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Historical explanation is a fundamental component of historical 
accounts. Learning how to construct and analyse such explana-
tions is therefore an important aspect of the process of teaching 
and learning history. This thesis investigates how teachers and 
students in Sweden handle this aspect in the context of education 
and assessment.

The thesis consists of four different studies that alternate the 
focus on either students or teachers, in lower or upper secondary 
school. Teachers are investigated mainly through classroom obser-
vations, students mainly through analyses of written answers.

The study analyses common patterns among teachers and  
students, finding that student answers to a high degree conform  
to the knowledge requirements of the course they are studying.  
Teachers present a wider and more varied understanding of histo-
rical explanation that goes beyond what is captured in the know-
ledge requirements, indicating the potential for explanations to 
develop empathy, and for helping students to orient themselves  
in relation to present-day issues.
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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate and analyse how teachers 
and students understand the concept of historical explanation in the 
context of classroom teaching practices. The thesis is made up of four 
studies that investigate different aspects of understanding, focusing 
on either teacher or student understanding as expressed in words and 
actions.  
 
The different studies employ differing methods, including classroom 
observations, interviews with teachers, and analysis of student an-
swers to prompts intended for assessment. The studies include cases 
from both lower and upper secondary school in Sweden. The four 
studies provide empirical results that are presented in each individual 
study, and furthermore subjected to an aggregated analysis in order to 
find patterns of commonality. The aggregated analysis draws upon 
Rüsen's theory of historical knowledge, as well as a progression model 
for historical explanation based on results from previous research.  
 
The results of the study show a clear difference between lower and 
upper secondary school in how students at each stage construct his-
torical explanations, indicating differing expectations of what stu-
dents are supposed to do with explanations in each stage. Teachers' 
practices are more varied: while a majority of the included teachers 
manifest a disciplinary understanding of historical explanation, in 
line with previous research about historical explanation in education-
al contexts, other approaches with other emphases are also present. 
These include an emphasis of learning explanations as sets of facts, as 
well as approaches that aim for making the knowledge of historical 
explanation useful outside of the history subject. Examples of such 
aims found in the study are to enhance empathetic understanding of 
other people, and helping students to orient themselves in relation to 
present-day issues.  
 
Keywords: history education, historical explanation, causation, cause 
and consequence, explanatory progression, historical thinking, use of 
history 
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1. Introduction 

In history education theory and research, historical explanation is 
usually seen as an important aspect of history and one that students 
should learn to engage with. Sometimes, historical explanation is dis-
cussed in terms of its constituent parts⎯cause and consequence⎯and 
at other times, it is treated as a central concept, with cause and conse-
quence subsumed under it (cf. Lee & Shemilt, 2009; Seixas & Morton, 
2013). As these different approaches indicate, historical explanation 
appears to be a complex concept that includes different competencies, 
such as factual knowledge, the understanding of causation, and the 
ability to construct coherent explanations of historical phenomena. 
My research interest lies in investigating how teachers and students of 
history engage with this concept—that is, how teachers and students 
construct historical explanations in the context of classroom practic-
es.  
 
As an overarching approach to the question of understanding histori-
cal explanations in this context, I use historian Jörn Rüsen’s theory of 
the history subject as being composed of three dimensions that inter-
act in order to make the subject meaningful. The empirical dimension 
of history concerns knowledge of the past in itself, the formal dimen-
sion focuses on how historical knowledge is constructed, and the 
functional dimension encompasses the ways in which history can be 
useful in real life (Rüsen, 2017: 67–79). This conceptualisation of his-
tory provides three possible answers to the fundamental question, 
‘why study history at all?’ (Wineburg, 2001: 5), and is echoed, for in-
stance, in historian Klas Åmark’s answers to this very question: in or-
der to learn about the past, engage critically with stories about the 
world around us, and better understand the present (Åmark, 2011: 9–
12). Because history as a whole can be understood as composed of 
these three dimensions, it stands to reason that historical explana-
tions can be understood in relation to these three dimensions. In es-
sence, Rüsen’s model makes it possible to interpret historical explana-
tions as tools that can further understanding of the empirical, formal, 
and/or functional dimension of history. 
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When it comes to historical explanations, educational research has 
not always paid attention to these three dimensions; as summarised 
by Lee and Shemilt’s discussion of the role of progression in under-
standing explanatory thinking, the focus has mostly been on a disci-
plinary understanding of historical explanations, in which students 
are supposed to eventually understand the interpretive nature of ex-
planations (Lee & Shemilt, 2009). Such a notion corresponds well 
with what Rüsen calls the formal dimension of history and is im-
portant to include in any consideration of historical explanation. But 
if understanding explanations in history education is limited to the 
formal focus, it runs the risk of becoming meaningless to students; as 
history education researcher Keith C. Barton has argued, history be-
comes meaningful when students can see a use for it outside of school 
(Barton, 2009: 278–280). Barton’s argument can be understood as a 
call to include to a greater degree the functional dimension of history. 
Additionally, in Lee and Shemilt’s treatment, what can be seen as the 
empirical dimension—the content aspect—is considered more basic 
than the formal dimension. In Rüsen’s conceptualisation, none of the 
dimensions is automatically given a more advanced or qualified status 
than the others. The main argument for using Rüsen’s theory in rela-
tion to historical explanation is, thus, that it promises to broaden the 
scope for interpreting what explanations are used for in teaching, 
while simultaneously countering notions of different uses being treat-
ed as more or less ‘good’. 
 
Connected to the interest in how historical explanations are treated in 
history education is the question of progression. The study of history 
is generally organised chronologically, meaning that as they advance 
through the different stages of school, students encounter different 
historical periods, with different content matter linked to each period 
(Timmins, Vernon, & Kinealy, 2005).1 At the same time, students are 
supposed to cognitively develop more advanced methods for engaging 
with the content matter, which is sometimes expressed as ‘skills’ 
                                                
 
1 Note that Timmins, Vernon, and Kinealy focus on university-level history. With this cave-
at, they at least provide a basic discussion of chronological progression. 
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(Counsell, 2000). It is this latter aspect of progression that is especial-
ly relevant in this context: because history education does include 
chronological progression, there is a risk that engagement with new 
content matter is what is emphasised, to the detriment of active en-
gagement with cognitive progression. Hence, it is of interest to inves-
tigate what, if anything, distinguishes teaching practices at different 
stages of school. Generally speaking, cognitive progression in learning 
can be associated with Bloom’s taxonomy, especially with regard to 
curricular organisation (Bloom, 1956; cf. Anderson & Kratwohl, 2001; 
see Rosenlund, 2016 for an example of its application to research). 
However, for the subject of history in particular, the theory and re-
search of history education have resulted in some examples of pro-
gression models in history, such as Andreas Körber’s competency lev-
els (2015) and Lee and Shemilt’s suggestions of progression levels for 
different aspects of historical thinking (Lee & Shemilt, 2003, 2004, 
2009).  
 
With regard to the concept of explanation in history, empirical re-
search has suggested some possible lines of progression in explanato-
ry thinking, the most important of which is epistemological in nature: 
a vital step lies in understanding that historical explanations are in-
terpretations (see, for instance, Lee & Shemilt, 2009; Stoel, van Drie, 
& van Boxtel, 2017). This, in turn, represents a historiographical posi-
tion on the nature of explanations that is not undisputed; the nature 
of historical explanations has long been debated in the theory of his-
tory, with several different positions possible (cf. Hewitson, 2014; 
Paul, 2017; van Boxtel & van Drie, 2018). This presents an additional 
layer of complexity to the understanding of historical explanations. 
Not only do students need to learn historical content and procedures 
for constructing explanations, but they also need to encounter the 
idea of historical explanation as a form of interpretation. But because 
there are different historiographical positions on the status of histori-
cal explanations, teacher understandings may vary considerably, to 
some extent reflecting what they have encountered in their own edu-
cation (Wilson & Wineburg, 1993). While a detailed study of the edu-
cational backgrounds of teachers is not a part of this thesis, this indi-
cates the potential to interpret teachers’ explanatory strategies in rela-
tion to different historiographical positions on explanation.  
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Historical explanation: A terminological mess? 
The term ‘explanation’ can have different meanings: it is possible to 
speak of explanation in broad terms, essentially meaning ‘to make 
clear’, or in a specific sense, meaning that explanation is shorthand 
for ‘causal explanation’ (Megill, 2007: 79). Within disciplinary histo-
ry, it is possible to use ‘historical explanation’ to refer to explanations 
that are not based on causation but, rather, on classification, such as 
explaining a phenomenon by showing it to belong to a class of some-
thing (Björk, 1983; Berge, 1995; Stanford, 1998). For instance, we can 
attempt to explain the events that occurred in France in 1789 by clas-
sifying them as constituting a ‘revolution’. In the context of this thesis, 
‘historical explanation’ is used to refer to explanations that are based 
on causation.2 With the example of 1789 in mind, a historical explana-
tion in this specific sense constitutes an attempt to explain why the 
events of 1789 occurred in France. Simply put, historical explanations 
are answers to why questions (‘why did a revolution occur in France 
in 1789?’), rather than answers to what questions (‘what was it that 
happened in France in 1789?’) (cf. Dray, 1957; Woodward, 2003). 
 
Explanations in this sense are intimately connected with the concept 
pair of cause and consequence and, thus, elicit questions of causation 
in history. Furthermore, the concept of explanation in history is en-
tangled with a number of related concepts, such as description, un-
derstanding, interpretation, and narrative. For instance, philosopher 
Michael Oakeshott argued that history has no need of explanation, 
because a complete description of events would make explanations 
unnecessary (Oakeshott, 1933/2015: 108–110); historian Hayden 
White argued that historical explanation should be seen as part his-
torical interpretation (White, 1973: 281–282), while more recently, 
philosopher Frank Ankersmit argued that ‘interpretations are kinds of 
explanation’ (Ankersmit, 2012: 118); and Louis O. Mink suggested 
that narratives are explanatory in and of themselves (Mink, 1978: 
                                                
 
2 This focus on the specific meaning also makes it easier to analyse such explanations: the 
inclusion of explanation by classification would need a separate model for types of classifi-
cation and would probably also need to handle the relationship between classification and 
colligation (see Berge, 1995; Björk, 1983; McCullagh, 2004a). 
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214). These positions can be understood as different answers to the 
problem of explanation in history.  
 
This problem was brought to the fore of the historiographical debate 
by philosopher Carl G. Hempel, who reasoned that in order to be val-
id, any explanation must be built upon a universal law (Hempel, 
1942/1959). Even at the time of publication, this model appeared 
problematic for the discipline of history, as it is very difficult to come 
up with universal laws in history (cf. Scriven, 1959; Hewitson, 2014). 
In this way, Hempel’s position has influenced the debate on explana-
tions in history, with it being possible to interpret the different posi-
tions as reactions to Hempel, either modifying the definition of expla-
nation to fit better with history or dismissing explanation as a form of 
knowledge in history. A possible conclusion is that there is no need to 
focus on historical explanations in and of themselves.  
 
Yet, explanation appears to be part of what historians do. Historian E. 
H. Carr famously stated that ‘the study of history is a study of causes’ 
(Carr, 1961: 113). Even though most historians do not go this far, ex-
planation, in one form or another, undeniably recurs in accounts of 
what history is about. Evans (1997) and Gaddis (2002) both discuss 
explanations under headings concerned with causation. Megill (2007) 
instead subsumes explanation under narrative. Åmark (2011) discuss-
es explanation in relation to understanding as part of what historians 
do. Paul (2015) positions historical explanation as an aspect of histor-
ical epistemology. It is, thus, reasonable to assume that history teach-
ers have come across the concept of historical explanations as part of 
their education and have understood it as an important aspect of his-
tory. But considering the variation in how explanations are treated in 
the literature above, there appears to be little consensus on how ex-
planations should be taught in history class. Given this multifaceted 
theoretical debate, the question is how historical explanations are 
constructed in the context of history education. 

 Background: historical explanation in curricula and syllabi 
An important background factor to consider when studying historical 
explanations in the context of history education is how this aspect of 
the history subject is represented in the curriculum. In the case of 
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Sweden, such subject-specific content is detailed in the syllabi for 
each subject, which then corresponds roughly to, for instance, Eng-
land’s national curriculum for history. What, then, is the status of his-
torical explanation in the syllabi? This varies among countries. Here, 
it is not possible to provide a complete overview of how notions of ex-
planation are expressed in different syllabi, but a few examples can be 
of interest. Because much of the educational theory on explanation 
and cause–consequence originates in the United Kingdom (UK) or 
Canada, examples from them are included. Examples from Germany 
are also included in order to show how historical explanation can be 
treated in a country that is more directly influenced by the historical 
consciousness tradition of which Rüsen is a part.  
 
