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There has been considerable interest in the fopic of concepinal
understanding especially as found in mathematics and the sciences. The
present paper discusves recent studies related to conceptual under-
Standing in the domain of history, comparing the nanwe of understang-
ing as found in history (o thar other domains. Inctuded are considera-
tions of the role of the sources af historical knowledge. narrativization,
cansation and explanation. i addition, it is poinied ot that conceptial
change in history may differ from that in the sciences hecause of the
Jormer's emphasis upon the motives of peaple and the central role af
the historian.

In recent years there has been considerable interest in the topic of conceprual understand-
ing, especially as found in mathematics and physics, and to a tesser extent, astronomy and bio) -
ogy. More recently, conceptual understanding has been studied in the domain of history, and at
is the primary goal of this paper to non-exhaustively review this literature. A secand objeclive
is lo compare concepiual understanding as found in history to that obscrved in others domains.

We consider three issues with respect to these objectives: 1) The nature of conceplual
understanding in history; 2) Coneeptual change in history; and 3) Conceptual change and
understanding and instruction. To address these questions, we discuss five topics that have
been the foci of attention in history-related research: 1) out-of-classroom learning: 2} under-
standing historical text and sourcing; 3) narrativization; 4) understanding second-order con -
cepis, especially causality; 5) understanding explanation in htstory and the role of the histori -
an. However, before considering these topics, a few comments are provided as background.

History and its instructional goals

History may be defined as sacio-political-cconomic change nver time (e.g., Stearns,
1994; Topolski, 1994). The field had its beginning in Ancicnt Greeee, the discipline taking
tany tums in its subsequent evolution (Sce Co ngwood, 1980/1946). In addition to history
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loctssed on slales, today we lind the sty of social history, concerned, for exampic, with the
history of the role of women, of sports, of medicine, and of ather lacets of everyday lite.

The ohjectives of histery insteuction are multiple and diverse, even though only a few
iy domisate any given class (Hahn, 1994}, History instruction has had as jis objective the
development of cinvenship (Barth & Shernis, 1970), a goal involving the acquisition of the
state's traditions, heroes, myths, and major events. In extreme form, this goal ¢an foster
Bationadism, indoctrinating students with jdeas of the superiority of their own counlry.
Sinilacly, history instruction can be used to perpetuate a government’s power. As Orwell
commented, “The past controls the future and the present controls the past ™. History thus is
the must politically volatile ol disciplines.

Fistory has also been taught 1o develop an cnhanced understanding of global interaction.
Similarly, it has been taught to develop empathy, that s, to give students a sense of life in
other states (Ashby & tee, 1987, Partal, i987).

Iistory has been taught beeause it | regarded as an academic discipline with important
wontents, [t has been tught with the abjective that a knowledge of history wiil help o avoid
Is repetition (Santayana. 1905). Indeed, even thowugh history does not in fact repeat itsell, i is
argued that knowledge of history provides ideas that may be used to understand the present by
examining possible parallels and analogics (Hahn, 1994; Rogers, 1987). Analogics, however,
can also be detrimental to enderstanding (ef., Newstadt & May, 1986). Further, listory h
been @ught w develop critical thinking skills, as it provides 1he opportunity for instruction in
analysis, synthesis, argumentation, and other aspects of critical thinking. Finally, history has
been taught 1o enhance ethnic sel—esteem. This range of instructional poals may be comrasted
with those of physics, which cmphasize the learning of specific concepts; methods and prob-
leme-solving techniguies.

. For present purposes, we view history as a subject matter domain that is laught because
1ts contents are of importance, and because its strong verbal literacy component may facililate
ibinking skitl development.

