
'l., Introduction

We are witnessing a world-wide upsurge in memory. Over the last twenty
or twenty-five years, every country, every social, ethnic or family group,
has undergone a profound change in the relationship it traditionally
enjoyed with the past' 

- pierre Noral

1.1 Old.and New Challenges

In times of crisis and uncertainty, historians are expected to provide
instructive historical parallels and defensible responses. Because the
past inexorabty shapes the present, any time *" tty to understand
present-day circumstances - particularly complex ones - we must look
for preceding factors to give reasons for, or at least evidence of, what
happened and what it means. Currently, it seems that this 'equilibrium
between the present and the past' is severely disrupted.2 In reflecting
on the terrorist attacks of September L1, distinguished historian Sir John
Keegan openly admitted in the Spectator (London) his incapacity to
explain these aggressive 'acts of war.'

Military historians always know when there is real trouble. For years they
potter away in archives, explaining to each other why Wellington won and
Napoleon lost, to no one else's interest. Then some Islamic fundamental-
ists turn airlines into cruise missiles, and newspapers and television sta-
tions demand instant comment. During the Falklands and Gulf wars I
could help. History supplied all sorts of clues as to what was happening
and what the outcome would be. The nasties made familiar mistakes. One
could state with confidence how they would go wrong and why our side
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would win. This time, stop me. Not even the Mongols - about the nastiest
enemies civilisation has ever had to face - took war to the extreme of kill-
ing themselves so as to kil l  others.3

Flere was an accomplished historian who had written numerous his-
tory books on warfare admitting defeat in the face of what seemed to be
a new threat. All those years studying and lecturing on military history
at the Royal Military Academy and Princeton University seemed futile
in coming to terms with an event that, in the eyes of many, '[was] of
apparently cataclysmic significance [and] spoke powerfully from the
depths of modern history.'a As Keegan illustrates, in the aftermath of
the attacks, intellectuals, goverrunents, and teachers from around the
world were soon bombarded with masses of burning questions: \Atrho
was responsible for these terrorist attacks? \A/hy was the United States
targeted? How was it possible to plan and coordinate such devastating
strikes? Which country would be next? How can we make sense of this
violence? Despite the value of all these - and many other - questions,
few satisfactory answers couldbe provided. Whereas some did nothes-
itate to compare the attacks on the World Trade Center to Pearl Harbor,
others were more careful and tentative in their historical parallels and
explanations.s'september 11 should have taught us,' international-pol-
itics scholars Ken Booth and Tim Durure cautiously argue, 'that we can-
not assume, for the foreseeable future, that tomorrow will be like today.
The global order is being recast, and the twists and tums will surprise
us.'6 More than six years after the attacks, and an extensive report from
the U.S. Congress 9/11 Commissiory many are still puzzled and sur-
prised, begging for clearer and more definitive answers from authori-
ties, whether they are experts, teachers, or government representatives.

As shocking and powerful as September 11 was - and continues to be
- these terrorist attacks are increasingly regarded as exemplifications of
a deeply rooted malaise in modern civilization, characterized by colli-
sions between ideologies and systems, struggle over resources and
access to power, and transnational network's employment of uncon-
ventional, violent means to achieve moral, political, or religious pur-
poses. It is not, as French historian Pierre Nora claims in his discussion
of the 'acceleration of history,' that civilization is facing an unprece-
dented number of events of significance but that masses of citizens are
now living in a period of remarkable and profound change in manl
aspects of their lives, largely because of globalization and mass culture./
More than a decade ago, Francis Fukuyama proclaimed that civilization
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had reached the 'end of history,' when market capitalism and liberal
democracy became the dominant forces in world politics.U Yet, citizens
and states now confront worldwide phenomena and threats built into
this new global, liberal civilization. The dialectical tensions between
culfures, ideologies, religions, states, and transnational networks are
affecting people and nations with greater force than ever. Many of
today's global changes have radically altered or intensified people's
relationship with the past, sometimes in unpredicted and explosive
ways. The recent collapse of the Soviet Union and the ensuing re-emer-
gence of independent republics all over Eastem Europe, for example,
have resulted in heated debates over what national language, history,
holidays, curricula, and memories should be recognized and promoted.
Clearly, the pre-Soviet order cannot be re-established and justified
today on the same premises, memories, and beliefs as in twentieth-
century Europe. For millions of Estonians, Ukrainians, Latvians, and
the like, the approved Soviet versions of the past, once strictly incul-
cated at school and promoted publicly, now stand in sharp contrast to
the diverse vemacular stories culturally developed, transmitted, and
intemalized.e

But one does not have to be Eastem European to find such contradic-
tions and struggles with the collective pist. In Canada, the United
States, and most Western states, the recent mass migration and global-
ization of culfures, religions, and identities have resulted in enormous
challenges for school teachers, administrators, policymakers, and even
immigrants themselves trying to integrate into their new society. 'hr
Vancouver, Toronto, and around the world,' Canada Research Chair
Peter Seixas observes, 'people whose pasts, cultures, and traditions are
radical$ different from each other, are living in close proximity to each
other.'lO Lr such circumstances, it is understandable that students, and
ultimately thepublic, wonderwhose history shouldbe taught in school.
In the days of the Soviet lJnion, answers to such hotly debated questions
were supplied by intransigent ideologies, national mythologies, and
conservative educational philosophies. Even Westem states were not
spared from such arbitrary certitudes. The widespread assimilation of
First Nations peoples in Canada, notably in residential schools, the sys-
tematic segregation of Blacks in U.S. society, and the hegemonic colonial
policies and practices of European imperial powers are dreadful evi-
dence of white Westerners' traditional relationship with the past.11

It is true that each historical period produces its or,rm significant
changes, struggles, progress, decline, and winners and losers and that
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our contemporary age is no different. hr a sense, Nora's metaphorical
acceleration of history can also be traced in other significant periods
and civilizations. Yet, it is equally fair to claim that long-established tra-
ditions, heritage practices, deep-rooted mythologies, and even tradi-
tional inventions such as the nation state no longer appear to be
adequate. The current globalization of cultures and histories thus
brings people face to face with a perceived distance separating the
strangeness and familiarity of past realities from contemporary actions,
behaviours, and thinking.

This fin de sidcle rift between the present and the past has provoked
furious reactions within the history community and, by extension,
within school-history circles. Criticism of official versions of the past
and, perhaps more importantly, of the use of these versions has taken a
variety of forms. Whereas David Lowenthal has explored the issue, by
making a persuasive distinction between 'heritage' (naive use of the
past) versus 'history' (inquiry into the past), Nora has recently pre-
sented a related dichotomy between 'memory-history' and 'disciplin-
ary-history' that is particularly relevant to my discussion:

Memory and history, far from being synonymous, are thus in many
respects opposed. Memory is life, always embodied in living societies and
as such in permanent evolution, subject to the dialectic of remembering
and forgetting, unconscious of the distortions to which it is subject, vul-
nerable in various ways to appropriation and manipulatiory and capable
of lying dormant for long periods only to be suddenly reawakened. His-
tory, on the other hand, is the reconstructiory always problematic and
incomplete, of what is no longer. Memory is always a phenomenon of the
present, a bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a representation
of the past ... Memory is absolute, while history is always relative.l2

Significant events of the late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first cen-
tury force citizens to rethink their traditional relationships with the
past. It is not that memory-history and traditions have suddenly disap-
peared from human affairs. In fact, one could legitimately argue, as
Benedict Anderson puts it so well, that no society could ever exist and
survive without such 'imagined' references to the past." But the key
question is now whether memory-history can or should continue to be
a legitimate ground for human actions in this rapidly shrinking world
of competing views and claims about the past, the present, and, by
extension, the envisioned future. Indeed, memory-history, as an unsci-
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entific study of history, subject to the dialectic of remembering and for-
getting, supplies no formal evaluating principle or adequate answer to
the challenges of the new global (dis)order and the conflicting memo-
ries and collective claims about the past it has engendered.

It is no surprise that the institutions that not so long ago served to
shape and transmit memory-history - churches, schools, local commu-
nities, and even states - are seen by memory 'fashioners' as the cause of
today's predicament.la As established traditions and heritage settings
come under scrutiny, some wish to restore these lieux de m1moire so as to
reinvent a collective past to seemingly solve contemporary problems.ls
And all around the world, there are noticeable signs of memory fash-
ionets' reactionary activities: demands for nationalist curricula and
content standards, commissioned history surveys showing students'
blatant ignorance, promotion of patriotic days, rehabilitation of national
heroes, requests for memorials and commemorative events, and last,
but not least, production of mythical, historically oriented movies h la
Mel Gibson and Steven Spielberg.'o

This book outlines another approach to these recent developments in
history, one that focuses on disciplinary historical thinking. Disciplin-
ary thinking, as Howard Gardner and Veronica Boix-Mansilla contend,
constitutes the most advanced way of approaching and investigating
issues within the various domains of knowledge.lT Although disci-
plines sometimes prove to be incomplete, as in the case of September 11
terrorism, they nonetheless represent the best scientific means available
for answering'generative essential questions' in human affairs. ls Disci-
plines such as history have their own modes of inquiry networks of
concepts and principles, theoretical frameworks, symbolic systems,
vocabularies, and modes of self-regulation. Because of the ways they
havebeen devised and challengedby scholars over time, disciplines are
inherently dynamic. Their objects of study, findings, methods, and the-
ories 'stimulate controversy and evolve in time.'lg As a result, the
objects of study and boundaries of disciplines are complex and some-
times diffuse. Their methods or findings can even overlap. Despite
these difficulties, disciplines offer people formidable 'ways of knowing'
about past or current issues of significance. 'Shorn of disciplinary
knowledge,' as Gardner and Boix-Mansilla put it, 'human beings are
quickly reduced to the level of ignorant children, indeed to the ranks of
barbarians.'20

Yet, the challenge for educators is to initiate and ultimately engage
youngsters in disciplinary thinking. Although children seem to easily
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acquire an intuitive grasp of common-sense theories and explanatory
frameworks, such as those supplied by memory-history, disciplinary
thinking proves to be more intellectually demanding. Not only do peo-
ple need to acquire established knowledge within their respective dis-
ciplines (e.g., facts and accounts), they must also (and perhaps above
all) learn to employ their methods, procedures, and ways of thinking
and inquiring. The development of this expertise is long, complex, and
never complete. Achieving more mature historical thinking, as cogni-
tive psychologist Sam Wineburg expresses it, is far from a nntural act;
'[it] depends precisely on our ability to navigate the uneven landscape
of history, to traverse the rugged terrain that lies between the poles of
familiarity and distance from the past."'

Extensive experience with what Nora calls disciplinary-history can
provide students, and ultimately the public, not only with powerful
interpretative accounts of the collective past but also, mote importantly,
with the necessary tools, concepts, and rules to engage in the critical
reconstruction and evaluation of such accounts. Rather than intuitively
accepting (or rejecting) self-evident stories 'embodied in living societ-
ies,' to use Nora's terms, students could take an approach to history
allowing for critical investigation, engagement, debate, and ultimately
sophisticated reasoning about complex realities.

The aim of this book is to step back and reconsider the teaching and
leaming of history, drawing on an increasing wealth of literature in his-
tory education, largely informed in Canada by Peter Seixas's seminal
work. As students enter a new century, already characterized by global
change and insecurity, it is my intent to devise a conceptualization of
history and identify procedural concepts of the discipline relevant to
twenty-first-century students, to give sfudents the means to a more crit-
ical and disciplinary study of the past, both inside and outside the
classroom. Memory, as Nora obsetves, is rooted in concrete and practi-
cal application, whereas history, with ils apparatus, dwells on temporal
continuities and changes and their relationships, calling for 'analysis
and critical discourse.'22

1.2 The Challenges of Historical Thinking

To date, historians - whether as researchers or as teachers - have
remained surprisingly silent on recent developments in the study of his-
tory and their impact on history education and democratic citizenship.
Even those few, such as Nora and Lowenthal, who have ventured into
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the public space of education are more eloquent in professing the
wrongs of school history than in presenting and explaining the purpose
of history for contemporary students.23 In fact, the most vociferous
arguments for school history have been made by advocates of memory-
history, who nostalgically demand a retum to the memory tradition.
This is no surprise, considering that public schooling has traditionally
been justified for nation-building purposes. As people do not instinc-
tively grow into fellow patriots, the task of creating citizens was too
important to be left to private or religious organizations. So nationwide
educational systems gradually became the norm, and soon govern-
ments regarded history as an important builder of national conscious-
ness. As George Ross, Ontario minister of education, declared at the
annual teachers convention of 1884,'The history of the community and
nation to which we belong ... shows the young the springs of public dis-
honour; sets before them the national feelings, weaknesses and sins;
warns them against future dangers by exhibiting the losses and suf-
ferings of the past; enshrines in their hearts the national heroes; and
strengthens in them the precious love of country.'24 The promotion of
memory-history in school did not always go uncontested. Throughout
the first half of the twentieth century, a few dedicated historians and
educators expressed doubts about the dominant nation-buildirg ap-
proach to history. They outlined the flaws of teaching a consensual and
mythical past that not only downplayed internal conflicts, racism, class,
and gender but also failed to convey to students the contentious and
relative nature of historical research and accounts. To supply an alterna-
tive, they proposed a radical shift in the purpose of the subject: intro-
ducing students to a disciplinary understanding of history through an
approach such as the 'source method."'Instead of simply inculcating
master narratives from prescribed textbooks, teachers were to teach
their pupils the nature of historical evidence and interpretation; in other
words, they were to teach their students to think historically. As history
educator Fred Morrow Fling once told his fellow historians in 1905, 'Let
our pupils be taught that proof must be insisted on in historical work,
and that when proof ends history ends. Teach them that no matter how
long a story has been believed nor by how many people it has been
accepted as true, if it does not rest on trustworthy evidence it is not a his-
torical fact, and cannot be classed as history.'26 Yet, despite successive
progressive educational reforms, advocates of disciplinary history, such
as Fling, largely failed to win their contemporaries over to their avant-
garde views on history education. Nation-building and memory-his-

[tfl
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tory prevailed in school"." By the 1970s, however, a combination of at
least three key elements - some of which have received serious attention
from Peter Seixas, Sam Wineburg, and Peter Steams - produced an
unexpectedly fertile ground for school-history reform: (1) the diversifi-
cation of history; (2) the cognitive revolution; and (3) the professional-
ization of teaching.2s

First, the diversification of history, which was no longer focused
exclusively on the political history of the nation state, significantly
increased knowledge in social, cultural, and gender history, which until
then had remained marginal. This diversification led to profound
reconsiderations of the nature of historiographical studies (\A/ho gets to
decide what is historically significant? What counts as acceptable
evidence?) and of the use of long-established concepts such as 'nation'
and 'progress.'The focus was no longer on what was perceived as the
centre of political action and debate but on the peripheries of ordinary
people and marginalized groups within society.2e Increased attention to
events, relics, and accounts deemed by political historians as insignifi-
cant implicitly led social historians to call into question the long-stand-
ing paradigm of nation-building so prominent in school history.3O

Second, developments in psychology after World War II changed
educators' understanding of cognitive development and teaching and
leaming. Following the lead of Jean Piaget, many European and North
American researchers in psychology, neurology, anthropology, and phi-
Iosophy have questioned the old behaviourist paradigm, focused on
the repetitive model of teaching - the so-called teaching by telling.3l
Leading a movement that became known as the 'cognitive revolution,'32
experts from these disciplines concluded that leaming was not a
mechanical process of assimilating agreed-on knowledge through rein-
forcement. Rather, it was a complex act of meaning- and sense-making
requiring careful examination of the learner's mental processes. The
cognitive revolution brought about a shift in educational goals and
teaching methods.'Teachers,' Boix-Mansilla observes,'were no longer
expected to train students'behaviour through positive and negative
reinforcements. Instead, they faced the challenge of venturing into the
"blackbox" of the students'minds [and reflecting on their preconceived
notions and ideas] to help them construct appropriate mental represen-
tations of the world.'33 The cognitive revolution thus emphasized the
importance of each student's individuality and unique mode of leam-
ing and the need for adequate teaching methods to.elicit the student's
own ideas and experiences insofar as they are relevant to the discipline.

