related	
to	critical	appraisal	of	sources.	Alex	made	a	statement	suggesting	that	he	misunderstood	the	item,	
as	he	 confused	historical	 accounts	with	primary	 sources	 and	 said	 that	 historians	would	write	
these	sources.		
Further	to	item	3,	two	students	had	difficulties	with	item	11	(“History	is	a	critical	inquiry	about	

the	past.”).	Indeed,	Sarah	was	unsure	of	how	to	respond	to	the	item.	Although	she	agreed	with	the	
item	and	reported	that	she	had	been	taught	this	in	class,	she	experienced	confusion	regarding	the	
term	 “history”	 and	 the	phrase	 “a	 critical	 inquiry	about	 the	past”.	Paul	 reported	 that	history	 is	
“always	a	critical	inquiry	about	events”.	Moreover,	he	added,	in	general	terms,	that	“historians	or	
reporters	should	be	critical	of	historical	or	political	events”.	Therefore,	his	understanding	of	the	
items	was	unclear,	making	it	difficult	to	assign	his	response	to	a	coding	category.		
Finally,	item	24	(“Historians	reconstruct	the	past	based	on	regulated	research	methods.”)	also	

caused	problems	for	the	students.	Sarah	reported	that	she	could	not	assess	the	extent	to	which	
historians	use	“regulated	research	methods”,	and	this	view	was	shared	by	Ben.	In	relation	to	this,	
Sarah	reported:		

I	can’t	really	say	anything	about	this,	because	I’m	only	at	school.	I	have	little	to	
do	with	historians,	except	with	my	history	teacher	who	once	studied	history.	I	
would	now	say	that	this	is	true.	At	least	when	you	write	a	text	in	an	exam,	you	
make	sure	that	a	certain	form	is	followed	to	meet	criteria	and	so	that	everything	
seems	more	or	less	well-founded.	

In	this	statement,	Sarah	compared	the	research	methods	of	historians	with	the	formal	guidelines	
for	writing	texts	in	history	exams.	However,	the	research	methods	used	to	reconstruct	the	past	
are	not	clear	from	her	statements.	Alex	misunderstood	the	item	and	thought	that	primary	sources	
are	written	based	on	the	research	procedures	of	historians.	In	this	way,	he	appeared	unable	to	
clearly	distinguish	between	the	concepts	of	“primary	source”	and	“historical	account”,	nor	was	he	
able	to	explain	the	meaning	of	regulated	historical	research	methods.		
Subjectivist	 Scale:	 Regarding	 the	 subjectivist	 scale,	 items	 2,	 4	 and	 8	 can	 be	 considered	

problematic	based	on	the	results.	For	item	2	(“History	is	simply	a	matter	of	interpretation.”),	both	
the	 terms	 “history”	 and	 “interpretation”	 caused	 difficulties.	 Sarah	 experienced	 particular	
problems	with	the	term	“history”	due	to	her	school	experiences.	Indeed,	during	the	thinking	aloud	
section	she	reported:	

This	is	difficult	to	answer	because	I	wonder	how	history	is	defined.	In	our	class,	
there	are	discussions	about	history	or	working	with	primary	sources.	So,	I	think	
that	this	is	true.	But	especially	in	school,	we	are	taught	views.	A	lot	of	teachers	
tell	us:	“So	and	so	it	was	in	the	past”.	Consequently,	there	is	not	so	much	room	
for	interpretation	at	school.	

Alex	was	unsure	how	to	answer	the	same	item	because	his	views	were	equivocal.	Indeed,	he	stated	
that	 history	 is	 based	 on	 evidence,	 but,	 contrastingly,	 he	 acknowledged	 that	 there	 are	 always	
opportunities	 for	 interpretation.	Based	on	Pauls’	statements,	 it	appears	that	he	misunderstood	
both	terms:	
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I	understand	the	item	to	mean	that	history	can	be	understood	in	several	ways.	In	
the	 subject	 history,	 there	 are	 actually	 rather	 few	different	 interpretations.	 Of	
course,	there	are	different	areas	of	history.	There	is	military	history,	there	is	the	
history	 of	 any	 country,	 especially	 of	 any	 people.	 These	 could	 be	 different	
interpretations	of	history.	But	I	think	in	itself	that	history	is	always	something	
historical,	a	certain	point	in	time,	a	certain	person,	so	the	interpretation	is	always	
the	same.	

As	 is	 clear	 from	 the	 statement,	 this	 student’s	 explanations	 of	 the	 concepts	 of	 “history”	 and	
“interpretation”	were	vague.	For	example,	Paul	reported	that	there	are	different	“areas”	for	which	
“interpretations”	 occur,	 but	 he	 did	 not	 explain	what	 these	 interpretations	 are.	 In	 contrast,	 he	
approximately	equated	history	with	the	past.	In	the	end,	it	was	clear	that	this	student	understood	
the	 item	 more	 as	 an	 objectivist	 rather	 than	 a	 subjectivist	 item.	 Overall,	 Paul	 appears	 to	
conceptualize	history	like	a	fixed	fact,	meaning	that	the	interpretations	of	the	past	should	always	
be	the	same.		
Two	 students	 experienced	problems	with	 item	4	 (“Students	who	 read	many	history	 books	

learn	that	the	past	is	what	a	historian	makes	it	to	be.”).	Sarah	deviated	from	the	core	meaning	of	
the	item	and	began	thinking	about	her	history	lessons,	so	her	statements	could	not	be	assigned	to	
any	category	of	the	coding	scheme.	In	Ben’s	case,	whether	he	understood	the	item	as	an	item	from	
the	subjectivist	scale	or	the	criterialist	scale	was	unclear.	He	reported	that	“Depending	on	what	
you	 read	 and	 in	which	 country	 you	 are	 hearing	 the	 history,	 historiography	 is	 already	 a	 little	
different.	For	example,	when	you	look	at	the	colonies,	they	have	a	different	view	of	the	past	of	the	
colonies	compared	to	Great	Britain.”	One	can	conclude	from	this	statement	that	Ben	was	aware	
that	 historiography	 exists	 and	 that	 it	 arises	 from	 different	 interpretations	 that	 depend	 on	
individual	perspectives.		
Regarding	item	8	(“Historical	claims	cannot	be	substantiated,	since	they	are	simply	a	matter	of	

interpretation”),	 three	 students	 showed	 difficulties.	 Alex’s	 interpretation	 of	 the	 item	 was	
ambiguous	 regarding	 whether	 historical	 claims	 originate	 directly	 from	 primary	 sources	 or	
represent	contemporary	claims	about	the	past.	Although	the	 latter	 is	 in	 line	with	the	 intended	
meaning	of	the	item,	Alex	did	not	decide	on	a	meaning	in	his	further	interpretation	of	the	item.	
Sarah	 expressed	 criticisms	 regarding	 the	 word	 “historical”	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 item.	 She	
commented:		

Well,	claims	are	always	something	that	is	very	subjective.	Therefore,	they	are	of	
course	a	matter	of	 interpretation.	But	 theoretically,	 “historical”	always	means	
that	something	should	have	been	researched.	But	if	there	is	a	lack	of	information	
or	there	is	little	source	evidence,	then	it	is	definitely	a	matter	of	interpretation.	

Sarah	justified	her	agreement	with	the	item	by	referring	to	the	general	subjectivity	of	all	claims.	
Concurrently,	she	referred	to	the	fact	that	history	is	based	on	research.	Ultimately,	she	believed	
that	gaps	in	understanding	can	be	filled	using	interpretations.	Therefore,	Sarah	was	also	unsure	
what	 “historical	 claims”	meant	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 item.	 Paul	 also	misunderstood	 the	 same,	
assuming	that	historical	claims	arise	from	the	individuals	involved	in	the	history	themselves.	
Objectivist	 scale:	 For	 items	 9,	 16,	 20	 and	 25	 in	 the	 objectivist	 scale,	 it	 was	 found	 that	 the	

students	 had	 some	 problems	 giving	 answers.	 Sarah	 and	 Paul	 misunderstood	 item	 9	 (“Good	
general	 reading	 and	 comprehension	 skills	 are	 enough	 to	 learn	 history	well.”),	 as	 they	 did	 not	
understand	the	item	as	intended	in	terms	of	directly	extracting	knowledge	from	primary	sources	
to	learn	about	the	past.	 Instead,	 it	was	clear	from	their	answers	that	they	understood	“general	
reading	and	comprehension	skills”	as	referring	to	the	critical-analytical	competencies	used	when	
working	with	historical	media.	This	suggests	an	interpretation	of	item	9	that	is	more	typical	of	the	
criterialist	stance	than	the	objectivist	stance.	In	this	regard,	Sarah	reported	that	“In	history	lessons,	
we	have	to	read	a	lot	and	understand	these	texts.	I	think	that	if	you	can’t	get	along	with	these	texts,	
you	can’t	acquire	knowledge.	On	the	other	hand,	we	also	have	caricatures,	 for	which	you	need	
good	 comprehension	 skills.”	 Similarly	 to	 Sarah,	 Paul	 did	 not	 consider	 the	word	 “enough”	 but	
emphasized	that	good	reading	and	comprehension	skills	are	necessary	to	reconstruct	historical	
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processes,	 understand	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 aims	 of	wars,	 and	 to	 be	 able	 to	 understand	
historical	contexts.		
Item	16	(“The	facts	speak	for	themselves.”)	was	also	found	to	present	problems.	Firstly,	Sarah	

had	issues	with	the	term	“historical	facts”.	Indeed,	more	precisely,	she	was	not	sure	to	what	extent	
historical	 facts	 relate	 to	 source	 evidence.	 Even	 for	 Paul	 and	 Alex,	 the	 term	 “historical	 facts”	
remained	 unclear,	 thus	 leading	 to	 vague	 interpretations.	 For	 example,	 Paul	 described	 his	
understanding	of	the	item	as	follows:		

My	 understanding	 is	 that	 historical	 facts	 are	 largely	 the	 core	 statement	 of	
historical	events.	Even	if	historians	or	persons	talk	about	historical	facts	and	give	
their	 own	 interpretation	 of	 them,	 the	 historical	 proof	 is	 actually	 the	 most	
fundamental.	All	opinions	or	reports	are	based	on	it.	That	is	why	I	agree	with	it	
if	the	own	interpretation	is	present.	

From	this	statement,	it	is	not	clear	to	what	extent	the	item	is	interpreted	as	an	objectivist	item	or	
expresses	beliefs	more	typical	of	the	subjectivist	or	criterialist	stances.	Overall,	Paul	modified	the	
content	 of	 the	 item	 in	 his	 understanding	 and	 agreed	with	 the	 item	 for	 reasons	 that	were	 not	
apparent	from	the	item.		
The	interpretation	of	item	20	(“Teachers	should	not	question	students’	historical	opinions,	but	

only	check	whether	they	know	the	historical	facts.”)	was	also	challenging	for	the	students.	Ben	
related	 the	content	of	 the	 item	 to	his	own	history	 lessons	and	discussed	his	 ideas	about	what	
methods	would	be	better	for	studying	history.	Therefore,	it	was	not	possible	to	assignment	his	
response	to	a	category	of	the	coding	scheme.	Sarah	also	related	the	item	to	her	own	history	lessons	
and	 said	 that	 agreement	 with	 this	 statement	 depends	 on	 the	 teacher.	 As	 with	 item	 16,	 she	
emphasized	 that	 she	 would	 not	 know	 what	 “historical	 facts	 really	 are	 now”.	 Finally,	 Paul	
misunderstood	the	item	because	he	read	over	the	phrase	“should	not”,	stopped	following	the	first	
part	 of	 the	 sentence,	 and	 then	 related	 the	 item	 to	his	 own	 ideas	 about	what	 constitutes	 good	
history	teaching.	In	general,	the	item	appears	too	long	in	its	wording	and,	due	to	its	relation	to	the	
school	context,	it	may	encourage	the	students	to	express	personal	opinions	instead	of	considering	
the	item’s	content.		
In	 contrast	 to	 item	20,	 item	25	 (“History	 consists	 of	 the	 sum	of	 collected	historical	 facts.”)	

appeared	less	problematic.	Paul	and	Ben	had	difficulties	with	this	item,	as	they	struggled	with	the	
term	“historical	facts”	again.	When	thinking	aloud,	Paul	repeated	and	reformulated	the	content	of	
the	item,	thus	making	it	difficult	to	assign	his	response	to	a	category	of	the	coding	scheme.	Ben	
agreed	with	 the	 item	 but	 interpreted	 it	more	 as	 a	 subjectivist	 or	 criterialist	 item	 rather	 than	
objectivist.	He	explained	that	there	are	no	facts	in	history,	only	opinions	that	must	be	justified	and	
interpreted	carefully.	Therefore,	for	this	student,	history	is	derived	from	“what	can	be	deduced	
from	the	collection	of	sources”.	

Perception	of	problematic	items	from	the	exploratory	factor	analysis	(EFA)	
In	 an	 exploratory	 factor	 analysis	 from	 an	 earlier	 study,	which	 used	 data	 from	 the	BHQ	 and	 a	
sample	of	161	students,	four	items	showed	unusual	loadings	(Mierwald,	2020).	Specifically,	items	
19	and	20	of	the	objectivist	scale	loaded	unexpectedly	on	the	factor	uniting	all	subjectivist	items.	
Additionally,	items	18	and	21	of	the	criterialist	scale	showed	high	cross-loadings	on	the	factor	that	
includes	 all	 objectivist	 items.	Based	on	 these	 findings,	 our	 students	were	questioned	 in-depth	
about	these	items	during	the	semi-structured	interviews.	
During	the	thinking	aloud	section,	item	19	(“Even	eyewitnesses	do	not	always	agree	with	each	

other,	so	there	is	no	way	of	knowing	what	happened	in	the	past.”)	was	correctly	understood	and	
explained	by	 all	 four	 students.	 Furthermore,	 this	did	not	 change	when	 they	were	 asked	again	
about	 their	 understanding	 in	 the	 interview	 section.	 Theoretically,	 the	 students	 may	 have	
interpreted	the	item	to	mean	that,	if	you	cannot	know	what	happened	in	the	past,	only	your	own	
views	of	the	past	matter.	Indeed,	this	type	of	interpretation	could	explain	why	the	item	loaded	on	
the	subjectivist	 factor.	 In	our	 interviews,	 the	students	did	not	express	such	strong	subjectivist	
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views	of	the	item.	However,	a	few	statements	from	Paul	and	Alex	may	indicate	that	they	believe	
there	are	ways	for	historians	to	find	out	what	happened	in	the	past,	suggesting	some	subjectivism	
in	their	understanding	of	the	item.	
As	mentioned	previously,	Sarah,	Paul	and	Ben	had	significant	difficulties	understanding	item	

20	(“Teachers	should	not	question	students’	historical	opinions,	but	only	check	whether	they	know	
the	historical	 facts.”).	Firstly,	 the	reference	to	the	school	context	appeared	problematic	 for	 this	
item,	as	the	students	tended	to	express	their	experiences	with	history	lessons	and	teachers	rather	
than	 addressing	 the	 actual	 message	 of	 the	 item.	 For	 example,	 Paul	 said:	 “I	 ticked	 ‘I	 strongly	
disagree’	because	I	don’t	like	to	learn	things	by	heart	and	of	course	I	want	the	lessons	to	be	a	bit	
interesting.”	 Secondly,	 the	 students	were	unsure	of	 the	meaning	of	 the	 term	 “historical	 facts”.	
Their	statements	regarding	this	term	ranged	from	“what	is	already	certain	from	the	past”	(Sarah),	
“probable	truth”	(Ben)	to	“dates”,	“treaties	like	the	Treaty	of	Versailles”,	“events	like	the	discovery	
of	 America”	 and	 “quotes	 by	 politicians	 and	 kings”	 (Paul).	 These	 statements	 suggest	 that	 the	
students	had	diverse	and	varied	understanding	of	the	term	“historical	facts”.	 It	 is	also	possible	
that	the	contrast	between	“historical	opinions”	and	“historical	 facts”	 in	the	 item	led	to	it	being	
associated	with	subjectivist	views,	thus	potentially	explaining	the	incorrect	loading	of	the	item	on	
the	subjectivist	factor.		
Item	 18	 (“Reasonable	 accounts	 can	 be	 constructed	 even	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 conflicting	

evidence.”)	showed	a	high	cross-loading	on	the	factor	which	all	objectivist	items	loaded	onto	in	
the	factor	analysis.	In	this	item,	the	focus	on	“evidence”	may	attract	the	students’	attention	rather	
than	the	term	“reasonable	accounts”.	This,	in	turn,	may	have	led	the	students	to	associate	the	item	
more	with	objectivist	views.	Although	this	item	did	not	cause	many	difficulties	during	the	thinking	
aloud	section,	it	should	be	noted	that	Sarah	and	Paul	considered	the	term	“evidence”	for	a	long	
time	during	the	semi-structured	interviews.	When	explicitly	asked	about	their	understanding	of	
the	term,	they	appeared	to	find	it	difficult	to	explain.	For	example,	Sarah	reported:	

Evidence	is	something	that	is	already	definite	in	my	eyes.	[...]	Instead	of	evidence,	
one	can	also	say	proof	synonymously.	Thus,	already	something,	for	which	there	
are	several	facts,	which	speak	for	itself.	Now,	I	actually	find	it	difficult	to	say	what	
evidence	is.	Particularly	since	this	is	to	be	conflicting.	

Item	 21	 (“History	 is	 a	 reasonable	 reconstruction	 of	 past	 occurrences	 based	 on	 available	
evidence.”)	could	be	explained	correctly	by	almost	all	students.	Only	Paul,	as	noted	above,	showed	
ambiguities	 in	his	understanding.	When	asked	what	a	 “reconstruction”	 is	during	 the	 interview	
section,	 his	 answer	 fluctuated	 between	 “reproduction	 of	 any	 event	 based	 on	 available	 source	
evidence”	and	“self-interpretation	of	sources”.	Overall,	a	high	cross-loading	of	the	item	onto	the	
objectivist	factor	could	be	due	to	the	item’s	strong	emphasis	on	the	importance	of	evidence,	which	
could	have	led	to	an	implicit	objectivistic	interpretation	of	the	item.	
Interestingly,	all	the	items	showing	unusual	loadings	(items	18,	19,	20	and	21)	were	presented	

next	to	each	other	and	at	the	end	of	the	questionnaire.	Therefore,	it	is	possible	that	the	order	of	
the	 items	 influenced	 their	 interpretations.	 In	 addition,	 the	 large	 number	 of	 items	 in	 the	
questionnaire	 may	 have	 caused	 a	 reduction	 in	 concentration	 and,	 thus,	 inaccuracies	 in	 the	
students’	interpretations.	

Discussion	and	Conclusions	

Summary	and	interpretation	of	the	findings	
In	summary,	the	translated	and	adapted	BHQ	was	designed	effectively	for	our	sample	of	German-
speaking	 students,	 the	 Likert	 response	 scale	 was	 easy	 to	 use,	 and	 most	 items	 were	 clearly	
formulated	and	understandable.	Furthermore,	the	problematic	items	were	not	equally	difficult	to	
understand	across	all	the	students	in	our	cognitive	interviews.	Regarding	the	cognitive	validity	of	
the	 scales,	 coherent	 connections	were	 identified	between	 the	 students’	 interpretation	and	 the	
intended	meaning	of	most	BHQ	items.	
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However,	 some	 students	 had	 problems	 with	 individual	 items	 based	 on	 the	 results	 of	 the	
cognitive	interviews.	These	problems	were	mainly	due	to	difficulties	in	understanding	some	items	
and,	 to	 a	 lesser	 extent,	 difficulties	 in	 responding	 to	 them.	 It	 was	 found	 that	 items	 from	 the	
objectivist	scale	were	more	problematic	than	items	from	the	criterialist	and	subjectivist	scale.	This	
may	explain	why	the	objectivist	scale,	or	the	factor	which	most	objectivist	items	loaded	onto,	had	
relatively	low	reliability	 in	the	factor	analysis.	Furthermore,	the	sequential	arrangement	of	the	
problematic	items	(18,	19,	20	and	21)	at	the	end	of	the	questionnaire	could	have	influenced	the	
students’	responding	behavior.	Based	on	the	results	of	this	study,	four	overarching	general	and	
potential	 problem	 areas	 were	 identified,	 and	 corresponding	 items	 were	 assigned	 to	 them.	
Specifically,	these	problem	areas	represent	potential	issues	that	some	students	may	experience	
difficulties	with	when	 interpreting	the	 items.	Some	of	 the	 interviewed	students	struggled	with	
these	issues	when	they	thought	aloud	about	the	items	of	the	BHQ	or	were	explicitly	asked	for	their	
understanding.	Additionally,	in	some	cases,	one	item	caused	several	potential	problems.	
The	first	problem	area	relates	to	the	complexity	of	terms.	This	refers	to	the	fact	that	some	items	

(2,	3,	8,	11,	16,	18,	20,	21,	24	and	25)	of	the	BHQ	utilized	terms	that	were	abstract	and	ambiguous	
to	the	interviewed	students.	Such	semantic	problems	often	occur	with	questionnaire	items	(e.g.	
Willis,	2005),	and	they	are	also	common	for	questionnaires	that	assess	epistemological	beliefs,	as	
their	items	often	relate	to	complex	concepts	such	as	“truth”	or	“expert”	(e.g.	Hyytinen,	Postareff,	
&	Lindblom-Ylänne,	2020).	In	the	case	of	the	BHQ,	students	are	given	items	that	relate	to	complex	
meta-concepts,	 such	 as	 “disciplined	 method	 of	 inquiry”,	 “evidence”,	 “interpretation”,	 and	
“historical	facts”.	As	in	other	studies	(e.g.	Greene	et.	al.,	2010;	Muis,	Duffy,	Trevors,	Ranellucci,	&	
Foy,	2014),	the	students	often	refer	to	previous	experiences	in	class	or	everyday	life	in	order	to	
understand	 these	 terms.	 Furthermore,	 students’	 prior	 knowledge	 of	 these	 meta-concepts	 in	
history	is	often	implicit	and	incomplete,	thus	making	them	difficult	to	understand	(van	Drie	&	van	
Boxtel,	2008).	Additionally,	it	is	difficult	for	students	to	understand	because	the	same	terms	occur	
in	various	items	with	different	connotations	(e.g.	“History	is	a	critical	inquiry	about	the	past.”	vs.	
“History	is	simply	a	matter	of	interpretation.”).		
Besides	the	complexity	of	terms,	the	epistemic	ambiguity	of	items	presented	a	challenge	to	the	

interviewed	students.	Epistemic	ambiguity	means	that	the	wording	of	individual	items	(2,	4,	9,	16,	
18,	19,	20,	and	21)	causes	the	item	to	be	unintentionally	associated	with	one	or	more	of	the	other	
epistemic	stances.	Indeed,	items	can	be	formulated	in	such	a	way	that	the	students	do	not	focus	
on	their	intended	core	statement,	as	certain	words	or	phrases	may	allow	a	different	interpretation.	
For	example,	as	in	item	21	(“History	is	a	reasonable	reconstruction	of	the	past	occurrences	based	
on	available	evidence.”),	the	emphasis	on	the	term	“evidence”	may	cause	the	students	to	interpret	
the	item	in	a	more	objectivistic	way.	This	could	also	be	related	to	a	reinterpretation	of	items,	which	
would	be	most	consistently	related	to	the	students’	prior	knowledge	or	current	epistemological	
beliefs	 (Barzilai	&	Weinstock,	2015).	 For	 some	 items,	 the	 students’	difficulty	 in	differentiating	
between	the	subjective	and	objective	components	of	historical	knowledge	and	knowing	was	also	
evident	(Stoel	et	al.,	2017).	
Further	to	this,	another	problem	relates	to	the	length	and	comprehensibility	of	items	(18	and	

20),	which	 caused	problems	 for	 some	of	 the	 interviewed	 students.	 For	 example,	with	 item	20	
(“Teachers	should	not	question	students’	historical	opinions,	but	only	check	whether	they	know	
the	historical	facts.”),	students	may	misunderstand	the	content	because	they	may	not	understand	
the	statement	when	they	first	read	it,	overlook	certain	words,	or	 focus	on	only	one	part	of	the	
sentence.		
Finally,	some	of	the	items	(4,	9,	20)	distracted	the	students	from	the	item’s	message	and	made	

them	think	about	school	experiences	or	their	opinions	about	history	teaching.	As	mentioned	in	
the	 literature,	 the	 issue	 of	 irritating	 references	 to	 the	 school	 context	 may	 lead	 to	 inconsistent	
response	behavior	 (Miguel-Revilla	 et	 al.,	 2020).	 In	our	 study,	 these	 sporadic	 references	 to	 the	
school	context	were	found	to	be	problematic	for	some	respondents.	This	could	also	be	related	to	
the	fact	that	these	items	address	less	epistemological	beliefs	and	more	beliefs	about	teaching	and	
learning	history	(Nitsche,	2019).	
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Limitations	of	the	study	
The	findings	of	this	study	were	obtained	using	a	small	sample	of	four	students	from	two	secondary	
schools	in	Germany.	Furthermore,	we	use	a	German-language	version	of	the	BHQ	as	the	basis	for	
our	cognitive	interviews.	These	factors	limit	the	generalizability	of	the	findings	to	other	German	
students	and	students	from	other	countries.	For	example,	students	from	other	educational	tracks	
in	Germany	may	experience	problems	completing	the	questionnaire	that	are	different	from	the	
difficulties	of	the	students	interviewed	in	this	study.	Moreover,	students	from	other	countries	may	
experience	 other	 types	 of	 difficulties	with	 translated	 versions	 of	 the	 BHQ	 due	 to	 their	 socio-
cultural	 and	 educational	 contexts.	 For	 example,	 it	 is	 conceivable	 that	 some	 of	 the	 complex	
historical	 meta-concepts,	 such	 as	 “historical	 facts”,	 “evidence”,	 or	 “account”,	 may	 be	 more	
comprehensible	to	students	from	North	America	due	to	differences	in	history	instruction	(Seixas,	
2016).	However,	the	goal	of	this	study	was	not	specifically	to	generalize	to	other	groups	but	to	
identify	the	potential	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	BHQ.	For	this	purpose,	we	used	a	sample	
of	secondary	school	students,	as	the	German-language	BHQ	questionnaire	was	designed	for	this	
group	(Mierwald,	2020),	and	this	group	is	commonly	used	in	studies	assessing	foreign-language	
adaptations	of	the	BHQ	(e.g.	Stoel	et	al.,	2016).	An	additional	limitation	is	that	this	study	did	not	
consider	 the	 effects	 of	 instructional	 practices	 or	 teachers	 on	 the	 epistemological	 views	 of	 the	
students	 in	our	study	sample	(VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	Overall,	 future	research	 in	this	
area	 may	 benefit	 from	 larger,	 more	 diverse	 samples	 that	 have	 been	 recruited	 systematically	
(Greene	&	Yu,	2014).			
It	should	also	be	mentioned	that	the	method	employed	in	this	study	of	asking	the	students	to	

think	aloud	may	have	influenced	the	results	(Funke	&	Spering,	2006).	Two	students	reported	no	
difficulties	with	this	method.	However,	the	other	two	students	said	that	they	may	have	answered	
the	items	a	little	differently	in	writing	without	giving	verbal	comments.	Indeed,	they	reported	that	
thinking	aloud	encouraged	them	to	examine	the	questionnaire	more	intensively.	Furthermore,	the	
thinking	 aloud	 method	 depends	 on	 the	 participants’	 abilities	 to	 verbalize	 their	 cognitions.	
Regarding	some	items,	the	students’	comments	were	very	brief	and,	in	some	cases,	it	appeared	
that	comments	given	on	a	previous	 item	 influenced	their	response	 to	a	 later	 item.	All	of	 these	
factors	 complicated	 the	 researchers’	 interpretations	 of	 the	 student	 statements.	 Although	 we	
aimed	to	achieve	objectivity	through	the	coding	scheme	and	the	use	of	two	raters,	the	experience	
of	the	raters	with	epistemic	cognition	may	have	influenced	their	 interpretation	of	the	thinking	
aloud	protocols	(Greene	&	Yu,	2014).	Despite	these	issues,	a	range	of	potential	problem	areas	was	
identified	that	may	be	helpful	for	improving	the	BHQ	in	the	future.		