In the National Curriculum in England for history (2013), cause and 
consequence are mentioned in the aims as part of the set of concepts 
that students are to ‘understand /... / and use them to make connec-
tions, draw contrasts, analyse trends, frame historically-valid ques-
tions and create their own structured accounts’ (1). This phrasing is 
identical in both the primary and secondary history programmes. In 
relation to the three key stages of the history programme, cause and 
consequence is not explicitly mentioned in key stage 1. In stage 2, 
‘cause’ is mentioned as one of the concepts that students are to engage 
with on a regular basis (Primary Curriculum: 3). Indirectly, conse-
quence can be said to be included in the subject content; for instance, 
it is implicit in the bullet point ‘the Roman Empire and its impact on 
Britain’ (3). In key stage 3, a general notion of progression is ex-
pressed in the statement that students ‘should use historical terms 
and concepts in increasingly sophisticated ways’ (Secondary Curricu-
lum: 2). Some of the non-statutory examples of subject content direct-
ly express causal content, such as the English Civil War and the trans-
atlantic slave trade (3-4). The curriculum can be said to be rather 
open to interpretation as to exactly what the progression is about. 
While the emphasis on the use of concepts can include an interpretive 
stance, content such as the impact of the Roman Empire can also be 
reduced to a mere recount of what this impact was, for instance, as 
presented by a textbook. 
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Canada has no federal ministry of education; instead, the instances 
directly responsible for education policy are the different departments 
of the 13 jurisdictions that constitute Canada.3 Of these, Ontario and 
British Columbia have both been recognised for educational achieve-
ments.4  
 
Ontario’s curriculum (2013) does not follow a traditional subject-
based structure. In Grades 1 to 6, the social studies subjects are not 
distinguished; instead, they are presented as social studies. In Grades 
7 and 8, they are separated into history and geography, meaning that 
history as a subject becomes clearly discernible. In Grades 9-12, the 
traditional subjects are integrated into different strands under the 
heading ‘Social Sciences and Humanities’. For the purposes of this 
overview, I focus on history in Grades 7 and 8. In these grades, the 
curriculum explicitly mentions four historical thinking concepts as the 
basis for history education. Among them is cause and consequence, 
which is defined in the following way: 

This concept requires students to determine the factors that affected or 
led to something (e.g., an event, situation, action, interaction) as well as 
its impact/effects. Students develop an understanding of the complexity 
of causes and consequences, learning that something may be caused by 
more than one factor and may have many consequences, both intended 
and unintended. (Ontario Curriculum Social Studies History and Geogra-
phy, 2013: 130)  

The concept recurs in the overall expectations for both grades 7 and 8, 
specifying that students are to ‘describe’ events, developments, and 
people of significance and ‘explain’ their impact (138, 148). The spe-
cific expectations for each grade are often expressed as ‘identifying’ 
something, such as ‘identify factors leading to some key events’ (140), 
while the explanatory aspect tends to focus on impact or significance 
(140–141; cf. 153–154). It appears that in this curriculum, explanation 
is mainly conceptualised as consequential, focusing on the impact of 

                                                
 
3 See https://www.cmec.ca/299/education-in-canada-an-overview/index.html 
4 See http://ncee.org/what-we-do/center-on-international-education-benchmarking/top-

4 See http://ncee.org/what-we-do/center-on-international-education-benchmarking/top-
performing-countries/canada-overview/ 
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events. The explanation of the events is reduced to the identification 
of factors. 
 
The British Columbia curriculum (2016) is structured in a similar 
way, with the first 10 grades being presented as social studies. Of the-
se grades, the latter (7-10) have a decidedly historical bent. For 
Grades 11-12, a number of alternatives are presented, some focusing 
on history (Francophone History and Culture for Grade 11 and 20th-
Century World History for Grade 12). Each grade includes concept-
based curricular competencies, one of which is based on cause and 
consequence. Some examples of how this competency is expressed in 
different grades follow: 

Determine which causes most influenced particular decisions, actions, or 
events, and assess their short- and long-term consequences (grade 7 [p. 
8]). 

Assess how prevailing conditions and the actions of individuals or groups 
affect events, decisions, or developments (grade 9 [p. 10]). 

Assess how underlying conditions and the actions of individuals or groups 
affect events, decisions, and developments, and analyze multiple conse-
quences (grade 12, 20th century world history course [p. 1]).  

Noticeably, the focus of the competency is very much on causes and 
consequences in Grade 7. But in higher grades, the focus shifts, with 
causes being substituted for conditions and actions in grade 9, as well 
as a change in what the students are supposed to do, going from ‘de-
termine’ to ‘assess’, arguably implying a more interpretive stance.  
 
All of these examples of Anglo-Canadian curricula show that explana-
tion, to the extent that it is evident in the curricula, is presented as a 
subset of the concepts of cause and consequence. The relatively brief 
treatment of these concepts in the English curriculum leaves it open 
to interpretation whether the described progression leads to anything 
cognitively more advanced than understanding causes and conse-
quences as facts. Ontario’s more detailed curriculum connects expla-
nation specifically with consequences and significance, leaving causa-
tion as factors that are to be identified. The British Columbia curricu-
lum also uses cause–consequence as the main concept but has a rela-
tively well-described progression that implies more advanced explan-
atory thinking in higher grades.  
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Like Canada, Germany has no nationwide curriculum; instead, each 
German state has its own curricula, which are coordinated through 
the Conference of Ministers of Culture (Kultusminister Konferenz). 
Examples from two states, Berlin-Brandenburg and Hamburg, are 
used here due to their different approaches to explanation in their 
curricula.  
 
Berlin-Brandenburg has a framework curriculum for grades 1-10, 
providing general guidelines for the subjects. In this framework, the 
description of the historical competencies that the students are sup-
posed to acquire includes the ability to ‘identify causal relationships 
between historical facts’ (RLP Kompakt, 2018: 34).5 In the detailed 
instructions for Grades 7–10, one of the aims is for students to be able 
to ‘understand and explain the actions of humans in the past’ (Teil C. 
Geschichte, 2015: 3). Later on, the ability to explain is explicitly con-
nected to the competency of interpretation, while the concepts of 
cause and consequence are connected to the competency of represen-
tation (4–5). In the requirements for the competencies, interpretation 
includes both explanation of human action, and description and 
judgement of consequences (16), while the competency of representa-
tion includes the ability to ‘differentiate between causes, reasons, and 
consequences in the reasoning’ (19).  
 
In contrast, the Hamburg curriculum for history places aspects of ex-
planation as part of the competency of judgement, including to ‘de-
scribe historical events in terms of reasons, causes, and consequences’ 
and ‘interpret the actions of historical agents in the context of their 
times’ (Bildungsplan Geschichte Stadtteilschule, 2014: 16). However, 
the requirements indicate that explanatory aspects are also consid-
ered part of the competency of orientation, as these requirements for 
year 9 include, for instance, ‘the impact of the Enlightenment /... / on 
the Industrial Revolution’ and ‘naming causes, characteristics, and 
consequences of political and economic upheavals in the 18th and 

                                                
 
5 Of the German documents, the RLP Kompakt is available in English. Quotations from the 
other German documents have been translated into English by this author. 
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19th centuries’ (25), while the requirements for the competency of 
judgement include ‘show[ing] simple cause-and-effect chains in the 
representation of historical processes’ and ‘develop[ing] their own 
interpretations and evaluations of human actions in the past [and] 
evaluat[ing] and discuss[ing] them’ (27).  
 
These German curricula thus differ regarding whether aspects of ex-
planation should primarily be seen as part of interpretation or judge-
ment, or representation or orientation, indicating the multifaceted 
nature of historical explanation: depending on one’s perspective, this 
aspect of historical knowledge can be subsumed under different head-
ings. This impression is strengthened by the fact that it is notable that 
both of these examples place explanatory aspects as parts of different 
competencies. This is possibly an effect of focusing explicitly on 
broader historical competencies rather than the concept-based ap-
proach that is more prevalent in the Anglo-Canadian curricula. 

The Swedish case 
Because Sweden is the main context for this thesis, the investigation 
of the history syllabi takes older policy documents into account, not 
just the present ones. Looking at the Swedish syllabi, it becomes clear 
that they have come to emphasise explanation more explicitly over 
time, although there are variations. The first syllabus for the modern 
compulsory school, Lgr 62, emphasised the transmission of common 
‘stories and images’, indicating a mainly descriptive focus for the 
teaching of history. Only in relation to certain content—chiefly the 
world wars—is any kind of explanatory thinking explicitly mentioned 
(Lgr 62: 260, cf. 252–259). In the following curriculum from 1969, 
this mention was removed (Lgr 69 OÄ: 18). In the Lgr 80 curriculum, 
history was not treated as a special subject, appearing instead as part 
of a common social studies subject. Here, the aims have begun to 
acknowledge the importance of causation, although such thinking is 
restricted to ‘causes of antagonism and handling of conflicts’ (Lgr 80: 
120, cf. 124–125). In the 1994 curriculum, this aim has been expanded 
considerably, stating that students should 

understand the background to, discern connections between, and explain 
historical phenomena and processes, 
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understand that historical phenomena and processes can be viewed from 
different perspectives and be interpreted in different ways. (Lpo 94 Sylla-
bi: 26) 

However, these are mentioned as aims to ‘strive for’, not aims that 
students should have reached by the end of Year 9 (Lpo 94 syllabi: 
28). In the revised syllabus of 2000, the grounds for assessment are 
clarified by specifying the ‘ability to discuss causal contexts and [the] 
complexity [of historical processes]’ as one of the grounds for assess-
ment, although this is not followed up in the actual criteria for the 
grades (History Syllabus, 2000). In the latest syllabus at the time of 
writing, from 2011, the emphasis on explanation has been removed 
from the aims. However, parts of the core content for Years 7–9 ex-
plicitly reference explanation or causation, including ‘various histori-
cal explanations for industrialisation’, ‘both world wars, their causes 
and consequences’, as well as the concept ‘explanation’ (Lgr 11: 167–
168). In the knowledge requirements, focus is placed mainly on caus-
es and consequences, with the added requirement for Year 9 that ‘pu-
pils explain how the conditions and values of human beings can be 
affected by the time they are living in’ (Lgr 11: 170). 
 
Regarding the upper secondary school (gymnasieskolan), the corre-
sponding development is as follows. The 1970 history syllabus, much 
like Lgr 62, makes reference to neither causation nor explanation in 
the aims (Lgy 70: 177). In the supplement to the curriculum, ‘causes, 
origin, and course of events’ is specified in relation to World War I 
(Lgy 70 Supplement: 289). For the 1994 curriculum, the revised sylla-
bus of 2000 states as an aim for the basic course in history that stu-
dents should ‘be able to analyse historical problems and interpret 
causal contexts behind historical processes of change’ (Gy 2000 Social 
Science Curriculum: 69). This is, to some extent, reflected in the 
knowledge requirements, which state that students should be able to 
show that different forces ‘have directed, and direct, the historical 
process’ (70). In the 2011 syllabus, explanation is explicitly mentioned 
as one of the teaching aims: 

Teaching should provide students with the opportunity to work with his-
torical concepts, questions, explanations and different relationships in 
time and space to develop an understanding of historical processes of 
change in society. (Gy 11 History Syllabus: 1) 
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In the core content, the notion of different historical explanations is 
mentioned at two different times. However, in the knowledge re-
quirements, explanations are not mentioned: rather, students are re-
quired to be able to give accounts of and make different interpreta-
tions of ‘processes of change, events and people’. In addition, students 
are required to be able to give accounts of the causes and consequenc-
es of events and processes of change (Gy 11 History Syllabus: 10–11).  
  
While this overview of the Swedish syllabi is certainly not exhaustive, 
it does indicate that explanatory reasoning has become more empha-
sised as important aims of the history subject over time. While the 
earlier syllabi mainly presented history teaching as storytelling, from 
the 1994 syllabi onward, explanations have been more or less explicit-
ly emphasised. However, the articulation of what this entails appears 
a bit inconsistent, with explanation being an explicit aim in the 1994 
compulsory school syllabus, but interpretation of causal contexts em-
phasised in upper secondary school. As the summary in Table 1.1 indi-
cates, the articulation of explanatory reasoning has become more con-
sistent in the 2011 syllabi. Even though explanation is not mentioned 
in the aims of the compulsory school, the 2011 syllabi can be under-
stood as expressing a form of progression, with explanation becoming 
an aim in upper secondary school only. However, such an interpreta-
tion disregards the expressions of explanations in the compulsory 
core content. One possibility is that explanation in the compulsory 
school is to be thought of as sets of facts. Noticeably, the knowledge 
requirements of both compulsory and upper secondary school em-
phasise causes and consequences, rather than explanations.  
 
In comparison with the Anglo-Canadian curricula, the Swedish syllabi 
appear more contradictory with regard to the emphasis on explana-
tion or cause–consequence. At the same time, notions of progression 
are more clearly expressed than in the English curriculum. To some 
extent, the Swedish principle of placing explanation in the aims but 
cause and consequence in the knowledge requirements mirrors the 
Ontario tendency, in which cause–consequence is a part of the organ-
ising concepts and explanation a part of the expectations. In both cas-
es, the idea of explanation risks being restricted to certain under-
standings. The German examples indicate a more multifaceted ap-
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proach to explanatory aspects, with the Berlin-Brandenburg curricu-
lum being especially clear in placing the sorting out of causes and 
consequences as part of the competency of representation, while as-
pects of judgement are linked to the competency of interpretation. 
 
Table 1.1. Summary of the status of explanation and causation in Sweden’s two 

latest history syllabi for compulsory and upper secondary schools 

 Compulsory Upper Secondary 
1994/2000 Syllabus Explanation an aim ‘to 

strive for’ 
 
No explicit knowledge 
requirement, but discus-
sion of ‘causal contexts’ is 
mentioned as a ground 
for assessment 

‘Interpret causal contexts’ 
as an aim 
 
Knowledge requirement 
to show that ‘forces have 
directed, and direct, the 
historical process’ 

2011 Syllabus Explanation in core con-
tent, but not in aims 
 
Cause and consequence 
as knowledge require-
ment 

Explanation in aims and 
core content 
 
Cause and consequence 
as knowledge require-
ment 

 
One may wonder whether there is an actual difference between em-
phasising cause and consequence rather than explanation. In this the-
sis, I will argue that there is. In brief, cause and consequence make up 
the essential building blocks of explanations. The question then be-
comes what students are supposed to do and what is assessed. If the 
aim is that students are supposed to explain historical events, focus-
ing knowledge requirements on cause and consequence risks as-
sessing components of the explanations, rather than the explanations 
themselves. In the end, this will probably vary with how teachers in-
terpret and implement the syllabi regarding this point, which is an 
empirical question. The varying emphasis on explanation or cause–
consequence can also be related to differing historiographical notions 
of what explanations are or should be. 

