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Abstract

Multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks are often used to examine historical thinking,
as they require students to apply discipline-specific ways of reasoning and writing.
Intervention studies using such tasks have often relied on principles from cognitive
apprenticeship to make these discipline-specific heuristics explicit to students. While
several studies have found positive results, they offer little insight into how and where
exactly students’ progress on historical thinking manifests itself, nor into the differential
effects of the intervention. Building on essay data gathered during an intervention
study on students’ historical inquiry skills, this study explores differential effects of
the intervention according to students’ initial historical inquiry ability. To this end, a
purposeful sample of students was selected for whom the intervention was particularly
effective. The qualitative analysis of students’ essay tasks (pretest and posttest) revealed
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remarkable differences between students with high and low pretest scores. Although
both groups made progress on all aspects of the essay task, they differed in terms of where
and how this progress manifested itself: at posttest, students with a high initial score
outperformed others in evaluating sources and rebuttals. This study offers insight into
patterns of progress in students’ historical inquiry skills which can inform differentiation in
instructional practices.

Keywords history education; secondary education; historical thinking; historical inquiry;
qualitative analysis; multiple-documents-based tasks; intra-class differentiation

Introduction

History education across several Western countries has undergone significant changes, from a subject
focused on the teaching of particular (national) narratives to one with a much broader scope. One
purpose, initiated predominantly in German literature, was the development of students’ historical
consciousness. In this view, which gradually spread across continental Europe, history education can
support students in orienting themselves in life and in developing their identity. It allows them to make
sense of the past, and to guide their actions in the present, and it offers them perspectives for the
future (Rüsen, 2004). In the anglophone community, as well in several European countries, historical
thinking gradually became a central goal for history education (Seixas, 2017). Historical thinking focuses
on ‘the way we go about doing history’ (Lee and Ashby, 2000: 199; Lévesque and Clark, 2018). With the
introduction of historical thinking into history curricula, students not only acquire substantive knowledge
about the past, but also second-order and procedural knowledge that introduces them to history as an
academic discipline, allowing them to gain insight into the way that historical knowledge is constructed
(Lee, 2004; Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2008; VanSledright and Limón, 2006).

Within this latter framework, historical thinking is considered to be a complex and ‘unnatural’ act
(Wineburg, 2001), as it is opposite to how students spontaneously tend to look at and engage with the
past. Several (intervention) studies have therefore examined effective strategies to foster aspects of
students’ historical thinking, such as causal reasoning (Stoel et al., 2017), historical contextualisation and
perspective-taking (Huijgen et al., 2018), critical source analysis (Nokes et al., 2007; Reisman, 2012) and
historical writing (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz and Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2016; Van Drie et al.,
2015). These studies often rely on multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks and adopt principles such
as explicit teaching, modelling and guided practice supported by scaffolds, in line with the model of
cognitive apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991).

In these studies, multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks are frequently used during the
intervention, and as part of the measurement instrument, to examine changes in students’ historical
thinking. These inquiry tasks are usually evaluated using rubrics assessing various aspects of students’
historical reasoning and writing (for example, De La Paz et al., 2016; Sendur et al., 2021; Stoel et al.,
2017). Aside from a few exceptions (for example, Stoel, 2017), intervention studies typically do not
include a detailed analysis of students’ progress on the various aspects of these rubrics. In most
cases, there is hence no in-depth information on the precise nature of students’ progress on the
multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks. Moreover, these studies usually report on the student sample
as a whole, and do not address (possible) differential effects of the intervention among students.
Thus, while these studies provide important information about effective instructional practices to foster
progress in students’ historical thinking, they do not offer as much information about how exactly such
progress manifests itself (differently) in students’ underlying thinking processes. These insights, however,
are equally valuable and necessary for informing effective teaching practices.

To overcome this gap, this study builds on data collected in a previous intervention study (Wilke
et al., 2022) to explore the effects of an intervention on students’ historical thinking in an in-depth
way. Our intervention study was a cluster randomised control intervention study with 628 students
(intervention: n = 402; control: n = 226). The study was based on a lesson series taking up 12–14 history
classes aimed specifically at fostering students’ historical inquiry competences, that is, their ability to
generate a substantiated answer to a historical question, based on a critical analysis of sources. The
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lesson series was based on inquiry tasks and design principles from cognitive apprenticeship (Collins
et al., 1991). We examined the effects of the lesson series on students’ historical inquiry skills via a
historical essay task. A first remarkable observation was that students differed significantly in their initial
starting points for the historical essay tasks. A second was that, although the intervention was in general
successful in improving students’ historical inquiry skills, students did not progress equally: significant
differences remained in place at the posttest level. Affective variables, procedural knowledge and
epistemological beliefs did not provide a sufficient explanation for these large differences in students’
scores. The data from this study provide an excellent opportunity to obtain more insight into how
precisely students’ progress manifested itself in these historical inquiry tasks, and to examine whether
this progress differed among students according to their initial scores.

Via a qualitative study of a purposeful selection of students from the intervention group, this study
therefore aims to explore students’ progress on historical skills in a detailed way, considering differences
in students’ initial scores. That way, the study aspires not only to gain more insight into (the precise shape
of) students’ progress on historical skills, but also to reflect on practical implications for the classroom
context, for instance, with regard to differentiation.

Theoretical framework

Multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks

Although there is no uniform operationalisation of historical thinking, this research builds on influential
models situated in the anglophone-inspired research tradition (for example, Seixas and Morton,
2013; Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2008; Wineburg, 2001). In these models, historical thinking aims,
through an introduction of students to the methods of historians, to allow students to understand the
interpretive and constructed nature of historical knowledge. Core aspects of historical thinking include
asking historical questions, constructing and applying a historical frame of reference, critical source
analysis, applying historical modes of reasoning (such as agency, causality, continuity and change), and
constructing or critically analysing historical representations.

Multiple-documents-based (inquiry) tasks are often used to foster and assess students’ historical
thinking. These tasks combine various aspects of historical thinking as they require students to critically
evaluate and compare different sources, and to provide arguments and evidence in support of a certain
claim (De La Paz and Felton, 2010; Monte-Sano, 2010, 2016; Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2008; Van
Nieuwenhuyse, 2020; Voet and De Wever, 2017). These tasks are considered authentic tasks for the
discipline of history (Van Boxtel and Van Drie, 2018).

Providing a substantiated historical claim based on multiple documents requires students to do far
more than synthesise the information in the different sources. Considering that not all historical sources
are equally valuable, students need to apply discipline-specific heuristics or procedural knowledge
to evaluate and compare them (Rouet et al., 1996). Wineburg’s (1991) influential expert–novice
study identified three key heuristics applied by expert historians when dealing with multiple historical
documents. Source corroboration refers to comparing (differing accounts in) sources, looking for ways
in which the sources confirm or contradict each other (Britt and Aglinskas, 2002; De La Paz and Felton,
2010; Wineburg, 1991). In order to weigh the evidence in (conflicting) sources against each other, experts
also applied ‘sourcing’, that is, examining the author of the source, as well as when and where it was
created (Wineburg, 1991). A final heuristic, ‘contextualisation’, refers to the need to pay attention to
when and where the historical document originated (Wineburg, 1991). Over time, several scholars have
elaborated upon these heuristics, adding, for instance, ‘close reading’, referring to the need to pay
attention to aspects such as word choice and language in a document (Reisman, 2012). Scholars have
also elaborated upon the heuristic of sourcing with additional criteria for assessing a source’s value, such
as the documents and information on which a source is based, the goal and audience of a source, and
the need to evaluate a source’s representativeness (for example, Britt and Aglinskas, 2002; De La Paz and
Felton, 2010; Hicks et al., 2004; Perfetti et al., 1994; Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2008; Van Nieuwenhuyse,
2020; Wilschut et al., 2012).

Scholars have argued that discipline-specific strategies are not only at play in the analysis of multiple
documents, but also when formulating a substantiated answer, which is often done through writing.
Disciplinary writing practices include presenting arguments, using evidence to support a claim, and
rebutting opposing evidence or claims (De La Paz and Felton, 2010; Monte-Sano, 2010; Nokes, 2017;
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Nokes and De La Paz, 2018). Monte-Sano (2010) identifies five disciplinary characteristics in students’
historical writing based on a multiple-documents-based task. First, factual and interpretive accuracy of
the events and information described in the documents. Second, persuasiveness of evidence, referring
to the need to substantiate historical claims with relevant and convincing evidence based on the sources.
Third, sourcing of evidence, indicating that the essay contains references to the author of a document
and the bias inherent in the source. Fourth, corroboration of evidence, meaning that the essay pays
attention to the way that different sources work together to support a certain claim but also address
counterevidence. Fifth, contextualisation of evidence, referring to the inclusion of contextual knowledge
to evaluate the documents and to the essay’s use of sources in a way that respects the contemporary
meaning of the source. Monte-Sano (2010) demonstrates that while these characteristics will remain
distinct among students with lower historical writing abilities, they will overlap when students become
more proficient.

Students’ performance on written inquiry tasks is related to their knowledge of historical text
structures. Regarding causal historical writing, Coffin (2004, 2006), for instance, makes a distinction
between accounts based on narrative (that is, recording genres) and accounts based on analysis (that
is, explanatory and arguing genres). The former have a narrative structure, present a factual account
and contain little argumentation or author voice. The latter are more analytical and tend to reflect
the interpretive nature of history; for instance, by providing arguments, comparing various causes
and drawing evaluative conclusions. Building on Coffin’s (2004, 2006) distinction in causal writing
genres, Stoel (2017) establishes a relationship between students’ essay structure and their historical
reasoning reflected in an inquiry task. In an intervention study on students’ causal historical writing,
he demonstrates that students’ initial essay structure mediated the kinds of revisions that students made
in their essays after the intervention. The intervention, however, had no effects on the structure of
students’ essays.

