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This study investigates the difficulties pre-service history teachers face in understanding and implementing a history curriculum focused on historical reasoning. Based on the general hypothesis of beliefs exerting a direct influence on teachers’ actions, this phenomenographic study provides a qualitative analysis of the epistemic and learning/teaching conceptions on which pre-service teachers base their reflections and decisions when they have to produce a teaching plan for a specific situation, taking n = 72 pre-service teachers from the Master’s Degree in Teaching in Secondary Education at the University of Zaragoza (specialty Geography and History) as statistical sample. The outcome of the first phases of the analysis was a new theoretical reference framework that innovated by simultaneously analyzing epistemic and educational conceptions. On the one hand, the analysis results include a considerable number of pre-service teachers who use epistemic beliefs identifying history and the past when addressing the curriculum. On the other, none of them, not even those with advanced epistemic beliefs, think about the curriculum in terms of an inquiry-based approach to historical problems, and, therefore, they display a transmissive–reproductive conception of history instruction. Consequently, the main contribution is observation of a twofold threshold that pre-service teachers must cross to understand and accept an interpretive history curriculum: they must overcome the identification between past and history and instead immerse themselves in the necessarily interpretive nature of any history; and they must stop viewing learning as knowledge internalization and reproduction and, instead, embrace a conception of learning as inquiry and reasoning.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the main objectives of training pre-service secondary-school history teachers is exploring alternatives to the traditional encyclopedic curriculum based on explaining and reproducing historical data. For decades now, research has proposed another curriculum focused on developing historical literacy, in which students investigate historical problems by developing competence for historical interpretation and reasoning. However, in general and repeatedly, we observe that pre-service teachers find it extremely hard to first understand and then apply this type of interpretive curriculum. This difficulty has been related to both epistemic beliefs on the nature of history and beliefs on what learning and teaching means. Based on this general hypothesis, this study analyzes these beliefs at the start of the specific education program for history graduates, which lasts one academic year and is compulsory in Spain to become a secondary-school teacher. The study presented here is part of a more overarching project whose purpose is a longitudinal monitoring of these pre-service teachers’ beliefs throughout their entire year of training. The ultimate aim is to improve the program by having a more specific impact on these pre-service teachers’ beliefs.

On the one hand, there is a relatively consolidated line of research on the determining role of epistemic beliefs in teachers’ decisions that has been extended to the specific area of history instruction in some relevant studies. On the other, there is now classic research on teachers’ beliefs concerning the curriculum, teaching, and learning, which in the case of history has essentially been explored in studies focused on the difficulties involved in implementing inquiry-based learning—essential for developing the capacity for historical thinking—in the classroom. Some recent studies can be found in the Spanish context, such as Colomer et al. (2021), Parra-Monserrat et al. (2021), and Gómez-Carrasco et al. (2022). However, the pioneering method of this research has complicated the possibility of contrasting its results with those of previous studies. Although both types of beliefs have often generically been linked together, the complexity of this relationship has barely been analyzed in the specific case of just one discipline, particularly history. This study simultaneously analyzes both types of beliefs in an attempt to shed some light on how they mutually determine or condition each other.

An exercise of reflection and decision making on the teaching of the First World War is proposed to analyze these beliefs with the aim of bringing to the surface the pre-service teachers often implicit system of beliefs—rather than their theoretical historiographical knowledge—which they use to work effectively when thinking about the curriculum. After a first phase of exploratory analysis based on existing models, an ad hoc theoretical framework of analysis combining epistemic and educational beliefs is proposed; its application will result in a series of categories showing the belief system Spanish pre-service teachers employ to think about the history curriculum at the start of their teacher training.



TWO WAYS OF CONCEIVING THE HISTORY CURRICULUM

The history curriculum is always subject to controversy in most contemporary societies (Berg and Christou, 2020). In these history wars, the focus of the debate is not so much—or not only—which version of the past to teach, but whether a certain account (typically a standardized national account serving as a social cohesion tool) should be taught, or whether, in contrast, students should learn to inquire and interpret as a historian does (critical analysis of evidence and discourses, exploration of change processes, analysis of the tapestry of causes of events, inquiry into the diversity of perspectives supporting decisions and human actions, and so on). This is not a debate between “knowledge” and “capacities,” or “content” and “method” as some authors have suggested (Seixas, 1999; Fordham, 2012), but the contrast between school history understood as learning the “true facts” of a single account and a curriculum rooted in the historical discipline, its essential problems, methods, and concepts, its critical questioning, and its necessary diversity of perspectives.

Dunn (2010) talks about “two world histories”: history “A,” exploring how to take “debates over evidence, interpretation” (p. 184) to the classroom; and history “B,” in which the debate, now political, focuses on which (single) history must be explained depending on “national values and purpose” (p. 185). Wansink (2017) summarizes it as the confrontation between two forms of understanding history, “factual” against “interpretive.” It is a closed conception of history that has to be learned against a problematized conception in which students come across open historical issues they must debate and construct interpretations for. In other words, knowledge of the “facts” that every resident (of this country) should know compared with what Lee (2005) defined as “historical literacy.”

In our opinion, the debate between these two forms of conceiving history instruction must be present at the core of any training of pre-service history teachers. We have found that the starting point for the majority of the pre-service teachers studying the Master’s Degree in Teaching in Secondary Education at the University of Zaragoza is their direct experience in the classroom of that “great tradition” of history instruction, that account with no visible author that descends on students as the truth of past events. Consequently, the program tries to make them critically consider other curriculum possibilities, particularly what we synthetically call in this study an interpretive history curriculum.

