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Abstract

A recent curriculum reform in Flanders (Belgium) has introduced historical thinking as a central goal for history education.
Historical thinking aims to introduce students to the methods of historians and disciplinary ways of thinking. It is a complex
act, requiring the application of substantive and second-order knowledge, and is difficult to foster among students. Interna-
tional (intervention) research has provided several guidelines for the design of instructional practices that are effective in
promoting specific aspects of students’ historical thinking. However, these studies do not approach historical thinking in a
holistic manner, are often vague about how general design principles were adapted to history education, and rarely report on
whether the designed curricula were considered relevant and useful by teachers. Taking into account the many difficulties
that teachers encounter in designing practices aimed at historical thinking, this design research aims to gain more insight
into the design of instructional practices that are both effective in fostering historical thinking in a holistic manner and that
are considered socially valid by teachers. The designed artifact is a 12- to 14-h lesson series on the theme “decolonization
after 1945,” for students in the 12th grade. It applies the model of cognitive apprenticeship’s (Collins et al., 1991) general
design principles to the specific context of history and approaches historical thinking in a holistic manner. The initial lesson
series was evaluated and revised in two rounds based on a pilot study, an expert review and an intervention study.
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Introduction

In Flanders (Belgium), a curriculum reform has been gradu-
ally being implemented in history education that began in
2018. This reform includes the introduction of historical
thinking as a central goal for history education and is in line
with a transformation that manifested itself internationally
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since the 1990s in which history education connects more
closely to the practice of professional historians. Rather than
emphasizing a single (national) narrative about the past and
simply describing “what history is about”, historical think-
ing offers an insightful and recent historiography-based
approach to the past and describes “the way we go about
doing history” (Lee & Ashby, 2000, p. 199).

Historical thinking combines “knowing history” and
“doing history” to generate a deep historical understanding
(Havekes et al., 2012). Knowing history refers to the acquisi-
tion of substantive knowledge of history and is related to the
content of history, describing—in line with recent historiog-
raphy—in an accurate way specific historical periods, persons,
or structures, such as feudalism or the enlightenment (Lee,
2004; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008). Doing history points
to second-order and procedural knowledge that allows stu-
dents to gain an understanding of how historical knowledge
is constructed (Lee & Ashby, 2000; Lévesque, 2009; van Drie
& van Boxtel, 2008). Second-order knowledge refers to the
methods of historians (e.g., reflecting on cause and conse-
quence, evidence, sources); procedural knowledge describes
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strategies and approaches used by historians when studying
the past (e.g., how to evaluate the reliability of a source, how
to establish causality) (van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008; VanSle-
dright & Limén, 2006). Fostering historical thinking allows
students to develop nuanced epistemological beliefs about
history: beliefs about the nature of knowledge and processes
of knowledge construction in history (Buehl & Alexander,
2001).

The rationale for introducing historical thinking as an edu-
cational goal is twofold. In the first place, it brings school
history closer to academic history and is hence supposed to
improve the quality of history education. Rather than teach-
ing students a single (national) narrative, as has been the case
traditionally (De Wever et al., 2011; Metzger & McArthur
Harris, 2018), it introduces students to the existence of mul-
tiple narratives and interpretations and fosters nuanced think-
ing. Second, it allows students to be critical of uses and mis-
uses of the past in contemporary societies, as they develop
a more thorough understanding of the historical discipline.

In line with international models (Seixas & Morton,
2013; van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008; Wineburg, 2001), the
Flemish history standards operationalize historical thinking
into four building blocks (see Fig. 1): (1) Situating histori-
cal phenomena, sources, and representations in a broader
historical frame of reference. This includes the acquisition
of substantive historical knowledge. (2) Selecting and criti-
cally analyzing historical sources, including reasoning with
and about sources: this includes, among others, the ability

Fig. 1 Operationalization of
historical thinking in the new
Flemish history standards

1. Situating historical
phenomena in a historical
frame of reference

to evaluate a source’s usefulness, reliability, and representa-
tiveness in light of a specific historical question. (3) Analyz-
ing and/or formulating a substantiated answer to a historical
question: this includes the ability to construct a substantiated
historical representation, based on critical source analysis
and on the application of typical historical modes of reason-
ing such as cause and consequence, historical contextualiza-
tion, or multiperspectivity. (4) Critically reflecting on the
complex relationship between past, present, and future: this
explicitly includes the need for epistemological reflection
and requires students to understand the interpretive and con-
structed nature of historical knowledge. Besides these four
building blocks, asking historical questions is considered the
starting point for historical thinking: it hence surrounds the
four building blocks (Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2020).

With the introduction of the new standards, Flemish his-
tory teachers have to reconsider their practice to align with
the new goal of historical thinking, which is considered a
complex and unnatural act that goes against the way students
spontaneously look at and engage with the past (Wineburg,
2001). Getting students to think “historically” is therefore
challenging and requires well thought-out instructional
materials (van Drie & van Boxtel, 2008). To facilitate the
implementation of new curricula, it is essential to pro-
vide teachers with good practices aligned with them. In so
doing, these practices can function as concrete examples
and provide guidelines for the development of new materials
(Gouédard et al., 2020).

Asking historical questions

2. Selecting and critical
reasoning with and about
historical sources

3. Analyzing/generating substantiated historical
representations, incl. historical modes of reasoning

4. Reflecting upon and interpreting the complex
relationship between past, present and future
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Previous (intervention) studies on fostering historical
thinking among students have provided several guidelines
for designing effective instructional practices, often based on
principles of cognitive apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991).
They have shown that instructional practices based on cogni-
tive apprenticeship are indeed successful in fostering aspects
of students’ historical thinking and therefore generate deep
learning. However, it is difficult to use these interventions
as blueprints for the design of new instructional materials
as descriptions of lesson units in these studies are often
very concise. It is not always clear how general educational
design principles can be concretely adapted to a specific
history education context.

Furthermore, intervention studies on fostering historical
thinking often do not adopt a holistic approach but rather
focus on particular aspects such as causal reasoning (Stoel
et al., 2015), historical contextualization and perspective-
taking (Huijgen et al., 2018), critical source analysis (Nokes
et al., 2007; Reisman, 2012), or historical writing (De La
Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010; van Drie et al., 2015).
Because of the strong focus on specific aspects of doing his-
tory, these studies pay little attention to knowing history. It is
often unclear to what extent the (content of the) instructional
practices adopted in the intervention studies connect to recent
historiography, even though this is an important part of his-
torical thinking. As a result, these studies have generated few
guidelines on how to integrate multiple aspects of historical
thinking, encompassing both knowing and doing history.

A final difficulty concerns the position of the teacher.
Reports of intervention studies usually limit themselves to
measuring the effects on students. There is often little infor-
mation about how teachers perceived the materials. Yet, in
order for interventions to have an applied value, it is impor-
tant that they have social validity, i.e., that they are consid-
ered acceptable, relevant, and useful by the actors involved
(Kazdin, 2005). This is particularly important given that
research has repeatedly shown that historical thinking finds
its way only sparingly into educational practice (e.g., Hicks
et al., 2004; Van Nieuwenhuyse et al., 2015; VanSledright
& Limén, 2006; Voet & De Wever, 2016). This points to a
gap between theoretical guidelines for the design of instruc-
tional practices aiming to foster historical thinking and their
practical application.

