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Epistemic beliefs can have an important effect on teaching practices determining how teachers approach a discipline in the 

classroom in different contexts. The research reported on here focused on initial teacher education, assessing the pre-service 

social studies teachers’ epistemic beliefs about history, and their ideas regarding history education. We examined the way in 

which the beliefs of 59 Spanish participants had evolved after an intervention focused the fostering of historical thinking and 

understanding. A pre-test-post-test quasi-experimental design was applied, using the Beliefs about History Questionnaire 

(BHQ), which was supplemented by a qualitative approach. Results indicate progression, although it was more noticeable in 

pre-service primary education teachers who adhered to a more nuanced vision about historical knowledge and both 

objectivity and subjectivity. The way that participants with different conceptions about history thought about educational 

aspects were also examined and discussed. Findings suggest the effectiveness of educational interventions in initial teacher 

training to allow pre-service teachers to understand the specificity of this discipline. 

 

Keywords: epistemic beliefs; historical thinking; history education; initial teacher training 

 

Introduction 

History teachers have an invaluable role in contemporary societies, not only as transmitters of knowledge about 

the past, but also as professionals that can help students develop disciplinary competencies and become aware of 

their historical consciousness (Seixas, 2017b). Adopting an adequate orientation of history education is 

especially important for those national contexts where recent history still plays a fundamental role in the 

development and understanding of national identities due to diverse reasons, such as in Spain (Martínez 

Rodríguez, 2014), Portugal and Brazil (Barca & Schmidt, 2013), South American nations such as Chile or 

Argentina (Carretero & Borrelli, 2008), Ireland (Kitson & McCully, 2005), or South Africa (Angier, 2017). In 

many of these national contexts the past is sometimes still regarded as controversial (Teeger, 2015) and 

“difficult histories”, in the words of Gross and Terra (2019), are not always addressed to promote historical 

understanding. Teachers can provide their students with a set of critical tools that might help them establish 

connections between the past and the present – something that is dependent on those beliefs harboured by 

teachers about the specific nature and production of knowledge of an epistemological origin. 

While researchers have examined the way in which epistemic beliefs can influence reasoning and other 

abilities and have conceptualised theoretical developmental models that try to describe progression (Kuhn, 

Cheney & Weinstock, 2000), initial efforts were based on broad characterisations. In contrast, the analysis of 

domain-specific epistemic beliefs can help the understanding of students’ and teachers’ ideas about the nature of 

knowledge in their own discipline (Buehl, Alexander & Murphy, 2002). This is a reason why focusing on 

history and social sciences can, in fact, provide a clearer picture of teachers’ and students’ reasoning and 

perceptions (Maggioni, Fox & Alexander, 2010). 

 
Literature Review: Epistemic Beliefs about History and History Education 

Research in history education has addressed the way in which students conceive history, examining how 

different visions regarding its nature can lead them to think about historical evidence in diverse ways. For 

instance, Lee and Shemilt (2003) developed a progression model in which they discussed how those students 

who regarded the past and history as analogous concepts tended to treat evidence as a direct access to what 

really happened. Conversely, those people that are able to conceive history as a construct usually have a more 

nuanced view of how to interpret and understand sources and evidence, taking into account the historical 

context, reliability and bias. 

An analysis of the way in which teachers think about history can provide valuable information about 

conceptions that might influence their teaching practices. In this regard, Stoddard (2010) found that teachers’ 

epistemic beliefs about the use of historical sources do not always automatically transfer to daily practice. Sakki 

and Pirttilä-Backman (2019) found that those teachers with a naïve approach to the debate about objectivity tend 

to show a predilection for fostering patriotism in the classroom, and those that identified the development of 

critical thinking and historical consciousness among their aims adhered to a reflective epistemic stance. 

Complex epistemological stances are not always promoted in the curriculum, and are usually relegated in favour 

of a vision in which history is simply viewed as factual knowledge to be transmitted (Déry, 2017). Despite this, 

the most recent theoretical frameworks of historical reasoning consider the understanding about how historical 
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knowledge is constructed and about the nature of 

the discipline as a key element alongside first-order 

knowledge and second-order concepts (Van Boxtel 

& Van Drie, 2018). 

In the last decades, a renewed focus on 

historical thinking and how students should be 

made aware of their own historicity has clearly 

influenced educational research in diverse 

educational and national contexts. For instance, in 

South Africa, while new studies have focused on 

domain-specific epistemic beliefs (Reddy, 2020), 

researchers have yet to assess epistemological 

beliefs in history education. On the other hand, 

there have been very valuable efforts in South 

African educational research regarding the 

development of historical thinking (Ramoroka & 

Engelbrecht, 2018) and the conceptualisation of 

historical consciousness (Teeger, 2015), 

fundamental concepts related to cognition in 

history. 

