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A Case Study of Developing Historical
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The Importance of Integrating Text Components
and Constructing Arguments

James E. Voss and Jennifer Wiley

The purpose of this chapter is to review a set of studies concerned with
enhancing student learning and understanding of history.! The studies
have focused primarily on two questions: whether presenting segments of
ahistory text separately (as multiple texts) produces better performance
than presenting the segments as a single text and whether writing an ar-
gumentative essay about a historical topic produces better performance
than writing other types of essays, such as a narrative. The interaction of
these two factors was also of interest. Before providing the rationale for
the research, however, we need to consider the concepts of learning and
understanding as we are using them.

Learning and Understanding

Learning

From a psychological perspective, the concept of learning is most fre-
quently the acquisition of particular information or the development of
some type of skill by an individual, although the term may also be used
in relation to the acquisition or change of beliefs, attitudes, or other
concepts. In the context of history, the acquisition might consist of in-
formation about the American Civil War, the development of skill in
writing historical arguments, or a change in one’s attitude about the
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policies of the United States toward American Indians during the set-
tling of the West. . e

Relatively standard types of evaluation are mﬂw_owmn_ in the classroom
to determine whether a student has learned the information under study.
These include multiple-choice, completion, and short answer tests, as
well as exams requiring the student to write longer essays. mE.mﬁ:w may
also be required to write papers on topics related to .::w m.:_u_nﬂ matter
under study. For the purpose of the research :%9.8.& in M_:m chapter, the
term “learning” will refer to the ability to recall or identify no:..nn.:w the
contents of a text. Specifically, we measured learning by mwﬁa.d:::m the
number of correct answers given by participants to questions mrop.: the
text contents and by asking participants to verify whether particular
statements were true according to the text contents.

Understanding

There is less precision and agreement in the use of the term “under-
standing” than there is for the term :_mmnn:._m.::?.aoﬂ .vmﬁro_om_amrio:_a
probably agree that the term “understanding” implies not only _.,noi_-
edge of a given object, issue, event, or person but also r.:oinmmn of com-
ponents, causes, or underlying operations that pertain to the issue in
question. There can be differences in what two or more people :.H.EE.-
stand about the same issue, yet all may feel that they ..::aw_.mﬂmsa that
issue. This arbitrariness correctly suggests that .E_:: constitutes under-
standing, or how well something is understood, is open to debate.

At an intuitive level, if a person says she understands r.oi a car runs,
we think she knows the parts of the car and how they are involved in .:;m
car’s operation, If a person says he understands another person, we ::.:
he knows the person reasonably well and is m_u_m to tell what is producing
a particular aspect of the other person’s rmrma.._o_.. If a person states that
she understands the American Civil War, we think she means that mw.a has
a substantial knowledge of the war, what wncncnnm it, how msn.m why it was
fought as it was, and why it concluded as it did, along with perhaps
knowledge of the war’s consequences and an awareness of any no::oﬁww.m
sies that exist with respect to any of these topics. However, in the case 0
history, no matter how the person describes such an ::mnnﬁmsm_zm..
someone else may state that the war is not really properly ::ﬁ_mnm.ﬁooa un
less one considers some other factor(s) that have not been considered or
not been considered appropriately.
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In order to describe how we measured understanding in our research,
we first need to consider the theoretical basis of the work. When an indi-
vidual reads a text, the person develops what Kintsch has termed a situa-
tion model.” This model is a mental representation of the text contents
that takes into account what the individual already knows about the topic
of the text. Thus, if a person reads that in the year 2000 the Democrats
will nominate Senator Dianne Feinstein of California for vice president,
the person’s mental representation may include not only this statement
but the fact that California has more electoral votes than any other state
and that Feinstein’s nomination may help the Democrats to carry the
state in the November 2000 election.

Two points may be made with respect to a situation model and a per-
son’s knowledge. As would be expected, people with more knowledge
about a particular topic typically produce a more developed representa-
tion. Also, knowledge utilization is important. It is not sufficient just to
have the knowledge; it must also be accessed and used.