The Design Study

Based on the challenges outlined above, this research aims
at gaining more insight into the design of instructional prac-
tices that are both effective in fostering historical thinking
and are considered socially valid by teachers. A design-
based research process was deemed particularly appropriate
as it allowed for a close collaboration with teachers while

considering evidence-based recommendations regarding the
promotion of students’ historical thinking. This allows for
the development of a maturing intervention that is directly
relevant for practice and contributes to a better theoretical
understanding of the effectiveness of the applied design
principles, hence meeting both the practical and theoretical
goals of design-based research (McKenney & Reeves, 2019).

The design team was composed of a professor in edu-
cational sciences, a history professor who specialized in
history didactics and a PhD candidate in the same disci-
pline. The research was part of a broader project to examine
teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding historical thinking
and to examine the relationship between historical think-
ing and democratic citizenship. In particular, the research
project examined whether fostering students’ historical
inquiry competences, as part of historical thinking, allows
students to engage differently with contemporary sources
and societal debates on public issues. This paper reports on
the design process of the lesson series that was developed
in this context.

Overview of the Design Process

The design process was iterative throughout which educa-
tional practitioners and other experts were actively involved.
It followed a set protocol as suggested by McKenney and
Reeves (2019) beginning with an analysis and exploration
and then followed by two cycles of formative design and
evaluation/assessment and one final design phase (McKenney
& Reeves, 2019).

The analysis and exploration phase investigated difficul-
ties and solutions regarding the design and implementation
of instructional practices to foster historical thinking, based
on a review of research literature and a qualitative study on
teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices. The first design
and construction phase resulted in an initial version of the
lesson series, based on principles derived from the model
of cognitive apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991). This ver-
sion was evaluated and assessed via a pilot study and an
expert review with history and (history) educational scholars
as well as experienced teachers. The evaluation resulted in
a second design review in which the initial lesson series
was adjusted. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, an addi-
tional construction phase was needed to modify the lesson
series for remote education. The revised lesson series was
evaluated and assessed via an intervention study in which
we collected data from students (via pre- and posttests) and
teachers (logbooks and interviews). This resulted in a third
design phase that finalized the lesson series. An overview of
the design process is depicted in Fig. 2. In the section that
follows, the research context is described, after which each
step in the design process is discussed in detail.

T @ Springer
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Fig.2 Overview of the design
process

Analysis and
exploration

First design and
construction phase

First evaluation and
reflection phase

Second design and
construction phase

Second evaluation
and reflection phase

Third design and

construction phase

Exploration of needs and solutions

- Research literature

- Qualitative study

Development of the initial lesson series

- Design principles

- Initial lesson series

- Teacher and student materials
Evaluating the initial lesson series

- Expert review

- Pilot study

Revision and digitization of the lesson series
- Revised teacher and student materials
- Scenario for digitized lesson series
Intervention study

- Pre- and posttests with students
- Interviews and online questionnaire with
teachers

Finalization of the lesson series

Note. Research phases based on McKenney and Reeves, 2019.

Research Context

This design study was conducted in Flanders (Belgium),
where history education takes up 2 h a week as part of
general education. The new history standards are centered
around historical thinking, which is conceptualized as a
combination of knowing and doing history and operational-
ized in four building blocks as noted previously in the intro-
duction. In terms of historical content, the standards only
prescribe which historical periods should be addressed at
which stage of secondary education and do not impose con-
crete factual knowledge.

Teachers in the last stage of secondary history educa-
tion are required to have a master’s degree in history and
a teaching degree. In the last decade, significant changes
have occurred in the teacher training courses, in particu-
lar regarding their attention to historical thinking on a
theoretical and practical level. Considering the absence

@ Springer

of mandatory teacher professionalization, the curricular
freedom for history teachers, and the absence of stand-
ardized testing, not all teachers have necessarily become
acquainted with historical thinking in the same manner,
and hence, current teaching practices regarding historical
thinking vary strongly. Overall, instructional practices by
Flemish history teachers are characterized by an empha-
sis on knowing history rather than doing history (Van
Nieuwenhuyse et al., 2017; Voet & De Wever, 2016).
For instance, although literature recommends organizing
historical inquiries based on a critical analysis of mul-
tiple historical documents to foster students’ historical
thinking, most Flemish history teachers are not inclined to
organize these in their practice (Voet & De Wever, 2016).
For the majority of Flemish history teachers, these new
history standards hence require a significant reconsid-
eration of their instructional practice, providing an ideal
context for this study.
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Exploration of Needs and Solutions

Difficulties Regarding (the Teaching of) Historical
Thinking

The first step in our design process was to examine teachers’
beliefs and instructional practices with regard to historical
thinking as well as general issues related to students’ his-
torical thinking ability. For instance, we aimed to examine
to what extent teachers include knowing and doing history
in their practice: do they focus only on the content of his-
tory (i.e. knowing history) or do they also include second-
order and procedural knowledge, hence introducing students
into the practice of history (i.e. doing history)? Regarding
doing history, we aimed in particular to gain insight into how
teachers’ practices precisely presented the practice of histo-
rians to students and to what extent their practices fostered a
thorough understanding of the methods of historians among
students. This exploration was done via a literature review
and followed by a qualitative study that included 21 Flemish
history teachers that was based on two semi-structured inter-
views and an analysis of their instructional practices (Wilke
& Depaepe, 2019; Wilke et al., 2022a). This allowed us to
identify concrete difficulties regarding the way that teachers
addressed historical thinking in their practice in the Flem-
ish context and to examine to what extent they aligned with
international findings.

The literature review revealed several issues with regard to
teachers’ historical thinking practices. Overall, it showed that
these practices often remain focused predominantly on know-
ing history (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Van Nieuwenhuyse
et al., 2015; VanSledright & Limén, 2006). This means that
teachers’ practices are mostly aimed at expanding students’
substantive knowledge about what happened in the past (i.e.,
knowing history) and less so on introducing them to the prac-
tice of historians (i.e., doing history). When doing history is
addressed, this is rarely done in-depth. This becomes par-
ticularly evident with regard to source work. Critical source
analysis requires students to go beyond the mere content of
a source, and to evaluate the source’s value (usability, reli-
ability, representativeness) in light of a historical question,
thereby taking into account aspects such as the author’s posi-
tionality and goal(s) (Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2020). However,
researchers have established that teachers use sources mainly
in a content-related manner: as illustration or merely as car-
riers of substantive knowledge rather than subject them to a
critical analysis (e.g. Hicks et al., 2004; Nokes, 2010; Van
Nieuwenhuyse et al., 2015).

Literature that covers students’ historical thinking abil-
ity shows that such practices, which only use sources in an
illustrative way, or as carriers of information, may hinder the

development of nuanced epistemological beliefs among stu-
dents. As students are not (or only superficially) challenged
to critically evaluate sources, their naive perceptions that
historical knowledge can simply be derived from sources in
a straightforward way are being confirmed instead of ques-
tioned (Wilke et al., 2022a). Such naive epistemological
beliefs also hinder the application of typical historical modes
of reasoning (e.g., Huijgen et al., 2014; van Drie et al., 2013),
as students do not understand that historical knowledge is
interpretive and constructed, yet tend to consider historical
knowledge to be either fixed and singular, or completely sub-
jective (Maggioni et al., 2009; Stoel et al., 2017b).

In explaining why these difficulties occur, studies point
to the importance of teachers’ educational beliefs and
contextual factors. Teachers sometimes question their stu-
dents’ ability to engage in interpretive history (Van Hover
& Yeager, 2003; Wansink et al., 2016) and tend to focus
primarily on knowing history (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Van
Hover & Yeager, 2003). Contextual factors, such as time and
available resources (Voet & De Wever, 2016), and the pres-
ence of standardized tests were also identified as hindering
factors (Hicks et al., 2004; VanSledright & Limdn, 2006).