Background: Handbooks on history education 
Educational policy documents represent one source of influence on 
teaching practices. Another possible influence is the multitude of 
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handbooks on history education that discuss the principles and prac-
tices of history teaching. However, such handbooks vary considerably 
in their approaches to historical explanation. There are few dedicated 
handbooks in Swedish. Historien är närvarande [History is Present] 
(Karlsson & Zander, 2014), which is probably the most well-known 
handbook, does not discuss explanation at all, except in one chapter 
commenting on its presence in the syllabus (Eliasson, 2014). A more 
recent handbook, Historiedidaktik i praktiken [History Didactics in 
Practice] (Stolare & Wendell, 2018), which is aimed at primary 
school, focuses on cause and consequence in one of the chapters 
(Danielsson Malmros & Wendell, 2018).  

Looking instead at anglophone books, Lévesque’s Thinking Histori-
cally (2008) is structured around a number of concepts that do not 
obviously include causation or explanation. A discussion of these con-
cepts is, however, found in the chapter about continuity and change. 
Another book, Debates in History Teaching (Davies, 2011), includes a 
chapter directly dedicated to ‘causal explanation’, with other chapters 
on historical explanation and continuity and change, offering a rather 
multifaceted presentation, provided one reads all three chapters. The 
chapter on historical interpretation does clearly position explanations 
as part of interpretations, but the same is not clear in the chapter on 
historical explanation or continuity and change (Chapman, 2011; cf. 
Woodcock, 2011; Counsell, 2011). Yet another example, The Big Six 
Historical Thinking Concepts by Seixas and Morton (2013), explicitly 
includes cause and consequence as one of the titulary concepts. This 
concept pair is linked to explanations, and so are the concepts of con-
tinuity and change and historical perspectives. The concept interpre-
tation appears variously throughout the book, but it is most clearly 
connected to the concepts of evidence and continuity and change. 

One of the latest contributions in terms of history education hand-
books is the Wiley International Handbook of History Teaching and 
Learning (2018). Much like Lévesque’s book, the Wiley Handbook 
does not include a chapter dedicated to historical explanation or cau-
sation, which is instead subsumed under other concepts. In one over-
view chapter, Baildon and Afandi refer to some of the empirical re-
search done on explanations in an educational setting (Baildon & 
Afandi, 2018: 46–47). In a chapter on historical thinking, Lévesque 
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and Clark outline different approaches to which concepts have been 
included as ‘second-order concepts’, noticing that explanation has 
been emphasised in British research, while Canadian research has fo-
cused on cause and consequence (Lévesque & Clark, 2018: 121, 128). 
Van Boxtel and Van Drie go into more depth than merely mentioning 
‘cause-and-consequence reasoning’, noting that the multiplicity of ep-
istemic norms in history makes it hard to assert that any single stance 
on causation is the correct one (van Boxtel & van Drie, 2018: 150–
151). Writing about assessment in history, Shemilt briefly discusses 
the assessment of students’ explanatory thinking (Shemilt, 2018: 
466). Besides these, some other chapters treat concepts that are to 
some extent connected to explanation, such as historical empathy 
(Endacott & Brooks, 2018), historical agency (den Heyer, 2018), and 
historical perspectives (Peck, 2018). 

The research problem 
In the educational curricula and history education handbooks, the 
overview of historical explanation in historical theory yields a frac-
tured picture of the status of explanation in history. Based on this, the 
research problem I am interested in is how teachers and students of 
history understand historical explanations. Through the theoretical 
framework of different dimensions of history, developed by Rüsen 
(2017), it becomes possible in principle to relate different ways of 
handling explanations to these dimensions, in effect interpreting 
teacher and student approaches as more or less focused on the empir-
ical, formal, or functional dimension of history. This focus may differ 
between individuals. It is also possible that a single person shows dif-
ferent understandings of explanations at different points or in relation 
to different content. Assuming that a teacher’s ways of thinking about 
historical explanations is transformed into teaching practices, stu-
dents may encounter different ideas of what explanations in history 
are or should be. 

Such a potential multitude is not a problem in itself. On the contrary, 
such differences may, for instance, reflect a progression in explanato-
ry thinking that should reasonably manifest in different ways at dif-
ferent stages. But this is part of the problem: is such a progression 
discernible? Because teachers’ thinking influences teaching practices 
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and, through this, the notions of explanation that students encounter, 
a single way of understanding explanations recurring at different 
stages may pose a learning problem.  

Regardless of how it is viewed, this situation thus calls for an investi-
gation of how teachers and students think about explanations. In this 
thesis, I will use the term ‘explanatory thinking’ as shorthand for 
teachers’ and students’ ways of thinking about historical explanation. 
This terminology builds on the assumption that thinking is manifest-
ed in doing, making it, in principle, accessible to study. Such an ap-
proach is similar to that used by Wineburg (2001) to investigate the 
historical thinking of teachers and students and later by Smith, 
Breakstone, and Wineburg (2018) to investigate the cognitive validity 
of different types of assessment tasks in history. In the context of this 
thesis, this approach means that what teachers say and do and what 
students do are assumed to reflect their explanatory thinking.  

The purpose is to investigate teachers’ and students’ explanatory 
thinking in history through the explanations they construct within the 
context of history education. As a theoretical framework for analysing 
explanatory thinking, I will use Rüsen’s (2017) model of different di-
mensions of history.  
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2. Purpose and research questions 

The overarching purpose of this compilation thesis is to analyse 
teachers’ and students’ explanatory thinking in history. I seek to fulfil 
this purpose by answering the following research questions: 
 
1) How do teachers and students construct historical explanations 
within the context of history teaching?  
 
2) What similarities and differences are there between teacher and 
student explanations in different grades? 
 
3) How can the explanations of history teachers and students be un-
derstood in relation to different dimensions of history? 
 
 
The four studies that make up the empirical parts of this thesis aim to 
provide results that can be used to answer these three questions. The 
first research question and its subsidiary questions make up the de-
scriptive part of the thesis. In the process of answering these queries, 
the thesis provides examples of how historical explanations are con-
structed in the teaching and learning processes that take place in 
classrooms.  
 
The second research question addresses the issue of progression in 
school history—in this case, specifically progression in explanatory 
thinking. The assumption underlying the question is that through ob-
serving patterns of similarity and difference, it becomes possible to 
infer results that provide information about how the explanatory 
thinking of students and teachers in different grades relates to differ-
ent aspects of explanatory thinking. As such, individual progression is 
not investigated; rather, indications of progression within the educa-
tional system are analysed. 
 
The third research question connects the results of the first two ques-
tions to the theoretical framework of this thesis, aiming to provide a 
model for understanding how historical explanations function in the 
classroom through Rüsen’s (2017) model of three dimensions of his-
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tory. Through answering this question, I aim to contribute to the the-
oretical debate about how explanatory thinking in history education 
can be understood. 
 
In the discussion, the findings will also be discussed in a normative 
sense, with the aim of providing suggestions about the improvement 
of teaching practices, in particular with regard to cognitive progres-
sion between different stages of school. 
 
Of the four empirical studies, studies 1 and 2 focus on teachers’ ex-
planatory practices in Swedish lower and upper secondary schools. 
Studies 3 and 4 focus instead on written student answers to prompts 
that aim to elicit explanatory thinking. 

Definition of terms 
An explanation is generally considered to consist of two parts: a phe-
nomenon that we seek to explain, as well as at least one statement 
that aims to explain the phenomenon. The phenomenon that we seek 
to explain is usually called the explanandum, and that which explains 
it is called the explanans (Salmon, 1990; Berge, 1995; Woodward, 
2003). 
 
From these basic terms, it is possible to distinguish between different 
types of explanation, depending on the nature of the explanandum on 
the explanans. As regards the explanans, it has previously been men-
tioned that phenomena are not necessarily explained by causal fac-
tors; alternatives are explanation by description or classification 
(McCullagh, 1998; Stanford, 1998; cf. Berge, 1995). These alternative 
forms of explanation are not the focus here. Thus, when explanations 
are mentioned in this thesis, it will refer to those that are causal in the 
sense that they aim to answer why something happened (Salmon, 
1990; Woodward, 2003).  
 
When it comes to the explanandum, the phenomena that are usually 
explained in history are events, actions, and processes. Depending on 
how one views these phenomena, it may be argued that they call for 
different forms of explanation. A traditional typology in historiog-
raphy distinguishes between causal explanations as explanations of 
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events, intentional explanations as explanations of actions, and func-
tional explanations as at least one aspect of explaining processes (cf. 
Berge, 1995). The label ‘intentional explanation’ appears problematic, 
because actions can be explained by factors other than only inten-
tions. For instance, among the possible causes of individual actions, 
C. B. McCullagh lists habits, traits of character, and unconscious psy-
chological dispositions, all of which stretch the definition of ‘inten-
tional’ enough to make ‘explanation of actions’ a more inclusive label 
(McCullagh, 1998: 214; cf. Lee & Shemilt, 2009). A functional expla-
nation is usually defined as one involving circular causality, in which a 
cause leads to an effect, which, in turn, produces the cause (Salmon, 
1990; Berge, 1995). 
  
Based on this definition, a functional explanation is a special form of 
causal explanation. Here, I will also treat the explanation of actions as 
a form of causal explanation (cf. Salmon, 1990: 111–115; von Wright, 
1971: 118–131). However, the distinction between different types of 
explanandum is still important, because actions, events, and process-
es are very different types of phenomena.  
 
Another important distinction also concerns the nature of the ex-
planandum: whether we seek to explain something that we believe is a 
general pattern (type causation) or, rather, a singular occurrence of a 
phenomenon (token causation). Many traditional accounts of expla-
nation are based on type causation, making them unsuitable for ade-
quately explaining token causation (Woodward, 2003: 4–5, 40).  
 
Based on these considerations, when I discuss explanation and causa-
tion in the context of this thesis, I use Woodward’s broad definition of 
explanation as an answer to why questions, and causal explanations 
as ‘any explanation that proceeds by showing how an outcome de-
pends (where the dependence in question is not logical or conceptual) 
on other variables or factors’ (Woodward, 2003: 6). Such a definition 
avoids explanations by classification or description while including 
explanations of actions and functional explanations as causal, as well 
as being applicable to singular occurrences, not just general patterns.  
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Structure of the thesis 
The rest of the thesis is structured as follows: 
 
Chapter 3 provides an overview of previous research relevant to un-
derstanding historical explanations in the classroom and identifying 
central findings regarding teacher and student understanding. 
 
Chapter 4 details the overarching theoretical framework of the thesis, 
which is an adaptation of Jörn Rüsen’s theory of history to the con-
cept of explanatory thinking in history. This theoretical framework is 
discussed in relation to models of progression in explanatory thinking 
in history that are, to various extents, based on empirical research. 
 
Chapter 5 provides a historiographical context for this thesis by 
providing an overview of the historiographical debate about the status 
of explanation in history. In this chapter, I outline five possible posi-
tions about how explanations can be understood, as proposed by dif-
ferent theorists.  
 
Chapter 6 outlines the overarching design and methodological con-
siderations for the compilation thesis. 
 
Chapter 7 contains summaries of the four studies that make up the 
empirical contributions of the thesis.  
 
Chapter 8 presents the aggregated analysis that is specific to this the-
sis, in which the findings of the individual studies are related to the 
theoretical framework. 
 
Chapter 9 presents a concluding discussion, in which I relate the find-
ings to the aim of the thesis and attempt to answer the research ques-
tions. It also includes a discussion of the advantages and drawbacks of 
the chosen design and methodology. 
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3. Previous research 

A great deal of research has touched upon historical explanations in 
one way or another. It would be impossible to do justice to all of it in 
this overview, though I hope that the overview will paint an adequate 
picture of the field without mentioning each and every contributor. 
Because historical explanations can be studied from several different 
perspectives, the chapter is separated into several thematic sections 
that aim to capture general patterns in the research: teacher-focused, 
student-focused, and design-focused research. In practice, these three 
patterns often intersect and overlap because they are all concerned 
with history teaching in one way or another. Even so, the distinction 
between them is made in order to facilitate the overview. Because part 
of the research problem is about progression, a fourth section is dedi-
cated to progression models for explanatory thinking in history. 

Teacher-focused research 
One strand of educational research can be called teacher-focused, be-
cause its main interest is in teachers’ thinking, strategies, and practic-
es. One direction within teacher-focused research has aimed to cate-
gorise history teacher strategies according to different ideal types that 
say something about the practices of the teachers. Using this perspec-
tive, Ronald Evans found five different types of United States history 
teachers: ‘storyteller’, ‘relativist/reformer’, ‘scientific historian’, ‘cos-
mic philosopher’, and ‘eclectic’ (Evans, 1994). In the Swedish context, 
Thomas Nygren focused instead on teacher strategies, finding catego-
ries somewhat similar to Evans’s and labelling them ‘narrative’, ‘social 
scientific’, ‘multiperspectivist’, and ‘eclectic’, with the narrative strate-
gy corresponding roughly to the storyteller, the social scientific to that 
of the scientific historian, and the multiperspectivist corresponding to 
the relativist/reformer (Nygren, 2009). Along similar lines, Mikael 
Berg (2010) identified three broad orientations among history teach-
ers’ understanding of the history subject: educational or Bildung ori-
entation, critical orientation, and identity orientation (Berg, 2010; cf. 
Berg, 2014).  
 
Although the exact terminology and delimitation vary, these studies 
show that there are a number of tendencies among teacher thinking 
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and strategies, whereby one focuses mainly on conveying a sense of 
history as a common narrative; another emphasises different meth-
ods, such as comparison and explanation of historical phenomena; 
and a third emphasises questions of multiperspectivity, to some ex-
tent problematising the idea of a common narrative. In these studies, 
explicit explanatory methods are primarily associated with the social 
science/scientific/critical stance.  
 
Other studies have touched upon the interplay between teacher think-
ing and practices, as well as different understandings of the discipline 
of history. In their analysis of the assessment practices of two history 
teachers, Wilson and Wineburg notice that the teachers’ differing un-
derstandings of history reflected changes within the academic disci-
pline (Wilson & Wineburg, 1993: 755). Looking at teachers’ concep-
tions of inquiry-based learning, Voet and De Wever use a typology of 
teachers’ understanding of history as objectivist, subjectivist, or crite-
rialist, finding that most of the teachers in their study adopt a criteri-
alist stance, meaning that history is considered evidence-based but is 
still subject to individual opinion. However, they also find that in 
practice, teachers tend to become focused on the content of history, 
rather than teaching an understanding of how historical knowledge is 
constructed (Voet & De Wever, 2016: 65). Also of interest in this con-
text is Fredrik Alvén’s study of how teachers assess students’ answers, 
in which he observes tension between the knowledge requirements 
and the values expressed in the curriculum (Alvén, 2017: 400–408, 
420–421). 
 