If epistemic beliefs can influence how 

teachers orient their daily practice, initial teacher 

education can have an important role to play in 

preparing pre-service teachers. The way that they 

approached their practice was analysed, which 

included some attempts to address epistemic issues 

in the classroom (VanSledright & Frankes, 2000), 

how a lack of first-order knowledge might impede 

a complex epistemological approach (Wansink, 

Akkerman & Wubbels, 2016), or the uneven effects 

of courses that explicitly address epistemic 

cognition in history education (VanSledright & 

Reddy, 2014). However, the contexts in which this 

was analysed have been very limited and specific, 

and not always in connection with initial teacher 

training or with key epistemological categories 

specifically linked with history education. 

 
The Search for a Conceptual Framework 

For the last two decades, there have been 

considerable advances in the conceptualisation of a 

theoretical framework capable of outlining 

epistemic ideas about history. Epistemological 

categories were usually discussed in relation to 

other concepts, such as the use of evidence (Lee & 

Shemilt, 2003), adopted by Maggioni, 

VanSledright and Alexander (2009) to construct a 

model in which different conceptions about history 

could be categorised in particular stances. 

Maggioni and her colleagues developed a 

framework in which they differentiated between 

three different epistemic positions: a copier (or 

objectivist) stance, a borrower (or subjectivist) 

stance, and a criterialist stance (VanSledright & 

Maggioni, 2016). This approach was informed by 

general models of epistemic cognition that 

differentiated between levels of complexity in 

reasoning (King & Kitchener, 2002) with an 

explicit idea of progression, similar to the model 

developed by Martens (2015). 

In Maggioni’s proposal, each stance is 

conceptualised as a reflection of a level of higher 

complexity. According to this model, history has 

the risk of being understood as a copy of the past, 

and people that agree with a copier or objectivist 

vision tend to believe that knowledge is always 

available, that an undisputed and objective truth 

can be reached, and that opposing viewpoints about 

history are simply attributed to a lack of 

information (Chapman, 2011). The borrower (or 

subjectivist) stance is described as a relativistic 

approach to history in which the truth is not only 

regarded as elusive, but as sometimes conceptually 

impossible to reach and where interpretation 

assumes a key role. Finally, the criterialist stance is 

conceptualised as a complex approach with a clear 

awareness of how knowledge is produced and how 

interpretations vary over time. History is conceived 

as a construct striking a balance between naïve 

objectivist or subjectivist approaches. 

These stances are the basis of the BHQ, an 

instrument developed to assess the level of 

agreement of history teachers with these stances 

(Maggioni, Alexander & VanSledright 2004; 

Maggioni et al., 2009). This questionnaire has been 

used with American pre-service teachers, but also 

in other educational contexts, including the 

Netherlands (Stoel, Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2017), 

Spain (Miguel-Revilla, Carril & Sánchez-Agustí, 

2017; Miguel-Revilla, Carril-Merino & Sánchez-

Agustí, 2021) and Germany (Mierwald, Lehmann 

& Brauch, 2018). The effects of interventions or 

formative programmes in potential changes in 

epistemic cognition about history have only been 

tentatively examined. Alternative ways of assessing 

epistemic cognition in history have also been used 

both with students and with teachers, usually 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods 

(Nokes, 2014). 

 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

With this research we intended to expand on the 

work developed in a previous study, in which the 

same instrument was used in order to assess the 

visions of pre-service teachers (Miguel-Revilla et 

al., 2017). Here, the aim was to analyse pre-service 

social studies teachers’ conceptions about history 

and to examine their responses while taking into 

account categories such as the nature of the 

discipline, interpretation in history, the debate 

about objectivity and subjectivity, and the use of 

evidence in historical inquiry. The main purpose 

was to establish a comparison between pre-service 

teachers’ epistemic beliefs before and after a 

formative intervention with two distinct groups 

focused on how students’ historical thinking and 

understanding are developed. We also aimed to 

analyse participants’ ideas about how to approach 

history education, putting them in relation with 

their epistemic beliefs and establishing a 
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comparison between groups. The research 

questions guiding the study were the following: 
1) What are pre-service primary and secondary social 

studies teachers’ epistemic beliefs about history? 

2) What are the effects of a formative intervention that 

addresses how students’ historical thinking and 

understanding are fostered? 

3) How do pre-service teachers with different 

conceptions about history as a discipline approach 

history education? 

 

Methodology 

A mixed-methods design in which quantitative data 

were accompanied by a qualitative examination of 

participants’ responses was used in this study. This 

research follows an integrated design with a 

concurrent sequence of implementation (Greene, 

2007). To establish a comparison, the quantitative 

analysis followed a pre-test-post-test quasi-

experimental design (Shadish, Cook & Campbell, 

2002). Information was obtained from two groups, 

although no control group was used due to the 

compulsory nature of the courses and the relatively 

small number of students enrolled in them. 