The issue that has led to this study is the systematic observation of how hard it is for these pre-service teachers to think about secondary-school history within this curricular approach, even though they deem it fascinating and realize it is supported by research. They often do not completely understand it, or they do not accept it as possible in practice. That is particularly paradoxical when we have found that almost 90% of them have an overly critical view of the traditional history curriculum, which they experienced when they were at school (Paricio and García-Ceballos, in press). If they think this encyclopedic curriculum accumulating data and facts is boring and does not make sense, why is it so hard for them to be open to an alternative?



HYPOTHESES ON THE SOURCE OF THE PROBLEM

Barton and Levstik (2010, p. 35) asked the question: “Why don’t more history teachers engage students in interpretation?” After decades of research, argument, and training in this “new history,” a considerable number of teachers opt to continue telling their students a single account of events that subsequently the students repeat in their work and tests, even when, as these authors point out, many of them are excellent teachers, engaged with their pupils and devoted to preparing their curricula and activities. In their case study on how brilliant pre-service teachers implemented what they had learned in their training program, Van Hover and Yeager (2004) found that, once in the classroom with their students, they seemed to forget the interpretive history they had explored on their course and, instead, concentrated on “covering” the textbook. They describe this problem as “the “disconnect” that may take place between what pre-service history teachers learn in their social studies methods courses and what they actually encounter and do in the “real world” of the history classroom” (p. 19). Along the same lines, Mayer (2006) talks about “resistance” to teaching historical reasoning and interpretation despite decades of teacher training, research, and even laws dictating its inclusion in the curriculum.

Therefore, it is not a specific problem of our pre-service teachers, but rather a difficulty observed in general. Criticism of this traditional curriculum focused on reproducing a single account is understood and even shared by the majority. As Cornbleth (2010) mentioned, no one is opposed to seeking a more significant and valuable history instruction, yet this search occurs relatively infrequently. Why? What prevents it?

Prior literature has formulated a series of hypotheses on the origin and nature of this difficulty in what is still an open research process. The first and most obvious is that a considerable number of teachers has a limited knowledge of historical inquiry and interpretation processes or an insufficient theory of history teaching and learning (Yeager and Davis, 1996; Seixas, 1998). As solving these shortfalls in historical or educational knowledge is usually found at the heart of history teacher training, we could consider it the predominant implicit or explicit theory. Barton and Levstik (2010), however, question this hypothesis given the evidence that even when teachers have a good knowledge of history as a discipline and know appropriate educational approaches and practices, they do not necessarily apply this type of curriculum in the classroom: “In study after study, what teachers know has little impact on what they do. In fact, sometimes teachers are well aware of this mismatch. Why is this? If teachers know that history is interpretive and involves multiple perspectives, and if they know how to engage students in the process, why don’t they do so?” (Barton and Levstik, 2010, p. 37–38).

These same authors suggest a second hypothesis: this type of curricular approach would endanger the two priority objectives in the classroom, namely, keeping control of the class and covering the syllabus. Van Hover and Yeager (2004) had already suggested the issue of classroom control as an objective that influences teachers’ decisions and prevents the practical application of an interpretive curriculum. In addition to control, they consider two other key factors: the importance of context (influenced by the approaches of more experienced colleagues and the school’s curricular culture) and the belief that students are unable to perform these inquiries.

The crucial aspect we observed, without belittling the importance these other factors may have, is the generalized feeling of being obliged to teach the syllabus, usually expressed as the need to “provide a grounding of fundamental knowledge.” Barton and Levstik (2010) give a perfect explanation for the North American context of what we have observed in the Spanish context:

Everything else—primary sources, multiple perspectives, student interpretation—is extra, and there is rarely time for extras. Learning how to construct historical accounts from evidence might be nice, but it will almost always take a back seat to coverage of textbook or curriculum content, because that is what many people think history teaching is all about (Barton and Levstik, 2010, p. 38).

If our pre-service history teachers actually feel that their first obligation is to teach the facts in the textbook, we want to know where this idea comes from and how deep-seated this feeling is because the truth is that “knowing the facts” is virtually endless, and everything else will always be reduced to mere desires or isolated experiences, at best.



APPROACH TO THE RESEARCH

The general objective of this research is to identify and characterize the beliefs on which pre-service history teachers base their conception of the curriculum and instruction of this subject. The focus is on their epistemic conceptions of history and their beliefs about teaching and learning history, on the now widely accepted hypothesis that it is not the knowledge but the beliefs teachers hold that influence the way they act (Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996; Norton et al., 2005) and that understanding these beliefs is crucial to designing effective teacher training (Kember, 1997).

The starting premise is that most of the beliefs and conceptions we employ as teachers can be implicit (Pozo, 2001, 2003). Formed through direct experience, without critical reflection of any kind, they have the force and the rootedness of what is seen as simply “the way it is.” Our pre-service teachers have experienced a certain way of understanding history and the history curriculum as students themselves and this conception has become emblazoned in their minds. For that reason, although we also ask them about their explicit ideas on history instruction, we are especially interested in the epistemic and educational beliefs they actually deploy when they tackle the specific task of designing the instruction of a particular historical subject for their future students. We understand there could be significant dissonance between what the pre-service teachers “know” declaratively (on historiography or teaching methods, for example) and the beliefs they employ to actually conceive and implement their teaching (Van Hover and Yeager, 2004).

The entire study is structured around a single question based on the abovementioned statement by Barton and Levstik (2010, p. 38), “Coverage of textbook or curriculum content. that is what many people think history teaching is all about.” Is this statement true for our pre-service teachers? What do our pre-service teachers believe should be learned in secondary-school history subjects? And, if applicable, what makes them think their first obligation is to finish that “syllabus”? What are the arguments or beliefs behind that decision? Is it really a decision or simply something that is taken for granted?

This is a relevant issue since, if a deep-seated belief exists that this set of contents defined in the “syllabus” of the textbook is compulsory, all the efforts made during the training program to introduce the development of historical thinking to guide the curriculum will collide with that glass barrier repeatedly. As Barton and Levstik pointed out, these pre-service teachers can end up thinking that historical reasoning activities are a fascinating extra, but still just an extra there is rarely any time for. Investigating this issue involves exploring the epistemic and learning beliefs behind this form of thinking about the curriculum.