Another direction has focused primarily on what history teachers do 
in the classrooms. Ola Halldén and Gaea Leinhardt made important 
contributions to this field of study in the 1980s and 1990s. Halldén 
characterised the aim of teaching as ‘establishing a shared line of rea-
soning’ in the classroom, identifying problems with such an approach 
due to teachers and students thinking about the subject matter in dif-
ferent ways, especially with regard to abstract concepts, as well as 
leading to history being presented as unequivocal in the classroom 
(Halldén, 1986, 1994, 1997). Leinhardt focused more directly on how 
teachers construct explanations in history, arguing that their explana-
tions should primarily be seen as instructional rather than discipli-
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nary. As such, their primary function is to facilitate student under-
standing, meaning that they do not necessarily conform to discipli-
nary demands on explanations. Leinhardt notes that instructional ex-
planations in history can be about varying phenomena, such as 
events, structures, or themes, and that they can be explicitly present-
ed as explanations or woven into a narrative (Leinhardt 1993, 1997). 
Building on Leinhardt’s research, Montanero and Lucero investigated 
how teachers construct explanations in classrooms, finding that 
teachers’ explanations generally appear as relatively complex, includ-
ing many different types of explanatory factors. However, teachers did 
not always explicitly signal causal relationships in the explanations, 
making them hard to distinguish for students (Montanero & Lucero, 
2011: 131–133; cf. Estenberg, 2016: 42). Hans Olofsson’s study of 
teacher and student interaction in history class furnishes some fur-
ther observations. Olofsson observes how students receive somewhat 
differing explanations of the causes of World War I—one by the 
teacher and another by the textbook. While the teacher constructs a 
forward-oriented explanation that ultimately aims towards under-
standing the consequences of the war, the textbook provides a func-
tionalistic explanation of the outbreak of war in terms of the Europe-
an system of great powers developed in the 19th century. When the 
students attempt to make sense of these explanations, they tend to-
wards a simpler cause–event explanation that mainly builds upon 
personifications and intentions (Olofsson, 2011: 125–133, 142; Ol-
ofsson, 2019: 230–279). 
 
Another direction within teacher-focused research looks at the as-
sessment tasks constructed by teachers as a way of investigating how 
history is constituted in classrooms. David Rosenlund’s investigation 
of teacher-constructed tasks, while not focusing explicitly on aspects 
of explanation, does include analyses of tasks that incorporate such 
aspects. Rosenlund cautions against some of these tasks because they 
may appear to ask for causal/explanatory reasoning but, rather, elicit 
information from the textbook. In such instances, the tasks that ap-
pear to promote explanatory thinking actually promote the memorisa-
tion of content (Rosenlund, 2011: 139, 169). Martin Estenberg’s study 
of teacher-constructed tasks that ask for causal reasoning show simi-
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lar tendencies in his material (Estenberg, 2016: 87–88, 94–95, 101–
103). 
 
The findings of the teacher-focused research pertaining to the topic of 
historical explanations can be summarised as follows: 
 
1) History teachers have somewhat differing views of what history 
should be about, which may affect the emphasis placed on teaching 
practices related to historical explanations. 
 
2) Teacher explanations in classrooms vary considerably in form and 
focus, although they tend towards complexity when it comes to the 
inclusion of the number and types of explanatory factors. 
 
3) Teacher-constructed assessment tasks that ostensibly assess caus-
al/explanatory thinking run the risk of merely promoting the memo-
risation of causes and consequences as sets of facts. 
 
The first point lends support to the idea of investigating teachers’ un-
derstanding of their subject. In this thesis, the focus is on investigat-
ing a certain aspect of the subject—explanatory thinking in history. 
The resulting categories will probably differ from the broader strate-
gies described in the previous studies. The second point can indicate 
that teachers tend to focus on explanations as cause and consequence, 
emphasising the number of causes in order to make explanations 
complex, while more interpretive aspects of explanations are not em-
phasised. However, these results may also be due to how researchers 
have framed their studies, meaning that I need to make sure that the 
interpretive aspects of explanation are considered in this study. The 
third point supports the notion that teachers tend to transform expla-
nations into sets of facts, at least when it comes to assessment. If such 
a tendency is also found in this study, teaching and assessment prac-
tices need to be reconsidered in order to enhance how historical ex-
planations are handled in school. 
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Student-focused research 
Several studies have focused on students’ understanding of historical 
explanations, most commonly in the form of cause and consequence. 
These studies tend to be empirically based and can be positioned as 
part of the historical thinking tradition of educational research, in 
which the focus is very much on conceptual understanding and devel-
opment. In 1980, Denis Shemilt addressed students’ understandings 
of causation in history in conjunction with the Schools Council Histo-
ry 13-16 Project in the UK. He observed terminological difficulties in 
appropriating a historical understanding of causation, leading stu-
dents to view causation in history as similar to causation in the natu-
ral sciences—that is, that the causes mechanically necessitate the con-
sequent event. A problem with this view is that it can lead to historical 
events being understood as inevitable because the causes necessitated 
them (Shemilt, 1980: 34, 43–49). 
 
Following Shemilt, a number of researchers have investigated how 
students construct historical explanations, with an interest in how the 
understanding of causation differs between students of different ages. 
In the British Concepts of History and Teaching Approaches (CHATA) 
Project, Lee, Dickinson, and Ashby analysed how students aged 7-14 
handled tasks designed to elicit ideas about historical explanation. 
They found that overall, the students managed to construct causal 
chains involving several different factors. The complexity and type of 
explanation varied somewhat, with younger students referring more 
frequently to individual desires and older students taking greater ac-
count of the context. They also noted a difference in progression in 
regard to how students explained individual actions or events, with 
explanations of events being more complex than individual actions 
(Lee, Dickinson, & Ashby, 1997, 2001; for similar findings, see Hall-
dén, 1998 and Bermúdez & Jaramillo, 2001). The findings of the 
CHATA project also resulted in a progression model for historical ex-
planation (Lee & Shemilt, 2009), which will be discussed in further 
detail in Chapter 4. 
 
A Swedish study, which was partly inspired by the CHATA project and 
conducted by Anna-Carin Stymne, produced similar results, with stu-
dents’ explanations increasing in complexity and nuance in higher 
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grades (Stymne, 2017: 211–212). Stymne also finds that when younger 
students (age 10) are presented with the explanation of a phenome-
non, they tend to stick to it, meaning that their initial information 
source plays a significant role in their understanding of particular 
events (Stymne, 2017: 270–271). 
 
Focusing more on how students emphasise different types of causes, 
Carretero, Jacott, and colleagues have investigated how students in 
different grades (age 15-22) attribute varying importance to different 
causes of historical events. They have found that no matter the age of 
the students, all emphasised personalistic factors—that is, factors fo-
cused on individual intentions and actions—more than other types. 
The only exception to this rule was master’s students of history. Addi-
tionally, one of the events differed from the others: when students 
were tasked with explaining the Spanish discovery of America, they all 
emphasised economic factors more than personalistic ones. The au-
thors have concluded that experts are best at varying the type of 
cause, depending on the event to be explained. They also hypothesise 
that the peculiar results of explaining the discovery of America has to 
do with this event being an important and meaningful part of the stu-
dents’ own culture (Carretero et al., 1997: 251–253). The great em-
phasis on personalistic factors among almost all students is interpret-
ed as a sign that most students have an understanding of explanations 
as narratives (Jacott et al., 1997: 304–305; cf. Schoeman, 2007 for 
similar findings in a different context).  
 
To this understanding of explanations as narrative can be added Bar-
ton’s study of elementary schoolchildren’s ideas of history as progres-
sion, in which many changes are explained by people being ‘smarter’ 
in the present day (Barton, 2008: 197–199). Additionally, Samuelsson 
and Wendell’s study of primary school students’ answers to a national 
test question about the ‘origins of the nation’ in Sweden further sup-
port several of these findings. Interpreting the students’ answers as 
narratives, they identify two major narrative frames of Gustav Vasa as 
a heroic figure or as a devious politician (Samuelsson & Wendell, 
2017a). This framing of the central actor in different ways correlates 
with different explanatory content, with the students using the tradi-
tional heroic framing with more particular historical facts in their ex-
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planations than the students who adopt the more critical approach to 
the king, wherein explanations of a more generic nature are primarily 
advanced (Samuelsson & Wendell, 2017b). 
 
Another strand of research that indirectly touches upon students’ un-
derstanding of explanations is that of historical interpretations. Inter-
pretation can refer to several different aspects of history, but the 
meaning here is that of putting historical facts together into a coher-
ent narrative, which is sometimes called an account. The understand-
ing that accounts of history are interpretive in nature is a central as-
pect of historical understanding. Accepting this premise has conse-
quences for historical explanations because it means that explana-
tions also constitute interpretations (McCullagh, 2004a, 2004b; 
White, 1973; cf. Lee & Shemilt, 2004). As part of the CHATA project, 
Lee and Ashby found a variation in students’ understanding of the 
nature of historical accounts, ranging from understanding accounts as 
given by a fixed past at one end to an understanding that perspective-
taking is part of the nature of historical accounts at the other (Lee & 
Ashby, 2000: 212). Similar studies in Portugal by Gago (2004) and 
Barca (2004) led to comparable results, with Barca specifying that a 
more advanced understanding led to students viewing explanations as 
provisional, being seen as more or less plausible rather than true or 
false (Barca, 2004: 71). Martens, having conducted a similar study 
involving German students, found a similar range of understandings, 
with age being an important determining factor in students’ ability to 
express more advanced understandings. However, as Martens used a 
comparative approach, he indicated that the educational context mat-
ters as well (Martens, 2015: 225–227). 
 
Summarising the research on interpretations, Chapman explicitly 
connects historical explanation to interpretation, as one of the four 
tasks of historical writing, the others being description, evaluation, 
and justification (Chapman 2009: 66; 2011: 102; cf. Megill, 2007: 96–
97). Other empirical research on interpretations has focused explicitly 
on controversial historical issues in order to advance students’ under-
standing of the interpretive nature of accounts, including causal ex-
planations of events such as the outbreak of World War I (Nygren et 
al., 2017; Foster, 2017; cf. Baildon et al., 2018). 
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As can be seen, the student-focused research covers a wide variety of 
studies and results. The most important findings can be summarised 
as follows: 
 
1) Students demonstrate varying degrees of understanding of histori-
cal explanations, with some fallacies being the failure to distinguish 
them from descriptions, over-emphasis on intentions/personalistic 
factors, and the risk of over-determination/fatalism. 
 
2) Students tend to understand explanations as narratives, an under-
standing that can influence how they attribute importance to different 
factors. 
 
3) The research indicates some possible progression lines for explana-
tory thinking. One such line is the development from more to less per-
sonalistic explanations, another is the progression from less to more 
complex sets of causal factors, and a third concerns the epistemologi-
cal nature of explanations, understanding them as interpretations to a 
lesser or higher degree. 
 
The first point is hardly surprising: of course there is a variation in 
how students understand explanations. What the research does not 
clearly show is why this is the case: although age plays a role, findings 
such as those of Martens indicate that the variation is due not only to 
age but also to different aspects of the educational context. This 
means that it is possible to enhance students’ understanding. The se-
cond point is less clear, because it is not certain what the statement 
that students understand explanations as narratives means. This can 
indicate that students see no difference between explanations and 
narratives, essentially conflating the two, or it can mean that they un-
derstand that narratives can have an explanatory function. In the lat-
ter case, explanations make up parts of narratives, but they are not 
the same. The relationship between explanation and narrative will be 
further discussed in the following chapters.  
 
The third point is perhaps the most important, because it indicates 
that advancement in explanatory thinking is multifaceted, including 
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both the notion of complexity, the idea of different types of explanato-
ry factors, and an understanding of explanations as less or more in-
terpretive. This suggests that students may show progression in one of 
these aspects, but not in the other two. Noticeably, the research focus-
ing on causation and/or explanation has mainly emphasised the first 
two aspects, while the interpretive aspects of explanations have been 
highlighted by the research that focuses on interpretation. In order to 
get a fuller understanding of explanatory thinking, both of these 
strands of research need to be taken into account. 

Design-focused research 
A third strand of research is less focused on finding out how teachers 
and/or students understand explanations but, rather, seeks ways to 
improve teaching practices by means of different methods. Of these, 
Chapman (2003) and Woodcock (2005, 2011) have been especially 
important in emphasising the development of a language for describ-
ing causality as helpful for students. Such terminology includes cate-
gorising causal factors into different types but also describing variable 
causal importance. Christine Counsell, while also emphasising causal 
language, has promoted the importance of explanatory questions as 
the basis for enquiry-driven learning (Counsell, 2011). A number of 
studies have also emphasised comparison and/or counterfactual rea-
soning as important methods for practising the attribution of causal 
importance (Boix Mansilla, 2000; Buxton, 2010; Worth, 2012; Car-
roll, 2018; cf. Chapman, 2003, Counsell, 2011). A few studies have 
cautioned against the overuse of this rather cognitive and conceptual 
approach: Evans and Pate (2007) found that an overuse of scaffolding 
concepts and methods could limit independent student thinking, 
leading to formulaic answers. Kemp (2011), while agreeing that the 
attribution of causal importance is a relevant aspect of explanatory 
thinking, cautions against the risk of creating too-rigid hierarchies, 
for instance by searching for a ‘most important’ cause. Instead, he en-
courages what he calls a narrative approach, in which students con-
struct narratives that demand that they select and prioritise different 
factors according to their own understandings. He also warns that 
causal hierarchies lose their meaning if the chronological order of 
causal links are not taken into account, a point on which Rogers 
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(2011) agrees, suggesting the use of causal maps to illustrate the in-
teraction between long- and short-term causes. 
 
