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Abstract
In Austria, there have been repeated reforms of history curricula in recent years. In particular, these reforms 
have had the goal of implementing competence orientation. However, numerous research studies have 
shown that history teachers find it difficult to implement the new standards and that they only partially 
incorporate the central theoretical principles of the curricula into their teaching practice. In addition, the 
new specifications have not been fully incorporated into textbooks. This article focuses specifically on 
the inclusion of historical representations in the classroom, and on the opinions of history teachers in 
relation to this. Since Austrian curricula are committed to a critical approach towards historical culture, in 
addition to a source-based approach, the inclusion of historical representations is necessary in order to 
meet state requirements. However, based on 85 qualitative interviews with Austrian history teachers, it is 
evident that these teachers are only partially familiar with the theories of history didactics. Many history 
teachers are not informed about the technical terms used in the curricula, and when manifestations of 
historical culture are considered in history lessons, they are rarely critically examined.
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Competence-oriented curricula for history teaching in Austria
State curricula have existed in Austria since about the middle of the nineteenth century. Since the 
beginning of the twentieth century, these have been developed mostly in commissions involving teachers, 
social scientists, subject specialists, education experts and representatives of school administrations; this 
became common practice after 1945 (Wiater, 2009). The contents and goals of curricula can be seen as a 
‘lowest common denominator’ of different social interests. The adoption is usually preceded by in-depth 
educational policy debates (Hacker, 1999).

In Austria, the school system has traditionally been organised in a centralised way, starting with 
Maria Theresa’s reforms in the eighteenth century (Eder and Thonhauser, 2017). This means that the same 
curricula for each school type are valid for the entire federal territory. After four years of primary school 
(which is attended from the age of 6), all students attend four school grades of junior high school (fifth 
to eighth grade) in two different school types (‘Mittelschule’ and ‘Unterstufe Gymnasium’), which have 
the same curriculum. After that, students can choose between different types of schools with different 
curricula. Some attend senior high schools (‘Oberstufe Gymnasium’), which end after the twelfth grade 
with final examinations (‘Matura’), which are the general qualifications for university entrance. History is 
taught from the sixth grade (which is usually attended from the age of 11) onwards.

The curricula for history have been reformed several times. In the last twenty years, reforms of the 
curricula for all subjects have been influenced in particular by the developments that followed the so-
called ‘PISA shock’ (Bozkurt et al., 2007; Lucyshyn, 2013). These tests demonstrated deficits, especially in 
transferring and applying what had been learned to unknown cases (Germ, 2015). In Austria, competence-
oriented curricula (BGBl., 2008) for history education were introduced in 2008, and they were gradually 
combined with the subject area of civic education (Zeilner, 2011). These were intended to put an end to 
the predominant content orientation of teaching (Ammerer, 2009). The curricula use the definition from 
Franz E. Weinert (2001), according to which competences are to be described as the cognitive abilities 
and skills available in, or learnable by, individuals to solve specific problems, as well as the associated 
motivational, volitional and social dispositions and abilities to apply the solutions to problems successfully 
and responsibly in variable situations. The aim was thus to move away from the previous concentration on 
teaching factual historical knowledge (Kühberger, 2012), that is, the teaching of historical events, dates 
and people.

The four competences, based on the FUER (Förderung und Entwicklung von reflektiertem und 
(selbst-)reflexivem Geschichtsbewusstsein) competence model (Körber et al., 2007), were briefly explained 
in the general part of the subject curriculum with one paragraph each. Students should be enabled to ask 
questions about the past and to identify existing questions in historical narratives (inquiring competence). 
They should learn to deal with historical sources with the purpose of telling history, as well as to deal 
critically with historical narratives in films, exhibitions and so on (methodical competence). Furthermore, 
it was noted that the terms and concepts for describing factual knowledge should be concretised and 
further developed (subject matter competence). Finally, it was stated that historical learning should 
contribute to a better understanding of contemporary phenomena and future challenges (orientation 
competence) (BGBl., 2008).