At a more molecular level, the situation model may be considered as a
node-link network structure, with the nodes representing the concepts
and the links denoting the relations between concepts. Moreover, there
are different types of links, that is, different types of relations. For exam-
ple, there may be a link indicating that Stonewall Jackson was a general in
the Confederate army. This link also may point to a category member-
ship, indicating that there were a number of Confederate generals, An-
other type of link is causal; these links indicate a causal connection, such
as “Lee lost the battle because he overestimated the strength of the Union
troops.” A number of expressions in English portray some level of causal
relationship. These terms include “influences,” “produces,” “leads to,”
“causes,” “is due to,” and “is attributable to”” Such expressions not only
cue the reader to the relation; they also provide a means of obtaining an
approximation of the siructure of the overall text. Viewed in this context,
understanding is assumed to refer to the type and extent of the node-link
structure or, correspondingly, to the nature of the contents of the mental
representation that a person has and utilizes in a given context. Having a

better understanding in this context requires having a good sense of the
causal relations and other relationships that affect the topic in question,
Thus far, we have considered the idea of a mental representation or a
situation model and its underlying structure. We now turn to the issue of
Process. We assume that when individuals read a text or perform any of a
number of other tasks, they may process the incoming information either
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at a relatively shallow or superficial level or at a m.nnwmq _96_.. In RMEm of
the effects of such processing differences, superficial E.Onmmm_sm._am stoa
less developed situation model; it is as if Eemnr A.:. the Em.z.Em:os a per-
son has in memory about the topic in question is :oﬁ.mn:ﬁw& when the
text is read, and the memory information therefore is not linked to p.rm
input, nor does it become part of the mental nmﬁanma::mﬁa: of the ”w-
coming information. On the other hand, deeper processing presumably
activates more related information, and a more mﬁwnm:ﬁ mental repre-
sentation is therefore developed. The n_am_un.w processing wroc._ﬂ_ then _.nma
to a representation with more causal relations and no:w_ann.:aﬂ An im-
portant point regarding superficial and ammwmq. processing is ﬁm m_M more
superficial processing should lead to a substantial _Sos._wnmn of the sur-
face structure of the text, but it should not lead to a q.m_m:sm_w substantial
understanding. On the other hand, deeper processing should produce
both a substantial knowledge of the text structure and a more developed
ing.
::%”ﬂdnamm considerations, we now consider the five measures of un-
derstanding employed in the present research. Three types of measures
were obtained via analyses of the written essay. The essays were first ana-
lyzed for their overall organization. Using a Emﬁrom of m:m::.:m mﬁwm_cw.n_a
by Meyer,?* each essay was categorized according to whether .: primarily
listed information with minimal focus or was more analytic, rmSJm a
thesis or conclusion, and was organized in relation to that no:n_c.m_o:.
The second occurrence was taken as a measure of better c:maqmg:n__wm.
The second essay measure involved connectives. The number of times
connective words were used in each essay was taken as a measure of un-
derstanding; the connectives included inferences, temporal links, con-
junctions, and causal links. In addition, the number of causal connectives
alone was determined for each essay. A greater number of causal connec-
tives was assumed to indicate better understanding. Since the number of
all connectives was in substantial agreement with the number of on:m
causal connectives, we will discuss only the results obtained for the causa
nnectives.
- A third essay-related measure was sentence origin. Using a mqonmacm.mm
employed by Greene,! we placed each sentence of each essay in csnnmm
three categories: borrowed, added, or transformed. Borrowed senten *
were those taken directly from the text. Added sentences were mBSBnM ;
that had no text content. Transformed sentences either had content nmm
included both text content and additional information the reader
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brought into the text situation or brought together two units of the text
that had been previously unconnected. Transformed sentences were as-
sumed to depict better understanding because they showed a rephrasing
of the text material and an integration of what the person already knew
with the text contents.”