Taking the conceptual focus one step further, Stoel, van Drie, and van 
Boxtel (2017) tested whether the explicit teaching of second-order 
concepts makes any difference to the quality of students’ construc-
tions of historical explanations. Designing two different teaching ap-
proaches—the implicit and explicit modes—they investigate whether 
the explicit teaching mode leads to different student results and un-
derstandings. They found that, aside from a richer vocabulary for de-
scribing causal connections and types of causes, there was no signifi-
cant difference in the quality of causal reasoning among students 
taught in the explicit mode compared to the implicit. However, stu-
dents taught in the explicit mode espoused subjectivist epistemologi-
cal beliefs about history to a higher degree and showed a greater un-
derstanding of history as an interpretation (Stoel, van Drie, & van 
Boxtel, 2017: 329–331). Although their study is limited, it is at least 
an indication that the conceptual approach does not automatically 
lead to more qualified explanations. However, it should be noted that 
their approach to assessing the quality of explanations is through 
multiplicity and the substantiation of causes, textual structure, and 
the use of second-order language (Stoel, van Drie, & van Boxtel, 2017: 
332). An approach that included an evaluation of the importance or 
application of the notion of multiple perspectives in the student tasks 
might have yielded different results. 
 
To these can be added two Swedish studies adopting a learning study 
methodology, with an express aim of identifying and overcoming 
learning difficulties associated with a certain object of learning. In her 
study, Anna-Lena Lilliestam (2013) focuses on the concepts of agent 
and structure in order to enhance students’ reasoning about historical 
explanations, following three teachers’ planning and teaching, as well 
as their students. She shows that student understanding of the con-
cepts of agent and structure is enhanced when teachers engage explic-
itly with the concepts and their varying meanings in class, confirming 
the value of the conceptual approach of Chapman, Woodcock, and 
others. She also finds that counterfactual reasoning helps students to 
better understand the concept of structure. Anders Nersäter’s study 
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(2014) investigates both evidence and explanations and is mainly fo-
cused on finding out what is necessary for students to learn in order 
for them to be able to reason about these historically. Regarding ex-
planations, his results point to the importance of chronology in order 
for students not to confuse cause and consequence, as they need to 
understand that historical change is a result of a multitude of causes 
and that historical explanations need to be supported by evidence.  
 
The design-focused research on explanations can be said to have iden-
tified a number of methods that can enhance teaching practices and 
students’ understanding of historical explanations. These include the 
following: 
 
1) Adopting causal language in order to categorise factors into differ-
ent types and to attribute varying importance to factors 
 
2) Using comparative and counterfactual approaches to historical ex-
planations. 
 
In relation to the research on students’ understanding of explana-
tions, it appears that the design-focused research has mainly empha-
sised two aspects of understanding: understanding causal complexity 
and attributing varying importance to causal factors. The interpretive 
nature of explanations appears largely neglected, although some of 
the findings can be indirectly connected to this aspect. First, Kemp’s 
emphasis on interweaving explanations in narratives at least points 
towards the understanding of explanations as narratives that Jacott et 
al. highlight. Second, Nersäter’s emphasis on evidence also points to-
wards the interpretive nature of explanations. Third, Lilliestam, 
Chapman, and others’ emphasis on counterfactual reasoning can also 
potentially be a fruitful approach, because counterfactual reasoning 
demands that students reflect on alternate outcomes of historical 
events.  

Chapter summary 
In this chapter, I have attempted to outline the main results of history 
education research concerning historical explanations. The teacher-
focused research shows that teachers’ understandings of the nature of 
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history as a discipline, as well as their understandings of the aims of 
history education, are important factors influencing how they treat 
historical explanations in their teaching practices. It also indicates 
that assessment tasks that focus ostensibly on explanations do not 
necessarily access students’ understandings of explanations and easily 
conflate explanatory thinking with the memorisation of content. 
Teachers’ notions of history thus need to be taken into account when 
analysing how they construct explanations, and the risk of conflating 
explanatory thinking with memorisation needs to be watched for.  
 
The student-focused research points towards three central aspects of 
understanding that are necessary for students to grasp: causal com-
plexity, varying importance, and understanding explanations as in-
terpretations. Of these, the student-focused research indicates that 
students generally grasp the complex nature of causation in history. 
Research on students’ abilities to attribute varying importance indi-
cates that this aspect is connected to the understanding of explana-
tions as narratives. While the design-focused research indicates sev-
eral methods to enhance the attribution of importance, less research 
has been done explicitly on the connection between explanation and 
interpretation. In all, these findings indicate that there is potential in 
investigating how students’ explanatory thinking can be further ad-
vanced, with certain methods, such as comparison, counterfactuality, 
and the presentation of multiple perspectives, appearing promising 
for furthering interpretive understanding of historical explanations. 
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4. Theoretical framework 

In this chapter, the theoretical framework for the compilation thesis is 
presented. The framework is based on Jörn Rüsen’s theory of histori-
cal studies and is used here to provide an overarching framework in 
which the results of the individual studies can be related to each oth-
er. As such, it is specific to this thesis. In short, the theoretical model 
outlined below aims at using Rüsen’s suggested dimensions of the his-
tory subject as categories for the explanatory patterns of teachers and 
students, building on the assumption that it is possible to discern an 
emphasis on one of the dimensions. Rüsen’s model is relevant for this 
purpose because it attempts to provide a theory for historical 
knowledge. This perspective can help clarify what purposes explana-
tions serve in relation to the historical knowledge processes. In order 
to relate Rüsen’s overarching theoretical model to explanation in par-
ticular, the chapter also includes a discussion of three different pro-
gression models for historical explanation in education, as well as a 
discussion of how the theoretical framework can be related to pro-
gression in explanatory thinking as expressed in one of the models. 

Rüsen’s three dimensions of historical knowledge 

Rüsen’s theory of historical studies is related to the theoretical con-
cept of historical consciousness. The meaning of this concept and its 
reach has been debated in many different arenas. One point of debate 
is whether historical consciousness is best understood as a specifically 
‘Western’ and ‘modern’ way of thinking about history, or as a cultural 
universal, which is, in principle, applicable to any human (Nordgren, 
2019; Seixas, 2016; Körber, 2016; cf. Iggers, Wang & Mukherjee, 
2008). According to Andreas Körber, historical consciousness was 
used to emphasise that learners of history are generally competent, as 
opposed to deficient, in relation to history; the term refers to ‘what 
people know and think about history, and what concepts, patterns of 
explanation and of attribution of relevance they use’ but also refers to 
‘the ability to think history (your)self’ (Körber, 2015: 3–4). This un-
derstanding of the term was mirrored in Rüsen’s theory of using his-
tory as a tool for individual orientation in the present and the future 
(Körber, 2015). 
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In the context of this study, historical consciousness is used as a way 
of conceptualising historical knowledge as a tool for making history 
meaningful, as suggested by Rüsen (2017: 28). The notion of meaning 
includes using history to orient oneself in relation to the present and 
the future (Rüsen, 2017: 69–71). This theoretical approach can con-
tribute to theorising the results of the individual studies and can en-
hance our knowledge of how explanations can be understood within 
the context of history education. 
 
In his theory of historical studies, Rüsen argues that history as a form 
of knowledge consists of three aspects, or dimensions: content, form, 
and function. All of these aspects in combination are needed in order 
to give meaning to history (Rüsen, 2017: 67–68). The aspect of con-
tent, or the empirical dimension of history, concerns what happened 
in the past. Specifically, it concerns what we can determine to have 
happened in the past, presented as history (Rüsen, 2017: 78). The as-
pect of form, or the formal dimension of history, focuses on how the 
past is analysed and represented. The aspect of function, or the func-
tional dimension of history, focuses on how history is used in ‘real life’ 
settings (Rüsen, 2017: 78–79).  
 
These distinctions can be seen as corresponding to the what, how, and 
why of history: the empirical dimension emphasises content matter 
(the what), the formal dimension focuses on how history is construct-
ed and represented in various forms (the how), and the functional 
dimension emphasises the ways in which history can be used in ‘real 
life’ (the why). In Rüsen’s theory, the three dimensions are connected 
to different aspects of the process of historical learning. The empirical 
dimension is related to the process of experiencing history in the form 
of facts and circumstances within a temporal frame (Rüsen, 2017: 
80–83). The formal dimension instead relates primarily to the pro-
cess of interpretation (Rüsen, 2017: 91–99), while the functional di-
mension relates to the process of orientation, which, according to 
Rüsen’s theory, refers to using history in order to orient oneself in the 
present and the future (Rüsen, 2017: 100–106; cf. Rüsen, 2004: 124–
140).  
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What place does historical explanation have in this theory? According 
to Rüsen, explanation is part of the process of interpretation, which 
would make it connected to the formal dimension (Rüsen, 2004: 131–
132; Rüsen, 2017: 38, 49). However, he also argues that historical ex-
planations can serve orienting functions, making it part of what can 
be considered useful historical knowledge by providing answers to 
why questions (Rüsen, 2017: 118, 187). Though Rüsen does not men-
tion it explicitly, historical explanations can also be connected to the 
empirical dimension through its building blocks—cause and conse-
quence—which can be seen as parts of what can be determined about 
the past. This aligns with Peter Lee’s discussion of historical orienta-
tion, in which he distinguishes between substantive and metahistori-
cal orientation, which correspond to the learning of content and dis-
ciplinary concepts, respectively (Lee, 2012: 51–56). Noticeably, Lee’s 
idea of orientation differs from Rüsen’s because Rüsen uses ‘orienta-
tion’ specifically in relation to the functional dimension, while Lee’s 
terms correspond to the other two dimensions, which are not orient-
ing in Rüsen’s sense of being useable in ‘real life’. In the context of 
history education, these three dimensions can be seen as aspects of 
history that all play a role in history as a school subject.  
 
In this thesis, the focus is on historical explanations specifically, not 
history education in general. However, the three dimensions of histo-
ry are relevant to historical explanations in the sense that they indi-
cate various general purposes that historical explanations can serve. 
The empirical dimension points towards learning the content matter 
of historical explanation—the involved causes and consequences. 
Such an approach emphasises the descriptive aspects of explanations, 
including the laying out of more or less complex causal chains. The 
purpose of such an approach is to increase understanding of why and 
how things happened in the past. The formal dimension points to-
wards a disciplinary understanding of explanations—that is, under-
standing explanations as interpretations that can vary depending on 
perspective. The purpose of such an approach leads to a better under-
standing of historical explanatory concepts, methods, and perspec-
tives, and it is the most closely related to disciplinary history. Most of 
the previous research about historical explanation arguably focuses 
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on these dimensions, as summarised by Lee and Shemilt’s progres-
sion model (2009). 
 
The functional dimension of explanation has not been as thoroughly 
analysed. One suggestion about what function explanatory thinking 
can serve in real life is given by educational researcher Tina A. Grot-
zer, who focuses on the potential for understanding the world through 
complex causal interactions. As Grotzer puts it, ‘[O]ur ability to detect 
complex patterns promises that we can better fit our actions to the 
world in which we live, decreasing unanticipated outcomes’ (Grotzer, 
2012: 3). A perspective that is more directly connected to history edu-
cation research is presented by Bernard Eric Jensen, who argues that 
one of the main purposes of history education is sociocultural scenar-
io competency—that is, the ability to evaluate different courses of ac-
tion given certain circumstances. He reasons that one way to achieve 
such competency is through understanding what is actually possible 
under different natural and cultural circumstances. This includes the 
explanation and understanding of the conditions, possibilities, choic-
es, and consequences of human actions, and he argues that both con-
crete-individual and general perspectives are combined in teaching 
practices (Jensen, 1997: 76–77). The purpose of focusing on the func-
tional dimension of explanation can, thus, be increased understand-
ing of the present through pattern recognition and/or scenario com-
petency. 
 
Table 4.1. Aims of explanatory thinking in relation to Rüsen’s dimensions 

 Empirical 
dimension 

Formal 
dimension 

Functional 
dimension 

Purpose of 
teaching and 
learning ex-
planatory think-
ing 

Increased under-
standing of why 
and how things 
happened in the 
past 

Increased under-
standing of explana-
tory concepts, 
methods, and per-
spectives 

Increased explan-
atory understand-
ing in relation to 
‘real life’ 

 
According to this theoretical model, the teaching and learning of ex-
planatory thinking can be understood as aiming towards one or more 
of these purposes. They should not be understood as mutually exclu-
sive; on the contrary, one of Rüsen’s fundamental points is that the 



44 
 
 

three dimensions are all necessary components of the subject of histo-
ry (Rüsen, 2017: 67–68). However, in using these as categories for 
analysing explanatory thinking, I assume that it is possible to discern 
an emphasis on one of the dimensions. The model will be further op-
erationalised in Chapter 6. 

Explanation and progression 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, an important aspect of this thesis is the 
relationship between historical explanations and progression in his-
torical learning. In order to clarify this relationship, some notion of 
progression in explanatory thinking in history is necessary. For this 
reason, three different progression models for history will be dis-
cussed and then related to Rüsen’s model. 
 
Andreas Körber’s model for conceptualising historical competencies 
(2015) is relatively straightforward, making it a good starting point for 
the discussion. Körber suggests three levels of historical competen-
cies. The basic level incorporates the ability to execute historical 
thinking operations, but without any conceptual knowledge, leading 
such a person’s historical thinking to be ‘highly individual and situat-
ed’ (Körber, 2015: 41). The intermediate level adds the ability to use 
concepts, terms, and operations, making a person’s historical thinking 
more communicable, but also giving the person access to the 
knowledge of experts and witnesses. The third level adds the ability to 
reflect upon, evaluate, and criticise the concepts and methods and, if 
necessary, to deviate from them or suggest alternatives (Körber, 2015: 
40–42).  
 