Quantitative information was supplemented with a 

qualitative analysis that focused on four specific 

categories to examine participants’ epistemic 

beliefs about history. Pre-service teachers’ 

conceptions about how to approach history 

education were also inductively analysed using 

emergent categories (Waring, 2017). 

 
Participants and Design of the Intervention 

Two different groups of pre-service teachers were 

selected for this study, comprising a total of 59 

participants from Spain. The first group included 

36 second-year pre-service teachers enrolled for a 

bachelor’s degree in primary education, while the 

second group included 23 pre-service teachers 

enrolled for a master’s degree in secondary 

education. The sampling strategy can be described 

as non-probabilistic, as participants were selected 

attending to accessibility criteria using a purposive 

and typical strategy (Wellington, 2015). An a 

priori power calculation was conducted using 

G*Power to examine whether the sample was 

adequate considering the results of previous 

experimental studies in the field. The analysis 

indicated that an estimated power of .80, similar to 

that found by Stoel, Van Drie et al. (2017), and an 

estimated effect size of d = .80, in the same range 

described by Mierwald et al. (2018), would require 

a minimum total sample size of 52 participants for 

two groups, a sample size comparable to that used 

by Stoel, Van Drie et al. (2017). 

Both groups took part in an intervention that 

lasted a total of 15 hours in 2018. The intervention 

was applied separately in each case, in the 

framework of a course on history and social studies 

education that focused on characterising and 

providing strategies to foster the development of 

historical thinking and understanding. The main 

aim of the intervention was to help pre-service 

teachers understand some of the key concepts of 

the field in order for them to be able to use said 

notions to learn how to design resources or design 

activities in the future that could be used in primary 

or secondary education. For this reason, the 

intention with the course was to, first of all, expand 

the participants’ theoretical notions about the 

potential of history education, providing examples 

and background information, but also, as an 

intended effect, to help them reflect and think about 

the nature of history and how to approach history 

education. In both instances the same professor 

used an identical pedagogical orientation, focusing 

on the same elements and utilising comparable 

resources. 

After introducing participants to central ideas 

and theoretical frameworks that have 

conceptualised historical thinking and 

understanding (Lévesque & Clark, 2018), each 

session was dedicated to examining these notions, 

individually addressing the six key historical 

thinking concepts identified by Seixas and Morton 

(2013) in each of the different sessions. During the 

course, students were provided with theoretical 

tools, as well as practical examples on how to 

identify concepts such as historical significance, 

the use of evidence, continuity and change, cause 

and consequence, historical perspective and the 

ethical dimension of history, and how to use them 

in primary or secondary education classrooms 

(Seixas, 2017a). 

Examples of different methodological 

strategies were also provided in the sessions, 

focusing on how to best address each concept in 

relation to the cognitive development of the 

students and their ideas about historical knowledge, 

as well as to some of the historical debates or topics 

being discussed in the media. For this reason, pre-

service teachers also spent some sessions working 

with historical sources, and were taught to identify 

and critically examine them, and to use these 

resources in history education to develop historical 

understanding among students (Levstik & Barton, 

2015). During the process, pre-service teachers 

were also asked to select historical sources and 

educational resources, to design proposals for 

potential teaching practices, and to take part in 

debates fostering a deeper reflection about the 

nature of history and its educational role. 

 
Research Instrument and Data Analysis 

The BHQ (Maggioni et al., 2009) was applied 

before and after the intervention, with the informed 

consent of participants. The 22 items of the 

questionnaire, distributed in three scales (copier, 

borrower and criterialist), were codified using a 

six-point Likert scale, with values ranging from 1 

to 6 (1 = Strongly disagree; 6 = Strongly agree). A 
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confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to 

assess the structure and psychometric properties of 

the instrument, which was deemed satisfactory 

after its application in this particular context 

(Miguel-Revilla et al., 2021). 

Participants were also asked to respond at 

length on their agreement with three statements 

included in the BHQ: “Teachers should not 

question students’ historical opinions, only check 

that they know the facts”, “Even eyewitnesses do 

not always agree with each other, so there is no 

way to know what happened” and “It is 

fundamental that students are taught to support 

their reasoning with evidence.” Each item was 

selected from one scale, using as criteria the 

potential information that responses might be able 

to provide in relation to the categories that were 

used. 

Information obtained from the instrument was 

processed and analysed following two procedures. 

Quantitative data were transferred to the IBM SPSS 

software, using a technique indicated by the 

creators of the questionnaire in order to convert 1 

to 6 Likert-scale values to -3 to +3 values 

(VanSledright & Reddy, 2014). Paired samples or 

dependent t-tests were applied to establish a 

comparison between the level of agreement for 

each of the three epistemic stances before and after 

the intervention. 