Coneeptoal understanding in history
Out-of-claxsroom fearning

In the United Swates, students generally firse encounter history instruction in the tifth
grade. Two issues of interest therefore are what students know about history before entering
fifith grade, and where they teamn it. Van Sledright and Brophy (1992) found that tourth grade
students had pieces of historical information such as the knowledge of heroes and myths, and a
sense of motives of storical figures. The students were also well-acquainted with narrative
structure, understanding and telling stories. Students knowledge, however, lacked contexts,
failing to sense (he events'significance and impact. Regarding where students leamed about
history, in a study title "My mom taught me”, Barton (1995) intervicwing fourth and fifih
graders, found the most common source of history learning was relatives, followed by media,
espectably television and movies, followed by local sources, Although the results indicate that
students have a culturally-based sense of history prior o classroom istory struction, littlle
researehis available regarding whether out-of-schoof tearning produces contlict with in-school
histery irstruction, becomes intcgrated with it, or is maintained essentially independent of it

Another study has additionally indicated thai adulis way maintain unintegrated out-ol-
~school and in-school versions of history {Rozin & Wertsch, 1994). These authors steedicd
Russian citizens, making the paint that Russians learned an official version of Russian history
when attending Soviet schools and an unofficial (ofien underground) version outside of
school. The authors noted that while the state’s “official™ history had a cognitive function in
teaching basic concepts, it also had functions of fostering a group identity and loyalty. When
adults were asked questions about Russian history related to the 1917 Revolution, the respons -
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es were in terms of the out-of-school version, having no intcgration with official instruction.
The authors suggest that formal education did not accomplish its goals, with the unofficial
version being regarded as more credible.

We pause here to consider the relation of 1he school findings to the developmem of con -
ceptual understanding (Voss, Wiley, & Carratero, 1994). One of the debated issucs in the
study of conceptual development in physics has been whether a student’s naive conception of
a phenomenon such as motion consists of a reasonably coherent, but mostly incosrect, model
of motion (McCloskey, 1983} or whether the naive conception consists of picces of knowl -
edge that are not coberently integrated (di Sessa, 1993), A sccond issue invalves the extent to
which ¢onceptual understanding consists primarily of adding new information 10 what is
already known, and the extent to which it consists of resteucturing or reformulating what is
already known.

The out-of-school learning suggests that younger children do not have a model of history
or historical explanation, [nstead, they have particular belicfs about individuals, myths, and
events of history that are not coherently integrated. Morcover, this sense of history is cultaral -
ly teansmitted by relatives and the media. The Rozin and Wertsch (1994) results suggest, how -
cver, that individuals can develop a somewhat coherent model about seciveconomic and polit-
ical conditions largely based on the “unofiicial” culiure. Rozin and Wenrtsch (1954) found, for
example, that adults provided explanations about the Soviet 1917 Revolution and ils origins
that were reasonably consistent and related to structural and institutional components, such as
goverament, politics, and econontic conditions.

The results thus suggest that while children have unintegrated pieces of historical infor-
mation, at least the Russian adults interviewed had a reasonably abstract and coherent model
of the Revolution. These findings suggest that Turther study is required regarding the percep-
tions adults have of their own current and past governiments, how coherent such pereeptions
are, and most importantly o what extent do the perceptions reflect an extension of what was
learned outside of school by children, as opposed to what they leamed in school.

With respect 1o concepiual understanding development, the findings suggest that at a
young age students add new information to what they know as opposed to restructuring old
knowledge. For adults, the Russian data are not clear regarding the extent o which individuals
added on information and/or restructured what they knew. An impression, however, is that
they learned the “official™ history in school, which they ignered, and interpreted new informa-
tion in terms of the “wnofticial™ history, restructuring it when necessary.

Out-of-school lcatning in other domains has revealed results similar to those found in his -
tory. Arithmetic skills acquired eut-oftschool can be seen as operating somewhat indepeadent -
ly of cach other. Children responsible for everyday markeiplace transactions are adept at price
computations in their work, but unable 10 perform well on the same problems posed in o for-
mal manner (Nunes, Carraher, & Schliemann, 1993}, Similarly, adult bookics and racetrack
bettors with minimal education are able to make complex catculations in a betting context, but
are unable to perform simitar formal computations (Ceei & Liker, 1986; Schlicmann &
Acioly, 1989). Thus, there is apparently a level of competence in computational skill that peo -
ple may achieve in contexis of personal imponance, but that skill does not exist in general.
Instead, the logical or symbolic component of “school™ mathematics likely serves as an obsta -
cle. Moreover, understanding mathematical symbols is what poor learners scem Lo be unable
to do (Nathan, Kintsch, & Young, 1992), and traditional means of arithenetic instroction do it
tle 1o clucidate the meaning of the notation. In mathematics then, the lack of integration
between out-of school and in-schaol arithmetic ts apparently a missed opportunity for devel -
oping mathematical understanding.