Students’ historical thinking

Studies using (multiple) documents-based tasks have demonstrated that, spontaneously, students
struggle with the application of discipline-specific ways of reasoning and writing. As students tend to
approach sources as carriers of information, they are not inclined to corroborate or critically evaluate
them (Britt and Aglinskas, 2002; Rouet et al., 1996; Van der Eem et al., 2022; Wineburg, 1991). When
students do evaluate the value of a source, they often do so in a superficial or inaccurate way; for instance,
by relying on the contents of a source, rather than on the contextual information accompanying it. Harris
et al. (2016: 114) found that students frequently relied on the content of a source to establish whether
it was reliable; for instance, referring to whether a source connected to students’ prior knowledge or
experience, whether it contained facts or statistics, or even whether it ‘looked official’ or ‘sounded true’.
When confronted with writing tasks based on multiple sources, students tend to focus on summarising
the content of sources, rather than on providing a substantiated claim (for example, Nokes, 2017; Stahl
et al., 1996; Young and Leinhardt, 1998). Students’ historical writing is thus more likely to take the form
of a ‘factual’ historical account (Van Boxtel et al., 2021).

Although these studies have convincingly demonstrated that applying discipline-specific
heuristics is difficult for students, they have also shown that students’ performance on these
multiple-documents-based tasks can differ strongly (for example, Monte-Sano, 2010). Nokes (2017), for
instance, described patterns in 8th graders’ (12 or 13 years old) sourcing and argumentative writing,
demonstrating the wide variety of students’ performance in this regard. Considering this variation, he
argues that teachers must adapt the design of assessments for students’ historical thinking to students’
incoming abilities.

Fostering students’ historical thinking

In order to foster students’ ability to provide a substantiated historical representation, intervention
studies have successfully relied on design principles which aim to make disciplinary ways of reasoning
visible to students, and to provide them with support while applying them. In particular, studies have
adopted design principles such as explicit teaching on discipline-specific heuristics, modelling, guided
practice supported by scaffolding, feedback and (whole-class and peer-to-peer) interaction (Nokes and
De La Paz, 2018; Van Boxtel et al., 2021), in line with the general educational model of cognitive
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apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991). De La Paz and Felton (2010), for instance, found that students
who had received instruction on analysing sources, and on writing an argumentative essay, created
essays that were longer, were of higher quality, contained more advanced claims and rebuttals, and
cited more sources. Reisman (2012) studied the effects of document-based lessons, including explicit
teaching on disciplinary strategies and support for students through a process of modelling, guided and
independent practice. This approach yielded positive effects on students’ evaluation of single sources,
yet not on intertextual strategies, such as source corroboration. In explaining these results, Reisman
(2012) pointed to the way that these intertextual strategies were approached during the intervention,
but also hypothesised that perhaps these strategies are more sophisticated, as they require a connection
between several documents. Positive results of the instructional practices described above have been
found across various studies (for example, De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz et al., 2016; Huijgen et al., 2018;
Monte-Sano and De La Paz, 2012; Nokes et al., 2007; Reisman, 2012; Stoel et al., 2017). Several of them
have demonstrated that these positive results apply to students regardless of their incoming abilities (for
example, De La Paz and Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2016; Reisman, 2012). These studies, however,
provide little insight into how precisely students progress on these inquiry tasks, and how the intervention
affected students (differently) according to their incoming abilities.

In our own intervention study (Wilke et al., 2022), we similarly established that a lesson series based
on inquiry tasks and design principles derived from the model of cognitive apprenticeship was effective
in improving students’ ability to provide a substantiated answer to a historical question. However, we
noted significant differences in students’ initial level of historical inquiry skills, and we found that the
intervention did not yield the same effect on all students. Based on existing studies, as well as on our
own study, a number of questions remain unanswered. First, how precisely do students progress in
terms of historical thinking. Do students advance evenly across various aspects of historical thinking, or
are some aspects of historical thinking easier to acquire? Second, what is the role of students’ initial
historical thinking ability in this regard? For instance, does students’ initial ability influence how the
progress on historical thinking takes shape? Overall, little is known about how interventions aimed at
fostering students’ historical thinking affect students on an individual level.

The current study

Building further on the historical essay tasks gathered in our previous (intervention) study (Wilke et al.,
2022), this study explores the progress of historical skills of a specific group of students on an individual
level. Following the operationalisation of the intervention study on which this follow-up study is based,
and in line with curricular requirements in Flanders (Belgium), this study defines historical inquiry skills as
‘the ability to construct substantiated historical representations, based on a critical analysis of multiple
sources and taking into account multiple perspectives’ (Wilke et al., 2022: 103).

In particular, this study examines how precisely students’ progress on historical inquiry skills takes
shape among those students who progressed substantially, and how this progress differs depending on
students’ starting position. To this end, a purposeful sample of students is selected from the intervention
group; and their essay tasks are analysed qualitatively. For this group of students, the following twofold
research question is explored: (1) What does progress on students’ historical inquiry skills look like among
students who have progressed considerably; and (2) How does it differ depending on students’ starting
positions? Students’ learning progression is thereby defined as the change in score between their pretest
and posttest essay task. Those essays are compared in order to describe changes occurring in students’
historical inquiry skills, in the context of an intervention.

Method

Research context and participants

This study was conducted in the 12th grade of general secondary education in Flanders. History
education is a mandatory subject taking up two hours a week. In the 12th grade, history teachers
have both a master’s degree (most often in history) and a teaching degree. However, their familiarity
with (teaching) historical thinking varies as there is no mandatory professionalisation, and attention to
this concept on teacher training courses has only become more prominent in recent years. Moreover,
Flemish history standards provide teachers with a lot of freedom and only mention historical thinking in an
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implicit way, providing no concrete guidelines on how to address it in practice (Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2020).
This particular context has created a large diversity in teachers’ practices regarding historical thinking.
Overall, however, these practices are characterised by a focus on substantive knowledge about the past
and only limited attention to second-order and procedural knowledge. This is most clearly demonstrated
by teachers’ use of sources in an illustrative way or to obtain substantive knowledge (Van Nieuwenhuyse
et al., 2017). Even when teachers evaluate sources, they regularly do so in a superficial way, and they
occasionally depart (in line with history textbooks) from a simplistic distinction between objective and
subjective sources (Wilke and Depaepe, 2019). In general, teachers are also not inclined to organise full
historical inquiries based on multiple sources in their practice, and they have a limited understanding of
what these entail (Voet and De Wever, 2016, 2017).

Between 2019 and 2025, a curriculum reform is gradually being implemented in Flemish history
education which puts forward historical thinking as a central goal. In this context, 40 teachers in
32 schools were recruited to participate in the intervention study. Schools were assigned randomly to
a control (n = 226) or an intervention group (n = 402). The intervention study was conducted in the
12th (last) stage of secondary education, in which the curriculum reform had not yet been implemented.
(For a detailed description of the intervention study, see Wilke et al. (2022).) This study only examines
students in the intervention group. Students in this group had a mean age of 17.04 (SD 0.39); 38.2 per
cent identified as male, 61.6 per cent as female and 0.2 per cent as other.

Procedure and design of the intervention study

The experimental condition

Students in the intervention group participated in a lesson series of 12–14 history lessons. The lessons
were centred on the theme of decolonisation after 1945, and were aimed at fostering students’ historical
inquiry skills. Decolonisation was selected as the central theme because it easily allows for the inclusion
of multiple perspectives, and it is studied in the last stage of Flemish history education. Design principles
for the lesson series were derived from the model of cognitive apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1991), and
they were applied to the specific context of history education via existing literature on the promotion of
historical thinking. (For a detailed description of the design of the lesson series, see Wilke et al. (2023).)

The lesson series made use of four inquiry-based writing tasks, constituting authentic,
discipline-specific tasks (Van Boxtel and Van Drie, 2018). They were centred on an evaluative historical
question (Van Drie et al., 2006) to which students had to provide a substantiated answer based on a critical
analysis of sources. The provided sources differed in terms of perspective on the historical question, and
in terms of value. Each source was accompanied by background information, which students could use
to evaluate its value. Students were taught how to provide a substantiated historical representation in
response to these historical questions. A high-quality substantiated representation was taught to contain
the following elements: a clear response to the historical question (claim); arguments derived from the
sources to support the stance; references to the sources in support of the claim; and an evaluation of
the value of the provided sources in order to argue why they considered the supporting sources to be
valuable, and to rebut counter-arguments based on sources that are less valuable.

Throughout the lesson series, teachers first modelled an inquiry task. They modelled the reasoning
process and steps required for the critical analysis of the sources, and for the composition of a (written)
substantiated stance. In the subsequent lessons, students worked on other inquiry tasks in groups,
supported by scaffolds which faded out gradually. Scaffolds (based on those of the University of
Michigan (2021) and Monte-Sano et al. (2014)) were provided for each step in the process: corroborating
and evaluating sources, weighing evidence and arguments, and formulating a substantiated answer to
the historical question. Teachers coached students during the inquiry tasks by providing feedback and
by adjusting the level of scaffolding to their students’ needs, among other ways.

Explicit teaching on second-order and procedural knowledge related to how to construct a
substantiated answer to a historical question, and related to critical sources analysis, was also an essential
element throughout the lesson series. Teachers provided, for instance, explicit teaching on the meaning
of the reliability and representativeness of the source, and on how to evaluate it (for example, by
examining the author, the goal and audience of the source, and the time when the source was created),
and on the essential elements and structure of a substantiated answer.
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To facilitate historical reasoning, students worked in groups on the inquiry tasks. Furthermore,
whole-class discussion was used to discuss students’ findings, and to provide additional opportunities
for feedback and to advance students’ reasoning (Reisman, 2012; Stoel et al., 2017; Van Boxtel and Van
Drie, 2013, 2017).