Finally, the expansion and professionalization of teaching in the 1960s
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was accompanied by changes in the qualifications and training of his-
tory teachers. The democratization of public schooling and the rapid
growth of the student population in Western countries following World
War II had major impacts on teacher education. The 'Sputnik shock' of
1957 and a general acceptance of a need to invest in human capital were
important factors in the increasing interest in education. According to
an Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development report,
the 1960s represented a period of unprecedented worldwide growth in
university enrolments. [r many countries, including Canada, France,
|apan, and the United States, enrolments in post-secondary education
more than doubled during the period of 1960-5.34 Not only were chil-
dren staying in school longer, they were also demanding better instruc-
tion and preparation from the school system. Teacher education came
under scrutiny. Many countries, including Canada, continued to have
only minimal requirements for the training and competence of their
teachers. Elementary teachers, for example, still had to have only a nor-
mal university degree, accompanied by a one-year teaching certificate.3s
The creation or expansion of faculties of education, coupled with the
enrolments of students with professional degrees, affected the training
of teachers.

In addition, the widely influential book of psychologist ]erome
Bruner, The Process of Education, led to unexpected transformations in
the teaching of subjects. The central claim of Bruner is that the structure
of 'any subject [or discipline] can be taught effectively in some intellec-
tually honest form to any child at any stage of development.'36 Accord-
ing to Bruner, new findings in educational psychology clearly indicate
that students are capable of learning the fundamentals of any disci-
pline. 'L:rtellectual activity anywhere is the same', he claims, 'whether
at the frontier of knowledge or in a third-grade classroom ... The differ-
ence is in degree, not in kfuld."' The goal of education, Bruner adds, is
to give students 'an understanding of the fundamental structure of
whatever subjects we choose to teach.'38 For him, this means that stu-
dents ought to be exposed not only to natural, immediate apprehension
and cognition (what he calls 'intuitive thinking') but also to the 'medi-
ated apprehension' dependent on the intervention of formal methods
of research and analysis in the disciplines." But an approach to educa-
tion such as this requires that teachers acquire a deeper foundation in
pedagogy and a more thorough background in their own respective
disciplines - fundamentals largely ignored by most faculties of educa-
tion and teachers colleges at that time.

Many 'neoprogressive history'educators hoped that these three fac-
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tors would'generate a powerful dynamic'and help resolve the school-
history problems engendered by the changes in methods of research in
history.a0 Instead of promoting the memory-history of the nation, pro-
fessionally qualified teachers would introduce students to the critical
investigation of conflicting accounts of the past and invite them to cre-
ate their own defensible interpretations - just like historians. Yet, it
became increasingly apparent that the diversification of history, the
cognitive revolution, and the professionalization of teaching only led to
unrealistic expectations, and limited authentic achievements.

The new history unquestionably provided new approaches to and
findings about the past and revisited established assumptions and con-
clusions seen as unproblematic in political history. The idea of multiple
perspectives, as opposed to master narratives, including 'history from
below,' gradually reached the school system. But this diversification
among historians also led to a specialization of the profession. Histori-
ans gradually ceased to view themselves as public intellectuals and
began to see themselves more as disciplinary experts in their own area
of specialization. 'Professional historians have been so successfully
socialized by demands to publish,' historians Joyce Appleby, Lynn
Hunt, and Margaret jacob contend, 'that we have little time or inclina-
tion to participate in general debates about the meaning of our work.'41
As a consequence, historians have limited connections with history
educators and lack interest in issues of public schooling, thus leading
professional historians to a sense of powerlessness. As one of the few
remaining historians involved in school-history reform put it in the late
7960s,'Most disturbing to us was the difficulty we historians had in
coming up with a rationale for history in the schools that was clear and
convincing even to ourselves ... We became aware that our heartfelt
declamations about "historical wisdom" and "a sense of the past"
didn't convey very much.'4z ln the same way, the cognitive revolution
alerted curriculum experts and educators to the complex cognitive
processes involved in learning a particular subject. Teachers have
employed more personalized approaches and child-centred pedagogy,
with greater attention in the classroom to students' own ideas, precon-
ceived notions, and structures of understanding. Equally important,
new findings in psychology pointed to the inefficacy of focusing on a
standard theory of instruction and learning and the benefits of 'gener-
ating theories of the middle range, narrower and more provisional
theories that applied to the teaching of a particul4r subject.'43 Yet, all
these fascinating investigations conducted over the last decades have
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focused on a variety of school subjects, from physics to literacy, with
inadequate reference to history. The recent interest of history educators
and psychologists is refreshing and has fulfilled an urgent need for
educational reform. But their findings and conclusions are still limited
in scope and perhaps too tentative to generate any clear theory of
school-history learning, even more so in their effects on students'
progress in learning to think historically.a

The professionalization of teaching, finally, has undeniably helped
produce better-qualified teachers, with disciplinary degrees and
improved training in the methods and approaches to the delivery of
subjects to a more diversified school population. As history educator
M.V.C. Jeffreys once put it, 'Quite apart from keeping his knowledge up
to date, the teacher (especially if he is an Flonours graduate in history)
has the grave disadvantage of having intensively studied a great deal of
history which is of very little use to children, while he remains ignorant
of much that would appeal to his pupils. The temptation to unload on
to a junior form the history which the teacher has learnt at the univer-
sity ... is sometimes too strong to be resisted.'as leffreys' point is well
taken, but the development of more professional teachers did not nec-
essarily help the cause of history education. On the contrary, strong
advocates of disciplinary thinking in education, such as Bruner, were
often unfamiliar with the history discipline, even hesitant about its
overall place in the curriculum. As Bruner put it, 'History, sociology,
anthropology, economics and political science may for convenience be
separated as academic disciplines but they all deal with a single thing:
the behavior of man in society. Accordingly we propose to teach them
jointly, not separately.'45 Facing growing and competing demands, par-
ticularly from the marketplace, many state and provincial jurisdictions
reduced the number of history courses in the 1990s or simply amalgam-
ated school history with the social studies or related interdisciplinary
subjects, without any clear understanding or evidence of the conse-
quences of such drastic decisions.aT Perhaps rnore puzzling are the
recent research findings revealing that even the best-qualified history
teachers - with graduate degrees in history - do not necessarily engage
their students in disciplinary historical thinking, so busy are they cov-
ering content for board and state examinations and controlling stu-
dents' behaviours.as

Clearly, there is a lot at stake in history education, and, as history
educator Bruce VanSledright observes, it is increasingly.of coniem to
'shed some light on how it could more successfully be taught.'ae This
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book offers some clarifications on the nature of disciplinary-history and
presents a set of five interrelated procedural concepts to help foster
'historical thinking,'that is, the domain-specific process through which
students master - and ultimately appropriate (or make their own) - the
concepts and knowledge of history and critically apply such concepts
and knowledge to resolve contemporary and historical issues.50

The disciplinary notion of historical thinking is far from new or rev-
olutionary. It has been part of the conversation in history education for
over a century, as evidenced below in the 1899 report of the American
Historical Association on history in the schools:

The chief object of every experienced teacher is to get pupils to think prop-
erly after the method adopted in his particular line of work; not an accumu-
Iation of information, but the habit of correct thinking, is the supreme result of
good teaching in every branch of instruction. All this simply means that
the student who is taught to consider political subjects in school, who is
led to look at matters historically, has some mental equipment for a com-
prehension of the political and social problems that will confront him in
everyday life, and has received practical preparation for social adaptation
and for forceful participation in civic activities.sl

Yet, it is equally fair to claim that historical thinking has, until recently,
remained marginal and undocumented (particularly as introduced into
classroom practices), compared with the memory-history tradition
based on the acquisition of factual historical knowledge. These days,
this domain-specific way of knowing the past is en uogue in educational
discourse. But it has often been reclaimed in various jurisdictions for a
multiplicity of purposes, many having more to do with'commemora-
tion,' 'memoty,' and'heritage' than with the practice of disciplinary-
history suggested by Nora." Part of the problem is the divergence of
views on the meaning of historical thinking. Clearly, educators cannot,
as Bruner observed fifty years ago, hold students to the standards and
thinking of disciplinary experts. In fact, there is no evidence suggesting
that educators should do so. Yet, it is equally fair to claim that the prac-
tice of the discipline can serve as a benchmark for what might be con-
sidered sophisticated historical thinking.

1.3 Outline of the Book

'It would be nice,'VanSledright contends, 'if we could tum to the disci-
pline of history itself in order to seek guidance in addressing the learn-
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ing challenges.'s3 Indeed, if school history is to teach students to think
historically, it is logical to assume that historians should provide the
answers to the aims of their discipline and ways of practising and
thinking about it. As distinguished French historian Femand Braudel
once pronounced, history as a discipline 'cannot be understood [or
explained] without practising it.'s4It is becoming altogether apparent,
howevel, that the recent diversification of historical knowledge and,
more generally, the critique of knowledge, notably from postmodern-
ists, have had a considerable effect on the discipline, and on historians
themselves. Historian Richard Evans argues, 'The notion of scientific
history, based on the rigorous investigation of primary sources, has
been vehemently attacked. Increasing numbers of writers on the subject
deny that there is any such thing as historical truth or objectivity - both
concepts defended, in different ways, by Carr as well as Elton. The
question is now n_ot so much "What is History?" as"Is It Possible to Do
History at All?""" As might be expected, epistemological disagree-
ments between historians and philosophers of history on the nature of
the discipline have raised important questions about the purpose of
school history, perhaps even more so in jurisdictions where history is
ernbedded in interdisciplinary curricular subjects.s6 Is school history a
practice of memory-history, meant to introduce children to their cul-
tural and national heritage? Or, is it about a critical inquiry about the
collective past? If it is the latter, what are the concepts and knowledge
of the past that students should learn and master in order to think his-
torically? What abilities do they need to practise history?

To date, educators have provided few clear or definitive answers,
especially in North America. Perhaps much of the pedagogical prob-
lem, a Canadian educator recently acknowledged, 'comes from not
understanding history as a discipline."' If theorizing history, as Evans
contends, is 'too important a matter to be left to the theoreticians,' then,
it follows that theorizing school history and historical thinking is too
important to be left to professional historians o4 faute de mieux, to cur-
rent memory fashioners, alone.

Starting from the premise that the past (what happened in human
affairs) and history (constructed accounts or narratives of the past) are
inseparable but quite different, the first part of chapter 2 discusses the
nature of history. Traditionally, the focus of school history has been on
students' mastery of the 'substance' of history (the official narratives),
without understanding the process through which historians come to
acquire and develop knowledge of the past, with the result that stu-
dents have tended to accept the epistemologically naive view of history
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as the true (and indisputable) description of 'what actually happened.'
Yet, students cannot think historically if they have no understanding of
the structuring concepts of the discipline.

The next section of chapter 2 examines the nature of historical knowl-
edge by developing a useful distinction, initially proposed by history
educator Peter Lee, between the 'substantive' (first-order) and 'proce-
dural' (second-order) knowledge of history. Disagreements in history
education often arise from a misunderstanding or failure to define
these different ideas in history. I hope to show that considering history
in both its substantive and its procedural knowledge can help clarify
the notion of historical thinking and the (too-often-differing) leaming
expectations of ministry officials, teachers, sfudents, historians, and
other agents in history education.

The difference between substantive and procedural knowledge can
be seen as one between the substance, or 'content ' of the past (whit his-
tory is about: wars, revolutions, women, workers, etc.) and procedural
concepts for structuring or giving sense and coherence to events in his-
tory (concepts giving shape to historical practice and thinking about
the past). These concepts (e.g., 'evidence' and 'historical empathy') are
not what history is about (substance), but they implicitly arise in the act
of doing history.sd

Perhaps Canadian historian Chad Gaffield's useful analogy from
sports can help clarify the distinction I am making. 'In the history
courses I took in school,' Gaffield observes, 'we read about history
talked about history and wrote about history; we never actually did his-
tory.' He goes on/ 'If I had learned basketball in this way,Iwould have
spent years reading the interpretations and viewpoints of great players,
watching them play games, and analysing the results of various tech-
niques and strategies. Instead, though, I was soon dribbling a basketball
and trying to shoot into the hoop after just a few instructions.'se

Today, students are still very much taught in class what the sport
(history) is about: the great players' stories of political leaders, military
generals, social activists, etc., statistics on their successes and failures,
viewpoints and remarks from historians or narrators, and so forth.
This information and these accounts delivered to students typically
represent the substantive knowledge of the 'sport.' They surely help
novices know more about what happened in the past from the inter-
pretative viewpoints of others. However, they do not (and cannot)
make intelligent 'players'- no matter how self-motivated and engaged
they are. What they need as well is to master and appropriate the pro-
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cedural concepts, to ultimately play the game themselves. Put differ-
ently, watching amateur or professional basketball or hockey players
on television can stir up the crowd and motivate novices, but there is
clearly no guarantee of novices' understanding or ability to play the
game.

This sports analogy shows all the challenges involved in considering
a complex and intellectually sophisticated discipline such as history.
Without procedural thinking, students are left passively absorbing the
narratives and viewpoints of authorities, too puzzled or indifferent to
use the tools and mechanisms for making sense of the past. Thus, stu-
dents cannot practise history or even think critically about its content if
they have no understanding of how one constructs and shares histori-
cal knowledge. More specifically, the second part of chapter 2 intro-
duces the following procedural concepts:

r Historical significance
o Continuity and change
r Progress and decline
o Evidence
o Historical empathy

In chapters 3 to7,T present these concepts and explore ways of employ-
ing them in history education through sets of essential questions. It
should be noted that the distinction I am drawing between substantive
and procedural knowledge is highly thebretical. Historians would cer-
tainly agree that there are many fuzzy boundaries between them in
practice. However, separating them serves the analytical and pedagog-
ical purposes of this book.



2 The Nature of History and Historical
Thinking

Contact with the past extends the experience of each individual, enriches
his mind and gives him points of comparison which can guide his present
judgment and his future actions. The lessons of history are of use not only
to the politician but also to the ordinary citizen; they give him some idea of
collective behaviour, help him to see contemporary problems in perspec-
tive and sharpen his social perception and political outlook. They also pro-
vide a firmer basis for freedom, developing his social conscience and
political judgment.

- Royal Commission of Inquiry on
Education in the Province of Qu6bec, 19651

Writing in the pivotal period of Qu6bec radical changes of ihe 1960s,
commonly referred to as the Quiet Revolution, members of the Royal
Commission of Inquiry on Education in the Province of Qu6bec ex-
pressed, in their three-volume report, their views on the kind of history
education that students ought to receive. \Mhat may appear to be self-
evident to a twenty-first-century educator was, in many ways, revolu-
tionary at the time. Instead of reinforcing the long-established religious
and patriotic memory-history that was in place in the province - as well
as in many other jurisdictions - the members of the Commission took
another side on the struggle over the nature of history and how it
should be used and taught in the classroom. Rejecting the traditional
nation-building approach to history, the members of the Commission
did not want students to be inspired simply by the heroic exploits of
French Canadian martyrs who struggled for the survival of. the Cann-
diens in British North America. Lrstead, they proposed to rredefine the
very nature of history as a discipline that 'aims to develop the human
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mind by the objective and honest study of the past.'z They wanted stu-
dents to experience the craft of the historian by using historical meth-
ods and evidence, even if this new inquiry-based model would reveal
less-inspired heroes. The goal was no longer to perpefuate la suraiaqnce
of a mythical past but to prepare students for the demand, in a chang-
ing world, for critical and educated citizens. Teachers were no longer
expected to deliver a recital of historical facts and figures of the collec-
tive past but to prepare students for a more sophisticated critical inves-
tigation and analysis of the evidence of the past. Conceivably, the most
drastic change was to make history useful, engaging, and relevant to
the lives of young Quebecers. The goal was to cultivate an interest in
the study of the past and a sense of historical agency and to instil in stu-
dents an understanding of the connectedness of the past, the present,
and the future by making them 'feel a certain presence of the past.'3

Yet, as I suggested in the introduction, the disciplinary approach to
history education did not go unchallenged. Vocal and influential critics
opposed the implementation of disciplinary-history on various (nota-
bly, educational and nationalist) grounds. Students, itwas argued, were
immature, not-yet-competent persons, unable to fully grasp the com-
plexity of the world in which they lived and, thus, incapable of learning
the methods of history. On anothet, more emotionally powerful ground,
there was growing fear, particularly among the new Qu6bec national-
ists, that such an approach to the collective past would undermine the
survival of the Canadiens - now referred to as Qu6b6cois - and challenge
their historical struggle for national recognition and sovereignty.a

Overgeneralizations and misunderstandings about the nature and
purpose of history and school history have had a detrimental effect on
history education in Qu6bec - and elsewhere. Even today, much of the
debate over school history suffers from the same flaws. Memory fash-
ioners criticize the emphasis on disciplinary-history for its soi-disant
damage to the civic and socializing mission of public schooling,
whereas historians - at least those still involved in the discussion - claim
that the discipline has its own intrinsic purpose, that is, the study of the
past for its own sake, without regard for any other aim. To paraphrase
Keith Barton and Linda Levstik's most recent book, 'What a messl'S

L:r this chapter, I propose to bring some conceptual order to the
present debate by looking at the nature of disciplinary-history. Using a
variety of historians and philosophers of history, notably Leopold von
Ranke, I show that although there are disagreements about the nature
and role of the discipline, the same scientific methods developed over
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the last two centuries continue to inform historical practice and shape
the landscape of historical scholarship. Building on this conception of
history, I then present, in the second part, my own conception of histor-
ical thinking. To do so, I begin by discussing a model of historical-
knowledge development, based on two interrelated forms of historical
knowledge: substantive and procedural knowledge. Then I present a
colligatory set of history benchmarks and competences/ defined by five
procedural concepts found in the scholarly practice of history.