However, it became apparent that for a long time the change in teaching practice from content 
orientation to competence orientation, which was postulated by the curriculum reform, rarely took 
place in practice. In his 2014 survey of 89 history teachers who taught at high schools in the province of 
Carinthia, Christian Pichler (2016) shows, among other things, that the majority of them did not consider 
working with sources and historical representations, or the development of methodological competence, 
to be central, which was explained by a lack of time. More than ten years after the FUER competence 
model was first implemented, many history teachers are still unfamiliar with it, as Roland Bernhard (2019b) 
documents in his study. The work of Kipman and Kühberger (2019) similarly suggests that most history 
teachers do not yet develop the orientation competence in classrooms. For example, 61.7 per cent of the 
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277 teachers from three federal states surveyed in their study stated that subject-specific competence 
orientation was ‘important’ or ‘very important’, but 68.7 per cent of the respondents conceded that they 
had not yet become fully familiar with it (Kipman and Kühberger, 2019: 89–90).

A further insight into the practical realisation of subject-specific competence orientation in Austrian 
history teaching can be found in analyses of state-approved textbooks, which are undoubtedly regarded 
as an important factor in the implementation of curricular requirements (Popp, 2008). A wide range of 
such analyses are already available, and they clearly show that competence orientation has only been 
partially implemented (Bernhard, 2016; Eigler and Kühberger, 2018; Mittnik, 2018; Bramann, 2019; 
Buchberger, 2020).

Further evidence about the implementation of subject-specific competence orientation is provided 
by studies focusing on the final examinations at senior high school. In his qualitative study of these final 
examinations, Oberhauser (2018) showed that although the general requirements of the Matura test (for 
example, material basis) are fulfilled, teachers are either not familiar with the theoretical basis – specifically, 
the FUER competence model – or they fundamentally reject such an approach. In a quantitative study of 
the final examinations for the 2014/15 school year, Mittnik (2014) showed that 776 tasks (68.12 per cent) 
did not contain any competence-oriented aspects. It is, therefore, not surprising that in his study of final 
examinations at senior high schools in Carinthia in 2015, Pichler (2020) found that, in most cases, students 
only reached a competence level which, according to the FUER targets, should already be achieved at the 
end of junior high school, and that the testing of factual knowledge was more evident than competences 
in the oral examinations.

Thus, various studies have clearly shown that the central theoretical foundations of the curricula have 
not yet been consistently integrated into teaching practice by Austrian history teachers. The conditions 
for further curriculum reforms were, therefore, anything but favourable. Nevertheless, such curricula, 
influenced by the recent discourse of history didactics, were introduced in 2016 for junior high schools 
(BGBl., 2016a) and senior high schools (BGBl., 2016b). In addition to the introduction of conceptual learning, 
modularisation and a partial shift away from the chronological approach, it is particularly noticeable that 
there is no longer just a general reference to the FUER competence model, but that it is specified exactly 
which sub-competences are to be promoted. In addition to information on topics to be taught, there is 
now explicit mention of manifestations of historical culture. For example, in the first learning year of the 
subject, a critical questioning of historical-cultural products and their presentation (for example, on the 
basis of a film clip or a cartoon) is anticipated in relation to learning about ancient cultures.