Here we need to make two points. Firstly, we believe it is possible that these pre-service history teachers have parallel conceptions: a more advanced epistemic conception for the “professional” history practiced by historians, and a far more simplistic and naive conception for school history, backed by their own experience. Secondly, it is also possible that explicit conceptions arising from their study of historiography overlap with implicit conceptions rooted in their experience that come to the surface naturally when they have to make a decision about the school curriculum. The possibility of having several simultaneous conceptions surfacing in different contexts and with varying degrees of predominance has already been consistently demonstrated (Smith et al., 1994; Ohlsson, 2009; Shtulman, 2009; Nadelson et al., 2018). In this case, although the explicit conception to a direct question can be learned while studying contemporary historiography, the operational conception—the one actually used to make decisions about the curriculum—could be a naive conception produced implicitly during the school experience and activated when thinking about what should be learned at secondary school. In other words, using the general epistemic model by Baxter-Magolda (2002) as a reference, we can position ourselves irreflexively in an “absolutist knowing” conception when talking about school history and, surprisingly, think about history as “contextual knowing” when positioning ourselves in the role of historians. In the first case, the curriculum would be decided under the “assumption that knowledge is certain and people designated as authorities know the truth” (p. 93) and, in the second, it would be assumed “that knowledge is constructed in a context” (p. 96); therefore, (a) several valid interpretations can be made of the same past based on different perspectives and contexts, and (b) we need to know how to critically analyze the validity of every historical “construction.”

This twofold play between explicit and implicit beliefs and beliefs associated with professional history and school history poses interesting problems: Could they be rejecting the traditional curriculum but not be capable of thinking outside the historical canon imposed by tradition? And, if that were the case, how can this contradiction be resolved? It also poses the methodological problem of direct questions or questionnaires on epistemic or educational beliefs proving insufficient. For that reason, as we will see below, we have chosen to complement the direct questions with a practical exercise in which the participants have to reflect and make decisions that we will later analyze.



MATERIALS AND METHODS

Our research falls into an interpretive paradigm and its method is set in a framework of phenomenographic studies of learning and teaching approaches, which were pioneeringly begun by the famous Gothenburg group (Marton, 1986). The qualitative research analyzes trough categorization the reflections and decisions of pre-service teachers when answering the questions and problems we posed. This study conducts an exhaustive analysis and coding of the responses of the n = 72 pre-service teachers of the Master’s Degree in Teaching in Secondary Education at the University of Zaragoza at the start of their course and in the subject Curriculum and Instructional Design, the first they take in the master’s degree within their specialty during the academic year 2021–2022. Even though a total of N = 109 pre-service teachers attend to the Master’s Degree specialty in Geography and History—having previously get a Degree in History, Art History or Geography—, only the n = 72 who have specifically studied a History Degree have been selected as statistical sample.

To explore their epistemic and curricular conceptions, in a first conceptual phase pre-service teachers were asked two direct questions on the purpose of history in secondary education and their personal experience of it. Next, in an instructional phase, they were given the specific exercise of devising a teaching unit on the First World War. The aim was to capture both their explicit general ideas on the history curriculum and the conceptions from which they actually operate when making decisions about this curriculum. They were asked to reflect on the curricular meaning that could be given to the unit and analyze both the official curricular document and one of the most usual textbooks. They were then asked to talk about whether they would include the contents of the textbook in their curriculum or whether they would opt for something completely different, and to detail what they would include. They were also given several primary sources that differed in tone and subject and they were asked if they would integrate them into the unit and how.

Their responses were analyzed qualitatively and categorized from both an epistemological and an educational perspective. The first categorization took as a reference—tentatively as open hypotheses—the general epistemic models by Kuhn (1991; Kuhn et al., 2000, Baxter-Magolda, 2002) and Kuhn and Weinstock (2002), and the specific history models by Jenkins and Munslow (2004), Maggioni et al. (2009), VanSledright and Reddy (2014), and VanSledright and Maggioni (2016). The models by Kember (1997), Trigwell and Prosser (2004), Trigwell et al. (2005), and Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne (2008) were the starting point—also tentatively—for the curricular categorization. The responses were analyzed as a whole, in an attempt to holistically clarify each student’s position, including possible incoherencies. The analysis was conducted in parallel by the authors of this paper, and any possible inconsistency was subsequently contrasted and solved (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Flow chart of objective tests and analysis phases. Compiled by the authors.




RESULTS


Phase 1. Tentative Use of Existing Models

The texts containing the pre-service teachers’ reflections and decisions were subject to a series of analyses until the information was saturated. A first tentative categorization was made by projecting the epistemic and curricular models described above and studying whether any of them could consistently account for the belief system from which our pre-service teachers reflected and made their decisions. To our surprise, the models could only very partially capture these beliefs and they never sufficed to describe them and establish categories among them.

The common ground between the abovementioned models on teaching conceptions by Kember (1997) and Trigwell and Prosser (2004) is that they establish two major types that function as categorización poles: teaching to transmit knowledge (focused on contents and instruction) as opposed to teaching to facilitate students’ conceptual change. In the analysis conducted, the distinction between these two categories is highly relevant but only slightly determining, to the extent that no case was found that we could categorize as focused on students and on their conceptual change.