The fourth and fifth measures of understanding involved verification
of factual data. To determine the fourth measure, we presented individu-
als with a statement after they had read the text and asked whether the
contents of the statement could be correctly inferred from the text con-
texts. There were ten correct and ten incorrect statements. For the princi-
ple verification task, the fifth measure of understanding, we asked indi-
viduals to compare the historical issue in the present research, the Irish
potato famine of the nineteenth century, to four other events that varied
in similarity to the potato famine in a surface and/or a deep manner. The
stock market crash of 1929 was regarded as not similar in either way, the
Black Plague, because of its natural causes and its loss of life, was re-
garded as having surface similarity, (the loss of life in that event, however,
occurred at all levels of society). Recent outbreaks of tuberculosis were
seen as having both surface and deep similarity, with disadvantaged peo-
ple being victimized more than the advantaged. The post—Civil War poll
tax was assumed to be similar to the famine at a deep level, since poor
populations were the victims in both cases, but dissimilar on the surface,
because the tax caused no deaths. We were interested especially in an-
swers to the poll tax item because we assumed that those who observed
the similarity between it and the famine would have greater understand-
ing of the events, Individuals were asked to rate each of the four test items

ona scale of 1-10 according to how similar its causes were to those of the
Irish potato famine.

Rationale and Procedures for the Present Studies

Rationale

A number of efforts have been made to enhance learning and under-
standing in history. These include improving textbooks,® using multiple
documents,” providing quality instruction,® and asking students to gener-
ate “their own histories.™ Thus, an important question is, What type of ma-
nipulations or interventions would be expected to facilitate learning and
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understanding? On the basis of the theoretical issues that have been dis-
cussed, a goal of an instructional procedure should be to vnoa:.no a deeper
processing of the to-be-learned information, a processing that En_can.m an
integration of text contents and the reader’s knowledge. The two manipu-
lations of the present research were selected with this goal in mind.

As previously mentioned, one manipulation employed in the present
studies was presentation of a textbook chapter as a single text in its stan-
dard narrative form and presentation of the same text in a multiple-
source format in which the text was divided into eight segments, pre-
sented in a random order as separate sources. In both conditions, indi-
viduals were asked to read all of the text.

The rationale for this text manipulation was our first hypothesis: that
the multiple-segment condition would yield deeper processing than the
single-text presentation because the reader in the multiple-segment con-
dition would need to integrate the eight sets of content in order to de-
velop a coherent text structure, while in the standard-text condition the
structure was already present in the text.

The other instructional procedure we studied consisted of having dif-
ferent individuals write different types of essays. There were three types
in the first study: a narrative, an argumentative essay, and a historical
essay, with “history” left undefined. The instructions were identical in all
three conditions, except for the insertion of one word, “narrative,” “argu-
ment,” or “history.” In some of the other studies, explanatory and sum-
mary essays were also requested. The focus of the present discussion is,
however, a comparison of the process of writing a narrative versus that of
writing an argumentative essay,

A second hypothesis tested by the essay writing manipulation is that
writing an argumentative essay would require more and deeper process-
ing of the material than writing a narrative, because the former requires
more rearrangement and reorganizing of the text material than the latter.
Indeed, extensive processing should be required when the mulitiple-
source text version is read and an argumentative essay is written, The
point constituted our third hypothesis: that understanding measures
would be of the highest magnitude in the multiple-source, argumentative
essay task.

As to the learning measures, which would require only a surface com-
prehension of the text contents, we hypothesized that learning would not
differ among the conditions, since a reasonable surface comprehension
was expected in ali cases. This constituted our fourth hypothesis.
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Materials and Procedures

The historical set of events chosen for the studies was the nineteenth-
century Irish potato famine. The text for ail of the five studies described
the religious, political, sociocultural, and agricultural factors involved in
the famine and the resulting population decline in Ireland that occurred
in the mid-nineteenth Century.

In all studies, individuals were given two packets. The first contained
materials that asked them to read one of the two versions of the text, the
single text or the multiple-segment version. The contents of the two ver-
sions were identical except for the difference in order and the need to in-
clude a few sentences in the multiple-segment condition to provide a
sense of flow. These sentences did not contain any causal or explanatory
information. The separate “segments” consisted of a map; biographical
accounts of King George 111 and Daniel O’Connell; brief descriptions of
the Act of Union, the Act of Emancipation, 1829, and the Great Famine;
census data on population size, the death rate, and the rate of emigration
between 1800 and 1850; economic statistics on Crop prices, rent costs,
and distribution of land holdings; and occupational breakdowns for the
years between 1800 and 1850. The excerpts were taken from a number of
texts and constructed into a textbook-like chapter,'?