Procedure

The study was conducted between January and April 2021. Students completed a pre- and posttest,
each taking up two lessons (2 × 50 minutes). Teachers in the intervention group received training before
the start of the study, and they were monitored during the intervention to ensure treatment fidelity.
Online questionnaires were collected after each lesson, and two interviews were conducted with each
participating teacher to discuss teachers’ experiences and possible deviations from the provided lesson
plans. Teachers who had skipped one of the inquiry tasks, or who had to delay the administering of the
posttest (due to Covid-19 measures in Flemish education), were excluded from the study. Students who
had missed more than two classes were also excluded (n = 12).

Measurement instrument: To measure students’ historical inquiry skills, the pretest and posttest
contained a historical essay task. Each task contained a short introduction, a historical question and
a set of sources, containing different arguments and differing in perspective and value. The provided
sources were selected in such a way that there was no clear-cut answer to the historical question. Rather,
the sources provided conflicting accounts and answers to the historical question, in order to encourage
students to critically evaluate and corroborate the various sources. Students were required to write a
15–20 sentence essay providing a substantiated answer to these questions (that is, substantiated with
arguments and evidence), based on a critical analysis of the available sources (that is, not based on their
own views).

The historical essay tasks centred on the questions: (1) whether the police at the Sharpeville
massacre in South Africa (1960) had a legitimate reason to use violence; and (2) whether Dutch violence
during the Indonesian Independence War (1945–9) was structural or incidental. These topics were
related to the theme of the lesson series, but they were not covered in the materials. Moreover, the
topics of the tasks are generally not well known among Flemish secondary school students. Students
were provided with excerpts from both primary and secondary sources, presenting different views and
arguments regarding the subject, and accompanied with background information needed to evaluate
the source’s value (for example, author and date of origin). Each task contained five sources, which were
selected to be similar in type (primary–secondary, textual–visual) and difficulty level between the pretest
and posttest. An overview of the essay tasks is presented in Table 1.

Students’ essays were evaluated with a rubric containing six criteria. The initial rubric was based
on research by Monte-Sano (2012), Monte-Sano and De La Paz (2012) and Monte-Sano et al. (2014), but
adapted to better correspond with the explicit teaching in the lesson series. It was further adjusted after a
pilot study in two classes (n = 36), which also evaluated the difficulty and feasibility of the essay tasks. The
final rubric contained the following criteria: (1) making a claim in response to the historical question; (2)
argumentation in support of the claim – this criterion evaluated the amount of arguments that were used
to support the essay’s claim; (3) quality of the argumentation, assessing the quality of students’ arguments
in support of their claim; (4) use of sources as supporting evidence – this criterion assessed the extent
to which students had referenced specific sources in support of their claim; (5) evaluation of the value
of the supporting sources, indicating to what extent students demonstrated that they had evaluated
the value (in terms of reliability and/or representativeness) of the arguments they used in support of their
claim; and (6) engagement with counter-arguments and evidence – this criterion indicated to what extent
students had acknowledged the existence of arguments and evidence that went against their claim, and
whether they had provided suitable rebuttals.

For each criterion, four competency levels were distinguished, ranging from poor (1) to excellent
(4), resulting in a total score out of 24. Two raters scored 10 per cent of the pretest essays, and
intraclass correlation (two-way, absolute agreement, single measures) was calculated to establish
inter-rater reliability. This yielded at least a good agreement (>0.6) for each separate criterion (intra-class
correlations (ICC) ranged from 0.64 to 1; M = 0.82, SD = 0.12) and an excellent agreement (>0.75) for the
total score (ICC ranged from 0.75 to 0.97; M = 0.87, SD = 0.08) (Cicchetti, 1994; Hallgren, 2012).
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Table 1. Overview of historical essay tasks at pretest and posttest

Historical essay task
Pretest: Police violence at the Sharpeville massacre Posttest: Excessive Dutch violence during the Indonesian Independence War

Source and provided background
information

Content Source Content

A. Anti-apartheid journalist’s
report on the events
at Sharpeville.

A. The report states that the police
started shooting without any
warning and without any
provocation. It also reports that
only three policemen got hurt,
while 200 demonstrators were hurt
by police violence. The journalist
reports not to have seen any
weapons among
the demonstrators.

A. Excerpt from a television interview
(1969) with a soldier who was active
in the war. The soldier had
unsuccessfully approached various
media outlets immediately after
the war to tell his story.

A. In the interview, the soldier
states that excessive
violence was conducted
structurally during the war.

B. Photograph taken at the
Sharpeville demonstration
by an anti-apartheid
photographer.

B. The photograph shows
demonstrators running away
(unarmed) from the police.

B. Photograph (1947) of Dutch soldiers
during the war. The photograph
was part of an exhibition of
so-called ‘unwanted images’, as the
photograph was deliberately kept
from the Dutch general public
during the war in an attempt to
shape their perception of the war.

B. The photograph shows
armed Dutch soldiers
alongside a number of
Indonesian soldiers who
were taken captive.
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C. Excerpt from the court trial,
interrogating the
commanding officer about
the events at
the demonstration.

C. In the court trial, the commanding
officer reports that the
demonstrators were hostile, and that
the police were expecting an assault.
He states that after a gunshot was
heard, the policemen started
shooting. He suggests that
demonstrators were hurt because of
ricocheting bullets.

C. Letter from a veteran corporal
during the Indonesian war in
response to the television interview
(1969).

C. In the letter, the veteran
corporal states that the
television interview was a lie:
violence is part of any war,
but there was no excessive
violence during this
particular war.

D. Official statement issued by
the South Africa High
Commissioner in London,
shortly after the events, and
after strong criticism from
the international community.

D. The statement reports that the
police were attacked by the
demonstrators, and acted
in self-defence.

D. Excerpt from a government report
(1969) investigating the nature of
the violence during the war. The
report had to be completed within
three months.

D. The report states that Dutch
soldiers behaved correctly
during the war, that there
were no cover-ups of
excessive violence, and that
there even existed accounts
of positive acts committed by
Dutch soldiers in Indonesia.

E. Excerpt from a historian’s
book on the events
at Sharpeville.

E. The historian states that only a few
of the demonstrators were armed,
and that when a shot was fired from
the crowd, the police started
shooting. They fired in two rounds,
including one round affecting the
demonstrators running away from
the field.

E. Statement from the Dutch
government in response to the
publication of new historical
research by Rémy Limpach on the
subject of excessive violence during
the war.

E. In the statement, the
government announces that
a new investigation will be
conducted into the existence
and nature of
excessive violence.
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Data sampling: In line with the methodology applied by Stoel (2017), this study builds on the essay data
collected as part of the intervention study, and uses purposeful sampling to study changes in students’
essays in an in-depth manner. In our previous study (Wilke et al., 2022), we established large differences
in students’ initial essay scores, as well as in the progress they made. These differences are illustrated in
the descriptive results in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive results on historical essay at pre- and posttest in the intervention group (n =
402)

Historical essay task (points out of 24)

Pretest
M (SD)

Posttest
M (SD)

Change
M (SD)

15.20 (3.58) 18.14 (4.45) 2.95 (4.93)

Table 2 first shows that students’ performance on the pretest and posttest differed strongly, as evidenced
by the large standard deviations. The standard deviation is even larger in the posttest than in the pretest,
suggesting that differences among students increased after the intervention. Moreover, the large
standard deviation for the change scores between pretest and posttest illustrates that the intervention
did not generate the same level of progress among students. For this study, we opted for a critical
case purposeful sampling (Patton, 2015), as we were particularly interested in those students for whom
the intervention was very effective, that is, students who had made substantial progress on historical
inquiry skills. This was operationalised as an increase in students’ historical essay tasks of at least 6 points.
Students with a 6-point increase between pre- and posttest progressed at least two times more in points
than average, and the increase allows progression to be noticed on each of the rubric’s criteria. In light
of the research question, we then opted to divide students within this sample into two homogeneous
groups according to their pretest score on historical inquiry, as we were interested in differential effects of
the intervention according to students’ starting positions. We therefore distinguished between students
with moderate-to-high versus low initial scores, where a pretest score of 12 points or more out of 24 (that
is, half of the maximum score) was considered to be a moderate-to-high starting point. A pretest score
of 11 points or less (out of 24) was considered to be a low starting point.

This initially yielded a sample of 112 students who had made at least 6 points progress on the
historical essay tasks. Students who had obtained a pretest score of 19 or more on this task (n = 65) had
been excluded, as they would have been unable to progress 6 points. Of the 112 students, 45 had a
low starting position and 67 had a moderate-to-high starting position. We selected a subsample of both
groups for further qualitative analysis: students with a pretest score of 8 or 9 (n = 19), and those with
a pretest score of 15 or 16 (n = 26). These subsamples were selected because these students’ essays
were neither the weakest nor the very best, and they still had room for improvement, yet they differed
significantly (6 to 8 points) from each other. (Detailed information on both of the subsamples is provided
in Table 4, found in the Results section.)

Data analysis: First, descriptive quantitative results of the obtained samples, based on the
evaluation rubric’s score, were explored to examine general patterns in students’ essays and differences
according to their starting positions. These findings were then further examined through a qualitative
analysis. The qualitative analysis was conducted using NVivo, and it was an iterative process departing
from an a priori set of codes, stemming from the evaluation rubric, supplemented by additional codes
emerging from the essay tasks. In the essay tasks, all instances related to one of the coding themes
were marked and coded. If applicable, multiple codes were given to one particular instance. The initial
coding scheme was developed by the first author, and reviewed and discussed with the second and third
authors until a final coding scheme was established, including clear descriptions for each of the codes.
Descriptions and examples for each code are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Coding scheme

Code Description Example stemming from students’ pretest (1) or posttest (2) essays
Position statement (claim)

No statement
The essay does not contain a statement or
claim in response to the historical/topical
question.