In physics, the lack of integration between out-of-school, naive conceptions and the
accepied scieatific conceptions laught in school can actually pose an obstacle for student
understanding of the formal concepts (McCloskey, 1983} A patticularly robust linding is that
cven with some instruction about one-half of the students violaie basic laws of mation in sim -
ple mechanics problems,

Even when students solve problems correctly, they are unable 1o demonstrate their under -
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standing of the laws of motion, apparently relying on thetr intuitions about moving objects.
Thus, in the domain of physics, tw conceptions 1hat the student brings from everyday or out-
uf-school experience can interdere with learming of the new, in-school concepts of physics.

Understanding historical text and sourcing

In studying history, information is obtained from many sources, including newspapers,
books, speeches, diarics, letters, paintings, photographs, and other records. Furthermore, the
contents of such sources may be in disagreement, and such conflicts need to be addressed.
Mareover, since one of the goals of listory rescarch is 1o avoid interpreting a document’s con-
tents in lerms of contemporary sdeas {presentism), the historian needs to conssder the docu-
ment’s contents in the contest of the time in which it was constructed. This brings us to the
1ssue of sourcing,

Using sources related to the American Revolutionary War's Bautle of Lexington,
Wincburg (1991) studied how historians and siudents used sources. He found that historians
used three heuristics when examining documents. One was {ermed sourcing, defined as the
cvalnation of the contents of a gyven source.

A sccond was comparison, in which the contents of ditferent sources were compared. The
third was centextualization, referring to establishing the appropriate context for the source
information. Furthermore, historians, but not novices, also developed a subtext, that is, in
examining docunents, historians inferred why the author may have written the particular text
and whal the author sought 1o accomplish. Subtext generation thus typically requires consider-
able prior knowledge, with the novice being at a disadvantage in this regard. In addition,
Wineburg (1991) reperted that historians pave greater weight te some texibook information
than did historians.

Leinhardt and Young (1994), also studying how professional historians read sources,
developed a model based upon two schemata termed identify and interpret. The identify
schema included Weinberg's three heuristics and the concept of classification, which referred
ta relating the source contents to ofler similar sources. The dnterpretation scheww bad two
comiponents, one referring to text comprehension per se, and the other to the particular histon -
an’s iheorctical arientation of history and background knowkedge employed in interpreting the
lex1 contents. In sum, the appropriate use of seurces and the development of a subtext may be
reparded as domain-related skills that are acquired for the most part during the process ol
becoming a historian.

The idea that a particular historical issuc often is interpreted in more than one way raises
the question of the extent to which students, when studying multiple sources, show sensitivity
to differences in the texts' contents. Rescarch has indicated that students are reasonably sensi-
tive to discrepancies among sources { Perfetii, Britt, Rouct, Georgi, & Mason, 1994). Using
lexts expressing different viewpoints concerning American involvement in the developssent of
the Panama Canal, college students were able to detect author bias, inconsistencies across
texts, and incompleteness in texis, in the sense that more information regarding characters and
cvents was needed 1o draw conclusions and resolve conflicts. Also, student sensitivity to mul -
tiple sources has been studied in fifih grade (van Sleidright & Kctly, 1995). While a number of
students were sensitive to the positions taken by differem anthors, students evaluated the qual -
ity of a source in terms of the quantity of information available in that source, using the source
as an archive,

With respect 1o developing conceptual understanding of the text contents, students
changed opinion frequentty when they encountered information in conflict with their existing
beliefs about the situation in question (Perfetti et al., 1994). Students were, however, reading
about a topic with which they were relatively unfamiliar and, not having a strong background
in history, they likely did not strongly embrace a particular theoretical position, thereby mak -
ing them more susceptible to opinien change.

An alternative way by which the conceptual understanding of history may be developed
is by providing students with multiple sources and asking them (o writc an cssay on a given
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historical issue. Holt (1990, p. §0) makes this paint emphatically by stating “Rather than
teaching them to be consumers of stories, ‘someone else's facts’, we might better develop
their critical faculties by letting them create storics on their own”. Greene (1994) used this
procedure with college students and historians. He found students obtained expericace in
skills such as hypothesis-testing and scenario generation. However, hislorians, using their
knowledge, were better at integrating material from different sources. Historians also had a
different scnse of audience than the students, having a professional audience in mind as
opposed to students having the audience of a teacher in mind.