Concerning epistemic conceptions, the model by VanSledright and Maggioni (2016) distinguishes between copier—“the past happened as it actually happened and history simply narrates it” (p. 266)—, subjectivist—“history is whatever we knowers make it to be” (p. 267)—and criticalist—“the balance between the objects of understanding and the subject… judgment is constrained and refined by the objects and the community in which they converse about the past” (p. 267). Although the vast majority of our pre-service teachers take it for granted that their task will be to offer a single version of the past in the classroom with no hesitation about what kind of truth they are offering about what happened, it is hard to categorize them as copiers since many express their willingness to provide their students with comprehensive interpretations that give meaning to the facts and extend beyond the simple chronicle of them. They are even less likely to fall into the subjectivist category, since none of our pre-service teachers thinks all opinions are valid in history. As very few of them talk about exploring with their students the process of producing historical accounts based on sources and evidence, the criticalist category would only group a small number of cases. The result is that, except for a few that could fall into the categories of copier (10%) or criticalist (7%), most of our pre-service teachers do not seem to fit into any of the three model categories (83%).

Nor does the almost generalized insistence on engaging in a sense-making interpretation of the present fit with the emphasis on factual objectivity that characterizes the category of reconstructionist proposed by Jenkins and Munslow (2004) (“narrative as simply the vehicle for the truth of the past because the image in the narrative refers (corresponds) to the reality of the past”). Their constructionist category, viewing history as a process that tries to uncover the structures and processes behind facts, seems to fit far better with the majority’s ideas: “the key constructionist idea that historians deploy concepts and arguments in order to make generalizations, but not ones that are absolute.” This emphasis on historical explanations or interpretations beyond the facts represents the main current of historiography, as Jenkins and Munslow mention, and our student teachers have undoubtedly had occasion to steep themselves in it during their university education. However, constructionism also underscores two essential issues that almost all our pre-service teachers seem to have overlooked in their curricular proposals. Firstly, none of these “constructed” explanations is considered “absolute”; the aim is to discover the meaning of the facts and construct interpretations with a certain level of truth, although the barriers to doing this are critically recognized. Secondly, and consequently, this category emphasizes historians’ efforts to be as objective as possible, surgically separating themselves from the history they attempt to recount; a critical warning about the method and evidence is the guarantee of this level of truth given to good accounts and historical explanations.

That critical fundamental component of constructionism completely disappears in almost all the texts we analyzed, which pre-service teachers talk in absolute terms about the history that must be taught. As historians, and when answering a direct question, they may have replied in a more genuinely “constructionist” manner, but when they focus their attention on the school curriculum, that view of history completely vanishes, although it is not reduced to “reconstructionism.” It is anchored in something that we could call “naive constructionism”: there is a true history that has to be taught and which indifferently includes facts and interpretations, with no epistemological reflection or critical stance of any kind. Only on a few occasions (5.5%) do pre-service teachers mention something about their students briefly examining the process professional historians follow to construct history and, when they do this, it is as added knowledge, a type of venture into historiography on the fringes of the history (seen as absolute) that students must learn.

Only one of the cases can be categorized as deconstructionist, the last of the positions in the model by Jenkins and Munslow (2004), which states that “there is no original or given meaning that history can discover. The fact that something happened does not mean that we know or can adequately describe what it means.” This epistemic position necessarily involves recognition that every meaning and interpretation stems from a certain perspective (interests, conceptions, beliefs, experiences, and so on) and not from the facts. That means placing emphasis in the analysis on the diversity of histories on the same past and the perspectives used to construct those histories. This single case among the n = 72 pre-service teachers analyzed actually plans to introduce students to the diversity of perspectives on the subject, although no deconstruction of these perspectives is proposed.

If we take as a reference the general epistemic models of Kuhn (1991) and Baxter-Magolda (2002), the result is clearer: the vast majority is in an absolutist epistemic position, to use the term both researchers mention for the first stage of their models. Baxter-Magolda perfectly describes the epistemic and curricular position we observed in most of our pre-service teachers:

…absolute knowing, characterized by the assumption that knowledge is certain, and people designated as authorities know the truth. Based on these epistemic assumptions, absolute knowers believed that: (a) teachers were responsible for communicating knowledge effectively and making sure students understood it (b), students were responsible for obtaining knowledge from teachers (c), peers could contribute to learning by sharing materials and explaining material to each other, and (d) evaluation was a means to show the teacher that students had acquired knowledge (Baxter-Magolda, 2002, p. 93).

However, this description of our pre-service teachers as absolutist is quite imprecise, even though it is highly revealing.

These results led us to conclude that we had to think of a specific epistemic model that could provide a more conclusive analysis. The lack of fit of the historical models used in this first phase of the analysis may lie in the samples giving rise to these models: VanSledright and Maggioni’s (2016) was produced on the basis of the analysis of secondary students’ responses, and Jenkins and Munslow’s (2004) is a theoretical model born of the analysis of the work by some of the best professional historians. Neither fitted our sample, mostly comprised of recent history graduates.



Phase 2. Definition of a New Analysis Framework Suitable for the Sample

As the results of the first phase were quite inconclusive, a second round of analysis was necessary to find key aspects (emerging categorization) that discriminated and characterized the various positions. The result of this second attempt was the definition of a new conceptual framework for the categorization (Figure 2) based on two essential ideas.
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FIGURE 2. Cross-reference framework of epistemic conceptions of history (A: “history as the past” and B: “history as an interpretation”) and conceptions of teaching and learning (1: “teaching as transmission of contents and learning as reproduction” and 2: “teaching as facilitating conceptual change and learning as understanding”).


-The first is the need to combine epistemic and educational conceptions in the analysis. We observed that our pre-service teachers’ curricular reflections and decisions could not be identified and characterized using only one of the two areas and, therefore, both types of beliefs had to be integrated for that purpose.

- The second idea stems from seeking a more precise criterion for the categorization. The most comprehensive approach to the texts made us realize there was a major dividing line between the sample in both the epistemic and educational aspects: whether (or not) the basic premise for interpreting and teaching history was problematic.