Implications	for	research	and	practice	
The	problems	with	the	items	of	the	BHQ	identified	in	this	article	are	noteworthy	in	general.	Firstly,	
they	 represent	 potential	 problems	 that	 may	 arise	 in	 the	 development	 of	 other	 self-report	
questionnaires.	Secondly,	questionnaires	that	assess	epistemological	beliefs	may	be	particularly	
affected	by	these	problems	because	they	measure	very	complex	and	sometimes	vague	constructs	
(Mason,	2016),	which	 inherently	makes	 it	difficult	 to	 formulate	 items	that	are	clear	and	easily	
comprehensible.	
In	 terms	 of	 future	 optimization	 of	 the	 BHQ	 items,	 certain	 important	 solutions	 have	 been	

identified	 for	 the	potential	problem	areas.	Firstly,	 researchers	should	reduce	 the	complexity	of	
terms,	and	we	recommend	rewording	the	BHQ	to	improve	its	clarity	and	interpretation	(Barzilai	
&	 Weinstock,	 2015).	 For	 example,	 terms	 could	 be	 reworded,	 such	 as	 texts	 by	 historians	 vs.	
historical	 accounts	 and	 claim	 about	 the	 past	 vs.	 historical	 claim.	 If	 possible,	 the	 definitions	 of	
relevant	terms	should	be	included	in	the	instructions	(Muis	et	al.,	2014).	The	epistemic	ambiguity	
identified	in	the	BHQ	could	be	addressed	by	increasing	the	emphasis	on	the	intended	epistemic	
stance	for	each	item	(Barzilai	&	Weinstock,	2015).	This	could	be	done	by	omitting	terms	that	are	
strongly	identified	with	other	epistemic	stances	(e.g.	avoid	using	the	term	“historical	opinions”	in	
objectivist	items)	or	by	utilizing	qualifiers	(e.g.	emphasize	subjectivist	items	by	using	phrases	such	
as	 “not	 with	 certainty”	 or	 “you	 can	 believe	 what	 you	 want”).	 The	 issue	 with	 the	 length	 and	
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comprehensibility	 of	 some	 items	 could	 be	 solved	 by	 shortening	 or	 reformulating	 the	 items.	
Furthermore,	irritating	references	to	the	school	context	should	be	removed	from	the	affected	items.	
In	addition,	due	 to	 the	 low	reliability	of	 the	objectivist	 scale,	we	suggest	 the	development	and	
addition	of	further	items	in	this	stance.	Indeed,	the	statements	of	the	interviewed	students	could	
help	with	this	task.	Further	to	this,	a	new	arrangement	of	the	items	at	the	end	of	the	questionnaire	
could	 also	 be	 beneficial	 for	 the	 instrument	 and	 such	 changes	 should,	 in	 turn,	 be	 studied	 by	
cognitive	interviews.	These	changes	would	also	require	further	factor	analyses	with	larger	sample	
sizes	to	validate	the	newer	versions	of	the	BHQ.		
Based	 on	 the	 results	 of	 the	 cognitive	 interviews,	 we	 suggest	 that	 historical	meta-concepts	

should	 be	 thoroughly	 discussed	with	 the	 students	 (e.g.	 Limón,	 2002).	 As	 Stoel	 and	 colleagues	
(2017,	 p.	 131)	 suggest,	 a	 stronger	 emphasis	 on	 the	 “epistemological	 dimension	 of	 historical	
inquiry”	and	the	development	of	“pedagogies	that	incorporate	classroom	reflection	on	the	nature	
and	sources	of	historical	knowledge”	is	also	advisable	in	the	domain	of	German	history	teaching.	
In	 the	 future,	 the	 development	 of	 questionnaires	 to	 assess	 domain-specific	 epistemological	

beliefs	 may	 pose	 significant	 challenges	 for	 history	 education,	 both	 theoretically	 and	
methodologically.	Importantly,	we	believe	that	the	present	study	contributes	to	the	improvement	
of	the	BHQ	and	other	questionnaires	based	on	this	measurement	tool.	
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Appendix	A	

Before	the	students	started	to	think	aloud,	they	were	given	the	following	instructions,	which	were	
adapted	from	Sandmann	(2011,	p.	184):	

	
PLEASE	THINK	LOUD!	
Please	tell	us	everything	you	think	when	you	answer	the	questionnaire.	Continue	until	you	
have	assessed	the	last	statement	in	the	questionnaire.	
To	do	this,	please	READ	ALOUD.	
Ideally,	you	should	speak	out	your	thoughts	about	the	statements	you	have	just	assessed	
without	interruption,	i.e.	as	much	as	possible	without	pauses.		
However,	you	should	not	order	your	statements	in	any	particular	order	before	speaking,	
nor	should	you	express	your	thoughts	in	a	particularly	comprehensible	way,	nor	should	
you	explain	your	thoughts	to	the	interviewer.		
Imagine	 that	 you	 are	 ALONE	 IN	 THE	 ROOM	 and	 speaking	 only	 to	 themselves.	 It	 is	
important	that	you	are	ALWAYS	SPEAKING.	

Appendix	B	

1. Warm-Up	
• Now	you	have	filled	out	the	questionnaire	and	thought	about	it	aloud.	Thank	you	very	

much	 for	 your	 effort!	 Would	 you	 like	 to	 start	 with	 a	 general	 comment	 on	 the	
questionnaire?	

• Did	you	notice	anything	that	you	have	not	yet	“thought	aloud”?	
• What	 is	 the	 first	 thing	 you	 think	 of	 when	 you	 think	 back	 to	 filling	 out	 the	

questionnaire?	
	

2. General	questions	about	the	items	
• In	retrospect,	were	there	any	item	in	the	questionnaire	that	were	difficult	for	you	to	

understand?	(Can	you	find	them	again?	Why	were	the	item	difficult	to	understand?)	
	

3. More	detailed	questions	about	problematic	items	
• Let	us	take	a	closer	look	at	item	19	again.	Please	describe	in	your	words	what	should	

be	assessed.	How	do	you	understand	this	item?	
• Let’s	go	straight	on	to	 item	20:	Why	did	you	check	the	box	 like	you	did?	What	are	

“historical	facts”	for	you?	
• Please	explain	why	you	agreed/disagreed	with	item	18.	What	did	you	think	source	

evidence	is?	Can	sources	be	contradictory?	
• To	the	last	item:	How	do	you	understand	item	21?	There	the	“reconstruction	of	past	

events”	appears.	What	do	you	understand	by	this?	
	

4. Closing	
• We	come	to	the	end	of	the	interview:	Imagine	your	little	brother	coming	into	the	fifth	

grade	and	getting	history	as	a	new	subject.	How	would	you	explain	what	the	subject	
history	is	about?	
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Endnotes	

	
 

1 The names of students who participated in our study were anonymized. 
2 The student quotes in this article were translated from German into English. 
3 The interviews from this study are taken from the thesis of the second author, which was written under the supervision of the first author. 
The present study is based on a re-analysis of the data. 
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Introduction	

The	past	makes	itself	accessible	to	us	in	the	present	via	residue	in	the	form	of	
accounts.	(VanSledright	2015,	p.	81)		

Historical	accounts	often	have	a	central	place	in	history	teachers’	practice.	Narrative	is	a	central	
way	 of	 understanding	 human	 experience	 in	 time	 (Cronon,	 1992);	 but	 helping	 students	 to	
understand	 the	 nature	 of	 historical	 accounts	 has	 always	 been	 challenging	 work.	 This	 task	 is	
particularly	 challenging	 in	 multicultural	 societies	 today,	 which	 arguably	 have	 multiple	 pasts	
(Conrad,	Ercikan,	Friesen,	Létourneau,	Muise,	Northrup,	&	Seixas,	2013).	As	societies	have	better	
recognized	their	diversities,	educators	have	faced	growing	demands	to	facilitate	their	students’	
awareness	and	understanding	of	multiple	accounts	of	 the	same,	or	related	past	events	(Banks,	
2008;	Seixas,	2004;	Takaki,	1993).		
Textbooks	have	traditionally	offered	a	single,	univocal	narrative	in	the	impersonal	“voice	of	

history”	(Wineburg,	1991);	but	even	there,	sidebars	today	invite	students	to	consider	different,	
related	stories	–	to	say	nothing	of	accounts	from	popular	media	and	other	sources.	For	example	
in	Canada,	high	school	students	read	textbooks	that	tell	 the	story	of	 their	history	as	beginning	
when	Europeans	boldly	set	forth	to	tame	a	“new”	land,	heroically	surmounting	many	hardships,	
including	 resistance	 from	 Indigenous	 peoples.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 there	 is	 growing	 recognition	
(including	 in	 official	 federal	 government	 reports)	 that	 these	 “heroes”	 were	 systematically	
eradicating	 culturally	 advanced	 Indigenous	 nations	 that	 pre-dated	 European	 colonization	 by	
thousands	 of	 years,	 and	 repeatedly	 violated	 agreements	 they	made	with	 them.	 Such	 differing	
accounts	bring	urgency	to	the	question:	How	well	are	students	equipped	to	appreciate	differing	
historical	accounts,	and	their	increasing	prevalence	in	history	teaching	and	society	at	large?	
In	 practice,	 openness	 to	 the	 multiplicity	 of	 historical	 accounts	 (or	 what	 Chapman	 (2017)	

alternatively	terms	“interpretations”)	carries	risks	which	educators	must	manage	in	an	informed	
manner.	Without	a	mature	understanding	of	why	various	carefully-researched	historical	accounts	
might	differ,	there	is	a	chance	that	students	will	respond	to	them	by	hardening	to	either	a	cynical	
view	 of	 the	 accounts	 they	 are	 presented	 with	 (e.g.	 “history	 is	 written	 by	 the	 victors”)	 or	 an	
“anything	goes”	 conception	according	 to	which	all	 accounts	 are	 equally	 valid	 in	principle,	 and	
everything	is	a	matter	of	perspective	(Lee	&	Shemilt,	2004;	Maggioni,	VanSledright,	&	Alexander,	
2009;	Chapman,	2017).	Such	conceptions	not	only	render	the	discipline	of	history	meaningless	for	
students,	but	are	inconsistent	with	democratic	participation	in	a	pluralistic	society,	which	many	
educators	make	 it	 their	aim	to	enable	 (Castro,	Field,	Bauml,	&	Morowski,	2012;	Miller	&	Toth,	
2012).	
How	 can	 teachers	 refine	 curricula	 and	 teaching	 strategies	 that	 will	 lead	 students	 toward	

mature	 ideas	about	why	and	how	historians	have	produced	differing	accounts	of	 the	past?	We	
believe	 that	any	complete	response	 to	 this	question	must	 include	 tools	of	assessment	 that	are	
practical	for	teachers	to	use,	without	the	support	of	researchers.	Without	knowing	what	beliefs	a	
specific	classroom	full	of	students	already	holds	about	differing	historical	accounts,	teachers	are	
essentially	 left	 guessing	 what	 lessons	 and	 activities	might	 be	 effective	 for	 them.	 In	 the	 work	
described	below,	we	pursued	the	design	of	an	assessment	that	would,	to	borrow	VanSledright’s	
words,	“assist	teachers	in	making	the	pedagogical	adjustments	necessary	to	grow	possibilities	for	
understanding”	of	history	(VanSledright	2015,	p.	80).	
The	Historical	Account	Differences	(HAD)	questionnaire	is	designed	for	use	with	students	in	

both	secondary	and	postsecondary	classrooms.	Here	we	discuss	the	theoretical	underpinnings	of	
the	questionnaire,	explain	how	it	was	developed,	and	present	analyses	of	899	responses	provided	
by	students	spanning	Grade	8	through	postsecondary	studies,	which	were	gathered	as	part	of	our	
validation	effort.		
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Epistemological	Conceptions	in	History		

In	the	North	American	context,	the	scholarship	of	history	learning	has	focused	for	decades	on	the	
development	of	historical	thinking	skills	(Lightning,	2021).	So,	to	situate	this	work	it	is	important	
to	 underscore	 the	 distinction	 between	 historical	 thinking	 and	 domain-specific	 epistemological	
conceptions	in	history.	Historical	thinking	refers	to	a	complex	and	theoretically-contested	set	of	
cognitive	processes.	One	example	is	sourcing	–	the	process	of	considering	the	origins	of	a	source	
when	interpreting	it	(Britt,	Perfetti,	Van	Dyke	&	Gabrys,	2000),	such	as	who	wrote	it	and	for	what	
purpose.	 Another	 important	 historical	 thinking	 skill	 is	 contextualization,	 which	 involves	
considering	the	time	period	and	circumstances	surrounding	an	event	when	interpreting	evidence	
about	it	(Mitrovic,	2015).		
While	undoubtedly	important,	historical	thinking	skills	have	proven	challenging	to	capture	in	

assessments,	 for	 a	 variety	 of	 reasons	 (Ercikan	 &	 Seixas,	 2015).	 For	 example,	 since	 authentic	
historical	thinking	tasks	often	involve	students	reading	and	interpreting	difficult	texts,	historical	
thinking	assessments	may	be	unable	to	avoid	conflating	students’	 facility	 in	historical	 thinking	
with	their	general	reading	skill	(Reisman,	2015).	Further,	such	assessments	can	become	so	time-
intensive	 to	 administer	 and	 score	 that	 it	 becomes	 impractical	 to	 use	 them	 very	 often	 in	 the	
classroom	context.	
History-specific	epistemological	conceptions,	on	the	other	hand,	include	an	individual	or	group’s	

beliefs	about	the	discipline	of	history	and	the	nature	of	historical	knowledge	at	a	given	moment	in	
time.	 They	 are	 distinct	 from	historical	 thinking	 skills,	 but	 are	 equally	 important	 because	 they	
shape	 how	 those	 skills	 are	 used	 (Chapman,	 2017;	Wiley,	 Griffin,	 Steffens,	 &	 Britt,	 2020).	 For	
instance,	in	order	for	a	student	to	use	a	set	of	varied	historical	accounts	to	make	a	judgement	about	
the	 significance	 of	 a	 particular	 battle	 in	 World	 War	 I,	 she	 needs	 both	 appropriate	 skills	 in	
contextualization	and	sourcing,	and	beliefs	about	why	accounts	can	differ	that	will	promote	the	
relevant	 application	 of	 those	 skills.	 There	 is	 good	 evidence	 that	 students’	 epistemological	
conceptions	shape	their	performance	on	historical	reasoning	tasks,	and	that	some	conceptions	are	
more	“activity	appropriate”	than	others	when	engaging	with	multiple	texts	(Wiley	et	al.,	2020,	p.	
14).		
Thus,	history	students’	domain-specific	epistemological	conceptions	are	of	practical	concern	

for	teachers	of	history.	In	many	instances,	attempts	to	involve	students	in	historical	thinking	may	
not	be	fruitful	without	first	addressing	their	epistemological	conceptions.	For	example,	document-
based	 questions	 (DBQs)	 (Rothschild,	 2000)	 can	 be	 fruitful	 skill-building	 opportunities	 for	
students	 who	 already	 hold	 sufficiently	 mature	 conceptions	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 historical	
evidence;	but	if	a	student	approaches	a	DBQ	with	the	naïve	belief	that	every	account	must	be	either	
unbiased	and	true,	or	biased	and	untrue,	he	is	not	likely	to	have	a	fruitful	encounter	(Chapman,	
2017).	Indeed,	he	may	simply	be	confused	as	to	why	his	teacher	has	chosen	to	mislead	him	with	
competing	accounts,	some	of	which	must	be	untrue	by	definition.	Such	responses	from	students	
have	been	documented	(Lee,	2004,	2005;	Lee	&	Shemilt,	2004;	Seixas,	2006;	Wineburg,	2001).		
In	 recent	work,	Wiley	 et	 al.	 (2020)	 developed	 an	 instrument	 aimed	 specifically	 at	 gauging	

students’	ideas	regarding	the	value	of	integrating	evidence	across	multiple	documents	in	history,	
which	proved	predictive	of	student	performance	on	document-based	questions.	The	agenda	we	
pursue	here	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 related.	We	 chose	 to	 focus	 our	 development	 effort	 specifically	 on	
students’	beliefs	about	why	historical	accounts	may	differ.	We	chose	narrative	accounts	as	 the	
focus	 for	our	work	because	 they	are	 focal	 to	 the	potentially	urgent	 issue	 in	many	 instructors’	
practice	alluded	to	earlier	–	the	differing	accounts	that	can	be	at	issue	in	modern,	multicultural	
classrooms.	 Further,	 as	 we	 have	 suggested,	 students’	 beliefs	 about	 why	 accounts	 differ	 may	
strongly	 influence	the	effectiveness	of	 teachers’	attempts	to	teach	historical	 thinking.	As	Lee	&	
Shemilt	(2004)	wrote,	
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Tackling	 historians’	 reasons	 for	writing	 one	 story	 rather	 than	 another	 before	
students	grasp	that	accounts	cannot	be	copies	of	the	past	is	a	recipe	for	leaving	
them	helplessly	shrugging	their	shoulders	 in	the	face	of	competing	stories.	(p.	
31)	

The	central	 goal	of	 the	work	described	below	has	been	 to	provide	a	 time-efficient,	 logistically	
simple	and	pedagogically	useful	way	for	history	instructors	to	assess	the	beliefs	that	their	own	
students	 hold	 at	 a	 particular	 time	 about	 why	 historical	 accounts	 may	 differ.	 As	 Smith	 and	
Breakstone	(2015)	argued,	

[L]engthy	essays	that	students	compose…make	it	difficult	for	teachers	to	quickly	
identify	particular	skills	or	concepts	that	need	further	attention.	Teachers	with	
classes	of	more	 than	30	students	have	 to	wade	 through	hundreds	of	pages	of	
student	writing	to	determine	next	steps	for	teaching.	It	is	unrealistic	to	expect	
teachers	to	frequently	assign	DBQs	to	all	of	their	students	or	to	use	them	to	make	
quick	adjustments	to	classroom	instruction	(Smith	and	Breakstone	2015,	p.	234).		

Given	these	practicalities,	our	goal	was	to	develop	a	zero-stakes	assessment	tool	that	instructors	
would	be	able	to	use	as	often	as	they	needed	to,	without	researchers’	help.	Ideally	the	assessment	
would	be	understandable	to	students	as	young	as	13,	would	be	quickly	completed,	and	easy	to	
score.	
The	challenge	of	this	agenda	should	not	be	underestimated,	because	as	Maggioni	et	al.	(2009)	

wrote,	 “in	 trying	 to	 model	 individuals’	 epistemic	 beliefs,	 we	 are	 attempting	 to	 categorize	
commitments	that	people,	for	the	most	part,	may	perceive	as	fuzzy	and	somewhat	vague”	(p.	189).	
Understandably,	 there	 is	 a	 diversity	 of	 theoretical	 approaches	 to	 the	 problem	 of	 assessing	
epistemological	conceptions.	Theories	of	personal	epistemology	presented	in	the	literature	have	
differed	in	two	broad	ways:		they	have	been	either	domain-general	or	domain-specific,	and	they	
have	been	 either	 developmental	 or	 dimensional	 in	 nature.	 Theories	 are	 described	 as	 domain-
general	 if	 they	attempt	 to	make	claims	 that	hold	 true	across	disciplines,	 rather	 than	confining	
themselves	 to	 a	 single	 one.	 Theories	 are	 developmental	 in	 nature	 if	 they	 predict	 that	
epistemological	conceptions	will	change	predictably	in	a	series	of	discrete,	ordered	stages	along	
a	fixed	trajectory,	while	dimensional	theories	model	epistemological	conceptions	using	multiple	
dimensions	that	can	vary	independently.	
In	early	work,	Perry	 (1970)	presented	a	domain-general	developmental	 theory	of	personal	

epistemology	that	described	university	undergraduates	as	progressing	in	a	series	of	nine	ordered	
stages	from	what	he	termed	“dualist	thinking”	to	“commitment.”	The	theory	is	domain-general	in	
the	sense	that	it	does	not	pertain	to	students	in	any	one	discipline,	and	developmental	in	that	it	
predicts	advancement	along	a	fixed	trajectory	of	ordered	stages.	Shemilt	(1987)	also	presented	a	
developmental	theory,	though	in	contrast	his	was	domain-specific	and	addressed	students	at	a	
different	 level	 of	 schooling.	 This	 theory	 described	 adolescent	 history	 students	 progressing	
through	a	series	of	four	ordered	stages	relating	to	their	ideas	about	evidence	and	methodology	in	
history.	More	will	be	said	of	this	theory	later.	
Over	time,	skepticism	has	grown	regarding	the	ability	of	stage	theories	to	adequately	represent	

the	 complexity	 of	 students’	 epistemological	 conceptions	 and	 their	 transformation	 over	 time	
(Chandler,	Hallett	&	Sokol,	2002).	Empirical	findings	have	problematized	the	assumption	of	strict	
stage-like	progression,	demonstrating	inconsistency	in	learners’	conceptions.	This	is	sometimes	
described	as	“epistemic	wobbling”	(VanSledright	and	Reddy,	2014,	p.	43),	and	may	in	part	be	an	
artifact	of	the	instruments	that	researchers	have	developed	and	used.		
Partly	 in	 reaction	 to	 such	 findings,	 models	 of	 epistemic	 beliefs	 have	 been	 developed	 that	

represent	them	not	on	a	single	scale,	but	using	a	number	of	independent	dimensions.	For	example,	
Schommer-Aikins’	 (2004)	 Epistemological	 Belief	 System	 model	 comprises	 five	 dimensions	
relating	 to	 people's	 beliefs	 about	 the	 certainty	 of	 knowledge,	 the	 simplicity	 of	 knowledge,	
omniscient	 authority,	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 learning	 should	 be	 quick,	 and	 whether	 intellectual	
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ability	is	innate.	Such	dimensional	models	do	not	assume	the	existence	of	an	apex	of	development	
or	a	series	of	ordered	stages;	thus	they	are	less	subject	to	the	challenge	of	“wobbling.”		
The	issue	of	domain	generality	or	specificity	in	epistemological	beliefs	was	explored	in	depth	

by	Muis,	Bendixen	and	Harle	(2006).	They	noted	that,	“research	on	problem	solving	and	critical	
thinking	supports	the	notion	that	expert	knowledge	is	predominantly	domain	specific”	(p.	4).	Thus,	
it	 seems	reasonable	 to	posit	 that	epistemological	beliefs	are	also	domain	specific	 in	 important	
ways.	 In	 their	extensive	review	of	 literature,	Muis	et	al.	 (2006)	examined	19	empirical	studies	
designed	to	examine	the	domain	specificity	or	generality	of	epistemological	beliefs,	noting	that	
most	“found	predominant	support	for	domain-specific	beliefs	across	varying	levels	of	education.”	
(p.	 24)	 For	 the	 purposes	 of	 analysis,	 the	 researchers	 involved	 in	 these	 studies	 assessed	
epistemological	beliefs	using	instruments	based	on	a	consistent	set	of	dimensions;	but	outcomes	
often	showed	that	the	domain	asked	about	(e.g.	science	versus	history)	significantly	altered	the	
beliefs	that	students	reported.		
To	 conclude	 this	 section	 we	 would	 like	 to	 note	 that	 much	 of	 the	 recent	 research	 on	

epistemological	 conceptions	 in	 history	 has	 taken	 the	 approach	 of	 adopting	 a	 domain-general	
theoretical	model	of	epistemological	beliefs,	and	then	localizing	it	to	the	domain	of	history,	so	to	
speak,	when	designing	instruments.	We	elaborate	on	this	observation	in	the	following	section.	

Quantitative	Measures	of	Epistemological	Conceptions	in	History	

While	there	is	a	longstanding	body	of	work	on	quantitative	measures	of	epistemological	beliefs	
(e.g.	Schommer-Aikins,	2004),	studies	of	epistemological	beliefs	in	history	have	been	conducted	
using	 purely	 qualitative	 methods	 until	 relatively	 recently.	 The	 first	 scholars	 to	 publish	 a	
quantitative	instrument	to	gauge	epistemological	beliefs	in	history	appear	to	have	been	Maggioni,	
VanSledright,	 &	 Alexander	 (2009).	 They	 developed	 a	 questionnaire	 called	 the	 Beliefs	 about	
Learning	and	Teaching	of	History	Questionnaire	(BLTHQ),	using	theoretical	underpinnings	that	
were	 domain-general	 and	 developmental	 in	 nature.	 This	 21-item	 questionnaire	was	 designed	
specifically	for	use	with	K-12	teachers,	to	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	professional	development	
in	the	domain	of	history.	Using	the	questionnaire,	Maggioni	et	al.	(2009)	were	able	to	document	
changes	 in	 the	 epistemological	 beliefs	 of	 72	 fourth-	 and	 fifth-grade	 student	 teachers	 over	 the	
course	of	a	summertime	professional	development	opportunity.		
Items	from	the	BLTHQ	were	adapted	by	Nitsche	and	Waldis	(2018)	for	their	own	instrument,	

the	 Epistemological	 Beliefs	 Questionnaire	 in	 History	 (EBHQ).	 Using	 this	 instrument	 they	
investigated	 the	 relationships	 among	history	 teachers’	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 history,	 their	
pedagogical	beliefs,	 and	several	other	 internal	and	external	variables	such	as	age,	 sex,	 level	of	
education,	 socioeconomic	 status	 and	 teaching	 experience.	 Analyzing	 responses	 from	 177	 pre-
service	teachers	in	German-speaking	Switzerland,	they	found	primarily	small	effects.	For	example,	
it	was	found	that	the	number	of	history	courses	a	student	teacher	had	completed	had	a	small	but	
signficant	 relationship	 to	 narrative	 constructionist	 epistemological	 beliefs	 in	 the	 domain	 of	
history.	Similarly	small	effects	were	observed	with	respect	to	age,	sex	and	socio-economic	status	
(SES),	with	increasing	age	and	higher	SES	predicting	skeptical	beliefs.	Intriguingly,	the	researchers	
also	found	that	a	 larger	number	of	courses	in	history	education	taken	by	a	pre-service	teacher	
predicted	 transmissionist	 perspectives	 on	 teaching	 and	 learning,	 while	 a	 larger	 number	 of	
semesters	of	study	overall	predicted	less	transmissionist	views	(Nitsche	&	Waldis,	2018).	
Stoel,	 Logtenberg,	 Wansink,	 Huijgen,	 van	 Boxtel,	 &	 van	 Drie	 (2017)	 extensively	 modified	

Maggioni’s	instrument	in	an	effort	to	develop	one	that	could	be	used	with	school-aged	students.	
Their	26-item	 instrument	was	designed	 to	distinguish	between	naive	and	nuanced	views	with	
regard	to	the	nature	of	historical	knowledge	and	historical	knowing.	Using	responses	from	922	
students	enrolled	in	one	of	the	two	highest	educational	tracks	in	the	Netherlands,	they	were	able	
to	 develop	 a	 3-factor	 scoring	 scheme	 that	 allowed	 them	 to	 assess	 differences	 between	 school	
tracks,	and	relationships	between	epistemological	beliefs,	interest	in	history,	and	history	grades.	
However,	some	of	their	findings	were	confusing	considering	the	developmental	theoretical	basis	
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of	their	instrument.	They	reported	being	“puzzled...that	students	could	simultaneously	report	a	
positive	score	for	both	the	naïve	and	the	nuanced	nature-of-knowing	items.”	(p.	131)	This	finding	
is	reminiscent	of	the	“wobbling”	mentioned	above.	
Finally,	Wiley	 et	 al.	 (2020)	 developed	 and	 validated	 a	 12-item	measure	 of	 epistemological	

beliefs	that	was	specifically	tailored	to	measure	beliefs	relevant	to	integrating	knowledge	across	
documents	 in	 the	 domain	 of	 history.	 This	 work	 was	 a	 departure	 from	 previous	 research	 on	
epistemic	cognition	in	history,	in	that	it	did	not	adopt	wholesale	a	theory	of	personal	epistemology	
and	then	attempt	to	capture	all	of	its	facets	in	the	research	instrument.	Instead,	the	researchers	
adapted	 items	 from	 previously-published	 research	 that	 gauged	 beliefs	 which	 prior	 research	
suggested	 were	 specifically	 relevant	 to	 students’	 work	 on	 document-based	 questions.	 Over	 a	
series	of	three	experiments	conducted	with	hundreds	of	university	undergraduates,	high	school	
students	and	middle	school	students,	Wiley	et	al.	(2020)	demonstrated	that	“activity	appropriate”	
(p.	14)	beliefs	contributed	unique	value	in	predicting	students’	performance	on	document-based	
questions,	over	and	above	students’	academic	track	(AP	or	non-AP)	and	level	of	schooling	(high	
school	or	middle	school).	This	task-specific	approach	to	measuring	epistemological	beliefs	bears	
similarity	to	what	we	have	done	in	the	work	reported	below.	

Developing	the	Historical	Account	Differences	Questionnaire	

In	this	section	we	describe	the	theoretical	basis	for	HAD	and	the	methods	we	used	in	developing	
and	validating	the	questionnaire.	