Open-ended responses were transcribed and 

transferred to ATLAS.ti to codify them. After 

anonymising the information to reduce bias, four 

categories were used, including aspects related to 

the nature of history, issues regarding 

interpretation, the debate about objectivity and 

subjectivity, and the use of evidence in historical 

inquiry. These categories had been previously 

described by Miguel-Revilla and Fernández-Portela 

(2017) and applied in the study on which this work 

expands (Miguel-Revilla et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

responses provided were inductively codified using 

emerging categories in order to examine the 

participants’ concerns and visions regarding history 

education. These were later compared with the aim 

of examining the way in which groups with 

different epistemic ideas about history approach 

history education, as well as the effects of the 

intervention. 

 
Results 
Quantitative Comparison of the Results Obtained 
Before and After the Interventions 

The results obtained after the application of the 

BHQ were analysed for both groups. After testing 

for normality using the Shapiro-Wilk test, and 

verifying all assumptions, a quantitative 

comparison using paired samples or dependent 

t-tests was applied, contrasting the level of 

agreement with each of the three stances before and 

after the intervention. Cohen’s d values were 

provided for each analysis in order to reflect a 

measure of effect sizes. In the initial and final 

applications of the instrument, Cronbach’s α 

coefficient ranged between .63 and .75 for the 

copier scale, between .61 and .58 for the borrower 

scale and between .70 and .80 for the criterialist 

scale respectively. These results were in line with 

previous applications of the instrument, with 

suboptimal α readings in some of these scales 

(Mierwald et al., 2018; Miguel-Revilla et al., 2021; 

Stoel, Van Drie et al., 2017), which are discussed 

later on. 

Focusing exclusively on the progression 

evidenced by primary education pre-service 

teachers (cf. Table 1), the results indicate that this 

group favoured the criterialist position before the 

intervention (M = 1.43, SD = .56), and also show 

an important disagreement regarding the other two 

stances, especially with the borrower position (M = 

-1.38, SD = .74). Dependent t-tests indicate a 

statistically significant difference between the 

initial and final results and a large effect size only 

for this factor (t(35) = -5.66, p < .001, d = .87). 

 

Table 1 Results of the t-tests for pre-service primary education teachers  
Stance Instrument application 

Mean 

difference 

95% CI mean 

difference 

  

 Initial test Final test   

 M SD M SD  t d 

Copier -.64 .83 -.55 .74 -.09 [-.33, .15] -.79 .11 

Borrower -1.38 .74 -.61 1.00 -.77 [-1.00, -.49] -5.66* .87 

Criterialist 1.43 .56 1.43 .70 -.001 [-.14, .15] .04 .00 

Note. n = 36; df = 35; CI = confidence interval; M = mean; SD = standard deviation. *p < .001. 

 

While participants showed a significant 

variation on their level of agreement with the 

borrower stance, the results obtained in the final 

test signalled their struggle to favour this position 

(M = -.61, SD = 1.00) after the intervention, which 

might indicate a more nuanced approach to this 

vision. The dependent t-tests did not show evidence 

any additional significant differences between the 

initial and final results for the copier (t(35) = -.79, 

p > .05, d = .11) or the criterialist stance 

(t(35) = .04, p > .05, d < .01). 

For pre-service secondary education teachers 

(cf. Table 2) the results were very similar to the 

ones found in the other group, although a series of 

key differences could be identified. While these 

teachers also showed a notable level of agreement 

with the criterialist position, higher than the first 

group (M = 1.79, SD = .67), the other two stances 
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were rejected in a more consistent way (M = -1.68, 

SD = .75 and M = -1.63, SD = .74 for the copier 

and the borrower stance, respectively).  

 

Table 2 Results of the t-tests for pre-service secondary education teachers 
Stance Instrument application 

Mean 

difference 

95% CI mean 

difference 

  

 Initial test Final test   

 M SD M SD  t d 

Copier -1.68 .75 -1.62 .85 -.06 [-.36, .24] -.42 .07 

Borrower -1.63 .74 -1.21 .83 -.42 [-.73, -.11] -2.81* .53 

Criterialist 1.79 .67 1.87 .69 -.08 [-.43, .26] -.50 .12 

Note. n = 23; df = 22; CI = confidence interval; M = mean; SD = standard deviation. *p < .01. 