‘There has never been any clarity on who shot first and whether this was a matter of
police brutality or pure self-defence.’ (1)
‘The police violence was both legitimate and illegitimate.’ (1)

Explicit statement
The essay explicitly puts forward a clear
statement or claim in response to the
historical/topical question.

‘Based on the analysis of these sources, I conclude that the acts of violence committed by
Dutch troops in Indonesia were structural acts.’ (2)

Implicit statement
The essay contains a statement or claim in
response to the historical/topical question,
but is not explicitly stated as such.

‘In my opinion, this was a misunderstanding where there were bad apples in both groups.
However, the police should have given a warning and stopped shooting once the crowd
fled.’ (1)
‘I can well imagine that the police panicked because of this attack. But shooting at
innocent people is never the solution, I think.’ (1)

Partial statement

The essay contains a statement or claim
that is only partly in response to the
historical/topical question (for example,
not entirely in line with the question).

‘What exactly do I think about it? Well, I haven’t been able to do enough research yet,
but I think it’s easy to conclude that killing people, for whatever cause and certainly in
their backs, is something terrible and you should be punished for it.’ (1)

Argumentation in support of the claim

Own argumentation

The student provides an argument in
support of their answer to the historical
question, but this is not based on the
sources.

‘In addition, a lot of innocent people were injured. Because these people were fleeing,
they were shot in the back. If a demonstration undertaken by a civil rights organisation
itself violates the civil rights of others, I personally think that strict intervention is
allowed.’ (1)
‘I think the police felt threatened by the large crowd, so they reacted in an extreme way.
They killed everyone because they were afraid.’ (1)

Argument derived from the sources

11 History Education Research Journal
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Form
_implicit
_explicit

Implicit: the argument is mentioned, but
not clearly presented in support of the
claim.

Explicit: the argument is clearly put forward
in support of the claim (for example, by use
of phrases such as ‘a first reason is that’ or
‘therefore’).

Implicit
‘One may ask: being pelted with some stones and one protester drawing a weapon, is
this a good reason to start shooting at the protesters?’ (1)
‘Looking at the interview with the war veteran Joop Hueting in 1969, this man talks about
the atrocities that he has seen happen. Namely: villages that were ruined, horrible
interrogations that took place without military necessity.’ (2)

Explicit
‘Another argument for systematic violence is the interview with Joop Hueting in 1969. In
it he describes that that he and his fellow soldiers did many horrible things. It was normal,
he says.’ (2)
‘A photograph taken in Malang in East Java in 1947 shows us how Dutch soldiers held
Indonesian civilians at gunpoint with dead people lying next to them. This terrible image
was seen as an undesirable one by the Dutch government and thus was not shown in the
Dutch press during the period in which the troops were active in the Dutch East Indies.
From this we can conclude that unnecessary violence was used and that the Dutch
government tried to hide this from the population.’ (2)
‘Moreover, no warning shots were given and the police were pelted with stones (see
sources A and C).’ (1)

Quality
_high
_mediocre
_low

High: the argument is derived from the
sources, based on an accurate
understanding of the source(s), supports
the claim and is accurately/clearly
presented/explained.

Mediocre: the argument is derived from
the sources and supports the claim, but it is
not clearly presented/accurately explained.

High
‘In 2016, the government launched a new investigation in response to a book that had
been published. This book relies on Limpach’s research. He confirmed that the violence
was structural in nature and the new investigation shows that the government itself has its
doubts about the real nature of the violence.’ (1)
‘According to journalist Humphrey Tyler, the crowd was not warned to disperse. The
police accused the crowd of being heavily armed, however, the journalist claims that he
did not see these heavy weapons.’ (1)

Mediocre
‘I think the biggest problem here is with the mentality of the police before the
demonstration and the violence. The police were not only prepared for violence, they
expected violence (source C).’ (1)

12 History Education Research Journal
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Low: the argument is derived from the
sources, but it is based on an inaccurate
understanding of the source and/or does
not support the claim.

Low
‘It is noteworthy, that source E also came about after an accusation towards the Dutch. A
comprehensive investigation, conducted by Limpach, once again states that the Dutch
violence was of a structural nature. In 2016, the Dutch government insists on conducting
a second investigation, in order to prove their innocence after all’ [student misinterpreted
the source]. (2)

Use of sources

Source reference

A specific source is mentioned (for
example, by referencing the source’s
identification letter or author), but not
connected to the claim.

‘Historian Tom Lodge describes the situation from a historical perspective. He states that
the police shot at fleeing people, which can also be proven by the many bullet wounds in
the back.’ (1)

Source reference in
support of the claim

A specific source is mentioned (for
example, by referencing the source’s
identification letter or author), and
presented in support of the claim.

‘A first reason is that extreme violence was the normal course of events and was therefore
a structural fact. This is said in the television interview with Joop Hueting (source A).’ (2)
‘A second reason [for the students’ claim] is that the Dutch government wanted to cover
up the incidents. I established this through the “unwanted” photograph that did later
get exhibited in the Resistance Museum in Amsterdam. This also showed how the Dutch
government manipulated the people by misrepresenting the events and making them
look better.’ (2)

Vague source
reference

Sources are mentioned in general, without
reference to one or more specific sources.

‘Several sources indicate that the violence was illegitimate and that the police abused
their power.’ (1)

Evaluation of the supporting sources’ value, in terms of their reliability and/or representativeness

No evaluation of a
source’s value

No mention of any element or aspect of
the source which may influence its value.

‘Of these [protestors], many were unarmed. A few, however, had brought firearms (source
E), which eventually caused a misunderstanding and thus led to the massacre.’ (1)
‘The picture of Ian Berry confirms this, we see the crowd running away. Also we see none
of the so-called heavy weapons.’ (1)

Superficial evaluation
of a source’s value

One or more relevant aspects of a source is
mentioned (for example, author, date, goal
of the source), but this is not connected to
an evaluation of its value.

‘Humphrey Tyler, a reporter, and Ian Berry, a photographer, both worked for Drum
Magazine. This magazine expressed their support for the anti-Apartheid movement. The
two men were present at the Sharpeville demonstration.’ (1)
‘The historian states that the demonstrators did start firing first but that the police reacted
much too violently.’ (1)
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Evaluation of a
source’s value

The student evaluates the value of a source/explains why they consider the source to be valuable.

Quality
_High
_Mediocre
_Low
_Nuance
(additional/double
coding)

High: Reasoning regarding a source’s value
makes sense/is accurate and clear.

Mediocre: Reasoning regarding a source’s
value touches upon relevant aspects, but is
not entirely clear or accurate, for instance
in the case of oversimplification.

Low: Reasoning regarding a source’s value
is missing or completely inaccurate.

Nuance: Reasoning is presented both in
favour of the source’s value, and also
against.

High
‘A study by Dr Limpach shows that the violence was indeed structural in nature. Dr
Limpach is himself a historian and has done extensive research to reach this conclusion,
which leads me to believe that this source is reliable.’ (1)

Mediocre
‘One can assume that the statement of the South Africa High Commissioner is subjective.
The people in this commission were white and therefore had no idea what it is like to be
black, in 1960 there was also very much racism.’ (1)
‘Because of this we see that the media manipulated the Dutch people by showing them
only the pictures they wanted. This source is very reliable as it is an original photo from
the war.’ (2)
‘Because Joop was an eyewitness we can conclude that the source is reliable.’ (2)

Low
‘In this research under supervision of Dr Limpach, it was shown that unnecessary violence was
indeed used on a structural level. Although Dr Limpach is an educated man we can question
the reliability of this source as the research was carried out long after the facts.’ (2)
‘Source B shows a photo of Dutch soldiers standing next to wounded and deceased
Indonesian soldiers. This is a reliable source because photoshop did not exist at that time
and it reflects reality very well.’ (2)

Nuance
‘I consider this to be a reliable source since he himself was present in the Dutch East
Indies as a soldier, and therefore experienced the facts himself. One could say that he
perhaps does not tell the facts 100% accurate as there is a 20 year time span between the
incidents and the interview.’ (2)
‘In my opinion, this source is a reliable source to answer this question because his goal is
to talk about his experiences, he also tried to tell his story in the 1950s but was always
rejected. However, we do not know whether Hueting’s experiences are representative of
all the other soldiers since no other accounts were given.’ (2)
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Criterion: Specification of which aspect of the source is mentioned
in relation to its value
_author
_goal
_audience
_societal context
_information
_time/place
_representativeness

Time, information, goal:
‘Hueting’s testimony is indeed reliable. He was present at the moment itself (although
this was 20 years ago, so this is not a sufficient condition). In addition, his goal appears to
be simply to tell the truth to the Dutch population. He has nothing to gain from this
interview, does not defend himself and only tells what he saw.’ (2)

Form
_Implicit _Explicit

Implicit: the student evaluates the source’s
value, but does not explicitly mention this
by referring to notions such as reliability,
value, representativeness, neutrality or
objectivity.

Explicit: the student makes explicit that
they are evaluating the source’s value (for
example, by referring to reliability,
representativeness, neutrality or
subjectivity of the source).

