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The Effects of ‘Playing Historian’
on Learning in History

JENNIFER WILEY and JAMES F. VOSS

University of Pittsburgh

SUMMARY

The present study investigates conditions under which undergraduates may adopt a view of
history more similar to that of historians and how learning and understanding may be affected
under such conditions. Two manipulations. one of the reading material and the other of
writing task. were introduced within the standard ‘read-to-write’ approach of history
instruction. Undergraduates were either given a textbook chapter about Ireland between 1800
and 1850, or the same informartion in the form of separate sources. After reading the presented
material they were instructed to write a history, a narrative or an argument regarding whai
produced the significant changes in Ireland’s population between 1846 and 1850. It was
expected that the separate sourcejargument writing condition would vieid the most historian-
like behaviour. Indeed, students in this condition learned the material as well as. or better
than, students in any other condition, but had the best understanding of the material.
especially of causal and explanatory relationships,

INTRODUCTION

Intuitively, many students see historical accounts as stones that describe past events.
Alternatively, because of their familiarity with history textbooks, students may see
histories as chronological hists of facts, names and events (Holt, 1990). Historians. on
the other hand, view history as an analysis or an argument about the past that the
historian constructs from available evidence to explain what led to changes over time
(e.gz.. Mink, 1987). The present  study. investigates conditions under . which
undergraduates may adopt a view of history more similar to that of historians,
that is. as a constructed argument, and how historical learning and understanding
may be affected under such conditions.
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For the present study, we distinguish between learning nind understanding in the
following way. Learning s ussumed 1o reflect the amount of information that s
retained from what is presented. Learning performance is thus measuored as the
pereentage of content that is recalled andfor recognezed. Understanding, on the
other hand, is the perception of relationships, especially those that are causal and
explanatory. Operationally, understanding would be reflected by the number of
causat and other connective relations that are established among the texd contents.

Our interest in having students act like historians was nol because we wanted
them to imitate experts per se, butl because historians cngage in more ‘constructive
uctivity” us they write, bringing together infurmition from various sourees and prior
knowledge to support their own inlerpretation or cxplanatton. In this way,
historians are ‘knowledge transformers’ similar to the expert writers studied by
Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987, whereas students are usuafly “knowledge tellers’,
using their writing to report what they have read. Thus, we were interested in
creating a coniext in which students would be more similar to historians in the
amount of constructive activity or knowledge transformation that they engage in
during writing. Further, because knowledge transformation involves deeper and
more extensive processing than knowledge telling. such contexts should lead to
better fearning and understanding.

Manipulating the ‘read-to-write’ approach

A standird approach 1o historical instruction is o hive students read information
about o historical event or period. i then have the students write about what they
have read. In (his study, two manipulations are introduced within this traditional
‘readd-to-write” approach to promote more col i g One

vity during w
involves the presentation farmat of the material to be read while the uther involves
the nature of the writing task. Undergraduates were given cither a lextbook chapter
(the more traditional format) or a number of scparate sources about Ireland belween
1800 and 1850. Both lorms of presentation had the same contents; they were
arranged differently. Alter reading the presented material, students were asked 1o ucl
as a historiun in onc of three writing conditions, Students were instevcted to
construct a history, a narrative, or an argument of what produced the signilicant
changes in Ireland’s popilation between 1846 and 1850,

In relation to the writing task manipulation, it was expected that the instruction Lo
write a specific argument would be the task condition under which students would
engage in the most constructive activity during writing. Because of the "build an
argument’ instruction, we [elt it would not be casy for students to simply “borrow’
information from the presented materials. Instead, they would need to seleet the text
conlents that they felt were important to the position they were taking and would need
lo integrate such information 1o develop their argument. Thus, wriling an argument
was expecied to be interpreted as a ‘knowledge-transforming’ task. In response to the
instructions to construct a nareative, sludents were expected (o take much ol the
information direetly from (he text contents, interpreling the task as one of
‘knowledge-telling’. Instructions (o write history essays were expected to produce
essays more closely resembling narrative than argument essays, with the instruction
being interpreted as "knowledge-telling” heeause students presumably tend Lo conceive
of history more s narrative than as argument {Mink, 1987; Voss and Wiley, 1996).
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Regarding the presentation format manipulation, the use of separate sources as
apposed to a textbook format was expected 1o make writing more of a ‘knowledge-
_q::n.mo:._::h. task. When a student reccives separafe sources, the sludent
presumably necds to seleet and integrate information, whereus the use of a
textbook chapler promotes the direct incorporation of the information from the text,
or ‘knowledge-tefling” (Spivey, 19%); Spivey and King, 1988). Differences in the
exlent of integration, especially in terms of cuusal explanation, were expected 1o
occur belween the two formalts; the use of separute sources should require the
development of more relationships than the textbook-like chapler. Separate sources
should prompt students Lo generule new connections, especially causal inferences,
among the presented material. Meanwhile, students in the lextbook condition should
be content to rely on the connections or the organization already present, even
though the connections are only loosely temporal and net causal.