Our own qualitative study confirmed these findings
and also generated additional points of interest. Teachers
reported uncertainty about how to evaluate doing history as
well as concerns about the difficulty of historical thinking
for their students, in particular with regard to building block
3 “generating historical representations” (Wilke & Depaepe,
2019). This study also provided possible explanations for
these perceived difficulties. First, most teachers only had
a limited and one-sided understanding of what historical
thinking is. Second, teachers often made a strict distinc-
tion between knowing and doing history. This dichotomy
goes against literature which stresses the interconnected-
ness and concurrent nature of knowing and doing history
(Lee, 2005; VanSledright & Limén, 2006). Third, several
teachers believed that addressing doing history is only pos-
sible via student-centered activities, such as inquiry-based
tasks, which went against (some) teachers’ preference for
teacher-guided instructional practices (Wilke & Depaepe,
2019). These (mis)conceptions concerning the teaching and
learning of historical thinking fueled teachers’ hesitancy to
address doing history in their practice.

The needs analysis allowed us to identify areas in which
teachers need additional support and which have to be
addressed when designing lesson materials so that they can
be considered socially valid (e.g., providing examples on
how to integrate knowing and doing history, the need to
model good practices, supporting evaluation). The inves-
tigation also confirmed the need for lesson materials that
foster students’ historical thinking in a profound and holistic
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manner. The next step in the design process was to gener-
ate a set of design principles for the construction of such
materials.

Instructional Design Principles to Foster Historical
Thinking

To establish design principles, a review of the literature
study was conducted to examine both literature from general
educational psychology and history educational literature.

Considering the complexity of historical thinking that
required a combination of substantive, second-order and
procedural knowledge, the model of cognitive apprentice-
ship (Brown et al., 1989; Collins et al., 1991) seemed an
appropriate framework for designing practices to foster his-
torical thinking. This model is directed at the acquisition of
complex skills “through processes of observation and guided
practice” (Collins et al., 1991, p. 13) and centers around the
use of authentic tasks.

In terms of teaching methods, it puts forward the princi-
ples of modeling, coaching, and scaffolding to help students
acquire these skills. In the modeling phase, the teacher or
subject matter expert demonstrates the discipline-specific
tasks and provides explicit instruction on the application of
conceptual and procedural knowledge. Subsequently, stu-
dents practice the application of these skills supported by
scaffolds and coaching by the teacher. By fading out the
scaffolds, students gradually gain more independence in the
application of the intended skills. Articulation and reflec-
tion support students in communicating their knowledge and
reasoning processes and comparing them to others. Finally,
students are encouraged through exploration to apply their
acquired skills to new (including their own) problems and
settings.

Literature in history education supports the adequacy of
principles from cognitive apprenticeship to promote stu-
dents’ historical thinking (van Boxtel & van Drie, 2018) and
provides more concrete guidelines for applying the model’s
general principles to the specific context of history.

For history, inquiry-based (writing) tasks are considered
authentic tasks if they connect to the practice of historians
(van Boxtel & van Drie, 2018). These tasks allow students
to develop their own substantiated historical representations
in response to an authentic historical question. Students are
required to investigate the historical question via a critical
analysis of multiple sources (van Boxtel et al., 2021; Voet &
Wever, 2017). This representation then needs to be substan-
tiated by providing arguments and evidence and engaging
with counterarguments (Monte-Sano et al., 2014; van Boxtel
et al., 2021). In particular, evaluative research questions are
recommended for inquiry activities as these are more effec-
tive in eliciting historical thinking (van Drie et al., 2006).
These inquiry-based activities connect closely to the history
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discipline and to various aspects of historical thinking. They
therefore not only address historical thinking in a holistic
manner, but also are expected to be able to contribute to the
development of nuanced epistemological beliefs about his-
tory (van Boxtel et al., 2021).

Several studies have successfully demonstrated the need
to rely on principles of modeling, coaching, and scaffolding
to enhance aspects of students’ historical thinking (see the
“Introduction” section). They emphasize at the same time
the importance of explicit teaching. This should be directed
at second-order and procedural knowledge and should not
be limited to the modeling phase but embedded through-
out the instructional practice (Reisman, 2012; Stoel et al.,
2017a). Moreover, these studies demonstrate that explicit
teaching on discipline-specific, rather than general strate-
gies, yielded better results (Reisman, 2012; van Drie et al.,
2015). In terms of scaffolding, graphical organizers, such
as an argumentative diagram, are recommended to support
students’ reasoning processes (Stoel et al., 2017a; van Drie
et al., 2005), and research suggests that scaffolds for histori-
cal writing should contain prompts specifically directed at
critical source analysis (Monte-Sano & De La Paz, 2012).
These studies also provide concrete examples of scaffolds
supporting various aspects of historical thinking, such as
argumentative history writing, source corroboration, and
critical source analysis (e.g. University of Michigan, 2021;
Monte-Sano et al., 2014). Concrete examples were also
found in materials which could be used for coaching stu-
dents by providing feedback, particularly through the use of
discipline-specific rubrics (e.g. Monte-Sano, 2012; Monte-
Sano et al., 2014; Monte-Sano & De La Paz, 2012; Stoel
et al., 2017a).

To support articulation and reflection, the literature points
to peer-to-peer interaction and group work that allows stu-
dents to articulate their reasoning processes (e.g. Stoel
et al., 2015; Stoel et al., 2017a). However, the importance of
whole-class discussions led by the teachers are also empha-
sized as these provide opportunities for further articulation,
teacher feedback, and reflection on students’ learning (Reis-
man, 2012; Stoel van Drie et al., 2017a; van Boxtel et al.,
2021; van Drie & van de Ven, 2017).

Regarding the integration of knowing and doing history,
discipline-specific literature emphasizes the importance of
both aspects as part of students’ historical thinking (Lee,
2005; van Boxtel & van Drie, 2017). Yet, we found no con-
crete guidelines on how to adequately integrate both in an
instructional practice nor on how to make sure the lesson
series corresponds to recent historiographical shifts and
insights. Research on the relationship between academic
and school knowledge, however, has argued that fundamen-
tal changes occur when academic knowledge is transferred
to a school context, in the sense that a substantiated scien-
tific historical representation becomes distorted, creating a
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disconnect between both (Popkewitz, 2004). Within history
education, such a disconnect has, for instance, been ana-
lyzed for representations of the colonial past (Bentrovato &
Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2020). This clearly points at the neces-
sity that lesson materials intended to foster historical think-
ing will have to align with recent historiographical insights.

Development of the Initial Lesson Series (1st
Design and Construction Phase)

Design Principles

Based on the results of the needs analysis and exploration, we
outlined a number of design principles that would be imple-
mented in a lesson series. Because we aimed to foster his-
torical thinking in a holistic and in-depth manner (focusing
on knowing and doing history and covering all four building
blocks of historical thinking), the lesson series was directed at
students in the 12th grade (hence, towards the end) of second-
ary education.