The evaluation and use of sources is thus seen as an important aspect of conceptual
understanding in history, both with respect to the historian and the student. When historians
interact with sources, they work to a farge extent in a top-down manner, knowing what they
are looking for. They are able 1o generate hypotheses and develop ideas based upon their prior
knowledge, their theoretical background, and their approach to sourcing. Less experienced
individuals are more likely focused on the source per sc and its contents, doing less evaluation
and subtext development. Student sourcing is thus more likely to be content-constrained. More
Rwo,.n:n: is needed on the topic of sourcing and related issues, especially the study of how a
novice or expert develops a mental representation of a historical situation; how the representa-
lion changes as more sources are read; how tnformation is integrated, discarded, or relormu-
lated; and how preconceived notions play a role in the interpretation process.

In contrast to other domains, the results suggest that students probably have a less devel -
oped conceptual sense of historical phenomena than of physical phenomena. Even infants
have expectations about physical phenomena. By preschool and clementary school, children
may have reasonably well-developed physical concepts, for example their concept of the carth
(Vosniadou & Brewer, 1992). However, while children may have a sensc of “the past” at a
young age, children’s ideas of history arc of heroes, myths and events, which are relatively
more abstract phenomena. Given the conerete nature of physical phenomena, children would
be mare likely to construct naive “theories™ of physics, theorics that may include mispereep-
tions. In history, naive conceptions are not so much misperceptions at odds with aceepted
explanations as they are simplifications and personifications of more advanced accounts
(Voss, Wiley, & Kennet, 1994). Further, personification is not an unrcasonable interpretive
action based upon students” experience with the narrative genre. Interestingly, some of the
earliest examples of historical writing, the narrative histories of Homer, are based on herocs
and myths.

Another point of interest across subject matter domaing involves conflict and what con-
flict produces in terms of conceptual change. In rescarch on astronomy, Vosniadou and
Brewer (1992) make the point that the student needs 1o encounter information that is in con-
Tlict with their beliefs in order for a misconception to be challenged. Such a condlict may then
be resolved, although not necessarily so, by restructuring the preconceived idea in a manner
more consistent with the scientifically accepted modet of the given phenomenan. This proce -
dure has also been suggested in other domains as well (Gardner, 1991), including biology
(Carey, 1985) and physics (McCloskey & Kargon, 1987). In history, however, the matter is
more complicated, for there may be two or more different accounts of a given historical cvent,
such as accounts from different perspectives, without any one being the “right™ model. This
means that part of understanding history includes the realizatton that multiple perspectives
may cxist, without there being a “correct™ one. With few exceptions as the two theories of
light, scientific “truth” is usually regarded as unified.

Narrativization

Historians construct narratives. [ndeed, Leinhardt and Young {1994}, studying how histo-
rians perceive histery, reported that historians feel i is important 1o write a “compelling narra-
tive.” Morcover, histerians indicated that a narrative should have: 1) coherence - the story
should be tightly connected; 2} exhaustivity - the narrative should inciude all of the available
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information pertaining to the issue; 3) contextuatization - the narrative should be framed
appropriately with respecet to time; 4) chronolegy — a time frame should be provided: 5) “plau-
sible” cousality  a rcasonable account of the kikely causal relations that occur in the course of
the narrative should be provided. It is more therclore than a chronology.

Mink (1987} has reterred to the narraltve as a cognitive instrument, in the sense that the
historian construels a narrative from the interpretation of available information. The narrative
is thus a product of the historian’s imagination. Mink also noted that the narrative form has
ditficulties, such as not having criteria for what is coherent and what constitutes the relative
“trudh or falsity”™ of the narrative.