When writing the essays, individuals always had access to the text they
had read. This procedure was followed so that the essay writing would
not be dependent upon memory. In other words, we were interested in
how the writer would use the contents of the essay, not in how well the
person could remember the text contents in writing the essay.

The second packet contained materials for testing. Depending upon
the study, some packets contained a number of completion questions to
measure learning and a sentence verification task in which individuals in-
dicated whether each item of twenty appeared in the text contents (ten
did and ten did not}. The inference and principle verification items, in-
tended to measure understanding, were also included in the packet.

Findings and Their Implications
In general, the most important finding of our studies was that reading

from multiple segments combined with writing an argumentative essay
Yielded deeper understanding of the material than any other condition in
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which text format and essay type were manipulated. This result supports
Hypothesis 3 and is consistent with the idea that presentation of multiple
texts and the writing of an argumentative essay requires more processing
than the other conditions. The question of whether the multiple-segment
condition produced better understanding than the single-text condition
and whether writing an argumentative essay produced better under-
standing than writing a narrative essay may be answered in the affirma-
tive, although with qualifications.

Regarding the overall organization data, that is, the writing of a listing
versus an analytic essay, in general, the multiple-segment condition
yielded more analytic essays than the single-text condition. Furthermore,
more analylic essays were written in the multiple-segment, argument-
essay condition than in any other condition, while more listing essays
were written in the single-text, narrative-writing condition. These find-
ings support the general idea that, with respect to understanding, there is
a relationship between the way information is presented and the particu-
lar task involved in using the information.

With respect to the causal-connective measure, the proportion of
causal connectives was greater in the argument condition essay than in
the narrative essay condition. While the single-versus-multiple segment
variable did not yield a significant difference, the multiple-segment argu-
mentative-essay condition yielded the greatest proportion of causal con-
nectives, up to a third of the connectives used.

These excerpts from one participant’s essay are typical of an analytic
essay that contained a number of causal connectives.

There are several reasons that led to the sharp decrease of the Irish pop-
ulation between the years 1846-1850. They include the great famine,
which had a devastating effect. . ..

Another reason causing the decline of population was the Catholic Eman-
cipation in 1829. George IV granted Catholics the same right to worship as the
Protestants, but raised the qualifications for voting. These were based on prop-
erty value, and this caused the voting population to fall from 100,000 to 16,000.

Death rate per 1000 people was a whopping 50, more than double the
mark set by the population in the 5 years previous. . . . Also, the immigra-
tion rate in Ireland was off the charts. In 1850 alone, 250,000 people left
the Emerald Isle compared to 1838 when only 15,000 left.

The population in Ireland decreased in the years 1846--50 because peo-
ple were being persecuted for their beliefs ar did not have a strong voice in
government.
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In contrast, the following listing essay lacks causal connectives.

The lives that were being lost somewhat made the significant change in Tre-
land’s population, In 1846 to 1880, it was all about survival for Ireland’s
population. The overlapping cold and what winters didn’t make anything
better for Ireland'’s population. There were people struggling to survive off
bad crops. The decrease in average shows that there were less food supplies,
and to top it off the crops that were bad were being produced were regu-
farly being taxed. The feeling under the ruling of the United Kingdom may
have affected the population of Ireland.

The multiple-segment condition and argument-writing task tended to
yield a higher proportion of transformed sentences than the single-text-
book condition or the narrative-writing condition. However, the greatest
proportion of transformed sentences was obtained when the multiple-
segment and argument-writing conditions were combined. The propor-
tion of added sentences varied little according to the essay type or presen-
tation format. However, the proportion of borrowed sentences was
greater in the narrative-essay condition than in the argument-essay con-
dition, especially in the single-text condition. This finding supports the
idea that the construction of narrative essays involved less processing that
was necessary in the argument-essay condition.

In relation to the inference verification task, students who read from
multiple segments and wrote argumentative essays were best at recogniz-
ing inferences that followed from the text.

The principle verification data, which required the participant to rec-
ognize the similarity between the famine and other events, indicated that
individuals who wrote argumentative essays from multiple segments
were more likely than individuals who wrote narrative essays or who
wrote from single texts to rate the poll tax as more similar to the famine
than the other events. These results support the idea that understanding
is facilitated by writing an argumentative essay from multiple segments.