In line with recommendations from the literature dis-
cussed in the previous section, the following design prin-
ciples have been distinguished. First, we ensured a close
adherence to current historiography by consulting aca-
demic literature and an expert professional historian and
by including historiographical debates in the lesson series.
These historiographical debates also facilitated an integra-
tion of knowing and doing history as they provided chal-
lenging questions, functioning as a starting point for inquiry
tasks, which constituted the second design principle. These
inquiry tasks were used as authentic, discipline-specific
tasks in which students constructed a substantiated histori-
cal representation. They were connected to authentic histo-
riographical debates and were designed around historical
sources that reflected the various perspectives within those
debates. Third, the lesson series drew on the principles of
modeling, coaching (incl. feedback), and scaffolding to sup-
port students in constructing these substantiated historical
representation. To support teachers in providing scaffolding,
coaching, and feedback to their students, scaffolding tools
were designed as well as a rubric to evaluate students’ ability
to construct a substantiated historical representation. Fourth,
the lesson series included explicit teaching on second-order
and procedural knowledge. Fifth, articulation and reflection
were facilitated via group work, alternated with whole-class
discussions and with shorter, teacher-guided tasks which
provided opportunities for additional teacher feedback. The
decision to include whole-class discussions and teacher-
guided tasks was in line with research literature and was also
prompted by a concern not to reinforce teachers’ preconcep-
tion that doing history is only possible via time-consuming,
student-centered activities.

The Initial Lesson Series

Based on the design principles presented above, a first ver-
sion of the lesson series was constructed. The lesson series
was developed around the theme of “decolonization after
1945 and included eight lessons, taking up 12 to 14 history
classes. Historical thinking was addressed in a holistic way
by addressing both knowing and doing history and cover-
ing all four building blocks of historical thinking, in line
with the new Flemish history standards. To this end, each
lesson had a primary focus on either substantive knowledge
(knowing history) or second-order and procedural knowl-
edge (doing history). Both aspects, however, were closely
interconnected. The lessons with a focus on knowing his-
tory provided students with substantive knowledge which
they had to apply in the lessons with a focus on doing his-
tory. They also included explicit teaching on second-order
knowledge and short exercises on aspects of doing history.
For instance, lesson 4 centered around the question to what
extent the Balfour declaration of 1917 was at the root of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This lesson was focused mainly
on acquiring substantive knowledge about the origins and
characteristics of the conflict. However, students simultane-
ously compared Israelian and Palestinian narratives on the
role of the Balfour declaration which provided opportunities
for explicit teaching on the notion of causality (as a histori-
cal mode of reasoning), multiperspectivity, and the pitfalls of
presentism, and hindsight. Students had to apply this newly
acquired knowledge of causality and multiperspectivity in
the inquiry tasks in lesson 5. These lessons thus provided
impulses to further students’ procedural and second-order
knowledge. The lessons with a focus on doing history also
provided opportunities to foster substantive knowledge. For
instance, the second lesson was directed at doing history
and centered around an inquiry task in which students had
to provide a substantiated answer to the question who was
most responsible for the political decolonization of Bel-
gian Congo. While analyzing the sources, students gained
insight into Belgian and Congolese views on independence,
important agents in the process towards independence and
acquired more in-depth knowledge about the process of
decolonization. An overview of the lesson series is presented
in Table 1.

The design principles outlined above were applied in the
following ways.

A close adherence to current insights from historical
research was ensured via an exploration of recent histori-
ographical literature on decolonization (such as from the
historiographical school of new imperial histories). Each
lesson was designed around a historical question, con-
nected to an authentic historiographical and/or (historical)
societal debate. Lesson 2, for instance, centered around the
question who was most responsible for the decolonization
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of Belgian-Congo. In this lesson, the traditional narrative
of independence being granted by the colonizers was ques-
tioned: students studied sources demonstrating both Belgian
and Congolese agency. In lesson 3, evolving historical repre-
sentations of the colonial past were examined, connecting to
the notion of collective memory and societal debates about
the colonial past.

Authentic historiographical debates provided the basis for
the inquiry tasks that were used in four of the lessons. These
tasks centered around an evaluative question connected to
a historiographical debate (see Table 1 for an overview of
the historical questions), such as “To what extent could the
British and Indian leaders involved foresee the negative
consequences of the rapid British withdrawal and partition
of British India in 1947?”. A number of historical sources
were provided representing different answers to the his-
torical question and reflecting different perspectives within
that historiographical debate. Students had to compare and
critically evaluate the value of these sources to generate an
answer to the historical question. They then had to substanti-
ate their claim with arguments and evidence and engage with
counterarguments.

In lesson 1, teachers modeled the inquiry task, demonstrat-
ing the various steps in providing a substantiated answer to a
historical question based on critical source analysis. In subse-
quent inquiry tasks, teachers provided scaffolds and coaching
to the students. Scaffolds were provided for the evaluation
and corroboration of sources, the weighing of evidence, and
the writing of a substantiated answer (modeled after Uni-
versity of Michigan, 2021 and Monte-Sano et al., 2014).
They were designed to fade out during the lesson series.
For instance regarding the evaluation and corroboration of
sources, the initial scaffold used in lesson 2 provided prompts
for each step in the source analysis for each of the sources
(e.g., questions regarding various aspects of a source’s reli-
ability: the author’s positionality, the goal and audience of the
source, the societal context, etc.). Subsequent scaffolds that
were used in lesson 5 only reminded students to assess the
sources’ reliability (see Fig. 3). Similarly, initial scaffolds for
providing a substantiated answer provided a writing scheme,
whereas scaffolds used in the lesson series only provided
exemplary sentences on which students could rely.

Teachers coached students during the lesson series and
other activities by providing an appropriate level of scaf-
folding and also by providing feedback on students’ inquiry
tasks. To this end, an evaluation rubric was designed. The
initial rubric was adapted from Monte-Sano (2012), Monte-
Sano and De La Paz (2012), and Monte-Sano et al. (2014).
It included five criteria on a four level scale: (1) position
statement; (2) argumentation based on sources as evidence;
(3) evaluating a source’s reliability; (4) evaluating a source’s
representativeness; and (5) engaging with counter argu-
ments. Table 2 provides an overview of the four different

competency levels for the initial criterion “argumentation
based on sources as evidence.”

Explicit instructions were provided on the application of
substantive, second-order, and procedural knowledge (e.g.,
reliability and how to assess it, representativeness, source
corroboration). In the first lesson, for instance, the teacher
provided explicit teaching on the second-order concepts
of reliability and source corroboration and on procedural
knowledge related to critically assessing sources and provid-
ing a substantiated answer to a historical question. In les-
son 2, explicit teaching on the notion of representativeness
was added. In lesson 3, explicit teaching on these notions
was repeated during a teacher-guided exercise on source
analysis. Explicit teaching was mainly directed at second-
order and procedural knowledge related to the processes of
constructing a substantiated historical representation and
applying historical modes of reasoning (e.g., causality in
lesson 4). On two occasions (lessons 3 and 4), this was also
used explicitly to teach students about the interpretive and
constructed nature of historical knowledge.

To facilitate articulation and reflection, students worked
in groups on the inquiry tasks. Whole-class discussions were
used to discuss students’ findings afterwards and to allow
teachers to provide feedback and ask questions to advance
students’ historical thinking. For instance, in lesson 2, stu-
dents’ inquiry tasks were discussed in class, and this was
used as an opportunity to revise second-order and procedural
knowledge addressed in lesson 1.

Exploration was not included in the lesson series as this
requires a high level of autonomy which would not be feasi-
ble to obtain within the time span of 12 to 14 history lessons,
but would rather be achieved over the course of an entire
year of history lessons.

Teacher and Student Materials

To support teachers in implementing the lesson series, the
first construction phase included teacher and student mate-
rials. A document for teachers was developed providing
an explanation of the various building blocks of histori-
cal thinking in the Flemish history standards and detailing
the structure and goal of the lesson series as well as the
design principles. A lesson plan was provided for each les-
son following a four part structure: first, an indication of
which aspects (building blocks) of historical thinking were
addressed; second, an explanation of the lesson’s main
objectives and learning goals both with regard to knowing
history and doing history, so as to demonstrate the intercon-
nectedness between both. Third, an explanation of the peda-
gogical approach(es), including a description of teachers’
and students’ activities and a connection to the main design
principles. Fourth, a detailed step-by-step script, divided in
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Fig.3 Scaffolds for source
analysis in lesson 2 (top) and
lesson 5 (bottom).