 

The only statistically significant changes 

between the initial and the final results were the 

ones related to the borrower stance (t(22) = -2.81, p 

= .01, d = .53) with a moderate effect size. Even 

though the data pointed to a higher level of 

agreement regarding the criterialist position, and a 

slightly less categorical point of view in relation to 

the copier stance, these differences were not 

statistically significant (t(22) = -.50, p > .05, 

d = .12, and t(22) = -.42, p > .05, d = .07, 

respectively). Just like in the first group, while 

participants’ epistemic beliefs did not completely 

change after the intervention, results indicate a 

more nuanced perspective, especially in relation to 

the borrower stance. 

 
Qualitative Analysis of Epistemic Beliefs Before and 
After the Intervention 

Attending to the group of pre-service primary 

education teachers, the results that were obtained 

before and after the intervention (cf. Table 3) show 

that the distribution of the responses in the 

categories differed significantly. Regarding the 

conception of history, 13.9% of the participants 

displayed a vision where the past and history were 

indistinguishable from each other, a key aspect of 

the copier stance, showing no discernible 

progression. On the other hand, 61.1% of the 

participants initially identified history with a 

narration, and 19.4% with a scientific discipline. 

Only 27.7% of teachers agreed with the first 

position after the intervention. 

The second category focused on interpretation 

in history. Those participants who considered 

history as something analogous to the past 

considered history as something whose meaning 

had already been provided: 11.1% before the 

intervention, as well as 8.3% after the final test. 

Conversely, 52.8% of the participants initially 

focused on the prevalence of different 

interpretations, highlighting the validity of all 

positions and asking for “a consensus in which all 

points of view are taken into account” 

(14.PrimaryEd.Pre). While only 30.5% initially 

agreed that interpretation was possible in history, 

this percentage increased to 52.8%. 

The debate regarding objectivity and 

subjectivity in history was analysed in the third 

category. Naïve positions were more categorical in 

nature. For instance, one participant stated that 

“there are different opinions, but there will always 

be a true one” (25.Prim.Pre). Sixty-one per cent of 

the participants initially displayed naïve stances, 

decreasing to 47.2% after working with historical 

thinking key concepts. The largest increase 

corresponded to those participants who were able 

to strike a balance between both objectivity and 

subjectivity in line with a criterialist position. 

The comparison in the last category shows 

that participants started considering testimonies and 

other evidence in historical inquiry after the 

intervention. While 41.5% of them did not even 

consider these elements and instead just focused on 

the usefulness of “examining different points of 

view” (23.Prim.Pre), the figure decreased to 11.1% 

after the course. Responses that explicitly referred 

to the use of sources and evidence increased from 

8.3 to 30.5%. 
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Table 3 Distribution of pre-service primary education teachers (epistemic beliefs) 

Category 

Instrument application 

Initial test Final test 

n % n % 

Nature of history: 

History and the past as analogous 

History as an account or a narration 

History as a scientific discipline 

N/A 

 

5 

22 

7 

2 

 

13.9 

61.1 

19.4 

5.6 

 

5 

10 

19 

2 

 

13.9 

27.7 

52.8 

5.6 

Interpretation in history: 

Meaning static and already defined 

Plurality of visions 

Interpretation as something possible 

N/A 

 

4 

19 

11 

2 

 

11.1 

52.8 

30.5 

5.6 

 

3 

14 

19 

-- 

 

8.3 

38.9 

52.8 

-- 

Objectivity and subjectivity in history: 

Objectivity (naïve stance) 

Objectivity (nuanced stance) 

Subjectivity (naïve stance) 

Subjectivity (nuanced stance) 

Balance between both positions 

N/A 

 

9 

4 

13 

5 

3 

2 

 

25.0 

11.1 

36.1 

13.9 

8.3 

5.6 

 

9 

7 

8 

4 

8 

-- 

 

25.0 

19.4 

22.2 

11.1 

22.2 

-- 

Role of evidence: 

Evidence not considered by participants 

Evidence assumes a secondary role 

Evidence assumes a main role 

N/A 

 

15 

17 

3 

1 

 

41.5 

47.2 

8.3 

2.8 

 

4 

20 

11 

1 

 

11.1 

55.6 

30.5 

2.8 

Note. N/A = not available. 

 

Using the same categories with secondary 

education pre-service teachers (cf. Table 4), 

progression was not as predominant as with 

primary teachers, although responses were in line 

with the criterialist stance. Participants debated 

between a vision of history as an account or 

narration (34.8%), or as a scientific discipline 

(65.2%), clearly opting for the second position after 

the intervention (73.9%). A nuanced conception 

was found, as participants defended that “from 

different accounts, a historian is capable of 

obtaining a guiding theme in order to know the 

events that happened in a particular time or place” 

(38.SecondaryEd.Pre), even if “there is a lack of 

witnesses in most of historical periods” 

(46.Sec.Post). 