The discussion of this chapter - and by extension, subsequent ones -
deals primarily with procedural ideas, ideas about how to think histoti-
cally. ft focuses on what historical thinking entails for our understand-
ingof the discipline and its impact on history education, not so much
on th" cognitive processes involved in thinking historically. Despite
this qualificatiory I hope to show that my conception of history and
these concepts can stimulate the development of historical thinking in
schools und b"tter equip students with'the rules of the game'so they
can make sense of the conflicting views of history they encounter in
and outside their classrooms. Too often, the current discussion among
educators has taken the simplified form of supposing an unbridgeabie
gap of ,content, versus 'skills' or of the realms of historical fact versus
the processes of mastering these indisputable facts'

2.1 On the (Evolving) Nature of History

Professional historians have debated for centuries the very nature of
their discipline. The result is that, to this day, there is no clear consensus
on its exait definition and justification, particularly not in the schools.
The problem, as historian E.H. Carr cautiously observes, comes from
the fict that the answers to the question 'What is history?' consciously
or not, reflect our own frame of reference (or'positionality') in time. For
example, Herodotus, often called the Father of History, produced the
first official accounts of life in the Near East (Greece, Persia) in his leg-
end.ary Histories,written in the fifth century scs. His successor, Thucy-
dides, aiso offered passionate stories of major events of his own time,
notably the Peloponnesian war. Although Thucydides found Hero-
dotus,s explanations insufficient and biased, both historians have been
under serious attack for representing the past in imaginary ways, by
often using fictional sources to supplement actual documentary and
oral evideice.6 In the History of the Peloponnesian War,,for example,
Thucydides claimed, 'As for the speeches made on the eve of the war or
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during the course, it was hard for me, when I heard them myself, and
for any others who reported them to me to recollect exactly what had
been said. I have therefore put into the mouth of each speaker the views
that, in my opinion, they would have been most likely to express, as the
particular occasions demanded, while keeping_ as nearly as I could to
the general purport of what was actually said."

This tendency of confusing historical evidence and fiction largely
went by unnoticed for centuries, until about the early nineteenth cen-
tury, when a new generation of historians reassessed the previous sfudy
of history. Building on the rationalist belief of the Enlightenment that
human rational thinking (as opposed to God's sacred purposes in the
human world) could explain human societies, a branch of pioneer his-
torians, initially located in Germany, reassessed the notion of 'histori-
cism,' that is, 'the belief that truth is found in the single, particular object
or event, something with its own spatio-temporal location ... rather than
in universal but abstract and unobservable theories.'o The premise of
historicism was that each historical period or change in history was
unique, with its own'manifestation of the human spirit,' so that histor-
ical actors and their actions could only be understood historically, with
reference to their own time and positionality (frame of reference).e

Possibly the most influential thinker of the time was German histo-
rian Leopold von Ranke, who, in the words of Evans, 'was the lead in
this change of direction,'l0 a conclusion shared by many other modern
historians.ll Originally a philologist and school teacher, Ranke was first
attracted to history by reading historical novels and finding they con-
tained inaccuracies.l2 Adapting philological techniques to history, he
propoged to approach the study of the past with complete detach-
ment." He determined that history ought to be a discipline with its
own methods of research and writing. The core of this new scientific
approach was to access the primary sources, the relics and records of
the past, and verify scrupulously their authenticity. Ranke believed that
scientific history could only be achieved if the historian, through archi-
val research, could get and rely on the 'purest, most immediate sources'
originating at the time.la

In addition, Ranke maintained that the historian has to study and
critically analyse all the sources on the period or event to determine (1)
the internal consistency of the sources (and thus avoid using forged
documents); and (2) their consistency with other sources of the time
(corroboration). Secondary sources, which do not necessarily originate
from the period, were to be avoided as much as possible. After gather-
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ing and scrupulously verifying the sources, historians could recon-
struct the past accurately - give what Ranke referred to as the ,strict
presentation of the facts' - only if they understood the past as the peo-
ple who lived in it, that is, with'historical empathy.'ls The past, in his
view, could only be judged on its own terms, not by the ever-changing
standards of the present. As Ranke explained, in the much-quoted pref-
ace of his Histories of the Latin and Germanic Nations from 1494 to
1'574 (Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen viilker aon 14g4 bis
151-4), 'To history has been assigned the office of judging the past, of
instructing the present for the benefit of future ages. To such high
offices this work does not aspire: It wants only to show what acfually
happened [wie es eigentlich gewesen]. But whence the sources for such
a new investigation? The basis of the present work, the sources of its
material, are memoirs, diaries, letters, diplomatic reports, and original
narratives of eyewitnesses; other writings were used only if they were
immediately derived from the above mentioned or seemed to equal
them because of some original information.'15

The scientific methods of history proclaimed by Ranke at the Univer-
sity of Berlin immediately received serious attention in European and
U.S. scholarly communities.lT'The German mode of "doing history,',,
Ernst Breisach observes, 'influenced the idios;mcratic development
through the so-called Oxford and Cambridge schools of historiography
and American historiography through the numerous Americans who
studied at German tmiversities.'18 Even France, with divergent political
and historiographic traditions, was not spared by the German scientific
upsurge. French historian Fustel de Coulanges did not hesitate to
declare during a public lecture n1862 that 'history is something more
than a pastime, that it is not pursued merely in order to entertain our
curiosity or to^fill the pigeonholes of our memory. History is and should
be a science.'1e Talking about the influence of tkre German scientific tra-
dition, Cambridge professor John Bagnell Bury declared a few years
lateq, 'The proposition that before the beginning of the last century the
study of history was not scientific may be sustained in spite of a few
exceptions ... A few stand on a higher level in so far as they were really
alive to the need of bringing reason and critical doubt to bear on the
material, but the systematised method which distinguishes a science
was beyond the vision of all, except a few like Mabillon. Erudition has
now been supplemented by scientific method, and the change is owed
to Germany. Among those who brought it about, the names of Niebuhr
and Ranke are pre-eminent.'20 During the same period, professor
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Edward Gaylord Bourne proclaimed in his address before the meeting
of the American Historical Association of 1895 that'It is hardly possible
so soon to decide what has been the dominant intellectual characteristic
of our century but certainly, in the increase of positive historical knowl-
edge, the elaboration of sound historical method, the enlargement of
the range of historical evidence, and especially in the development of
the historical way of looking at things, the nineteenth century stands
out conspicuous above any century since the Renaissance. To these
immense changes no one contributed so much as Leopold von Ranke,
the centenary of whose birth was celebrated last week.'21 Whether
Ranke was the greatest nineteenth-century historian is still open to
debate. Several historians, notably after World War I, did not hesitate to
criticize him for his positivistic history.

One of the most vocal critics was British historian George Macaulay
Trevelyan, grand-nephew of Whig historian Lord Macaulay, who
strongly objected to the influence of the German scientific tradition:
'Who is the Mother Country to Anglo-Saxon historians? Some reply
"Gertrtany," but others of us prefer to answer "England." The methods
and limitations of German learning presumably suit the Germans, but
are certain to prove a strait waistcoat to English limbs and faculties. We
ought to look to the free, populal, literary traditions of history in our
own land.'22 Trevelyan likely had his Whig great-uncle in mind here.
Indeed, if Macaulay is no longer seen as the authority in history, even in
his native England, he surely epitomizes an important development in
the study and writing of national history, the notion of progress. As a
result of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and as part of the nine-
teenth-century Industrial Revolution, the view of history as progress
became a dominant trend in historical scholarship - especially so in
England. Not only is history seen as the product of historical changes
created by human actors (and no longer by divine providence), but
these changes are advancing in a unique direction in human evolution,
that of liberty, modernity, and Western civilization. This view is very
perceptible in Macaulay's History of England from the Accession of lames
II, where he announced that his focus would not be exclusively on pol-
itics, because 'it will be my endeavour to relate the history of the people
as well as the history of the govemment, to trace the progress of useful
and ornamental arts.'23

But just as Macaulay, Trevelyan, and their Whig contemporaries
looked to more national traditions as the source of historical study and
interpretation, historians from other countries soon rejected, or at least
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publicly objected to, the positivist views of Ranke. Italian philosopher
Benedetto Croce and his English counterpart R.G. Collingwood made it
clear that historians are guided in their selection of topic and interpre-
tative judgment not only by the sources they select and use but also by
their own positionalities, interests, and_. perspectives. lAll history,'
Croce argued, 'is contemporary history.'z4 Collingwood took Croce,s
argument further by noting that 'All history is the history of thought;
and when an historian says that a man is in a certain situation this is the
same as saying that he thinks he is in this situation.'2s He went on, 'the
hard facts of the situation are the hard facts of the way in which he con-
ceives the situation.'2b History was thus, and perhips first and fore-
most, about interpretation and judgment. No document, as close as it
was in its origin to the event in question, could tell exactly what the
original author thought or believed. Selecting and reading historical
sources implies re-enacting in the mind of the historian the thought of
the author (to empathize), a notion largely overlooked by Ranke.

Pushing these ideas further, others such as Carl Becker, William Gal-
lie, E.H. Carr, and more recently Paul Ricoeur and David Carr have
focused more explicitly on narrativism as a method in history and the
complexity of the relation between historical facts and the historian's
narrative explanation. Indeed, one of the conventional tools for com-
municating historical interpretations is the 'narrative,' that is, a coher-
ent representation of past human actions as the story of these events.27
Unlike a chronicle, which presents a chronological list of historical hap-
penings, the narrative, by virtue of its retrospective view, 'picks out the
most important events, traces the causal and motivational connections
among them, and gives us an organized, coherent account.'28 Because
the narrative must hang togethe{, it is typically shaped with a begin-
ning, subject, actors, events, setting, plot, and conclusion. Narratives, as
novelists know well, can be either real or imaginary (some would say
both) without losing their internal structure and power. Yet, the narra-
tive used in history, as Trevelyan once argued, would form a distinct lit-
erary genre: 'The appeal of history to us all is in the last analysis poetic.
But the poetry of history does not consist of imagination roaming at
large, but of imagination pursuing the fact and fastening upon it ... The
poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that once, on this
earth, once, on this familiar spot of ground, walked other men and
women, as actual as we are today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed
by their own passions, but now all gone, one generation vanishing into
another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like
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ghosts at cockcrow.'2e With the recent postmodernist critique of knowl-
edge, the connection between history and narrative - as defined above
- has been the subject of lively debate among historians, linguists, psy-
chologists, philosophers, and othet bien-pensants. Can we get rid of nar-
rative in history? Is narrative a fictional imposition on a disorganized
past? \zVhat is the relation between a narrative and the actions and
events it depicts? Are historical actors and events shaped by the form of
narrative?

Answers to these questions have been offered by different domains
and theories of knowledge, including cultural anthropology, linguis-
tics, and postmodernist thought. It is not necessary here to follow all
the debates, except perhaps to note that scholars by and large agree
with the general principle that history and narrative are not identical.
History can take the form of narrative, but a narrative does not always
speak in the name of history, because it is constructed - as opposed to
rescued - by an outside narrato4 who can only attempt to recreate
'what actually happened' in the past. Put simply, not only can the
selected facts be distorted, but their arrangement (notably the causal
relation between events) could be misconstrued by historians, as a
result of their own misjudgments or predilections. As David Thomson
observes, '[An] interesting and meaningful narrative, as distinct from a
mere chronological annal, rests (if only implicitly) on a whole series of
judgments about the relative importance of some events or people in
"can)sing" other subsequent developments. So the historian cannot
escape the obligation to consider relationships of cause and effect, even
though he may often have to confess himself baffled by the problems
which they raise.'3O

Clearly, the Rankean revolution in historiography has led to much
writing and debate in the history community, as evidenced above. Yet,
the application of scientific methods to historical sources was - and still
is - a major advance in the discipline. As Tosh observes, '[Ranke] cer-
tainly founded the modern discipline of academic history - largely
because he developed the techniques of research necessary for the ful-
filment of the historicists' programme, especially the use and interpre-
tation of primary documentary sources."' Perhaps more appealing to
educators, the revolutionary ideas advanced by Ranke, and subse-
quently challenged and revised by his followers, were accepted not only
by a few obscure academics but by visionary scholars of history educa-
tion who believed in a rapprochementbetween the educational and aca-
demic worlds. As early as the L890s, for instance, some historians from
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Europe and North America advocated the so-called New History in
schools. 'Progressive'historians, such as Mary Sheldon Barnes, Edward
Freeman, Charles Beard, James Harvey Robinson, Fred Morrow Fling,
Charles Seignobos, and M.W. Keatinge, all believed in a theory of school
history anchored in the practice of teaching histo^ry with primary
sources, sometimes referred to as the source method.'Yet, this method,
though proclaimed in academic circles, never led to a revolution in his-
tory education. Not only were history teachers unprepared to accom-
plish this tour de force, but detractors within the history community
simply believed it was a folie de grandeur to teach masses of youngsters
the complexity of this science. As prominent British historian G.R. Elton
once argued,

School courses of history dominated by the ultimate academic principles
involved in the most highly developed forms of historical studies must be
thought ill-advised, however honourable. This is not, however, to throw
the schools back on producing some inferior kind of history, so that the
universities may have a free run ... On the contrary, what is urgently
required is the discovery of an alternative principle by which the study of
history at school can be justified and therefore animated, and one, more-
over, which is more appropriate to a group of students many of whom are
not specialising in history. One must ask once again just why children and
adolescents should be asked to concern themselves with history.33

Despite the fact these avant-garde historians largely failed to win their
contemporaries over to the necessity and usefulness of teaching disci-
plinary-history, the key principles they advanced over a century ago
still remain relevant today. As I argue in the next section, the process of
studying and communicating knowledge about the past is also applica-
ble to historical thinking in school. Teachers and their students simply
cannot make sense of or even critically employ, historical accounts
without some understanding of how one creates these accounts.