Consider the following information

Who was the author?

What function/position did the author
hold? What was their social background,
occupation, worldview, beliefs?

For what purpose did the author create
this resource?

Who was the author's target audience?
When and where was this source
created?

In what societal context was the source
created?

What information does the author rely
on?

SOURCE 4: MEMOIRES OF GASTON EYSKENS (PUBLISHED IN 1993)

RELIABILITY

Gaston Eyskens was the Belgian prime minister at the time of Congo’s independence. He was a
member of the Catholic Party.

The excerpt stems from a memoire, a specific genre in which authors seek to present and
preserve their personal views of events. In doing so, authors often portray themselves in a
positive light and attempt to justify their own actions and role in the events. In this way, they can
counter any criticism from opponents. Memoires are intended to be read by a wide audience.

The mémoires were published in 1993, several decades after Congo's independence and after
Eyskens' death.

At the time at which the source was created (1990s) societal views on the colonial past had
shifted strongly. There was a much more critical view of the colonial past, compared to the 1960s.

The author draws on his own memories and notes from the period when he was prime minister.
He was an eyewitness to these events and closely involved in the events. The mémoires were
published several decades after the events: the author therefore already knew how the situation
would develop. This may have influenced the way he described the events.

What does this information tell you about the value of this source?

SOURCE USABILITY
What does this source tell
you about the
consequences of the
decision? What
arguments does the
source use?

Source 1:

Nehru

Source 2:

Jinnah

Source 3:

Mountbatten

Source 4:

Wolpert

lesson phases with a proposed timing, instructions for stu-
dents, sources, guiding questions for the sources, and model
answers. For each lesson, furthermore, a PowerPoint presen-
tation was created. The evaluation rubric was also included
in the teacher materials.

@ Springer

RELIABILITY PERSPECTIVE AND

REPRESENTATIVENESS

CRITICAL SOURCE

CORROBORATION
How reliable is this

source to answer the What perspective does the source Are there other sources

research question? reflect? To what extent is the perspective | that support or refute this

Consider the following in this source broadly shared? Does the | source’s position?

elements: author, goal  source represent a larger group?

and audience, time and
place, societal context,
information

For students, a sourcebook was designed including the
sources being discussed in the lesson series, along with the
various scaffolds. In this first construction phase, no addi-
tional student materials were created as we expected students
to be able to take notes by themselves.
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Table 2 Competency levels for argumentation based on sources as evidence

1 2 3

4

The claim is not supported by  The claim is supported by
evidence from sources evidence from sources, but the
evidence is often irrelevant or
inaccurate
It is unclear to which source(s)
the students refers

The claim is supported by evidence The claim is supported by evidence
from sources in a limited way
Selected sources and excerpts from  Selected sources and excerpts from
sources are usually accurate and

from sources

sources are accurate and relevant to

relevant to the claim the claim
In most cases, it is clear which It is clear which source(s) the student
source(s) the student refers to refers to

Evaluation of the Initial Lesson Series (1st
Evaluation and Reflection Phase)

Expert Review

To evaluate the initial lesson series’ connection to current
historiographical insights, its adherence to the predeter-
mined design principles, and its feasibility and usability, an
expert review panel was set up consisting of three types of
experts: a historian, (history) educational scholars and expe-
rienced history teachers and history teacher trainers.

In terms of the lesson series’ adherence to recent histo-
riography, the historian generally agreed with the proposed
content of the lesson series and provided suggestions for
additional (very recent) historiographical literature and
source material that could be integrated in the lesson series,
for instance, regarding the lesson on British-India (lesson 1
and 5) and societal debates on migration and integration in
Belgian society (lesson 8).

The (history) educational scholars, experienced history
teachers, and teacher trainers confirmed that the initial les-
son series adequately applied the proposed design principles.
Although the design principles in themselves were consid-
ered valuable, two concerns were raised about how they
were implemented in the materials, in particular in light of
the material’s feasibility and usability. First is regarding the
lesson series’ use of inquiry tasks. A need was expressed to
provide more support for explicit teaching, modeling, and
coaching on these tasks. In particular, the experts pointed
to (variation between) teachers’ own second-order and pro-
cedural knowledge, for instance, regarding (how to assess)
reliability as this was not always included in teachers’ initial
training. The experts, therefore, suggested that some teach-
ers may need more support to take up their role as experts
during modeling, coaching, and explicit teaching.

Second, the experts deemed the lessons to be quite chal-
lenging for students, among others, because of the absence of
worksheets or a textbook, the extensive reliance on (textual)
sources, and the use of inquiry tasks. Although they did not
oppose the use of inquiry tasks, they did caution that, as stu-
dents are mainly accustomed to teacher-directed history classes,
this would constitute a new and challenging way of engaging

with history. They therefore proposed to elaborate the support-
ing materials, in line with the explicit teaching done by the
teacher on second-order and procedural knowledge, to provide
more guidance during the lesson series and to accommodate
differences in students’ familiarity with historical thinking.

Pilot Study

A pilot study was created to examine the applicability of the
evaluation rubric. Two classes in the 12th grade (36 students
in total) completed an inquiry task, after which students’
answers were evaluated by the design team using the initial
evaluation rubric. The pilot test confirmed that a rubric was
a suitable way of evaluating students’ inquiry tasks. How-
ever, it became clear that the rubric was quite difficult to
use, that the evaluation criteria were not clearly delineated,
and that more clarity was needed in the descriptions of the
various proficiency levels.

Revision and Digitization of the Lesson
Series (2nd Design and Construction Phase)

Revision of the Lesson Series

Based on an evaluation of the lesson materials via the expert
review and pilot study, the initial lesson series was adjusted.
Table 3 provides an overview of the main issues identified in
the initial lesson series and the changes that were made to the
lesson series to accommodate them.

Revision of Teacher and Student Materials

Considering that there were no main issues regarding the
lesson series’ connection to historiography, the revision of
teacher and student materials mainly focused on the diffi-
culties identified by the (history) educational scholars and
experienced history teachers. In the lesson plans for teach-
ers, additional clarification was provided concerning the
second-order and procedural knowledge which required
explicit teaching from teachers. Explanatory texts were
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Table 3 Revision of the lesson series after the first evaluation phase

Issues identified in expert review

e Differences in teachers’ expertise regarding historical thinking
o Difficulty level for students

o Insufficient supporting materials for teachers and students

e Reliance on textual sources

Issues identified in the pilot study of the evaluation rubric
e Criteria not clearly delineated
e Ambiguity in descriptions of proficiency levels
o Complex to use

Adaptation in second design phase

Teacher materials
e Explanatory texts on second-order and procedural knowledge
e Suggestions for coaching students
o Additional scaffolds for students

Student materials

Development of a learning text

o Development of worksheets

e Development of additional scaffolds

e Addition of visual sources

Adaptation in second design phase
e Merging and addition of criteria
e Revision of descriptors
e Development of a user guide with exemplary essays

added, directed at teachers so as to provide them with further
knowledge about the precise meaning of these concepts and
procedures (see Fig. 4 for an example). This way, we aimed
to bolster teachers’ confidence and knowledge regarding the
teaching of historical thinking and intercept possible dif-
ferences between them. Furthermore, we provided concrete
suggestions for how to coach students (and allow for differ-
entiation), for instance, by providing guiding questions that
teachers could use to give students additional support (see
Fig. 5) and by developing additional scaffolds in the student
materials (see further).