Implicit
‘Joop Hueting talked about the war crimes in an interview and indicated that these were
not just a few incidents but were daily occurrences. He was a veteran of the war so an
eyewitness.’ (2)

Explicit
‘We can assume that Joop Hueting is a reliable source as the man was an eyewitness
during the war.’ (2)
‘One can assume that the statement of the South Africa High Commissioner is subjective.
The people in this commission were white and therefore had no idea what it is like to be
black, in 1960 there was also very much racism.’ (1)

Rebuttal of counter-arguments and evidence

Mentioned without
dialogue

The essay contains a possible
counter-argument or source, but this is not
presented as such (no confrontation with
other sources or arguments), or the student
only refutes it based on their own input.

‘Investigations have shown that a large number of people were shot in the back.
According to Pienaar, this had two reasons: ricocheting bullets may have hit the
protesters in the back. Also, some of them may have been hit in the back while fleeing. I
find the first reason a bit unlikely.’ (1)

Superficial dialogue
The existence of counter-arguments or
sources is mentioned, but they are not
refuted.

‘According to the police, their unit was pelted by a large number of stones, and the
crowd of protesters was also armed with heavy weapons. Humphrey on the other hand
had not seen any weapons himself.’ (1)
‘Sources C and D contradict my position and thus state that everything was done
correctly and the Dutch are not to blame.’ (2)
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Rebuttal The existence of a counter-argument or source is mentioned and refuted by comparing the sources’ value.

Quality
_High
_Mediocre
_Low

High: Reasoning regarding differences
between the sources’ value makes sense/is
accurate and clear.

Mediocre: Reasoning regarding
differences between the sources’ value
touches upon relevant aspects, but is not
entirely clear or accurate; for instance, in
the case of oversimplification.

Low: Reasoning regarding differences
between the sources’ value is missing or
completely inaccurate.

High
‘In the reader’s letter from a former veteran we can read that he accuses Hueting of telling
incorrect facts. To his knowledge no prisoners of war were ever killed, they were always
released. At first sight this seems to be a reliable source, he has seen the facts happening
just like Hueting and is therefore an eyewitness. But we may assume that after the
television interview with Hueting, the authorities from this period will have received much
criticism. So there is a possibility that this Corporal just wanted to clear his name. It is
also possible that both Hueting and the Corporal were active in a different area. And thus
that they did not witness the same acts of violence.’ (2)

Mediocre
‘Another source on this subject is the 1969 government report. However, I do not find this
reliable … They did not have the time to properly investigate both sides of the story and
therefore I do not find the source representative.’ (2)

Low
‘Source 3 is a reader’s letter. This is probably just an old man wanting to clear his
conscience. Thus, not so reliable.’ (2)

Criterion: Specification of which aspect of the source is mentioned in relation to its value
_author
_goal
_audience
_societal context
_information
_time
_place
_representativeness
_medium
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Form
_Implicit
_Explicit

Implicit: the student evaluates the source’s
value to rebut the counter-argument, but
does not explicitly mention this by referring
to notions such as reliability, value,
representativeness, neutrality or objectivity.

Explicit: the student makes explicit that
they are evaluating the source’s value to
rebut the counter-argument (for example,
by referring to reliability,
representativeness, neutrality or
subjectivity of the source).

Implicit
‘A possible counterargument could be that a study was already issued by the Dutch
government in 1969. However, this study was only allowed to last three months (which is
not enough time to comprehensively investigate everything). In addition, it came from
the government itself. They could present the facts in a more positive way in order to
present themselves in a more favourable way.’ (2)

Explicit
‘J.G. Schuitema, a corporal from 1946 to 1948 in Central Java, issued a reader’s letter
eight days after the television interview, in which he writes that what Joop Hueting said is
a big lie. Personally, I think this is a less reliable source, since he was a corporal and thus
in charge of several soldiers. I think that with this letter he mainly wanted to save his own
skin.’ (2)

Essay type

Descriptive
The essay’s main focus is on describing what happened or summarising the content of the various sources. The essay provides a report
of the events, as described in the sources. The essay may contain a claim in response to the historical question, but no arguments or
sources are clearly put forward to support the claim.

Argumentative
The essay’s main focus is on arguing why a certain claim has been made. The essay provides a claim, and substantiates it by providing
arguments and/or by referring to sources that support the claim. Arguments may be derived from the sources, but can also be based
on students’ own ideas. There is no attention to the value of sources.

Evaluative
The essay’s main focus is on (systematically) evaluating the different sources that were provided. Although the essay may include a
claim, there is no/very little attention to (explicitly) substantiating the claim with arguments or sources (lack of connection between the
claim and the sources).

Argumentative-
evaluative

The essay both substantiates a claim with arguments and sources and demonstrates attention to the value of sources. The essay
contains arguments and source references in support of a claim and argues why certain sources may be considered more/less valuable
in light of the historical/topical question.
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The predefined set of codes was derived from the criteria in the evaluation rubric, and it contained
five main themes: claim; argumentation (including quality of argumentation); use of sources as
evidence; evaluation of sources’ value (that is, reliability and/or representativeness); and rebuttal of
counter-arguments and evidence. For each of these main themes, subcodes were created allowing
analysis of students’ essay tasks in a fine-grained way.

‘Claim’ contained subcodes to indicate whether the essay contained an answer to the historical
question, whether this answer was in line with the question, and whether the claim was explicitly
or implicitly put forward. For the main code ‘argumentation’, subcodes were created to distinguish
between students’ own arguments and those derived from the sources, to examine the quality of
the arguments (high, mediocre, low), and to indicate whether they were used implicitly or explicitly.
‘Use of sources as evidence’ evaluated whether the essay contained references to specific sources,
and whether they were used explicitly in support of the essay’s stance. ‘Evaluation of sources’ value’
contained subcodes indicating whether students merely mentioned information about the source, such
as who the author was (that is, superficial attention to the value of a source), or whether they also
evaluated the source’s value. On occasions where students evaluated the value of a source, the
quality of the evaluation (high, mediocre, low) was coded, as well as which criteria they had used
to do so (for example, author, date, goal) and whether this was done in an implicit or explicit way
(explicit mentioning of reliability, value, representativeness and so on). The theme ‘engagement with
counter-arguments and evidence’ contained subcodes to indicate whether students had acknowledged
the existence of counter-arguments or evidence, whether they had engaged with them, and how this was
done (superficially or by evaluating the sources’ value). If the engagement with counter-argumentation
included an evaluation of the sources’ value, subcodes indicated whether this was done implicitly or
explicitly, the quality of the evaluation (high, mediocre, low) and which criteria were used.

The coding process was initially guided by the pre-established coding scheme. Additionally, open
and axial coding was used to highlight and label instances that were indicative of students’ historical
inquiry skills, which were not yet covered by the existing coding scheme (Baarda et al., 2009). Through
this process, a new code was added to the coding theme ‘evaluation of a source’s value’. The code
‘nuanced evaluation’ was added to highlight instances where students had evaluated a source’s value in a
nuanced way, paying attention both to aspects that could increase and to aspects that could decrease the
source’s value. This code was added to the coding scheme as an additional or ‘double’ code. Students’
reasoning regarding the evaluation of a source’s value was hence coded as high, medium or low, and –
if applicable – was additionally also coded as nuanced.

Besides the five main coding themes stemming from the evaluation rubric, the process of
open and axial coding resulted in an additional coding theme. This coding theme was used to
describe various types of students’ essays as it became clear that these took on distinctive forms, and
transformed between pretest and posttest. These essay types were coded inductively, grounded in
the data themselves, as they did not correspond to existing typologies from the literature, such as
those of Coffin (2004, 2006). Based on students’ essays, we distinguished four main codes for this
theme, describing the main focus of students’ writing: descriptive, evaluative, argumentative and
argumentative-evaluative, depending on the main focus of the essay. A descriptive essay’s main focus
was on describing what happened, and what the various sources mentioned about the event. An
argumentative essay’s main focus was on arguing a certain answer to the historical question by use of
arguments and/or evidence (sources), but without an evaluation of the sources. Evaluative essays were
mainly centred on the evaluation of the sources, but lacked a connection to the essay’s claim. Finally,
an argumentative-evaluative essay did both. It substantiated a certain answer to the historical question
with arguments and evidence (sources), and it included an evaluation of the sources.

As the coding for the five main themes derived from the evaluation rubric stayed close to the initial
rubric, for which an acceptable inter-rater agreement had been reached, no additional measures for
inter-rater agreement were calculated for the coding related to these themes. For the additional coding
theme ‘essay type’, the initial coding by the first author was reviewed and discussed with the third author
until consensual agreement was reached.
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Results

In order to examine changes in the historical inquiry tasks among students who had made a lot of
progress, the quantitative results based on the evaluation rubric were first examined and compared
for students with a low and high starting position. Table 4 shows for both groups their main total
score on the historical essay task at pretest and posttest, and their mean score on each criterion of
the evaluation rubric.