2.2 On Historical Thinking

Knowing how the discipline of history has developed over the past few
centuries is certainly useful and illuminating for history educators. It
shows the importance of the study of historical knowledge, as well as
the dynamic nature of the profession. New ideas, concepts, and theo-
ries of history have challenged and gradually changed earlier ortho-



ate:. :he so-called New History in
h a. l'Ian'Sheldon Batnes, Edward
ve-' Rc'rinson, Fred Morrow Fling,
ge :"'- belrer-ed in a theory of school
ri :":.::-rr:rg histo^ry with primary
: s,:;:.e :lethod."'Yet, this method,
les :..', er led to a revolution in his-
rn' :=a.hers unprepared to accom-
x-. -,.. r"hin the history community
r;.:,' :'J teach masses of youngsters
rn"::..eir British historian G.R. Elton

bi ::.: ;ltimate academic principles
d :,::::-. of Lristorical studies must be
a-:.= l:-,r is not, however, to throw
l:.,j::.--: <i:rd of history, so that the
tl: ::= ,..ntuan; what is urgently
F,-, = :.::-:tre br- rvhich the study of
L;;r:r rc :iiimated, and one, more-
1; :: : .:-: jents many of whom are
Lr.\ - ::i agaln just lvhy children and
T :::::.-.\ 'cs rvith history.33

L.:.-::ans largelr'fai-led to win their
r a:,* "rsefulness of teaching disci-
he., ...1,,'a:rced over a century ago
e -: ::.€ rext section, the process of
P; :c :'t o ut the past is also applica-
[€"1::.-:-. and their sfudents simply
ic:."-. enplor-, historical accounts
l c,:.. ::eates these accounts.

n' : a. ler-eioped over the past few
m:-,:a:l."g for history educators. It
rf :--.:oical knowledge, as well as
n. \.',,.- ideas, concepts, and theo-
i:."::'jalh- changed earlier ortho-

The Nature of History and Historical Thinking 27

doxies. Yet, as useful as they might be, these disciplinary developments
do not address the wavs students, educators, and historians thinkhistor-
ically.The intellectual process through which an indiviclual masters -
and ultimately appropriates - the concepts and knowledge of history
and critically applies such concepts and knowledge in the resolution of
contemporary and historical issues is extremely demanding and com-
plex. In fact, one could argue that school history has typically failed to
promote historical thinking because of its persisting (and often dog-
matic) focus on the transmission of memory-history, largely in the form
of master narratives. Limited but growing research indicates, with
increasing academic acceptance, that historical thinking is not limited
to (and is probably not, above all) the mastering of factual knowledge
of the past, such as dates, names, characters, and events established by
authorities in historical accounts. It is also about the self-appropriqtion of
the procedures and concepts that arise in the act of doing history.3a Of
course, it is essential for students to master the claims (substantive his-
torical knowledge) made by historians, teachers, or related authorities.
This type knowledge - commonly referred to in the schools as 'content'
- constitutes the foundation of historical thinking. As Lee observes, 'it
is misleading to juxtapose "developing concepts" against "transmitting
content." Presumably the concepts in question, as well as being devel-
oped through content, are developed in order to allow pupils to ask
and answer historical questions more successfully [that is, practise
history].'35

Historical thinking is, indeed, far more sophisticated and demanding
than mastering substantive (content) knowledge, in that it requires the
acquisition of such knowledge to understand the procedures employed
to investigate its aspects and conflicting meanings. 'While all thinking
results in knowledge,' as John Dewey once summ_ed it up, 'the value of
knowledge is subordinate to its use in thinking.'rb To think historically
is thus to understand how knowledge has been constructed and what it
means. Without such sophisticated insight into ideas, peoples, and
actions, it becomes impossible to adjudicate between competing ver-
sions (and visions) of the past. One can clearly see the power but also the
limit of memory-history when the past, to paraphrase Nora, becomes no
more than a useful resource of everyday experience, subjected to the
dialectic of remembering and forgetting.

But this type of disciplinary understanding is only possible and effec-
tive if another element in the construction of knowledge is considered:
the ability to apply what is learned in other contexts. Thus, Gardner
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a-rgues that sophisticated thinking (he refers to it as 'disciplinary exper-
tise') occurs when a person can take information and concepts learned.
in one setting'and apply them flexibly and appropriately in a new and
at least somewhat unanticipated situation.'37 This type of thinking is
complex and never complete because it requires from the leamer a
capacity not only to master knowledge or concepts as taught in one
context but also to apply such knowledge or concepts to different or
new phenomena. In other words, to understand a concept or piece of
knowledge is to be able to represent it in more than one wiy ot iontext.
For Gardner, such disciplinary performances occur ,When history sfu-
dents who have studied the French and Russian revolutions are able to
discuss the factors that have precipitated a contemporary revolutionary
movement and to offer grounded predictions of what is likely to occur
during the coming months.'3E Gardner's disciplinary ideas are hardly
new. Bruner had already argued some thirty years earlier that the struc-
ture of a discipline could best be understood by students through the
adequate transfer of training across contexts. 'To understand iome-
thing as a specific instance of a more general case - which is what
understanding a more fundamental principle or structure means,, he
observes, 'is to have learned not only a specific thing but arso a model
for understanding other things tike it that one may encounter.,3e

Bruner carefully sets limits to such transferability. He notes that gen-
eralizations, notably in history are highly problematic because of the
specificity of historical contexts, something Ranke had alreadv estab-
lished. The recognition of this limit is not Js much a problem ior him,
because he believes that understanding the fundamentals of a disci-
pline is to be familiar precisely with those instances that cannot be
explained by a given mode of knowing - as clearly evidenced in Kee-
gan's introductory remarks on September 11.

From this definition, then, it is fair to claim that historical thinking, as
presented above, can make an important contribution to democratic cit-
izenship. Historical knowledge of political, social, cultural, and eco-
nomical systems overlaps with the democratic knowledge necessary
for_active citizenship, and hence mastering the knowledge of history,
and ultimately the practice of history itself, can allow students to more
effectively engage in democratic society, well beyond acquiring a deep
sense of patriotism (i.e., sense of attachment to the polity). According tb
historian Peter stearns, history can contribute to demociatic citizenslhip
in at_least four ways: (1) the study of political institufions; (2) compara-
tive historical analysis; (3) comparisons of past and current events; and
(4) development of democratic habits of mind.aO
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Given this relationship between history and democratic citizenship,
it is no surprise that several jurisdictions have identified history as the
subjectpar excellence to teach citizenship education. Many history teach-
ers already recognize that their mission is highly political. What they
choose to teach (or not to teach), how they teach it, and what students
are expected to do in their classes are all implicitly about politics and
power. Yet, if the attainment of citizenship education goals can be trans-
ferred to history education, one nevertheless needs to be careful and
put limits on what they can be expected to accomplish. 'If we expect the
history teacher to be the sole guarantor of such ambitions,' as James
Arthur and his colleagues rightly contend, 'we will only raise hope
unrealistically and condemn teachers to take the blame for problems
that are actually beyond their capabilities.'al Indeed, history and citi-
zenship education are subjects closely related, but they are not inter-
changeable. \A/hereas school history can contribute to citizenship
education, education for citizenship does not necessarily support or
rely on the standards, procedures, and rationale of history. Part of the
current debate in school history emerges from the failure to make these
limits clear. A better understanding of how historical expertise inter-
sects with, but also diverges from, history educatioh may facilitate the
discussion.

Substantiae and Procedural Knoruledge of History

'Historians,' VanSledright observes,'reconstruct (some might say cre-
ate) the past based on questions they attempt to answer. Criteria are
involved in selecting and reconstructing the past, and these criteria
relate to what is considered generally acceptable practice within the
field.'az In an attempt to conceptualize historians' ways of practising
historical scholarship, Lee, drawing on the influential works of Kitson
Clark, William Burston, William Walsh, and others, has laid out an
interesting and extremely helpful model of historical-knowledge devel-
opment, based on two types of interdependent historical knowledge:
substantive and procedural knowledge.a3

The first type of historical knowledge focuses on the substance of the
past. It is what historical knowledge is about - the 'content' of history.aa
Typically, this type of knowledge focuses on certain historical themes or
actors. Substantive knowledge, as discussed in the previous section, has
traditionally been framed in narrative form, with all the consequences
of such historiographical 'emplotment.' Examples of the forms of sub-
stantive knowledge are history books and textbooks (often entitled 'The
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story of ...'), movies, and oral histories. In curricular language, this form
of historical knowledge is typically found in expectations of students'
leaming, such as the students' understanding of certain terms, events,
phenomena, or personages (e.9., names of the prime ministers of Can-
ada). It is the substantive knowledge that has been the subject of lively
debate in various jurisdictions because it is highly political and conten-
tious and frequently misused and justified by competing groups for a
variety of collective purposes (identity, memory, patriotism, public pol-
icy, etc.).

The second type of historical knowledge, referred to as proceduraf
concentrates on the concepts and vocabulary that provide 'the struc-
tural basis for the discipline.'4s These concepts (evidence, empathy,
progress, decline, etc.) are not what history is about - the substance.
They are, ratheq, conceptual tools needed for the study of the past as a
discipline and the construction of the content of historical knowledge.
Without these concepts, it would be impossible to make sense of the
substance of the past, as 'they shape the way we go about doing his-
tory.'46 Because these concepts are rarely apparent in use, they arebften
left hidden in historians' investigations and even more so in school
textbooks, thus leading to the naive assumption thai they do not influ-
ence historical inquiry and are unworthy of study.

It is important not to misconstrue the distinction and transition from
substantive to structural knowledge as the simplistic dichotomy of con-
tent versus skills, as too often happens in school history. It is impossible
for students to understand or make use of procedural knowledge if
they have no knowledge of the substance of the past. To claim, for
example, that there has been remarkable progress in human rights over
the last century makes no sense unless one knows sorne contenf (key
dates, events, declarations, charters, etc.) relating to the history of hu-
man rights. To understand the various claims made about the past,
therefore, students need to be introduced to the disciplinary concepts
and procedures that led to the crafting of these historical claims. 'The
acquisition of more powerful procedural or second-order ideas,' Lee
and Ashby contend, 'is one way - pelhaps the best - of giving sense to
the notion of progression in history.'47

Equally important is the 'progression'in historical thinking that Lee
and Ashby talk about. There has been a misleading tendency, even in
academic circles, to place substantive and procedural knowledge on a
linear scale of historical reasoning, leading to the belief that progress in
historical thinking should be from the former to the latter, that is, from
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lower- to higher-order thinking. This understanding is highly mislead-
ing and likely stands behind the rhetorical and unproductive debate
over teaching content versus skills in the classroom. Progression in his-
torical thinking ought to be developed simultaneously ruithin each of
these domains of knowledge and not from one to the other. In other
words, sophisticated historical thinkers are not those who have suc-
cessfully moved away from content acquisition to the mastery of proce-
dural knowledge but those who have made significant progress in
understanding both the substance of the past and the ideas (procedures
and concepts) necessary to make sense of it. School history can help
with this type of progression.

In recent years in North America, Europe, and the Asia-Pacific (espe-
cially, Australia), an interest has grown in teaching students about
the procedures and ideas needed to engage in the study of history.
Given the early developments in historiography discussed in section 2.1
above, the current refurn to the practice of history may leave the reader
with a sense of ddjh au. Yet, the terms 'doing history' and 'historical
thinking' are now so widespread and en aogue in educational jargon that
educators may wonder about their meaning and significance. Clearly,
the historical thinking of elementary- and secondary-school students
does not (and cannot) match that of disciplinary experts. VanSledright is
thus correct to argue that scholars must not unfairly hold novices to
standards of disciplinary expertise. There is simply no evidence show-
ing that students naturally grow into historians. Historical thinking is,
indeed, anunnatural act, to borrow Wineburg's clich6.

Nevertheless, it is fair to claim, as Bruner observes, that 'there is a
continuity between what a scholar does on the forefront of his disci-
pline and what a child does in approaching it for the first time.'48 There-
fore, the development of historical scholarship, as outlined so fa1, can
serve as a benchmark for students' own historical development, a
benchmark that may help educators narrow the gap between the two
worlds and assist students in developing more a sophisticated under-
standing of past and contemporary issues - as opposed to a strict accu-
mulation of content knowledge. To this day, the problem in history
education has been the failure to understand how educators can
improve students' historical thinking by introducing them to disciplin-
ary concepts and procedures allowing for such progression in historical
thinking. More focus has been on how students could more success-
fully acquire knowledge of specific claims about the past(i.e., retention
of facts, dates, and stories), without it being realized that success in this
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depends on a second feature of historical knowledge. A student simply
cannot, for example, make sense of the Holocaust without being
exposed to the concepts of historical significance (why is the Holocaust
important to study?) and empathy (what was it like? How did people
feel?). 'It it now generally accepted,'as Terry Haydn, James Arthul, and
Martin Hunt contend, 'that the more sophisticated [students'] under-
standings of these concepts, when relating to historical content, the
greater will be the depth of their historical understand^g.'ne But what
exactly are tl-rese concepts? How do educators go about using them?

As I discuss in the following chapters, historians and philosophers of
history have employed procedural concepts for a long time in their
works. Yet, the problem has been the absence in the literature of a coher-
ent and explicit articulation of them, particularly for history education
purposes. Even the revolutionary arguments of the 'new history'pre-
sented a century ago by Fling and his contemporaries have remained
largely silent on procedural knowledge. Because of a drastic change in
British history education from memory-history to disciplinary-history
in the early 7990s, some scholars in the United Kingdom engaged in the
study and dissemination of ideas about historical thinking in general,
and procedural concepts in particular. This movement was also fuelled
by the interests and findings of a highly influential history project estab-
lished in the 1970s, the Schools'Council History Project (SHP). Based on
studies of students'understanding of causation, change, evidence, and
empathy, the SHP not only offered a more accurate picture than the
largely deficient one of British students' thinking current until then but
also examined the important role of these concepts in students'progres-
sion in learning and practising the discipline of history. Following the
Iead of the SHR several history educators, such as Peter Lee, Rosalyn
Ashb.v, Martin Hunt, and Chris Husbands, have enriched the field of
history education by presenting complementary arguments and find-
ings revealing a more comprehensive and perhaps more accurate repre-
sentation of historical learning, at least for England.

However, the ideas developed across the Atlantic during the late-
twentieth century were not always disseminated and were far less
adapted to the North American context. Notably because of the 'pro-
gressive education'movement of the late 1970s, which stressed teach,
ing interdisciplinary subjects as part of the new 'social studies,' the
focus in the field of history education has been on issues of citizenship
education, republican democracy, and the'common good.'s0 The recent
debates over the teaching of U.S. history in schools and the subsequent
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National Standards for history offer perhaps some indications of a rap-
prochement between the two school-history traditions. But, as VanSled-
right recently claimed in light of his history teaching experience, 'the
British example may help us understand that, in order to learn to think
historically, an obsession with asking children to commit a nationalist
narrative to memory is a misguided approach.'s1

In Canada, where the provinces have followed vatious, sometimes
divergent traditions, it is difficult to point to the systematic and influen-
tial role of the British history education movement. Even if some revo-
lutionary ideas and authors (e.g., W.M. Keatinge) made their way into
some Canadian schools during the twentieth century, history education
reforms have traditionally focused on 'fears for the future of the coun-
try,' rather than on concerns for the purpose and nature of school his-
tory. As Osbome observes,'the not-so-hidden assumption in every case
was that if only the schools were to do a better job of teaching history,
Canada would be safer and stronger.'s2 Perhaps the most significant
contribution to the field of history education in the last decades has been
made by Peter Seixas, director of the Centre for the Study of Historical
Consciousness at the University of British Columbia, the first scholar to
conceptualize the notion of historical thinking in Canadian history
education. Seixas is, for instance, the one who offered North American
educators a creative conceptualization of growth in historical under-
standing centred on a set of related elements initially developed in his-
toriography. These elements are, for him, 'closely related core issues that
must be confronted in order to foster growth in historical thinking.'
Seixas goes on, 'Without addressing these core issues, we could not
begin to think historically, nor could we become more expert.'s3 For
Seixas, the ability to move from a naive historical understanding to
sophisticated thinking is rooted in the understanding of key elements in
the structure of historical inquiry: significance, epistemology and evi-
dence, continuity and change, progress and decline, empathy and moral
judgments, and historical agency.

Seixas is careful to note that these disciplinary elements should not
be viewed as fixed or given but as developing, always problematic and
incomplete, contingent on and limited by people's own historiographi-
cal culture. Like any other discipline, history has meaning and justifica-
tion within 'the context of the questions, procedures, and debates in
which it develops.'s4 Perhaps more importantly, because history is a
dynamic discipline, new discoveries or methods in the discipline grad-
ually challenge and ultimately undermine current tenets. This caution-
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ary point is crucial, as other communities of scholars and educators
have also come up with similar concepts, more in tune with their
research culture or national curriculum. t:r England, for example, the
'key' concepts of the National Curriculum for history are time and
chronology, evidence, importance, causatiory change and continuity,
empathy, interpretation, and enquiry.ss Although the United States
does not have the exact notion of procedural concepts for its history
curriculum, the National Standards for history do provide a list of five
related historical-thinking skills as arising in the actual practice of the
discipline: (1) chronological thinking; (2) historical comprehension; (3)
historical analysis and interpretation; (4) historical-research capabili-
ties; and (5) historical-issues analysis and decision-making.5b Related to
the U.S. National Standards, a Deweyan approach has recently been
taken by Barton and Levstik, who offer their own set of 'stances' they
claim students should be 'expected to perform when they learn his-
tory.'s7 These stances include identification, analysis, moral response,
and exhibition (display). Other jurisdictions and scholars, notably in
Australia, France, and Germany, have also developed hlltory programs
with related structures, concepts, and procedural ideas.5E Perhaps Finn-
ish scholar Sirkka Ahonen best sums it up when she claims that the
recent changes in history have been confronted by 'different traditions
of research into history education'that, unfortunately, rarely encounter
each other.se

In relying on the influential works of British, U.S., Canadian, Ger-
man, and Australian scholars, this book offers a more inclusive and
coherent study of historical thinking and procedural concepts than
offered so far in any of their traditions of scholarship on history educa-
tion. If applying such an approach to history education in specific juris-
dictions or school curricula is problematic, it is also its advantage. In a
world where the validity of knowledge is more and more widely con-
tested, the dynamics of divergent and, in themselves, contentious his-
torical practices may help reduce the tendency of historians to make
absolute claims to knowledge and give way to other equally important
types of claims. Instead of promoting creative discussion and exchange,
sharp and unworkable distinctions between British and U.S. historical
traditions or between the viewpoints of history scholars and educators
are likely to favour resentment and mutual ignorance.