Theoretical	Underpinnings	

Counter	 to	 the	 approach	 taken	 in	much	of	 the	 prior	 research,	we	 opted	 for	 a	 domain-specific	
theoretical	foundation	for	HAD.	Due	to	the	research	on	expertise	referred	to	by	Muis	et	al.	(2006),	
we	speculated	that	a	domain-specific	foundation	was	a	potentially	fruitful	route	to	an	instrument	
that	could	provide	the	most	pedagogically-useful	information	to	instructors	with	the	minimum	
number	of	items	and	demand	on	instructional	time.	The	theoretical	basis	of	our	instrument	came	
from	Shemilt	(1987).	
As	part	of	the	Schools	Councils	History	project	in	the	United	Kingdom,	Shemilt	conducted	many	

hours	of	interviews	with	British	adolescents	in	order	to	understand	the	development	of	their	ideas	
about	the	discipline	of	history	(Shemilt,	1987,	2000).	Based	on	these	cross-sectional	interviews,	
Shemilt	 then	 formulated	 a	 4-stage	 theory	 that	 speculatively	 described	 the	 development	 of	
students’	 understanding	 of	 historical	 evidence,	 methodology	 and	 accounts	 in	 a	 series	 of	 four	
ordered	stages.		
At	Stage	1	of	 Shemilt’s	model,	 the	 lowest	 level	of	understanding,	 students	are	described	as	

taking	 knowledge	 of	 the	 past	 as	 given.	 The	 only	 difficulty	 they	 associate	 with	 history	 is	 the	
difficulty	of	 reading	or	 listening	 to	stories	and	remembering	 them.	By	extension,	 they	 think	of	
historians	as	no	more	than	good	memorizers	of	stories	about	the	past.		
Students	attain	a	Stage	2	understanding	when	they	realize	that	the	past	does	not	speak	with	a	

single	voice:		knowledgeable	people	do	disagree	in	their	accounts	of	the	past.	However,	the	only	
explanations	a	Stage	2	thinker	can	muster	for	this	disagreement	are	that	the	evidence	may	not	be	
reliable	(e.g.,	some	reporters	witnessed	the	events	in	question	while	others	did	not)	or	that	some	
reporters	may	be	biased.	At	this	stage,	students	think	of	historians	as	people	who	are	somehow	
able	to	sniff	out	false	or	biased	stories	about	the	past,	“read	off”	the	truth	from	sources,	and	piece	
together	the	one	true	account.	
Students	at	Stage	3	are	distinguished	by	the	understanding	that	historical	knowledge	can	never	

be	absolutely	certain.	At	best,	we	can	use	the	evidence	available	about	the	past	(some	of	which	is	
other	peoples’	stories,	but	which	also	includes	non-narrative	relics	such	as	tax	records	and	maps)	
to	reduce	the	uncertainty	of	our	knowledge.	In	line	with	this	view,	Stage	3	thinkers	understand	
historical	 scholarship	 to	 involve	 reasoning	 methodically	 with	 evidence	 to	 come	 up	 with	 an	
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account	that	represents	the	most	likely	and	believable	reconstruction	of	events.	Stage	3	thinkers	
understand	historians	as	people	who	know	how	to	do	this	methodical	work.	
In	the	fourth	and	most	advanced	stage	of	Shemilt’s	model,	students	are	described	as	viewing	

historical	knowledge	like	a	kaleidoscope.	There	is	no	single	true	account,	or	even	necessarily	a	
single	most	likely	account.	Rather,	students	recognize	that	it	is	possible	to	have	several	equally	
defensible	accounts	of	the	past	–	particularly	if	they	have	been	constructed	to	address	different	
questions.	In	this	view,	a	historical	account	is	understood	to	be	a	creature	of	its	time,	constructed	
to	address	a	need.	It	is	constrained	by	the	available	evidence,	but	is	also	shaped	by	the	questions	
it	seeks	to	answer.	Like	a	kaleidoscope,	history’s	“patterns	are	ordered	and	determinate,	but	do	
not	yield	a	single	stable	picture”	(Shemilt,	2000).		
Shemilt’s	1987	model	was	elaborated	to	a	six-stage	model	in	later	publications	(Lee	&	Shemilt	

2004);	yet	we	chose	the	4-stage	model	for	 its	parsimony,	which	is	particularly	 important	for	a	
practical	classroom	instrument.	An	instrument	based	on	a	6-stage	model	would	clearly	need	to	
involve	 a	 larger	 number	 of	 items	 to	 demonstrate	 reliability,	 and	 would	 thus	 take	 longer	 to	
complete.	
Note	that	while	our	instrument	built	on	the	ideas	in	Shemilt’s	1987	developmental	model,	we	

did	 not	 assume	 that	 the	 epistemological	 conceptions	 of	 our	 secondary	 and	 postsecondary	
participants	in	British	Columbia	would	progress	in	the	particular	way	described	by	Shemilt	for	
British	 adolescents	 in	 the	 1970s.	 Our	 research	 was	 planned	 to	 provide	 opportunities	 to	
empirically	test,	on	a	substantial	scale,	whether	students’	conceptions	progressed	in	the	stagelike	
way	predicted	in	Shemilt’s	theory.	To	our	knowledge,	such	a	test	has	never	been	attempted.	

Question	Structure	

While	 we	 have	 published	 about	 previous	 versions	 of	 the	 Historical	 Account	 Differences	
questionnaire	(O’Neill,	Guloy	and	Sensoy,	2014),	 the	version	examined	here	(Appendix	A)	was	
more	sophisticated	than	those	used	earlier.	 It	 is	composed	of	six	questions,	each	of	which	was	
inspired	 by	 Shemilt’s	 original	 interviews,	 and	 designed	 to	 provide	 a	 context	 for	 examining	
students’	ideas	about	differing	accounts:		

• What	makes	somebody	a	historian?	
• How	do	historians	develop	their	stories	about	events	in	the	past?	
• Why	do	historians	write	or	tell	stories	about	the	past?		
• Why	do	historians	write	new	books	about	events	that	were	already	written	about	before?	
• What	makes	a	story	about	the	past	useful?	
• If	a	historian	is	learning	about	the	events	of	a	period	and	finds	two	stories	about	them	that	

disagree,	what	should	she	do?	

Students	respond	to	each	question	by	rating	a	set	of	four	belief	statements	on	a	5-point	scale	from	
“strongly	agree”	to	“strongly	disagree.”	Each	statement	is	written	to	reflect	the	beliefs	that	Shemilt	
(1987)	hypothesized	students	to	hold	at	each	of	the	four	stages.	For	example,	the	question	“What	
makes	somebody	a	historian?”	asks	students	to	rate	the	following	four	statements:	

• They	have	studied	and	memorized	what	happened	in	the	past	(Stage	1)	
• They	can	figure	out	which	stories	about	the	past	are	biased	or	untrue,	and	put	together	

the	one	true	story	(Stage	2)	
• They	can	use	evidence	to	figure	out	what	probably	happened	in	the	past	(Stage	3)	
• They	re-consider	past	events,	and	think	about	what	those	events	mean	to	us	today	(Stage	

4)	

Here,	the	four	statements	are	presented	in	stage	order	for	ease	of	reading.	In	the	questionnaire	
presented	to	students,	the	four	statements	were	presented	in	a	different,	random	order	for	each	
question,	without	the	stage	numbers	appended.		
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The	approach	of	framing	rating	scales	with	questions	is	not	common	in	the	literature,	though	
it	bears	some	similarity	to	the	scenario-based	approach	of	Barzilai	&	Weinstock	(2015)	in	their	
Epistemic	 Thinking	 Assessment	 instrument.	 In	 that	work	 it	was	 assumed	 that	 brief	 scenarios	
could	enhance	the	meaning	of	abstract	scales	and	make	them	easier	for	students	to	respond	to.	In	
HAD,	the	six	questions	help	give	meaning	to	otherwise	abstract	scales.	
Respondents	are	free	to	rate	each	of	the	statements	as	they	choose.	Thus,	in	responding	to	a	

question	 a	 student	 could	 hypothetically	 choose	 to	 strongly	 disagree	with	 all	 4	 statements,	 or	
strongly	agree	with	all	4	statements	–	though	in	practice	they	rarely	do.	

Methods	

Construct	Validity	

To	ensure	that	each	of	the	four	statements	specifically	targeted	one	stage	from	Shemilt’s	theory,	
we	 recruited	 four	 history	 professors	 and	 one	 historical	 archaeologist	 to	 perform	 a	 sorting	
validation	 task.	 The	 five	 professors,	 who	 represented	 varying	 specialties	 including	 Canadian	
history,	Middle	East	history,	Latin	American	history	and	U.S.	history,	had	not	collaborated	with	
the	research	team	previously.	
Two	 rounds	 of	 hour-long,	 one-on-one	 interviews	 were	 carried	 out	 with	 each	 professor	

between	August	 2012	 and	October	 2012.	 During	 each	 round,	 a	 researcher	 explained	 that	 the	
purpose	of	the	interview	was	to	check	the	language	of	the	questions	and	belief	statements	for	their	
correspondence	with	Shemilt’s	theory.	The	professor	was	then	asked	to	review	Shemilt’s	4-stage	
theory,	using	a	one-page	description	very	similar	to	the	summary	provided	earlier	in	this	paper.	
Interviewees	had	no	difficulty	understanding	or	distinguishing	the	four	stages,	but	kept	the	one-
page	 description	 for	 reference	 while	 they	 were	 presented	 with	 the	 draft	 statements	 for	 the	
questionnaire,	one	by	one,	in	random	order.		
One	at	a	time,	items	from	the	draft	questionnaire	were	presented,	with	the	instruction,	“If	a	

student	strongly	agreed	with	this	statement,	which	stage	would	he	or	she	be	at?”	The	professor	
then	sorted	the	item	into	one	of	four	piles	corresponding	to	Shemilt’s	hypothesized	stages.	After	
all	the	draft	statements	had	been	sorted,	the	interviewer	recorded	the	professor’s	sorting	of	the	
cards.	When	the	professor’s	sorting	of	a	card	was	observed	to	disagree	with	the	stage	intended	by	
the	questionnaire	authors,	he	or	she	was	asked	to	recommend	improvements	to	the	formulation	
of	the	item.		
Improvements	suggested	by	the	panel	of	professors	in	round	1	of	the	interviews	were	tested	

in	round	2	using	the	identical	procedure.	Cohen’s	Kappa	was	then	calculated	for	each	pile	of	cards	
sorted	by	each	participant,	comparing	the	intended	stages	of	the	statements	to	the	stages	they	
were	sorted	into.	

Known-groups	Validity		

The	 questionnaire	 was	 made	 available	 on	 a	 web	 site	 hosted	 at	 our	 home	 institution.	 In	
collaboration	with	teachers	and	professors	of	history	across	the	greater	Vancouver	area	of	British	
Columbia,	Canada,	we	solicited	responses	to	the	HAD	questionnaire	from	a	total	of	899	students	
between	September	2013	and	May	2014:	566	secondary	school	students	and	342	postsecondary	
students.	 The	 secondary	 school	 students	 spanned	 grades	 8	 to	 12,	 with	 approximately	 100	
participants	per	grade	(see	Table	1).		

TABLE	1:	Makeup	of	the	secondary	students	by	grade	level	

Grade	 8	 9	 10	 11	 12	 Total	

#	Responses	 138	 129	 88	 85	 118	 558	
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Secondary	school	students	were	invited	to	complete	the	questionnaire	during	the	school	day	in	a	
computer	 lab.	Completion	of	 the	questionnaire	required	a	unique	participant	ID	code	that	was	
provided	to	each	student	by	a	researcher	only	after	parental	consent	for	the	research	had	been	
verified.	One	or	two	researchers	were	present	during	each	administration	of	the	questionnaire	to	
verify	parental	consent,	and	provide	any	technical	support	that	might	be	required.	In	the	course	
of	data	collection,	it	was	observed	that	nearly	all	students	could	complete	the	HAD	questionnaire	
in	15	minutes	or	less.		
At	the	postsecondary	level,	student	participants	were	recruited	in	class	(usually	through	a	brief	

announcement	in	a	lecture),	but	completed	the	questionnaire	on	their	own	time.	Postsecondary	
students	provided	research	permission	electronically	before	proceeding	to	the	questionnaire.	In	
addition	 to	 the	 questions	 described	 earlier	 that	 formed	 the	 core	 of	 the	 HAD	 questionnaire,	
postsecondary	students	answered	questions	about	their	involvement	with	history	as	a	discipline,	
e.g.	as	a	minor	or	major.		
The	postsecondary	participants	had	widely	varying	exposure	 to	history	as	a	discipline	 (see	

Table	2).	While	the	majority	of	the	postsecondary	students	were	recruited	from	100-	and	200-
level	history	courses	at	three	different	institutions,	the	sample	also	included	31	students	enrolled	
in	postsecondary	engineering	courses	requiring	no	background	in	history	beyond	high	school,	and	
a	handful	of	students	pursuing	masters	and	doctoral	degrees	in	history.	

TABLE	2:	MAKEUP	OF	THE	POSTSECONDARY	STUDENTS	BY	INVOLVEMENT	WITH	HISTORY	

Involvement	
in	history	as	a	
discipline	

Not	
taking	
history	

History	
elective	
course	

Completing	
history	
minor	

Completing	
history	major	

Completing	
history	
masters	

Completing	
history	
PhD	

Total	

#	Responses	 22	 180	 38	 68	 5	 9	 322	

We	conducted	analyses	to	test	four	hypotheses	based	on	Shemilt’s	theory:	
• H1:	Postsecondary	students’	scores	will	reflect	more	sophisticated	beliefs	than	those	of	

secondary	students	
• H2:	Secondary	students’	 scores	will	 reflect	more	sophisticated	beliefs	as	 they	progress	

through	the	grades	
• H3:	 Among	 postsecondary	 students,	 those	 with	 greater	 involvement	 in	 history	 as	 a	

discipline	will	demonstrate	more	sophisticated	beliefs	
• H4:	Students	will	not	at	the	same	time	hold	beliefs	that	Shemilt’s	theory	describes	as	naïve	

and	sophisticated	

Data	Analysis	and	Results	

Construct	Validity	

At	the	end	of	round	2	of	the	sorting	task,	Cohen’s	Kappa	was	calculated	for	each	professor’s	sorting	
of	the	questionnaire	items.	In	this	step,	the	history	professors’	categorization	of	the	statements	
was	compared	 to	 the	stages	 the	research	 team	had	 intended	 these	 items	 to	capture.	Values	of	
Kappa	ranged	from	a	high	of	.78	for	one	professor	(83%	agreement	with	intended	stage)	to	a	low	
of	.61	(71%	agreement	with	intended	stage).	The	average	value	of	Kappa	across	the	five	professors	
was	 .71	 (78%	agreement).	Given	 that	HAD	 is	not	 intended	as	 a	high-stakes	 assessment,	 these	
levels	of	reliability	were	judged	acceptable.	Further	small	refinements	suggested	by	professors	in	
round	2	were	made	before	the	data	collection	for	known-groups	validity	testing	was	carried	out.	
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Known-Groups	Validity	

Students’	 responses	were	 scored	 on	 two	 scales.	 The	 “Knowledge	 and	 Reliability”	 (K&R)	 scale	
reflects	the	expressed	strength	of	a	student’s	agreement	that	historical	accounts	only	differ	due	to	
the	 the	 fallibility	 of	 some	 storytellers	 due	 to	 ignorance	 or	 bias.	 In	 Shemilt’s	 theory,	 these	 are	
considered	naïve	 ideas.	The	K&R	score	 is	 calculated	by	summing	each	student’s	 ratings	of	 the	
items	developed	to	address	Stage	1	&	2	conceptions.	The	“Reconstruction	and	Purpose”	(R&P)	
scale	reflects	the	expressed	strength	of	a	student’s	agreement	that	historical	accounts	differ	due	
to	differences	 in	the	 interpretation	of	 limited	evidence	or	differences	 in	storytellers’	purposes.	
These	Stage	3	&	4	beliefs	are	considered	sophisticated	 in	Shemilt’s	developmental	 theory.	The	
R&P	scale	is	calculated	by	summing	each	student’s	ratings	of	the	items	developed	to	address	Stage	
3	&	4	conceptions.	Chronbach’s	alpha	was	calculated	at	.760	for	the	K&R	scale,	and	.669	for	the	
R&P	scale.		
Note	 that	 since	 the	 instrument	 was	 intended	 for	 use	 by	 classroom	 teachers,	 we	 opted	 to	

compute	scale	scores	as	sums	rather	 than	means,	 to	keep	 the	scoring	simple.	Since	each	scale	
includes	12	of	the	24	items,	and	students’	responses	to	each	statement	take	the	form	of	a	rating	
from	1	to	5	(1=	strongly	disagree	to	5=strongly	agree),	the	range	of	possible	scores	for	each	of	the	
two	scales	lies	between	12	and	60.		
Using	scores	calculated	for	the	two	scales,	analyses	were	carried	out	to	test	the	four	hypotheses	

stated	in	the	previous	section.	Since	the	distribution	of	students’	scores	on	both	scales	were	found	
to	be	normal	(see	Figures	1	and	2),	parametric	tests	were	used.		
	

Figure	1:	COMPARISON	BETWEEN	SECONDARY	AND	POSTSECONDARY	STUDENTS’	SCORES	ON	THE	K&R	SCALE	ITEMS	
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FIGURE	2:	Comparison	between	secondary	and	postsecondary	students	scores	on	R&P	scale	items	

	

	
	

With	 regard	 to	 H1,	 we	 found	 that	 as	 expected,	 the	 average	 scores	 of	 secondary	 and	
postsecondary	students	were	significantly	different	on	both	the	K&R	and	R&P	scales.	On	the	K&R	
scale,	 a	 statistically	 significant	 difference	was	 found	 between	 secondary	 students	 (n=514;	M=	
36.03;	SD=5.49)	and	postsecondary	students	(n=322;	M=32.05;	SD=6.47);	t(599.28)=9.17;	p<.001,	
95%	CI	[3.13,	4.83],	with	secondary	students’	higher	average	scores	reflecting	more	naïve	beliefs.	
The	effect	size	of	level	of	schooling,	d=.66,	would	traditionally	be	interpreted	as	moderate.	
On	 the	 R&P	 scale,	 a	 statistically	 significant	 but	 smaller	 difference	 was	 found	 between	

secondary	students	(n=494;	M=45.83;	SD=4.79)	and	postsecondary	students	(n=324;	M=47.36;	
SD=3.87);	 t(781.34)=-5.04;	p<.001,	95%	CI	 [-2.13,	 -.94].	The	 effect	 of	 level	 of	 schooling	would	
traditionally	be	 interpreted	as	small	 (d=.35),	but	 the	expected	direction	was	 in	 line	with	what	
Shemilt’s	theory	would	predict	–	ie.	postsecondary	students	were	assessed	as	expressing	more	
sophisticated	beliefs.		
Analysis	did	not	produce	evidence	to	support	H2.	Despite	gathering	complete	HAD	responses	

from	 approximately	 100	 students	 at	 each	 grade	 level	 from	 8	 to	 12,	 we	 found	 no	 significant	
differences	between	grade	levels	on	either	the	K&R	or	R&P	scales.		
At	the	postsecondary	level,	the	number	of	research	participants	we	were	able	to	recruit	varied	

widely	by	involvement	with	the	discipline	of	history.	For	this	reason,	before	conducting	analyses	
to	test	H3,	Levene's	test	was	used	to	ensure	the	homogeneity	of	variances	on	each	scale	among	
four	 groups	 represented	 in	 the	 data:	 those	 not	 taking	 history,	 those	 taking	 a	 history	 elective,	
history	 minors	 and	 history	 majors.	 (Given	 the	 small	 numbers	 of	 history	 Masters	 and	 Ph.D.	
students	 included	 in	 our	 sample	 it	 seemed	 likely	 that	 their	 responses	would	be	 idiosyncratic;	
therefore	these	two	groups	were	excluded	from	this	particular	analysis.)	
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TABLE	3:	DIFFERENCES	IN	K&R	SCALE	SCORES	BY	INVOLVEMENT	WITH	HISTORY	

Involvement	
Comparison	

Mean	Difference	(out	
of	60)	

Significance	 Cohen’s	d	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	elective	 1.18	 	 	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	minor	 3.79	 	 	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	major	 5.09	 p<.01	 0.88	

History	elective	vs.	history	minor	 2.61	 	 	

History	elective	vs.	history	major	 3.92	 p<.001	 0.67	

History	minor	vs.	history	major	 1.31	 	 	

An	omnibus	ANOVA	test	was	used	to	determine	whether	differences	existed	among	the	four	
groups.	F-tests	showed	that	significant	differences	(p	<.	05)	did	exist	between	these	groups	for	
both	the	K&R	and	R&P	scales;	so	we	used	the	Tukey-Kramer	test	to	examine	the	differences	on	
each	scale	between	those	not	studying	history,	 the	elective	 takers,	history	minors,	and	history	
majors.		
As	indicated	in	Tables	3	and	4,	the	differences	found	between	the	groups	were	generally	non-

significant;	 but	 the	 significant	 differences	 were	 in	 the	 directions	 that	 would	 be	 predicted	 by	
Shemilt’s	theory.	On	the	K&R	scale,	students	not	taking	history	or	taking	a	history	elective	had	
average	scores	that	suggested	greater	naivete	than	those	of	students	completing	a	history	major.	
Using	Cohen’s	d,	the	effect	size	of	taking	a	history	major	versus	not	taking	history	was	calculated	
at	.88.	This	would	traditionally	be	interpreted	as	a	large	effect.	The	effect	of	taking	a	history	major	
versus	 a	 history	 elective	was	 calculated	 at	 .67,	which	would	 traditionally	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	
moderate	effect.	On	the	R&P	scale,	students	taking	a	history	elective	course	were	found	to	have	
significantly	lower	scores	on	average	than	those	working	on	a	history	minor.	The	effect	of	taking	
a	history	minor	versus	an	elective	course	was	calculated	at	.60,	a	moderate	effect.	

TABLE	4:	Differences	in	R&P	scale	scores	by	involvement	with	history	

Involvement	
Comparison	

Mean	Difference	(out	
of	60)	

Significance	 Cohen’s	d	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	elective	 -	0.43	 	 	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	minor	 -	2.51	 	 	

Not	taking	history	vs.	history	major	 -	1.30	 	 	

History	elective	vs.	history	minor	 -	2.09	 p<.05	 0.60	

History	elective	vs.	history	major	 -	0.88	 	 	

History	minor	vs.	history	major	 		1.21	 	 	

Shemilt’s	theory	described	a	stagewise	progression	in	which	naïve	conceptions	about	differing	
historical	accounts	are	abandoned	as	more	sophisticated	ones	are	taken	up.	If	the	theory	were	
correct,	 students	 should	 not	 appear	 to	 hold	 naïve	 and	 sophisticated	 beliefs	 at	 the	 same	 time.	
Logically	 according	 to	 H4,	 students’	 scores	 on	 the	 K&R	 and	 R&P	 scales	 should	 be	 inversely	
correlated;	but	we	did	not	 find	this	 to	be	the	case.	Pearson’s	r	was	calculated	at	 .089	(p=0.13)	
between	 the	 scores	 for	 all	 participants	 on	 the	 K&R	 and	 R&P	 scales.	 Therefore,	 H4	 was	 not	
supported.	
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Discussion	

In	order	to	refine	their	practices	of	inquiry-oriented	history	teaching,	instructors	would	benefit	
from	 practical	 and	 time-efficient	 ways	 to	 assess	 their	 students’	 epistemological	 beliefs.	 HAD	
shows	promise	for	addressing	the	specific	need	of	assessing	students’	beliefs	about	why	historical	
accounts	may	differ.	
In	important	respects,	the	findings	of	our	validation	effort	were	consistent	with	the	predictions	

of	 Shemilt’s	 original	 developmental	 theory.	 The	 validity	 of	 scores	 derived	 from	 HAD	 gains	
credence	from	statistically	significant	differences	detected	between	secondary	and	postsecondary	
students’	scores	on	the	questionnaire,	and	statistically	significant	differences	detected	between	
students	with	varying	involvement	in	history	as	a	discipline	at	the	postsecondary	level.	We	were	
surprised	not	to	find	significant	differences	in	secondary	students’	scores	between	grades	8	and	
12;	but	it	is	important	to	note	that	Shemilt	did	not	claim	that	students’	ideas	would	develop	simply	
as	a	function	of	age,	but	rather	as	a	function	of	experience	and	history	teaching.	When	our	data	
were	collected,	the	social	studies	and	history	curriculum	in	British	Columbia	focused	on	content	
coverage,	 largely	 to	 the	 exclusion	 of	 historical	 research	 methods.	 Therefore,	 the	 educational	
treatment	across	these	grades	was	not	necessarily	of	a	kind	that	would	be	expected	to	increase	
the	sophistication	of	students’	epistemological	beliefs	in	history.	
A	key	finding	that	ran	counter	to	Shemilt’s	4-stage	theory	was	the	lack	of	a	significant	inverse	

relationship	between	 students’	 scores	 on	 the	K&R	and	R&P	 scales.	 Students	 do	not	 appear	 to	
abandon	altogether	 the	beliefs	 that	Shemilt’s	 theory	describes	as	unsophisticated	as	 they	gain	
experience	with	history	as	a	discipline.	Rather	 than	a	 rigid	 stagewise	progression	 in	 students’	
conceptions	regarding	differing	accounts,	our	data	suggest	instead	that	greater	exposure	to	the	
discipline	of	history	tends	to	reduce	students’	exclusive	reliance	on	bias	and	storyteller	ignorance	
as	 explanations	 for	 differing	 accounts	 –	 broadening	 the	 range	 of	 possible	 explanations	 they	
consider.	This	finding	echoes	those	of	other	researchers,	who	have	noted	signs	of	“epistemological	
wobbling”	in	their	own	studies	(VanSledright	and	Reddy,	2014;	Stoel	et	al.,	2017).	In	the	context	
of	 the	 broader	 research	 on	 personal	 epistemology	 these	 findings	 might	 be	 considered	
unsurprising;	 but	 they	 beg	 consideration	 as	 to	 whether	 researchers	 focused	 on	 epistemic	
cognition	in	history	should	be	as	committed	as	they	are	to	developmental	theories	rather	than	
dimensional	ones.		

Future	Directions		

The	main	purpose	of	the	HAD	questionnaire	is	to	serve	as	a	tool	in	history	teachers’	curriculum	
planning	and	evaluation.	As	Chapman	(2017)	noted,	

There	 are	 impressive	 examples,	 in	 the	 pedagogic	 literature,	 of	 strategies	 that	
seek	to	engage	students	in	the	analysis	of	historical	interpretations	as	‘deliberate’	
and	‘crafted’	artefacts…designed	to	achieve	particular	effects…	(p.	101).	

The	 important	 question	 for	 classroom	 teachers	 is	whether	 and	when	 to	 deploy	 the	 strategies	
referred	to	by	Chapman.	In	the	future,	we	plan	to	make	the	HAD	questionnaire	freely	available	on	
a	web	 site	 so	 that	 instructors	 can	 have	 their	 own	 students	 complete	 it	 anonymously,	 and	 be	
immediately	presented	with	automatically-scored	 results.	 Ideally,	 the	web	site	would	also	 run	
statistical	tests	automatically,	so	that	for	example,	a	teacher	would	be	able	to	know	whether	her	
students’	beliefs	had,	 in	aggregate,	 significantly	 shifted	after	her	deliberate	attempts	 to	enrich	
their	understanding	of	differing	accounts	using	the	kinds	of	activities	that	Chapman	refers	to.	
Another	potential	use	of	HAD	is	to	gauge	students’	readiness	for	activities	that	involve	working	

with	differing	accounts.	 For	 this	 to	be	 feasible,	 further	 research	needs	 to	be	done	 to	establish	
benchmarks	 for	 the	 instrument.	 At	 this	 point	 we	 have	 no	 empirical	 basis	 to	 assert	 what	 a	
particular	set	of	 scores	on	 the	K&R	and	R&P	scales	 implies	 in	 terms	of	 the	kinds	of	 tasks	 that	
students	are	likely	to	be	capable	of.	However,	the	work	of	Wiley	et	al.	(2020)	is	encouraging,	for	it	
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suggests	 that	a	 targeted	measure	of	epistemological	beliefs	 like	HAD	may	help	predict	when	a	
particular	group	of	students	is	in	a	position	to	benefit	from	particular	classroom	tasks.	
Through	 carefully	 planned	 investigations,	 we	 hope	 to	 develop	 HAD	 into	 a	 useful	 tool	 for	

instructors	as	 they	experiment	with	novel	 curriculum	and	pedagogical	approaches	 in	modern,	
multicultural	history	classrooms.	

Limitations	

A	number	of	limitations	are	worthy	of	mention.	First,	since	our	primary	objective	was	to	develop	
a	 practical	 classroom	 assessment	 that	 could	 be	 completed	 in	 approximately	 15	minutes,	 our	
instrument	 did	 not	 include	 a	 large	 enough	 number	 of	 items	 to	 reliably	 assess	 students’	
commitment	to	beliefs	associated	with	each	individual	stage	of	Shemilt’s	developmental	theory.	If	
the	primary	objective	of	the	research	had	been	to	test	the	four-stage	theory	in	detail,	more	items	
would	have	been	required.		
Second,	 this	 study	 did	 not	 involve	 gathering	 data	 on	 the	 specific	 content	 or	 methods	 of	

instruction	that	our	questionnaire	respondents	had	been	exposed	to	in	history	classrooms.	For	
this	reason,	we	cannot	make	detailed	claims	about	why	students’	HAD	scores	differed	(or	did	not	
differ)	according	to	the	depth	of	their	involvement	in	history	as	a	discipline,	or	their	exposure	to	
more	or	less	history	instruction.	The	secondary	school	data	represent	a	partial	exception	to	this	
limitation,	since	we	know	that	during	the	time	of	our	data	collection	(and	for	many	years	prior)	
secondary	school	curriculum	in	the	area	where	our	data	were	collected	did	not	mandate	any	study	
of	historical	research	methods.	Due	to	curriculum	revisions	this	situation	is	now	changing,	so	in	
years	 to	 come	 our	 data	may	 provide	 a	 baseline	 against	 which	 to	 examine	 the	 efficacy	 of	 the	
curriculum	changes.	
Third,	the	differences	we	detected	between	secondary	students’	and	postsecondary	students’	

scores	on	HAD	cannot	be	attributed	to	the	influence	of	postsecondary	instruction	alone.	While	the	
postsecondary	 institutions	 involved	 in	 our	 study	 do	 not	 select	 students	 based	 on	 the	
sophistication	of	their	epistemological	beliefs,	it	may	be	the	case	that	those	who	are	admitted	to	
and	 choose	 to	 pursue	 postsecondary	 education	 hold	 more	 sophisticated	 beliefs	 due	 to	 their	
socioeconomic	 status	and	other	 influences,	 rather	 than	by	virtue	of	postsecondary	 instruction	
alone.	Further	studies	will	be	needed	to	disentangle	students’	epistemological	beliefs	from	their	
socioeconomic	status,	institutions’	choices	to	admit,	students’	long-term	goals,	and	other	variables.	
Fourth,	limitations	on	both	our	access	to	potential	research	participants	and	the	time	available	

to	conduct	our	study	resulted	in	a	small	number	of	responses	for	some	groups	of	strong	potential	
interest	in	a	study	of	this	kind	–	particularly	Masters	and	Ph.D.	students	in	history.	In	future	work	
it	will	be	important	to	better	represent	these	groups.	
Finally,	as	with	Shemilt’s	original	1987	study,	the	work	presented	here	involved	using	cross-

sectional	data	to	make	inferences	about	a	process	of	change	in	students’	epistemological	beliefs	
that	 unfolds	 over	 years.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 instruction	 aimed	 at	 improving	 students’	
epistemological	beliefs,	change	may	never	occur,	or	may	take	a	long	time;	however	our	large-scale	
data	were	collected	in	just	a	few	months.	To	directly	examine	change	in	students’	epistemological	
beliefs,	one	would	ideally	follow	the	same	cohort	of	students	longitudinally	over	a	period	of	years,	
gathering	 simultaneous	 data	 regarding	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 history	 instruction	 they	 received,	
extracurricular	 encounters	 with	 history	 (e.g.	 museums,	 popular	 media)	 and	 other	 possible	
influences.		