While both the presentation format and the writing conditions were expecled to
yield main effects, we were especially interested in the combined effect of the two
manipulations. Although all students were asked 1o take the role of historian as they
wrole, the instruction 1o write a specilic argument in conjunction with presentation
c_..__:.ﬁo::m:o: vin separate sources, was expected to promote the most historian-like
writing hehaviours. Instead of simply reiteraling the information they bave read,
_.:E_n:.z in the sourcefargument condition should be the most likely to select,
micgride, transform and synthesize the presented information in support of their
own explanations. Further, engaging in soch constructive activity should contribute
not only to better recall of the text information, but a greater recognition of relalions
among the lext coneepls, resuiting in better understanding. In support of this
prediction, other studies have found that when students generale their own
inferenees and cxplanations from  textual information, it can lead to betler
learning and understanding (Chi, de Lecuw, Chiv and LaVancher, 1994; Slamecka
and Giraf, 1978; Voss and Silfics, 1996), 1t was hypothesized, therefare, that of the 6
cells in the 2 {scparate source, textbook) x 3 (write & history, narrative, argument)
design, the separate source/argument condition would produce the most analytical
and explanatory accounts, as well as the best recall, of the [rish population change.

METHOD

—.vu_.:n:::._—h

Sixty undergraduates at the University of Pittsburgh participated in this experiment
for credit as part of 2n Introductory Psychology subject pool.

Materials

One-hall of the participants reccived information about Ireland from 1808 to 1850 in
the form of eight sepuriie “sources™ a map, biographical accounts of King George
HE and Damiel OF Coasnell, briel’ descriptions of the Acl of Union, Act of
Emancipation, 1829, and the Great Famine, census data on the population size, the
death rate, the emigration rate between 1800 and 1805, and economic statistics on
crop-selling prices, rent costs, distribution of land holdings, and occupational
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breakdowns between 1800 and 1850. The other half of the participants received the
same conlent, bui it was integrated into a texthook-like chapter, with the cxeeplion
that the texthook format contained an introductory sentence and some transitional
clauses at the beginning of paragraphs. Each of the ¢ight sources in the textbook
version constituted approximately one-eighth of the (extbook contents in
approximately the appropriate chronological order, while the eight scparate
sources were presented in a non-systematic order,

A short-answer gencral history knowledge test was created with 20 questions. Two
example questions are “What did Gutenberg invent around 14507 and *The Boxer
Rebellion occurred in what country in 19007 A short-answer test of recall of the
presented material was also created with eight items. such as ‘What did the Catholic
Emancipation altow Catholics to do?" and *What wus the typical size of a plot of land
owned in Ireland in 18317

Procedure

Participants were given packets containing information about Ireland from 1800 to
1850 cither as scparate sources or in textbook form. After reading through the
information, subjects were prescnted with a writing instruction page, which began
‘Historians work from sources including newspaper articles, autobiographies, and
government documents like census reports to create histories’. In the source
condition it continued *In this packet there are o number of documents about Trelimd
between 1800 and 1850°. In the textbook condition, the instrictions continued ‘You

just read a textbook chapter about Ireland between 1800 and 1850°. Both scts of

instructions then continued with *Your task is to take the role of historian and
develop a history about what produced the signilicant changes in freland’s
population between 1846 and 1850. You witl have about an hour for this lask.
You are expected lo make fult use of that time. .

Within each presentation format (source or textbook). one-third of the suhjects
saw the above instructions. For another third of the suhjeets, the underlined word
was replaced with narrative and for another third the underlined word was replaced
with argument. The resulting design was a 2x 3 {presentation format x writing
instruction) with one-sixth of the subjects in each cell.