In many ways, the approach taken in this book reflects the process of
inquiry through which historians create knowledge. of the past. The
Rankean revolution has produced useful intellectual tools that the his-
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tory community largely accepts and still employs, notably in its peer
reviews. 'The fact that historians disagree,' Rogers contends, 'is exactly
what makes historical knowledge reputable by providing the most rig-
orous check upon its provenance and content.'5o

F io e P r o c edur aI C oncep t s

In iheir influential bookUnderstanding by Design, educators Grant Wig-
gins and Jay McTighe claim that 'essential questions' are dootways to
sophisticated thinking because they help educators focus on zohat is
worth knowing by employing a problem-solving approach to the sub-
ject.61 Not only do essential questions go to the heart of the discipline
but they also raise othe1, equally important questions whose answers
do not seem self-evidently true or false. They should be deliberately
thought-provoking and '[help] students effectively inquire and make
sense of importantbut complicated ideas, knowledge, and know-how -
a bridge to findings that experts may believe are settled but learners do
not yet grasp or see as valuable.'o'In an attempt to uncover the various
and complex disciplinary practices and concepts of history outlined
earlier, essential questions can be useful in orienting the selection of
concepts, as they have been in strucfuring my own argument. Perhaps
more importantly, Wiggins and McTighe's inquisitive-teaching design
(they call it'backward design') offers history educators a deliberate and
active-learning approach to historical knowledge that shifts the focus
from 'coverage'to 'uncoverage.'63 Instead of presenting an overview of
the past by marching through a vast body of information and topics
within a limited time (i.e., textbook coverage), educators who uncover
the past make students inquire, interrogate, and go into depth, so as to
find defensible answers to meaningful questions - just like scholars
when they study and uncover a given problem.

I mentioned in the first section that historians have developed a time-
honoured process of investigating- uncoaering - aspects of the past that
goes back to Ranke's principles of scientific history. This process of
tuming the past into history more or less resembles something like this
the following. Historians approach the past with some personal inter-
ests, areas of significance, and questions in mind. These interests and
questions are typically informed by historians' positionalities and
knowledge (or lack of knowledge) of certain historical subjects - often
in terms of stories. Implicit in the questions historians initially consider
of significance are their own historical narratives, hypotheses, and eval-
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uative judgments about these events as signifying continuity and
change or progress and decline. Then begins, for historians, a complex
research process of gathering, selecting, and making sense of the evi-
dence that they think is worth collecting and analysing. When they
believe they have gone as far as possible into the subject and possess a
good understanding of it, they offer some interpretative answers to
their initial questions, which, in tum, may prompt them to investigate
some other related aspects of the past.

Of course, this simplified model of inquiry does not do justice to the
complex practice of historical research and writing. It implies, for
example, that historians arrive at their interpretations of the past only
after they have collected all the available and necessary evidence. In
practice, however, the construction of answers to initial questions can
be ongoing. 'For any historian worth his name,' Carr contends, 'the two
processes of what economists call"input" and "output" go on simulta-
neously and are, in practice, parts of a single process.'He goes on, 'The
more I write, the more I know what I am looking for, the better I under-
stand the significance and relevance of what I find.'64 That being said,
separating this process of historical inquiry into a number of tempo-
rally and conceptually distinct elements provides a didactically useful
and convenient sequence of interrelated steps. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, by doing so, we uncover the careful, analytic process involved in
investigating the past. Unlike memory-history, disciplinary-history is
not primarily an act of intuitive thinking,'intended to arrive at a given
answel with little or no awareness of the process of reaching that
answel although the answer may well be right or wrong.o'Historical
investigation involves a deep understanding of both the power and
limits of history (why histories and historians might be right or wrong)
and the rigorous disciplinary steps or procedures necessary for crafting
a defensible response to a given problem. Intuitive thinking, in con-
trast, is more instinctive and unconscious, based on prior perceptions
and a sense of familiarity with the domain of inquiry.

So if one considers the analytic model above, a number of different
steps can be identified. First, historians investigate aspects of the past
because they think they are worth studying and uncovering. \Atrhy
would historians question, research, or think about certain historical
events or personages unless they strongly believe these are historically
significant? Second, historians approach the significant past with some
judgments and understanding of events in the past as part of a larger
narrative or sequence of events that provides meaning and direction to



ents as signifying continuity and
en herins, for historians, a complex
tinq, ard making sense of the evi-
[".-t g and analysing. When they
sib,-e i,rrto the subject and possess a
br =u-rne interpretative answers to
rL nial- prompt them to investigate
Ft-
of inquin- does not do justice to the
mrJ, and writing. It implies, for
rcii interpretations of the past only
ain:L'tre and necessary evidence. In
of ansrrers to initial questions can
h hL. name,' Carr contends,'the two
hpult"'and "output" go on simulta-
f a single process.'He goes on, 'The
I arn looking for, the better I under-
e of u-hat I find.'& That being said,
I urqur4- into a number of tempo-
rcql1-r pror.ides a didactically useful
date.i steps. Perhaps more impor-
saretul, analytic process involved in
rcn'-history disciplinary-history is
nkrng,'intended to arrive at a given
ss of the process of re_qching that
reltr be right or wrong.o'Historical
Erstanding of both the power and
hl;tr-rrians might be right or wrong)
r pro;edures necessary for crafting
rotlene. Intuitive thinking, in con-
Ecious, based on prior perceptions
bn,a::'l of inquiry.
ncrlel abor.e, a number of different
ian-. ini-estigate aspects of the past
h siudving and uncovering. \tVhy
h" or think about certain histo{cal
mngnr- believe these are historically
oac.h ttre significant past with some
renL< in the past as part of a larger
;prcr-ides meaning and direction to

The Nature of History and Historical Thinking 37

the event. This understanding implicitly rests on a process of perceiv-
ing past events as signifying the complementary concepts of continuity
and change and those of progress and decline. Because historians'
interpretations must rely, as Ranke made it clear, on supporting evi-
dence, the third step of an inquiry is the research. It is at this point that
the evidence must be selected and analysed, carefully and with a deep
sense of historical empathy to avoid naive or intuitive'presentist' judg-
ments of past actors. This whole process finally brings historians back
to their initial significant questions, which they then attempt to answe4,
usually in writing.

Building on Wiggins and McTighe's teaching design, I have devel-
oped a set of five essential questions at the heart of the practice of his-
tory. Each question logically leads to the inquiry and analysis of a
certain concept that in tum provides a doorway for uncovering the
answer to this type of question in history education practice. Thus, each
question is framed to uncover a certain procedural concept in ways that
will lead to a better understanding of, and potentially a better use of,
that concept in history education. These are epistemic concepts
employed by historians in studying and interpreting the past, although
not necessarily in the sequence I am suggesting in this book. They are
often considered 'background' concepts because 'they are seldom dis-
cussed in history texts' and are traditionally overlooked in school-his-
tory teachin9.66 Yet, they are fundamental to the discipline because one
simply cannot progress in historical thinking without adopting some
procedural understanding of significance, evidence, empathy, and so
forth. These essential questions and associated procedural concepts are

\A/hat is important in the past? - Historical significance
What changed and what remained the same? - Continuity and
change
Did things change for better or worse? - Progress and decline
How do we make sense of the raw materials of the past? - Evidence
How can we understand predecessors who had different moral
frameworks? - Historical empathy

Consistent with my earlier discussion, I recognize that these practice-
informed questions could be construed as subjective, as they emerge
from a given cultural and historical standpoint. The choice of these
questions in particular is also personal, in that other, equally important
questions at the heart of the discipline could be asked in the study of
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historical thinking. Flowever, partial as they might be, I believe that
they are still pertinent (some might say sine qua non) for making sense
of historical thinking and offering targets for what history educators
might accomplish with their students in the twenty-first century.

2.3 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that the discipline of history rests on
several assumptions about the nature of historical knowledge. Using
the works of various historians and philosophers of history, notably
Leopold von Ranke, I have shown that the nineteenth- and twentieth-
century scientific revolution, emerging from the idea of modernity, has
provided historians with a set of distinctive procedural ideai still
largely employed in the history community. Yet, evidence suggests that
history educators often fail to engage students in the practice of uncov-
ering the past, notably because of an ovetemphasis on the coverage of
narratives and the substantive knowledge they contain.

In trying to foster historical thinking, I have stated that history edu-
cators can narrow the gap between disciplinary experts and novice
students by examining more explicitly a set of procedural concepts of '
the discipline. These concepts/ actually employed by historians in their
investigations, are rarely discussed in class and are typically left
implicit in historiographical research, thus leading to the belief that his-
torical thinking does not advance by a careful, analytical process. The
following chapters each start with one of these essential questions and
more thoroughly examine one of these five concepts and ways they
could be employed in history education.



6 How Do V\h Make Sense of the Raw
Materials of the Past? - Evidence

We accept memory as a premise of knowledge; we infer history from evi-
dence that includes other people's memories. Unlike memory, history is
not given but contingent: it is based on empirical sources which we can
decide to reject for other versions of the past.

- David Lowenthal l

As part of the global war on terror, President George W. Bush confi-
dently addressed the UN General Assembly in September 2002. In his
controversial President's remarks, he declared to the intemational com-
munity that despite UN sanctions, Iraq under Saddam Hussein repre-
sented a dangerous and immediate threat to the stability of the Middle
East, the United States, and ultimately the entire world. Saddam Hus-
sein's use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) over the last decades
was, for President Bush, the chief reason to lead a 'coalition of the will-
ing'that would disarm him promptly.

We know that Saddam Hussein pursued weapons of mass murder even
when inspectors were in his country. Are we to assume that he stopped
when they left? The history, the logic, and the facts lead to one conclusion:
Saddam Hussein's regime is a grave and gathering danger. To suggest oth-
erwise is to hope against the evidence. To assume this regime's good faith
is to bet the lives of millions and the peace of the world in a reckless gam-
ble. And this is a r isk we must not take.2

President Bush was not alone in his crusade against the 'axis of evil.'
Following an assessment by the United Nations ivfonitoring, Verifica-
tion, and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) in January 2003, Secre-
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tary of State Colin Powell asserted in an address to the UN Security
Council, on 5 February of the same year, that sources unmistakably
indicated Iraq had reconstructed its nuclear weapons program, along
with its programs for biological and chemical weapons and an entire
fleet of vehicles capable of delivering these weapons. He declared,

What you will see is an accumulation of facts and disturbing patterns of
behavior. The facts on lraqis'behavior - Iraq's behavior demonstrate that
Saddam Hussein and his regime have made no effort - no effort - to dis-
arm as required by the international community. Indeed, the facts and
Iraq's behavior show that Saddam Hussein and his regime are concealing
their efforts to produce more weapons of mass destruction ... My col-
leagues, every statement I make today is backed up by sources, solid
sources. These are not assertions. What we're giving you are facts and con-
clusions based on solid intell igence.3

Four years after these firm declarations, and inconclusive UN- and
U.S.led inspections of Iraqi facilities and military equipment, Iraq's
program for WMD has proved to be highly hypothetical - even fabri-
cated. Even the two apparent 'biological laboratories,' found in the
suruner of 2003 and reported around the world as 'hard evidence'of
mobile germ warfare labs, tumed out to be simple military trailers used
by the Iraqi army to produce hydrogen gas for artillery weather bal-
loons. The situation was such that Dr Hans Blix, leader of UNMOVIC
in Iraq, did not hesitate in November 2003 to blame the British and U.S.
govemments for advancing political claims and promoting military
interventions backed only by weak intelligence.

[These governments] had the difficulties of interpretations. Satellite
images are very objective. But the satellite team don't tell you what is
under the roofs. President Bush was able to say in the autumn of 2002 that
they had seen how some nuclear installations had been recently extended,
and he said, 'I don't know what more evidence is needed.' Well, sorry, they
didn't see what was underneath ... But I don't think that they could have
sold the war to the public by simply saying that we are uncertain. They
sold it on the ground that we know for certain that there are weapons of
mass destruction and that they are close to getting a nuclear weapon -
they can get it soon.a

Even Secretary of State Colin Powell had no choice but to admit in
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Aprit 2004 that the information used in his rallying speech of February
2003'appears not to be ... that solid,'s thus acknowledging publicly the
failure of his government to support claims for military intervention
with solid evidence. 'The truth,'Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wol-
fowitz bluntly recognized later,'is ... that we settled on the one issue
that everyone could agree on which was weapons of mass destruction
as the core reason.'6 As the Camegie Endowment for International
Peace states in its report WMD in Iraq, the critical situation that led to
the war in Iraq is far from unique in the history of intemational conflicts
but raises important questions for twenty-first-century interventions:
Did the Iraqi apparent WMD threat to the United States and (or) global
security justify unilateral military intervention? Did intelligence ser-
vices and governments misrepresent what was known or unknown, to
promote their political agenda? And, ultimately, could democratic
states engage their citizens in war without defensible evidence justify-
ing doing so?

The collection of, reference to, and use of evidence are fundamental
to any authority, from that of teachers, to that of politicians, to that of
professional historians. The 'struggle with the evidence,' to paraphrase
French historian Marc Bloch, remains key to getting the facts right,
establishing new knowledge, or engaging fellow citizens in collective
ventures. Evidence 'is ground for belief.'/ Only with evidence can peo-
ple reasonably approve or disapprove a particular claim or conclusion.
Without it, everything becomes relative and a matter of one's faith - my
belief is as good as yours. 'Facts are stubborn things,' john Adams
famously claimed in his defence of the British soldiers involved in the
Boston Massacre of 1770,'and whatever may be our wishes, our incli-
nations, or the dictates of our passions, they cannot alter the state of
facts and evidence.'8

The introduction of a meticulous and critical approach to evidence of
the past was Ranke's first principle of scientific history. To this day, it
remains one of the key elements distinguishing the discipline from
literature or antiquarianism. Yet, evidence does not easily find its way
into the history classroom, being often lost in transit through the
archives, historians, publishers, bureaucrats, and teachers.

Typically, two general justifications have been offered for the use of
evidence in history education: public analysis of knowledge and the
understanding of historical knowledge. I have illustrated in the intro-
duction to this chapter that reference to evidence can hardly be avoided
in public affairs, even if this process may imply a deliberate subordina-
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tion of sources to predetermined objectives, such as those of political
partisanship. The intellectual ability to collect, process, analyse, and
cross-reference evidence is crucial to an informed citizenry. As part of
its contribution to citizenship education, school history can favour the
development of the attitudes and skills of democratic reasoning, using
past or contemporary evidence. 'To use history to understand the
present or to solve modem problems,'Barton and Levstik claim, 'sfu-
dents must be able to analyse the creation of historical accounts so that
they will be able to determine how well supported a claim is by the
available evidence."