Taking an epistemologically problematic starting premise fully influenced the way a small group of our pre-service teachers talked about the teaching of the First World War and set them completely apart from the others. This division largely corresponds to the dual model proposed by Yilmaz (2008): “(a) history as the past and (b) history as an interpretation of the past” (p. 165). In parallel, opting for a curriculum focused on historical problems that students have to investigate also divided the curricular thinking between (1) teaching seen as transmitting contents compared with (2) teaching that facilitates students’ conceptual change (Kember, 1997; Trigwell and Prosser, 2004), and (1) learning as reproduction (surface-level learning) compared with (2) learning as understanding and competence (deep-level learning) (Marton and Säljö, 1976a,b; Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983; Marton et al., 2005). The result is a contingency table—a type of categorization matrix—with four boxes (Figure 2) in which epistemic and educational aspects are divided equally into an objectivist and reproductive conception and an interpretive and problematic conception. This integrated view of epistemic conceptions and conceptions of teaching and learning on the basis of a single criterion is possibly the fundamental decision in this study and the key to its relevance.

Starting (or not) with a problematic conception indicates a twofold parallel threshold—epistemological and educational—that we can summarize three ideas.

(1) Problematization: The basic premise of history (as a discipline and as a curriculum) is determining a historical problem. Compared with a “descriptive” position (history as a supposed neutral description of the past), an interpretive position starts with the idea that the basic premise of history is not the past but a certain question about that past, asked from a particular perspective. That is a historian’s first strategic decision. Consequently, the basic premise of the curriculum must be determining the historical problem that will be the most appropriate and valuable for students to investigate. When the epistemic and curricular aspects converge in this way, a crucial threshold has been crossed in history instruction.

(2) Perspective: Historical problems are always open. Compared with a closed and complete idea of knowledge, this is a dynamic and open idea in which new viewpoints are always possible and multiple perspectives evolving over time constantly intertwine. The deconstruction of perspectives (for example, interests, questions, conceptions, and emotions) giving rise to the diversity of historical interpretations, as well as the exploration of own interpretations, are consubstantial with this curricular and epistemic conception. The idea of “perspective” is thus configured as a threshold concept that has to be crossed to be positioned in this interpretive conception of history (Paricio, 2021).

(3) Inquiry: Inquiry is the central way of learning history, as it is of the historian’s work. This is not simply a methodological choice, but a true conception of what it means to teach/learn history and a “curricular principle” (Bihrer et al., 2019). Inquiry as a learning process is the inevitable consequence of historical problems as a curricular focus. As opposed to a transmissive–reproductive conception (learning as receiving and internalizing knowledge that is out there), a constructive conception understands learning as being able to reason (increasingly better) about certain types of problems and questions. In other words, rather than the curriculum as a thing (to be internalized), we have the curriculum as an encounter (with certain problems and certain methods to deal with them), to develop understanding and competence (Den Heyer, 2014). Inquiry is not only the means, but the end itself: one learns to reason by reasoning (with appropriate scaffolding) when confronted with a particular type of problem.

By placing epistemic and educational conceptions in parallel, we focus on how the discipline is transmitted in the classroom. An absolutist conception of history, understood as a single and supposedly true account, can result in nothing but a reproduction of that account in the classroom by teachers and students. Similarly, implementing an interpretive and problematic curriculum is the logical consequence of a conception of history as an inquiry into and questioning of the past, using agreed methods and diverse perspectives. However, the analysis of our pre-service teachers’ reflections shows that this correspondence is far from automatic, and that reality is substantially more complex. Some of our pre-service teachers have a perfect understanding of that interpretive nature of history, but their decisions and reflections on the curriculum correspond to a “reproductive” position. Although the epistemic conceptions seem to establish a framework—limits on possible thinking concerning the curriculum—they do not determine it at all. In fact, it seems their conception of the nature of history changes depending on whether they talk of history as a discipline or the history curriculum in secondary education. The first categorization tests confirmed that this complexity can be addressed more precisely using the new reference framework, analyzing epistemic and educational conceptions in parallel.



Phase 3. Categorization of Pre-service Teachers’ Positions Using the New Reference Framework

Based on the boxes in the new reference framework, the analysis enabled us to identify the following categories in how our pre-service teachers approach the history curriculum.

A + 1. “Chronicle”: 7/72 (9.5%)

Students must learn (= reproduce) the (objective) facts of history (interpretations are doubtful or controversial). Only 10% of pre-service teachers identify past and history (history as a true account of the past) and view teaching it as a description of the essential facts that students must learn and reproduce. The curriculum is limited to the facts, either simply due to following the textbook’s traditional direction, or due to a conscious attempt to avoid entering into interpretations that can become polemical.

A + 1. “Interpretation”: 60/72 (83.5%)

Students must learn (= reproduce) a certain interpretation of the past (understood as the history that reveals the true meaning of the facts). Out of the 72 pre-service teachers, 60 think they should present their students with a single version of the past, identified as a true history. However, they reject only “giving” the facts and they opt to offer global interpretations (causal linking, change processes, and so on) in which the facts gain some meaning and relevance. Out of these 60, 13 show signs of having an interpretive conception of history as a discipline, but they abandon that conception when thinking about the secondary curriculum.

To prevent the subject from becoming a mere list of facts, this group of pre-service teachers tries to structure them into major historical processes or connect them with the present in some way. Most (40) opt to work on the causal concatenations as way to link and give meaning to the facts.

“The most important aspect is that they understand long historical processes. In this respect, I would give priority to understanding the causes and consequences”; “above all, I would emphasize causes and consequences that would help them better understand the progression of events in the twentieth century.”

Many (28) also insist on linking historical processes or events with the present.

“Teaching the structures and contexts that appear and evolve throughout history, giving students a critical view or perspective of the past that they can use to analyze and intervene in their present reality.”

Lastly, there is also an important group (31) seeking to make sense of the facts by linking them with the democratic values of the present.