Körber’s competency levels can be seen as a form of progression. Per-
haps its greatest strength is that it distinguishes between conceptual 
knowledge and historical thinking, opening the possibility that histor-
ical thinking is not necessarily linked to conceptual knowledge but, 
rather, to the process of thinking. Rather, the conceptual knowledge 
makes the historical thinking communicable. At the same time, this 
appears as a largely theoretical distinction: in practice, it is difficult to 
see how the basic level would be observable in an educational context. 
The competencies are also generic in the sense that Körber is interest-
ed in historical thinking as a whole, not explanations specifically. As 
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such, it is less suitable for the purposes of this thesis than models that 
relate more specifically to explanation in history.  
 
Another version of progression in history is Kieran Egan’s (1983). Ra-
ther than levels, Egan discusses stages (or paradigms) in historical 
understanding, distinguishing between four stages and linking them 
directly to age: 
 

• The mythic stage: up to age 7 
• The romantic stage: age 8-13 
• The philosophic stage: age 14-20 
• The ironic stage: age 21 and over 

 
According to Egan, the mythic stage represents a lack of distinction 
between reality and fantasy—it is all merely stories. In the romantic 
stage, the difference between reality and fantasy becomes important. 
In Egan’s view, the interest in what is real at this stage means that 
students are able to ‘comprehend a relatively sophisticated narrative 
sense of causality’ (Egan, 1983: 77). The philosophic stage becomes 
more directly concerned with causality, because it encompasses the 
understanding of history as a process, leading to a search for general 
patterns that give history meaning. The final, ironic, stage means that 
students understand that the general patterns are not true in and of 
themselves but are, rather, more or less useful for organising particu-
lars into meaningful patterns; meaning is, in this sense, constructed, 
not inherent (Egan, 1983: 73–79).  
 
Like Körber’s, Egan’s model of progression is general, but in contrast 
to Körber, Egan more explicitly addresses explanatory thinking. How-
ever, it is not updated in relation to research that is actually done on 
students’ understandings of historical explanations. That research, 
outlined in Chapter 3, indicates a number of progression lines in ex-
planatory thinking, in which explanatory thinking develops from 
more to less personalistic, using from less to more complex sets of 
causes and understanding the nature of explanations as going from 
more to less absolute. Most of these empirical findings have been 
summarised by Lee and Shemilt in a progression model for explana-
tory thinking, which consists of six steps: 
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Level 1:  Explanation in terms of description 
Level 2:  Explanation in terms of agents and actions 
Level 3:  Explanation in terms of causal chains and/or networks 
Level 4:  Explanation in terms of conditions for actual and possible 
 events 
Level 5:  Explanation in terms of contexts and conditions 
Level 6:  Causal concepts are theoretical constructs 
(Lee & Shemilt, 2009: 46–47). 

 
These progression levels are empirically grounded, although Lee and 
Shemilt are careful to point out that levels 5 and 6 only rarely occur in 
empirical material, causing them to place the main emphasis on the 
earlier levels. While the levels are descriptive in nature, they can be 
seen as goalposts for teaching to work from, with the intent of devel-
oping student thinking from the earlier towards the later levels.  
 
The first three levels can be seen together as describing a hypothetical 
development towards understanding causal complexity. Level 1 repre-
sents a failure to distinguish between description and explanation. At 
level 2, students understand that agents and actions influence events, 
giving an intentionalist perspective on explanation. A more nuanced 
understanding of different types of causes begins appearing at level 3, 
at which students are able to construct quite complex causal chains or 
webs. Here, Lee and Shemilt caution against the risk of seeing history 
as over-determined, possibly leading to a fatalist view of historical 
causation. Nevertheless, level 3 is presented as an important cognitive 
step in relation to the previous two levels.  
 
Level 4 represents another significant step in explanatory thinking, 
because the thinking encapsulated by this level demands an evalua-
tion of causal importance—that is, understanding that different fac-
tors may differ in their explanatory power. Level 5 suggests a further 
refinement of this, being described as attentive to historical contin-
gencies and being more sensitive to different historical contexts. The 
final level in the model is only a sketch, but it suggests that Lee and 
Shemilt attempt to connect understanding of explanations to that of 
interpretations, stating that  

the validity of every explanation is relative to questions posed as well as to 
what is known about the past. We have criteria that set limits to what is 
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explicable and for judging the quality of explanations. (Lee & Shemilt 
2009: 47) 

This progression model thus seems to capture three distinctive jumps 
in the understanding of historical explanations. The first such jump is 
at level 3, with the understanding of causal complexity with regard to 
the number and types of causal factors. The second is at level 4, repre-
senting the understanding of varying causal importance. The third, 
understanding the interpretive nature of explanations, is at level 6. 
The obvious danger of a hierarchy such as this is to think of it as mu-
tually successive stages, meaning, for instance, that students should 
learn first about causal complexity and, only after they have mastered 
it, go on to learn about the evaluation of causal importance. Such an 
approach could create new pitfalls: a danger with the attribution of 
causal importance can be that students think that there is a ‘correct’ 
answer as to which cause is the most important. This misunderstand-
ing can be remedied by the interpretive stance suggested by level 6. 
The more fruitful approach appears to be to take these three as signif-
icant goalposts for learning historical explanations without necessari-
ly teaching them in the order presented by Lee and Shemilt. A too-
rigid understanding of these levels as hierarchical may even be the 
reason why many students seem to be stuck at levels 1-3 (cf. Rosen-
lund, 2016; Estenberg, 2016 about assessment tasks conveying an un-
derstanding of causes as facts to be memorised). It is also important 
to note that the generalisability of this progression model can be ques-
tioned: while the empirical foundation is wide, Hilary Cooper, in her 
review of research on progression in history, cautions that the basis of 
the research in the CHATA project was overtly influenced by devel-
opmental psychology, and she argues that, due to the complexity of 
the topic, any progression model cannot be considered ‘robust’ 
(Cooper, 2014; cf. Shemilt, 2018: 466–467).  
 
There is some overlap between this progression model and Egan’s, 
though such a connection builds on the premise that the age spans 
given by Egan should not be taken too literally (Egan himself states 
that they are rough approximations). The romantic stage corresponds 
somewhat to progression levels 1-3 and the ironic stage to progression 
level 6. The pattern-seeking of the philosophic stage does not corre-
spond as well, though it may be connected to progression level 4. Lee 
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and Shemilt’s levels are both more detailed in relation to explanatory 
thinking specifically and make use of the empirical research on stu-
dent understanding, arguments that speak strongly in favour of their 
model. It should be noted that Egan, to a greater extent than Lee and 
Shemilt, emphasises the importance of seeking general explanatory 
patterns, which is something that does not usually sit well with disci-
plinary history, in which particulars tend to be emphasised. However, 
this very emphasis may be an important alternative contribution to 
the understanding of progression. 
 
In sum, of the three progression models presented here, Lee and 
Shemilt’s is both the most detailed with regard to explanatory think-
ing and the one that adheres most closely to the empirical research on 
student reasoning. For these reasons, their model will be the one I 
primarily use as an established idea of progression in explanatory 
thinking. However, as Cooper argues, it is important not to accept the 
progression model as universally valid. Even so, as a summary of 
much previous research, it can work as a point of departure for dis-
cussing progression in explanatory thinking. 
 
This does not mean that Körber’s and Egan’s models are considered 
invalid nor that they contribute nothing to the discussion; on the con-
trary, it is possible that findings will indicate that the progression 
model needs modification, and in such instances, Körber and Egan 
both provide viable alternatives that can be useful for suggesting such 
modifications. 

The dimensions of history in relation to progression in explana-
tory thinking 
How does Lee and Shemilt’s progression model relate to the theoreti-
cal framework? In my adaptation of Rüsen’s dimensions of history, 
his tripartite structure of empirical, formal, and functional dimen-
sions is retained, suggesting that explanatory thinking in history can 
be directed more towards one of these dimensions than the others. In 
this model, there is no hierarchy between the three dimensions: they 
are all aspects of history that, at least theoretically, are supposed to 
work together. At first glance, Rüsen’s model thus appears not to go 
well together with the notion of progression. Conversely, aspects of 
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the explanatory thinking that Lee and Shemilt discern in their pro-
gression model can be related to different parts of the three dimen-
sions. In brief, the first three levels correspond with the empirical di-
mension, while the latter three correspond with the formal dimen-
sion. 
 
The first level is easily identifiable as focusing on the empirical di-
mension, because it represents a conflation of explanation with de-
scription: in essence, explanations become sets of facts. The ensuing 
two levels complicate this somewhat, because they introduce some 
conceptual awareness. However, level 2 remains clearly focused on 
the empirical aspect because its distinguishing feature is to explain 
everything in the same way—through agency. Likewise, level 3, de-
spite its more advanced conceptual understanding of historical causa-
tion as chains or networks of connections, still remains mired in a 
singular perspective of over-determination (Lee & Shemilt, 2009: 43–
45). The progression between these levels can be summarised as en-
capsulating gradually higher complexity through an increasing num-
ber of causal factors, including an understanding of different types of 
factors. The upper levels, 4-6, instead open up towards a different 
type of progression, including the notion of different possible out-
comes at level 4, understanding the importance of context to explana-
tions at level 5, and the understanding of causal concepts as con-
structs at level 6 (Lee & Shemilt, 2009: 46–48). These indicate a suc-
cessively more advanced disciplinary understanding of explanations, 
pointing towards the formal dimension of history.  
 
From this reading, the progression model can be understood as cap-
turing progression related to two of the three dimensions in the model 
based on Rüsen’s theory. The absence of any clear relation to the 
functional dimension appears to be entirely in line with Lee’s discus-
sion of Rüsen’s theory (2012), in which he does not address the func-
tional dimension, focusing instead on how the empirical and formal 
dimensions can be thought of as orienting. Through this focus, the 
progression model captures some, but not all, aspects of explanatory 
thinking. 
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How, then, is the functional dimension to be thought of in relation to 
the progression model? One possibility is to tentatively suggest even 
more levels beyond level 6, which attempt to capture explanatory as-
pects that relate to the functional dimension. However, such an ap-
proach would exacerbate the risks inherent in any hierarchical mod-
el—that it is thought of as monolithic. In this case, such an approach 
would run the risk of implying that the proper way of teaching expla-
nations is to start with the content, and then successively approach 
the more disciplinary understanding of levels 4-6, and only thereafter 
approach the functional dimension. A more fruitful approach is in-
stead provided by Rüsen’s model, in which the three dimensions are 
not hierarchically ordered but are instead thought of as, at least theo-
retically, supporting each other. This approach, which is the one I 
take, still leaves room for notions of progression within each dimen-
sion. In Table 4.2, the empirical and formal dimensions have been 
filled with Lee and Shemilt’s suggestions. Tentative suggestions for 
the functional dimensions have been given previously, referring to 
pattern recognition, which could be connected to Egan’s notion of the 
philosophic stage, as well as Jensen’s notion of sociocultural scenario 
competency.  
 
Table 4.2. The progression model in relation to the dimensions of history, with 

suggestions of aspects that could make up the functional dimension of ex-
planations 

Empirical  
dimension 

Formal  
dimension 

Functional  
dimension 

- Explanation in terms of 
causal chains/networks 
- Explanation in terms of 
agents and actions 
- Explanation in terms of 
description 

- Causal concepts are 
theoretical constructs 
- Explanation in terms of 
contexts and conditions 
- Explanation in terms of 
conditions for actual and 
possible events 

 
- Sociocultural scenario 
competency? 
- Pattern recognition? 

 
Combining the two models in this way indicates that progression is 
not necessarily unilinear, but multifaceted, including differing compe-
tencies that relate to the different dimensions of history. Additionally, 
the combined model provides clues for what can be used as indicators 
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for the different dimensions, which is a question that will be discussed 
further in Chapter 6. 

Chapter summary 
In this chapter, I outline Jörn Rüsen’s theory of historical dimensions 
of meaning and adapt it to the topic of historical explanation. In brief, 
Rüsen’s theory proposes three dimensions of access to history that 
provide meaning to history as a subject: the empirical dimension, 
which focuses on the events of the past; the formal dimension, which 
focuses on how history is constructed; and the functional dimension, 
which focuses on how history can become useful in ‘real life’. In rela-
tion to historical explanations, these dimensions are understood as 
aims that historical explanations can be used for in the context of his-
tory education.  
 
The chapter then discusses three different proposed models for con-
ceptualising progression in history. One of these, by Lee and Shemilt, 
is considered the most suitable for discussing progression in explana-
tory thinking. The progression model is then related to the theory of 
dimensions of history, with Rüsen’s model providing some breaking 
up of the strict hierarchy of the progression model, as well as indica-
tions that the progression model does not account well for the func-
tional dimension, while the model does provide an idea of how at least 
the empirical and formal dimensions can be understood in relation to 
historical explanation.  
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5. The historiographical context 

In this chapter, the historiographical positions on historical explana-
tions that were sketched out in the introduction are fleshed out and 
presented more systematically. The purpose of this chapter is twofold: 
first, it serves to show that historical explanation is not understood in 
a singular way in the theory of history, and second, it provides a histo-
riographical context to the object of study in this thesis. In the final 
discussion (chapter 9), I will relate to the different theoretical posi-
tions presented here.  

Different historiographical understandings of explanations 
Part of the context of investigating historical explanations is the histo-
riographical debate about explanation in history. Here, I outline five 
possible historiographical positions about how historical explanations 
can be understood, functioning as background and context to the ex-
planatory thinking of teachers and students. 
 