Regarding objectivity and subjectivity, this 

group, from the beginning, adhered to a balanced 

stance in which both positions were taken into 

account (47.9% of responses). This percentage was 

identical after the intervention, as participants 

reflected on how to reconcile the “plurality of 

opinions inherent to the historical discipline when 

working with people” (58.Sec.Pre) and yet, how “it 

is possible to obtain conclusions even from 

conflicting testimonies” (50.Sec.Post). The 

percentage of responses framed in naïve stances 

was comparably lower than in the other group. 

Data also suggest progression towards a nuanced 

subjectivist position (from 4.3% to a 21.7%) in line 

with quantitative findings. The same applied 

regarding the perception of the role of evidence in 

historical inquiries, as 60.9% of the participants 

initially highlighted the critical use of sources and 

documents (65.2% after the final test). In contrast 

to the first group, all participants mentioned the 

necessity to take evidence into account, even if it 

merely assumed a secondary role for 39.1% and 

26.1% of the participants before and after the 

intervention, respectively. 
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Table 4 Distribution of pre-service secondary education teachers (epistemic beliefs) 

Category 

Instrument application 

Initial test Final test 

n % n % 

Nature of history: 

History and the past as analogous 

History as an account or a narration 

History as a scientific discipline 

N/A 

 

-- 

8 

15 

-- 

 

-- 

34.8 

65.2 

-- 

 

-- 

4 

17 

2 

 

-- 

17.4 

73.9 

8.7 

Interpretation in history: 

Meaning static and already defined 

Plurality of visions 

Interpretation as something possible 

N/A 

 

-- 

2 

21 

-- 

 

-- 

8.7 

91.3 

-- 

 

-- 

2 

20 

1 

 

-- 

8.7 

87.0 

4.3 

Objectivity and subjectivity in history: 

Objectivity (naïve stance) 

Objectivity (nuanced stance) 

Subjectivity (naïve stance) 

Subjectivity (nuanced stance) 

Balance between both positions 

N/A 

 

2 

6 

2 

1 

11 

1 

 

8.7 

26.1 

8.7 

4.3 

47.9 

4.3 

 

2 

3 

-- 

5 

11 

2 

 

8.7 

13.0 

-- 

21.7 

47.9 

8.7 

Role of evidence: 

Evidence not considered by participants 

Evidence assumes a secondary role 

Evidence assumes a main role 

N/A 

 

-- 

9 

14 

-- 

 

-- 

39.1 

60.9 

-- 

 

-- 

6 

15 

2 

 

-- 

26.1 

65.2 

8.7 

 

Educational Approaches and Epistemic Beliefs 
about History 

Both pre-service primary and secondary education 

teachers spontaneously made reference to a 

considerable number of ideas that were related to 

educational aspects (cf. Table 5). These categories, 

while linked to the discipline of history, went 

beyond a discussion of epistemic beliefs, and 

provided information about how pre-service 

teachers perceived that history education should be 

addressed in the classroom. 

 

Table 5 Percentage of pre-service teachers that alluded to the following categories 

Ideas and categories conveyed 

Group and instrument application 

Prim. Ed. 

(initial) 

Prim. Ed. 

(final) 

Sec. Ed. 

(initial) 

Sec. Ed. 

(final) 

% % % % 

Students should learn how to reason 44.4 58.3 43.5 47.8 

Focus on students’ critical thinking 16.7 22.2 65.2 52.2 

Negative view of memorisation 11.1 19.4 30.4 17.4 

Students should express their ideas 41.7 22.2 4.3 8.7 

Focus on fostering historical thinking 2.8 8.3 8.7 21.7 

Focus on the practical uses of history 5.6 13.9 13.0 13.0 

Focus on preconceived notions/ideas 11.1 19.4 8.7 4.3 

How to manage information 2.8 2.8 8.7 8.7 

Students should respect different views 33.3 11.1 4.3 -- 

How to foster interest in history 2.8 8.3 4.3 -- 

Focus on students’ motivation 16.7 2.8 8.7 4.3 

Link between the past and the present 5.6 2.8 8.7 4.3 

Focus on efficacy of learning practices  2.8 2.8 17.4 -- 

Note. Prim. Ed. = Primary Education; Sec. Ed. = Secondary Education. The categories are sorted in descending order 

according to their combined frequency for both groups after the intervention 

 

Among the main ideas that were identified 

during the analysis, the one that was more 

frequently repeated by pre-service primary 

education teachers was that teaching reasoning 

should be addressed in history classes. For them, “it 

is essential that each person learns how to defend 

their arguments” (15.Prim.Pre), because “no matter 

what their opinion is, it should be adequately 

substantiated” (06.Prim.Pre). This idea was 

reinforced by the intervention in both groups: this 

notion was reiterated by 58.3% of primary teachers 

in the final questionnaire and by 47.8% of their 

counterparts, highlighting that “it is fundamental 

for students to think and defend their opinion in a 

rigorous way” (43.Sec.Post). 