Adjustments in student materials were made to provide
students with step-by-step guidance during the lesson series.
To support them in taking notes, worksheets were devel-
oped based on the Cornell note-taking method (Cornell
University, n.d., based on: Pauk & Owens, 2010) dividing
worksheets in a left-column with keywords that followed
the structure of the lesson and a right column for note tak-
ing. At the bottom, students could make a short summary or

Fig.4 Example of an explana-
tory text on source corrobora-
tion in the lesson script

reflection of the lesson. A learning text was created, sum-
marizing the content of each lesson. This functioned as a
reference work that students could consult besides their own
notes. For the development of this text, we looked for guid-
ing principles supporting to increase text comprehension in
history. Based on the work of Land et al. (2009), we aimed
for this learning text to be coherent, include transition words
(e.g., because, however, besides), and be written in a factual
and professional style.

Besides the development of worksheets and a learning
text, additional scaffolds were added to students’ materials
which took the form of visual organizers and summarizing
documents for second-order and procedural knowledge, in
line with explicit teaching by the teachers. For instance, a
summarizing document was made regarding “reliability of
sources” (Fig. 6) as well as a visual organizer depicting the
process of answering a historical question based on sources
(Fig. 7). These materials mirrored the explicit teaching pro-
vided by the teacher. To balance out the strong reliance on

SOURCE CORROBORATION

During source corroboration, multiple sources that contain information regarding
a particular historical question are compared to each other. The information in
source can complement each other, when sources provide additional information
on a topic, or can confirm each other, when several sources contain the same

information.

When confronting sources, sources may also contradict each other. This is the
case when the information in the sources does not match. This may be because
the source is written from a different perspective (multiperspectivity), but may also
indicate that the information in one of the sources is less reliable.

Source confrontation is essential to provide a nuanced and substantiated answer

to a historical question.
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Fig.5 Example of suggestions
for coaching during the inquiry
task in lesson 2

Do you want students to work independently, but want to offer additional support in analyzing
the sources? If so, you can use the supporting questions in the appendix. These questions can

help students to evaluate the usefulness and reliability of the source step-by-step and to
corroborate the sources. In this way, these questions offer an additional level of support to the
tables that students will find in materials.

SUPPORTING QUESTIONS

Source 1: Van Bilsen (1992)

- What information does this source give you to answer the historical question who was
most responsible for the independence of the Belgian Congo?
o Does the source contain elements that indicate that the Belgians took the

initiative?

o Does the source contain elements that indicate that the Belgians did not take
the initiative, or tried to slow down the process towards independence?

- Read the information given about the author. Do these elements contribute to the
reliability of the information in the source, or not?

- In this source, Van Bilsen looks back at the publication of his thirty-year plan. He does
s0 several decades later, in 1992.

o How does Van Bilsen outline his own role in Congo's independence?

o How was the colonial past viewed in the 1990s (positively, negatively,
nostalgically, ..)? Did this view differ from that in the 1950s, or not? How might
that have played a role in the way Van Bilsen looks back at the publication of
his thirty-year plan?

o What does Van Bilsen know about the decolonization process in 1992 that he
did not know when he wrote his thirty-year plan? How might that have
influenced his views?

- Were Van Bilsen's views on the future of the Belgian Congo widely shared in the
Belgian society at the time of the publication of his thirty-year plan?
o What does source 4 tell you about this?

textual sources, additional visual support was provided via
the use of visual sources, illustrations, and videos, both in
the PowerPoint and student materials.

Revision of the Evaluation Rubric

To overcome the issues with the evaluation rubric identified
in the pilot study, the rubric’s criteria and descriptors of
proficiency levels were revised. The criterion “argumenta-
tion based on sources as evidence” was broken down into
three criteria: argumentation (structure-oriented: number of
arguments, whether they were used explicitly or implicitly);
quality of the argumentation (content-oriented); and use of
sources as evidence (see Table 4 for the revised competency
levels). The criteria “evaluating a source’s reliability” and
“evaluating a source’s representativeness” were merged
into one criterion “evaluating the sources’ value.” To sup-
port teachers in applying the rubric, a guide was developed
explaining the various criteria and providing examples of
evaluated student essays. A simplified version of the rubric
was also developed for use as a (peer-)feedback instrument
by teachers or students.

Digitization of the Lesson Series

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted an additional construc-
tion phase. The corona measures in Flemish education only
allowed for half of the lessons to take place in school; the
other half needed to be organized via (synchronous) online
education or via (asynchronous) digital modules. As schools
could individually choose for a synchronous or asynchro-
nous policy, and as they use a variety of educational learning
platforms, it was not possible to design a completely devel-
oped turn key digitized version of the lesson series. Rather,
we designed a model that included a range of materials for
remote education that could be used easily and flexibly by
teachers.

In designing these materials, maximum adherence to the
initial design principles was pursued. In this respect, the
corona circumstances mainly created challenges for teach-
ers’ role in modeling, coaching, and explicit teaching and
for interaction. For synchronous remote education, digi-
tized interactive presentations were created via Nearpod
that allowed for whole-class interaction in an online envi-
ronment. Suggestions were provided for online tools (such
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Q

RELIABILITY

@ - AUTHOR
-]

+ What religious, social, political, ethnic or other group did the author belong to?
What influence might this have had?
« Consider the author's positionality

? GOAL AND AUDIENCE

« What is the author's purpose? What did the author want to accomplish with this
source?
« Did the source come about by chance, or with a specific purpose?

¢ Who is the author's target audience? To whom is the source addressed?
« What influence does this have on the source?

mil TIME AND PLACE

« Where and when was the source created?
« For example, was the source made shortly or long after the fact? What influence
might this have had?

.}éﬁ' SOCIETAL CONTEXT

« In what societal context did the source emerge?
« What political, religious, or other contextual factors may have influenced the source?

@ INFORMATION

« What information did the author rely on? Was the author an eyewitness?

« What sources did the author consult? Did the author consult different sources of
information?

« Does the author have expertise in the topic they are writing about?

Fig. 6 Example of summarizing document on reliability of sources

as Google forms) allowing students to interact and work
together on a task. For asynchronous remote education, a
collection of short videos was developed by the design team.

Fig.7 Visual organizer on pro-
viding a substantiated answer to
a historical question (procedural
knowledge)

@B

ANALYSING
THE SOURCES

@ Springer

q PROVIDING A SUBSTANTIATED ANSWER

The videos were developed for substantive knowledge and
for the acquisition of second-order and procedural knowl-
edge. They hence provided a substitute for modeling and
explicit teaching by the teacher. We also constructed step-
by-step guides for the development of digital learning mod-
ules, based on the developed videos as well as on online
exercises which provided students with immediate feedback
on their answers (via Edpuzzle).

Specific guidelines were provided for teachers as to
which lesson (segments) to preferably organize in class
and which in remote education. It was recommended that
whole-class discussions and group work take place in the
classroom, in order to facilitate interaction among stu-
dents and coaching by the teacher.

Intervention Study (2nd Evaluation
and Reflection Phase)

The revised lesson series was evaluated by means of an inter-
vention study via which we collected data on students’ histori-
cal thinking and teachers’ experiences with the materials. This
evaluation then allowed us to assess the lesson series, both in
light of the effectiveness of the underlying design principles to
foster students’ historical thinking, as well regarding the con-
crete applicability of the materials (i.e., their social validity).