Table 4. Mean score on students’ historical essay tasks at pretest and posttest, based on the
evaluation rubric, for the selected subsamples

Low pretest score on historical
essay task
n = 19

High pretest score on historical
essay task
n = 26

Historical essay task Pretest
M (SD)

Posttest
M (SD)

Change
M (SD)

Pretest
M (SD)

Posttest
M (SD)

Change
M (SD)

Claim 1.79 (1.10) 3.95 (0.23) 2.16 (1.12) 3.23 (0.77) 3.92 (0.39) 0.69 (0.74)
Argumentation 1.05 (0.23) 3.37 (0.76) 2.32 (0.82) 2.73 (0.78) 3.77 (0.43) 1.04 (0.92)
Quality of argumentation 1.00 (0.00) 3.47 (0.61) 2.47 (0.61) 3.50 (0.65) 3.85 (0.37) 0.35 (0.80)
Use of sources as evidence 1.00 (0.00) 3.74 (0.65) 2.74 (0.65) 2.81 (0.94) 4.00 (0.00) 1.19 (0.94)
Evaluation of sources’ value 1.84 (0.61) 2.68 (0.95) 0.84 (1.12) 1.73 (0.45) 3.58 (0.50) 1.85 (0.78)
Engagement with counter-arguments
and evidence

1.58 (0.51) 2.47 (0.84) 0.89 (0.99) 1.50 (0.51) 3.38 (0.57) 1.88 (0.77)

Total score 8.26 (0.45) 19.68 (2.56) 11.42 (2.61) 15.50 (0.51) 22.50 (1.03) 7.00 (0.94)

Based on Table 4, a number of general trends can be distinguished in students’ progress on historical
inquiry skills. At pretest, students with a high pretest score achieved remarkably higher scores on the
criteria of claim, argumentation, quality of argumentation and evidence. On the criteria of evaluating
the value of sources and engaging with counter-arguments and evidence, both groups performed more
or less equally low at pretest.

Both groups progressed on all six criteria between pretest and posttest. At posttest, students with
a low pretest score seemed to catch up in terms of claim, argumentation, quality of argumentation and
evidence, as the differences between both groups decreased. Regarding evaluating a source’s value
and dialogue, however, differences between both groups increased. Whereas students in both groups
obtained more or less equal scores on these criteria at pretest, students with a high initial score clearly
outperformed those with a low initial score at posttest.

While both groups progressed on all criteria, this progress was unevenly distributed among the
various criteria, and it manifested itself differently in each group. In the group with a low pretest
score, progress appears to have happened predominantly in terms of stance, argumentation, quality
of argumentations and use of evidence. Progress also occurred in the other criteria, but it was far less
apparent. In the high pretest group, strong progress was made with regard to use of evidence, evaluating
a source, and engagement with counter-arguments.

The results of the qualitative analysis allow for an exploration of how precisely this progress
manifested itself in the essay tasks, and how it differed between the two groups. For both groups, the
frequency of codes within each main coding theme is depicted in Table 5. These results will be discussed
for each of the main coding themes, first for the group with a low pretest score on historical skills, then
for the group with a high pretest score. Throughout the discussion of the results, quotations stemming
from students’ essay tasks will be used to illustrate the findings. We have selected examples that were
both common and clearly illustrative for the observed phenomena.
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Table 5. Frequency of coding and number of essays in which each code was used

Students with a low initial score on historical skills
n = 19

Students with a high initial score on historical skills
n = 26

Name PRETEST POSTTEST PRETEST POSTTEST

Number of
essays

Frequency
Number of

essays
Frequency

Number of
essays

Frequency
Number of

essays
Frequency

Claim

 None 6 6 0 0 0 0 0 0
 Explicit 3 3 18 18 14 14 26 26
 Implicit 6 6 1 1 11 11 0 0
 Partial 4 4 0 0 1 1 0 0

Argumentation

 Own argument 4 4 0 0 3 4 0 0
 Explicit argument derived from sources 5 7 12 21 17 27 21 45
 Implicit argument derived from sources 6 8 7 9 14 18 10 18
 Quality
  High 6 11 15 24 25 41 26 59
  Mediocre 4 4 4 4 3 3 3 3
  Low 0 0 2 2 1 1 1 1

Use of sources as evidence

 Vague source reference 2 2 1 1 4 8 1 1
 Source reference 11 25 7 10 14 38 8 12
 Source reference in support of the claim 6 10 19 36 14 22 25 53
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Evaluation of sources’ value

 No evaluation 7 8 14 16 14 22 12 13
 Superficial evaluation 8 12 3 3 15 26 4 4
 Evaluation of a source’s value
  Form
   Explicit evaluation 4 8 14 20 6 8 23 42
   Implicit evaluation 5 7 7 7 2 4 6 6
 Quality
   High 2 2 7 8 2 2 16 22
   Mediocre 6 10 9 11 5 9 18 23
   Low 3 3 8 8 1 1 3 3
   Nuance (additional/double coding) 0 0 6 6 0 0 10 11
 Criterion
   Author 9 13 6 6 6 13 6 10
   Societal context 0 0 1 1 1 1 9 11
   Goal and audience 1 1 2 2 3 3 6 6
   Information 5 7 11 15 8 9 23 33
   Representativeness 0 0 5 8 0 0 10 15
   Time and place 2 3 3 3 2 2 11 12
   None 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0

Engagement with counter-arguments and evidence

 Mentioned without dialogue 6 7 1 1 11 12 1 1
 Superficial dialogue 4 5 4 5 9 11 1 1
 Rebuttal
  Form
   Explicit evaluation 0 0 10 16 1 1 23 35
   Implicit evaluation 1 1 9 11 0 0 10 12
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  Quality
   High 0 0 2 2 0 0 2 2
   Mediocre 1 1 12 16 1 1 12 14
   Low 0 0 7 9 0 0 22 31
  Criterion
   Author 1 1 7 9 1 1 18 22
   Goal and audience 0 0 6 6 0 0 13 17
   Information 0 0 14 17 0 0 25 25
   Representativeness 0 0 4 5 0 0 13 16
   Time and place 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4
   Societal context 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
   None 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Essay type

 Descriptive 14 14 0 0 11 11 0 0
 Evaluative 3 3 6 6 2 2 8 8
 Argumentative 1 1 4 4 13 13 2 2
 Argumentative-evaluative 1 1 9 9 0 0 16 16
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Progress on historical inquiry skills among students with a low initial score

Claim

Students at pretest had great difficulty in providing an answer to the historical question. Only 3 essays
included an explicit answer to the historical question. Other students only referred to the historical
question implicitly (6), partially (4) or not at all (6). At posttest, all but one of the essays contained an
explicit claim in response to the historical question. Students thus exhibited great progress on this aspect
of the essay tasks.

In their pretest essay, student B3, for instance, provided an elaborate report on the events at the
Sharpeville demonstration, ending the essay with ‘we conclude that the Apartheid regime was a very dark
chapter in the history of colonialisation’, which did not provide an answer to the historical question at
hand. At posttest, this student’s essay contained a very different ending: ‘After a considered evaluation
and source corroboration, I came to the following conclusion: The violence of the Dutch military was
structural in nature.’

Argumentation

At pretest, several difficulties can be observed with regard to students’ use of arguments. First, some
of the students’ essays (8) did not contain any argument derived from the sources. Second, students
did not always base their arguments on the information provided by sources, but provided arguments
based on their own ideas. Regarding the police violence at the Sharpeville demonstration, student B10,
for instance, explained why the police did not have a legitimate reason to use violence, using arguments
that were not derived from the sources:

But still I stand by the fact that what those police officers did could have been avoided and
that the decision to fire dozens of shots and to injure 200 people should not and can never be
approved. Those protestors already had fewer benefits and already started the protest from a
disadvantaged position. They were therefore frustrated, but an escalated protest should not
resemble a scene from the First World War! If I study the sources further, there are lies and
falsehoods to be found on sides of the story, but the most can be found on the side of the
policemen. It can be said that those policemen were not happy with the [protest’s] turnout
and because it got out of hand, they were very angry and heard a shot which made them think,
subconsciously, that it was best to shoot at those, in their eyes, filthy people. This is all due to
the Apartheid regime which made those police officers look at those black people as inferior.

When students supported their answer with their own arguments, this sometimes reflected presentism.
For instance, student B18 argued against the police violence by explicitly referring to contemporary
regulations for police enforcement:

According to Belgian law, a policeman must avoid using his gun at all costs. It also states
that an officer must first fire a warning shot before firing a bullet. Finally, the force used must
always be proportionate to the situation and the crime. So the police should only fire when
it is unavoidable. We can apply these standards to the situation in Sharpeville. … By today’s
standards, the police officer must himself be in danger, in mortal danger even, before he or
she shoots. Whether that was the case in South Africa I leave in the open, as I have too few
sources to make a judgement. If the indigenous masses actually became aggressive, perhaps
a better solution would have been to arrest the offenders with or without force.

Both students hence argued not based on the information provided by the sources, but rather based
on contemporary arguments or on their own views on the issue. A third issue regarding students’
argumentation at pretest was that in cases where arguments derived from the sources were used, half
of them were only mentioned implicitly (8 out of 15), although they were usually of high quality (11 out
of 15).

Between pre- and posttest, students made a lot of progress regarding argumentation. Whereas at
pretest 10 essays contained not a single argument derived from the sources, all but 3 of the essays at
posttest contained at least one source, and students no longer used arguments based on their own views.
The number of arguments derived from the sources doubled (from 15 to 30), and students connected
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the arguments more explicitly to their answer (21 out of 30 were used explicitly). At posttest, student
B10, for instance, substantiated his answer explicitly with arguments derived from the sources, rather
than providing his own explanation for the events:

I am convinced that these [violent acts] are rather of a structural nature because of the following
arguments. First, these atrocities committed by Dutch soldiers have been confirmed by
the study of Dr Limpach (see source E). This is an extensive study on the use of excessive
violence by soldiers of both the Dutch and Indonesian side of these acts during the war of
independence. In addition, Dr Limpach also mentions that these Dutch atrocities were part of
a larger scheme, of a larger structural nature.

The overall increase in the number of arguments, and in the number of arguments used explicitly in
support of a claim, show that, after the intervention, students in general appeared to have gained more
awareness of the need to (explicitly) substantiate their claim with arguments derived from the sources.