Afler the writing task, participants completed a short questionnaire that requested
information such as age, sex, educational status, number of college history courses
taken, and amount of interest in history. Participants then completed a general
history knowledge test. The final tlask was a recall test on the presented material
about Ireland from 1800 to 1850. Each scssion lusted about 2 hours.

RESULTS

Understanding and learning of the presented material was assessed. the former
through analyses of the structure and content of the written accounts and the lalter
through the test of recall of the presenied matcerial. As no dilferences were found in
general history knowledge across either task or source conditions (Fa<]), this
variable is not further discussed.
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Analysis of students’ written accounts

Three general aspects of students’ writing were constdered: the structure of their
accounts, the selection of the information to be included in the accounts, and the
integration of that information. Overall, apalysis of the students’ accounts indicated
that both the presentation and writing task manipulations had an effect on the way
students organized their writien accounts and transformed and integrated the
content within their accounts, especially wilh regard to causal relations.

Specific analyses of students’ writing included: (a) the organization or structure of
the account (i.c., linear listing of ideas versus analytical essay); (b) the completeness
of the account (i.c., the extent to which the idea unils menlioned in Lhe text were
included in students' accounts); () the origin of the information (i.e., information
taken directly or puraphrased from sources, versus transformed or completely povel
information); (¢) the extent of explanation {i.e., number of causal connectives); and
(¢} the connection of idea units (i.e., the extent to which students recognized the
possible relations belween the ideas that were presented). A more detailed
description of each analysis is presented below along with the results. The essays
were coded by a single rater. Reliability of each measure was established by asking a
sceond rater to read a random sample of 20% of the data with the aid of an explicit
wrilten coding scheme developed by the first rater. There was better than %0%
agreement on all five measures.

Cryanization
Organization of the written accounts was determined by examining the top-level
structure of each account. Two kinds of structures were identilied in the accounts.
One was a lincar structure in which studeats listed events or ideas (frequently but not
necessarily in chronological order) without relating them to a thesis about what
produced the population changes in Ireland. The other was an analylical essay
struciure in which students stated a thesis and provided support for it, As can be seen
in Table i, both writing task and source manipulations affected the way students
structured their essays. Chi-square indicated that the distribution of structures in the
textbook condition (Table 1, row 1) was significantly different from the distribution
in the separate source condition (row 5), yX(1)=35.71, p<0.02. While listing
structures were considerably more frequent than analysis structures in the textbook
condition, the separate source condition yielded relatively more analytical essays.
Across writing task conditions, the distribution of structures was significantly
different in the argument {row’ 12) and narrative conditions {(row 11), y3(1)=6.67,
p<000, with narrative yielding a greater frequency of listing structures, and
argumend yielding a greater frequency of analytic essays. No significant differences
were ohserved between the histary condition (row 10) and either the narrative (row
11} or the argument coadition (row 12), indicating the distribution of performance in
the history condition fell between the narrative and argument cenditions, Within
writing task conditions, only the argument lask yiclded a near-significant dilTerence
between source conditions (rows 4 and 8), ¥2(1)=3.33, p<0.07, indicating that only
the argnment instruction tended to interact with the presentation lype. The tendency
was, us expected, for more analytical essays to be produced when subjects in the
argument condition received scparate sources than when they received the textbook
chapter.
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These results suggest (hat students in the different presentation format/wriling
task conditions orpanized their accounts in different ways. Studenls given the
instruction to write an argument were more likely 1o write an anadysis of a num ber of
factors contributing to the population decrense. whereas students givenr the
instruction to write a narrative were more likely to wrile @ lingar account or
pravide a listing of ideas with no top-level statement. The instruction lo wrile i
history yielded results that Tell belween the ollier twa comditions. In addition. the
presentation format affected the erganization of the students’ written accounts,
Students were more likely (o write an analysis when presented with the nformation
in thie form of separite sources than when presented with a texthook-like chapier.
Further, although only marginally significant, it scems that studeats in the separaie
sourcefargument condition were the most tikely 1o write an analysis.