Evaluating the Lesson Series
A call was launched among Flemish history teachers to find

teachers willing to implement the lesson series in their practice.
Between January and April 2021, twenty-four teachers (1115

BN

BB
=n - Y

SOURCE CORROBORATION

FORMULATING AN ANSWER

\g
Put forward a claim

Provide arguments in support

of the claim

—

Reference sources in support
of the claim

Evaluate the sources’ value

Engage with counter
arguments and evidence
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students) tested the materials. Teachers participated in a training
session which included an explanation of the design principles,
the goals of the lesson series, and the lesson plans. Another six
teachers (266 students) functioned as a control group.

To evaluate the social validity of the lesson series, teach-
ers were asked about their experiences with the materials
via online questionnaires and interviews. They completed
a questionnaire after each lesson registering how the les-
son was administered (in-class or remote (a)synchronous)
and providing general feedback regarding the feasibility
and applicability of each lesson. To oversee the implemen-
tation of the lesson series, we also asked teachers to indicate
whether they had deviated from the provided lesson plans
and if so, how and why. Two semi-structured interviews
were conducted with each teacher, one after the second or
third lesson, another at the end of the lesson series. These
interviews elaborated on teachers’ reports in the online ques-
tionnaire and gathered in-depth information on whether they
found the materials to be relevant and useful in practice.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the lesson series on stu-
dents’ historical thinking, students completed a digital pre-
and posttest. This pre- and posttest consisted of a historical
inquiry task, similar to those of the lesson series. Students
also answered two open-ended questions measuring proce-
dural knowledge related to providing a substantiated answer
to a historical question. Lastly, the pre- and posttest exam-
ined changes in students’ epistemological beliefs based on
the statements of Wiley et al. (2020).

Assessing the Lesson Series’ Social Validity

Based on teachers’ reports gathered through the online ques-
tionnaire and interviews, the social validity of the lesson
series was assessed. Overall, these reports pointed to a posi-
tive assessment of the materials’ social validity. Concerning
knowing history, teachers generally appreciated the lesson
series’ adherence to recent historiography and the inclusion
of historiographical debates as it is challenging for them to
keep up to date with academic research.

Most outspoken, however, were teachers’ comments
regarding the way that doing history was integrated through-
out the lesson series, which was experienced as a significant
change from their conventional practice: not only because
doing history was given more attention than in teachers’
regular practice, but also because it was covered in a thor-
ough and in-depth way. Teachers particularly appreciated
the material’s attention to doing history. The use of explicit
teaching and modeling on second-order and procedural
knowledge was considered a great asset of the material. Dur-
ing the interviews, most teachers reported that the explicit
teaching and modeling aspects in the lesson series made
them aware that their own practices often touched upon
aspects of doing history only briefly and superficially and
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implicitly. Furthermore, some concepts included in the les-
son series (such as sources’ representativeness or usabil-
ity) were not yet covered in their own teaching practice.
The detailed attention in the lesson series to second-order
and procedural knowledge was thus not only considered
an added value for their students, but also for themselves.
Explicit teaching and supporting (scaffolding) documents
regarding second-order and procedural knowledge as well
as the explanatory videos on these aspects were mentioned
as being particularly valuable in light of the introduction
of the new history standards, also outside of this particular
lesson series. Teachers also expressed great appreciation for
the extensive set of sources provided in the material, in par-
ticular in the inquiry tasks, as this is one of the challenges
they face when designing instructional materials. Moreover,
they acknowledged the usefulness of confronting students
with inquiry tasks as an effective way to foster and evaluate
students’ historical thinking. While the evaluation rubric was
generally acknowledged as a useful instrument for providing
feedback on these inquiry tasks, it was also considered time-
consuming. Teachers were therefore looking for additional
support to provide feedback or evaluate aspects of doing
history in a more concise way.

Overall, teachers’ feedback demonstrated a great appreci-
ation for the lesson series’ underlying design principles, such
as the use of inquiry tasks, explicit teaching, and modeling.
Teachers, however, did identify a number of issues regarding
the practical applicability and usefulness of the lesson series,
mainly related to how we gave shape to the inquiry tasks.
One difficulty in this regard was that the estimated timing
was not always realistic. The majority of teachers spent more
time on the inquiry activities than we had anticipated. As a
result, some teachers could not complete the entire lesson
series. Timing issues were often related to the difficulty of
the inquiry tasks. Even though this was already addressed in
the first revision of the lesson series, teachers still considered
the use of (textual) sources and writing tasks very (in a few
cases: too) demanding for their students, certainly in schools
where students had lower literacy skills. For these students,
the inquiry tasks were only possible with a lot of additional
support and coaching by the teacher.

For a few teachers, the difficulty of the inquiry tasks also
lead to concerns about students’ motivation. They reported that
as these tasks required a high cognitive load from students, stu-
dents became less motivated and expressed a desire to return
to “normal” history classes (i.e., teacher-guided and with an
emphasis on substantive knowledge). Although this issue was
raised in particular among teachers for whom the lesson series’
approach deviated strongly from their conventional practice,
the majority of teachers shared the concern that the lesson
series in general was rather demanding for students.

For our part, the interviews with teachers made clear that
we had underestimated the level of variance in students’
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historical thinking. Considering that some students did not
have a lot of experience with doing history, concerns regard-
ing the difficulty level of the materials were not entirely
unwarranted. In light of this, the lesson series’ focus on his-
torical thinking in a holistic way as well as the use of multiple
inquiry tasks was indeed quite ambitious in the time span of
12-14 lessons.

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is difficult to fully
separate concerns about the lesson series in particular from
the more general impact of the pandemic-related restrictions.
During the interviews, teachers repeatedly mentioned that
remote education, combined with other corona restrictions in
society, took a high toll on students’ motivation and learning
in general. Despite the materials which we had developed for
remote education, teachers also reported that essential aspects
of the lesson series could not always be fully implemented. It
remained challenging to adequately coach students, provide
appropriate scaffolding, and organize whole-class discussions
via remote education. These circumstances may thus have
added new challenges to the lesson series and amplified exist-
ing ones (e.g., regarding students’ motivation).

Assessing the Lesson Series’ Effectiveness
on Students’ Historical Thinking Ability

To assess the effects of the lesson series on students’ his-
torical thinking, participants’ performance on the pre- and
posttest were analyzed and compared to a control group
using multilevel analyses (see Wilke et al., 2022b). For these
analyses, only students who had completed the entire lesson
series were included (N=402).

The multilevel models showed that, when controlling
for differences in pretest scores, the lesson series signifi-
cantly improved students’ performance on the historical
inquiry task (B=4.79, p<0.01) as well as their procedural
knowledge (B=2.06, p <0.01). The lesson series was hence
effective in fostering students’ historical thinking, in terms
of historical inquiry skills as well as related procedural
knowledge. Nevertheless, no effects were found regarding
students’ epistemological beliefs, and significant differ-
ences remained in place between students and schools for
the inquiry task and for procedural knowledge.

Finalization of the Lesson Series (3rd Design
and Construction Phase)

After the assessment of the lesson series, which was based
on the data gathered in the intervention study (i.e., the pre-
and posttests of students, as well as teachers’ reports and
interviews), a final revision of the lesson series was imple-
mented. Considering that the lesson series was successful
overall in improving students’ historical thinking and no

issues were raised regarding the content of the lesson series
(in terms of knowing history) or the design principles, the
final revision of the lesson series focused mainly on accom-
modating the issues raised by teachers connected to the
practical applicability of the material.