Use of sources

Regarding the use of sources, the majority of students referred to specific sources during their pretest
essays. However, in most cases, students merely mentioned sources, and did not explicitly put forward
these source as evidence to support their claim (25 out of 35 sources were not connected to the essay’s
claim). At posttest, students increasingly referenced sources in their essays (from 35 at pretest to 46 at
posttest). Significant progress was also made in the way that students used these sources. At posttest,
most of the sources that were mentioned were connected explicitly to students’ claims and, hence, were
used as evidence in support of these claims (36 out of 46 used sources explicitly). Whereas at pretest only
6 essays used specific sources to support their claim, all posttest essays contained at least one source
that was explicitly used as such.

This change is apparent in the excerpts from student B10 (see above). At pretest, this student only
vaguely referred to the sources (‘If I study the sources further, there are lies and falsehoods to be found
on both sides of the story, but most of them are found on the side of the policemen’), whereas at posttest,
this student connected specific sources to the claims in their essay.

Evaluating the sources’ value

At pretest, students’ attention to the value of sources was rather poor. For the majority of sources,
students either did not mention anything that may have influenced the sources’ value (8 times), or merely
mentioned something about the source, such as the author, but did not connect it to an evaluation of
the source’s value (12 times). Student B13, for instance, mentioned important aspects of the sources, but
did not relate this to the value of the sources:

From source C we can infer that civilians were hit in the back, we can corroborate this from
source B. Source C, a lieutenant corporal in charge of the police officers present [at the
demonstration], states that a police officer was abruptly pushed backwards by the crowd. This,
in turn, is confirmed by source E, the historian.

On 15 occasions, students evaluated the value of a source. This evaluation, however, was only done
explicitly about half the time (8 out of 15), and the quality of students’ reasoning was mostly low (3) or
mediocre (10). This was most often due to simplistic reasoning, based on a naive distinction between
‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ sources. Other common issues with regard to students’ evaluation of sources
were unsubstantiated evaluations of a source’s value, or reasoning errors. Student B9, for instance,
mentioned in the posttest ‘The picture in source B shows the harsh reality in the Dutch East Indies.
Because it is a photograph, this source is reliable.’ Another example of a reasoning error can be found
in essay B12, where the student claimed the following:

In 2011 an excerpt from the book by the historian Tom Lodge was published. In it he tells of a
private attack by someone in the crowd, which has never been effectively proven. In addition,
this was not published until 2011, which makes this source less reliable.

A similar reasoning error was apparent in essay B13, in which the student evaluated the statement of the
Dutch government declaring the start of a new investigation into excessive violence during the war:
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In the last source, the Dutch government decides to open another investigation following the
publication of a book by Rémy Limpach who also states that the violence was structural in
nature. This confirms again that there is sufficient evidence to start an investigation. It is again
confirmed that there are indications of structural violence during the decolonisation of the
Dutch East Indies. However, it must be noted that this source was created in 2019, 65 years
after the facts. This again makes it less reliable due to the large time difference.

While these students clearly tried to evaluate the sources by reflecting on the time frame between the
historical event and the source, their reasoning is in this case rather poor.

At posttest, students’ attention to the value of sources advanced in parallel with the increased use
of sources as evidence. While students still regularly neglected to evaluate a source (16 times), or did
so only superficially (3 times), the majority of sources at posttest were subjected to an evaluation of their
value, indicating increased attention to the need to evaluate sources. Compared to the pretest, students
increasingly evaluated sources explicitly (20 out of 27 times), and this was done in a more accurate
way. Whereas at pretest students referred mostly to ‘objectivity’ or ‘subjectivity’, students at posttest
referred to the more accurate concepts of reliability and representativeness. Here, a clear influence can
be distinguished of the intervention, which paid explicit attention to these second-order concepts.

While the quality of students’ reasoning about the value of sources remained somewhat the same,
varying between low (8), mediocre (11) and high (8), students did exhibit a broader understanding of
the concept of reliability. At posttest, 5 students evaluated the representativeness of a source, and
6 students included a nuanced evaluation of a source, with attention both to aspects that increased the
source’s value and to aspects which may decrease it. Student B11 wrote at posttest about the television
interview with Joop Hueting:

You could say that the source is unreliable because it was written 20 years later. But Joop
Hueting was Dutch himself and confessed to the terrible deeds carried out by the Dutch. He
also had to go through a lot of trouble to be able to tell his story, because many newspapers
had rejected him.

Overall, students at posttest demonstrated increased and more explicit attention to the value of sources.
This progress, however, should not be overstated, as students still did not systematically evaluate the
sources’ value, and the quality of students’ evaluations still varied strongly.

Engagement with counter-arguments and evidence

Students’ pretest essays were characterised by a lack of thorough attention to counter-arguments and
rebuttals. In the rare cases (4 essays) where some attention to counter-arguments was present, this
only happened in a superficial way. Student B11, for instance, mentioned that the sources disagreed
with regard to the question of whether the demonstrators threw rocks at the police, but offered no
explanation as to why these sources’ accounts may have differed, nor about which of the sources she
deemed more reliable:

In response, the police fired bullets at the crowd. According to source 4, the police fired in
self-defence. I can understand that if everyone had been throwing rocks at them, but that was
not the case according to sources A and E.

At posttest, most essays exhibited some attention to the existence of a counter-argument and, in line
with students’ increased explicit attention to evaluating sources, these rebuttals were more often linked
explicitly to the source’s value. On 26 occasions, students attempted to rebut a counter-argument by
comparing the value of the sources. These evaluations, however, were usually mediocre (16) or poor (2)
in quality, although 8 students managed to demonstrate high-quality reasoning in this regard.

Essay type

Pretest essays predominantly took on a descriptive focus (14), with students describing the events based
on information that they had extracted from the provided sources. Between pretest and posttest, strong
shifts occurred in the nature of students’ essays, as these were no longer descriptive at posttest. Rather,
students’ essays became evaluative (6), argumentative (4) or, in the majority of cases (9), both. This
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indicates an increased attention to substantiating a claim and evaluating the value of sources, which is
in line with changes that were established in the previous coding themes.

Progress on historical inquiry skills among students with a high initial score

Claim

Concerning the statement provided in students’ essay tasks, all essays at pretest contained an answer
to the historical question, although 11 out of 26 did so implicitly. At posttest, all essays contained an
explicit answer to the historical question.

Argumentation

Most students performed relatively well regarding argumentation at pretest. Their essays contained
arguments which were mainly of high quality (41 out of 45), and the majority of which were used explicitly
in support of the claim (27 out of 45 were used explicitly).

At posttest, students’ argumentation improved further in a number of aspects: students provided
even more high-quality arguments (on average from 1.7 arguments at pretest to 2.4 at posttest) which
were predominantly connected explicitly to students’ claims (45 out of 63). Despite these positive results,
however, 10 essays still contained at least one argument which was not connected to the essay’s claim.

Use of sources

At pretest, students’ essays contained a total of 60 references to specific sources. However, 4 essays
contained only vague references to the sources, and the majority of source references (38 out of 60)
were not connected to students’ claims.

At posttest, the number of specific source references remained more or less stable (from 60 to 65),
yet the most striking progress was how these were used in the essays. At posttest, the vast majority
of sources (53 out of 65) were referenced specifically in support of the answer that was argued. This
progress, however, did not occur across all essays. In some cases, students’ use of sources became less
instead of more explicit. These students had pretest essays which contained several source references
in support of their claim, yet at posttest their use of sources became less explicitly connected to their
essay’s stance. Of the posttest essays, 8 predominantly contained references to sources which were not
used in support of the stance.

Evaluating the sources’ value

Students’ pretest essays overall showed only low levels of attention to the value of sources. Students
either did not include any information that may be relevant to the source’s value (22 times), or only
mentioned it superficially (26 times). In some essays, however, students did already go beyond the
superficial level and included an evaluation of a source. This was done mostly in an explicit way (8 out of
12 times) and based on mediocre reasoning.

Between pretest and posttest, significant progress could be observed both in students’ attention
to the value of sources and in the quality of their reasoning. Regarding the attention to the value of
sources, students’ at posttest were more inclined to include an evaluation of a source. Whereas at pretest,
students only evaluated a source 12 times, this happened 48 times at posttest. In almost all instances
(42 out of 48 times) students explicitly referred to the notion of reliability or representativeness when
evaluating a source. The quality of students’ reasoning also improved, with 22 out of 48 evaluations
being of high quality (22). High-quality reasoning is illustrated in the posttest of student A8. This
student explicitly evaluated several sources, including the television interview with Hueting, about which
she wrote:

This concerns an interview with a veteran who was at the scene himself and is therefore an
eyewitness and even participated in the extreme violence himself. This source is therefore
highly reliable. However, this source alone does not give a complete picture because it is only
about the experiences of one person in the area where he fought. There is also another war
veteran who contradicts this in a reader’s letter.
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Students, however, still struggled with the evaluation of sources, and encountered similar difficulties to
students with low pretest scores. Student A18’s reasoning, for instance, depicted a naive, rather simplistic
evaluation of the television interview with Joop Hueting. She stated:

After the testimony of an ex-soldier Joop Hueting in 1969 it became clear that the violence
occurred on a regular basis. He described how he himself saw that militarily unnecessary
actions were carried out, such as the assault on the kampongs (local villages) and revenge
actions. Because Joop was an eyewitness we can conclude that the source is reliable.

Whether the author was an eyewitness or not is definitely relevant in evaluating the source, but it does
not by itself guarantee that a source is reliable, especially considering that the source set contained
another eyewitness who provided an entirely opposite view. Another student (A19) inaccurately used
the criterion of ‘time’ to question the reliability of a historian’s work. She argued that ‘This source is very
reliable because the research deals specifically with this issue. However, we must take into account that
the book was written sixty years after the date of the event.’

Despite the variance in the quality of students’ reasoning about the value of sources, students
did apply a more diverse set of criteria to evaluate the sources, and showed increased attention to the
representativeness of sources (15 times) and for nuanced evaluations (11 times).