The concept of historical culture in history curricula
Jörn Rüsen (1991) introduced the concept of historical culture in the 1990s to describe collective 
approaches to history. It can be understood as a ‘response to the traditional hermeneutic approaches 
to history education’ (Grever and Adriaansen, 2017: 74). At that time, a substantial increase in social 
interest in historical topics could be observed (Bergmann, 1993), which is why it is not surprising that the 
study of extra-curricular, non-academic history learning was regarded as more significant within history 
didactics (Mütter, 1998). According to Rüsen (2002: 3), historical culture is generally defined as the ‘totality 
of discourses in which a society understands itself and its future by interpreting its past’. The connection 
between historical culture and individual historical consciousness is seen as controversial (Ziegler, 2017), 
whereby Schönemann’s (2000) definition of historical culture as the social counterpart of historical 
consciousness is viewed critically. There is also a debate about whether school and academic pursuits 
count as historical culture. Hans-Jürgen Pandel (2013) rejects this, and characterises historical culture 
according to its life-world presence, event character and genre change. Types of historical culture are thus 
found in the widest variety in all our everyday lives, some of which we encounter only briefly. Countless 
historical-cultural products exist on the same historical topic, which also address different target groups 
(Pandel, 2013). In any case, as understood in Austrian curricula, products of historical culture are to be 
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seen as non-academic forms of engagement with the past (for example, films, computer games and 
comics), for which the curricula use the term ‘historical representations’ (‘Geschichtsdarstellungen’) or 
‘representations’ (‘Darstellungen’). Thus, in addition to the source-based approach, the curricula are also 
committed to the critical approach to historical culture that is widespread in German-speaking countries, 
according to which students should learn to question critically any historical representations which they 
encounter in their daily lives (Barsch and Mathis, 2020). Although there is also research where products of 
historical culture can become a source, and differentiation at a high level is no longer so easy, the curricula 
focus on the fundamental difference between a historical source, which dates from the respective historical 
period, and interpretations of the past (historical representations), which were created later.

Concerning the importance of historical culture for historical learning, critical comments can be 
found in the literature on history didactics. Bodo von Borries (2008b) believes that some history culture 
products do not go beyond infotainment. In this regard, however, it must be taken into account that 
products of the entertainment industry, in particular, can arouse interest in historical topics (Kohler, 2016), 
and can have a more significant influence on the historical consciousness of young people than history 
lessons (Thünemann and Jansen, 2018; Sperl, 2018). As research has shown, children are already strongly 
influenced by history culture before beginning history lessons in high school (Becher and Gläser, 2015; 
Kühberger, 2020). Furthermore, it is argued that the consideration of popular history cultural products 
– such as comics, computer games and films – can even be favourable for competence-oriented history 
teaching, as the constructed character of the narration is easier for students to recognise, whereas 
textbook authors or exhibition curators, for example, try to present things as objectively as possible 
(Koller, 2013). The deconstruction skills that are also necessary in later life (Von Borries, 2008a; Heuer, 
2011; Völkel, 2017) can thus easily be nurturend. Rox-Helmer (2006) advocates including more fictional 
elements in history lessons, so that students acquire the ability to analyse these historical representations 
critically. Donnelly (2018: 115) rightly speaks out clearly in favour of the systematic inclusion of historical 
culture in history lessons:

The teacher-centred historical narrative … needs to be relegated if historical understanding 
is the aim of history education. In its stead, a more constructionist paradigm with an emphasis 
on historical inquiry seeks to give students experience in creating historical interpretation 
using their historical imaginations and a complex web of evaluation and synthesis skills.

The curricula for teaching history in Austria introduced in 2016 follow these basic considerations. Since 
the reform became known, the teacher training colleges have offered numerous further training courses 
on the new curricula and the theoretical approaches embedded in them. However, no accompanying 
research on the implementation of the curricula has been conducted. Therefore, there are no empirical 
findings so far on the extent to which teachers are familiar with the innovations, although there is 
agreement that they play a crucial role in implementing the reforms that are ordered. After a long time 
in which history didactics paid little attention to teachers (Hasberg, 2010), it is now widely accepted that 
they are central subjects who have great freedom in the design of their lessons (Münch, 2017b), and 
therefore that they are responsible for the structuring of history lessons (Schulz-Hageleit, 2014), and have 
a significant influence on learners’ conceptions of history (Evans, 1990). As a result, the beliefs (Bernhard, 
2019a; Nitsche, 2019), historical-didactic knowledge, teacher training and practical school experiences of 
history teachers have been researched in numerous projects in recent years (Maggioni et al., 2004; Popp 
et al., 2013; Waldis et al., 2014; Fenn, 2015; Schröer, 2015; Thünemann, 2016; Bernhard, 2017; Heuer et al., 
2017; Litten, 2017; Ecker, 2018; Lüke et al., 2018; Nitsche, 2017; Resch and Seidenfuß, 2018; Heuer, 2019).