Each group showed particular preferences. A 

very substantial focus on the promotion of critical 

thinking could be observed among pre-service 
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secondary teachers (65.2% initially and 52.2% later 

on) as many of them clearly stated that “teachers 

should ask students about their historical opinions 

not only to learn about their knowledge, but also to 

determine their critical sense” (51.Sec.Pre). 

Pre-service primary teachers also shared this 

opinion, and although only 16.7% of them cited 

this aspect before the intervention, the course 

seemed to have encouraged 22.2% to 

spontaneously refer to this idea in the final 

questionnaire. 

Both groups explicitly referred to the 

promotion of historical thinking – probably as a 

result of the intervention. Participants stated that 

teachers should assess “whether [students] have 

understood aspects related to historical time, 

causes and consequences, historical empathy, 

presentism, etc.” (53.Sec.Post), or that pupils 

should focus on “the motivation of historical actors 

in order to understand the meaning of their 

actions” (09.Prim.Post). Secondary teachers cited 

this issue with higher frequency (21.7%) than their 

counterparts (just 8.3%). 

Additionally, pre-service primary education 

teachers placed high value on the idea that students 

should be able to express their opinions about 

history (41.7% before; 22.2% after), as “each 

person has a right to give their own opinion” 

(11.Prim.Pre). A significant number of them 

(33.3%) initially highlighted that “everybody’s 

opinions should be respected” (03.Prim.Pre). 

Pre-service secondary education teachers seemed to 

be initially more concerned about the efficacy of 

learning practices (17.4%) or the link between the 

past and the present (8.7%), although some of these 

views seemed to subside after the intervention. 

 
Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study we examined pre-service teachers’ 

beliefs about history and the effects of an 

intervention that was designed to explicitly work 

with historical thinking concepts. Firstly, the 

quantitative comparison of the results obtained 

using the BHQ before and after the intervention 

showed progression, but not in all categories. 

While participants did not fundamentally change 

their level of agreement with the epistemic stances, 

they acquired a significantly more nuanced vision 

of the borrower (or subjectivist) position. This 

challenges the expectation that participants would 

be able to reinforce their criterialist position, but 

supports the results obtained by Stoel, Van Drie, et 

al. (2017), who report higher levels of agreement 

with the borrower or subjectivist stance after a 

comparable intervention. 

Both pre-service primary and secondary 

education teachers showed a similar predisposition, 

rejecting the copier and borrower visions and 

showing preference for the criterialist stance. The 

second group displayed a more coherent position, 

with a higher level of agreement with a criterialist 

point of view, rejecting the other two stances. This 

preference corroborates similar studies with both 

pre-service teachers (Miguel-Revilla et al., 2017, 

2021; VanSledright & Reddy, 2014) and students 

(Mierwald et al., 2018; Stoel, Logtenberg, 

Wansink, Huijgen, Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2017). 

Despite these differences, the intervention seems to 

have affected both groups in a similar way with 

regard to the borrower stance. 

Secondly, the results of the qualitative 

comparison signal a clear contrast between pre-

service primary and secondary teachers. The first 

group showed a tendency to conceive history as an 

account or a narration, and was aware that there 

were many and diverse points of view about what 

happened in the past, even though they did not 

know how to discriminate among them and did not 

consider evidence. Participants adhered to one of 

the less complex categories described by Lee and 

Shemilt (2003), while also adopting naïve 

objectivist and subjectivist points of view with a 

general lack of awareness regarding the specificity 

of historical inquiry. 

Significant progression in all four categories 

assessed was found after the intervention, in line 

with the aim of the formative intervention. 

Participants’ considerations about history seemed 

to have changed, as a majority of them considered 

it a scientific discipline instead of a mere account. 

At the same time, the participating pre-service 

teachers highlighted the possibility of interpretation 

in history, and considered evidence as a central 

concept to be addressed in the classroom. Finally, 

their ideas about subjectivity and objectivity in 

history seemed to have evolved towards more 

nuanced considerations. This corroborates previous 

studies documenting how interventions have the 

ability to transform pre-service teachers’ 

(VanSledright & Reddy, 2014) and students’ 

epistemic beliefs about history (Mierwald et al., 

2018; Nokes, 2014). 

The effects of the course appeared to have 

been less noticeable for pre-service secondary 

education teachers. Participants in this group 

consistently showed more complexity in their open 

responses than their counterparts, both in the initial 

and final questionnaires, supporting the quantitative 

analysis. They regarded history mainly as a 

scientific discipline analysed through sources and 

contrasting evidence where nuanced and balanced 

visions regarding the objectivity debate can coexist. 

After the course, all these positions were reinforced 

in line with a criterialist stance. 