The construction of historical narratives, as pointed out by Leinhardt and Young (1994),
invobves a number of cognitive processes. The writer needs to evaluate sources, consider evi-
dence, make inferences from information and interpret such informatien, justity conciusions,
and generate hypotheses. Furthermore, 1o frame a narrative, the historian has to establish a
beginning. “Once upon a time” will not do. When, for cxample, did the period of the
American Revolutionary War begin? Indeed, Norman {1991) pointed out that the past is not
nareatively structured; the historian needs to frame the aarrative and consider what is signili-
cant Lo the theme. Similarly, the construction of a narrative has been regarded as the building
of a case, the statement of a complex argument teliing how the given theme developed
(Leinhardy, 1994). Danto {1985) also noted that narrative construction is abduction in Peirce’s
sense (1958), that is, the writer generates a hypothesis o account for known information.

The process of constricting a nacrative ¢ thus constitutes an integral aspect of develaping
congeptual understanding i history. In this context, there is a need for a longitudinal study of
a historan’s work in writing a historical velume, beginning with the historian’s iniuak siate -
ment of interest in writing such a volume through its completion. Such a study would provide
an idea of the conceptual development and restructuring that takes place in the writing,

In contrast, there is litde use of narrative in domains such as math and physics. We
believe thas the reason for this difference is critical with respeet to domain differences. The
reason why narratives are not found in scientific explanations involves the issue of domain-
specihic rules of evidence. Scientific evidence generally takes the form of experimental and/or
chpirical observation canducted with appropriate contrals. However, history generally doces
not allow for experimentation, the manipulation and controlled tesling of particular variables.
Instead. narrative development is employed as evidence, with emphasis upon the five previ-
ously described criteria. Furthermore, of more than passing interest is the observation that in
everyday reasoning narrative is also frequently aceepted as evidence. Kuhn (1991) observed
this tendency and termed it “pscudo-evidence”, acknewledging only scientitic explanation as
“evidenee™.

Sceond order concepts — Cansation

Causation in history, The rerm sccond-order refers to concepts such as causality, justifi-
eation, and evidence, concepts that do not telate 1o historical content per se, but to the opera -
tions that arc employed in relation to such content {Lee, Dickinson, & Ashby, 1994). Of par-
ticular importance is the cencept of causality, a difficult concept in any domain but of particu -
far complexity in history.

We restrict our consideration of second-order concepts to this topic, only touching on its
complexitics.

To illustrate the difficulty of causality in lustory, consider the 1990-91 Gulf War. What
caused the war? Was it lragq's invasion of Kuwait? Was it the personality of Saddan Hussein
and/or George Bush? Was it U.S. Middle East policy? What about the boundaries established
afier Warld War | with respect 10 Middle East statcs? Was it the demise of the Soviet Union?
A case could be built that cach could be a causal factor in producing the war. The possibility
that remote factors can be causal was noted in a widely-cited comment attributed (o Pascat.
that if Cleopatra’s nose would have been i/4 inch longer, would the history of Western
Civilization been changed?
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Various solutions have been offered to the problem of multiple causation. 1.5, Mill
(1950/1843) felt there could be no specitic “cause™ since all relevant factors could he viewed
as causal factors. Another effort has been that of distinguishing conditions and causes (c.g..
Einhorn & Hogarth, 1986; Mackie, 1963). A similar approach is taken by Ringer (1989) who
argues for the importance of counterfactual reasoning in establishing causation. Maclntyre
{1964) however argued against multiple causes by indicating that four components are needed
for causation to be established. There is a set of conditions, EI, which under normal circum -
stances produces E2. However, an intervening event, 11 occurs, and instead of E2 oceurring,
12 occurs. What MacIntyre argued is that one needs to ascertain why 12 and not some other
event, 13, occurred,

One ather point about causation in history is that the concepts of necessity and suflicien -
cy are difficult to apply. One may ask whether the bombing of Pear) Harbor was a necessary
condition for the United States to cater World War |1, The likely answer is “no™ because other
conditions could likeiy have produced that cutcome. Was the bombing suflicient? The answer
seams to be “yes”, But there are cases when an attack by one country upon another did not
result in a war, Given this, the question is what additional conditions existed at the twne of
Pearl Harbor in addition to the bombing to produce sufticiency?