Engagement with counter-arguments and evidence

Pretest essays demonstrated only limited attention to counter-arguments, with counter-arguments being
mentioned 11 times, but rarely rebutted (only once at pretest). This changed drastically in the posttest,
where students exhibited a strongly increased attention to counter-arguments (47 times). In these
instances, students not only mentioned the existence of a counter-argument or evidence, but rebutted
it by evaluating the various sources. On 35 occasions, this was done explicitly, and on 12 occasions, it
was done implicitly. Not only did students’ attention to counter-arguments and evidence increase, their
reasoning at posttest was mostly of high quality (31 out of 47 times). For example, in her essay about the
Indonesian Independence War, student A4 wrote:

In contrast to this study, the Excessennota, a study commissioned by the government, states:
‘The government regrets that excesses occurred, but it maintains its view that the armed forces
as a whole behaved correctly in Indonesia. The collected data confirm that systematic brutality
did not occur’. However, this does not strike me as a reliable source because it was written
at the behest of the government and they may indeed have an interest in covering up the
situation. In addition, it was not a thorough study because it had to be completed in a short
period of time.

This student explicitly rebutted the counter-argument provided by the government report by accurately
arguing why this source was less reliable than the other sources provided.

When rebutting counter-arguments by referring to the value of sources, the same difficulties
sometimes occurred as described earlier regarding the evaluation of sources. Students sometimes
expressed rather simplistic reasoning, or their reasoning was not well supported. In both cases, their
reasoning was categorised as ‘mediocre quality’.

Essay type

Pretest essays of students with a high pretest score were most likely to take on a descriptive (11) or an
argumentative (13) focus. At posttest, no descriptive essays were identified. Rather, students’ essays had
shifted predominantly to an evaluative (8) or an argumentative and evaluative focus (16), indicating an
increased attention to evaluating sources.

Conclusion and discussion

Building on data collected in a large-scale intervention study, this research aimed to explore differential
effects of an intervention on students’ historical inquiry skills according to their initial starting positions.
The qualitative analysis of essays of a purposeful sample of students who had progressed substantially
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after the intervention revealed remarkable differences between students with high and low pretest scores.
Although both groups had made progress on all criteria evaluated in the rubric, the groups differed in
terms of where this progress was most apparent.

At pretest, students with low pretest scores typically struggled with the need to formulate an explicit
answer to the historical question, and to substantiate it with arguments and evidence. Their pretest essay
either did not contain a claim, or their claim was only weakly substantiated with evidence and arguments
from the sources. Progress in this group was situated mostly with regard to these aspects. Between
pretest and posttest, these students overall seemed to become more aware of the need to make a claim
and to support it, using the available sources. Besides these notable changes, there also appeared to be
an emerging recognition among most students of the need to address the sources’ value and to engage
with counter-arguments. Students, however, did so only sporadically, and when they did, their reasoning
was often not of high quality. These changes are reflected in the changing essay structures, where a shift
occurred away from descriptive essays which lacked a substantiated stance. Instead, students wrote
essays which were centred on substantiating a stance, evaluating sources or both.

Students with a high pretest score predominantly wrote pretest essays in which they took a certain
position towards the historical question, and substantiated it with arguments and sources. This, however,
did not always happen in an explicit way. At pretest, students’ essays exhibited a limited attention to
the value of sources, but usually in a superficial way. The same can be said for their engagement with
counter-arguments, which occurred only in a limited way. In the posttest, these students made especially
strong progress with regard to evaluating sources and engaging with counter-arguments. This was done
more consistently and explicitly, and based on high-quality reasoning. They hence demonstrated an
increased awareness of the need to argue why they considered some sources to be more valuable
than others, as well as an increased ability to do so. With regard to argumentation and using sources
as evidence, the change between pretest and posttest among these students was more ambiguous.
Although there was an overall increase in the number of arguments and source references, these were
in some cases not clearly connected to the position taken. Students hence did not always progress in
a straightforward way across all criteria. An unwanted side effect of students’ increased attention to
the value of sources appeared to be that students failed to use the content of the sources to provide
arguments for their answer to the historical question, and overlooked the need make a clear connection
between the sources they discussed and the position taken. In some cases, students’ increased focus on
evaluating sources thus seemed to be at the expense of the argumentative nature of the essay. Rather
than adding the evaluation of sources to their already argumentative essays, these students shifted from
an argumentative to an evaluative essay type.

The qualitative analysis of the essay tasks allowed for a much more detailed mapping of changes
in students’ pretest and posttest essays and, in so doing, provided insight into patterns of progress.
These analyses show that there seems to be some sort of sequence in students’ development, with
certain aspects of historical inquiry only developing fully when students are better acquainted with other
aspects. In particular, providing a claim, and arguments and evidence in support of the claim, seem to be
the basic aspects of historical inquiry that students master first. Only then do students seem to progress
in more advanced aspects of historical inquiry, namely critically evaluating sources and engaging with
counter-arguments and evidence. This is evidenced by the differences in progress made by students
with high and low initial scores. These clearly show that progression on the more advanced aspects
only occurred substantially among those students whose pretest essays showed that they had already
mastered to a great extent the more basic elements of historical inquiry.

While the analyses show a certain progression in students’ historical inquiry skills on the separate
criteria of the evaluation rubric and qualitative coding scheme, they also reveal that progress on the
various aspects of historical inquiry are not separated from each other. It seems that as students become
more proficient in these (written) inquiry tasks, the progress that students make on one aspect of the
inquiry task is inextricably linked to progress on other aspects. For instance, students’ increased attention
to substantiating a claim resulted in improvements with regard to argumentation, which became more
elaborate and more extensively based on the sources provided, as well as with regard to the use of
evidence. This is in line with Monte-Sano’s (2010) claim that characteristics of students’ historical writing
will overlap at higher performance levels. Yet, this connection did not exist between all aspects of
students’ writing, but rather among the more basic aspects and the more advanced.

The student essays also make clear that historical thinking remains an ‘unnatural act’ (Wineburg,
2001), and demonstrate in particular how difficult certain discipline-specific ways of reasoning are
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for students. Most notably, and in line with earlier studies (for example, Harris et al., 2016; Rouet
et al., 1996; Van der Eem et al., 2022), evaluating sources and engaging with counter-arguments and
evidence remained a challenge, even among those students for whom the intervention had worked
particularly well.

As in Stoel’s (2017) research, we observed a relationship between text structure and certain
characteristics of students’ historical writing. In our analysis, however, four, rather than two, essay types
emerged. In contrast to Stoel’s (2017) research, we observed strong shifts in these text structures between
pretest and posttest as a result of the intervention. After the intervention, students’ essays more often
adopted a text structure that paid more attention to the evaluation of sources. It appears that the
intervention’s explicit attention to procedural knowledge on how to formulate a substantiated answer
to a historical question based on sources affected students’ essays. These evolutions nevertheless
demonstrate that progress on historical inquiry is not a strictly linear process. Changes in the essay
types showed that, in some cases, students’ increased attention to the value of sources decreased
their attention to other aspects, such as argumentation and using evidence. In particular, evaluative
essays appeared to function in some cases as an intermediate position, when students evolved from a
descriptive essay to a truly argumentative-evaluative essay.

An important limitation of this study is that it is based on a purposeful sample of precisely those
students who had progressed substantially on historical inquiry. This sample allowed us to closely
examine what such progress looked like and what role students’ starting position played in this regard,
but it provides no insight into the way in which progress manifested itself in students for whom the
intervention yielded a more moderate effect. The study is therefore limited in terms of its generalisability.
In addition, the study provides no explanation as to why the intervention worked particularly well for these
students. The use of written inquiry tasks constituted another limitation. While disciplinary writing in
history has distinct characteristics (for example, Monte-Sano, 2010), students’ historical writing is also
connected to their general literacy skills (for example, Reisman, 2012), and students are not always
able to accurately demonstrate their historical reasoning in a written task (Stoel et al., 2015; Van Drie
et al., 2013). Also, this study adopts a particular operationalisation of ‘progression’ in history, measured
in a relatively short period of time, rather than as a gradual process taking place over several years.
Moreover, this study measured students’ progress by means of a change score between their pretest
and posttest performance in the context of an intervention study. The study used only these two data
points, and it does not provide insight into the precise process of change occurring in between these
two measurements. Such data would provide an even better understanding of the development of
students’ reasoning.

Despite these limitations, the study provides some important implications for history education and
future studies, as it reveals patterns in students’ progress in historical inquiry and offers possibilities for
differentiating according to students’ starting positions. Based on our findings, it seems beneficial to
focus first on the argumentative elements of written historical inquiry tasks (that is, claim, arguments
and evidence), before adding the need to include the evaluative elements (that is, source evaluation
and rebuttal of counter-arguments and evidence). In line with Nokes (2017), we also recommend
that assessments of students’ historical thinking, as well as teachers’ instructional practices, should be
adapted to these differences in students’ initial abilities, which may be present within a single group
of students. Students with lower incoming abilities may need to focus predominantly on substantiating
their claims, while students who have mastered these aspects may be encouraged to provide more
attention to accurately evaluating sources and engaging with counter-arguments. Several intervention
studies, including our own, have demonstrated the benefits of using scaffolds when asking students to
engage with documents-based tasks (for example, De La Paz and Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2016).
These scaffolds can be used as a tool for differentiation in the classroom, when adapted to students’
individual needs.

For the reporting of future intervention studies, this study demonstrates the value of including a
more in-depth analysis and description of the effects of the designed intervention. It also highlights the
importance of paying attention to ingroup differences in intervention studies, especially in light of their
practical implications for instructional practice.
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