A first possible position is to view explanation as generalisation. This 
account of explanation is associated with philosopher Carl G. Hempel, 
who argued that in order to be valid, an explanation must take the 
form of a logical deduction, which includes at least one reference to a 
universal (or general) law in its premises (Hempel, 1942/1959: 345–
347; cf. Salmon 1990: 13). This explanatory model is usually called the 
deductive-nomological (D-N) model of explanation, or the ‘covering 
law’ model (Dray, 1957).6  
 
The approach was originally formulated by Karl Popper as a general 
definition of scientific explanations, but Hempel applied it to histori-
cal research, arguing, in essence, that historical explanations are of 
the same nature as explanations in natural science (Hempel, 
1942/1959: 345; cf. Popper, 1935/2002: 38–39). Ever since its origi-
nal 1942 publication, Hempel’s model has invited debate regarding it 

                                                
 
6 Another name for the D-N model is ‘the received view’ (Salmon, 1990). The D-N model is 
also generally considered a form of regularity theory (RT) of causation and, as such, is 
included in discussions of RT (Mackie, 1974). 
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applicability to science in general and history in particular (see, for 
instance, Gardiner, 1959; Scriven, 1959; Salmon, 1990; Hewitson, 
2014). Today, few accept Hempel’s account of explanation, though the 
notion of building explanatory accounts on laws, or law-like state-
ments, can be seen as one way of providing causal content to the ex-
planans of an explanation, as suggested by Woodward (2003) and 
Glynos and Howarth (2007: 13–17), as long as it is not seen as the on-
ly way.  
 
Other understandings of explanation in history can be seen as reac-
tions to the D-N model, attempting to provide an account of explana-
tion that is more suitable for history in particular. An early such ac-
count was provided by philosopher Michael Oakeshott, who argued 
that causal explanation as such has no place in history; instead, 
Oakeshott proposed that history explains merely by describing change 
(Oakeshott, 1993/2015: 110; cf. Dray, 1957: 8–9, 113; Salmon, 1990: 
127–128). Such a conflation by explanation and description can be 
called explanation as description. 
 
Another alternative is to view historical explanation as not causal but, 
rather, as a form of empathetic understanding. This notion goes back 
to the 19th century and the distinction between Erklären (explaining) 
and Verstehen (understanding), which was probably first drawn by 
the German historian J. G. Droysen as a way to distinguish between 
two different methods of attaining knowledge (Droysen 1897: 12–15; 
cf. von Wright, 1971: 5–6). According to Droysen, explanation is part 
of the domain of the natural sciences, while the humanities are con-
cerned with understanding. This distinction was further elaborated 
upon by Wilhelm Dilthey and used by Wilhelm Windelband to solidify 
the differences between history in particular and the natural sciences 
(Dilthey, 1976; Windelband, 1900/1998). It is perhaps most famously 
espoused by British historian R. G. Collingwood, who argued that his-
tory is concerned with the thoughts of human actions (Collingwood, 
1946/2015: 214–215).  
 
The distinction between Erklären and Verstehen can instead be un-
derstood as a clarification of complementary methods of gaining his-
torical knowledge. This line of reasoning is closer to how Dilthey de-
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scribes historical method as essentially interpretive. In the historical 
interpretation, causal explanation forms a vital part of the interpretive 
process (Dilthey, 1976: 165, 172–173, 206; cf. Feest, 2010: 4–9; Az-
zouni, 2010: 63; Hamid, 2016: 636–637). This position, making ex-
planation and understanding two aspects that support each other in 
interpreting history, is also defended by Paul Ricoeur (2005: 239–
245, 303–305).  
 
This understanding of explanation as a form of interpretation aligns 
with Hayden White’s view of historical explanations as being in-
formed by historians’ own understandings of the historical topics they 
investigate (White, 1973: 281–283, 298–299). Partly in response to 
this, C. B. McCullagh has also defended the interpretive nature of his-
torical explanation while also arguing that historical interpretations 
need to be based on evidence to be credible (McCullagh, 2004b: 19–
20, 34–35). 
 
Yet another position is to view historical explanations as narrative. 
This view is perhaps most associated with Louis O. Mink’s writings 
about the narrative form as central in history (Mink, 1978; cf. Megill, 
2007; Smith, 2011; Paul, 2015). Exactly how narrative is to be defined 
varies considerably: Mink conceptualised it as a special mode of com-
prehension in contrast to generalisation, leading to several adherents 
arguing for this special mode of comprehension to best be called nar-
rative explanation (Mink, 1970: 550–551; cf. Velleman, 2003; Carr, 
2008; Smith, 2011). While narrative form indubitably plays a central 
role in historical representation, the concept of narrative explanation 
has been debated, as others point out that explanations can form part 
of narratives, while narratives can also serve an explanatory function 
(McCullagh, 2004a; Danto, 2007; Klauk, 2016).  

Connection to history education 
In what ways can these different historiographical stances be relevant 
to history education? First, they are relevant because they exist as 
theoretical positions, meaning that there are widely different notions 
of how historical explanations can or should be thought of, and which 
can influence how teachers understand historical explanations. Se-
cond, they can be related to the findings of history education research 
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on explanation. For instance, researchers such as Lee and Shemilt 
clearly adhere to the understanding of explanation as interpretation, 
because their progression model places the understanding of explana-
tion as an interpretive construct at the top of the progression ladder. 
Conversely, the notion of explanation as description appears at the 
bottom of the same progression, encapsulated in level 1. Similarly, the 
understanding of explanation as empathetic understanding can pos-
sibly be linked to level 2, with its focus on agents and actions. Regard-
ing explanation as narrative, Lee and Shemilt warn against the ‘narra-
tive fallacy’—that is, the tendency to let the narrative form hide ex-
planatory features, making them difficult for students to discern (Lee 
& Shemilt, 2009: 43; cf. Megill, 2007: 77). This can be construed as a 
positioning against the understanding of explanation as narrative 
(which does not thereby exclude acknowledgement of the importance 
of the narrative form).  
 
There is no obvious place in Lee and Shemilt’s model for the notion of 
explanation as generalisation. One possibility is to associate it with 
level 4—‘explanation in terms of conditions for actual and possible 
events’—because the idea of universal laws can be seen as necessary 
conditions. Another possibility is to relate this understanding to 
Egan’s (1983) idea of pattern-seeking. An inclusion of explanation as 
generalisation presupposes a less rigid understanding of what this 
means than Hempel’s original proposal that the D-N model is the only 
acceptable model of explanation. Rather, the less rigid understanding 
proposed by Woodward (2003) or Glynos and Howarth (2007), who 
view generalisation as one possibility but not the only one, appears 
more palatable. In the context of history education, this can be im-
portant, especially because history educational practices can be influ-
enced by neighbouring subjects with a more generalist approach to-
wards explanation than disciplinary history. In particular, history as a 
school subject is often treated as part of the social sciences, indicating 
that there can be some cross-disciplinary influence in teaching prac-
tices (cf. Evans, 2004; Samuelsson, 2014). 
 
In the context of this thesis, the understanding of historical explana-
tions follows the position that views explanation as a form of interpre-
tation. This perspective aligns with Megill’s view of ‘the four tasks of 
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history-writing’ as being 1) description, 2) explanation, 3) justifica-
tion, and 4) interpretation (Megill, 2007: 96–98). Explanation needs 
to build on description, and explanations need to be justified through 
argument and evidence. The interpretive task encompasses all the 
preceding tasks, because ‘descriptions (and explanations as well) 
must be offered from some place and for some motive’ (Megill, 2007: 
102). According to this view, narrative still remains the dominant 
form of historical representation, with explanations being one of the 
constituent parts of historical narratives, just as cause–consequence 
makes up parts of explanations. This also aligns with Rüsen’s view of 
explanation being part of the process of interpretation (2004: 131), as 
well as with Lee and Shemilt’s model. Finally, this view of explanation 
as interpretation is compatible with the definition of explanation pro-
posed by Woodward (2003), who views explanations as answers to 
why questions, where the answer shows that an outcome is depend-
ent on other factors. This definition allows for the interpretive aspects 
of evaluation and selection of these factors. 
 
Regarding the term ‘interpretation’, some further clarification is nec-
essary. When historians discuss historical interpretation, it is possible 
to discern at least three different types of interpretation. One type is 
the interpretation of historical sources, which is usually considered 
part of source criticism, or the concept of historical evidence (Lé-
vesque, 2008: 117–118). Another concerns the operation of joining 
together historical facts into a context in which they make sense 
(Rüsen, 2017: 138–139; cf. Chapman, 2011: 96–98). Finally, one can 
argue that a historical narrative functions as an interpretation—in C. 
B. McCullagh’s terms, a ‘summary’ interpretation (McCullagh, 2004b: 
132–137).7 Of these, the second is the type of interpretation referred 
to here, encompassing the evaluation and selection of perspective and 
of which explanatory factors are included in an explanation. 
 

                                                
 
7 See also Frankel (1959: 419–422) and Rüsen (2005: 93–97) for further discussion about 
interpretation in history and its possible meanings.  
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Chapter summary 
In this chapter, I provide an overview of how explanation in history 
has been understood by different philosophers and historians. In or-
der to make the different understandings clear, I discern five main 
understandings of historical explanation: 1) generalisation, 2) de-
scription, 3) empathetic understanding, 4) interpretation, and 5) nar-
rative. Of these, the view of historical explanation as interpretation is 
selected as the view taken in the context of this thesis, because it 
aligns with both the theoretical framework and the premises of the 
most influential previous history education research on explanations.  
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6. Study design and methodology 

In this chapter, the study design and methodology of the thesis are 
outlined. The chapter begins with a discussion of the relationship be-
tween the original licentiate dissertation and the present compilation 
thesis. Thereafter, the design of the thesis is described, followed by a 
discussion of the overarching methodological approach. The ensuing 
two sections describe the data collection, discuss ethical considera-
tions, and function as an overview of these issues in relation to the 
four studies that make up the empirical parts of the thesis. The final 
section, on data analysis, describes how the data from the individual 
studies have been analysed in relation to the theoretical framework of 
the thesis. 

From licentiate dissertation to compilation thesis 
As this project was originally conceptualised, its end goal was the pub-
lication of a licentiate dissertation. After this goal was achieved in 
2014, I received the opportunity to expand the project into a doctoral 
thesis. This expansion took the form of three additional studies, fo-
cused on historical explanation in history teaching. Because the licen-
tiate dissertation focused on upper secondary teachers, the empirical 
expansion of the additional studies was designed to include students 
more systematically, as well as lower secondary school teachers. Ini-
tially, I also planned to include primary school, but it became appar-
ent that the inclusion of primary school would make the project too 
cumbersome.  
 
Even though the different studies are intended to work together as a 
whole in this compilation, each study is also intended to stand on its 
own, which is a prerequisite for the studies being eligible for publica-
tion as journal articles. In this chapter, the discussion of methodology 
and design thus focuses on the thesis as a whole, and not on the indi-
vidual studies, except when deemed necessary to explain aspects of 
the design.  
  
The theoretical framework has been developed for the thesis as a 
whole. Each individual study looks at a certain material that makes up 
part of the whole in this thesis, and the theoretical framework has 
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been developed by reflecting on how the parts fit together. This means 
that the framework is specific to this thesis in order to discern pat-
terns that may be difficult to see when focusing only on part of the 
picture (that is, one of the individual studies). 

Study design 
The empirical findings included in this thesis are presented in four 
individual studies, each focusing on a certain material. The four parts 
can be summarised as follows: 
 
Study 1: Teaching practices in lower secondary school 
This part investigates teaching practices in lower secondary school. In 
a multiple-case study, three teachers are observed in the classroom, as 
they teach history, in order to collect data on how explanations are 
presented to the students at this stage of their education. The obser-
vations, made in 2018, are complemented by interviews with each 
participating teacher in order to gather data on how they understand 
the school subject of history.  
 
Study 2: Teaching practices in upper secondary school 
This part of the study focuses on teaching practices in upper second-
ary school through a multiple-case study of the classroom activities of 
five teachers. As in study 1, the observations, made in 2013, are com-
plemented by interviews with the teachers. 
 
Study 3: Student understanding in lower secondary school 
This part of the study focuses on lower secondary school students’ 
understanding of historical explanations in the context of the 2013 
Swedish national tests. The study analyses 104 student answers to a 
test item designed to assess causal reasoning in history, under the as-
sumption that these answers yield information about how students in 
these grades understand historical explanation. 
 
Study 4: Student understanding in upper secondary school 
The final part of the study attempts to analyse the understanding of 
upper secondary school students through their answers to a test-like 
item that is designed to assess causal understanding in history ac-
cording to the standards of the Swedish upper secondary school. The 
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study analyses 139 student answers to the item, under the assumption 
that these answers yield information about how students in these 
grades understand historical explanation. 
 
Each of these studies contains a discussion of the methodological con-
siderations specific to that study. For the overarching study, the aim 
of the design is for each of the parts to yield information about expla-
nations within a certain part of the Swedish school system. Parts 1 and 
3 focus on lower secondary school, which makes up the final stage of 
the Swedish compulsory school, and together, they can illuminate as-
pects of explanatory understanding, as expressed at this stage of 
school. Studies 2 and 4 focus instead on upper secondary school. As 
the summary of the studies indicates, studies 1 and 2 investigate 
teacher understandings, while studies 2 and 3 investigate students’ 
understandings. The studies can, thus, be related to each other in dif-
ferent ways, as illustrated in Figure 6.1 below. 
 
Figure 6.1. Possible points of relation between the four studies 

 Teacher practices Students’  
understandings 

Lower secondary school 
(student age 13-15) 

 
Study 1 

 
 
 

 
Study 3 

 

Upper secondary school 
(student age 16-19) 

 
 

Study 2 
 
 
 

 
 

Study 4 
 

 
The overarching study design can be seen as a form of multiple-case 
study that incorporates different types of cases. Studies 1 and 2 make 
up two different cases of explanatory understanding in lower second-
ary school, while 3 and 4 make up two different cases in upper sec-
ondary school. But it is also the case that studies 1 and 2 make up cas-
es of teachers’ understandings of explanations, while studies 3 and 4 
make up cases of students’ understandings. According to Robert K. 
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Yin, a fundamental aspect of the multiple-case study design is replica-
tion logic, meaning that the incorporated cases either yield similar 
results (literal replication) or different results (theoretical replica-
tion), with the study then attempting to explain any unexpected pat-
terns (Yin, 2013: 57–58).  
 