Perception of causation. The nature of causation in history is a difficult issue. But from a
psychological/instructional standpoint, a more important question is perhaps haw people per-
ceive such causation. Vess, Carretero, Kennet, and Stlfies (1994) asked college students w
write an essay on what produced the collapse of the Soviet Union, Subsequently the students
were given a list of possible causal factors and asked to rate cach for its importance. Later the
students were agan given a list of causes and asked 1o construet a cavsal map of the collapse.
In their essays, students generally provided more than one cause. with the poorer essays tend -
mg to be the listing of a few causes and the more sophisticated having sometimes extensive
narrative accounts, As {o types of causcs, the maore sophisticated nareatives often indicated that
undesirable cconomic and political conditions existed and Gorbachev took action to eftect
change. This resulted in an acteen whicl changed the existing state of aftuirs, which in tumn
was followed by another action.

Constructing a causal map. a number ot the students who had written sparse essays devel -
oped o much more claborate causal account of the Soviet Coblapse, a result suggesting these
students had a better understanding of the Sovict Collapse than pertrayed by their essays. This
result raises a methodological point regarding the conceptual understanding of history, name -
ly, individuals may have knowledge of particular pieces ol historical episodes, but the picees
may not he organized in a way to fagilinate retrieval. However, when infenmation ks provided,
individuals may be able to organize it in a meaninglul way.

One other finding of the study was that in rating possible causes for their impottance,
recent faclors were rated as more imporfant than remote factors. A pessible interpretation of
this finding is tha potential causal events may differ in “constraining power”, that 1s, individu -
als pereeive that an event seventy years ago likely could not constrain matters so as 10 prochce
an outcome today; indeed, too many other things could have happened. However, a1
cvent may have a more dircct nfluence, acting to provide grealer constraint.

The perception of causation is apparently somewhat different in history than in the phys:-
cal sciences. b the fatter there is the assumption that with appropriate controls, the elfect of a
singic causal agent may be isolated, whether such causation is thought to reflect covaration or
some other mechanism. The interaction of a number of causal factors may also be established,
sometimes in a statistical sense. Yet the isolation of causes i the physical sciences is in large
patt due to the opportunity te anploy appropriate control und hypothesis-lesting procedures,
In contrast, historical events are generally thought o be related o many preceding events, as
neted, historical events ate ollen pereeived as having multiple causes (Voss, Wiley, & Kenn
1994}, Which causes are more important, and haw they produce an efteet, become issaes tor
research and argumentation.

I
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Fxplunation and the historian

Explonation in historv. What s it that produces the changes over time that constitute his-
tory? A number of answers have been offered. One answer is that historical change occurs
because sone generab lactor oceurs 10 produce change (Collingwood, 1946). In the Middle
Ages historical change was attribwted to God’s Plan, Marxism fater held that historical change
oceurs via the inevitable operation of social-cconomic-political laws, The positivist view holds
that history is goveraed by laws, Hempel's (1942) “covering faw™ indicated that if L1 is fof-
lowed by E2, it is because there is a law relating BN to E2. A number of historians 1ok issue
with the idew of laws of history, noting that history is related to paniculars, to specific situa -
tions, and not 1o laws that cover many circumstances (Dray, 1957). It was also argued that
laws in history have not been demonstrated. Finally, Mink (1987) has suggested that perhaps
even implicitly, many people hold the idea of Universal History, that is, that history untolds in
a particular way. It doees not just happen.

The majority of ether theoretical viewpoints place a greater emphasis on human factors,
whether on individuals or institutions, Historians tend (o emphasize siructures, basing histon -
cal explanation primarily on the role of government the church, and economic conditions,
Such steucturalist explanations minimize the role of specific individuals, although the institu-
tions arc composed of people.

A study by Voss, Wiley, and Kennet (1994) had college students rate their agreement
with statements that were representative of particular theoretical approaches 1o history. College
students as o group did not fit well into any of the specific viewpoints in the field. However,
the students refected statements attributing historical change to some foree external 1o humans,
such as God’s Plan, Marxism, or positivism (change via laws). On the other hand, students
generally agreed with explanations having human involvement, including structuralism.