The fact that the intervention seemed to have 

been more useful for primary than for secondary 

education pre-service teachers might be explained 

by their academic background (Miguel-Revilla et 

al., 2021). As opposed to primary teachers, 

secondary education teachers in Spain only begin 



 South African Journal of Education, Volume 42, Number 3, August 2022  9 

their studies as teachers after finishing their studies 

in history or other social sciences. They are 

accustomed to disciplinary inquiry, and tend to 

approach historical debates considering both 

interpretations and facts. These results are in line 

with those obtained by VanSledright and Reddy 

(2014), who described the uneven effect of a course 

with pre-service teachers, but did not imply that an 

intervention was not useful for secondary education 

teachers. The quantitative and qualitative analyses 

indicate that this group moved towards a more 

nuanced subjective stance, something that might 

have entailed a more complex vision about how 

knowledge in history was constructed, instead of 

just an expression of a mere relativistic point of 

view (Stoel, Logtenberg, et al., 2017). 

A qualitative examination of the participants’ 

responses was also used to assess their visions and 

ideas about history education. Both groups 

underscored different elements, something that may 

hint at how diverse conceptions about history can 

determine the different ways that history education 

might be addressed in the classroom. Concerns 

were diverse, making interpretation difficult, but 

primary education teachers mentioned the need for 

students to express themselves and respect other 

people’s views more often. Again, this might be a 

result or an expression of their academic 

background, more concerned with instructional 

aspects and how to manage pupils’ global needs in 

primary education, than with disciplinary history. 

While participants in both groups argued 

about the need to teach students how to reason and 

mostly had a negative vision of memorisation, 

secondary education teachers highlighted the 

necessity to foster critical thinking much more. 

These results are in line with the data obtained 

from studies in which teaching goals in relation to 

epistemic beliefs were explored and where critical 

thinking was detected as a fundamental objective 

by history teachers all across Europe (Sakki & 

Pirttilä-Backman, 2019). This intervention could 

also have reinforced the need to foster historical 

thinking, to link the past and the present, or to 

focus on the public or social dimension of history 

as a useful strategy in history education (Miguel-

Revilla & Sánchez Agustí, 2018). A contrasting 

view between the two groups hint that differences 

in epistemic beliefs may influence the way in 

which pre-service teachers conceive the orientation 

of their teaching practice and the topics that 

concern them most. 

At the same time, the results reinforce the 

importance of initial teacher education, especially 

for those specific cases where teachers have the 

difficult task of addressing a very influential recent 

history, something that many nations on many 

different continents and in different contexts, such 

as Spain, Canada, Chile, Ireland or South Africa 

have in common (Angier, 2017; Gross & Terra, 

2019). Epistemic beliefs, among many other 

factors, can play a key role in the development of 

teaching practices, and learning how to adequately 

address a national past that is still considered 

controversial should be one of the aims of teacher 

education (Chikoko, Gilmour, Harber & Serf, 

2011), especially in emerging and changing 

societies (Teeger, 2015) where the educational 

system and curriculum play a fundamental role to 

shape the national self-image and identity of the 

nation (Carretero, 2017). 

 
Limitations and Areas for Further Study 

As limitations of this study, it should be noted that 

the scope of this research was confined to an 

analysis of the effects of a formative intervention. 

A sample size of a total of 59 participants can be 

described as limited, but was useful to corroborate 

results found in other national contexts. The 

instrument used in the study could be regarded as 

another limitation. Although the BHQ is based on a 

very solid theoretical framework, and a CFA was 

successfully applied to assess its structure and 

properties in this context (Miguel-Revilla et al., 

2021), in this and other studies, issues with the 

internal consistency of the BHQ’s scales were 

noted (Miguel-Revilla et al., 2017; Stoel, Van Drie, 

et al., 2017). The design of some of the items might 

be one of the main factors, as some items also 

introduce an educational perspective instead of 

focusing exclusively on epistemological ideas. 

Future efforts in designing a new instrument or 

adapting the current one might take this into 

account. 

Epistemic beliefs about history do not operate 

in isolation, and can affect the way in which 

teachers approach history education. Initial teacher 

training has a strong responsibility of providing 

teachers with the adequate tools to improve their 

teaching practices. With this study we have shown 

that an intervention explicitly focused on the 

fostering of historical thinking can affect pre-

service teachers, making them more aware of the 

disciplinary dimension of history while also 

promoting nuanced epistemic positions. While 

academic background can affect how history and 

history education are conceived, an adequate 

orientation can provide pre-service teachers with a 

complex understanding of the specificities of 

historical knowledge. Despite the limitations of this 

study, future research might expand on these 

aspects, further examining domain-specific 

epistemic differences among groups, and how 

formative programmes may be tailored to adapt 

particular needs. 
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