Turning to the learning measure of recall, which was obtained in one
study, the primary finding was that, while participation in the single-text
narrative-essay and the multiple-text argumentative-essay conditions did
not differ in the number of correct items recalled, they both demon-
strated better recall than did participants in the other conditions. This
finding suggests that, when reading a narrative text, readers develop a
narrative representation of the contents. When they are then asked to
write a narrative essay on the subject, a type of resonance occurs, making
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the task somewhat easier and reducing the amount of processing re-
quired. This congruence also is consistent with the relatively high num-
ber of borrowed sentences in this condition.

The sentence verification data, which also are a measure of learning,
produced better recognition in the narrative-writing tasks than in the ar-
gument-writing task, especially when students wrote from single texts,
This suggests that students who wrote narratives from single sources en-
gaged in more extensive processing at the textbase level. In other words,
writers of narratives were more concerned with being accurate in reltation
to the text than in developing their own models of the situation. How.
ever, if asked to write an argumentative essay instead of a narrative, indj-
viduals need to construct the argument on the basis of a narrative repre-
sentation, which requires considerable processing of the text content,

In the multiple-segment condition, the reader is able to develop a nar-
rative essay with a relatively small amount of processing. But, if asked to
write an argumentative essay, the writer finds the representation narra-
tive of little help; especially in the multiple-segment condition, substan.-
tial processing is needed. These notions suggest that individuals, to un-
derstand or make sense of events, are predisposed to place them in a
chronological, narrative form and that writing an argumentative essay re-
quires deliberation or processing that are not present in the narrative.

We wish to note three other findings. In one study, results supported
the account of representation development that we have given. All partic-
ipants read the multiple-segment text and subsequently rated each sen-
tence of the text for its importance to the overall text contents. Half of the
individuals wrote narratives, and half wrote argumentive essays. For each
type of essay, half of the participants rated the sentences before writing
their essays, and half rated them after writing them. We found that the
advantage in understanding in the argument essay condition, compared
to the narrative condition, occurred when the ratings in both conditions
were performed after the essay writing, However, when the ratings were
done before the essay writing, those who wrote argumentative essays
demonstrated no advantage with respect to understanding. Specifically,
considering the number of causal connectives, the argument condition
yielded 2 mean of 7.8 before the ratings but 5.4 afterward. The narrative
essay yielded means of 4.9 and 5.4 for ratings before and after essay writ-
ing, respectively. This finding indicates that taking time to rate sentence
importance interferes with the construction of an argumentative essay
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but not with the construction of a narrative essay. This raises the interest-
ing possibility that argumentative essay writing involves considering the
study contents in relation to a standard of importance different from that
used in a text-based narrative. In other words, an argument structure
may attribute importance based on supporting and opposing reasons to
the claim rather than on utility in reconstructing the narrative,

The second and third results were obtained in the fifth study in the se-
ries. Two additional procedures were employed in that study that were
not part of the other studies, One of these consisted of studying student
perception of the narrative- and argumentative-essay tasks. This proce-
dure was employed in order to understand better the differences we had
found in essay writing in the earlier studies. Students were asked to state
what they understood to be narrative- and argumentative-essay tasks.
Their perceptions of the tasks were classified into two categories, using a
keyword procedure. One class included essay descriptions using terms
such as “story-like,” “ one-sided,” “descriptive,” and “writing your opin-
ion.” The other class included terms involving presentation of “two sides”
or “both sides,” “defending,” “backing up,” ..msa_.?.m::m.. facts, or “prov-
ing.” The former list was regarded as perceiving a more one-sided and de-
scriptive view, a relatively simple view, whereas the second class was re-
garded as perceiving two sides and the need for evidence, a more complex
perception,

The results indicated that individuals who wrote analytic, as opposed
to listing, essays were more likely to have complex views of essay writing
rather than a simple view, The more complex view was a|so positively re-
lated to having a greater number of transformed sentences in the essays
and a greater proportion of correct inference verifications and principle
verifications. These results point to the important conclusion that for text
understanding to be maximized via writing essays, student knowledge of
essay structure and especially of how different viewpoints or perspectives
are related and can be incorporated into the €ss8ay structure is critical.