These studies have shown that teachers’ actions are influenced by many different factors, including 
teacher training. However, this has changed considerably in recent decades, so that there are currently 
history teachers who are familiar with current didactic theories to very different extents. In one type of 
school for children between the ages of 10 and 14 (‘Mittelschulen’), teachers teach history who have not 
studied the subject themselves.
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In what follows, it will be investigated: (1) to what extent history teachers working in Austrian middle 
and high schools are familiar with the concept of historical culture; (2) whether and how they take this into 
account when teaching history; and (3) to what extent it is important to them that their students learn how 
to deconstruct historical representations, as required by the FUER competence model and consequently 
by the curricula. This will contribute to the question, to what extent do history teachers have the historical-
didactic knowledge to be able to implement the curricula?

Sample and methods
The data on which the article is based were collected within the project Historical Learning Between 
School and Museum (for the results, see Brait, 2020), which mainly researched the embedding of museum 
visits in history lessons. However, the current alignment of ‘regular’ history lessons also played a role in 
this research project, which is why this was thematised in the interviews with history teachers (n = 85). The 
following explanations refer to these interviews. The identifiers for interviews include the type of school and 
the province. ‘AHS’ stands for the school type ‘Allgemeinbildende höhere Schule’ (attended by children 
between 10 and 18 years of age, in which general higher education is taught, and which ends with the 
university entrance examination). ‘NMS’ stands for ‘Neue Mittelschulen’ (compulsory school attended by 
children between 10 and 14 years of age). ‘BHS’ stands for ‘Berufsbildende höhere Schulen’ (this includes 
various school types that combine training for certain professions with general education, which end with 
the university entrance examination, and which are attended by children between 14 and 19 years of age). 
The provinces are indicated as follows: Bgl = Burgenland, Ktn = Carinthia, NÖ = Lower Austria, OÖ = 
Upper Austria, Sbg = Salzburg, Stm = Styria, Tirol = Tyrol, Vbg = Vorarlberg, Wien = Vienna. For example, 
the interview AHS_Wien_1 is the first interview conducted at the AHS school type from Vienna.

In selecting the teachers, attention was paid to diversity to achieve theoretical saturation (Bogner et al., 
2014). Therefore, history teachers from all Austrian provinces, from urban and rural regions and from different 
types of schools, as well as those with different seniorities, were interviewed. In addition, ‘unexamined’ 
teachers (who teach history, but who have not studied the subject) were part of the sample. Although attention 
was paid to covering as many aspects of the field as possible, it is not a representative sample, which is why 
no quantifying statements can be made in relation to the whole population of Austrian history teachers. The 
sampling can best be described as a snowball procedure (Krippendorff, 2019), combined with other sampling 
methods (Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr, 2014). The interviews were conducted between January 2018 and 
December 2019; the duration of the interviews was 56 minutes on average. The interviewed teachers are 
mentioned anonymously (only the federal state and the school type are identified).

The interviews were semi-structured, and aimed to elicit relatively free narratives from the 
interviewees by asking short questions (Gläser and Laudel, 2010); for example:

Please try to describe your teaching of history in general terms: what do you mainly want the 
pupils to learn?
To what extent do you include historical representations in your history lessons? Which ones?
To what extent are pupils taught the difference between sources and historical representations?
What do you think about competence orientation in general?

As far as possible, attention was paid to the wording, so that the interviewees could not conclude which 
answers were socially desirable. Therefore, questions were mainly asked about experiences and teaching 
practice, and a test of historical-didactic knowledge was avoided. For example, teachers were asked very 
openly what their goals were in history education, and what they thought students should ultimately be 
able to do. Active listening was consequently central to the interview process, and the personal views of 
the history teachers were not evaluated, even if they appeared problematic from the point of view of the 
project leader (Helfferich, 2011). This, of course, has the disadvantage that no quantifying conclusions 
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are possible, as would be the case, for example, with highly structured interviews. However, the chosen 
approach allows a closer look at teachers’ beliefs.