Conclusion	

To	our	knowledge,	the	research	reported	here	represents	the	first	attempt	to	design	and	validate	
a	domain-specific	quantitative	measure	of	students’	beliefs	about	differing	historical	accounts	that	
would	be	practical	for	instructors	to	use	independently	in	their	own	classrooms.	Acknowledging	
their	 limitations,	 the	 data	 and	 analyses	 presented	 above	 suggest	 that	 the	 HAD	 questionnaire,	
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which	 is	quick	 for	students	 to	complete	and	can	be	scored	easily,	holds	promise.	With	 further	
research	we	hope	to	demonstrate	 its	utility	 for	classroom	teachers.	With	regard	to	theory,	our	
failure	to	find	evidence	of	stage-like	developmental	progression	in	our	data	resonates	with	the	
findings	of	other	researchers,	and	highlights	limitations	in	the	ability	of	developmental	theories	
to	describe	the	changes	that	take	place	in	students’	beliefs	about	historical	knowledge	over	the	
course	of	their	education.		
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Appendix	A:	The	Historical	Account	Differences	Questionnaire1	

Instructions:	Carefully	read	each	question,	and	rate	each	of	the	four	possible	answers	that	follow	
it,	according	to	how	strongly	you	agree	or	disagree	with	it.	This	is	not	a	test,	and	there	are	no	right	
answers.	
	
Q:	What	makes	somebody	a	historian?	
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They	re-consider	past	events,	and	think	about	
what	those	events	mean	to	us	today.	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 can	 figure	 out	 which	 stories	 about	 the	
past	are	biased	or	untrue,	and	put	together	the	
one	true	story.	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 can	 use	 evidence	 to	 figure	 out	 what	
probably	happened	in	the	past.	(3)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 have	 studied	 and	 memorized	 what	
happened	in	the	past	(1)	

	 	 	 	 	

	
	
Q:	How	do	historians	develop	their	stories	about	events	in	the	past?	
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They	 consider	 several	 possibilities	 and	make	
an	educated	guess	about	what	happened	based	
on	the	evidence	available.	(3)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 add	 new	 stories	 by	 re-examining	
evidence	 to	 answer	 questions	 that	 may	 not	
have	been	asked	before.	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 look	 at	 what	 several	 people	 have	 said	
about	the	events,	and	decide	which	one’s	story	
is	the	least	biased.	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

They	 read	 only	 what	 has	 been	 written	 or	
recorded	 about	 the	 event	 by	 the	 witnesses	
who	were	there	to	see	it.	(1)	

	 	 	 	 	

	

	

	

	
1 The Shemilt stage that each belief statement is intended to capture is marked in parentheses for the convenience of readers. 
These stages do not appear on versions used with students. 
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Q:	Why	do	historians	write	or	tell	stories	about	the	past?	
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Because	questions	come	up	today	that	can	be	
answered	by	looking	at	the	past	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

So	that	other	people	can	know	what	happened	
in	the	past	(1)	

	 	 	 	 	

To	 provide	 other	 people	 with	 a	 careful	
examination	 of	 the	 best	 evidence	 available	
today	(3)	

	 	 	 	 	

Because	 they	 want	 to	 provide	 other	 people	
with	stories	that	are	true	and	unbiased	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

	
	
Q:	Why	do	historians	write	new	books	about	events	that	were	already	written	about	before?	
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Historians	 write	 new	 books	 because	 old	
historical	 evidence	 can	 be	 examined	 in	 new	
ways	that	give	us	a	better	understanding.	(3)	

	 	 	 	 	

Historians	should	not	write	new	books.	Older	
books	 are	 more	 trustworthy	 because	 they	
were	 written	 closer	 in	 time	 to	 the	 events	
themselves.	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

Historians	writing	new	books	makes	no	sense	
because	there	should	only	need	to	be	one	book	
about	each	event.	(1)	

	 	 	 	 	

Historians	 write	 new	 books	 because	 as	 time	
goes	on,	people	have	new	questions	that	need	
to	be	answered.	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

	 	
	
Q:	What	makes	a	story	about	the	past	useful?	
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It	comes	from	a	witness	who	intends	to	be	fully	
truthful	and	unbiased	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

It	 gives	 you	 a	 straightforward	 description	 of	
what	happened	in	the	past	(1)	

	 	 	 	 	

It	 answers	 your	 questions	 about	 why	 things	
turned	out	the	way	they	have	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

It	is	based	on	careful	examination	of	a	variety	
of	evidence	from	the	past	(3)	
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Q:	If	a	historian	is	learning	about	the	events	of	a	period	and	finds	stories	that	seem	different,	
what	should	she	do?	
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She	should	try	to	figure	out	which	story	writer	
is	less	biased	or	was	closer	to	the	events,	and	
use	only	that	one.	(2)	

	 	 	 	 	

She	 should	 try	 to	 understand	 the	 questions	
that	 the	 people	 who	 wrote	 the	 stories	 were	
trying	to	answer.	(4)	

	 	 	 	 	

She	 should	 make	 an	 educated	 guess	 about	
what	 most	 likely	 happened,	 based	 on	 other	
evidence.	(3)	

	 	 	 	 	

She	 should	 disregard	 both	 stories	 because	 it	
does	not	make	sense	for	there	to	be	different	
stories.	(1)	
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Introduction	

Frequently,	public	discourse	claims	that	young	people	today	do	not	know	any	history,	citing	lack	
of	content	knowledge	as	proof	of	this	(see:	Lee	&	Ashby,	2000;	Lowenthal,	1998;	Wineburg,	2001);	
however,	as	Foster,	Ashby	and	Lee	(2008)	argue,	recall	of	discrete	content	items	is	a	poor	indicator	
of	historical	understanding.	 In	addition	to	content	knowledge,	students	also	need	a	conceptual	
understanding	 of	 the	 disciplinary	 features	 of	 the	 subject.	 Central	 to	 this	 understanding	 is	 an	
epistemic	awareness	of	how	knowledge	of	the	past	is	constructed,	adjudicated	and	arbitrated	(Lee,	
1991;	 Counsell,	 2018).	 The	 turn	 towards	 this	 interpretative	 view	 of	 historical	 knowledge	 has	
resulted	in	a	move	away	from	approaches	to	the	teaching	of	history	that	focus	on	the	transmission	
of	content	and	towards	approaches	which	develop	both	content	knowledge	and	disciplinary	ways	
of	historical	understanding.	
Influenced	by	the	revolutions	in	cognitive	and	social	theories,	historical	thinking	emerged	as	a	

conceptual	construct	which	places	emphasis	on	developing	in	students	the	epistemological	and	
heuristic	 skills	 that	 are	 characteristic	 of	 an	 interpretative	 approach	 to	 studying	 the	 past	
(Wineburg,	 2001;	 Lee,	 2005).	While	 there	 are	 a	 number	 of	 definitions	 of	 the	 term	 ‘historical	
thinking’,	most	 concur	 that	 it	 entails	 an	 emphasis	 on	 cultivating	 student	 competencies	 in	 the	
disciplinary	processes	of	historical	work.	Thinking	historically,	however,	demands	a	particular	
epistemic	stance,	a	stance	that	requires	an	appreciation	of	the	complex	and	multi-layered	nature	
of	historical	 knowledge.	 Such	an	approach	 to	 the	 teaching	of	history,	 therefore,	 necessitates	 a	
pedagogy	that	 is	 informed	by	the	epistemological	structure	of	 the	discipline,	and	though	there	
may	be	some	contestation	around	what	that	might	be,	one	core	idea	is	the	centrality	of	the	role	of	
evidence	in	the	construction	of	historical	knowledge.	
Historical	 enquiry	 is	 a	 pedagogical	 approach	 to	 the	 teaching	 of	 history	 that	 allows	 for	 the	

generation	of	such	knowledge.	Engaging	in	the	process	of	historical	enquiry	allows	the	student	to	
both	 ask	 and	 answer	 historical	 questions,	 interrogate	 the	 integrity	 of	 evidence,	 engage	 with	
multiple	 perspectives,	 construct	 or	 deconstruct	 historical	 narratives	 and	 create	 their	 own	
understandings	of	the	past	(Barton	&	Levstik,	2004).	History,	when	conceptualised	as	an	act	of	
enquiry,	 requires	 students	 to	 not	 only	 search	 for	 and	 construct	 new	 knowledge	 but	 also	 to	
determine	its	veracity.	This	requirement	to	judge	the	credibility	of	information	connects	the	study	
of	history	to	one	of	the	oldest	philosophical	disciplines	in	the	Western	tradition	i.e.	epistemology.	
Epistemology	studies	the	nature	of	truth	and	how	we	acquire,	understand	and	validate	knowledge	
(VanSledright	 &	 Maggioni,	 2016)	 and	 an	 increasing	 body	 of	 research	 argues	 that	 epistemic	
cognition	 plays	 an	 influential	 role,	 not	 only	 in	 teaching	 and	 learning,	 but	 also	 in	 everyday	
interactions	with	new	information	(Hofer,	2016).	
Yet	while	some	epistemic	beliefs	can	support	an	understanding	of	the	 intricate	relationship	

between	 evidence	 and	 historical	 knowledge	 through	 cumulative	 and	 recursive	 processes	 of	
historical	 enquiry,	 others	 can	 act	 as	 “epistemic	 bottlenecks”	 (Ní	 Cassaithe,	 2020;	 see	 also	
Middendorf	&	Pace,	 2004)	 that,	 just	 like	 bottlenecks	 on	 a	 roadway,	 are	 impediments	 towards	
developing	deeper	understanding.	If	educators	are	to	support	progression	in	historical	thinking	
and	understanding,	 they	need	to	be	aware	of	 these	bottlenecks	and	actively	challenge	them	in	
their	teaching.		

Young	children’s	epistemic	beliefs	about	history	

The	beliefs	an	individual	holds	about	knowledge	and	knowing	have	been	the	focus	of	a	growing	
body	 of	 work	 on	 epistemology;	 however,	 despite	 this	 interest,	 few	 studies	 have	 concerned	
children.	In	fact,	some	experts	query	if	children	can	hold	beliefs	about	knowledge	and	knowing	
while	others	accept	the	construct	but	question	the	ability	of	children	to	verbalise	such	abstract	
ideas	(see	Moschner,	Anschuetz,	Wernke	&	Wagener,	2008).	Though	limited,	there	are	studies	in	
history	 education	 that,	while	 not	 explicitly	 focused	 on	 epistemic	 beliefs,	 provide	 insights	 into	
young	children’s	ideas	about	history	and	historical	knowledge.	One	such	example	is	the	CHATA	
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(Concepts	 of	 History	 and	 Teaching	 Approaches)	 project	 in	 the	 UK	 that	 sought	 to	 map	 the	
development	of	students'	ideas	about	history	(Lee	&	Ashby,	2000).	While	the	project	concentrated	
primarily	on	7-14	year	olds’	ideas	about	historical	accounts	and	interpretations,	it	also	found	that	
the	ideas	children	have	about	the	nature	and	justification	of	historical	knowledge	play	a	large	part	
in	their	learning	experiences	and	can	contribute	towards	their	own	personal	theory	of	history.	
Though	this	six-stage	model	appears	to	chart	a	developmental	trajectory	moving	from	objective	
to	 more	 sophisticated	 levels	 of	 thinking,	 the	 researchers	 discovered	 that	 children’s	 ideas	
fluctuated	and	that	some	seven-year-old	children	responded	to	questions	at	a	higher	level	than	
some	14-year-olds.	According	to	the	CHATA	model	(Lee	&	Shemilt,	2004),	students	hold	a	number	
of	epistemological	assumptions	on	the	nature	of	history.	Students	can	view	accounts	of	the	past:		
	

• as	given	–	the	past	is	treated	as	if	it	were	the	present,	accounts	are	treated	as	stories	that	
are	just	'out	there'	and	competing	accounts	are	just	different	ways	of	saying	the	same	thing.	

• as	inaccessible	–	accounts	are	not	accurate	because	people	in	the	present	were	not	there	
to	witness	the	event	when	it	happened	and	so	conflicting	accounts	are	a	matter	of	opinion.	

• as	determining	stories	-	because	stories	about	the	past	are	fixed;	if	the	facts	are	known,	
then	there	is	just	one	true	account	and	conflicts	in	accounts	are	due	to	gaps	in	information	
or	mistakes.	

• as	reported	in	a	biased	way	-	accounts	are	copies	of	the	past	that	can	be	distorted	for	
ulterior	motives.		

• as	selected	from	a	particular	viewpoint	–	accounts	are	not	copies	of	the	past	because	
stories	are	written	from	the	author’s	position,	perspective	and	selection		

• as	 re-constructed	 in	 answer	 to	 questions	 in	 accordance	 with	 criteria	 because	
accounts	of	the	past	cannot	be	complete	and	are	created	to	address	particular	questions	

	
These	findings	have	been	complemented	by	other	studies	that	give	an	understanding	of	primary-
aged	 children’s	 perceptions	 of	 history	 and	 historical	 knowledge.	 A	 number	 of	 these	 have	
highlighted	a	tendency	amongst	children	to	view	history	as	a	fixed	tale	or	to	conflate	history	and	
the	 past	 (VanSledright,	 2014;	 2010).	 For	 example,	 Waldron	 (2003)	 found	 that	 Irish	 primary	
children	frequently	equated	the	past	with	history;	however,	she	also	concluded	that	they	often	
held	an	emergent	understanding	of	 the	discipline	as	 a	 field	of	 study	 that	was	 shaped	by	 their	
experiences	both	inside	and	outside	the	history	classroom.	Barton	(2008)	also	emphasised	the	
importance	 of	 formal	 and	 informal	 sources	 in	 shaping	 students’	 understanding	 of	 history;	
however,	he	noted	that,	though	knowledgeable	about	historical	content,	most	students	at	primary	
level	 did	 not	 understand	 how	 historical	 accounts	 are	 formed	 nor	 did	 they	 appear	 to	 have	
considered	the	origin	of	historical	knowledge.	When	engaged	with	conflicting	historical	sources,	
he	found	that	few	children	understood	the	evidentiary	basis	of	historical	accounts	and	acted	as	if	
knowledge	of	 the	past	existed	 independently	of	 the	historical	evidence.	His	study	of	American	
primary	children’s	understanding	of	historical	evidence	showed	that	when	pressed	to	explain	how	
people	 in	 the	 present	 know	what	 happened	 in	 the	 past,	 the	majority	 of	 students	 struggled	 to	
connect	examining	historical	evidence	with	the	creation	of	historical	knowledge.	They	also	tended	
to	 view	 historical	 knowledge	 as	 either	 based	 on	 handed-down	 stories	 or	 derived	 from	
authoritative,	canonical	books	that	provide	a	definitive	account	of	the	past	(Barton,	1997).	Though	
not	 situated	 in	 the	 field	 of	 epistemic	 cognition,	 these	 studies	 draw	 attention	 to	 some	 of	 the	
epistemic	 difficulties	 students	 can	 encounter	 when	 thinking	 historically.	 In	 particular,	 they	
highlight	 the	 importance	 of	 providing	 experiences	 to	 challenge	 the	 preconceptions	 they	 hold	
about	the	nature	of	history	and	historical	knowledge	in	the	history	classroom.		

Conceptual	framework	

Influenced	by	Perry	(1970),	Kuhn,	Cheney	and	Weinstock	(2000)	put	forward	a	domain-general	
three-stage	 model	 of	 epistemic	 understanding.	 An	 Absolutist	 stance	 holds	 that	 knowledge	 is	
objective,	 derived	 from	 the	 external	 world	 and	 certain;	 Absolutists	 view	 knowledge	 as	 an	
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accumulation	of	absolute,	fixed	facts	and	from	this	point	of	view,	there	is	only	one	right	answer.	
Given	this	position,	multiple	perspectives	are	unattainable.	A	Multiplist	stance	indicates	a	belief	
that	the	source	of	knowledge	is	within	the	individual	and	knowledge	is	multiple,	subjective	and	
uncertain.	Multiplists	view	knowledge	as	both	subjective	and	contextual	and	consider	conflicting	
viewpoints	 and	perspectives	 as	 equally	 valid	opinions	 and	 ideas.	 From	a	Multiplist	 viewpoint,	
multiple	perspectives	are	considered	possible	however,	all	opinions	and	perspectives	are	given	
equal	 weight.	 An	 Evaluativist	 stance	 balances	 the	 two	 and	 recognises	 that	 there	 are	 various	
criteria	 by	 which	 to	 judge	 truth	 claims	 and	 that	 these	 claims	 need	 to	 be	 critically	 assessed.	
Evaluativists	play	an	active	role	in	looking	for	further	information	and	show	a	tendency	to	explore	
issues	 and	 events	 from	 multiple	 perspectives.	 This	 model	 argues	 that	 the	 central	 feature	 of	
epistemic	development	 is	 the	 coordination	of	objective	and	 subjective	dimensions	of	knowing	
(Kuhn	&	Weinstock,	2002).	
Absolutist	and	Multiplist	beliefs,	referred	to	by	Stoel,	Logtenberg,	Wansink,	Huijgen,	van	Boxtel	

and	van	Drie	(2017)	as	naïve	beliefs,	are	generally	consistent	with	the	knower	assuming	a	passive	
role	and	viewing	 the	past	as	 fixed	or	a	knower	adopting	an	active	 (but	uncritical)	 role	 in	 that	
interpretations	are	conceived	as	simply	opinions	about	the	past.	More	sophisticated	or	nuanced	
epistemological	 beliefs	 are	 consistent	 with	 the	 knower	 accepting	 the	 existence	 of	 multiple	
interpretations	of	the	past	whilst	also	acknowledging	the	disciplinary	criteria	needed	to	evaluate	
evidence.	In	the	study	of	history,	such	naïve	beliefs	can	act	as	“epistemic	bottlenecks”	(Ní	Cassaithe,	
2020;	Middendorf	&	Pace,	2004)	to	constrain	historical	understandings.	
Influenced	by	the	developmental	model	devised	by	Kuhn	et	al.	(2000)	and	drawing	on	the	data	

from	Project	CHATA,	Maggioni,	VanSledright	and	Alexander	(2009)	developed	a	domain-specific,	
derivative	 three-stage	 epistemic	 beliefs	 about	 history	model	which	 describes	 beliefs	 as	 being	
spread	across	three	stances:	“Copier”,	“Borrower”	and	“Criterialist”.	This	model	has	proved	useful	
in	 identifying	 the	 epistemic	 stances	 of	 older	 populations	 such	 as	 upper-secondary	 students,	
student	teachers	and	teachers	but	has	not,	to	date,	been	applied	to	younger	children;	therefore,	
the	original	Kuhn	et	al.	(2000)	model	was	used	as	the	orienting	framework	for	this	study.		

Methodology	

This	paper	draws	on	data	from	a	larger	design-based	teaching	experiment	that	sought	to	identify	
and	then	challenge,	through	the	implementation	of	a	series	of	researcher-designed	and	theory-
informed	 learning	 trajectories,	 the	 epistemic	 bottlenecks	 held	 by	 primary	 children	 about	 the	
nature	of	history.	The	semi-structured	interviews	reported	here	were	part	of	a	pre-intervention	
suite	of	instruments	which	included	a	Levels	of	Epistemic	Understanding	questionnaire	(Kuhn	&	
Weinstock,	2002)	and	historical	enquiry	tasks.	Semi-structured	interviews	were	used	because	of	
the	complex	nature	of	both	epistemology	and	historical	thinking.	This	allowed	for	deeper	insights	
that	 otherwise	may	 have	 been	 undetected	 if	 a	 set	 format	 of	 structured	 questions	was	 rigidly	
followed.	While	the	interview	questions	covered	a	range	of	topics,	only	data	related	to	questions	
of	 an	 epistemic	 nature	 are	 presented	 here	 (see	 Appendix	 for	 the	 interview	 protocol).	 These	
questions	were	designed	after	the	research	of	Barton	(1997)	who	enquired	about	primary-level	
students’	understanding	of	historical	evidence.	

Participants	

Seventeen	 children	 were	 selected	 from	 three	 classes	 at	 St.	 Barnabas	 Primary	 School	 (a	
pseudonym),	Dublin,	Ireland.	St	Barnabas’	is	a	co-educational,	Catholic	school	with	189	children	
on	roll	and	is	located	within	the	inner	city.	The	St.	Barnabas'	Whole	School	Plan	for	History	sets	
out	a	broad	syllabus	 for	each	class	 level	which	 in	general	corresponds	with	 the	content	of	 the	
school	textbook	series	used	by	all	classes	in	the	school.	The	school	textbook	was	the	predominant	
form	of	history	teaching	that	students	in	Class	3	(3a)	and	Class	5	(5a)	of	the	study	had	experienced.	
Students	from	Class	4	(4a),	however,	rarely	used	the	textbook	and	were	very	familiar	with	the	
process	of	historical	enquiry.	Five	students	from	3a	(out	of	a	class	of	fifteen)	were	selected	using	
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random	sampling	to	ensure,	as	far	as	possible,	that	the	sample	was	representative	of	third	class	
students.	Six	students	were	chosen	from	4a	and	5a	in	the	same	manner.	There	was	a	wide	range	
of	achievement	across	the	three	groups	with	five	receiving	additional	support	in	both	literacy	and	
mathematics	and	three	attaining	the	highest	score	in	standardised	tests	in	literacy.	Additionally,	
four	of	the	children	interviewed,	though	fluent	speakers,	had	English	as	a	second	language.	All	
students	were	born	in	Ireland.	
 

TABLE	1.1	
	

3rd	Class	(3a)	 	 	
	 Participants	 Age	 Gender	 Ethnicity	 	
	 Sammy		 9		 Male		 Irish/Indian	 	
	 Calvin		 10		 Male		 Irish	 	
	 Danny		 9		 Male		 Irish	 	
	 Rachel		 9		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Sofia		 9		 Female		 Irish	 	
4th	Class	(4a)	 	 	
	 Dawn		 10		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Róise		 10		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Seoda		 9		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Jenna		 10		 Female		 Irish/Nigerian	 	
	 Gavin		 11		 Male		 Irish	 	
	 Daire		 10		 Male		 Irish	 	
4th	Class	(5a)	 	 	 	
	 Caoimhe		 10		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Eimear		 10		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Katelyn		 10		 Female		 Irish	 	
	 Danka		 10		 Female		 Irish/Polish	 	
	 Ivan		 11		 Male		 Irish/Russian	 	
	 Callum		 11		 Male		 Irish	 	
Total	 																	17	 	 	

Data	analysis	

Braun	and	Clarke’s	(2006,	2019)	six-step	approach	to	thematic	analysis	was	used	to	analyse	the	
interviews.	 Thematic	 analysis	 involves	 creating	 categories	 of	 meaning	 and	 identifying	 the	
relationships	between	those	categories	through	a	systematic	process	of	 inductive	or	deductive	
reasoning.	 This	 involves	 organising	 the	 data	 into	 units	 and	 assigning	 them	 to	 categories.	 The	
interview	transcripts	were	subjected	to	two	rounds	of	coding.	In	the	first	round,	it	was	decided	to	
approach	 the	 data	 by	 primarily	 reading	 and	 re-reading	 through	 the	 interview	 transcripts	 and	
marking	 areas	of	 interest	 (see	Table	1.2	 for	 the	 initial	 categories).	The	data	 analysis	 software	
package	NVivo	was	used	to	manage	the	interview	data.	
A	second	round	of	coding	with	a	specific	focus	on	the	children’s	epistemic	beliefs	about	history	

was	 also	 carried	 out.	 The	 categories	 were	 subjected	 to	 an	 iterative	 process	 of	 revision	 and	
refinement	as	the	units	were	compared	and	categorised.	This	constant	comparison	helped	identify	
how	concepts	and	categories	were	connected	to	each	other	and	to	build	an	explanatory	model	
(see	Figure	1.1).	Four	key	categories	were	identified	as	key	indicators	of	the	epistemic	bottlenecks	
the	children	held.	These	were	defining	history,	doing	history	(or	experiences	of	history),	origins	
of	historical	knowledge	and	multiple	perspectives.		
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TABLE	1.2	Initial	inductive	categories	
	
Inductive	Codes	 Description	 Theme	
Ability	in	history	 Child’s	estimation	of	how	‘good’	they	are	at	history	

Historical	
dispositions	

Personal	connection	 Instances	where	history	has	impacted	themselves	
Learning	history	 References	to	doing	history	in	class	
Positive	view	of	history	 Enthusiastic	about	history	
Negative	view	of	history	 References	to	not	liking	history	
Neutral	view	of	history	 Not	bothered	about	history	as	a	subject	
Defining	history	 Explaining	their	own	view	of	history	

Beliefs	about	
history	

Continuity	and	change	 References	to	how	things	have	changed/stayed	the	same	
Multiple	viewpoints	 Recognition	that	there	are	other	ways	to	view	things	

Characteristics/Role	of	historians	 What	traits	make	someone	‘good’	at	history	
Describing	what	a	historian	does	

People	from	past	 Children’s	ideas	about	people	from	the	past	
Evaluating	evidence	 Examples	where	children	engaged	with	evidence	
Reconciling	Conflicting	Accounts	 Describing	ways	conflicts	can	be	adjudicated	
Real	or	not	real	 References	to	real/not	real,	true/fake	
Acquiring	historical	knowledge	 Sources	of	historical	knowledge	
Importance	of	genealogy	 Family	history	as	a	purpose	for	studying	history	
Probing	further	 Researcher	clarifying	or	pressing	further	
Epistemic	stance	 Indicators	of	epistemic	stances	
Origin	of	historical	knowledge	 Origin	of	historical	knowledge	–	where	it	comes	from	

Historical	
knowledge	

Doing	history/using	evidence	 References	to	doing	history	in	class	
Historical	references	 Historical	topic	mentioned	
Linking	past	present	or	future	 Creating	links	between	past,	present	and/or	future	
Evidence	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	evidence		
Family	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	family		
History	books	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	books		
Media	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	media		
Public	history	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	museums	etc.		
Textbooks	as	source		 Drawing	historical	knowledge	from	school	text		
Using	evidence		 Examples	where	children	engaged	with	evidence		
External/Internal	 References	to	knowledge	as	internal/external	
	

FIGURE	1.1	Thematic	map	



“We	can’t	really	know	cos	we	weren’t	really	there”		 84	

This	 phase	 in	 the	 analysis	 also	 consisted	 of	 theoretical	 thematic	 analysis	 (Braun	&	 Clarke,	
2006)	which	involved	comparing	the	themes	with	the	literature	related	to	epistemic	beliefs	(see	
Table	1.3).	During	 this	 analysis,	 a	number	of	 indicators	were	 identified	 that	proved	helpful	 in	
evaluating	 the	 students’	 epistemic	 stances.	 These	 related	 to	 explicit	 comments	 about	 how	 the	
students	conceptualised	the	nature	of	history	and	historical	knowledge	and	were	coded	as	explicit	
indicators.	Additionally,	some	comments	were	conceived	as	indirect	indicators	of	their	epistemic	
stance	 and	 were	 organized	 into	 additional	 categories	 such	 as	 preferred	 texts,	 historical	
experiences	and	cognitive	activities.	These	were	eventually	categorised	as	Historical	Experiences.	
One	 additional	 category	 was	 created	 to	 contain	 episodes	 that	 appeared	 to	 relate	 to	 student	
epistemic	beliefs	more	broadly.	These	included	comments	relating	to	domain-general	epistemic	
ideas	about	knowledge	or	conflicting	accounts	and	the	role	and	purpose	of	history.		
 

TABLE	1.3	Deductive	codes	
 
Deductive	Codes		

Explicit	Epistemic	Indicators		
(Informed	by	the	literature:	Lee	&	Shemilt,	2004;	Maggioni	et	al.,	2009;	Kuhn	&	Weinstock,	2002,	Nokes,	2014)	

Absolutist	(Copier)	 Multiplist	(Borrower)	 Evaluativist	(Criterialist)	
Nature	of	history	
● History	is	the	past/is	as	given/a	copy	
● History	is	teaching	what	happened	
● History	is	remembering	facts	
● To	be	good	at	history	you	need	to	have	

a	good	memory	

Nature	of	history	
● History	is	opinions	about	

what	happened	
● Learning	history	involves	

guessing	about	what	
happened	

Nature	of	history	
● History	is	the	study	of	the	past		
● Learning	history	is	piecing	together	

evidence	to	construct	interpretations	
● Evidence	is	essential		

Historical	knowledge	
● Historical	knowledge	is	objective	
● One-way	sources	of	knowledge	to	

provide	factual	information	
● The	teacher/book	are	preferred	

sources	of	knowledge	(no	consideration	
of	where	this	knowledge	originates	–	
just	out	there)	

Historical	knowledge	
● Historical	knowledge	is	

subjective	
● Historical	knowledge	is	

transmitted	by	a	sensorial	
experience	or	by	an	external	
authority	

Historical	knowledge	
● Historical	knowledge	is	constructed	
● Historical	knowledge	is	dependent	on	

evidence	and	the	questions	asked	

Multiple	Perspectives	
● There	is	only	one	way	history	

happened	
● Differences	in	accounts	are	just	other	

ways	of	saying	the	same	thing	
	

Multiple	Perspectives	
● Any	account	is	equally	valid	
● Nobody	really	knows	what	

happened	
● Multiple	viewpoints	possible	

but	only	one	correct	version	
	

Multiple	Perspectives	
● Accounts	influenced	by	perspective	or	

point	of	view	
● the	person	is	an	active	constructor	of	

meaning/sense-making	
● There	may	be	different	accounts	of	

historical	events	but	based	on	valid	
criteria,	one	may	be	more	right	than	
the	other	

Implied	Indicator	1:	Texts/Sources	
Textbook	 is	 the	 best	 for	 learning	 history.	
Texts/sources	give	information	

Uncritical	 acceptance	 of	 any	
source.	Texts	are	opinion	based.	
Evidence	is	biased	

Critical	evaluation	of	artefacts,	evidence.	
Looks	at	the	provenance	of	the	source	
Evaluates	information	

Implied	Indicator	2:	Historical	Experiences	
Listening.	 Teacher	 lecturing.	 Reading	
textbook.	Worksheets.	True/false	 exercises.	
Finding	facts	

Learning	 history	 involves	
guessing	about	what	happened.		