But there is also a second, disciplinary justification of evidence in his-
tory education: understanding historical knowledge.'Historians,' Hus-
bands observes, 'only have access to the past via its remains: we cannot,
therefore, acquire any historical understandings without addressing
historical evidence."' L:rdeed, like astronomers scrutinizing distant
stars, historians sfudy places and subjects that are generally beyond
their own observation. Because these cannot be observed or experi-
enced directly, arry knowledge of the past has therefore to be mediated
by what has survived into the present: relics and records. Yet relics and
records, despite coming from the past, remain largely silent until histo-
rians start to question them and create some interpretative answers.
Relics, as C.R. Cheney admirably put it, 'like the little children of long
ago, only speak when they are spoken to, and they will not talk to
strangers.'11

In this chapter, I analyse how historians make sense of the past using
evidence. First, I explain the need to develop research questions and
select relics from the past according to these questions. Then, I discuss
Itre problems and limits of evidence in historical inquiry and the neces-
sity of evaluating critically the sources employed in terms of both
e<temal and internal criticism. In the last section, I look at the chal-
lenges of engaging students in the collection and evaluation of sources
and propose an approach based on four interrelated steps (research
questions, collection and selection of evidence, analysis, and intelpre-
tative answers).

6.1 From Relics to Evidence: The Necessity of Questions

What relics and records of the past should be selected for study? On
what grounds? These simple questions have been central to the work of
historians since the time of Ranke. 'Only by comprehensive historical
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investigation,' Ranke argued, 'can we aspire to a divining perception of
the deeply hidden, all-embracing spiritual laws.'l2 The claim made by
Ranke is straightforward: historians can know the past ('what acfually
happened') only if they study the sources originating at the time of the
events under consideration. These 'prirr.ary sources' of the past were,
for him, the most important pieces of information surviving into the
present. Historians' truthful re-creation and explanation of what hap-
pened would only be possible if their investigation relied primarily on
what was left behind (relics and records), and not on what could be
inferred directly or indirectly from the original authorities (i.e., the'sec-
ondary sources').13 But the traces left behind by human actors have
their own intricacies. They appear in various forms, shapes, and loca-
tions. In many ways, everything resulting from human action could be
considered a trace or evidence of the past. A distinction between evi-
dence-as-relic and evidence-as-record might be useful here.14

On the one hand, relics such as potteries, ships in decay, bones, arrow-
heads, and castles are traces that have survived into the present and
wait to be questioned and analysed by historians. It is only when histo-
rians select and question them that such traces become historical evi-
dence. Records, on the other hand, are pieces of information such as
letters, diaries, photographs, and books that provide historians with
some evidential arguments about the past. Like relics, they may also
originate at the time of the event, but they are not as mute because they
do provide historians with some first-hand information in visual or
print form. As useful as records might be, they must nonetheless be
analysed carefully because they do not always expressly reveal what
happened. A personal or confidential letteq, for example, can expose l.ris-
torians to a first-hand account of a particular situation but may conceal
information or express it in a way foreign to contemporary historians.

Despite all these problems, some more fundamental than others,
relics and records are central to the historian's craft. Thev are, with
secondary sources (which exist only by virtue of the primaiy), the raw
materials historians have for crafting their work. As Husbands
observes, the primary sources'are not, in themselves, "history," ot',the
past,"_but they provide one basis for constructing historical knowl-
edge."" Yet, historians know very well that it is practically impossible
for them to study everything about the past under investigation, even if
such evidence may appear to be sparse. They must necessarily be selec-
tive in their own investigations, as evidenced in my eSrlier discussion
of historical significance (chapter 3). Whereas certain historians main-
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tain that contact with the evidence precedes the formation of questions
and topics for inquiry, many others believe that the analytic process for
getting at and selecting evidence emerges from the questions historians
have about aspects of the past. Although both (the evidence-based and
the question-based) methods are possible in history, the second one is
not only the common-sense approach to historical investigation but
also the one that'corresponds to most people's idea of research.'16 As
Dewey, strong advocate of inquiry-based strategies in education, once
declared, 'anything that may be called knowledge, or a known object,
marks a question answered.'17

In support of this view, it could be maintained that a great deal of his-
torical inquiry has indeed attempted to answer specific questions about
the past, including the nature of history itself (e.9., E.H. Carr's What ls
History?). Historical research, from this question-based standpoint,
becomes a sort of problem-solving approach applied to past actions
and events. Collingwood suggested that every generation of historians
must rewrite history, not so much because new evidence has emerged
from the past, but because 'every new historian, not content with
giving new answers to old questions, must revise the questions them-
selves.'18 In other words, because historical investigations depend on
questions, different questions may lead historians to different inquiries,
evidence, and histories. For the same past, there can be more than one
possible and defensible account of what happened - something com-
pletely overlooked by Ranke.

5.2 Problems and Limits of Evidence

This understanding of the manifold. nature of historical inquiry is com-
plex. The pitfalls in selecting and using historical evidence are many,
and the methods of selecting evidence are often unknown to layper-
sons. It is thus necessary to be astute not only in selecting a significant
topic and asking appropriate questions about the past but also in
assessing the selected evidence. Historians must listen attentively to
the possible voices coming from the sources, keeping in mind that
sources, notably relics, do not talk to strangers and only speak when
they are spoken to.

Initially trained as a philologist, Ranke was well aware of the prob-
lems and nuances of sources in historiography. He thus conscientiously
alerted his colleagues to the necessity of being extremely careful in
selecting and critically examining the sources. Historians must first



118 ThinkingHistorically

root out forgeries and falsifications, and then test sources for both the
intemal consistency of each source and its consistency with other
sources. Following Ranke, various history education scholars have
offered their own particular sets of habits of mind (or'heuristics') to be
employed by novices engaged in source analysis. 1rr1909, for example,
Fling developed an historical method based on a series of related steps
(or questions) that he used with his own students to study past sources
and construct waranted interpretations: genuineness (Is the document
authentic? How can we tell?), value of the source (Is this a correct
record of the facts?), localization (Who wrote it? When? \Atrhere?), affir-
mation (How does the source prove the facts? How does it compare
with other sources), and interpretation (What is the overall affirmation
of the source? What other affirmations or assertions can be made from
the source? With what reservations?).1e

More recently, Dickinson, Lee, Wineburg, Barton, and VanSledright,
to name but a few, have also proposed related source heuristics to
encourage the critical evaluation of evidence and thereby initiate stu-
dents into historical investigation. A review of these various methods
suggests at least four interrelated steps (or stages) in evaluating selected
evidence: (1) identification; (2) attribution; (3) contextualization;and (a)
corroboration. For conceptual purposes, I have regrouped these steps
into two broader categories: external criticism and internal criticism.

Externql Criticism

One of the first tasks when historians evaluate selected evidence is to
study carefully its nature and origin, that is, to analyse critically the
source itself, not its content per se. TWo related steps are de rigueur
when one considers extemal criticism. First, it is necessary to identifu
the source by asking a number of key questions to clarify its nature.
What type of source is it? What is its physical appearance? When was it
created? Has the source changed over time? How does it come to be
here?

I have already noted that sources can be distinguishe d as primary and
secondnry (or derivative). Yet, this distinction, fundamental though it is
to the work of historians, is highly problematic. If primary sources are
those most immediately related to the past, it is naive to believe that
they are inevitably the purest pieces of evidence. Like secondary
sources/ many primary sources are inaccurate, as they. could be either
eye-witness accounts based on partisan perspective or relics purposely
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designed or forged to mislead people (then or now). Perhaps one of the
most infamous fraudulent relics in the history of science is the 'Pilt-
down man,' discovered in the Piltdown quarry in Sussex, England, in
1912. The Piltdown man (or Eoanthropus darusoni) was discovered by
archaeologist Charles Dawson, who believed he had found the 'missing
link,' a skull representing a mixture of human and ape, with the noble
brow of Homo sapiens and a primitive jaw. Although the initial reaction
to the finding in the scientific community was mixed, British palaeon-
tologists were enthusiastic about the discovery. It took over 40 years,
and advanced scientific testing, to finally discover that the Piltdown
man was a deliberately forged fossil made up of human, orang-utan,
chimpanzee, and even hippopotamus bones and teeth from various
ages. According to Michael Hammond, who studied the case in the
1970s, a key reason why the hoax convinced scientists for such a long
time was that it fit in well with the evolution theories of the period,
notably in England.2o

Further complicating the distinctionbetween primary and secondary
is the fact that some sources are both primary and derivative. The Hls-
tory of the PeloponnesianWar, for example, is clearly a secondary account
of the war, written during and after the conflict (which took place dur-
ng 431404 ncr) by Thucydides. Yet, for whoever is interested in the
history of antiquity and Greek politics (the polis), Thucydides' history is
one of the most valuable primary sources of the time. Thus, the origin
and proximity of a source to the events it depicts do not automatically
and permanently situate it in one or other of these mutually exclusive
categories. Whether a source is primary or secondary all depends on its
historical context and the use made of it by historians. Put simply, in
some instances the same source may be considered primary; and in
another instance, secondary. Primary and secondary sources are, from
this point of view, necessary to the craft of historians, but their label or
initial proximity to the period cannot be taken simply at face value. If
both types of sources can be (and often are) relative and incomplete,
they each uniquely contribute to better answering the questions asked
by historians.

The second heuristic step when one is engaged in external criticism
involves a meticulous analysis of the construction of the source by
attributing it to its author or authors. Two key questions should guide
this inquiry. Who produced the source? And for what purpose? With
respect to the intentions of their authors, sources can be, divided into
two types: those unintended and those intended for posterity. The first
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category, called by Bloch 'evidence of witnesses in spite of them-
selves,'2l refers to sources that have survived but were not produced
intentionally for posterity (e.9., pottery, minutes, and diaries). They are,
in a way, private sources of information produced or recorded by peo-
ple during the period. These sources may be artifacts, personal corre-
spondence, private letters, or diaries providing external readers a first-
hand account of confidential dialogues or personal reflections on issues
or relations. They are not'filtered,'so to speak, by the'external'require-
ments of being published or of being read by a larger audience,
although diaries and minutes can sometimes be intended for the public.
These sources unintended for posterity are generally regarded by histo-
rians as extremely rich and compelling, as they may (and often do) pro-
vide contrasting views and opinions.

Yet, they also have their own intricacies. If their authors did not nec-
essarily want to preserve them for posterity, and far less for historical
research, they still reflect their authors' unique perspectives. Unin-
tended sources were produced for clear purposes (e.9., to record per-
sonal thoughts as a sort of aide-mdmoire or to communicate or exchange
private information with loved ones) often unknown to historians. Cor'
respondences, for example, are written to a particular reader and thus
imply a private dialogue not necessarily shared in the available docu-
ments. In the same way, artifacts such as a Native arrowhead can be
extremely silent on their origin (European, Aboriginal?) and purpose
(hunting, fighting, omament?).

Flowever, the author may have little genuine understanding or direct
experience of the event, writing personal notes from hearsay, or diverse
sources could provide contrasting views of the event because of each
author's unique participation in it. War diaries are typical. For the same
battle, soldiers, depending on their perspective and position, have fre-
quently reported very different accounts of what happened. Historian
Stephen Ambrose, for example, collected over 1,400 different soldiers'
accounts of D-Day to write his book D-Day:The Climactic Battle of World
War II. One U.S. veteran, Private Felix Branhan, expressed the differ-
ence of perspective in these terms in the book: 'Each one of us had our
own little battlefield. It was maybe forty-five yards wide. You might
talk to a guy who pulled up right beside of me, within fifty feet of me,
and he got an entirely different picture of D-Day.'27 This conclusion is
shared by another World War II veteran, Lieutenant Sidney Salomon,
who, 'up until noon D-Day ... thought the invasion wqs a failure and...
wondered if we could make a successful withdrawal and try the inva-
sion some time again in the near future.'23
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Hence, it is important for historians to keep in mind that the private
nature of the source, however sincere and vivid it may be, does not
automatically make it reliable for historians. On the contrary, unin-
tended sources can sometimes blur a complex situation simply because
of the unique historical language used in the text, the concealed and
intimate dialogue between the authors (in the case of correspondence),
or the totally different perspectives on the same event. Equally prob-
lematic, print materials present only the voices of literate individuals,
more likely found in the middle and upper classes of society, not the
'silent'voices of the illiterate. Finally, recent findings suggest that those
who keep diaries - a practice dating back to medieval times - would be
atypical persons who are more likely to 'suffer from insomnia, head-
aches, [and] social dysfunction.'z4

But sources can also be purposely created by authors for the benefit
of posterity. Unlike unintended sources/ these tend to be more official
and accessible because institutions, rather than chance or private inter-
est, contributed to their creation and survival. Historically, the state and
the Church were (and in many ways continue to be) the most important
source-keeping institutions in the West. It is no surprise, therefore, that
historians typically consult them in their search for and collection of
evideirce from the past. Unlike unintended sources/ evidence left for
posterity unveils a public or official character. Parliamentary speeches,
ministerial memoranda, cabinet minutes, state statistics, provincial or
local regulations, to name but a few, were all recorded with the intent of
leaving evidence for the future. The same could be said of Church
records, newspapers, memoirs, or business records. The authors of
these sources were not only recording information for themselves but
doing so for publicly acceptable motives that may even be accepted
today, although historians must treat these sources extremely carefully.

Though they can fit either the primary or the derivative categories, or
both, their authors included only what they considered relevant for the
public or posterity: what politicians wanted to reveal or conceal, what
journalists could access and legitimately convey to their readers, what
editors thought would be marketable, and so on. Historians, therefore,
must analyse carefully the official intents of their authors, keeping in
mind that external factors (reading accessibility, market, propaganda,
censorship, etc.) may have shaped the way such evidence was pre-
sented. It is thus necessary to meticulously study the author's and (or)
publisher's credentials and motivations and go behind the official
words or phrasing of the text. A recent article published in the Nationql
Post (a Canadian newspaper) illustrates this sourcing difficulty. Using a
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story from the British news agency, Reuters, on 14 September 2004, the
newspaper purposely altered the phrase, 'the al-Aqsa Martyrs Bri-
gades, which has been involved in a four-year-old revolt against Israeli
occupation tn Gaza and the West Bank,' to read, 'the al-Aqsa Martyrs
Brigades, a terrorist group that has be_en involved in a four-year-old
campaign of violence against Israel."" Reuters rapidly informed the
Notional Post of this unusual and unacceptable journalistic practice of
changing the original wording of a news communiqud. Yet, defending its
editorial policy, the Nqtional Posf's Kelly McParland responded in the
following terms: 'I know something about this situation, because I'm
the one who changed the wording. The reason was simple. The original
story didn't come close to conveying to readers what al-Aqsa is really
all about ... From the point of view of the wire services, it's possible to
understand why they would be wary of demonizing organizations as
transparently deserving of it as al-Qaeda or al-Aqsa. The wires ... have
to operate in dozens of countries, transmitting copy to subscribers in
dozens, maybe hundreds, more. That's a lot of differing cultures to
keep happy, and so they strive to find words that are the least likely to
offend.'26 The blatant response ol the National Post's McParland is tell-
ing: newspapers are entitled to deliberately modify the wording of a
news agency's story to reflect the ideology of their editors and subscrib-
ers, even if the modifications can cause serious political or epistemolog-
ical imbroglios about the changes themselves. Clearly, there is a lot at
stake with this type of reasoning, which only amplifies the necessity of
a critical examination of sources.