Completeness

Of interest was the number of ideas from the presented materials that were included
in the students’ writlen accoumts. There were 70 basic idea units included in the
presented materials. Student accounts were coded for the number of these ideas that
were mentioned. The average number of ideas from the reading thut were included in
the students” written accounts was approximately nine. No significant effects were
observed for either the task or souree manipulation (Fs< 1), ner was the inferaction
significant (F<1.28).

Origin of information

The content of each sentence in the students” writlen accounts was cosled as Lo it
arigin, In an expansion of a measure used by Greene (1994), the content of each
semtence was classified into ane of tiree categories: borrowed, transformed or added,
Borrowed information was taken diecetly or paraphrased from the presented
material. Sentences were marked as transformed when they contained some
presented information in combination with a new claim or fact, or when they

Fa)yig riyiorien U

included two bits of presented information not previously connected. A sentence was
coded as added when it contained only novel information.

The frequencies within the three origin categories were analysed as proportions ol
he total number of sentences writlen. Although there were no significant differences
in the tolal amount written due to cither writing task, F(2,54)=1.18, p<0.32,
presentation type, F(1,54)=2.20, p<U.14, or their inferaction, F< 1, students in the
scparale source condition tended to write more sentences {M =22.1) than students in
the textbook condition (M = 18.5), and students in the histery condition tended o
write less (M=17.7) than students in the narrative (M =211} or argument
(Af—22.1) conditions.

White no significant effects were observed in the proportion of borrowed
{Fs<1.62) or added ideas across conditions (Fs < 1.88), a significant main effect was
obtained for presentation format on the proportion of transformed ideas,
L343+ 1229, p<0.001. Students wriling [rom separate sources combined old
informulion with novel iformalion proportionally more {21.8%) than did students
writing from the textbook-like passage (12.1%). In addition, neither the main effect
lor task (F< 1) nor the interaction of task and source (F<1.78) was significant.
However, when we tested the a priori hypothesis that the separate sourcefargument
condition would yield the most knowledge transformation, students in the separate
sourcefargument  condilion  were found 1o have the highest propoction of
rransformations in their accounts {26.8%), Scheffé's F{1,54)=5.11, p<0.01, and
the lowest preportion of ‘borrowed’ information (33.8%), Schellé’s F(),54)=3.57,
p<0.03. The other five conditions were all similar, wilh approximatety 15% of
sentenees containing ‘transformed’ information and 50% of sentences conlaining
‘borrowed” information.

Explanation

We analysed the use of causal conneelives in cach account, This served as an index of
the extent to which students atlempted to explain the causes of the population
change in Ireland, rather than just deseribe the events of the era. Each sentence of the
students’ aecounts was coded as to whether or not it contained a causal connective
(e.g.. beeause, due Lo, as a result of, in order to, had an cffect on, so that, elc.) that
related o the change in lreland’s population. A significant cffect was found for the
weiting task manipulation, /(2,54)=5.19, p<0.01. A Higher percentage of sentences
contuined u causal connective in the argument condition (32.2%) thun in the
narrative condition (F7.0%). Tn addition, Tukey's HSD indicated that the history
condilion (24.2%) was not significantly different than cither the argument or the
narrtive conditions. No significant main effect was found for the presentation
format manipulation or the interaction (Fs<1), bul a compatison ol means
indicated that the students in the separate source/argument condition included a
significantly higher proportion of causal attributions (34.2%) than the other five
conditions (22.5%:), Schellé’s £71.54)=p < (.04,

Connection

We scared {he number of connections that students stated in their written accouats
between the basic idea units that were presented in the reading materials. This
measure was employed to determine the exlent to which students recognized possible
relations among factors. The connections that were coded in this analysis included
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Figure 1. Mean recabl score hy writing task and presentation format.

inferences, attributions, correlations, temporal links, simple conjunctions. and cansal
links (e.g., because of. duc to, al the same time as, and, with, then). Ydeus that
occurred in the same senlence, even withoul a conncctive term, were coded as
connected. However, items that occurred in ncighbouring sentences, although
perhaps implicitly connected by the wriler, were not included in this coding.