Asking	 questions.	 Using	 evidence	 for	
evidence/clues.	 Detective	 work	 –	
analysis/interpretation.	 Using	 different	
sources.	Comparing	across	sources	

Implied	Indicator	3:	Cognitive	Activities	
Remembering/memorizing	
Questioning	(as	information	gathering)	
	

Guessing,	Choosing	
Challenging	 without	 supporting	
evidence	

Analyzing.	Enquiring,	Problem	solving.	
Questioning.	Synthesizing		
Reading	between	the	lines.		

Other	Indicators	
Domain	 general	 beliefs	 about	 multiple	
perspectives	

Purpose	of	history	 Domain	general	beliefs	about	knowledge	
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The	transcripts	were	then	examined	by	applying	a	combination	of	the	inductive	and	deductive	
categories	 derived	 from	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 based	 on	 four	 key	 themes:	 the	 nature	 of	
history,	the	origin	of	historical	knowledge,	doing	history	and	reconciling	conflicting	evidence.	The	
response	types	are	presented	in	order	from	Absolutist	to	Evaluativist	and	for	the	most	part,	these	
categories	were	easy	to	discern.	Within	the	Multiplist	category	relating	to	Conflicting	Accounts,	
however,	there	were	subtle	shifts	in	children’s	explanations	for	differences	in	accounts	of	the	same	
event.	 These	 ranged	 from	 the	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 different	 claims	 towards	
evaluations	of	multiple	accounts	that	lacked	robustness.	The	differences	were	fine-grained	and	
seemed	 to	 mark	 a	 shift	 from	 Absolutist	 thinking.	 These	 are	 categorised	 from	 less	 to	 more	
elaborated	explanations	for	the	source	of	conflict	in	order	to	show	the	progression	of	explanations	
given	(see	Table	1.4).		
 

TABLE	1.4	Epistemic	Stances	

Category	 Indicators	 Example	

Nature	of	history	
Objective	
(Absolutist)	 History	is	the	past.	 It’s	something	that	happened	in	the	past,	like	every	second	is	history.	

Factual	
(Absolutist)	 History	is	facts	about	the	past.	 History	is	like	facts	from	the	past.	

Relative	
(Multiplist)	

History	is	opinion	or	guessing	about	
what	happened	

There	can	be	false	stuff	and	there	can	be	true	stuff.	Like	there	are	things	that	
you	don’t	know	could	be	true	and	things	that	you	don’t	know	that	could	be	
false.	

Subjective	
(Evaluativist)	

History	is	the	study	of	the	past.	
History	is	constructed	from	evidence	

History	is	built	up	information	that's	from	the	past	and	historians	study	it	to	
find	out	what	really	happened	

Origin	of	historical	knowledge	
Knowledge	 by	
acquisition	
(Absolutist)	

Knowledge	 is	 acquired	 through	
books,	 teachers	 experts,	 passed	
down	(passive)	

Like	maybe	there’s	one	big	book	that	has	everything	in	it?	And	stuff	gets	taken	
from	that	and	put	in	other	books?	But	only	some	of	it	does,	that’s	what	I	think,	
not	that	it’s	all	in	one	book	but	that	there’s	a	set	of	books.	

Knowledge	 by	
experience	
(Multiplist)	

Knowledge	 is	 experienced	
(multisensory)	

But	you	could	never	know	not	unless	you	went	back	in	time.	Ha	ha!	We	can't	
really	tell	because	we	can't	go	back	in	time	so	we	don't	know	

Knowledge	 by	
enquiry	
(Evaluativist)	

Knowledge	 is	 sought	 through	
investigation	(active	enquiry)	

Let	me	think,	they	could	have	left	clues	or	things	and	people	look	at	them	and	
find	out	what	they	are,	look	at	things	they	had	in	the	past	and	then	they	look	
at	things	they	have	in	the	present.	That’s	what	they	do.	They	compare	them.	

Experiences	of	history/Doing	history	 	

Absolutist	

Learning	 history	 is	 remembering	
information	(from	text/teacher)	
To	 be	 good	 at	 history	 you	 need	 to	
have	a	good	memory.	

History	is	just	remembering	things	about	what	happened	ages	ago.	
We	just,	like,	read	the	story	and	done	loads	of	the	questions.	That	was	it.	

Multiplist	 Learning	 history	 involves	 guessing	
about	what	happened	 You	find	evidence	[in	the	textbook]	and	you	have	to	judge	if	it's	true	or	not	

Evaluativist	
Learning	 history	 involves	 piecing	
together	 evidence	 to	 construct	
interpretations	

● We	ask	questions.	We	look	at	old	evidence	and	photos.	
● Yes,	but	I	think	they	are	more	like	barristers	really.	Detectives	use	
evidence	to	build	up	a	case,	barristers	use	evidence	to	prove	a	point,	
that’s	what	we	were	doing	here	

Conflicting	accounts	
Single,	 objective	
claim	
(Absolutist)	

No	 recognition	 of	 divergent	 claims.	
There	is	only	one	answer	

There	 can	 only	 be	 one	 story,	 like	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 and	 all.	 There’s	 only	 one	
version	of	history.	

Multiplist	
(Minus)	

Recognition	of	diverging	 claims	but	
still	only	one	possible	answer.	
Divergent	 claims	 recognised	but	 no	
attempt	to	justify	why	

● It	could	be	different	but	one	of	them	would	be	lying.		
● Like	if	they	didn't	know	for	sure	a	historian	could	just	make	up	what	I	

think	happened.	He	could	be	right	or	he	could	be	wrong	

Multiplist		
(subjective	
relativism)	

Divergent	claims	recognised	but	any	
account	is	equally	valid	 Everyone’s	entitled	to	their	own	opinion.	

Multiplist	
(Plus)	

Divergent	 claims	 recognised	 and	
random	 justification	 given	 for	
differences	(e.g.:	numbers,	mistakes)	

Yeah	well	if	two	people	had	different	stories	about	the	same	thing,	you	would	
see	which	one	got	the	most	amount	of	votes	and	then	you	go	with	that	one.	

Evaluativist		
(uncertain)	

Divergent	 claims	 recognised	 and	
valid	 justification	 (e.g.	 perspective,	
evidence)	given	for	differences.	

Yeah	it	would	be	possible	because	like	there	is	loads	of	different	versions	of,	
like,	 stuff	 and	 stories.	 Like	 people	 can	 see	 the	 same	 thing	 happening	 but	
understand	it	differently	
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In	 accordance	 with	 the	 ethical	 protocols	 of	 the	 Research	 Ethics	 Committee	 at	 Dublin	 City	
University,	 measures	 were	 taken	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 children	 had	 been	 given	 the	 required	
information	and	were	supported	in	developing	an	adequate	understanding	of	the	research.	The	
children	were	also	made	aware	that	they	could	pull	out	of	the	study	at	any	time.	The	data	were	
collected	with	the	consent	of	the	children	and	the	principle	of	anonymity	was	observed	as	far	as	
was	possible	in	that	individual	participants	and	the	school	were	given	pseudonyms	in	all	of	the	
research	documentation.	Parental	and/or	guardian	(informed)	consent	was	also	collected	for	each	
child	to	participate	in	the	study.	

Limitations	

Like	all	research,	this	study	has	several	limitations	which	need	to	be	acknowledged.	It	is	a	small-
scale	qualitative	study	that	took	place	in	one	school	site	and	additionally,	the	lead	investigator	was	
researching	in	her	own	place	of	work.	Not	only	was	she	a	member	of	the	teaching	staff,	she	was	
also	the	class	teacher	of	Class	4a	and,	therefore,	her	subjectivity	creates	an	additional	limitation	
for	this	research.	To	offset	this,	each	session	was	recorded	by	audio	and	comprehensive	rubrics	
were	devised	to	create	a	degree	of	independence	between	the	researcher	and	the	participants.	
While	the	lead	author	conducted	the	coding,	a	reflective	journal	was	kept	and	both	the	journal	and	
the	coding	were	shared	with	the	two	co-authors,	one	with	expertise	in	the	subject	area	and	one	
with	expertise	on	the	methodology,	on	a	regular	basis	to	sense-check	ideas	and	explore	multiple	
assumptions	or	interpretations	of	the	data	(Braun	and	Clarke	2013).		

Findings	

The	range	of	stances	and	the	diversity	of	the	children’s	thinking	that	emerged	from	the	interviews	
highlight	 the	need	 for	educators	 to	be	 familiar	with	 children’s	 epistemic	beliefs	 about	history,	
particularly	the	ones	that	can	act	as	bottlenecks.	The	following	section	explores	these	bottlenecks	
in	detail	and	begins	with	the	children’s	definitions	of	the	subject.	The	majority	of	the	children,	just	
like	second-level	(see	Chapman,	2011)	and	third-level	students	(see	Miguel-Revilla,	Carrill-Merino	
&	Sánchez-Agusti,	2020),	conflated	history	with	the	past.	This	influential	bottleneck	impacted	on	
the	children’s	subsequent	perceptions	of	the	origins	of	historical	knowledge	and	their	classroom	
experiences	appeared	to	solidify	these.	Similar	to	studies	with	older	students	(Limon,	2002),	these	
ideas	were	supported	by	the	belief	that	one	cannot	know	what	happened	in	the	past	unless	one	
was	 there	 to	 directly	 observe	 it.	 The	 final	 section	 looks	 at	 children’s	 ideas	 about	 conflicting	
accounts;	a	central	feature	of	historical	thinking	but	also	a	strong	indicator	of	the	epistemic	beliefs	
that	a	student	may	hold	about	knowledge	in	general.	

Key	epistemic	bottlenecks	identified:	

Nature	of	history	
• History	is	the	past	
• History	is	finding	out	what	is	true	and	false	
• History	is	facts	about	the	past	that	must	be	learned	
• History	is	fixed	and	uncontested	
• History	cannot	change,	it	has	happened	already	

Nature	of	knowing	
• Historical	knowledge	exists	independently	(it	is	just	out	there)	
• Historical	knowledge	is	derived	from	internal	sources	(first-hand	experiences	etc.)	
• Historical	knowledge	is	derived	from	external,	authoritative	sources		
• Historical	knowledge	is	unknowable	(we	were	not	there)	
• If	there	are	differences	in	historical	accounts,	one	must	be	wrong		
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The	nature	of	history:	History	is	the	past	

When	asked	to	define	history,	the	majority	of	the	children	referred	to	history	as	“the	past”	and	
this	 proved	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	main	 epistemic	 bottlenecks	 articulated	during	 the	 interviews.	As	
Rachel	 (3a)	 explained:	 “like	 the	 skipping	 that	we	did	 today,	 that’s	 history	now”	 and	 similarly,	
Dawn	(4a)	insisted	that	“even	the	words	I’m	saying	are	history”.	Like	many	others,	Sofia	(1a)	was	
clear	that	the	terms	“the	past”	and	“history”	were	not	only	synonymous	with	each	other	but	that	
every	single	event	anyone	encounters	can	be	considered	as	history.	Bain	(2005)	attributes	this	
conflation	 to	 an	 every-day	 understanding	 of	 the	 word	 “history”	 and	 argues	 that	 this	
misinterpretation	 can	 reinforce	 the	 idea	 that	history	 is	 but	 a	mirror	of	 the	past.	Although	 the	
words	“history”	and	“the	past”	share	a	semantic	connection,	they	are	in	fact,	two	very	different	
constructs.	While	the	past	can	be	described	as	encompassing	all	events	that	have	happened	before	
this	precise	moment	in	time,	history	is	the	process	of	organising	those	events	into	comprehensible	
and	connected	narratives	to	allow	those	in	the	present	make	sense	of	them.		
The	majority	of	the	children	in	4a	(who	had	experienced	an	enquiry-based	approach	to	history)	

demonstrated	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 interpretative	 nature	 of	 the	 discipline	 that	 was	 more	
consistent	with	an	Evaluativist	stance.	Gavin	(4a)	referred	to	history	as	“the	study	of	the	past”	
rather	than	simply	the	past	itself	and	likewise,	Róise	stated	“history	is	arguments	about	the	past”.	
Additionally,	 references	were	made	 to	 the	 use	 of	 evidence	 to	 construct	 historical	 knowledge:	
“history	 is	 built	 up	 information	 about	 the	 past”	 (Seoda,	 4a).	 Such	 references	were	 noticeably	
absent	amongst	the	other	two	groups.	In	fact,	many	(but	not	all)	defined	history	with	respect	to	
practices	they	engaged	with	in	the	classroom.	According	to	Rachel	(3a)	“history	is	facts	from	the	
past”	and	Eimear	(5a)	described	history	as	“remembering	and	putting	facts	together”.	Likewise,	
Callum	saw	history	as	“facts,	myths	and	legends	that	you	can	get	in	your	book”.	These	definitions	
can	be	linked	to	the	belief	that	history	was	both	a	fixed	and	objective	series	of	facts	rather	than	
the	interpretation	and	analysis	of	the	past.	From	an	epistemic	perspective,	this	view	of	history	
highlighted	the	children’s	belief	 in	an	external	reality	 that	exists	 independently	of	 the	knower.	
From	a	disciplinary	point	of	view,	by	removing	themselves	from	the	process	of	actively	engaging	
in	historical	interpretation,	many	students	viewed	history	as	an	objective	chronicler	of	the	facts	
of	the	past.	

The	origin	of	historical	knowledge:	We	can’t	really	know	because	we	weren’t	really	
there	

When	 asked	 about	 the	 origin	 of	 historical	 knowledge,	 the	 children’s	 answers	 fell	 into	 three	
overarching	 categories:	 knowledge	 by	 experience	 (e.g.,	 through	 the	 senses),	 knowledge	 by	
acquisition	(e.g.,	acquired	through	books,	teachers,	experts,	passed	down)	or	knowledge	by	active	
enquiry.	The	majority	of	students,	particularly	from	3a	and	5a,	fell	into	the	first	two	categories	
whereas	the	children	from	4(a)	referred	on	numerous	occasions	to	the	construction	of	historical	
knowledge	through	using	evidence.	As	Jenna	(4a)	stated:	“We	can	be	history	detectives.	We	look	
at	old	pictures…	we	can	see	lots	of	differences	from	then	and	now.	We	can	also	learn	from	diaries	
and	census	and	old	carvings	from	long	ago”.	The	majority	of	these	children	viewed	themselves	as	
historians	and	articulated	their	own	contribution	to	the	generation	of	historical	knowledge.		
In	 contrast,	 and	 reflecting	 the	 view	 that	history	 is	 a	mirror	of	 the	past,	when	asked	where	

historians	get	their	information	from,	Sofia	(3a)	replied	“they	get	it	from	the	past”	as	if	historical	
knowledge	was	simply	something	that	one	could	reach	into	the	past	and	collect.	Sammy	(3a)	also	
shared	the	belief	that	historical	knowledge	was	obtained	directly	from	the	past	itself	but	when	
probed	for	further	clarification	added	that	as	the	past	no	longer	exists,	it	is	impossible	to	know	
what	actually	happened:	“Well,	history	is	ages	ago	so	if	they	were	dead,	we	would	never	know	
because	it's	over.	I	don’t	really	know,	cos	if	 it	happened	in	history,	how	could	you	tell?”	In	this	
statement,	Sammy	touched	on	what	can	be	considered	as	another	epistemic	bottleneck:	a	belief	
that	much	of	the	past	remains	unknowable	because	it	was	not	personally	experienced.	Katelyn	
also	expressed	this	belief	and	remarked,	“We	can’t	really	know	history	because	we	weren’t	really	
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there”.	This	idea	of	a	knowable	past	based	on	direct	experience	was	very	evident	in	the	children’s	
comments	about	historical	knowledge.	
In	 this	 study,	 the	 students	 initially	 seemed	 puzzled	 when	 asked	 to	 consider	 the	 origin	 of	

historical	 knowledge.	 Immediate	 responses	 to	 the	 question	 included:	 history	 textbooks,	 the	
teacher	or	media,	and	the	internet	itself.	Seoda	(4a),	for	example,	identified	Google	as	a	source	of	
knowledge	but	cautioned	that	sometimes	it	could	be	wrong.	Danny	(3a)	was	initially	certain	that	
all	 information	comes	 from	technology,	especially	 iPhones,	and	seemed	perplexed	when	asked	
where	iPhones	got	the	information	from.	After	a	number	of	attempts,	he	eventually	settled	on	a	
transmission	model	 and	 stated	 that	 further	 historical	 information	 could	 be	 obtained	 from	 “a	
person	in	the	museum”	who	gets	his	information	from	“his	mam	or	his	dad	and	from	their	mams	
and	dads”.	Like	Danny,	many	children	revised	their	initial	answers	when	pressed	further	about	
the	origin	of	historical	knowledge.	It	was	apparent	from	her	initial	comments	that	Sofia	(3a)	had	
never	considered	many	of	these	issues	before	and	her	responses	were	immediate	reactions	to	the	
questions	posed.	When	given	time	to	think,	her	responses	became	somewhat	more	considered	
(see	an	excerpt	of	Sofia’s	interview	in	Appendix	B).	Her	comment	“it's	making	sense	to	me	now	
that	I	am	thinking	about	it”	seemed	to	capture	a	small	shift	 in	her	epistemic	thinking	that	may	
have	been	prompted	by	the	discussion	itself.	Reflecting	upon	this	unknowable	past	caused	her	to	
think	 about	 how	 knowledge	 of	 the	 past	might	 be	 constructed	 and	 she	 considered	 a	 range	 of	
plausible	explanations.	This	resulted	in	a	move	from	the	idea	that	knowledge	comes	directly	from	
the	past	towards	the	idea	that	historical	knowledge	can	be	derived	from	oral	testimony.	
Many	students	articulated	a	belief	in	oral	testimony,	using	a	transmission	model	to	explain	how	

people	find	out	about	events	in	the	past.	They	suggested	that	information	was	handed	down	in	
families	by	word	of	mouth	until,	eventually,	“somebody	in	the	family	thought	to	write	it	down”.	As	
Rachel	(3a)	explained,	“I’d	say	maybe	like	a	family	may	have	had	one	book	and	it	was	about	one	
certain	thing.	They	might	have	got	the	book	like	ages	and	ages	ago	and	they	pass	it	on”.	Danny	(3a)	
also	argued,	“like	maybe	there’s	one	big	book	that	has	everything	in	it?	And	stuff	gets	taken	from	
that	and	put	in	other	books?”	The	majority	of	the	children	spoke	of	the	probable	existence	of	one	
big	book	(or	many	big	books)	filled	with	the	events	of	the	past	to	explain	how	historical	knowledge	
is	acquired.	Less	common,	though	still	present,	was	the	idea	that	historical	knowledge	comes	from	
authoritative	 experts	 such	 as	 the	 teacher	 or	 historians	 or	 as	 Róise	 (4a)	 asked	 “maybe	 the	
curriculum	writers?”	Similar	to	the	views	expressed	on	their	definitions	of	history,	the	role	of	the	
individual	in	the	construction	of	historical	knowledge	was	noticeably	absent	in	the	answers	given	
by	 children	 from	 3a	 and	 5a.	 In	 contrast,	 most	 children	 from	 4a	 saw	 themselves	 as	 active	
participants	in	constructing	their	own	interpretations.		

Experiences	of	history:	You	have	to	judge	if	it's	true	or	not	

One	of	 the	strongest	outcomes	of	 the	How	People	Learn	project	(Bransford,	Brown	&	Cocking,	
1999)	was	the	finding	that	students’	prior	knowledge	and	assumptions	played	an	influential	role	
in	how	they	made	sense	of	the	past.	Subsequent	research	indicates	that	inherent	tensions	between	
the	way	the	past	is	conceptualised	outside	of	the	classroom	and	the	way	it	is	practised	within	can	
create	 challenges	 for	 students	 (Wineburg,	 2001;	 Lee	&	 Shemilt,	 2004).	 In	 light	 of	 this,	 it	was	
necessary	 to	 interrogate	 the	children’s	actual	experiences	of	history	 to	ascertain	 the	 influence	
these	may	have	had	on	the	children’s	epistemic	beliefs	about	the	subject.	The	history	textbook	
was	the	dominant	resource	used	by	the	children	in	3a	and	5a.	The	prescribed	textbook	contains	
content-focused	 history	 chapters	 presented	 in	 narrative	 form.	 Each	 chapter	 concludes	with	 a	
series	 of	 higher	 and	 lower	 order	 questions	 that	 are	 designed	 to	 assess	 the	 children’s	 factual	
retention.	When	discussing	their	experiences	of	doing	history,	almost	every	child	in	both	of	these	
cycles	mentioned	the	textbook	and	the	importance	of	recalling	information.	For	example,	Calvin	
(3a)	described	doing	history	as:		

We	just,	like,	read	the	story	and	done	loads	of	the	questions.	That	was	it.	You	can	
read	myths	and	legends	and	it	asks	you	questions	all	about	it,	like	“where	did	he	
find	the	thing?”	and	“do	you	think	this	is	real?		
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These	binarised	 conceptions	of	 real/not	 real	 or	 true/false	were	very	 evident	 in	 the	 children’s	
discussions	around	history.	Sofia	(3a)	referred	to	the	importance	of	knowing	what	is	real	and	what	
is	 not	 real	 on	 numerous	 occasions	 throughout	 her	 interview.	 Ivan	 (5a),	 who	 earlier	 in	 the	
interview	displayed	a	sophisticated	understanding	of	the	nature	of	historical	research,	described	
his	experiences	of	doing	history	as	“you	find	evidence	[in	the	textbook]	and	you	have	to	judge	if	
it's	true	or	not.”	Whereas	he	saw	the	historian	in	an	active	role	searching	for	evidence	to	construct	
an	understanding	of	the	past,	his	own	role	in	the	history	classroom	was	centred	on	his	experiences	
of	reading	the	text	and	understanding	the	content	from	a	substantive	perspective.	These	binaries	
of	“real”	and	“not	real”	had	an	impact	on	how	Sofia	(3a)	viewed	both	the	past	itself	and	how	she	
viewed	the	discipline	of	history.	Sofia	defined	history	as	“myths	which	are	not	real”	though	she	
hedged	this	statement	by	adding	“well	some	of	the	myths	could	be	real	like	the	Giant’s	Causeway.”	
She	saw	the	purpose	of	studying	history	as	“to	learn	it	so	that	you	understand,	like…oh,	I	don't	
know,	what	is	real	and	what	is	not?”		
Waldron’s	(2005)	exploratory	study	on	Irish	children’s	perceptions	of	the	Romans	found	that	

primary	history	textbooks	had	a	discernible	impact	on	children’s	perceptions	of	the	past.	While	
Waldron	acknowledges	that	children	do	not	obtain	all	their	information	about	the	past	from	the	
class	 textbook,	 her	 findings	 suggest	 that	 in	 textbook-led	 classrooms	 there	 is	 “a	 remarkable	
congruence	 between	 the	 themes	 and	 ideas	 expressed	 by	 the	 children	 and	 those	 found	 in	 the	
textbook	 used”	 (p.	 283).	 Perhaps	 the	 same	 can	 be	 said	 of	 the	 style	 of	 questions	 used	 in	 the	
textbook?	 A	 survey	 of	 the	 class	 textbooks	History	Quest	 3	 and	 4	 (Fallon,	 2012;	 Fallon,	 2006)	
revealed	a	high	number	of	myths	and	 legends	on	 the	syllabus	and	many	of	 the	end	of	chapter	
questions	revolved	around	asking	“what	parts	of	this	myth/legend	do	you	think	are	true/not	true?”	
This	seems	to	suggest	that	the	structure	and	types	of	questioning	in	the	class	textbook	may	also	
play	a	part	in	forming	children’s	conceptions	of	the	subject	which	raises	further	questions	over	
how	much	influence	the	activities	contained	within	the	textbooks	have	on	children's	epistemic	
beliefs	about	history.	Absolutist	thinking	is	characterised	by	a	belief	that	assertions	or	claims	are	
facts	that	can	be	either	correct	or	incorrect	and	if,	as	Kuhn	and	Weinstock	(2002)	argue,	epistemic	
beliefs	progress	 from	an	objective	view	of	knowing	 to	a	 subjective/objective	 interpretation	of	
knowledge	claims,	then	end	of	chapter	questions	based	around	myths	and	legends	being	true	or	
not	true	do	little	to	shift	Absolutist	thinking.	While	teasing	out	the	validity	of	truth	claims	in	myths	
and	legends	is	a	worthwhile	historical	endeavour	that	allows	students	consider	the	values	and	
social	mores	of	a	past	civilisation,	it	is	one	that	should	be	underpinned	by	discussions	around	the	
purpose	of	 the	activity	 rather	 than	an	as	an	add-on	exercise	at	 the	end	of	 the	chapter.	 In	 fact,	
without	such	conversations,	approaches	like	this	may	work	towards	perpetuating	the	idea	that	
there	is	but	one	objective	reality	and	that	history	is	indeed	simply	a	matter	of	discerning	between	
what	is	true	and	what	is	not	true	without	searching	for	credible	justification	for	these	choices.	
The	children	from	4a	had	a	very	different	experience	of	doing	history	in	the	classroom.	In	this	

class,	 the	 children	 used	 an	 enquiry	 approach	 to	 history	where	 the	 focus	was	 on	 the	 children	
working	as	historians	as	opposed	to	textbook	instruction.	The	children	in	this	class	 followed	a	
five-phase	 historical	 enquiry	 approach	 that	 centred	 on:	 generating	 historical	 questions,	
identifying	sources	to	answer	these	questions,	developing	historical	thinking	skills	through	the	
analyses	of	evidence	and	synthesis	and	communication	of	their	findings	and	reflecting	on	their	
findings	and	connecting	these	to	the	wider	community	(Ní	Cassaithe,	2020).	Róise	describes	this	
approach	in	detail:	

We	ask	questions.	We	look	at	old	evidence	and	photos.	Like	when	we	were	doing	
the	census,	we	looked	at	the	names	and	streets	and	who	lived	there	and	what	
they	 did.	 Looking	 at	 old	 artefacts	 and	 going	 and	 looking	 at	 old	 gates	 and	
comparing	to	what	we	have	today…	to	actually	go	out	and	do	it	like	we	did	on	
Kesh	Road	when	we	looked	at	the	old	gates.	

Notably	 absent	 from	 most	 of	 the	 interviews	 conducted	 with	 the	 children	 from	 4a	 was	 any	
reference	to	the	binaries	of	real	and	not	real	which	lends	some	weight	to	the	argument	that	the	
textbook	played	a	part	in	shaping	some	children’s	conceptions	of	history	in	both	3a	and	5a.	In	fact,	
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the	use	of	textbooks	was	a	rare	occurrence	in	the	history	lessons	the	children	in	4a	experienced.	
These	children	also	indicated	a	more	critical	approach	to	the	contents	of	the	history	textbooks.	
Róise,	for	example,	argued	that	“sometimes	the	history	book	is	wrong”	and	when	asked	to	explain,	
she	connected	this	statement	to	her	experiences	of	engaging	with	a	variety	of	evidence:	“Well,	
sometimes	 you	 show	 us	 different	 things	 that	 are	 not	 the	 same	 as	 the	 history	 books.”	 In	 this	
statement,	Róise	showed	a	growing	awareness	that	there	is	more	than	one	story	of	the	past.	Such	
awareness	is,	in	fact,	a	central	aspect	of	historical	thinking.	