The analysis of the verbatim (but not phonetically) transcribed interviews (Stefer et al., 2007: 27–9) was 
carried out with content-structuring qualitative content analysis. However, as suggested by Thyroff (2020), 
quantification was not the aim, although classifying statements (in the sense of ‘frequently’, ‘rarely’ and 
so on) are made to complement the analysis of the findings. This method is suitable for all data material 
collected in communication situations (Barsch, 2016). It allows the identification of themes and sub-themes, 
their systematisation and the analysis of mutual relations among them (Kuckartz, 2018). The category 
system was developed mainly – although not exclusively (Ruona, 2005) – in an inductive way. This approach 
allows ‘research findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant, or significant themes inherent in raw 
data, without the restraints imposed by structured methodologies’ (Thomas, 2006: 238). Finally, the category 
system created in MAXQDA was tested for intercoder reliability (Brennan and Prediger, 1981) using 12 per 
cent of the material (Lombard et al., 2002), which showed an acceptable average value of Kn = 0.79.

Findings and discussion
Lack of knowledge of historical-didactic terms

First, it can be noted that only a few teachers mentioned historical representations of their own accord in 
the interviews when asked about the aims of history education. A teacher from Upper Austria was the only 
one who said that ‘a critical approach to representations, to historical-cultural products’ (AHS_OÖ_1) is a 
central goal of history education. Most of the other teachers did not mention individual forms of historical 
representations or the deconstruction of such concerning their teaching practice. To be able to analyse 
whether historical representations were taken into account in history lessons, the teachers were actively 
asked about this. The question about whether they take historical representations into account in their 
history lessons was asked of all 85 teachers, regardless of the questions about the curricula introduced in 
2016, as work with manifestations of historical culture is relevant in all types of schools.

Regarding the question about the use of historical representations, it is noticeable that – compared 
with all other questions asked – there were some misunderstandings and many queries. For example, one 
teacher asked whether it meant that students drew something in history lessons (AHS_OÖ_2). Another 
teacher understood the term ‘historical representations’ as role play, and explained how a scene on the 
topic of ‘selling of indulgences’ was acted in her class (BHS_Ktn_1). A teacher from Tyrol thought that 
caricatures were meant (NMS_Tirol_5), while a teacher from Vienna was able to give at least one correct 
example after a query: ‘Historical representations? You mean documentations, don’t you?’ (AHS_Wien_12).

The interviews revealed a clear lack of knowledge of the historical-didactic concept of historical 
culture and the relevant terms used in the curricula. Most of the history teachers interviewed first wanted 
to know what is meant by the term ‘historical representations’ and its use in history education before 
answering the question, as these examples show:

What do you mean by historical representations? (AHS_Wien_22)
What do you mean? (BHS_NÖ_1)
You now mean historical representations in the sense of … (BHS_Tirol_2)
What do you mean exactly? I have to ask what you mean exactly. (BHS_Wien_4)
What do you mean? (NMS_OÖ_1)

However, as the following passage from an interview shows, the teachers interviewed do use some 
historical representations in their history lessons, even if they do not know the term:

Interviewer: Do you also use historical representations in your lessons?
AHS_Stm_3: What do you mean?
Interviewer: For example, movies or documentaries?

https://doi.org/10.14324/HERJ.19.1.01
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AHS_Stm_3: OK, yes. Basically … I start, at least thematically, I always like to watch short 
videos on whatever, as an intro mainly, but also in between, I always like to watch short 
sequences, yes. I work at the end of the semester … there is usually some film that fits the 
topic, or otherwise I also like to work with videos that I usually … I usually watch them in 
advance and with which you can get started and also discuss well. 