“[The First World War enables us to debate] why interaction and cooperation between countries is necessary. make [them] think about the role of nationalisms.”

A + 2. “Null”: 0/72 (0%)

It does not seem possible to devise a problematic curriculum (2) using an absolutist epistemic conception (A); therefore, the presence of zero people in A + 2 is not at all surprising.

B + 1. “Historiographical Process”: 4/72 (5.5%)

Students must learn (= reproduce) a certain version or account of the past, but they must also know the process of interpretation that has made it possible to produce that history based on certain sources. This group talks about exercising critical thinking for any interpretation of the past and how the sources are analyzed and interpreted to construct histories, and they want their students to participate in these ideas. Their conception of history as a discipline falls within category “B,” but they do not ask their students to do any active inquiry work using (and based on) these sources; neither do they propose a critical deconstruction process of the possible historical discourses. At the same time as they teach a certain interpretation of the past, they want to teach their students how a historian works.

“The purpose of history taught in secondary schools should be to show students how a historian’s work unfolds”; “I think it is very important for students to learn how historians interpret primary sources historically to construct historical accounts and what we know as history”; “working with sources can be very interesting so they discover that history is not something historians invent, but rather that they have their “laboratory” and do their “experiments” with these small fragments of the past that are documents. We also have to explain that sources are not the absolute truth and that they can contradict each other…”

In other cases, this also includes the awareness that diverse interpretations are always possible but without ever realizing that their students can become involved in an active work of inquiry.

“My main challenge would be to show my students that these historical events do not necessarily have to be as they are narrated in the textbook. In other words, I would try to convey to my students that a critical stance is required to study history. Consequently, the greatest difficulty would be changing their pre-established idea that history is simply a narration of past events. To do that, I would try to demonstrate, for example, using various sources, that the same event can be recounted and interpreted in different ways with differing objectives.”

B + 1. “State of the Historiographical Art”: 1/72 (1.5%)

Students must learn (= reproduce) the various competing historical interpretations of the same historical event or process. In this category we have included a single student whose curricular focus is on providing a range of interpretations of the First World War: “My biggest challenge is preventing the students from limiting themselves to only understanding the conflict from a single viewpoint. It is important to generate this questioning of the truth, trying to approach a phenomenon or event from different viewpoints or angles.” However, this person always talks about the students knowing different versions, never about investigating them to deconstruct the perspectives on which they are constructed.

B + 2. “Historical Reasoning”

Students must investigate certain historical problems by analyzing sources, constructing their own hypotheses, debating their interpretation proposals, and so on.

B + 2. “Critical Thinking”

Students must critically analyze a certain interpretation of the past, reinterpreting their sources and/or revising the process that has enabled it to be produced and validated.

B + 2. “Multiperspective”

Students must investigate the various histories and deconstruct them by analyzing the different perspectives that gave rise to them.

The last three categories do not appear in the analysis of our pre-service teachers’ curricular decisions and reflections. They stem from proposals and experiences often published in the literature and which would correspond with the B + 2 combination. They have been highlighted because they are objectives we want to achieve with our teacher education program.




DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

In our opinion, three essential ideas can be gleaned from the results of the analysis phases.

1. History graduates do not necessarily have a sufficiently advanced or mature epistemic conception of their own discipline.

We have observed that the predominant conceptions are quite naive and associate history with a true account corresponding to the reality of the past. This does not necessarily imply that the same results would be obtained using instruments such as the Beliefs about Learning and Teaching History Questionnaire, BLTHQ (Maggioni et al., 2009), which asks direct questions about these beliefs. Our method investigates operational conceptions, in other words, those actually used for reasoning about a certain type of task or situation. Our results show that when pre-service teachers have to plan a secondary-school history subject and are asked to determine their curricular goals, the approach to key issues, or the use they will make of sources, an identification between past and history prevails in the majority of cases.

In most cases (all the pre-service teachers categorized as “A,” 67/72), the decisions and reflections respond to this conception of a single and objective history. They do not question the interpretation of the First World War given in the textbook in any way. In fact, they do not seem to perceive that there is any interpretation at all, but simply an account of “the facts,” that are deemed completely necessary to know (although the information on military operations is less detailed). The assurance some feel that the history subject they are going to teach represents the reality of events and a real shield against fake news is striking:

“These days there is an abundance of fake news and here they have the best tool to protect themselves against that”; “a citizen that does not know their history is far easier to manipulate and will not have the tools to discern falsehoods from real historical facts”; “[in this subject] they will have the tools to discern falsehoods from historical facts.”

For the vast majority of the pre-service teachers, the textbook seems to be a simple description of the past and they only propose to complete this information or contextualize it in more general frameworks in order to make it more understandable.

Primary sources are almost always understood as a kind of direct window onto the past that is “necessary to supplement teachers’ explanations in class” and that confirms the history they relate.

“They are a way of showing what the teacher is saying”; “I would use them to explain. in a verifying way”; “I would use them at the end, as reflection, with the purpose of making students see that imperialism was just as it was explained”; “I could use it to revise content and conclude”; “it is the best way for students to see the issues raised throughout the classes”; “they help to consolidate the theoretical information”; “they complement the theoretical classes”; “they can help to considerably improve learning”; “essential complementary materials so that students can consolidate the theory and the teacher’s explanations.”

This way of understanding sources and their role in history instruction is very revealing of the conception of the discipline that pre-service teachers actually activate to think about the curriculum, beyond historiography courses we know they have received.

It is important to clarify that the naïve realism of these pre-service teachers has little to do with the philosophical debate on history between objectivism and relativism. A critical objectivist stance asserts that an objective history can be constructed with a method ensuring appropriate distance between the historian and their history (Newall, 2009), but in this case the textbook version is assumed to be true simply due to authority or tradition. Our pre-service teachers seem to have completely forgotten the old maxim that “any history is someone’s history” (Levstik, 1997, p. 48).