Conflicting	historical	accounts:	One	person	is	right,	that	is	all	

In	order	to	determine	the	children’s	epistemic	beliefs	about	the	nature	of	historical	knowledge,	
questions	relating	to	the	issue	of	conflicting	accounts	were	asked	and	these	provided	a	wide	range	
of	answers.	When	asked	if	it	were	possible	to	have	two	versions	or	accounts	of	the	same	historical	
event,	if	nobody	was	lying,	most	of	the	children	indicated	either	an	Absolutist	or	Multiplist	stance.	
Some	children	insisted	there	could	only	be	a	single,	objective	claim:	“there	can	only	be	one	story,	
like	of	 Jesus	Christ	and	all”	 (Callum,	5a).	Callum,	 like	a	small	minority	of	students,	displayed	a	
strong	Absolutist	stance	and	was	adamant	that	both	in	everyday	life	and	in	the	study	of	history,	
there	could	be	only	one	correct	answer.	A	few	children	showed	an	emergent	Multiplist	stance	and	
acknowledged	that	there	could	be	multiple	versions	of	an	event	but	could	not	provide	a	reason	
why:	“like	if	two	different	people	say	different	things	about	the	same	thing?	Well,	one	could	be	
right	and	one	could	be	wrong”	(Daire,	4a).	 In	some	cases,	 there	was	an	acknowledgement	that	
there	existed	some	form	of	naive	criteria	(e.g.,	numbers,	mistakes)	to	assess	sources.	Róise	(4a),	
like	three	of	the	other	students,	equated	this	to	a	numbers	game	and	using	the	example	of	friends	
fighting	in	school,	argued	that	the	majority	always	wins.	Here,	the	children	were	drawing	on	their	
own	experiences	of	conflicts	in	everyday	life	and	applying	their	own	criteria	for	resolving	these.	
“Yeah	well	if	there’s	different	stories	about	the	same	thing,	you	would	see	which	one	got	the	most	
amount	of	votes	and	then	you	go	with	that	one”	(Jenna,	4a).		
Yet,	while	the	majority	of	these	children	appreciated	that	differences	in	accounts	in	real	life	

could	be	attributed	to	a	variety	of	reasons,	 they	were	reluctant	 to	apply	similar	criteria	 to	 the	
study	 of	 history.	 This	 reluctance	was	 identified	 by	 phrases	 such	 as	 “there	 can’t	 be	 any	 other	
histories,	if	there	were,	one	would	be	fake”	or	“there’s	only	one	way	that	something	can	happen,	
only	one	real	story	of	history”	(Sammy,	3a).	Even	children	who	had	exhibited	more	subjective	
leanings	 in	earlier	discussions	 tended	to	 fall	back	on	 this	perspective.	Danka	(5a)	provided	an	
example	of	two	journalists	reporting	about	an	event	from	two	different	vantage	points	to	justify	
the	existence	of	multiple	accounts	of	the	same	event	but	when	asked	to	apply	this	to	history,	was	
adamant	 that	 this	 was	 impossible	 “because	 history	 has	 already	 happened”.	 A	 small	 minority	
showed	 the	 beginnings	 of	 Evaluativist	 thinking	 and	 offered	 plausible	 reasons	 that	 included:	
differing	perspectives,	additional	information	or	evidence	available	to	one	party	and	not	to	the	
other.	Interestingly,	almost	all	children	drew	on	everyday	examples	rather	than	historical	ones	to	
illustrate	their	thinking.		
Only	one	student	provided	a	concrete	historical	example	to	explain	her	thinking	in	relation	to	

conflicting	accounts.	“Like	one	time,	I	read	something	about	Titanic,	that	45	people	survived,	that	
wasn’t	true.	First	of	all,	I	thought	it	was	true	and	I	went	into	class	and	I	told	everybody	and	then	a	
few	of	my	classmates	said	“no	it	was	more”	and	my	teacher	said	that	150	survived...	It	was	fake”.	
Rather	than	considering	why	the	numbers	of	deaths	were	different,	Katelyn	(5a),	reflecting	an	
Absolutist	stance,	reduced	the	issue	of	deaths	on	Titanic	to	a	matter	of	real	or	not	real.	For	Katelyn,	
history	was	simply	finding	facts	that	were	true	and	even	more	significantly,	when	faced	with	a	
conflict,	she	relied	on	a	higher	authority,	the	teacher,	to	decide	which	of	these	facts	were	correct.		
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History	as	fixed	and	uncontested:	History	is	history,	it	doesn’t	change	

Building	on	an	Absolutist	view	of	conflicting	accounts	was	the	conviction	that	there	could	be	only	
one	version	of	history,	because,	based	on	the	children’s	observations	of	their	own	personal	pasts,	
events	can	only	happen	one	way.	The	majority	of	children	indicated	a	belief	that	history	is	fixed	
and	unchanging	and	expressed	an	everyday	understanding	that	because	there	is	only	one	way	in	
which	events	can	happen,	there	can	be	only	one	way	in	which	they	can	be	reported.	Callum	(5a)	
stated,	“history	is	history,	it	doesn’t	change,	so	you	just	have	what	happened,	you	know?”	Caoimhe	
(5a)	displayed	how	deeply	the	view	of	history	as	fixed	was	entrenched	in	her	thinking	and	argued	
(when	talking	about	history)	“if	my	brother	robbed	my	sweets,	he	robbed	them,	you	can’t	turn	
around	and	say	he	didn’t	cos	he	did”.	For	Caoimhe,	history	and	the	past	were	both	the	same	thing	
so	 if	 events	 in	 her	 immediate	 past	 could	 not	 have	more	 than	 one	 version,	 then	 neither	 could	
history.		

Discussion	

The	identification	of	a	number	of	epistemic	beliefs	that	act	as	“bottlenecks”	to	impede	children’s	
conceptual	understanding	of	the	discipline	both	corroborate	the	findings	of	previous	studies	that	
have	looked	at	children’s	thinking	in	history	(Waldron,	2003;	Barton,	1997;	Cooper,	1995;	Lee	&	
Shemilt,	 2004;	 Lee	&	Ashby,	 2000;	VanSledright,	 2002)	 and	 expand	on	 them	by	 situating	 this	
thinking	within	the	emerging	field	of	epistemic	cognition.	One	of	the	most	prominent	bottlenecks	
was	 a	 belief	 that	 the	 past	 and	 history	 are	 the	 same.	 Conflating	 “the	 past”	 with	 “history”	 is	 a	
common	preconception	 that	 is	 also	 found	with	 second	 and	 third	 level	 students	 (Ashby,	 2011;	
Chapman,	2011;	Bain,	2005),	primary	student	teachers	(Miguel-Revilla,	Carril-Merino	&	Sánchez-
Agustí,	 2020)	 and	 even	 other	 adult	 populations	 (VanSledright	 &	 Maggioni,	 2016;	 Maggioni	
VanSledright	 &	 Alexander,	 2009).	 Equating	 history	 with	 the	 past	 can	 influence	 children’s	
understanding	 of	 history	 in	 a	 number	 of	 ways	 and	 can	 cause	 children	 to	 develop	 a	 series	 of	
assumptions	 based	 on	 their	 everyday	 encounters	 of	 a	 knowable	 past	 they	 have	 directly	
experienced	(Chapman,	2011).	When	students	view	history	as	“everything	from	the	past”	they	do	
so	with	everyday	conjectures	about	that	past	such	as	“the	past	cannot	change”	and	“things	can	
only	happen	one	way”	and	struggle	to	recognise	that	history	is	the	study	and	interpretation	of	
selected	past	events	and	those	interpretations	can	and	do	change	based	on	the	reading	of	evidence.	
Underpinning	 this,	 from	 an	 epistemic	 perspective,	 is	 an	 Absolutist	 position	 in	which	multiple	
perspectives	are	non-existent	as	there	can	be	only	one	attainable	truth.	From	a	disciplinary	point	
of	view,	this	epistemic	belief	translates	into	a	view	that	history	is	an	uncontested	narrative.	Facts	
are	viewed	as	authorless	bodies	of	information	to	be	learned	off	by	heart	and	historical	narratives	
are	seen	as	single,	true	accounts	of	a	fixed	past.	History,	for	many	of	these	children,	was	either	“the	
past”	or	“what	you	get	in	the	textbook”	and	the	historian’s	job,	whether	the	professional	or	the	
scholar,	was	to	piece	together	these	facts	with	little	attention	given	to	the	interpretative	nature	of	
historical	research.	By	equating	history	to	the	accumulation	of	historical	knowledge,	the	role	of	
evidence	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 historical	 knowledge	 claims	 was	 considered	 unnecessary	 or	
irrelevant.	
Multiperspectivity,	within	the	discipline	of	history,	is	built	upon	the	premise	that	history	is	a	

discipline	based	on	interpretation	and	that	multiple	perspectives	of	historical	events	and	figures	
are	not	only	possible	but	necessary	(Low-Beer,	1997).	It	requires	a	personal	understanding	that	
people	can	have	differing	interpretations	of	an	event	or	a	source.	From	a	historical	point	of	view,	
multiperspectivity	also	allows	children	to	explore	a	historical	event	from	a	variety	of	perspectives.	
The	 capacity	 to	 engage	 with	 multiple	 perspectives	 rests	 upon	 an	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	
“slippery	 nature”	 (Monte-Sano	 &	 Reisman,	 2015)	 of	 historical	 knowledge	 itself.	 Historical	
narratives	often	contain	multiple	and	conflicting	perspectives	and	a	key	learning	point	children	
should	take	from	the	study	of	history	is	that	these	narratives	can	be	constructed	and	interpreted	
in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways.	 In	 relation	 to	 history	 education,	 the	 epistemic	 idea	 that	 history	 is	
interpretative	draws	on	an	appreciation	of	the	existence	of	multiple	narratives	or	perspectives	
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about	 historic	 events	 (Wansink,	 Akkerman,	 Zuiker,	 &	 Wubbels,	 2018)	 yet	 the	 ability	 to	
conceptualise	 the	 existence	 of	 these	 was	 rare	 in	 these	 interviews.	 Studies	 with	 second-level	
students	 have	 shown	 remarkable	 congruity	 with	 the	 responses	 found	 in	 the	 present	 study.	
Limon’s	(2002)	Spanish	study,	for	example,	found	that	some	students	viewed	history	as	one	true	
and	uncontestable	narrative	that	is	found	in	the	textbook	and	discrepancies	in	accounts	were	the	
result	 of	 errors	 or	 lies.	 The	 results	 of	 the	 present	 research,	 particularly	 those	 concerning	 the	
existence	of	multiple	accounts	of	the	same	historical	event,	indicate	that	though	many	children	
exhibited	a	growing	personal	awareness	of	the	constructed	nature	of	knowledge,	they	displayed	
a	reluctance	to	apply	this	to	the	discipline	of	history.	It	has	been	proposed	that	Multiplist	beliefs	
about	subjective	knowledge	(e.g.,	personal	preferences	and	aesthetic	judgments),	develop	early;	
however,	beliefs	about	objective	disciplines,	such	as	history,	may	not	develop	until	later	(Burr	&	
Hofer,	2002;	Kuhn	&	Weinstock,	2002).	This	proposition	has	been	complemented	by	Theory	of	
Mind	(ToM)	studies.		
ToM	relates	to	the	ability	to	predict	and	explain	the	behaviour	of	ourselves	and	others	and	to	

understand	that	other	people’s	thoughts	and	beliefs	may	be	different	from	our	own	(Devine,	2016;	
Wellman,	 Fang	 &	 Peterson,	 2011).	 Some	 researchers	 propose	 that	 key	 facets	 of	 epistemic	
cognition,	 such	 as	 competence	 in	 understanding	 theory-evidence	 coordination	 as	 well	 as	 the	
ability	to	connect	the	role	of	the	human	mind	to	knowing,	have	their	roots	in	children’s	early	ToM	
achievements	 (Iordanou,	 2017).	 Kyriakopoulou	 and	 Vosniadou’s	 (2020)	 study	 of	 multiple	
interpretations	 in	 science	 learning	 suggests	 that	 primary	 children’s	 ability	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	
differences	between	their	own	beliefs	and	the	beliefs	of	others	in	the	social	domain	is	a	forerunner	
of	an	ability	to	comprehend	that	the	same	event	in	the	physical	world	can	receive	more	than	one	
interpretation.	 This,	 as	 Kyriakopoulou	 and	 Vosniadou	 (2020)	 propose,	 may	 allow	 for	 such	
understanding	to	apply	to	other	domains.	Recognition	of	differing	beliefs/interpretations	in	the	
ToM	domain,	therefore,	may	provide	the	foundation	upon	which	a	conceptual	understanding	of	
the	 nature	 of	 domain-specific	 knowledge	 is	 built.	 While	 the	 findings	 presented	 in	 this	 paper	
support	 the	 idea	 that	 children’s	 ToM	 achievements	 in	 the	 social	 sphere	 can	 support	 their	
understanding	of	domain-specific	concepts,	the	relationship	between	them	is	not	linear.	Studies	
that	 demonstrate	 the	 persistence	 of	 epistemic	 bottlenecks	 in	 the	 historical	 thinking	 of	 older	
students	(see	Chapman,	2011;	Limon,	2002;	Chapman	&	Goldsmith,	2015)	suggest	that,	for	most	
students,	naive	beliefs	need	to	be	explicitly	challenged.	Many	of	the	children	interviewed	in	this	
study	displayed	a	Mulitplist	stance	in	regard	to	subjective	knowledge	in	that	they	recognised	the	
existence	of	multiple	interpretations	of	the	same	event	but	most	reverted	to	a	more	Absolutist	
stance	when	applying	this	to	the	discipline	of	history.	This	has	implications	for	the	teaching	of	
complex	disciplinary	concepts	and	suggests	that	such	teaching	should	begin	with	challenging	the	
everyday	assumptions	children	have	prior	to	introducing	discipline-specific	activities.	Purposeful	
teaching	 for	 conceptual	 understanding	 therefore	 needs	 to	 make	 explicit	 those	 links	 between	
everyday	thinking	and	disciplinary	thinking.	

Implications	for	teaching	

The	current	 Irish	Primary	History	Curriculum,	 like	many	other	history	curricula,	advocates	an	
enquiry-based	framework	for	school	history	that	favours	engaging	the	child	in	analysing	sources	
and	 identifying	 how	 historical	 claims	 are	 constructed	 (National	 Council	 for	 Curriculum	 and	
Assessment	 (NCCA,	 1999).	 Anecdotal	 evidence,	 however,	 suggests	 that	 teacher-led	 textbook	
instruction	is	still	prevalent	in	Ireland	(NCCA,	2008a,	2008b;	Waldron	et	al.,	2009)	and	elsewhere.	
The	evidence	from	these	interviews	indicates	that	such	an	approach	to	history	education	can	work	
to	 constrain	 children’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 discipline,	 and	 of	 more	 concern,	 can	 contribute	
towards	 strengthening	 epistemic	 bottlenecks.	 These	 results	 suggest	 that	 the	 educational	
environment	has	a	substantial	bearing	on	the	way	students	conceptualise	the	nature	of	history.	
From	a	pedagogical	point	of	view,	these	initial	conceptualisations	are	important	as	they	act	as	the	
“foundation	upon	which	the	more	formal	understanding	of	the	subject	matter	is	built”	(Donovan,	
Bransford	&	Pellegrino,	1999,	p.15).		



“We	can’t	really	know	cos	we	weren’t	really	there”		 93	

Though	 emergent	 and	 initially	 inchoate,	 the	 epistemic	 bottlenecks	 identified	 here	 show	
commonalities	with	second	and	third-level	students’	preconceptions	about	the	nature	of	history.	
This	 indicates	 that	 the	 bottlenecks	 young	 children	 form	 in	 the	 early	 years	 about	 history	 can	
remain	relatively	stable	throughout	their	education.	The	persistent	nature	of	these	often	implicit	
bottlenecks	suggests	the	need	for	specific	interventions	to	contest	them	as	they	may	not	disappear	
of	their	own	accord.	Teachers	need	to	be	familiar	with	these	bottlenecks	and	incorporate	ways	to	
challenge	them	into	their	pedagogical	approach	to	learning.	Challenging	such	beliefs	is	critical	to	
the	development	of	powerful	ideas	about	history	(Chapman	&	Goldsmith,	2015).	Without	explicit	
teaching	on	the	work	of	historians,	or	engagement	with	historical	thinking	and	historical	enquiry,	
many	 students	 will	 continue	 to	 view	 history	 as	 the	 past	 and	 view	 it	 as	 factual,	 fixed	 and	
uncontested.	

Further	directions	

Though	 embryonic,	 some	 of	 the	 children’s	 comments	 showed	 that	 questions	 posed	 were	
unlocking	 new	 ways	 of	 thinking.	 This	 process	 of	 “epistemic	 disruption”	 (Ní	 Cassaithe,	 2020)	
appeared	to	be	set	in	motion	through	posing	epistemic-framed	questions	that	prompted	children	
to	reflect	on	abstract,	philosophical	issues	they	may	have	never	considered	before.	The	children’s	
responses	indicated	that	such	reflections	can	initiate	a	disruption	in	their	current	conceptions.	In	
a	number	of	instances,	once	prompted	to	reflect	on	such	issues,	children	such	as	Sofia	and	Danny	
began	to	move	to	more	sophisticated	levels	of	thinking.	This	suggests	that	questions	promoting	
reflective	dialogue	and	the	provision	of	opportunities	to	engage	with	abstract	topics	can	provide	
a	context	for	the	activation	of	particular	forms	of	epistemic	thinking.	Further	research	will	need	
to	be	conducted	to	verify	if	discussions	alone	can	stimulate	epistemic	change.	

Conclusion	

Children	enter	the	history	classroom	with	preconceptions	on	the	nature	of	history	and	historical	
knowledge.	 Some	 of	 these	 originate	 in	 their	 own	 everyday	 understandings	 of	 how	 the	world	
works	 and	 others	 are	 reinforced	 by	 the	 educational	 practices	with	which	 they	 engage.	 These	
experiences	can	combine	to	create	epistemic	bottlenecks	that	constrain	historical	understanding.	
Introducing	 students	 to	 the	 epistemological	 features	 of	 history	 may	 help	 overcome	 these.	
Although	 further	 research	 is	 needed,	 the	 present	 results	 indicate	 that	 epistemic	 beliefs	 are	
important	factors	to	take	into	consideration	as	children	negotiate	their	way	through	the	difficult	
conceptual	terrain	of	understanding	the	nature	of	history.	Rather	than	conceptualising	epistemic	
bottlenecks	 as	 deficits,	 they	 can	 be	 put	 to	 constructive	 use,	 particularly	 if	 classroom	 teachers	
utilise	 them	 as	 catalysts	 or	 springboards	 to	 enable	 children	 to	 critically	 examine	 their	 own	
ingrained	beliefs	about	historical	knowledge	and	ways	of	knowing.		
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Appendix	A:	Semi	Structured	Interview	Questions	

(bulleted	questions	were	used	if	the	child	had	difficulties	with	the	initial	question)	

 
1. What	is	history?	

• If	an	alien	was	to	land	here,	how	would	you	explain	to	him	or	her	what	history	is?	
	

2. Where	does	historical	knowledge	come	from?		
• How	do	people	in	the	present	find	out	about	how	things	were	in	the	past?		
• How	do	we	know	about	what	happened	in	the	past?	

	
3. Do	you	think	we	know	everything	there	is	to	know	about	the	past?	

	
4. What	does	a	historian	do?	

• If	you	were	to	watch	a	historian	at	work	what	might	you	see	them	doing?	
	

5. If	two	people	witnessed	the	same	event,	would	it	be	possible	for	them	to	give	different	accounts	of	
what	happened?		
• Why?		
• Why	not?	
• If	yes,	how	would	you	know	which	one	to	believe?	

	
6. What	about	a	historical	event?		

• Could	there	be	different	accounts	of	what	happened?		
• If	yes,	how	would	you	know	which	one	to	believe?	

	
7. What	are	the	best	ways	to	learn	history?	

	
8. During	a	history	lesson,	what	do	you	typically	do?	

	
9. Are	you	good	at	history?	

• Why	do	you	think	this?	
• Why	do	you	not	think	this?	

	
10. How	would	you	describe	someone	who	is	good	at	history?	

	
11. Do	you	like	school	history?	Why/Why	not?	

	
12. Have	you	ever	learned	about	history	outside	of	school?		

	
13. Why	do	you	think	we	study	history	in	school?	

• Do	you	think	is	it	important	to	study	history	in	school?	
	
Those	are	all	the	questions	I	have	for	you.	Do	you	have	any	questions	for	me?	
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Appendix	B:	Excerpt	from	Sofia’s	interview	(3a)	

Interviewer:	 Sofia	can	you	explain	to	me,	what	is	history?	
Sofia:	 History	is	everything	that	happened	in	the	past.	Even	this	I’m	saying	now	is	history.	History	

is…	emmm…	myths	that	are	not	real	and	are	from	the	past	like	Tir	na	nÓg	-	you	know	when	
you	weren't	allowed	to	put	your	foot	back	on	the	ground	in	Ireland?	You	know	your	man	
who	was	gone	for	a	few	years	and	then	he	came	back	and	he	put	his	foot	on	the	ground	and	
he	became	old?	That's	a	myth.	

	
Interviewer:	 So	history	is	myths	that	are	not	real?	
Sofia:	 Well	some	of	the	myths	could	be	real	like	the	Giant's	Causeway,	well	it	is	real	-	the	Giant's	

Causeway.	
	
Interviewer:	 Right,	so	how	do	we	know	what	is	real	in	history?	
Sofia:	 Some	of	 it	could	be	true	and	some	of	 it	couldn't	be	true	but	you'd	never	know	because	

you've	never	seen	what	actually	happened	because	you	weren't	born	when	it	happened.	
You	only	know	if	you	are	there.	

	
Interviewer:	 So	can	you	only	really	know	history	if	you	were	there	when	it	happened?	
Sofia:	 	 Well	you	could	know	by	books	as	well.	
	
Interviewer:	 And	were	the	people	who	wrote	the	books	there	then?	
Sofia:	 	 (shrugs	shoulders)	Maybe?	I	don’t	know.	
	
Interviewer:	 So	where	do	you	think	the	people	who	write	the	books	get	their	information	from?	
Sofia:	 They	get	it	from	the	past	
	
Interviewer:	 So	they	ring	up	the	past	and	say	tell	me	what	was	happening?			
Sofia:	 	 (Laughs)	Hang	on,	let	me	think	….	emmm	…	no,	it	probably	comes	from	the		

past	when	it	was	written	first	and	they	probably	made	the	history	book	and	put	it	in	there.	
People	that	are	from	the	past	probably	writ	it	and	then	people	who	write	the	new	books	
get	it	from	that.	So	somebody	who	was	there	writes	it	down	but	they	could	they	could	still	
be	alive	you	never	know,	and	then	they	would	write	the	book	themselves	or	they	could	tell	
the	story	to	their	family.	

	
Interviewer:	 What	if	we	wanted	to	find	out	something	from	the	ancient	past,	like	really	far	back?	
Sofia:		 	 You	can	go	to	a	castle	or	some	sort,	and	you	might	meet	one,	like,	a	Viking,	or		

if	there's	no	Vikings	left	alive	you	can	find	someone	who	was	related	to	them	and	related	
to	them	and	related	to	them	and	then	the	person	that	still	alive	now,	they	were	his	cousin	
sort	of	and	they		passed	 the	 story	 down.	 It's	 …	 it's	making	 sense	 to	me	 now	 that	 I	 am	
thinking	about	it,	so	somebody	who	was	there	writes	it	down	but	they	could	they	could	
still	be	alive	you	never	know,	and	then	they	would	write	the	book	themselves	or	they	could	
tell	the	story	to	their	family.	

	
Interviewer:	 Ok,	it’s	making	sense	to	you	now	is	it?	So	how	else	can	we	find	out	about		

things	in	the	past?	
Sofia:	 	 Emmm	…	We	could	meet	a	historian?	We	could	go	to	the	Viking	Castle	and		

get	all	 the	broken	 things	 like	 in	 the	1916	Rising.	You	could	get	 the	photographs	 like	of	
Joseph	Plunkett	then	you’d	know	what	was	real.	Or	old	people	who	lived	back	then,	talk	to	
them,	they’d	tell	this	us	what	happened.	

	
Interviewer:	 Ok,	so	let’s	say	we	have	two	of	those	people	and	they	witnessed	the	same		

event	would	it	be	possible	for	them	to	give	different	versions	of	what	happened?	
Sofia:	 	 Course,	but	one	would	be	lying	
	
Interviewer:	 Let’s	say	no	one	was	lying.	Could	they	still	have	different	versions?	
Sofia:	 	 Emmmm,	yeah.	I	think	so.		 	
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Interviewer:	 Can	you	explain	how?	
Sofia:	 	 It	could	be	different	but	one	of	them	would	be	lying.	Like	if	they	didn't	know	

for	sure	a	historian	could	just	make	up	what	I	think	happened.		One	historian	
could	tell	lies	and	one	could	one	could	tell	the	real	truth,	But	there	are	master		
historians	who	know	everything	so	maybe	they	judge.	Like	if	you	wrote	a	
book	about	the	Romans,	and	the	master	historian	did	as	well,	he	could	say	
“actually	know	more	about	them	because	I	am	a	master	historian.”	

	
Interviewer:	 So	if	a	historian	can	tell	lies	about	the	past	how	do	we	know	who	is	telling		

the	truth?	
Sofia:	 	 That’s	it,	you	don't	know,	Maybe	you	might	know	from	your	own	knowledge.		

Like	if	one	historian	picked	up	something	covered	in	blood	it	could	be	fake	blood	or	it	could	
be	red	sauce	or	it	could	be	real	blood.	Like	if	they	were	
investigating	who	killed	somebody.	Real	blood	is	fresh	blood	and	ketchup	is	just	horrible.	

	

	



	
What	makes	a	testimony	believable?	
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historical	interpretation	and	the	aims	of	
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Diego	Miguel-Revilla	
University	of	Valladolid,	Spain	

ABSTRACT	
Epistemic	beliefs	about	history	can	have	a	profound	impact	on	the	way	students	understand	and	
approach	this	discipline	in	the	classroom.	During	the	last	decades,	significant	efforts	have	been	
made	in	order	to	conceptualise	different	epistemic	stances,	which	can	be	linked	with	historical	
thinking	concepts	such	as	the	use	of	evidence.	Recent	research	indicates	that	epistemic	beliefs	in	
history	are	not	only	connected	 to	an	understanding	about	 the	nature	of	 the	discipline	and	 the	
debate	about	objectivity,	but	also	to	the	conception	of	evidence	and	interpretation	in	history.	This	
study	makes	use	of	a	qualitative	design	in	order	to	examine	the	conceptions	and	ideas	regarding	
history	of	107	fourth-year	secondary	education	students	from	three	different	regions	in	Spain.	
Participants	were	asked	to	discuss	and	analyse	recent	and	contrasting	interpretations	of	sources	
linked	 to	 the	Spanish	 transition	 to	democracy	(1975-1982),	a	recent	and	controversial	period.	
Information	was	 obtained	 using	 a	 structured	 questionnaire,	 and	 responses	 were	 transcribed,	
codified	and	qualitatively	analysed	using	emerging	categories	with	ATLAS.ti.	Results	indicate	that	
a	majority	of	students	argued	that	all	testimonies	can	be	equally	valid	in	history,	even	if	they	show	
different	interpretations	or	contradictory	visions.	Only	a	reduced	number	of	participants	focused	
on	 the	 notion	 of	 evidence	 as	 a	 determining	 factor	 that	 can	 indicate	 whether	 a	 testimony	 is	
believable,	in	line	with	a	criterialist	epistemic	stance.	Spontaneous	and	implicit	references	to	the	
notions	of	objectivity	and	subjectivity	 in	history	were	also	analysed.	Results	also	show	diverse	
conceptions	about	the	aims	of	history:	many	secondary	education	students	explicitly	 indicated	
that	history	can	be	a	useful	tool	to	avoid	the	mistakes	of	the	past,	and	argued	that	it	should	not	be	
imitated.	Some	participants	argued	that	history	can	help	understand	our	present,	while	only	a	
minority	of	 students	explicitly	argued	 that	each	particular	historical	 context	 should	always	be	
taken	into	account	before	drawing	any	lesson	from	the	past.	Finally,	a	discussion	is	provided	about	
the	possibility	of	examining	students’	epistemic	beliefs	by	allowing	them	to	address	history	first-
hand.	The	study	concludes	that	some	of	the	conceptual	shortfalls	that	were	detected	in	secondary	
education	students	could	be	addressed	by	fostering	historical	thinking	and	understanding,	and	by	
allowing	students	to	work	with	sources	and	testimonies.	
	
KEYWORDS	
Epistemic	beliefs,	history	education,	historical	thinking,	use	of	evidence,	epistemic	cognition	
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Introduction 

Over	the	last	few	decades,	numerous	efforts	have	been	made	in	order	to	conceptualise	and	analyse	
the	way	students	and	educators	think	about	history,	and	to	develop	comprehensive	theoretical	
frameworks	capable	of	characterising	their	ideas	about	the	nature	and	practice	of	this	discipline.	
Following	 an	 approach	 first	 originated	 in	 the	 United	 Kingdom	 in	 the	 1970s	with	The	 Schools	
Council	History	Project,	which	 later	 influenced	and	was	 influenced	by	other	national	 traditions	
(Lévesque	 &	 Clark,	 2018),	 researchers	 started	 focusing	 on	 second-order	 concepts	 such	 as	
evidence,	empathy	or	causation	to	delineate	key	historical	thinking	concepts	(Lee,	2005;	Seixas,	
2017a).	
Many	of	the	studies	that	have	examined	how	students	think	about	these	concepts	have	also	

addressed	 topics	 such	 as	 epistemic	 beliefs	 in	 history	 due	 to	 the	 connection	 and,	 sometimes,	
assimilation	between	second-order	concepts	and	ideas	related	to	how	history	is	constructed	over	
time	(Mathis	&	Parkes,	2020;	VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	Characterising	and	then	exploring	
these	ideas	can,	in	fact,	provide	multiple	opportunities	to	understand	how	students	think	about	
the	 nature	 of	 history,	 something	 that	 can	 help	 detect	 students’	 learning	 difficulties	 and	
preconceptions,	 and	 inform	 teaching	 practices.	 For	 that	 reason,	 this	 research	 focuses	 on	
secondary	 education	 students,	 and	 aims	 to	 examine	 their	 ideas	 regarding	 validity	 and	
interpretation	 in	 history,	while	 also	 analysing	 their	 conceptions	 about	 the	 aims	 of	 history.	 By	
doing	this,	the	goal	of	the	study	is	to	also	consider	participants’	epistemic	beliefs,	in	connection	
with	some	of	the	ideas	in	discussion.	