The teacher’s statements suggest that filmic representations are often shown in lessons, although it is 
not clear whether they are dramas or documentaries. In any case, the term ‘watch’ does not indicate a 
criterion-led analysis or deconstruction of the historical representations. As has been shown, teachers do 
not understand the term ‘historical representations’, which is used in the curricula. Furthermore, they do 
not encourage their students to engage critically with historical representations, as will be shown in the 
next section.

Watching instead of deconstructing

As in the example above, when historical representations are used in history lessons, this is not automatically 
connected with critical analysis. Another example is a teacher from Vienna, who complained in the 
interview that source work in class is problematic because sources are ‘not tangible for the children’. 
Subsequently, the interviewer asked whether representations work better, whereupon the teacher, after a 
short explanation of the meaning of the term using examples by the interviewer, stated:

This is a generation that has grown up with television, with documentaries with these things. 
When they watch that, they realise more. … Yes, but you know, what I have also noticed, funnily 
enough, is that there are individual internet games where historical facts are present, and 
sometimes you are astonished what they got from somewhere and know from somewhere. 
They get that from these games and therefore edutainment, yes. I do believe that this is one 
way, but as you say, as a scientist, you have to be very critical with sources, and I wonder if this 
is the case among the game developers, if there is a scientific advisory board there. But that 
would be very desirable. So you could actually get historical facts … Honestly, that would be 
the salvation par excellence. That’s my opinion. (BHS_Wien_6)

Asked if the learners can distinguish between primary sources and historical representations, this teacher 
replies unequivocally: ‘No, they can’t do that’ (BHS_Wien_6). From this insight, however, this teacher does 
not derive a mandate for history education to teach students basic deconstruction skills, but advocates 
that the historical representations consumed by young people should contain ‘historical facts’.

Furthermore, it should be noted that, obviously, not all Austrian history teachers are familiar with 
historical representations and their analysis. For example, when asked whether the difference between 
primary sources and historical representations is understood by the students, one teacher explains: ‘I 
sometimes have problems myself’ (NMS_Wien_3). As another teacher states, the didactic preparation 
for lessons causes difficulties, which is why this teacher refrains from using historical representations 
(BHS_Wien_8). A teacher from Tyrol argues that this should only be taught in the higher classes, and that 
the lessons in the lower classes should be more ‘playful’ (AHS_Tirol_2). Another teacher also assumes 
that the difference is difficult for children to understand: ‘I don’t know if they are really aware of it. So I 
try to explain that it wasn’t really like that in the feature film, but I think it’s just very difficult for that age 
group’ (NMS_OÖ_1). The deconstruction demanded in the curricula is thus not a central goal of history 
education for most of the teachers interviewed, although historical representations are not completely 
ignored in the classroom, as will be shown in the next section.

The limited range of historical representations used by teachers

Only a few history teachers in the sample consider the deconstruction of historical representations to 
be generally important: One teacher, for example, states that he/she deals with many different historical 
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representations in history lessons, and likes to discuss with the students that it is not always possible to 
clearly distinguish between sources and historical representations (AHS_Tirol_5). So these students clearly 
understood that the answer to the question ‘What is a source?’ depends upon the research question. 
Another teacher talks about the use of different forms of historical representation and analysing the 
aesthetics of images in films with students (BHS_Wien_3). On the other hand, one teacher from Tyrol finds 
it particularly important to point out fictional elements in feature films. (NMS_Tirol_4). A teacher from 
Lower Austria also explains: ‘You have to tell them that quite clearly right from the beginning. Because 
this awareness, this is a feature film and this is reality’ (BHS_NÖ_5).

Overall, it is noticeable that – similar to Donnelly’s (2018) findings – films and documentaries are 
mentioned in particular. However, in the case of films, many teachers emphasise that entire films are 
rarely, if ever, shown. A teacher from Vienna, like many other respondents, argues that there is not enough 
time for this (AHS_Wien_10). Another teacher claims to have time for historical representations only when 
a part of them can be viewed in another subject lesson (BHS_NÖ_4).