The other procedure added to the fifth study involved asking individu-
als to read two essays about the Irish potato famine. The rationale behind
this change is this: The results have indicated that, when a student writes
an argument from multiple materials, a causal or complex model that
considers multiple sides of an argument is more likely to be developed.
From this result it may be inferred that a person wheo develops such a
complex, causal model that incorporates both sides of an issue may also
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be better at detecting bias in another account. To test this notion, sty.
dents were presented with two additional essays after they completed the
reading and writing tasks. One essay was an abbreviated version of a leg.
ture given by the Reverend John Hughes at the Broadway Tabernacle on
March 20, 1847, and published by the New York Times on March 21, 1847,
The title of the lecture was “A Lecture on the irish Question”; in it,
Hughes argued that both the English and the Irish were responsible for
the effects of the famine. The second document was an editorial by
Thomas Campbell Forster, published in the London Times on March 15,
1847, which suggested that the Irish had brought on the famine by thern-
selves. The Forster article in particular was quite a biased account of the
famine, On a scale of 1-10, students rated their agreement or disagree.
ment with each article.

While we found no significant differences in the level of agreement
with the two essays as a function of argumentative- or narrative-essay
writing, those students who perceived the writing task as more complex
were more likely to disagree with Forster’s editorial, suggesting the obser-
vation of bias in the essay. We did not find significant differences between
the two groups of participants in their ratings of the Hughes paragraph,
The bias ratings found in the Forster essay, however, suggest that those
individuals who were developing a more complex, causal representation
of the famine were more likely to perceive bias in the Forster essay and to
disagree with it.

Instructional Considerations

What does this research suggest about instruction in history? A number
of points are noted. First, understanding is a function of the nature of the
information processing that takes place both during reading and during
performance of a task, such as writing. Moreover, the processing that
takes place is related to the depth of understanding that is achieved.
Learning the text contents per se is passible with relatively superficial
processing, as well as with deeper processing, but understanding occurs
only with deeper processing.

Second, deeper processing is facilitated by the individual’s prior
knowledge, of the specific topic, related topics, and history in general and
by a more advanced level of general information and thinking skills, such
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as knowledge of essay structures. Furthermore, such knowledge needs to
be utilized in particular contexts in order to facilitate processing.

Third, having individuals use multiple sources—even segments of
several secondary accounts—and write argumentative essays constitutes
a combination of procedures that helps to maximize processing. When
students’ perception of the writing task included the need to integrate
information from multiple materials into an argument with two sides,
the students were more likely to transform and integrate the presented
information. Moreover, in doing so, students developed better causal
models of the potato famine and a better understanding of its causes, as
evidenced by their better performance on the inference verification and
principle identification tasks. Furthermore, the development of their
own complex causal models allowed students to see the bias in another
account.

Other research on learning from multiple materials has also indicated
that reading multiple sources can facilitate historical understanding, for
example, by encouraging the comparison of contents across texts, making
students aware of the importance of source information, and producing
the recognition of inconsistencies and biases within texts, Some studies
go beyond the present exercise in deliberately involving different perspec-
tives, but the results of using multiple segments of information are
clearly important in their own right.'" It is also desirable to have students
construct and synthesize their own histories from documents, which can
help students develop an understanding that history is more than “some-
one else’s facts,”'? And, especially when they are asked to write problem-
based essays from multiple materials as opposed to a historical narrative,
students are more likely to compare and cite information from the vari-
ous sources in their essays."’

The present results are also related to the idea of integrative com-
plexity.'* Measurement of integrative complexity involves a content-free
procedure in which a text segment is analyzed in terms of whether it
considers two sides of an issue or only one. The measure has been used
extensively in political science with documents and speeches, and re-
sults generally show that integrative complexity is greater when issues
are analyzed more thoroughly, and lower when one-sided and some-
times dogmatic views are stated in the text. This measure fits well with
the present findings, since one would expect the perception of the writ-
ing task as requiring a two-sided or integrated approach to be related
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to greater complexity of material. The measure could conceivably pro-
vide a means to evaluate student development in writing argumentative
discourse,
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