Characterising	epistemic	beliefs	about	history	

The	scientific	literature	exploring	the	conceptualisation	of	epistemic	beliefs	in	history,	while	not	
as	 extensive	 as	 that	 focused	 on	 non-domain-specific	 epistemic	 beliefs,	 has	 recently	 made	
significant	 advances.	 By	 focusing	 on	 history	 education	 as	 a	 field	with	 its	 own	 characteristics,	
researchers	 have	 been	 able	 to	 adapt	 general	 stages	 of	 epistemic	 cognition,	 such	 as	 the	 pre-
reflective,	quasi-reflective	and	reflective	levels	conceptualised	by	King	and	Kitchener	(2002),	and	
conceptualised	 specific	 stances,	 that	 is,	 epistemic	 positions	 to	 be	 adopted,	 for	 this	 particular	
discipline.	
In	 this	 regard,	 Lee	 and	 Shemilt	 (2003)	were	 among	 the	more	 prominent	 researchers	who	

developed	 a	 comprehensive	 model	 that	 tried	 to	 explain	 progression	 in	 the	 way	 students	
understand	 the	 second-order	 concept	 of	 evidence	 in	 history.	 By	 defining	 a	 series	 of	 different	
stages,	Lee	and	Schemilt	tried	to	characterise	diverse	ways	in	which	students	perceived	historical	
evidence	(as	pictures	of	the	past,	information,	testimony,	scissors	and	paste,	evidence	in	isolation,	
and	evidence	in	context).	This	model	was	very	influential	in	the	development	of	a	new	theoretical	
framework	by	Maggioni	and	her	colleagues,	with	the	understanding	that	the	concept	of	evidence	
“is	a	pivotal	idea	in	epistemic	cognition	in	history”	(Maggioni	et	al.,	2009,	p.	196).	
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Maggioni,	who	had	been	interested	in	the	assessment	of	epistemic	beliefs	about	history	for	a	
long	 time,	proposed	a	conceptual	model	based	on	 three	different	epistemic	stances	(Maggioni,	
Alexander,	&	VanSledright,	2004;	VanSledright	&	Maggioni,	2016).	The	copier	or	objectivist	stance	
is	described	a	static	conception	of	history	in	which	an	objective	truth	is	seen	as	possible	to	achieve.	
The	second	vision,	referred	to	as	the	borrower	or	subjectivist	stance,	can	be	characterised	by	a	
sceptic	and	sometimes	relativistic	approach,	in	which	opinions	and	interpretations	assume	a	key	
role.	Last	of	all,	people	that	adhere	to	the	criterialist	stance	are	expected	to	have	a	more	nuanced	
vision	of	history,	both	in	relation	to	its	nature	and	to	how	knowledge	is	obtained	and	interpreted,	
building	on	the	framework	of	Lee	and	Shemilt	(2003).	
Research	 indicates	 that	 epistemic	 beliefs	 in	 history	 are	 not	 only	 connected	 with	 an	

understanding	about	the	nature	of	the	discipline	and	the	debate	about	objectivity,	but	also	with	
the	 conception	 of	 evidence	 and	 interpretation	 in	 history	 (Miguel-Revilla,	 Calle-Carracedo,	 &	
Sánchez-Agustí,	2021).	Due	to	the	particular	nature	of	history	education,	the	notion	of	validity	can	
be	highlighted	as	one	of	the	key	elements	that	can	shape	the	way	students	think	and	reflect	about	
how	historical	knowledge	is	constructed.	This,	in	turn,	is	connected	to	the	way	students	believe	
evidence	is	used	in	history,	and	related	to	their	beliefs	about	the	role	of	subjectivity	or	objectivity	
in	 this	 discipline,	 elements	 that	 can	 play	 a	 fundamental	 role	 in	 historical	 interpretation.	 For	
instance,	in	line	with	the	latter,	authors	such	as	Martens	(2015)	have	proposed	stages	or	levels	of	
understanding	 regarding	 interpretation.	 In	 this	 categorisation,	 very	 similar	 to	 the	 framework	
developed	by	Lee	and	Shemilt	(2003)	and	the	one	proposed	by	Maggioni	et	al.	(2004),	history	can	
be	seen	as	a	picture	of	the	past,	as	the	historian’s	intention,	as	interpretation	of	the	past	or,	finally,	
as	a	construct.		
To	sum	up,	research	into	epistemic	cognition	focuses	on	the	way	people	think	and	reflect	about	

the	nature	and	process	of	knowledge,	but	this	field	is	vast	and	has	adopted	multiple	perspectives	
over	time	regarding	knowledge.	Epistemic	beliefs	have	become	one	of	the	main	research	lines	in	
this	area,	due	to	their	conceptualisation	“as	an	influence	upon,	and	result	of,	cognitive	processing”	
(Greene,	Sandoval	&	Bråten,	p.	5).	As	such,	epistemic	beliefs	can	be	defined	as	or	refer	to	“beliefs	
about	knowledge	and	knowing”	(Hofer,	2016,	p.	22),	and	from	the	point	of	view	of	this	particular	
discipline,	epistemic	beliefs	reflect	beliefs	that	take	into	consideration	how	history	is	constructed	
and	 interpreted,	 among	 other	 elements	 related	 to	 historical	 knowledge.	 In	 this	 regard,	 an	
examination	of	the	way	key	historical	concepts	such	as	validity	and	interpretation	are	understood	
could	provide	an	insight	to	the	way	students	think	about	the	construction	of	historical	knowledge,	
and	the	way	these	notions	are	connected	with	epistemic	beliefs.	

Understanding	the	effects	of	epistemic	beliefs	in	history	education	

Epistemic	beliefs	about	history	do	not	only	describe	the	way	students	or	educators	simply	think	
about	knowledge	in	this	particular	field,	but	can	also	assume	an	important	role	in	influencing	the	
way	they	address	history	education.	From	the	point	of	view	of	teachers,	research	indicates	that	
aims	of	history	are	closely	related	to	different	epistemic	stances,	and	that	less	reflective	stances	
are	usually	related	to	traditional	approaches	that	 tend	to	 focus	on	fostering	national	 identities	
(Sakki	&	Pirttilä-Backman,	2019).	Research	also	indicates	that	pre-service	and	in-service	teachers’	
practices	can	be	developed	after	specific	interventions	(VanSledright	&	Reddy,	2014),	although	
Stoddard	 (2010)	 cautions	 that	 educators’	 epistemic	 stances	 do	 not	 always	 go	 beyond	 the	
conceptual	sphere	into	actual	teaching	practices.	
For	students,	an	analysis	of	 their	epistemic	beliefs	about	history	can	help	 identify	potential	

shortfalls	 in	 historical	 understanding	 in	 order	 to	 propose	 solutions.	While	 available	 research	
indicates	that	students	usually	show	many	difficulties	and	shortcomings	when	analysing	historical	
evidence,	using	primary	or	secondary	sources	can	help	students	become	aware	of	how	history	is	
constructed	or	how	to	compare	different	or	contrasting	accounts	(Chapman,	2011;	Hicks	et	al.,	
2016;	Pickles,	2010).	Studies	in	this	field	indicate	that	many	students	tend	to	conceive	historical	
evidence	 as	 a	 direct	 link	 to	 the	 past,	 and	 that	 they	 think	 that	 interpretation	 is	 not	 necessary,	
believing	that	sources	provide	direct	information	about	what	already	happened	(Barton,	2008).	
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Interventions	that	have	focused	on	how	to	work	with	historical	evidence	in	the	classroom	have	
found	that	it	is	possible	to	use	a	disciplinary	approach	(teaching	students	how	to	analyse	sources	
and	work	like	historians,	for	instance),	and	how	it	could	help	students	assume	a	more	nuanced	
epistemic	stance	(Nokes,	2014).	
Specifically,	some	of	these	notions	have	also	been	a	main	focus	of	interest	in	the	Spanish	context,	

where	 the	 intervention	 described	 in	 this	 particular	 study	 took	 place.	 During	 the	 last	 decade,	
authors	 have	 examined	 Spanish	 prospective	 teachers	 and	 students’	 historical	 competences,	
including	their	ability	to	focus	on	causality,	empathy,	or	their	narrative	discourse	(Molina-Puche	
&	Salmerón-Ayala,	2020;	Sáiz-Serrano,	Gómez-Carrasco	&	López-Facal,	2018),	as	well	as	how	to	
interpret	historical	sources	(Domínguez-Castillo	et	al.,	2021),	among	other	aspects.	In	connection,	
epistemological	conceptions	have	also	been	the	focus	of	specific	studies	with	pre-service	teachers	
(Gómez-Carrasco,	 Rodríguez-Pérez,	 &	 Mirete-Ruiz,	 2018;	 Miguel-Revilla,	 Calle-Carracedo,	 &	
Sánchez-Agustí,	 2021),	 something	 that	 has	 allowed	 the	 detection	 of	 predominant	 stances	 and	
conceptual	roadblocks	in	this	particular	context.	

Pedagogical	approaches	to	make	history	relevant	

At	the	same	time,	promoting	a	much	more	nuanced	approach	to	history	education	can	also	provide	
a	 path	 for	 students	 to	 appreciate	 the	 relevance	 of	 history.	 Research	 indicates	 that	 secondary	
education	students	do	not	always	feel	this	discipline	is	in	connection	with	their	interests	and	daily	
lives	 (Angvik	 &	 von	 Borries,	 1997;	 Haydn	&	Harris,	 2010),	 something	 that	 is	 also	 sometimes	
detected	in	undergraduate	students	(Berg,	2019).	In	this	regard,	adopting	specific	strategies	such	
as	using	historical	analogies,	using	a	longitudinal	approach,	or	addressing	enduring	human	issues	
can	help	students	perceive	history	as	something	closer	to	their	interests	(van	Straaten,	Wilschut,	
&	 Oostdam,	 2018).	 These	 pedagogical	 approaches	 can	 also	 be	 useful	 in	 order	 for	 students	 to	
become	aware	of	aspects	related	with	interpretation	in	history,	an	important	part	of	epistemic	
cognition	 in	 this	 discipline,	 and	 especially,	 to	 question	 themselves	 about	 the	 aims	 of	 history,	
something	 that	 has	 also	 been	 explored	 in	 Spain	 by	 focusing	 on	 both	 pre-service	 educators	
(González-Valencia,	 Santisteban-Fernández,	 &	 Pagès-Blanch,	 2020)	 and	 secondary	 education	
students	(Miguel-Revilla,	2022).	
This	last	element	can	be	put	in	close	relation	to	the	idea	of	historical	consciousness,	which	has	

been	a	central	idea	in	history	education	in	the	last	decades	(Seixas,	2017b;	Thorp,	2014),	with	the	
objective	of	making	students	establish	a	connection	between	the	past,	the	present	and	the	future.	
For	this	reason,	addressing	controversial	issues	or	historical	periods	in	the	classroom	can	provide	
a	 helpful	 opportunity	 to	 promote	 student	 engagement	 (Miguel-Revilla,	 Calle-Carracedo,	 &	
Sánchez-Agustí,	2021)	while	also	allowing	teachers	to	make	students	aware	of	the	different	ways	
history	is	used	in	our	society	(McCully	&	Kitson,	2005),	and	some	of	the	aims	of	history	education.	

Purpose	of	the	study	and	research	questions	

Taking	into	account	the	theoretical	framework	and	studies	that	were	reviewed	in	the	previous	
section,	this	study	aims	to	examine	the	results	of	an	empirical	intervention,	and	to	closely	examine	
students’	epistemic	beliefs	in	order	to	inform	educational	practices	in	history	education.	Taking	
into	account	this	particular	context,	second-order	concepts	are	not	conceptualised	in	the	Spanish	
curriculum,	which	mainly	focuses	on	substantive	content,	and	teacher	practices	that	are	promoted	
are	not	usually	 aimed	at	 focusing	on	historical	 interpretation	with	historical	 sources.	 For	 that	
reason,	the	main	aim	of	this	research	is	to	analyse	the	way	Spanish	secondary	education	students	
think	about	historical	interpretation	and	about	their	conceptions	regarding	the	aims	of	history,	
key	 aspects	 closely	 related	 to	 epistemic	 cognition	 about	 this	 discipline.	 The	 study	 intents	 to	
qualitatively	examine	students’	ideas	regarding	these	topics	using	a	questionnaire	and	historical	
sources	after	 learning	about	 the	Spanish	 transition	 to	democracy,	a	historical	period	that	 took	
place	 between	 1975	 and	 1982	 and	 that	 is	 still	 influential	 in	 modern-day	 Spain	 due	 to	 its	
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controversial	nature	and	connection	to	the	present.	The	research	questions	guiding	this	study	are	
the	following:	

 
1. How	do	secondary	education	students	approach	validity	and	 interpretation	 in	history?	

What	are	their	ideas	regarding	objectivity	and	subjectivity	in	history,	as	well	as	about	the	
use	of	evidence,	to	determine	whether	a	testimony	is	believable	or	valid?	How	are	some	
of	these	notions	connected	with	participants’	epistemic	beliefs?	

2. What	are	some	of	the	key	secondary	education	students’	conceptions	about	the	aims	of	
history?	In	which	ways	do	participants	consider	history	useful?	

Methods	

The	interpretative	nature	of	history	and	history	education,	and	the	requirement	to	achieve	an	in-
depth	 examination	 of	 secondary	 education	 students’	 responses	 to	 different	 and	 sometimes	
contradictory	historical	sources	made	it	necessary	to	adopt	a	qualitative	research	design	for	this	
study	(Creswell,	2014).	This	design	was	deemed	appropriate	to	analyse	and	contrast	participants’	
ideas	and	conceptions	due	to	the	fact	that	a	qualitative	approach	can	be	considered	interpretive,	
experiential	 and	 situational	 (Stake,	 2010).	 Students’	 responses	 were	 codified	 using	 emerging	
categories.	

Context	and	participants	

A	total	of	107	 fourth-year	Spanish	secondary	education	students	aged	between	15	and	16	(55	
female	and	52	male	participants)	were	selected	for	this	study.	All	students	were	enrolled	in	three	
public	schools	 located	in	three	different	Spanish	regions:	21	in	Oviedo,	33	in	Burgos	and	53	in	
Laguna	de	Duero	(Valladolid).	Because	 teachers	 in	charge	of	each	group	allowed	access	 to	 the	
researcher	 in	order	 to	 initiate	 an	 intervention	and	obtain	data,	 the	 sampling	approach	 can	be	
described	as	non-probabilistic	(Neuman,	2007).	On	the	other	hand,	students	were	selected	from	
three	different	Spanish	regions	allowing	for	the	implementation	of	a	purposive	typical	sampling	
strategy	to	obtain	information	from	comparable	groups	and	contexts	(Wellington,	2015),	as	well	
as	to	allow	the	sample	to	be	more	representative	of	the	nation	as	a	whole.	
An	 intervention	 with	 a	 digital	 learning	 environment	 designed	 for	 this	 purpose	 was	

implemented	by	the	researcher	for	a	total	of	 three	weeks	 in	order	to	teach	students	about	the	
Spanish	 transition	 to	democracy	 (1975-1982).	This	 implementation	 adopted	 an	 inquiry-based	
approach	to	make	students	reflect	about	some	of	the	key	historical	thinking	concepts,	and	about	
the	connection	between	the	past	and	the	present	(Miguel-Revilla	&	Sánchez-Agustí,	2018).	During	
the	intervention,	the	researcher,	adopting	the	role	of	the	teacher	during	that	period	of	time,	made	
use	of	the	computer	room	of	the	schools,	and	organised	the	sessions	in	order	to	cover	different	
key	elements	about	 the	 time	period:	 from	the	political	sphere	 to	cultural,	 social	and	economic	
aspects	of	 the	era.	The	digital	 learning	environment	was	used	 to	provide	 students	 access	 to	 a	
selection	of	historical	sources	(videos,	newspaper	excepts,	song	lyrics,	etc.)	in	each	session,	which	
were	 annotated,	 and	 which	 were	 used	 to	 design	 interactive	 learning	 activities	 that	 explicitly	
addressed	second-order	concepts,	something	that	is	not	part	of	the	Spanish	curriculum,	and	that	
is	not	usually	a	main	focus	in	traditional	instruction.	
Some	of	the	tasks	that	students	were	asked	to	perform	include	identifying	and	contextualising	

a	 series	 of	 historical	 sources	 from	 the	 time	 period	 (such	 as	 representative	music	 videos	 and	
photos),	while	making	use	of	said	sources	to	gain	insight	about	a	specific	topic	(for	instance,	the	
mentality	of	 the	period)	by	 learning	 to	ask	 relevant	questions.	 Specific	 second-order	 concepts	
such	as	causality	or	change	and	continuity	were	also	used	as	the	basis	of	interactive	activities	in	
which	 participants	 were	 provided	 a	 task	 (such	 as	 ranking	 a	 series	 of	 potential	 causes	 of	 the	
Spanish	transition	to	democracy)	in	order	to	later	on	reflect	about	the	multiplicity	of	causes	or	
about	the	relevance	of	events	in	the	past.	In	most	of	these	activities,	students	were	made	aware	of	
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interpretation	in	history	and	about	different	and	contrasting	points	of	view,	something	that	was	
intended	to	make	them	reflect	about	these	issues.	
The	environment	could	also	have	allowed	students	to	familiarise	themselves	with	primary	and	

secondary	historical	sources	about	the	period	while	also	applying	an	active	teaching	methodology,	
something	that	was	well-received	by	the	students	and	allowed	them	to	become	more	engaged	in	
the	learning	process	(Miguel-Revilla,	Calle-Carracedo,	et	al.,	2021).	After	the	intervention,	once	
students	were	more	familiar	with	the	period,	a	questionnaire	was	used	to	 inquire	participants	
about	their	 ideas	regarding	interpretation	and	the	aims	of	history.	Data	was	obtained	with	the	
informed	consent	of	all	students	and	with	the	help	of	the	teachers	in	charge	of	every	group.		

Research	instrument	and	data	analysis	

Due	to	the	qualitative	nature	of	the	study,	and	in	order	to	be	able	to	allow	participants	to	explain	
and	 justify	 their	 responses,	 information	 was	 obtained	 using	 a	 structured	 open-ended	
questionnaire.	Two	specific	 items	were	incorporated	into	this	 instrument	with	the	objective	of	
inquiring	about	interpretation	and	objectivity	in	history,	as	well	about	the	aims	of	this	discipline.	
In	 one	 of	 the	 items,	 students	 were	 provided	 with	 two	 newspaper	 fragments,	 both	 of	 them	
addressing	the	life	of	Santiago	Carrillo,	a	 former	leader	of	the	Communist	Party	in	Spain	and	a	
controversial	historical	figure	during	the	Spanish	transition	to	democracy,	who	had	passed	away	
in	2012.	The	fragments	included	different	interpretations	provided	by	the	historian	Paul	Preston	
in	an	in-depth	interview	published	by	the	Spanish	newspaper	La	Vanguardia	on	April	6,	2013,	as	
well	as	diverse	opinions	from	other	politicians	reflecting	on	his	legacy,	using	an	article	published	
on	the	Spanish	newspaper	ABC	on	September	18,	2012.	Students	were	asked	to	discuss	the	sort	
of	information	they	were	able	to	obtain	from	those	articles,	where	a	multiplicity	of	positions	was	
presented	in	nearly	equal	terms,	as	well	as	to	reflect	about	the	existence	of	contradictory	positions.	
In	particular,	 the	historical	 figure	was	presented	 in	many	different	 lights,	 and,	occasionally,	 in	
diverse	 shades	 of	 grey.	 Finally,	 students	were	 also	 asked	 to	 provide	 their	 ideas	 and	 opinions	
regarding	 the	usefulness	 of	 studying	history	 to	 determine	participants’	 conceptions	 about	 the	
aims	of	this	discipline.	
The	paper	questionnaires	were	completed	by	the	participants	in	person	after	the	end	of	the	

intervention.	 All	 responses	 were	 transcribed,	 codified	 and	 qualitatively	 analysed	 with	 the	
ATLAS.ti	software.	Emerging	categories	were	used	following	some	of	the	principles	of	grounded	
theory	methodology	 (Waring,	 2017)	 in	 order	 to	 establish	 a	 connection	 between	 the	 different	
notions	and	ideas	and	systematically	examine	the	concepts	that	were	of	interest	for	this	study.	
The	 information	 was	 transcribed	 and	 coded	 by	 the	 author	 of	 this	 study,	 but	 no	 additional	
researchers	took	part	in	the	analysis,	limiting	the	ability	to	take	intersubjectivity	into	account.	The	
data	 were	 analysed	 using	 concepts	 regarding	 historical	 validity	 and	 interpretation,	 mainly	
connected	to	second-order	concepts	such	as	the	use	of	evidence	(Seixas,	2017a),	but	these	ideas,	
which	addressed	notions	such	as	objectivity	or	subjectivity	in	history	were	also	used	to	analyse	
how	these	notions	could	be	a	reflection	of	participants’	epistemic	beliefs.	For	this	reason,	some	of	
the	categories	related	to	epistemic	cognition	in	history	described	by	Maggioni	et	al.	(2009)	have	
been	used	in	order	to	discuss	and	interpret	the	result.	However,	due	to	the	fact	that	students	do	
not	categorically	adhere	to	a	specific	epistemic	stance,	the	objectivist,	subjectivist	and	criterialist	
stances	have	been	used	to	provide	a	discussion	and	gain	insight	by	establishing	some	connection	
between	 categories.	 In	 order	 to	 offer	 a	 more	 accurate	 representation	 of	 participants’	 ideas,	
specific	examples	and	discrepancies	have	been	selected	and	provided	when	presenting	the	results,	
enhancing	in	this	way	the	qualitative	validity	of	the	study	(Gibbs,	2007).	
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Results	

Students’	ideas	about	historical	validity	and	interpretation	

The	examination	of	the	results	focused,	first	of	all,	on	the	students’	conceptions	about	historical	
validity	and	interpretation.	As	previously	indicated,	participants	were	presented	with	different	
documents	in	order	for	them	to	reflect	about	the	legacy	of	Santiago	Carrillo.	Students’	responses	
were	 analysed	 taking	 into	 account,	 first	 of	 all,	 participants’	 reflections	 about	 the	 diverse	 and	
contradictory	 information	 provided	 by	 a	 historian	 and	 by	 politicians	 in	 newspaper	 fragments	
after	the	death	of	Carrillo,	and	secondly,	about	their	notions	about	objectivity	and	subjectivity	in	
history.	
When	confronted	with	different	testimonies	and	opinions	about	the	actions	and	legacy	of	this	

controversial	figure,	students	assumed	diverse	perspectives.	One	of	the	main	issues	detected	was	
that	a	majority	of	the	participants	(a	total	of	60	mentions	were	found)	explicitly	indicated	that	
they	considered	all	testimonies	equally	valid	when	confronting	different	views	about	the	period	
or	about	this	particular	historical	figure.	In	the	words	of	one	of	the	participants,	when	discussing	
about	two	contrasting	visions,	‘both	testimonies	are	valid	because	each	person	can	have	a	different	
opinion	and	that	is	respectable’	(98.Female),	while	another	student	pointed	out	that	‘all	of	us	are	
free	 to	 let	 our	 opinions	 be	 heard	 and	 respected’	 (53.F).	 This	 idea	was	 also	 reiterated	 by	 other	
participants	using	similar	or	more	nuanced	arguments,	like	in	the	following	example:	‘testimonies	
are	equally	valid,	because	everyone	can	have	a	different	opinion	depending	on	their	mentality	and	
ideology’	(106.F).	
In	some	occasions,	participants	seemed	to	have	problems	adequately	grasping	the	concept	of	

validity.	For	instance,	one	student	stated	that	from	her	own	point	of	view,	‘each	of	us	have	different	
opinions,	 all	 of	 them	 equally	 valid	 even	 if	 they	 are	 not	 true’	 (03.F),	 conceptualising	 the	 idea	 of	
validity	in	history	as	something	not	connected	with	a	factual	basis.	In	the	very	same	line,	another	
student	stated	that	‘all	opinions	are	valid	as	long	as	they	are	not	insulting	towards	other	people	or	
ideology,	and	that	is	why	they	would	be	equally	valid	even	if	you	do	not	share	them’	(49.Male).	This	
idea	of	equal	validity	that	has	been	described	in	the	last	two	paragraphs	might	be	connected	with	
a	relativist	perspective,	in	connection	with	a	subjectivist	or	borrower	epistemic	stance,	something	
that	will	be	discussed	later	on.	
Not	all	students	agreed	with	the	idea	that	all	testimonies	should	necessarily	be	considered	in	

the	same	way	when	examining	historical	documents.	After	analysing	the	responses,	a	total	of	40	
instances	were	detected	of	participants	providing	arguments	where	they	tried	to	present	a	case	
about	what	they	would	consider	as	a	criteria	to	establish	the	validity	of	 the	testimonies	under	
examination.	It	is	important	to	note	that	in	13	out	of	these	40	instances,	students	indicated	that	
their	 own	personal	 perceptions	would	 be	 the	 key	 factor	 in	 determining	 this	 validity.	 In	 these	
particular	cases,	participants	usually	held	themselves	in	high	esteem,	firmly	believing	that	they	
would	be	able	to	discriminate	between	information.	For	instance,	one	of	the	participants	pointed	
out	that	‘because	they	are	only	opinions,	I	would	try	to	understand	them,	and	that	way	obtain	the	
information	that	interest	me	the	most’	(54.F),	while	another	one	specified	that	‘one	would	have	to	
study	more	about	the	period	and	then	draw	their	own	conclusions’	(78.M).	
Conversely,	 some	 students	went	 beyond	 these	 type	 of	 arguments	 and	 tried	 to	 indicate	 an	

external	factor	that	would	help	them	differentiate	between	testimonies.	In	this	case,	participants	
highlighted	the	importance	of	the	author	of	each	text	because	‘it	depends	on	the	point	of	view	and	
ideology	of	the	one	who	is	talking’	(66.M),	as	one	student	indicated,	while	another	one	wondered	
about	‘how	different	a	person	could	be	depending	on	the	one	that	is	writing’	(102.M).	Surprisingly,	
very	few	participants	noticed	in	their	responses	that	a	professional	historian	(Paul	Preston)	was	
the	one	providing	his	point	of	view	in	one	of	the	documents.	A	student	pointed	this	out,	indicating	
that	‘in	the	second	text	there	is	an	interview	with	a	historian,	and	maybe	that	would	make	it	more	
valuable	than	the	other	one’	(61.F).	
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Students	addressed	the	notion	of	evidence	in	only	19	of	these	40	instances	that	try	to	establish	
a	criteria	for	the	assessment	of	validity.	On	the	one	hand,	participants	used	generic	arguments	in	
most	of	the	cases,	but	interestingly,	one	of	the	students	explicitly	indicated	that	her	opinion	was	
shaped	by	the	fact	that	in	one	of	the	documents	‘I	have	the	impression	that	it	is	not	completely	true,	
simply	because	they	do	not	contrast	ideas’	(82.F).	Conversely,	when	discussing	the	interview	with	
the	historian	she	indicated	that	‘it	is	more	faithful	to	me	because	he	contraposes	ideas,	highlighting	
and	verifying	them,	in	a	more	objective	manner’	(82.F).	A	similar	idea	was	presented	by	another	
student,	who	argued	that	while	some	testimonies	‘only	present	one	side	of	the	coin;	in	the	second	
[document]	they	show	the	good	things,	but	also	his	failures	and	mistakes’	(71.M).	
On	the	other	hand,	the	examination	of	the	responses	made	it	possible	to	observe	additional	

ideas.	 For	 instance,	 one	 of	 the	 participants	 focused	 on	 the	 number	 of	 statements	 defending	 a	
particular	position	as	a	criteria,	because	from	his	point	of	view,	one	of	the	texts	‘is	more	realistic,	
because	 it	 gathers	 the	 testimonies	 of	 other	 people,	 while	 there	 is	 only	 one	 on	 text	 B’	 (95.M).	
Interestingly,	some	students	implied	that	validity	in	history	stems	from	taking	a	few	key	elements	
from	each	testimony:	‘you	can	mix	and	create	a	description	using	those	testimonies	about	[Santiago]	
Carrillo’	(58.M).	
Finally,	 some	 of	 the	 spontaneous	 and	 implicit	 references	 to	 the	 notions	 of	 objectivity	 and	

subjectivity	in	history	were	also	analysed	due	to	their	relevance	in	relation	to	epistemic	beliefs	in	
this	discipline.	While	only	the	responses	of	a	few	students	discussed	or	mentioned	ideas	related	
to	 these	 notions,	 the	 conception	 of	 objectivity	 was	 addressed	 comparatively	 much	 more	
frequently.	The	12	participants	that	reflected	about	this	issue	in	their	responses	when	confronted	
with	the	different	documents	and	testimonies	usually	included	references	to	the	necessity	to	be	
objective	when	 examining	 evidence	 and	 that	 ‘historians	 need	 to	 have	 an	 objective	 vision	when	
examining	the	situation’	(28.F),	in	the	words	of	one	of	the	students.	
Participants	 usually	 reflected	 about	 these	 notions	when	 trying	 to	make	 sense	 of	 divergent	

testimonies	or	contrasting	information.	For	instance,	one	student	stated	that	‘it	is	not	possible	that	
two	contraposing	opinions	are	equally	valid.	I	believe	that	there	is	one	that	is	true	and	other	that	is	
false’	(40.F).	While	this	point	of	view	was	accepted	by	these	participants,	it	was	also	possible	to	
detect	 a	deeper	 conception	of	history.	 In	many	of	 these	 cases,	 students	 also	 argued	about	 the	
necessity	 to	examine	 the	past	 so	 ‘you	can	 see	what	 truly	happened’	 (107.F)	or	 ‘what	 truly	was’	
(16.M),	adopting	an	objectivist	or	copier	epistemic	stance	characterised	by	a	belief	that	history	is	
static,	and	that	knowledge	about	the	past	can	be	directly	accessed.	At	the	same	time,	some	of	the	
students	adhering	to	this	stance	also	seemed	to	have	problems	differentiating	between	the	notion	
of	history	and	the	past	as	itself,	with	arguments	such	as	that	‘you	have	to	accept	history	just	as	it	is’	
(48.M).		
Conversely,	only	four	students	openly	discussed	the	notion	of	subjectivity	in	history,	and	most	

of	 them	 simply	 mentioned	 that	 when	 contrasting	 testimonies	 ‘all	 points	 of	 view	 should	 be	
considered,	because	they	are	subjective’	(105.M),	or	that	‘depending	on	who	is	saying	it,	information	
and	opinions	are	very	subjective’	 (59.M).	When	specifically	discussing	the	documents	that	were	
provided,	only	one	of	 the	students	explicitly	adopted	a	relativistic	point	of	view,	 in	 line	with	a	
subjectivist	or	borrower	epistemic	stance,	indicating	that	all	testimonies	are	 ‘equally	subjective’	
(72.M)	when	 talking	 about	 the	 historical	 figure,	 and	 not	 considering	 a	 criteria	 that	would	 be	
helpful	when	discriminating	between	testimonies,	or	between	facts	and	opinions.	While	only	a	
few	 students	 addressed	 this	 issue,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 a	 large	 number	 of	 them	
implicitly	supported	this	stance	when	they	defended	the	 identical	validity	of	all	 testimonies	 in	
history.	 In	any	case,	and	while	 this	will	be	discussed	 in	 the	 last	section,	 it	might	be	difficult	 to	
identify	a	coherent	or	firm	epistemic	stance	in	this	regard	due	to	the	age	of	the	participants.	
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Students’	conceptions	about	the	aims	of	history	