With the advancement of communications and computer technology,
electronic sources create an additional challenge for historians - Eo
much that one historian recently acknowledged the growing need of
'digital literacy' for history students.2T Millions of print materials (past
or contemporary) are now available on the Internet, raising several
research and archival questions, notably those of reliability and long-
term accessibility. Digital sources, as David Trask puts it, are no longer
'grounded in space and time and are therefore immune to many of the
traditional validation tests that could establish their "authority."'28If.
digital collections from museums and public archives now allow
researchers, and even schools and the public, to access more rapidly
and comprehensively (virtually anywhere around the world in any lan-
guage) archival materials from their own office computers, other forms
of electronic sources are more problematic. Electroniq newspapers and
magazines are, for that matteq, extremely vulnerable.
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The low barriers to electronic publication have resulted in a multi-
plicity of private websites presenting 'official' information that could in
fact easily serve as a deceiving trompe l'eil for historians or any reader.
Many Intemet sites (e.g, Wikipedia) do not hold to strict professional or
ethical standards for their content or simply lack any official author-
ship. It becomes, therefore, tremendously difficult for historians to crit-
ically analyse the reliability of the source and the attribution of its
content, as so much is made available easily and fraudulently in elec-
tronic form. 'This lack of control,' Thomas Dynneson, Richard Gross,
and Michael Berson conclude, 'makes the Intemet a poor research
source for those who are ill-equipped to critically analyze sources of
information because information can be invented, rapidly changed, or
deleted.'2e

One of the best pieces of advice to offer teachers about these new
types of sources is to rigorously supervise students' experiences and
access to electronic materials by prescribing some valid sites already
recognized for their reliability (e.g., national archives). These tend to be
websites with official electronic addresses (Uniform Resource Locators
- URLs) with domain suffixes such as .gou (U.S. government agencies),
.org (official or non-conunercial organizations), or .edu (U.S. educational
institutions) or intemational domain suffixes, such as .ca (official Cana-
dian sites, including governmental and educational institutions). Given
the growing number of electronic sources and the poor reliability of
Web search engines, some professional organizations also monitor
and evaluate websites for their content reliability and educational use-
fulness; these include www.medialit.org, www.media-awareness.ca,
www.webquest.sdsu.edu, and www.historymatters.gmu.edu.30

There seems also to be, so far, no clear policy or procedure for storing
electronic sources for posterity. Sources deliberately recorded on read-
only CDs, DVDs, or microfilms (such as databases) pose fewer prob-
lems, as they can always be physically stored, archived, and retrieved.
Yet, most Internet sources, including official governmental websites, do
not have clear archival procedures known to users. In some cases,
research tools are available for detailed archival research, but many
sites allow retrieval for a short period only (e.g., seven days). Equally
challenging for historians, there is no clear rule on the archival location
of these electronic sources. The original electronic addresses are some-
times changed or the document simply removed without notice for rea-
sons of storage, thus resulting in major difficulties for other sch,olars
retrieving such documents. So far, most publishers and editors, as well
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as the leading style manuals, in academic circles appear to be following
the same rule for using and referencing such electronic sources. The
Web location of the source (the URL) must be clearly and explicitly
identified, along with the author (if available) and date when the file
was retrieved electronically.3l Some users may even take the extra pre-
caution of printing a hard copy of the source with the Internet link and
date of access, thus providing a copy for fufure use and reference.
Unless changes are made to the current policies and procedures for
archiving and protecting electronic sources, notably, electronic periodi-
cals, current and future evidence produced exclusively on electronic
platforms will be extremely difficult for historians to investigate.

Internal Criticism

Although necessary, the external criticism of a source is only one (pre-
Iiminary) step in assessing historical evidence. The second task is to
study carefully the content of the source to establish its (1) internal
validity; and (2) reliability. As for the first step, two interrelated moves
are essential: contextualizing and corroborating the source.

Once the historian has established the specific type of evidence and
the author of it, he or she must analyse its meaning carefully, asking a
variety of questions to contextualize the source. What was the author's
perspective? What was the historical context? What was the meaning of
it for the author? These questions are extremely important but difficult
to answer definitely, even for professional historians, because they gen-
erally lack direct access to authors. The meaning of the source can only
be inferred by historians through the mental act of empathic under-
standing, a cornplicated mental process dealt with in chapter 7. It
implies reading and understanding the source in its historical context.
Historians must, therefore, acquire not only some form of linguistic flu-
ency (if a print or oral source) but also'a command of the historical con-
text which will show what the words actually refer to.'32 It is easy to
miss the overall meaning or subtle nuances of the evidence if historians
do not pay close attention to the reading of it and the appreciation of its
particular context.r' 'The problem,' as Stanford observes, 'is to grasp
not what [sources] mean to us, but what they meant in the culturai con-
text in which they were written.'34 In the Annales, French historians
Marc Bloch, Fernand Braudel, and Lucien Febvre referred to this histor-
ical uniqueness as the mentalitds of historical actors, tl.rat is, the implicit
set of mentalities and beliefs that individuals hold in society.3s These
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'mentalities'are often concealed in the language used in the period and
not necessarily found or expressed in its modem equivalent.36

Perhaps the following example of a piece of nineteenth-century evi-
dence can illustrate the critical issue facing historians when trying to
contextualize sources. On 6 July 1885, Prime Minister John A. Mac-
donald addressed the House of Commons on the question of M6tis
leader Louis Riel, on trial for high treason. In what could be construed
today as a lengthy vitriolic speech, he talked about Aboriginal and
M6tis peoples in these terms:

Why, Sir, I have come to this House again and again and stated the case of
the Indians. I have said it was a case of hardship, and we could not, as
christian men, allow them to starve. We have done all we could to put
them on themselves; we have done all we could to make them work as
agriculturists; we have done all we could, by the supply of cattle, agricul-
tural implements and instruction, to change them from a nomadic to an
agricultural life. We have had very considerable success; we have had infi-
nitely more success during our short period, than the United States have
had during twenty-five years. We have had a wonderful success; but still
we have had the Indians; and then in these half-breeds, enticed by white
men, the saoage instincl was awakened; the desire of plunder - aye, and,
perhaps, the desire of scalping - the savage idea of a warlike glory, which
pervades the breast of most men, civilised or uncivilised, was aroused in
them, and forgetting all the kindness that had been bestowed upon them,
forgetting all the gifts that had been given to them, forgetting all that the
Government, the white people and the Parliament of Canada had been
doing for them, in trying to rescue them frombarbarity; forgetting that we
had given them reserves, the means to cultivate those reserves, and the
means of education how to cultivate them - forgetting all these things,
they rose against us. Why, Sir, we are not responsible for that; we cannot
change the barbarian, the savage, into a civilised man.37

It is too easy for an offended reader of the twenty-first century to dis-
miss Macdonald as a rude British Canadian racist and white suorema-
cist who felt deeply betrayed by the rebellious actions of Louis RieI and
his M6tis insurgents, given'all the kindness'the Canadian govemment
had offered them. But a command of historical context for this docu-
ment should lead historians to ask what these words, and the political
rhetoric employed, meant to Macdonald and the members of the F{ouse
of Commons in L885. A sophisticated answer would necessarily require
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an'intratextual evaluation' of the excerpt as part of the complete docu-
ment itself, with philological consideration for words such as 'aye,'
'half-breeds', and 'savage instinct.'38 It would also entail a careful his-
torical consideration, and ultimately appreciatior; of Macdonald's cul-
tural, political, and social milieu. ln other words, it is not sufficient for a
contemporary reader simply to condemn Macdonald for words and
ideas that are against twenty-first-century moralities, from which devi-
ance is In fin du monde. Critical readers need to understand how and
why Macdonald would express these ideas in his speech and in the
social context of the time. 'Students who have been propeily introduced
to Western civilization,' Daniel Gordon observes, 'will know that ine-
quality has not only been a fact but also a norm throughout most of his-
tory."'As disturbing as it may sound, Macdonald was indeed a man of
his own time.

But the historians' interpretative task should not stop there. They
also have to study the meaning of the documentfor them inthe present,
knowing with hindsight what the piece of evidence rneant for Mac-
donald and his contemporaries, as well as studying the legacy of Mac-
donald's policies for Aboriginal and M6tis relations. tr this sense, the
selected evidence from Macdonald's past only makes sense because it
forms a temporal bridge between Macdonald and historians' selection
of, interest in, and writing about him. Otherwise, the remarks of Mac-
donald would have no relevance to people's understanding of the past.
The evidence is thus something necessary for people in the present to
give meaning to the past, not something necessary for the past itself.a0
Thus, Canadians cannot understand today how federal authorities mis-
treated Aboriginal and M6tis peoples, and why they are asking for col-
lective redresses - such as recognizing officially Louis Riel as a Father
of Confederation - without both placing this selected piece of evidence
in its historical context and adding their own contemporary meaning.

Although necessary to historians' critical evaluation of sources, the
contextualization of evidence brings with it another set of questions: Is
the source reliable? How is it consistent with other related sources?
What factors could account for these similarities or differences? What
other sources could corroborate or support it? No historical source can
be employed by historians as evidence until they establish its internal
reliability. I argued in the previous section that even primary sources
must be carefully scrutinized by historians because immediacy with the
events or actions in question does not eradicate the possibility:,of forg-
ery or viewpoint. Primary sources must be analysed for their validity
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and accuracy. This is tine 'intertextual evaluation' of sources, that is,
how selected evidence is assessed for its reliability by comparing it
with other related (primary or secondary) sources.*'

It is always difficult and tentative for historians to know whether the
author of a source was in a position to faithfully appreciate the situa-
tion. Is the information accurate or simply what the author wished it to
be? Was the author alone in his or her point of view, or is it corroborated
by other sources? Equally important, is the author of the source consis-
tent, or contradicting him- or herself later in the source or contradicting
a related source of the time?

Although there is no magic formula for ruling out every possible
factor affecting the reliability of historical evidence, historians have
typically adopted an approach resembling the cross-examination of
witnesses in courtroom investigations. Having selected the necessary
or available sources on'the case' and having considered their internal
consistency and meaning, historians engage in corroboration, that is, a
complex comparative evaluation of the facts presented and claims
made in one source with those made in other, related sources. Because
the reliability of sources is not fixed but contingent and always depends
on the questions asked, historians can judge the content or meaning.of
the source only by cross-examining it with other sources. Moving from
the role of investigator' to that of a'judge,' the historian therefore
examines various and possibly contradictory sources before making a
final judgment. As Collingwood observed, no source and no author can
be accepted as authoritative in this process: 'As soon as it became
understood that a given statement made by a given authol, must never
be accepted for historical truth until the credibility of the author in
general and of this statement in particular had been systematically
inquired into, the word 'authority'disappeared from the vocabulary of
historical method, except as an archaistic survival; for the man who
makes the statement came henceforth to be regarded not as someone
whose word must be taken for the truth for what he says, which is what
was meant by calling him an authority, but as someone who has volun-
tarily placed himself in the witness-box for cross examination .'42 It can
be inferred from Collingwood's statement that the corroborating step
of intemal criticism necessitates (1) the selection and inclusion of other,
related sources that support or challenge the initial one; and (2) a care-
ful cross-examination of the various historical facts and claims made by
each authority.

But the courtroom analogy is incomplete.a3 The'witnesses,' the pri-
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mary sources for historians, cannot (and should not) always be cross-
examined exclusively with other witnesses. It is necessary for histori-
ans to study various sources from the same author to assess the consis-
tency and complexity of this person who created the primary source
and to find reasons for possible contradictions. Wineburg, for example,
presented history teachers with a set of sources containing contradic-
tory statements from Abraham Lincoln on slavery. Although a quick
review would have led the teachers to believe that Lincoln was a hypo-
critical politician, a meticulous cross-evaluation reveals more nuanced
findings. Both the unique contexts of the documents (electoral speeches
for different audiences, private letter to a friend later in his life) and the
complexity of the character himself render that initial conclusion too
simplistic.

Historians must, moreover/ compare the primary sources not only
with other, related primary sources ('witnesses') of the time but also
with secondary sources that may offer different interpretative answers
to the same initial questions of historians. The examination of Wineb-
urg's selection of sources from Abraham Lincoln, for example, also
included the 'voices' of several interpreters of Lincoln, that is, histori-
ans who wrote about him and about slavery. These secondary sources
may not always clarify the reliability of the primary sources per se, but
can surely help historians in their selection of trustworthy sources. As
Collingwood contended, 'As a rule, where he [the historian] has many
statements to draw upon, he will find that one of them tells him what
another does not; so both or all of them will be incorporated. Some-
times he will find that one of them contradicts another; then, unless he
can find a way of reconciling them, he must decide to leave one out;
and this, if he is conscientious, will involve him in a critical consider-
ation of the contradictory authorities' relative degree of trustworthi-
ness.'44 This critical task of selecting and leaving out sources can be
accomplished only with the right kind of historical knowledge. The
corroboration of sources using the interpretations of historians can play
an important role in the appropriation of this knowledge, particularly
for novices.

6.3 Students and the Use of Evidence

Knowing that historical knowledge depends on the critical use of evi-
dence is key to historical thinking, but it does not address the issue of
students' engagement in this process. Until recently, it was far from
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clear in the educational community whether students had the intellec-
tual capacity to grasp the complex nature of historians' sources and the
grounds for knowledge claims about the past. For example, following
the lead of Piaget's categories of intellectual development, British
scholars E.A. Peel and Roy Hallam established in the early 1970s that
most students (even at the high-school level) could not engage in
source analysis and questioning. After studying one hundred students'
responses to analytical questions on several history passages, Hallam
found they answered only two questions at the highest, 'formal opera-
tional,' Piagetian level.as These psychological findings were also sup-
ported by other related studies during the period.a6 Even British
historian Elton offers a bleak picture of what could be accomplished in
class with 'immafure' students: 'The well-known fact that "serious"
history requires some maturity weighs inescapably upon those who
have to teach the altogether immature; and all that I would wish to say
about those earlier years may be summed up in one phrase - concern
and nmusement. Therc are some children whose inclination is fixed
upon the pasl they pose no problems. The rest - the great majority -
should be excited by stories and descriptions distinguished from other
similar tales by being about real people.'47 Yet, the belief that students
cannot engage seriously in historical inquiry has been challenged in
recent decades. Echoing Bruner's earlier claim that any academic sub-
ject could be taught effectively to any child and at any stage of intellec-
fual development, some European and North American research now
suggests that students can read and use historical evidence, provided
they are taught appropriately to do so. In England, where the use of
evidence has been part of the curriculum since the 1980s, results are
encouraging.a8 Booth, for example, has demonstrated that British high-
school students could use factual details from sources (e.g., photo-
graphs) to answer specific questions and make some inferences from
them.ae His colleague, Hilary Coopeq, comes to similar conclusions,
noting the limits of Piagetian theory for conceptualizing learning pro-
gression in history education.s0 Shemilt's seminal works on students'
historical thinking also address the question of evidence. 'The majority
of control pupils studied,'he writes in his study History 13-16, 'thought
that History dealt with facts and not with evidence."' Faced with this
critical situation, Shemilt proposed to map out what he referred to as
four progressive stages in the conception of the nature of history. These
stages, he argues, could serve to exemplify the nature, degree, and
range of ideas as found in the school: historical knowledge is about (1)
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uncontested facts; (2) a sequence of events ftut no clear idea of connec-
tion); (3) explanations of facts; and (4) the critical study of evidence.s2

More recently, Lee and Ashby found that when facing conflicting evi-
dence, students (ages 7-1.4 years) can understand that selection and
interpretation of available sources could lead to different accounts of
the past. They also established that (1) at any given age, students'levels
of historical thinking vary widely; (2) progression in historical thinking
is not necessarily constant and equal in all aspects (that is, students can
understand certain concepts more rapidly than others); (3) age can be a
factor in students' historical development; and (4) students tend to
have better historical understanding when taught history as a distinct
school subject.s3

ln Canada and the United States, several studies have also addressed
the issue. VanSledright, for example, spent four months :ul.1999 teach-
ing U.S. history in a grade 5 social studies class in a mid-Atlantic state.
His goal was to teach students 'investigative practices closely linked to
the ones historians use in order to effectively build among students the
cognitive capacity to understand what happened in the past.'sa Using
sources from a number of key historical cases (Boston Massacre,
Jamestown Starving Time, Battle at Lexington Green), VanSledright
determined that his students (ages 10-11 years) could effectively and
passionately engage in historical investigation when offered adequate
tirne and opportunity. Flowever, their deficient prior knowledge of the
discipline significantly hampered their critical use of historical evi-
dence. Faced with conflicting (e.g., British versus U.S.) views of history,
many students did not hesitate to condemn sources as inherently
biased and untruthful and thus preferred to espouse the epistemologi-
cal position of the dominant, patriotic interpretation of collective mem-
ory, a point of view later challenged in class, as the study progressed.