The Voss, Wiley, ond Kennet (1994) findings arc consistent with Halldén's argument that
individuals tend te persanify history. Halldén (1993) delineated three types of personification,
attributing change to decisions and actions of great men and women, personifying institutions
by statements such as “the government fecls that =, and by transfeyming structural explana-
tions into personal explanations,

Hallden (1993) reported a study in which a high school class in Sweden was studying
how Swaeden became o democracy. Three structural explanations were delineated, for example
the industrialization of Sweden. After the course studenls were asked in interviews how
Sweden became a demoeracy. Their answers consisted largely of saying how the people
became lired of the government and ook action to produce a change. Explanation was thus in
terms ol people, not institutional structures as was laught in class. Halldén interpreted the
results in terms of “alicrnative frameworks”, arguing that students had a conceplion ef history
that is different than that held by historians, emphasizing people and not structures. Halldén
did not regird this as a misperception of a phenomenon but as a difference in fundamental
belicls abowt the subject matter,

The role of the historian A final consideration concerning cxplanation in history is the
rele of the historian. Shemilt {1987) interviewed students aged 13 to 16, finding that students
responded at four levels when questioned about the role of the historian, the levels not neces -
sarily correlating with age. At the lowest level, students felt historical facts were virtually invi-
olate. At the next level students felt there were questions about historicat accuracy, and the
historian needed to be a detective to determine what is really true. At the third level, there was
increasing concern with accwracy, the difficulties being primarily attributed to the methodelo-
gy cmployed. Finally, at the fourth Jevel the students realized that the historian needs to con-
struct or reconstruct the past, secking and using information. Thus, the histerical account
depends on the perspective of the histortan, which suggests why two people writing about a
given historical event will not write the same thing, and also why history is always rewritten
over time. It is not just that new information becomes available, it is also that idcas change
and history is written by histerians under the influence of the present. In contrast, scientific
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investigation prides itself on objectivity and replicability. The role of the scientist is as a
detached observer. While this view is an exaggeration, and sociologists of science may pra-
vide reason for skepticism, the wriling of the historian bears a claser resemblance to fiction
that it does a mathematical proof, or a physicat science Journal atticle (cf., Mink, 1987).

Concluding statements

We now returm to the issues idemtified in the introductory section. First, from the biters -
ture considered i1 appcars that conceptual understanding in history involves not only knewl -
edge of historical events and when they occurred, but placing these events in context, realizing
their significance and their impact. Historical understanding also includes knowing how his-
torical accounts are produced, knowing about seurcing, narrativization, and the role of the his -
torian, and from the perspective of thinking skills, historical understanding requires individu-
als 10 be able to provide and evaluate claims, evidence, and justifications, and to thisk in terms
of hypotheses, narratives, and explanations.

As to how the study of conceptual understanding in history refates to that in other
domains, the idea of knowing about concepts and (heir relationships is simidar across domains,
Also, a well-reasoned argument ts needed in all domains to convince a professional audience,
although it is not a sufficient condition (ur cven necessary). Buk the study of history differs in
a number of ways from ather domains. History, for example, tends to be a field in which ver-
bal argument is primary and scientific or mathematical explanation is almost nonexistent.
Also, what constitutes evidence in history tends 10 be difierent from evidence in science.

As to conceplual change, in history it appears 10 oceur via the addition of new informa-
tien, atthough cvidence bearing on the question is sparse. A potcidially intcresting aspect of
conceptual conflict and change in history is the issue surrounding in-school and owt-of-schoal
learming. A question that nceds 1o be answered is whether students may integrate the notions
that they have about history with the history they learn in the classroom, or i they maintain
the history they learn in the classroom anby on a short-term basis for the purpose of lesting,
remembering little of what they fearned over the long term,

Assume a student holds the typical American view that at the time of the American
Revolution virtwalty all colonists desired independence. These were patriots who wanted to be
Irce of the “yoke™ of England. Then assume that this student reads in school that a large mem -
ber of American colenists were strongly oppased 1o separation from England, and that (hose
who were in favor of the Revolution steod to profit from it financially, Whal does the student
do? The student may restructure his or her beliels. considering that a difterent sel of colonist
motives were operating than previously belicved. How frequently this type of restructuring
oceurs is not ¢lear. How is this different than restructuring in physics? One difference lics in
the fact that reinterpretation in history involves human motives, so new explanations must be
plausible sot only in terms of the student's knowledge of history. but also in selation 1o st -
dent’s perception of people.