In other cases (categorized as B- > A, 18%), pre-service teachers way of talking about sources or possible interpretations clearly reveals a more mature understanding of history as a discipline. This understanding, however, seems to fade away when they start to outline their curricular proposal. The course of reasoning of some of them suggests that this is not so much an intentional curricular decision, but rather an automatic change of register, the unintentional emergence of a more naïve epistemic conception of history, specifically associated with school history. However, there are also those who explicitly argue for this decoupling of school history from academic history.

“Although it is true that I think one of a historian’s tasks is to question all inherited knowledge, perhaps students doubting everything, while positive, could prove counterproductive as it would create a great deal of confusion; therefore, we must prioritize them obtaining a minimum level of safe and stable content so that later, in higher academic grades, they can explore and shape their rational and reasoned stance in this regard.”

Only in students categorized as “B” (7%) can we see how an advanced conception of sources or a certain critical analysis of historical interpretations is incorporated into the curriculum:

“They could contextualize each of the sources, explaining the moment, the figures, and the intentions of each of the authors. in other words, learn what a primary source is and different ways of processing it”; “more attention should be paid to studying the sources, as it would help students approach historical investigation and learn more about history as a discipline”; “my main challenge would be to show my pupils that these historical events do not necessarily have to be as they are narrated in the textbook”; “[where the textbook] fails is not in that approach alone, but in the lack of other equally valid interpretations.”

The epistemic shortcomings observed in the conceptions through which the vast majority of future history teachers reason about the curriculum are extraordinarily relevant for the design of teacher education. An interpretive curriculum cannot be put into practice, or even truly understood, if it is based on naive realism associating history with a description of what actually happened. Our proposals simply make no sense to them. As we have seen, the sources have a mere confirmatory or revision value of the history that has already been explained. They invariably consider that the inquiry activities based on the sources we have been proposing for years are mere “active” methods that will help their students “learn” the history. Often, to prevent the monotony of the teacher’s single discourse, they propose “debates” to end units, but these are not spaces for inquiry and reasoning about historical problems, but mere breaks for students to give their opinion about “what happened” (now that they already know).

2. A Non-problematic and non-inquiry-based conception of the curriculum

We understand inquiry-based learning (IBL) as a type of activity in which students independently tackle (but with appropriate support) problems or issues in the discipline and produce explanations based on evidence thus learning to reason with concepts and methods that are characteristic of that discipline (Pasternack, 2019). The methods can be diverse, but the essential idea is always to develop the reasoning capacity through suitable problems. Previous studies have shown that a history curriculum understood as a mere supply of information that students must then reproduce is very well-established (Samuelsson, 2019; Boadu, 2020). Our pre-service teachers have undoubtedly experienced that tradition, and, despite their criticism, they do not seem to have broken away from it.

Faced with planning a didactic unit on the First World War, none of them consider which relevant historical issues related to the Great War their pupils could work on. The First World War does not seem to be a problematic issue to take to the classroom but rather a “syllabus” or a series of contents that students must learn. Their decision as teachers seems to be limited to deciding where to place more emphasis in their explanations (social, cultural, military, and so on).

It is significant that the main difficulty the teachers highlight, mentioned by 37% of them, is that there is not much time available for the large amount of “essential” information: “the main challenge is the time we have to teach the subject, and as it is a rather important area that we have a lot of information about, this fact is even more evident.” The way they talk about the time problem perfectly illustrates this majority “informative” conception of history instruction.

“Despite the teachers, the subject must be taught quite quickly. it must cover as much as possible, but always using coherent and comprehensible discourse and exposition”; “the chief challenge is the amount of important information I will not have time to mention in enough detail, or barely touch on, for example, the progress made by the working class or votes for women…”

Some pre-service teachers recognize that rather than supplying information, it would be interesting to perform other activities in class, but they doubt it will be possible to “make time for them.” For the vast majority, further information means more learning. This quantitative conception of learning, deep-seated in most, is an enormous barrier to implementing an interpretive curriculum. Year after year, our pre-service teachers have argued that there was no time to ask their students about historical problems, however interesting they might think such activities are. The sample in this study—graduates beginning their education program as pre-service history teachers—confirm that same idea: the majority feel they would not be fulfilling their obligation if they did not explain all the information in the textbook, as learning history is, above all, knowing these historical data about First World War; everything else is non-essential add-ons.

The study by Keiser et al. (2014) concludes that, in any subject, the necessary prerequisite for adopting an inquiry-based learning strategy is sharing the ideas and principles of epistemological constructivism. In the case of history, this means conceiving the curriculum on the basis of the distinction between past and history, and accepting the interpretive nature of the discipline (Voet and De Wever, 2016). On this premise, for all of our students categorized as “A,” the idea of an inquiry-based curriculum simply does not make sense (which our data confirm). This offers a first level of explanation to the original question of why our pre-service teachers find it so hard to understand it and put it into practice despite the education they have received. Undoubtedly, adequate knowledge of inquiry-based learning is a necessary condition (Yilmaz, 2008), but it does not suffice. It makes no sense to talk about a problematic and inquiry-based curriculum without an appropriate epistemic conception.

However, none of the five pre-service teachers categorized as “B” plan for their pupils to tackle any problems or issues, even though they talk about addressing a variety of interpretations or working on sources “to approach historical investigation” in their classrooms. Knowledge and appropriate epistemic beliefs seem insufficient as well. And it is at this point that we see, in line with the work of Voet and De Wever (2016, 2018), how tacit beliefs about what it means to learn and teach also come into play, acting as filters that shape teachers’ decision-making. Focusing the curriculum on inquiry into historical problems requires embracing the idea that knowledge is not something external that is “internalized” (and reproduced later), but a skill that is developed. Really knowing something (understanding it in depth) means knowing how to think about the subject with some autonomy, which cannot be achieved without addressing issues and reasoning. The fact none of our pre-service teachers even approaches this conception of learning is a clear example of how difficult it is. An extremely long tradition and experience of explanation followed by reproduction have resulted in deeply rooted implicit conceptions on what it means to teach and learn, to the extent that even pre-service teachers with clear ideas on the constructed nature of history find it hard to conceive an inquiry-based curriculum on historical problems.