Other manifestations of historical culture, such as historical novels, comics or computer games, play 
a subordinate role in the teachers’ interviews. One teacher explains openly that he/she has no knowledge 
about this (NMS_Wien_2). Another teacher also explains, ‘Yes, but I simply have to say that I am far too 
unskilled in dealing with the media’ (AHS_Wien_11). A teacher from Vienna rejects computer games on 
principle because ‘they are mostly nonsense’ (AHS_Wien_12). Another teacher explains in the interview 
that she/he knows that the analysis of a comic is obligatory in the curriculum and that she/he has tried it. 
However, she/he was ‘completely overwhelmed’ with it, as she/he did not know why this had to be taught 
(AHS_Wien_6).

Verification of other studies

These results correspond with other relevant research. Textbook analyses, for example, show that the 
deconstruction of historical representations, such as the author’s text, is certainly not commonplace in 
Austrian history education (Kipman and Kühberger, 2019). Pichler’s (2020) study of final examinations 
at the end of senior high school revealed a general ignorance of the genre-specific characteristics of 
the different types of historical sources and representations; sources were recognised in single cases, 
but representations were hardly noticed. This leads to the assumption that these were not discussed in 
depth in history education. Studies in Germany also suggest that history teachers do not consider it an 
essential goal of history education to teach the deconstruction of historical representations (Von Borries, 
2005). Some teachers also seem to be barely familiar with the concept of historical culture. For example, 
respondents in Münch’s (2017a) quantitative survey named different source categories, such as diaries 
and autobiographies, when asked for examples of historical culture, although this was defined in detail 
as ‘dealing with history in public’. With regard to the integration of historical culture into their history 
education, the teachers that Münch (2017a) interviewed saw problems due to a lack of time and the 
financial and organisational effort involved.

Summary and implications for politics and history didactics
The interviews clearly showed that the history teachers working in Austria’s high schools are in most 
cases unfamiliar with the concept of historical culture. Many teachers interviewed do not even know the 
term ‘historical representation’, although it is frequently mentioned in the curricula from 2016. Some 
manifestations of historical culture are, nevertheless, used in history lessons, according to the teachers 
interviewed. In particular, films and documentaries were mentioned by many interviewees, while other 
forms of historical representations, such as computer games or historical novels, are almost ignored. 
Furthermore, the historical representations that were used were hardly ever critically questioned. 
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Most of the teachers interviewed do not know that students should learn to deconstruct historical 
representations.

The state-defined teaching contents are thus not implemented by many teachers in the sample, 
although assistance can already be found in all state-approved textbooks. Consequently, the competence 
goals formulated in the curricula cannot be achieved. Since the teachers do not pay particular attention 
to fostering students’ deconstruction competence, which is anchored in the FUER competence model, 
and consequently in the curricula, the students are not adequately prepared for the everyday handling of 
historical culture in their later lives.

In order to achieve a change in current teaching practice, educational policy and academic history 
didactics are equally required. Policy is responsible for the sufficient training and further education of 
teachers. Given that it has been empirically proven that knowledge of the theoretical foundations of the 
current curricula is not disseminated widely enough, additional training for history teachers should no longer 
be voluntary, but mandatory. This would also be of benefit to history teachers, who are obviously in part not 
even able to fully understand the terms and theories used in the curricula, as the interviews clearly show.

In recent decades, German-language history didactics has been especially preoccupied with further 
developing theories and empirical research. In that process, questions of teaching practice have often 
been given too little attention. To prevent the much-lamented gap between academic history didactics and 
teaching practice from widening further, it is necessary that history didactics gives more consideration to the 
implementation of theories, and the development and publication of teaching examples.

However, in order to ensure that the new proposals for teaching are utilised, it is crucial that teachers 
get more involved in their development, for example through workshops and cooperation between 
universities and schools. In this way, the views and experiences of those who are actually in the classroom 
every day can receive the same consideration as the theories of history didactics.
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