A second way in which students may undergo cognitive restructuring in history is via
changes in their concept of historical explanation. If' Halldén is correct and students do explain
history primarily in personified terms, then restructuring could occur when they realive th
historical explanation frequently emphasizes institutions. Such restricluring, however, may
only oceur in advanced students of history, probably at the college levet.

A third way in which conceptual restricturing may take place in history is via chang i
conceptions of the rake ef the historian and the nature of history itsell Many students {aml we
suspect adulis) view historians as detectives (Shenlt. 1987) and do not realive the basic
played by individual historians. Similarly, students smay not recognize that the 1we accounts uf’
the American Revoltion are not mutually exclusive “truths™, but rather they arc argimnents
that can both be valid. Thus, restructuring may be required m order for studenis to reali
constructive, subjecteve, and argumentalive natuee of history as a domain.

An interesting point about this last way that restructuring may take place in history is that

e Lhe
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it essentially does not take place in seientilic domains. Peeple restructure their concepls about
scientific phenomena; only rarely do they restructure their conceptual understanding of the
mature of seience and the role of e scientist. Indeed, such restructuring generally would
reyuire quite advanced work in, for example, the sociolegy, plitosophy, or rheteric of science.

A Bl pomt s that history instruction would likely benefit from a greater emphasis on
all these ncans ol cognitive testeucturing, that is, instruction involving alternative perspec -
tives of phenomena, instruction m the nature of histery per se, and instruction in the role of the
histonan.
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o fnmtcrer comviderable s est récemment développe a propos de la
conprelemsion des changements coscepiuels, natamment en mathén -
tiggties o dans Jos sciences. Dans cet article, o'est le probiéme de u
conmprehension de Elivteire gut est abordd et comparé a la compréhen -
ston dans o aueres domaines. On examine en particudier e rale des
sotrees de la connaissance historigue, de la narrativisation, de la
carsalite of de explication. On attive en outre Uaitention sur le fait
¢ wne difference impareanie entre les changements de conceptualisa-
tion dans les sciences of en histoire tient a ce que dans ce deriier
domaine les motifs des actewrs historigues et le role central de {hisio -
rien gecpent wie place importanie.

Kev wods: Conceptual change, History, Knowledge acquisition.

Received. Febnary 1997

Jumes F. Voss. 634 Learning Rescarch and [evelopment Center, University of Pittsburgh , 3039 0" Hara
Street, Pittsburgh, PA, USA 15260, Phone: (412) 624-7075, Fax: (412) 624-9149, E-mail:
VOSSee VMS.CIS.PITT EDU

avient theme uf research

Knowledge acquisition, represemation and utilization in fearming information lrom text and in problem solving.
Lewmng and reasoning in story and the social scicnces.

Most redevant pusblications i the field of Psvotadogy of Education:

Vs, LF., Carretero, M, Ken b & Silfies, 1N, (1994). The collapse of the Soviet Union: A case study in causal
reasoning. tn M. Carretere 8 LF. Vass (Lds ), Cognitive ard fsiuctioned Processes i Hiviore and the Sociod

Scivncey {pp. 403-429). Elillsdale, NJ: Erlhaum

foss, BEL& Silthes LN (1996). Learnig from history wext: the imeraction of knowledge and comprehension skill with
teat structure. Cogiirion and mstrvcrion, §4,35-68.

Vaoss, LF.L & Wiley, 1. (i press). Developing understanding while writing essays in history, Ivernationaet Jownal of
Eivcetional Rescarch

Vaoss, LE, Wiley, )., & Kennet, 119933 Stadents’ pereeplions of Instory and cencepts. Paper presenied il the Secomd
Taternational Semmar on History Leaviing and Instruction. Autonoma University o Madrid, Madrid, Spain

Jennifer Wiley. Department of Psychology, Tebin Hall, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA
01003,

Crrvenr theme of rescarch

l#tevts of domn knowledge on memoery and problem selving 1asks, and 11s application o instruction w promole the

develepment of understanding during learning.

Muoxi refovant publications in the field of Psychology of Fducation:

Wiley. 1., & Yoss, LE. (1996). The effeers of “playing historian” on learning in history. Appicd Cognitive Paychodogr,
1), 63-72