This is an important conclusion since it confirms those Barton and Levstik (2010) arrived at on historiographical epistemological education not sufficing to change teachers’ curricular approach. It also aligns with the conclusions reached by McDiarmid and Vinten-Johansen (2000) and Mayer (2003) that epistemic beliefs and teaching and learning beliefs need to be addressed in an integrated way in the education of pre-service history teachers.

3. Rejection of an encyclopedic history as a mere fragmentary accumulation of facts

If, in the main, pre-service teachers identify past and history in their curricular decisions and view history instruction as essentially “reproductive” and not inquiry-based, does this mean they consider their fundamental curricular objective to be “covering” the textbook, as Barton and Levstik point out? We observed an explicit generalized rejection (60 out of the 67 pre-service teachers categorized as A + 1) of the traditional encyclopedic conception of textbooks and the way they reduce history to an accumulation of events and figures, often presented in such an artificial and fragmentary manner that no comprehension is possible (Loewen, 1996). Most of the pre-service teachers emphatically state they want their students to “understand” the history they explain to them. As mentioned above, they plan to do this by integrating textbook details into broader narratives or explanations linking the events together to ensure they make some kind of sense. Therefore, although they do not completely reject the textbook, they somehow consign it to having a secondary role after their explanations in class. By distancing themselves from this supposedly neutral descriptive encyclopedia—their history manuals—they instead opt for major history books in which historians aim for the past to gain a certain meaning, and, probably, also a value in the present. In short, it is a particular way of making the discipline accessible to students.

However, their reflections let us glimpse a contradiction that will most likely ruin their intentions in practice: their desire to offer these grand narratives and simultaneously meet the obligation they feel to cover almost all the textbook’s content does not seem viable in the available time. That is why there is a generalized insistence on the problem of time. When they discover that a comprehensible narrative often requires mentioning details, testimonies, or specific situations embodying general interpretation, as it does in history books, and they face the dilemma of opting between the narrative or the synthetic data in the textbook, what will their choice be? Will they actually manage to rid themselves of that feeling of obligation for the textbook content and choose the narrative?

In any case, this result qualifies the findings of Barton and Levstik (2010) which are the basis for the central question of our study: “Coverage of textbook or curriculum content. that is what many people think history teaching is all about.” Most of our pre-service teachers do not think in terms of “covering” the textbook, at least not in their initial intentions. Their experience as history students themselves warns them against that encyclopedic vision of history that the manuals encompass. This leads to the following question: Does that distancing from textbooks and turning to history books interpreting the past also mean they embrace interpretive history in the classroom? Might it represent a bridge facilitating understanding of what that interpretive and inquiry-based history curriculum means? Our hypothesis, which will need further research, is that it does not necessarily. The reproductive conception of learning is deep-seated and finding a solution that can improve on encyclopedic history without challenging those fundamental beliefs on learning can actually help consolidate them.



CONCLUSION

This study is based on observing the difficulties pre-service history teachers face in understanding and accepting an interpretive history curriculum. Its aim is to better outline the nature and origin of these difficulties to tailor their education program better. The starting hypothesis is that their epistemic beliefs on history as a discipline and their beliefs on what learning and teaching means somehow block that comprehension. These beliefs were analyzed at the start of their education as part of a more overarching project whose purpose is a longitudinal monitoring of these pre-service teachers’ beliefs throughout their entire year of training. Furthermore, this project is meant to be continued over the coming years with the aim of observing potential changes in the history teaching conceptions of pre-service teachers.

The use in the analysis of existing models of epistemic progression and of beliefs on the nature of learning and education has not sufficiently clarified the system of beliefs pre-service history teachers employ to make their curricular and teaching decisions concerning a practical exercise related to teaching the First World War. For that reason, starting with an exploratory analysis of their reflections, we propose an ad hoc model interrelating epistemic and educational beliefs based on the same discrimination factor or criterion, which we could define as the presence of a problematized conception of history as a discipline and as a school curriculum.

Categorization using this integrated model has enabled us to observe the complexity of relationships between epistemic and educational beliefs; we can therefore rule out the idea that sophisticated ideas about the nature of history directly lead to acceptance of an interpretive curriculum in which students have an inquiry-based approach to historical problems. This conclusion is consistent with observations published on the results of including epistemological education in the training programs of history teachers.

We can conclude from this joint observation of epistemic and learning-teaching beliefs that there is indeed a twofold threshold that prevents pre-service teachers from understanding and implementing an interpretive history curriculum. Not only must they overcome implicit naive realism (history as a simple description of the past), which abounds when they design the secondary-school curriculum, but they must also begin to think about learning (and, consequently, teaching) using a very different conception to that kind of “absorption” of knowledge inferred in their reflections. Both thresholds are critical and form real glass walls that prevent thinking about a problematic history in the classroom.

Observing this twofold threshold, which we could term specular–reproductive, broaches the need to further explore the links between both belief dimensions by studying how they mutually integrate into a single system and mutually condition and support each other. We believe it is essential to integrate both aspects into the education of pre-service teachers. This is not just because both epistemic and educational conceptions are appropriate, but because they mutually illumine each other where they intersect. In the end, practicing interpretive history in the classroom is nothing more than actually transmitting the discipline in the curriculum, in other words, following the old proposal put forward by Bruner (1966), integrating epistemology and education.
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