In	 second	place,	 those	participants’	 responses	 that	 addressed	 the	way	 they	 thought	 about	 the	
relevance	of	history	were	also	analysed.	The	main	objective,	in	this	occasion,	was	to	understand	
their	conceptions	about	the	aims	and	usefulness	of	history	and	history	education	in	today’s	world,	
something	connected	with	the	different	conceptions	about	the	nature	of	history	(Miguel-Revilla,	
2022;	Sakki,	2019),	a	key	element	that	can	also	help	understand	and	characterise	students’	beliefs	
about	this	discipline.	
After	the	analysis,	results	indicate	that	students	offered	many	different	points	of	view	when	

confronted	with	the	question	of	whether	 learning	about	the	past	could	be	useful	or	 important.	
Only	 three	 out	 of	 the	 107	 students	 that	 took	 part	 in	 this	 research	 explicitly	 stated	 in	 their	
responses	that	they	did	not	consider	history	as	something	connected	with	their	daily	lives,	with	
sceptical	arguments	such	as	the	following,	provided	by	one	of	the	participants:	‘I	don’t	believe	that	
by	talking	about	something	that	already	happened	we	will	be	able	to	understand	something	better	
in	 the	 present’	 (46.F).	 Despite	 these	 outliers,	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 participants	 that	 referred	 to	 this	
specific	 issue	were	conscious	of	 the	 link	between	 the	past	and	 their	 current	 context,	 although	
different	aspects	were	highlighted	by	each	of	them.	
First	of	 all,	 a	 total	of	22	 instances	were	 found	of	 students	mentioning	 the	 idea	 that	history	

should	allow	us	 to	avoid	some	of	 the	mistakes	of	 the	past.	One	of	 the	students	suggested	 that	
everybody	‘should	have	the	past	as	a	lesson,	and	learn	from	the	mistakes’	(04.F),	while	another	one	
indicated	 in	her	response	 that	 ‘we	should	 learn	 to	use	 the	past,	and	become	aware	 that	what	 is	
happening	now	was	already	happening	before,	 to	anticipate	and	change	things’	 (62.F).	 In	a	step	
further,	five	students	mentioned	in	their	responses	that	history	should	ideally	not	only	be	a	source	
of	potential	lessons,	and	claimed	that	it	should	be	imitated	whenever	possible.	In	some	of	these	
answers	it	is	possible	to	detect	some	hints	of	presentism,	due	to	the	fact	that	some	of	the	students	
established	a	contrast	between	the	current	political	climate	and	that	of	the	Spanish	transition	to	
democracy,	 when	 reaching	 a	 consensus	 was	 the	 main	 aim	 of	 the	 period	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	
perpetuating	the	dictatorial	regime.	In	the	words	of	one	of	the	students,	‘I	believe	we	should	imitate	
the	past,	because	if	we	do	just	that,	today	we	would	not	have	these	problems	with	politics’	(63.M),	
echoing	some	of	the	perspectives	also	found	in	the	mass	media.	In	fact,	in	line	with	this	idea,	only	
one	participant	focused	on	a	cyclic	notion	of	history,	and	stated	that	‘the	past	repeats	itself	in	the	
present,	but	it	seems	politicians	do	not	know	anything	about	history’	(05.M).	
Many	participants	adopted	a	different	perspective	and	did	not	show	a	perception	of	the	past	as	

something	that	should	necessarily	be	imitated,	focusing	instead	on	other	elements.	A	total	of	39	
students	specifically	mentioned	the	idea	that	history	could	be	especially	useful	to	understand	the	
present.	 For	 one	 of	 the	 participants,	 ‘thanks	 to	 the	 things	 that	 happened	 in	 the	 past	 we	 can	
understand	some	of	the	things	that	are	happening	now’	(59.M),	an	idea	that	was	also	reiterated	by	
another	student,	who	suggested	that	‘if	we	did	not	know	their	origin,	we	would	not	know	the	reason	
of	why	things	happen’	(81.M).	From	this	perspective,	some	of	the	students	assumed	a	pragmatic	
vision	about	the	utility	of	history,	like	in	the	following	example,	were	a	participant	stated	that	‘I	
think	we	should	not	imitate	the	past,	but	study	it	to	apply	a	solution	based	on	the	past	with	a	vision	
for	the	future’	(107.F).	
While	 showing	 an	 understanding	 that	 history	 is	 connected	 with	 the	 present,	 only	 17	

participants	explicitly	mentioned	the	necessity	of	contextualizing	the	past	when	learning	about	it.	
In	the	responses,	the	students	argued	against	simply	drawing	lessons	from	the	past	before	first	
examining	 the	 particular	 historical	 context.	 In	 some	 occasions,	 the	 arguments	 used	 showed	 a	
certain	degree	of	scepticism	or	even	disdain	about	the	past,	like	the	case	of	one	student,	who	stated	
that	‘in	my	opinion	we	should	never	go	back	to	the	past	because	if	we	changed	it	must	have	been	for	
a	reason;	we	should	put	it	in	context	and	leave	it	behind’	(74.M).	While	the	majority	of	the	responses	
were	succinct	and	simple	in	nature,	another	participant	very	eloquently	expanded	on	this	idea:	
‘imitating	 the	 past	 leads	 to	 conservatism	 and	 a	 romanticisation	 of	 history,	 which	 doesn’t	 bring	
anything	good’	 (47.F).	This	very	same	student	 indicated	below	that	 ‘maintaining	 the	past	 in	 its	
context	could	be	more	beneficial	to	understand	it	and	learn	from	it,	while	also	avoiding	problems	
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when	taking	it	out	of	context’	(47.M),	adopting	some	ideas	connected	with	a	nuanced	stance	about	
the	discipline	of	history.	

Discussion	and	conclusions	

After	analysing	the	responses	provided	by	the	participants	attending	to	the	different	categories,	
it	is	now	time	to	discuss	the	results	that	were	obtained	in	this	study	in	order	to	provide	an	answer	
to	 the	 initial	 research	questions.	 First	 of	 all,	 taking	 into	 account	 the	 students’	 ideas	 regarding	
interpretation	in	history,	it	is	now	possible	to	address	some	of	the	recurring	notions	regarding	
validity	 and	 evidence,	 as	 well	 as	 some	 conceptions	 about	 objectivity	 and	 subjectivity	 in	 this	
discipline,	as	a	reflection	of	participants’	epistemic	beliefs	about	history.	
Results	indicate	that	only	a	minority	of	those	students	that	took	part	in	this	research	were	able	

to	 adopt	 a	 completely	 coherent	perspective	 in	order	 to	make	 sense	of	diverse	and	 sometimes	
contradictory	testimonies	about	a	particular	historical	period	and	the	legacy	of	a	key	historical	
political	figure.	Most	of	the	responses	did	not	try	to	delineate	any	sort	of	criteria	that	would	help	
them	establish	a	differentiation	between	the	information	available,	or	that	would	allow	them	to	
determine	 which	 testimony	 could	 be	 more	 believable,	 corroborating	 previous	 studies	 with	
secondary	 education	 students	 (Barca,	 2005;	 Liceras	 Ruiz,	 2000).	 In	 these	 cases,	 participants	
seemingly	adopted	a	stance	where	they	perceived	all	testimonies	as	equally	valid,	in	line	with	a	
subjectivist	or	borrower	epistemic	stance.	This	vision	was	not	necessarily	completely	coherent	in	
nature,	as	some	of	the	same	participants	also	aimed	to	find	what	really	happened,	a	conception	
linked	to	an	objectivist	or	copier	epistemic	stance	(Maggioni	et	al.,	2009),	described	by	the	authors	
as	a	less	sophisticated	stance.	
The	results	obtained	in	this	study	indicate	that	only	few	students	were	able	to	take	evidential	

inquiry	 into	account	and	 to	go	beyond	some	of	 the	most	 simplistic	visions,	 something	already	
found	by	Chapman	(2011)	in	his	study	about	historical	 interpretation	with	British	students.	 In	
relation	to	the	subjectivist	stance,	as	seen	in	the	responses,	some	students	at	this	age	were	able	to	
understand	that	 the	past	cannot	be	accessed	directly	and	that	history	 is	gradually	constructed	
over	time,	a	reason	why	they	sometimes	adopted	a	defeatist	attitude	and	stated	that	history	is	
simply	a	matter	of	interpretation.	On	the	other	hand,	nuanced	arguments	were	also	sporadically	
found	about	the	issue	of	selection	in	history,	which	contributes	to	the	debate	whether	a	subjectivist	
stance	is	necessarily	less	preferable	than	a	criterialist	one	(Stoel	et	al.,	2017),	and	which	points	to	
the	relevance	of	always	considering	the	criteria	that	was	considered	in	order	to	arrive	to	a	specific	
epistemic	stance.	 In	any	case,	 the	arguments	provided	by	participants	seem	to	 imply	that	 they	
lacked	 a	 completely	 coherent	 vision	 in	 the	 vast	 majority	 of	 the	 cases	 that	 were	 examined,	
something	that	has	been	previously	indicated	by	those	studies	that	have	focused	on	some	of	the	
gaps	and	difficulties	in	students’	reasoning	about	history	and	about	the	past	(Barton,	2008).	
Regarding	 the	second	category	 that	was	analysed,	 in	 this	case	 in	relation	 to	students’	 ideas	

about	the	aims	of	history,	it	should	be	noted	that	only	a	minority	of	the	participants’	responses	
suggest	that	they	did	not	find	history	relevant	or	connected	with	their	lives,	 in	partial	contrast	
with	previous	research	(Angvik	&	von	Borries,	1997;	Haydn	&	Harris,	2010).	On	the	other	hand,	it	
is	important	to	point	out	that	selecting	the	Spanish	transition	to	democracy	as	a	topic	to	address	
for	this	study	might	have	influenced	students’	responses	due	to	the	fact	that	it	 is	a	very	recent	
historical	period,	something	which	might	have	helped	them	establish	a	clear	connection	between	
the	past	and	the	present.	
Furthermore,	the	ideas	that	were	examined	indicate	that	some	participants	might	have	had	the	

current	 Spanish	political	 and	 social	 circumstances	 in	mind	when	discussing	 the	way	 in	which	
learning	 about	 the	 past	 could	 help	 to	 avoid	 previous	 mistakes.	 The	 Spanish	 transition	 to	
democracy	was	characterised	by	 the	search	 for	a	political	consensus	and	reconciliation,	which	
some	students	understood	as	something	that	could	be	imitated	in	the	present.	Precisely,	this	link	
was	deemed	useful	in	the	construction	of	the	task,	because	the	expectation	was	that	it	would	allow	
students	to	understand	how	history	can	be	dynamic,	connected	to,	and	reinterpreted	from	the	
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present,	which	 in	turn,	 from	the	point	of	view	of	epistemic	cognition,	might	help	them	avoid	a	
naïve	objectivistic	approach	in	which	history	is	merely	conceived	as	a	picture	of	the	past,	using	
the	terminology	of	Lee	and	Shemilt	(2003),	and	Martens	(2015).	Despite	this	particular	outcome,	
only	a	systematic	approach	over	time	would	be	able	to	deeply	and	meaningfully	shape	epistemic	
beliefs.	Only	a	 relatively	 reduced	number	of	participants	explicitly	argued	 that	each	particular	
historical	context	should	always	be	taken	into	account	before	drawing	any	lesson	from	the	past,	
underscoring	the	need	to	contextualise	all	information	and	historical	evidence	in	order	to	avoid	
simplistic	connections,	something	that	was	expected,	due	to	the	fact	that	a	criterialist	stance	is	
usually	of	a	more	reflective	nature.	

Implications,	limitations	and	future	directions	

This	study	was	conceived	as	a	way	of	examining	Spanish	secondary	education	students’	visions	
about	 historical	 interpretation	 and	 the	 aims	 of	 history,	 ideas	 that	 are	 closely	 underpinned	 by	
epistemic	 beliefs	 about	 history.	 The	 analysis	 has	 helped	 understand	 participants’	 reasoning	
regarding	aspects	such	as	validity	and	objectivity	in	history,	usually	linked	to	the	idea	of	evidence,	
while	also	providing	information	about	how	students	establish	a	relationship	between	what	they	
study	about	the	past	and	the	present	they	live	in,	a	key	element	of	historical	consciousness	(Thorp,	
2014).	
Using	historical	documents	and	testimonies	about	a	very	specific	topic	has	allowed	students	to	

reflect	and	provide	valuable	information	about	the	way	they	think	and	how	they	perceive	history	
as	a	discipline.	By	interpreting	students’	conceptions	about	the	notions	of	objectivity,	it	has	been	
possible	to	understand	how	they	think	about	interpretation	in	history,	because,	as	indicated	by	
Ashby	 (2011),	 evidence	 is	 something	 that	 should	 be	 understood	 and	 not	 something	 that	 is	
practiced.	 By	 analysing	 how	 students	 interpret	 contradicting	 testimonies	 and	 interpretations,	
information	was	also	obtained	about	 their	 epistemic	beliefs	 in	 relation	 to	 some	key	 epistemic	
stances	(Maggioni	et	al.,	2009).	Students	were	not	strictly	categorised	using	 these	stances,	but	
their	use	allowed	to	understand	how	these	notions	are	related	to	 ideas	clearly	connected	with	
historical	 thinking	 concepts.	 For	 instance,	when	 participants	 reflected	 about	 how	 all	 different	
points	of	view	could	be	equally	valid	when	interpreting	historical	sources,	it	was	possible	to	detect	
ideas	connected	with	a	subjectivist	epistemic	stance.	Likewise,	responses	that	showed	problems	
establishing	a	differentiation	between	history	and	the	past	could	be	a	reflection	of	an	objectivist	
or	copier	epistemic	stance.	In	most	occasions,	these	associations	were	helpful	in	order	to	detect	
how	some	of	these	notions	and	ideas	can	be	perceived	as	connected	to	each	other,	although	further	
research	is	needed	in	order	to	gain	further	insight	about	these	relations.			
Among	 the	 limitations,	 it	 is	 always	 important	 to	 consider	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 questions	 or	

questionnaires	used,	as	Chapman	(2011)	points	out	when	discussing	about	epistemic	beliefs	and	
historical	interpretation.	In	addition,	and	while	participants	from	different	Spanish	regions	took	
part	in	this	study,	it	would	be	useful	to	establish	additional	comparisons	in	the	future	with	other	
national	contexts	in	order	to	further	examine	contrasts	and	similarities.	It	should	be	noted	that,	
as	previously	discussed,	the	selection	of	the	Spanish	transition	to	democracy	might	have	been	a	
motivating	topic	for	students	(Miguel-Revilla,	Calle-Carracedo,	et	al.,	2021),	but	similar	historical	
periods	 can	 be	 found	 regardless	 of	 the	 national	 context.	 From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 addressing	
controversial	issues	or	periods	(as	well	as	other	potential	topics	and	themes)	could	help	students	
establish	a	connection	between	their	interests	and	the	aims	of	history	education.	Finally,	the	fact	
that	 this	was	a	very	specific	 intervention,	and	that	only	a	 limited	number	of	historical	sources	
could	be	used	should	also	be	taken	into	account,	as	there	is	always	a	risk	that	students	were	only	
able	to	rely	on	specific	information.		
An	additional	key	aspect	that	could	be	highlighted	is	that	the	design	of	this	particular	study	has	

helped	bring	to	 light	some	of	the	 ideas	and	reflections	of	secondary	education	students,	which	
were	examined	by	attending	to	the	participants’	own	words	and	responses.	This	made	it	possible	
to	detect	some	of	their	preconceptions,	which	were	of	a	very	diverse	nature.	From	this	point	of	
view,	focusing	on	historical	interpretation	and	the	use	of	evidence	was	a	strategy	that	allowed	to	
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obtain	information	about	epistemic	beliefs	in	this	field,	which	should	be	taken	into	account	if	we	
aspire	to	understand	how	students	think	about	history	and	how	to	transform	teaching	practices	
in	history	education.	Finally,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	some	of	the	conceptual	shortfalls	
that	 were	 detected	 in	 secondary	 education	 students	 can	 be	 addressed	 by	 fostering	 historical	
thinking	 and	 understanding.	 By	 transforming	 traditional	 approaches	 by	 explicitly	 focusing	 on	
historical	concepts,	such	as	use	of	evidence,	and	by	making	use	of	a	disciplinary	approach	with	
historical	sources,	it	might	be	possible	to	connect	students	with	the	way	history	is	produced	and	
interpreted.	Allowing	students	to	work	with	sources	and	testimonies	can	help	promote	a	more	
nuanced	 understanding	 about	 historical	 knowledge	 and	 its	 nature,	 which	 in	 turn	 can	 play	 a	
fundamental	role	in	making	them	perceive	history	as	a	more	interesting	and	relevant	subject.	
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their	answers	were	not	always	in	line	with	their	actual	beliefs.	Moreover,	the	instrument	did	not	
succeed	in	isolating	teachers’	epistemological	beliefs:	throughout	the	discussion	of	the	statements,	
it	 became	 apparent	 that	 teachers	 considered	 them	 from	 a	 didactic	 perspective	 and	 took	 into	
account	contextual	 factors	when	answering	them.	Teacher	2,	 for	 instance,	saw	it	as	his	 task	to	
weigh	 up	 different	 perspectives	 on	 the	 past	 for	 himself,	 in	 order	 to	 subsequently	 present	 a	
univocal	account	to	his	students.	The	fact	that	teachers	can	have	a	double	epistemic	stance	and	
thus	 have	 differing	 views	 on	 disciplinary	 and	 school	 knowledge	 has	 already	 been	 established	
(Maggioni	&	Parkinson,	2008),	but	the	discussion	of	the	statements	shows	that	 it	 is	difficult	to	
separate	the	two	in	teachers’	minds	and	thoughts.	This	explains	inconsistencies	in	answers	and	
casts	 doubt	 on	 whether	 general	 statements	 are	 capable	 of	 generating	 a	 valid	 assessment	 of	
teachers’	 formal	 epistemological	 beliefs.	 This	 might	 also	 explain	 why	 scholars	 experience	
difficulties	when	using	statements	to	capture	these	beliefs	(e.g.	Voet	&	De	Wever,	2019).		
The	finding	that	teachers	do	not	distinguish	their	own	epistemological	beliefs	from	the	context	

of	 their	 teaching	 only	 became	 apparent	 after	 we	 discussed	 some	 of	 the	 statements	 with	 the	
respondents.	We	also	applied	this	procedure	to	the	instrument	that	assessed	teachers'	practical	
epistemologies.	At	first	glance,	this	instrument	seemed	less	sensitive	in	this	regard,	as	we	found	
no	indication	that	teachers	were	including	their	beliefs	about	school	knowledge	and	contextual	
factors	 in	 their	 response.	 However,	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 contrasting	 statements	 uncovered	 a	
second	 methodological	 issue:	 the	 inconsistency	 between	 teachers'	 responses	 and	 their	
justification	 for	 them.	 It	was	only	when	 responses	were	discussed	 that	 variations	 in	 teachers'	
epistemological	beliefs	emerged,	sometimes	revealing	rather	naive	views.	This	suggests	that	the	
contrasting	 statements	 by	 themselves	 were	 insufficient	 to	 identify	 teachers’	 practical	
epistemologies.	We	suspect	this	to	be	the	case	because	although	the	contrasting	statements	were	
connected	to	a	concrete	case,	they	might	still	primarily	gauge	formal	epistemologies,	since	they	
are	 fairly	 generic	 and	 require	 little	 concrete	 application	 of	 epistemological	 beliefs.	Only	when	
teachers	were	asked	to	explain	their	answers	did	they	start	to	reason	about	the	specific	case	at	
hand,	which	seemingly	activated	practical	epistemologies.		

Methodological	implications	for	future	research	

This	 study	 also	 provides	 suggestions	 for	 how	 to	 proceed	 in	 further	 research.	 First,	 this	 study	
highlighted	 the	 profound	 interconnectedness	 of	 teachers’	 epistemological	 beliefs	 with	 other	
beliefs	 and	 contextual	 factors.	 When	 trying	 to	 measure	 teachers’	 epistemological	 beliefs,	
researchers	might	therefore	consider	starting	from	the	assumption	that	teachers	will	bring	their	
didactic	context	into	play,	making	it	difficult	to	measure	something	as	complex	as	epistemological	
views	using	general	statements.	Precisely	because	such	statements	fail	to	capture	the	mediating	
role	of	teaching	contexts	and	other	beliefs	in	the	translation	of	teachers’	beliefs	into	their	practice,	
they	appear	to	be	poor	predictors	of	that	practice.	
Second,	rather	than	focusing	on	general	epistemological	beliefs,	future	research	might	benefit	

from	 concentrating	more	 on	 teachers’	 practical	 epistemologies.	When	 teachers	were	 asked	 to	
reflect	on	an	authentic	discipline-specific	case,	differences	in	epistemological	views	emerged	that	
remained	hidden	at	a	 formal	 level	and	 that	appeared	 to	correspond	better	with	 their	 teaching	
practice.	 However,	 more	 research	 is	 needed	 to	 develop	 a	 measurement	 instrument	 that	 can	
accurately	capture	these	practical	epistemologies,	as	the	contrasting	statements	by	themselves	
still	seemed	to	primarily	gauge	formal	epistemologies.	An	instrument	that	requires	teachers	to	
provide	substantiated	reasoning	about	a	discipline-specific	task	would	seem	to	be	more	suitable.	
The	 scenario-based	 Epistemic	 Thinking	 Assessment	 by	 Barzilai	 and	Weinstock	 (2015),	 which	
combines	a	scenario-based	approach	for	biology	and	history	with	Likert-type	statements,	might	
be	interesting	in	this	regard.	Although	the	history-based	scenario	was	less	valid	and	reliable	than	
the	biology	scenario,	a	further	examination	of	this	instrument	in	future	research	might	constitute	
a	valuable	addition.	
Third,	this	study	showed	that	teachers’	instructional	practices	revealed	a	variety	of	views	on	

disciplinary	knowledge.	Some	 teachers	presented	history	as	a	 single,	univocal	narrative,	while	
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others	 emphasized	 the	 subjective	 nature	 of	 historical	 knowledge	 or	 presented	 history	 as	
interpretive	and	constructed.	Considering	this	variation,	it	might	perhaps	be	fruitful	for	further	
qualitative	research	to	work	‘in	reverse’:	rather	than	trying	to	understand	teachers’	practices	via	
their	beliefs,	teachers’	instructional	practice	might	perhaps	serve	as	a	fruitful	starting	point	for	
examining	their	epistemological	beliefs	and	their	understanding	of	historical	thinking.	It	remains	
important,	however,	to	simultaneously	assess	other	beliefs	and	the	role	of	contextual	factors	and	
related	epistemic	aims,	so	that	their	influence	can	be	identified.		
A	 final	 implication	 stems	 from	 the	 finding	 that	 a	 discrepancy	 sometimes	 occurs	 between	

teachers'	intended	objectives	for	their	practice	and	the	actual	materials	used.	It	therefore	seems	
imperative	that	research	on	teachers’	epistemological	beliefs	and	practices	does	not	rely	solely	on	
self-reported	practices,	but	complements	 this	with	an	analysis	of	actual	 teaching	practices,	 for	
instance	via	lesson	observations	or	an	analysis	of	didactic	materials.		
Finally,	two	limitations	should	be	mentioned.	First,	the	sample	consisted	entirely	of	teachers	

from	the	last	stage	of	secondary	education.	They	all	had	a	Master's	degree,	which	can	be	expected	
to	influence	their	epistemological	beliefs	(e.g.	Voet	&	De	Wever,	2019).	Second,	in	most	cases	we	
only	studied	a	fraction	of	teachers’	instructional	practice.	Teachers	were	given	the	opportunity	to	
make	 their	 own	 selection	 of	 'best'	materials,	 but	 how	 these	materials	 relate	 to	 their	 teaching	
practice	as	a	whole	was	not	thoroughly	examined.	
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Appendix	A:	Conceptualization	of	historical	thinking	as	used	in	this	
research	

FIGURE	A1:	Conceptualization	of	Historical	Thinking	

 
Note:	The	conceptualization	of	historical	thinking	consists	of	five	building	blocks.		

• Asking	historical	questions	about	the	past,	which	constitutes	a	starting	point	for	historical	
thinking.	

• Situating	historical	phenomena,	sources	and	representations	in	a	broader	historical	frame	
of	 reference.	 This	 includes	 the	 acquisition	 of	 substantive	 and	 strategic	 historical	
knowledge.		

• Selecting	and	critically	analyzing	historical	sources,	including	reasoning	with	and	about	
sources.	 This	 includes,	 among	 others,	 the	 ability	 to	 evaluate	 a	 source’s	 usefulness,	
reliability,	and	representativeness	in	light	of	a	specific	historical	question.	

• Analyzing	 and/or	 formulating	 a	 substantiated	 answer	 to	 a	 historical	 question	 (i.e.	
constructing	 a	 historical	 representation).	 This	 building	 block	 includes	 the	 ability	 to	
deconstruct	existing	historical	representations	as	well	as	to	construct	one.	This	is	based	
on	a	 critical	 source	analysis	 and	 includes	 the	application	of	 typical	historical	modes	of	
reasoning	 such	 as:	 cause	 and	 consequence	 (incl.	 contingency);	 continuity	 and	 change,	
historical	 contextualization,	 historical	 empathy,	 multiperspectivity,	 the	 attribution	 of	
agency,	drawing	historical	analogies,	deconstructing	collective	memory,	deconstructing	
narratives	and	constructing	open	and	substantiated	narratives.	

• Critically	reflecting	on	and	interpreting	the	complex	relationship	between	past,	present	
and	future.	This	explicitly	 includes	the	need	for	epistemological	reflection	and	requires	
students	to	understand	the	interpretive	and	constructed	nature	of	historical	knowledge	
and	the	importance	of	one’s	positionality.		

	
Reference:	Van	Nieuwenhuyse	(2020,	pp.	373-379).		
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Appendix	B:	Overview	of	analytical	concepts	in	relation	to	the	data	collection	instruments	

TABLE	A1:	Overview	of	Analytical	Concepts	in	Relation	to	the	Data	Collection	Instruments	

Theoretical	concepts	 Analytical	categories	(codes)	 Data	collection	instruments	

	 	 Questionnaire	 1st	semi-structured	interview	 2nd	semi-structured	interview	

Teachers’	understanding	of	historical	
thinking	
Which	aspects	of	historical	thinking	do	
teachers	mention	in	their	own	
conceptualization?		
	

Among	others:	
Historical	questions	
Historical	modes	of	reasoning	

_agency	
_multiperspectivity	
_causality	
_	…	

Epistemological	reflection	

Open-ended	questions:	
- Teachers’	own	definition	of	

historical	thinking		
- Strategies	to	foster	it	among	

students	
	
	

Discussion	of	answers	to	
questionnaire	
Discussion	of	model	of	historical	
thinking		
	

	

Formal	epistemology		
What	are	teachers’	general	beliefs	about	
the	characteristics	of	knowledge	and	its	
justification	in	history?	

Formal	EB	
_naive	
_nuanced	

Likert-type	statements	(based	on	
Stoel	et	al.,	2017)	
	

Discussion	of	inconsistencies	
within	statements	gauging	formal	
epistemology		
	

	

Practical	epistemology		
What	kind	of	epistemic	reasoning	and	
thinking	do	teachers	display	when	
confronted	with	a	discipline-specific	task?	

Practical	EB	
_naive	
_nuanced	

	
	

Case-study	on	a	historiographical	
debate	with	contrasting	
statements	and	discussion	
	

	

Instructional	practice	regarding	
historical	thinking		
Which	aspects	of	historical	thinking	are	
addressed?	How	are	disciplinary	practices	
and	knowledge	presented	in	teachers’	
instructional	practice	aimed	at	fostering	
historical	thinking?			

Among	others:	
Historical	modes	of	reasoning	

_agency	
_multiperspectivity	
_causality	
_	…	

Source	work	
_reasoning	with	
_reasoning	about	
_...	

Epistemological	reflection	
_naive	
_nuanced	

	 	 Analysis	and	discussion	of	
concrete	teaching	materials	
regarding	historical	thinking,	
provided	by	respondent.	
	

	