VanSledright's findings are consistent with the studies conducted by
Barton, Grant, Levstik and Smith, Mayer, and Wineburg_ in the United
States, and Seixas, Martineau, and L6vesque in Canada." In all of these
studies, the authors conclude that unless students are exposed gradually
and persistently to the practice of investigating the past using sources,
sporadic attempts (for a lesson or two) seem to have limited impact
on their historical leaming. 'Teaching children to think historically,'
VanSledright concludes, 'is a slow, arduous process. The_rnore novice
the student, the more time and intensive energy it takes."o

One of the problems found in these studies may well lie with the fact
that history and social studies curricula, supporting textbooks, and offi-
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cial testing programs typically fail to engage students in the critical
reading and writing of history. As Barton found in his comparative
study of U.S. and Northern Ireland elementary students, a major differ-
ence between the two groups is the early and systema-tic exposure of
British students to historical questions and evidence.)/ Ir1 the United
States, he argues, the focus is still too much on the transmission and
assessment of the substantive (content) knowledge of history, sociol-
ogy, and like social sciences, and not the teaching of procedural knowl-
edge. In many ways, the same is true of teaching in Canada.ss While
there is growing interest in using and assessing historical evidence in
history classrooms, research suggests that teachers' knowledge of his-
tory (or of the use of evidence) is not a sufficient condition for success-
fully introducing students to the contentious nature of historical
research. In the late 1980s, for example, the Bradley Commission con-
cluded that'teaching history requires more than knowing history [as a
discipline] because a third party, the learner, is always present.'se
Learners not only have beliefs, preconceived notions, and experiences
but also bring to class all the historical, ancestral, and societal back-
ground that has (often unconsciously) contributed to shaping their
ideas about the past. It is with all this 'baggage' that learners will filter
and reconstruct the information leamed in class. The Bradley Commis-
sion referred to this complicated process of thinking about the disci-
pline, the learnel, and pedagogy as the 'transformation' of history.60

But what might this transformative process of using evidence in
teaching historical thinking to youngsters look like? How would teach-
ers go about teaching like this in class? Although past and recent inter-
national sfudies have attempted to examine these questions, it is still
not entirely clear how history teachers could realistically and effec-
tively use evidence in their classrooms. So far, the result has typically
been an imaginative bricolage of techniques, which too often turn out to
be well tailored to classroom practice but highly ineffective in convey-
ing the complexity and constructedness of historical claims. The 'bias
detection'approach to sources is typical.6l Suggesting that the author of
a source inherently holds a personal opinion that is biased inevitably
leads students to a simplistic dichotomy of truth and deceit and to the
naive epistemological position of widespread suspicion of any histori-
cal evidence. To invoke bias as a criterion to assess sources and their
authors is to suggest that there must be truthfulness 'out there' waiting
to be discovered - an argument already made in chapter 2. It,is as
though teachers were saying 'if only they were to tell the truth, then we
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could get to what really happened.'62 'The very idea of bias,'Partington
argues, 'presupposes the possibility of a straighter course for a bowl or
for an explanation.'63 Bias detection can undeniably provide a form of
critical thinking, but it renders the analysis of historical evidence and
accounts of the past unachievable, simply because authors of sources
may be presenting positions that appear to contemporary readers as
exceedingly unfair or prejudiced but, in reality, were legitimate in the
historical context of the time (i.e., as discovered through empathic con-
textualization).

As result, I am offering below an approach to historical evidence
using the works of Husbands, Lee, VanSledright, and Drake and Brown.
Building on my earlier inquiry-based teaching model (chapter 2), this
far-from-revolutionary approach to evidence encompasses four peda-
gogico-disciplinary steps: (1) developing research questions; (2) collect-
ing and selecting evidence; (3) analysing evidence; and (4) developing
interpretative answers.

D ea el op ing Re s ear ch Ques tions

In previous chapters, I argued that one way of uncovering the past is to
reconsider course planning. Teachers should frame course, r;nit, and les-
son plans as those of modest and realistic historical inquiries, keeping in
mind that this method for teaching does not have to frame every lesson
or subject. Indeed, children are not historians, and it is unrealistic to
insist that they learn and test every aspect of the past with reference to
the methods of historical research.o* Because the questions ot cases to
study are virtually unlimited, it is important to delimit what can be
achieved in a given course or unit of study. As the goal is ultimately to
facilitate understanding and to render the past more engaging and intel-
ligible, it is thus important to know about the rationale and objectives of
the course, as well as about the student body (students' prior knowl-
edge, leaming difficulties, etc.), and to understand the requirements of
the classroom environment to support the desired leaming. Otherwise,
what may initially appear to be on paper an engaging and stimulating
exercise could turn out to be an inconclusive and highly frustrating
experience for students, particularly if they have not been initiated into
historical thinking and writing earlier in their school lives.

Hence, based on the identified leaming objectives of the course or
unit of study, teachers could develop one or a set of re,search questions
(essential questions) to frame a 'case' for students to investigate. These
questions must not only be at the heart of the discipline and the course
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of study (i.e., not trivial tasks) but also be drafted in a thought-provok-
ing language accessible to students. Perhaps more importantly, they
should elicit historical reflection, research, and investigation and not
lead to simple yes-or-no answers. To generate these questions, it is
important for teachers to have an holistic view of the course of study
(by framing content around certain colligatory concepts) and to use
curricular objectives and textbook content as potential answers or out-
comes to inquiry questions.6s For example, if an expectation of the
Canadian curriculum is for students to 'understand the conscription
crisis during World War II,' then the lesson or unit could be framed as
an inquiry around the colligatory concepts of 'French-English rela-
tions' and 'Canada and conscription,'with a research question such as
\alhy did Prime Minister Mackenzie King hold a plebiscite on conscrip-
tion in \942? Alternatively, teachers could focus more explicitly on the
result of the political decision by asking students, Was Prime Minister
Mackenzie King right to hold a plebiscite on conscription kt 7942,
despite strong French Canadian opposition to it?

The initial step of framing these questions is crucial, as the entire
activity itself (its significance, duration, sources, and assessment) would
depend on what the teacher has initially identified. Not every question
would be appropriate for a given evidence-based inquiry. Only those
should be considered that would lead students to investigate the
relevant content and to achieve deeper and more enduring historical
thinking.

But research questions can also elicit specific levels of reflection (e.g.,
require specific evaluation or choice between options) or simply focus
on shorter periods and specific events in history - what Wiggins and
McTighe call 'topical questions.'oo The use of research questions to
teach specific levels of thinking might be more successful with novices,
as such questions call for a circumscribed analysis of events in history.
A research question on the speech of John A. Macdonald in the House
of Commons on 6 July 1885, for instance, could lead students to a more
specific and less time-consuming activity than one on the entire Rebel-
lion of 1885. Yet, in both cases, students would have to become
involved in source-based investigation and analysis.

Collecting and Selecting Euidence

Having defined the case through the design of research questions,
teachers could next engage in the complicated task of locating and col-
lecting the necessary sources for students to use in class, including
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background sources of information on the cases for students to famil-
iarize themselves with the historical inquiry and context. Given the
need for time management and practicality, it might be preferable (at
least initially) to have teachers accomplish the task, as it requires the
consultation of archives, libraries, or web-based digital collections.
Because general and background resources typically offered to teachers
and students in textbooks, learning guides, and school libraries rarely
reference or include the primary sources themselves, teachers must
inevitably dig for them - an exciting but demanding process to accom-
plish with thirty inexperienced students.

Teaching students the techniques of collection and selection of
sources for evidence-based research requires serious thinking and plan-
ning on the part of teachers. The initial question must not only focus the
study but also prescribe the type of activities to be performed by stu-
dents. Therefore, the sources rendered available to them must clearly
support the task, that is, further historical thinking - and not necessar-
ily professional historical-knowledge production. Being an act of inter-
pretation and judgment, the selection of significant sources by teachers
would in many ways determine the intellectual direction of students.
Faced with this situation, teachers may find the following list of ques-
tions, adapted from Drake and Brown, useful in planning inquiries
and, more specifically, in searching and selecting evidence:

. Is the source essential to the task (research question)?
o Does the source relate to - support or contradict - other essential

sources?
r Does the source contribute to deepening students'historical think-

i.g?
r Is the source appropriate cognitively for students?
o Does the source favour multimodal (multiple-senses) learning?
. Will the source be of interest to students?
r Can the source (if a print source) be edited or translated for clarity

and pedagogical convenience?
o Would the edited version retain its original meaning? What would be

lost?

Analysing Euidence

Because students are not professional historians, it iF not feasible to
assume that, confronted with conflicting primary sources, they would
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intuitively engage in the critical evaluation of the evidence. It is thus
pedagogically pertinent to guide students in the set of heuristics pre-
sented in section 6.2. In school history, as Drake and Brown contend,
'intellectual enjoyment and engagement are the products of a co-inves-
tigation involving both teachets and students.'o' Facing many sources
with conflicting views on an issue, some possibly in an inaccessible lan-
Buage, students could easily be confused and irritated. As Roland
Tharp and Ronald Gallimore insist, 'until internalization occurs, perfor-
ftlance must be assisted.'68 Students differ not only in capacities but also
in interests, self-esteem, creativity, and reading strategies.

But before (or while) students get to the source work, it is important
to keep in mind that they should have a reasonable understanding of
the subject matter of the inquiry if the study of the sources is to be a
vaiuable learning experience. Students can only acquire some under-
standing of the sources if they have some prior knowledge of the histor-
ical period, notably through chronological thinking and synoptic
iudgment.6e The key question to bear in mind here is 'What do students
need to know and understand to successfully address the research.
question?'

Davloping Interpretatire AnsToers

The final step of the inquiry is to have students construct an evidence-
based argument to offer a defensible answer to the research question. 'If
we are asking historical questions,' as Husbands observes, 'we have to
allow them to learn to offer historical answers.'70 As inconclusive as the
evidence and answers to the previous steps of an evaluation might be,
the development of an argument represents one of the deepest and
most sophisticated ways of historical thinking. In their conceptualiza-
tion of evidence use in the classroom, Dickinson, Gard, and Lee con-
tend that the 'use of evidence for interpretation and histories' is the
highest level of understanding of the past.71 It not only requires stu-
dents to understand how historical knowledge claims are based on evi-
dence but also engages them in the complex interpretation of some
evidence. Put simply, the exercise of creating an argument forces stu-
dents to face the necessity of pulling the sources apart and then putting
them together in a coherent and personally meaningful way.

Yet, there is no clear pedagogical model in the literature explaining
how students can successfully construct^an historical argument that is
both coherent and meaningful to them." Teachers have often pointed,
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with good reason, to the difficulties of the task. To go back to the exam-
ple of Prime Minister Mackenzie King's conscription plebiscite of 1942,
students' interpretative answers require a high level of historical
knowledge and thinking. The reconstruction of the problematic situa-
tion by students can be entirely misleading if they fail to understand
the context of the time and the character's intent, if they misjudge his-
torical evidence, or if they base their argumentation primarily on their
prior beliefs and contemporary views of the situation. More problem-
atic is the selective use of conflicting evidence by students to arrive at
an answer they have already decided on, a situation possible when
novices are introduced to sourcing and evidence-based argumentation
with limited sources. As VanSledright found in his own study, '[the]
jump from initial trust in the general veracity of accounts to concluding
that people are prevaricating in one form or another raises again the
question of what young children leam when you expose them to the
referential illusion and reveal the inner interpretive machinery of doing
history.'73 In the face of inconclusive evidence, students may simply
abdicate, concluding that the 'real truth' could never be achieved.
Clearly, their ability to develop a reasonable evidence-based interpreta-
tion is replete with sourcing and evaluative challenges that must be
overcome with steady guidance from knowledgeable teachers.

But aside from these sourcing and interpretative pitfalls is the struc-
ture of the interpretation itself. I have argued in previous chapters that
narrative is a fundamental element for structuring and conveying his-
torical scholarship. Unlike a chronicle, the narrative sorts out, orga-
nizes, and groups selected historical events in a specific sequence (with
causal relation and colligation), which gives it a certain logic, coher-
ence, and meaning (with a beginning, middle, and end). But this form
of expression, used by historians, is also familiar to students, as they are
frequently (some would even say naturally) exposed to various types of
narrative in the classroom and outside (e.g., novels, cartoons, films,
textbooks, and family stories). Bruner, for example, claims that children
are cognitively well equipped to leam, comprehend, and even create
stories, whether or not they are fictional. These abilities, he argues, are
soon emphasized, developed, and even perfected as children grow up
in their cultural community. As he puts it, 'I have wanted to make it
clear that our capacity to render experience in terms of narrative is not
just child's play, but an instrument for making meaning that dominates
much of life in culture - from soliloquies at bedtime to the weighing of
testimony in our legal system ... Children, I think, are predisposed nat-
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urally and by circumstance to start their narrative careers in that spirit.
And we equip them with models and procedural tool kits for perfecting
those skills. Without those skills we could never endure the conflicts
and contradictions that social life generates. We would become unfit for
the life of culture.'74 Having students use narrative to develop interpre-
tations of the past would thus be an effective method for teaching his-
tory because it would draw on their own expertise, as well as on other
concepts of the discipline, such as continuity and change. Supporting
this view, James Voss and jennifer Wiley, for example, found in iheir
study of students'responses to textbook and historical texts on the Irish
potato famine that students'writing a narrative explanation improves
understanding, because they have already mentally developed narra-
tive representations of the content presented to them in the experiment.
'\A/hen they are then asked to write a narrative essay on the subject,'
Voss and Wiley contend, 'a type of resonance occurs, making the task
somewhat easier and reducing the amount of processing required.'7s
Other studies have also confirmed that students typically prefer narra-
tives to other types of texts and modes of expressions, although the rea-
sons for such preference seem to vary.76

But the narrative should not be considered the only possible or
affordable tool to present their interpretations. In the first place, the
familiarity of students with narratives may blind them to the very fact
that as powerful as they might be, they are only literary constructs and,
as such, do not present authentic windows of the past. Furthermore,
Voss and Wiley also found in their study that students who write argu-
mentative essays, as opposed to stories, are more likely to have a
deeper understanding of the issue and the content. The reason they
offered for this finding is that essays require more deliberate mental
processing than narratives. Therefore, students would be less likely to
follow their natural pattern of creating self-contained, chronological
stories and tend rather to engage in the 'deliberation and processing
that are not present in the narrative.'77 Their results also indicate that
sfudents who choose the argumentative essay write a greater number
of 'transformed sentences' (original sources reorganized in their own
language) and 'greater proportion of correct inference verifications.'78
These findings suggest, for them, 'that individuals, to understand or
make sense of events, are predisposed to place them in a chronological,
narrative form and that writing an argumentative essay requires delib-
eration or processing that are not present in the narrative.'7e ,

Voss and Wiley's research findings are fascinating from a cognitive
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and instructional points of view. Yet, more studies are needed in this
area to determine the influence of narrative and other forms of ex-
pression (expository, persuasive, and descriptive) on students from
different age groups, genders, ethnicity, and national and cultural back-
grounds. Pietro Boscolo and Lucia Mason, for example, found in their
experimental study of writing as a leaming tool for history with grade
5 students in Italy that those who use writing as a learning strategy (for
note-taking, commenting, reflecting personal ideas, expressing doubts,
and synthesizing) are more likely to develop elaborate historical expla-
nations and more sophisticated understanding of the subject matter
and the discipline than those who learn history without this strategy.so
The authors conclude by arguing that'the study provides further evi-
dence that writing can be effective in building new knowledge in com-
plex domains.'81

6.4 Conclusion

The use of evidence to answer research questions and ultimately engage
in reconstructing the past is a long and demanding process. Students are
not educated in a school-history environment that elicits their own
thinking about the past, nor does it put students in a situation to collect
and select sources and thus struggle with issues of historical meaning
and interpretation. The result is that many do not consider knowledge
of the past as being the result of human constructs based on the critical
use of evidence. History is understood as the straightforward accep-
tance or rejection of authoritative, binary stories presented to them as
self-evident by teachers, textbook authors, historians, or other authori-
ties. Students, as Barton reminds us, '[act] as though knowledge of the
past [exists] ind.ependently of evidence.'82

Yet, it would be unrealistic and ill-advised to assume that historical
thinking inevitably engages students in disciplinary activities as per-
formed by professional historians. Disciplinary inquiries, as embedded
within a community of experts, cannot be directly 'transplanted' to the
world of school history. As Robert Bain acknowledges, 'teaching his-
tory is more complicated than either transmitting historical facts or
engaging students in history projects.'83 As of yet, students do not live
in an environment that sustains disciplinary practice, with its shared
procedures, standards, and knowledge. It is, thus, afolie de grandeur to
believe educators can make students accountable to the same scrutiny
as professional historians.
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Fot that reason, the place of evidence in the classroommustbe differ
ent from its place in the craft of historians. 'Unlike historians,' Hus-
bands argues,'school pupils wil\ not c\aim to generate "ne\N" pub\ic
knowledge from the study of (selected) historical evidence; they will
generate new priaate understandins.'84 From this very legitimate per-
spective, evidence should be included in classroom instruction not so
much because it will lead novice students to become professional histo-
rians but because of its potential for fostering historical thinking and
leaming. 'Without an understanding of what makes an account histor-
ical,'Lee concludes,'there is nothing to distinguish such an ability from
the ability to recite sagas, legends, myths or poems.'b5














