There was a significant cffect of writing task on the number of connections that
students made in their written accounts, F2.54)=10.32, p<0.001. Tukey's HSD
indicated that studenlts in the argument condition made more connections (Af = 10.7)
than students in either the narrative (Af=6.4) or history (M =7.4) condilions.
Although neither the source manipulation nor the presentation format/writing task
interaction was significant (Fs< 1), the students in the separate sourcefargument
condition did make more connections (A = 11.5) in their accounts than students in
any of the other conditions (M =7.5), Scheflé’s }(1,541=6.79, p<0.01.

Recall

Mean recall scores on the eight-item test are presented in Figure 1. While the effects
of presentation type and writing task were not significanl {#5< 1), a significant
interaction was found between the two variables {F(2.54)=5.55, p<0.01]. Belter
recall was secn in the separite soturce/argument condition than in other conditions,
F{1.,54) =297, p<0.05, with the exception of the textbook/narrative condition.
Thus. the data provide some support Tar the specific hypothesis that ihie combination
of an argument writing task and information presented in separate sources would
improve recall. However, beller recall was also found in the lexibook/narrative
condition as compared to the other four conditions, A11.54)=3.13, p <0.05, ignonng
the separate source/argument condition.
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DISCUSSION

Both the presentation formal and writing 1ask manipulations had an effect on
students” understunding and learning of the history contents thatl were presented,
although most notable are the combined effects of the two variables, When paired
with the separate source condition, the argument writing task produced more causal
statements, connective statements, and ‘transformed” information than each of the
other five conditions. Also presentation of the lext conlents via separale sources
yielded more analytic essays, but only in the argument essay condition. Moreover,
the separate sourcefargument condition, along with the textbook/narralive
condition, produced the best recall or learning of the text contents. The results
thus indicate that: (a) the separate sourcefargument condition yielded the most
historian-like knowledge transformation during writing; (b) it produced the best
understanding of the relations among the text concepls; and (c} with the exception of
one condition il yielded the best learning.

In many ways, the texthbook/narrative condition makes a good comparison case
l'of the separate source/argument condition. The results indicated that the former: (a)
tended 1o produce a report-like listing that was sometimes chronological; (b)
produced rektively few knowledge (ransformalions, causal stalements or connective
atements; but (¢} did produce a relatively high level of recall, equivalent to that of
the sepitrale source/argument condition. A possible reason for this last result is that
students are well-practised av learning facts through the textbook/narralive
procedure, it being perhaps the closest to traditional classroom tasks, Another
possibilily is that students perceived the structures of the textbook and a narrative to
be quite similar, and the ease of processing due to that similarity facilitated retention
(c.g.. Mannes and Kintsch, 1987). Nevertheless, although recal} was enhanced, the
tlextbook /narrative condition did not lead to the level of understanding of relations
among 1he text coneepts found in the separate sourcefargument condition.

These findings suggest that understanding in history may be enhanced by
manipulitions that promote ‘knowledge lransformalion’, or more gencrally, the
amount of constructive activity that occurs during writing. Within the context of our
inlerpretation, better understanding is related Lo more extensive processing in which
individuals need to relate the concepts activated by Lhe text contents to other
concepts, as found in the text or activated in long-term memory. Qur results suggest
that both knowledge transformation and understanding arc facilitated when students
are asked to write argumentative discourse from a number of sources. But, this does
no! mean a history textbook chapter should be cut up into eight sections with the
scetions being read in a random order, 1t does mean that it may be quite [ruitful 10
ask students to relate particular contents of two or more different sources and then
construct a position paper involving the contents of those sources. Such a procedure
supports the positton of Yoss and Means (1991), which emphasizes the role of
argumentation in producing understanding.

Finally, the results of the present study support the idea that there may be at least
two different ways of learning hislory: a more active and constructive historizan-like
mode, and a more passive and reproductive traditional mode. Fhe historian-like
mode can be invoked by a writing task that encourages argumentation and by the
use of multiple sources, which seem to prompt the sell-generation of connectives and
relations. Morcover, fearning in this mode is equivalent to that in a more
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traditional mode, suggesting that understanding ¢an be gained without sacrificing
performance in the Jearning of gpecilic components of the subjecl matier such as
facts. In sum. although all subjects were instructed to “play historian’, students
scemed to best excmplily the constructive tole of historian when they wrote an
argument from separate sources. FFurther. working under these conditions can be an
effective way of learning history, while providing lor better historical understanding,.
and even understanding in general, than more traditional medes of read-lo-write
instruction.
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