To this end, the explanatory document was elaborated to
not only detail the design principles and main goals of the
lesson series but to also address teachers’ concerns regard-
ing the difficulty of the lesson series. It was explained
that the lesson series included multiple inquiry tasks, but
because of their demanding nature, they should not nec-
essarily be completed over the course of 12—14 history
classes. Rather, the inquiry tasks functioned as concrete
examples serving as blueprints for the design of tasks on
different topics.

To accommodate possible issues with the difficulty of
the tasks and students’ motivation, the explanatory docu-
ment emphasized that teachers can adapt them to their
students’ needs, considering their historical thinking
as well as general literacy skills and knowledge. In the
lesson plans, concrete suggestions were added for how
to do so, among others by adapting the inquiry tasks in
terms of length and form. For instance, concrete sugges-
tions were given to reduce source sets from five to three
sources, and less demanding alternatives were offered
for the writing tasks (e.g., additional writing schemes
or presentation of the answer via concept maps or short
videos on Flipgrid).

Timing estimates for the various lessons and lesson seg-
ments were adapted to correspond better with teachers’
reported timings, but it was highlighted that these timings
were only indicative and vary according to students’ prior
knowledge.

In the student materials, extra attention was paid to the
structure of the materials. A table of contents was added
as well as cross-references between the various materials
(e.g., from the learning text to the related inquiry tasks).
A visual representation of the structure of the entire les-
son series was also added. At the end of each lesson,
its specific learning goals were listed, distinguishing
between knowing and doing history. The summarizing
documents and visual organizers on second-order and pro-
cedural knowledge were brought together in a separate
“doing history” booklet to be also used outside of this
specific lesson series.

To support teachers in providing feedback and evaluating
certain aspects of historical thinking, a booklet was designed
containing exemplary questions and tasks based on novel
sources connected to the theme of decolonization that could
be used for evaluation, including model responses and grad-
ing guidelines. The format of these questions could also be
used as blueprints for evaluating historical thinking in rela-
tion to other historical themes.

T @ Springer



78

Journal of Formative Design in Learning (2023) 7:61-81

Reflection and Output of the Design
Research

This study demonstrated the efficacy of design-based
research to design lesson materials that are socially valid
and of the effectiveness of design principles derived from
the model of cognitive apprenticeship on students’ learning.

First, this research shows that the overall design prin-
ciples identified in the literature and applied in the lesson
series appeared to be overall effective in promoting histori-
cal thinking, hence providing additional evidence for the
effectiveness of principles derived from cognitive appren-
ticeship. By striving for a close connection to historiogra-
phy, the lesson materials also managed to address historical
thinking in a holistic way and bridge the gap between school
and academic knowledge, thus overcoming the disconnect
between both.

By involving and supporting teachers in the design and
implementation of the lesson series, we were also able
to create materials that were overall considered socially
valid. On the other hand, the authors reviewed the results
of this study and found that teachers had difficulty in trans-
lating design principles into feasible, concrete materials.
The focus of the various iterations of the design process
was not so much on the accurate implementation of the
design principles themselves but, rather, on their practi-
cal application. This case study was a demonstration of
how an appropriate and effective implementation of design
principles requires multiple evaluations, assessments,
and eventual adaptations in light of various practical and
contextual factors, such as teachers’ prior knowledge on
historical thinking, the available time, students’ motiva-
tion, and literacy skills. In some cases, a trade-off may
even be necessary between what is theoretically the best
approach and what is concretely feasible given the context.
For example, formulating a written answer to an inquiry
task is considered extremely useful to foster students’ his-
torical thinking (Nokes & De La Paz, 2018). However, as
this is both time-consuming and possibly demotivating for
at least some students, it may be necessary—in light of
contextual and practical factors—to alternate these written
answers with other answer formats.

Considering that obtaining social validity is essential to
ensure that a curriculum is also used outside the context of
one distinct study, this study stresses again the importance of
involving teachers closely in the design process and to take
their comments seriously.

For future studies aimed at fostering students’ historical
thinking, this formative design study highlights two impor-
tant aspects. First, in terms of fostering historical thinking
among students, it is important that such studies adopt an
integrative approach towards historical thinking, with a
combined focus on knowing and doing history. Doing so is
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essential because historical thinking relies on a close con-
nection between knowledge about the past (knowing his-
tory) and knowledge about the discipline of history (doing
history). Second, this study demonstrated the importance of
taking into account practical and contextual (both teacher
and student bound) considerations when translating theo-
retical principles for fostering historical thinking into actual
educational materials. Adjustments are sometimes needed in
order for materials to be applicable in practice.

Despite the overall positive results of the designed materi-
als in this study, several challenges remain in place. Future
studies may therefore benefit from implementing a number of
changes. First, although the lesson series succeeded in foster-
ing students’ historical thinking, it failed to generate changes
in students’ epistemological beliefs. Considering that these
beliefs underlie historical thinking, it remains important to
consider how such epistemic changes may be achieved. In
hindsight, we believe the absence of changes in students’
epistemological beliefs may be due to the lack of explicit
teaching regarding these beliefs in the lesson materials.
Therefore, for the design of future interventions, we recom-
mend to include explicit attention to epistemological reflec-
tion as this seemed to generate positive results with regard
to other aspects of historical thinking. At the same time,
however, we should not overestimate the potential of a sin-
gle lesson series in generating profound changes in students’
epistemological beliefs. Rather, the development of nuanced
epistemological beliefs about history should be considered a
goal for history education as a whole throughout secondary
education rather than of a single, confined lesson unit.

A second challenge that remains in place is that teach-
ers expressed concern about students’ motivation, both with
regard to working with textual sources and with regard to
having to take on an active role in group or independent
work. Regarding the former, we made further adjustments
to the lesson materials to decrease the reliance on textual
sources and to allow for a better balance between visual and
textual sources. However, considering that we were unable
to organize a third evaluation and reflection phase, we can-
not yet say whether these adaptations are sufficient. This
challenge highlights an important difficulty associated with
the design of materials for a subject that is inherently very
linguistic. Working with (textual) sources is a core aspect of
the subject that cannot be avoided. As we noticed throughout
this study, however, students’ literacy skills varied strongly
across different classes, making working with textual sources
very challenging. While visual sources may provide a partial
solution to this challenge, they are not necessarily easier
for students to use, as the critical analysis of visual sources
also requires particular procedural knowledge. We therefore
recommend that future studies offer a wide range of options,
with both visual and textual sources that differ in terms of
difficulty, so that teachers can select those sources that they
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consider most aligned with the needs and capabilities of their
particular group of students. Regarding students’ motivation
for taking on an active role during inquiry tasks, we would
recommend for these tasks to be more dispersed throughout
the year. By doing so, the cognitive load that students experi-
ence when engaging in such tasks may be better distributed
throughout the school year, hence preventing students from
becoming demotivated. Another recommendation in light
of enhancing students’ motivation in future design studies
might be to allow them to formulate and investigate their
own historical questions. This might increase the authen-
ticity of the inquiry tasks (Freedman, 2015) and offers an
opportunity to include the principle of exploration into the
materials. This requires, however, a great deal of autonomy
from students and may hence be more suited towards the end
of secondary education, after several years of immersion in
the act of thinking historically.

A final challenge is the consolidation of the research’s
contribution to practice and the dissemination of the mate-
rials outside the group of teachers involved in the design
process. To facilitate this, the materials will be used in pro-
fessionalization initiatives for teachers and were made freely
available via the website of the university’s teacher training
program to be used as such in lessons on decolonization, yet
also on a more conceptual level, as a design blueprint for the
development of new instructional materials.
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