Another aspect to consider is the unit of analysis (Yin, 2013: 31). This 
differs between the individual studies and how they are treated within 
the overarching framework of this compilation thesis. In each of the 
teacher-focused studies, the identified explanations make up the units 
of analysis. But when treated on the overarching level here, the unit of 
analysis is, rather, each teacher, with the summary of each teacher’s 
explanatory practices being referred to as an explanatory strategy. For 
the student-focused studies, wherein each student text is the unit of 
analysis in each individual study, the unit of analysis here is rather 
collective—that is, ‘lower secondary school students’ and ‘upper sec-
ondary school students’. Within each of these aggregations, sub-
groups of student texts have been distinguished, such as the low- and 
high-tier answers in study 3. This difference in the unit of analysis fol-
lows from the data collection used in the individual studies. The 
teacher-focused studies used methods that yielded relatively rich data 
for each individual teacher, while the student-focused studies provid-
ed relatively little data for each individual student, each being repre-
sented only through a text. In the aggregated analysis, it is, thus, pos-
sible to use each individual teacher as a unit of analysis, while the 
same approach becomes difficult in relation to the students. A conse-
quence of this is that individual teachers’ idiosyncrasies may impact 
the analysis more than individual students’. In sum, the compilation 
thesis can be seen as an example of a multiple-case study with em-
bedded cases (Yin, 2013: 62–63).  
 
The point of comparing the results between the studies is to discuss 
observed similarities and differences in order to enhance the under-
standing of how explanations are manifested at different levels of ed-
ucations and why they are manifested in these ways. From such a dis-
cussion, it becomes possible to suggest how teaching practices regard-
ing explanations can be further developed. 
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When relating the studies to each other, certain cautions need to be 
taken. Study 2 presents a potential problem because, being a separate 
licentiate dissertation, it is the largest and most detailed study. This 
can possibly lead to it exercising undue influence on the analysis, be-
coming the filter through which all the data are understood. Because 
it was the first of the studies to be published (in 2014), this problem is 
exacerbated: the other studies can be seen as widening the field, but 
adding nothing other than new empirical data to an already existing 
framework established by the licentiate dissertation. This problem is 
handled through the theoretical framework of this compilation thesis, 
which is different from that of study 2 in the sense of linking the con-
cept of historical explanation to Rüsen’s narrativistic paradigm, which 
is a theory that was not used in the licentiate dissertation. In this way, 
the licentiate dissertation functions in the same way as the other three 
studies incorporated here: as a provider of data that can be used with-
in the framework of this overarching thesis to answer the research 
questions that are specific to the thesis. The theoretical framework of 
this compilation thesis can hopefully also be useful in re-interpreting 
the findings of the licentiate dissertation. 
 
Another possible objection is on the grounds of generalisation from 
the data of the four studies, due to the fact that the studies have been 
conducted at different times and with different informants. However, 
this objection builds on the understanding of generalisation as statis-
tical in nature. Instead, a better fit for this study is the notion of theo-
retical generalisation, in which a study aims to provide data patterns 
in relation to a theory, which can then be evaluated and modified 
(Yin, 2013). Each included study can be understood as providing a set 
of examples that are related to the theory, either conforming to the 
theory or not. As Flyvbjerg (2006) argues, cases that do not fit the 
theory become valuable from such a perspective, because such cases 
force the re-evaluation, modification, and perhaps rejection of the 
theory. Mahoney and Goertz (2006) argue that theoretical focus is a 
defining feature of qualitative research, emphasising the importance 
of the concept revision and explanation of individual cases. 
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Methodological approach 
The methodological approach of this thesis is based in the tradition of 
hermeneutics. Hermeneutics as an epistemological position takes tex-
tual interpretation as its point of departure and consists of the re-
searcher attempting to understand the meaning of the text through 
interpretation.  
 
The modern-day hermeneutical approach is largely inspired by the 
works of Dilthey (Glynos & Howarth, 2007: 50). In Dilthey’s view, the 
process of hermeneutics makes it possible to understand how parts fit 
together to make a meaningful whole. The hermeneutic process, often 
called the ‘hermeneutic circle’, usually consists of a relational shift in 
perspective, interpreting the part in relation to the whole and the 
whole in light of the interpretation of the part (Alvesson & Sköldberg 
2008: 193–194, 201–211). As such, the hermeneutic approach can be 
said to view objects of social study as interacting systems with the aim 
of making them intelligible (Glynos & Howarth, 2007: 80–81; 
Dilthey, 1976: 199–202). 
 
What does such an approach mean in the context of this study? The 
object of study is explanations constructed by teachers and students 
in the context of history education. The hermeneutical approach 
makes explicit that when I, as a researcher, look at the studied mate-
rial, I need to interpret it in order to discern explanations which form 
a basic unit, with one form of the whole being made up of parts such 
as causes and/or consequences. These explanations, in turn, make up 
parts of narratives—that is, stories that create historical meaning. De-
pending on the narrative, explanations may be more or less vital parts 
of such narratives. However, these narratives, in turn, make up parts 
of a larger whole—that is, the creator’s understanding of history in the 
educational context. In case of teacher explanations, this understand-
ing is part of the lesson unit and its purpose. Each lesson unit is, in 
turn, a more or less distinct part of the history course, which is part of 
the particular school, which is, in turn, part of the national school or-
ganisation, and so on. In students’ cases, their understanding, as ex-
pressed in their narratives, also make up parts of the school system, 
but in their situations, the aspect of assessment and grading becomes 
an important factor to consider. As opposed to the teachers, students 
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construct their explanations with the awareness that they will be 
graded. This means that student understanding as expressed in ex-
planations is not necessarily what they actually think but, rather, what 
they think they need to do in order to create a ‘good’ explanation, as 
defined by the teacher’s standards. This may of course correspond 
with what students actually think, but it is not necessarily so.  
 
While awareness of assessment thus makes up the main framework 
for interpreting student explanations, both teacher and student ex-
planations need to be seen as part of a larger societal context. In this 
thesis, this context is represented by the curriculum, making manifest 
the societal expectations regarding history education, but also by the 
historiographical traditions about historical explanation, representing 
differing disciplinary views on how explanation can or should be un-
derstood in history.  
 
The interpretive process is also part of my discerning of what is con-
sidered an explanation in this context. Depending on circumstances, 
explanations can be relatively simple and straightforward, or they can 
be complex entities that include explanations of parts that make up 
factors in a more overarching explanation (cf. Leinhardt, 1993: 47–
49). This is less of a problem in student explanations, which are di-
rected by the tasks they have been given. For teacher explanations, 
the lesson unit becomes the most important framework for deciding 
what is considered an explanation.  
 
Within this compilation thesis, the interpretive process is taken one 
step further than in the individual studies, as the individual studies 
are re-interpreted in relation to the theoretical framework described 
in Chapter 5. In this process, the whole is Rüsen’s model of historical 
learning, with different explanatory strategies of students and teach-
ers interpreted as aspects of this admittedly ideal-typical model. In 
this way, the approach can be seen as a form of reflective hermeneu-
tics, in which different interpretive frameworks are used to both sup-
port and question the interpretations of the data (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2008: 269, 489–491). 
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Data collection 
The material that provides data for the studies is of different types. 
The first material type is audio recordings from observations of clas-
ses, as well as from interviews with teachers. This type of material has 
been used for the teacher-focused studies. They can, thus, be consid-
ered ethnographic in their methodological approach, using participat-
ing observation as the method for data collection. I, as a researcher, 
have been present in the classrooms during the classes, recording and 
making notes of what happens. The main advantage of this type of 
observation is that I get direct access to the context in which teachers 
and students interact about explanations (cf. Bryman, 2012: 392).  
 
A disadvantage with this method is that I, as a participating observer, 
do not manage to cover all the interactions that go on in the class-
room. Moreover, my perspective is that of a researcher, not that of a 
teacher or student, meaning that my interpretation of what goes on 
probably differs from those of other participants taking on other roles 
in this context. There is also the known issue of reactivity—that is, 
that the other participants may change their behaviour due to the in-
clusion of a researcher in the context (Bryman, 2012: 281, 436). The 
use of two different audio recorders was one way of mitigating the fact 
that I could not gain complete access to all the interactions. Because 
my focus in these observations was on the teacher, I made sure that at 
least one of the recorders followed along with the teacher in cases 
when they moved around. I handled the issue of reactivity by being 
explicit to everyone involved regarding why I was present, informing 
both teachers and students about my research interest and that I was 
there as an observer, not as an inspector nor additional teacher. As 
my sequence of observations ended in each class, I was permitted by 
each teacher to obtain a written, anonymised survey from the stu-
dents regarding the extent to which they found that my presence had 
influenced what had happened in the classroom. Although this varied, 
the overall impression was that they were conscious of my presence 
for the first few classes and then stopped thinking about it.8  

                                                
 
8 See Appendix B for the results of the student surveys. Note that one of the classes—that 
of Teacher E—stands out as reporting high reactivity. As the observations were not done 
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For the studies that focus on student explanations, the first one, about 
lower secondary students, used the 2013 Swedish National test in his-
tory for year 9 as the source of data. This means that the data had al-
ready been collected by Malmö University, the institution responsible 
for the test in question. The sample of tests that I used was made to 
align with previous studies on primary school (Samuelsson & Wen-
dell, 2017a, 2017b), because an initial part of my design was to include 
these studies as well. Since then, the primary school part has been 
taken out of my analysis, making such a point of comparison moot for 
the purposes of this thesis. The sampling was done in groups based on 
how the tests had been graded, making sure that a number of tests 
from each grade were included. This aligns with how the tests are ar-
chived at Malmö University, where they are categorised according to 
test grade. Within each test grade, the sampling of included tests was 
randomised. Due to the categorisation by grade, this can be consid-
ered a form of typical case sampling (Bryman, 2012: 419). 
 
For upper secondary school, no national test in history exists. In order 
to get a similar material, I had to create an assignment similar to that 
of the national test but adapted for upper secondary school. On this 
point, I was aided by the existence of assessment support material 
created by Malmö University, and one of their assignments was used 
as the basis of the one for upper secondary students. I then gathered 
informants by contacting teachers through social media, and after be-
ing informed of the purpose of the study, they agreed to use the as-
signment in one of their classes.  

Ethical considerations 
A number of ethical considerations came into play when conducting 
the data collection and research. As an observer in real-life class-
rooms, I had to reflect upon my role beyond the implications of reac-
tivity, as well as how my presence and the informants’ participation 
                                                                                                                                  
 
differently from in the other classes, it is unclear why this class reported high reactivity. 
Based on the written answers, it is possible that students misinterpreted the question and 
used it as a way to ‘grade’ their experiences. 
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could affect them. Due to such considerations, all informants were 
asked to give informed consent in order to participate in the studies. 
This meant that I informed all potential participants about the pur-
pose of my study, as well as the fact that they could freely chose not to 
participate, including withdrawing their consent at any time and 
without needing to give any reason for doing so (cf. Bryman, 2012: 
138–140). All the teachers did consent to participate, which was vital 
for the studies to come to fruition: the teachers participating in these 
studies, while part of the studies as informants, did function as gate-
keepers, and without their consent, the studies could not have been 
done.  
 
Participating students was a different matter, especially in the obser-
vations. Even though they were not the focus, students’ statements 
and interactions with the teacher formed part of the data. All stu-
dents, as well as their legal guardians, were asked to give written con-
sent for them to be included in the studies.9 Although most students 
showed no disinclination towards participating in the study, not all of 
them returned the consent forms. Especially in lower secondary clas-
ses, only about half the students in each class returned the consent 
forms. Care was taken when going through the audio recordings to 
identify speaking students. In cases in which such students could not 
be identified as having given consent, their statements were excluded 
from the data.  
 
Another ethical consideration was for me to determine my role in the 
classrooms. As previously mentioned, I made explicit my role as an 
observing researcher—not a teacher nor inspector. This position was 
in line with my intent to influence what happened in the classroom as 
little as possible. Even so, both teachers and students at times at-
tempted to interact with me during classes. In response to such at-
tempts, as well as hypothetical situations, such as a fight breaking out 
between students while the teacher is not present, I decided that while 
my role is primarily that of a researcher, it is secondarily that of an 

                                                
 
9 See the consent forms in Appendix A. 
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adult in the classroom. As such, I did answer questions or attempts to 
interact with me, just as I would have intervened had a physical con-
flict broken out. With these qualifications, my role can be described as 
a minimally participating observer, aiming not to influence the events 
in the classroom more than absolutely necessary (Bryman, 2012: 
443). 
 
In the presentation of data, all informants in all studies have been 
anonymised. This includes not presenting teachers or students by 
their names and not providing information that could make it possi-
ble to identify the schools.  

Data analysis 
As this compilation thesis includes an aggregated analysis of the re-
sults from the individual studies, the data from the individual studies 
have been analysed anew, using the theoretical model of dimensions 
of historical explanation presented in Chapter 4. In order to make this 
possible, some indicators have been used to code the data. These indi-
cators are presented below. 
 
The model includes Rüsen’s three dimensions of orientation: the em-
pirical, the formal, and the functional. Of these, the empirical dimen-
sion is indicated by explanatory factors being presented as sets of 
facts, indicating that there is one true version of events that is to be 
learned. Emphasising this dimension of orientation also means that 
the other dimensions are not emphasised, leading to interpretive as-
pects not being discernible, or at least being present only marginally, 
in the material. 
 
Table 6.1. Indicators of the empirical dimension of explanation 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory  
thinking 

Indicators 

Increased understanding of 
why and how things hap-
pened in the past 

- Explanatory factors are 
presented as facts 
 
- Absence or de-emphasis of 
interpretive aspects 
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The formal dimension is indicated by the explicit use of concepts and 
methods that are connected to learning about explanations, in partic-
ular those that can be used for the evaluation and selection of explan-
atory factors. Another indicator is the explicit use of interpretive as-
pects of explanations, such as presenting different interpretations of 
the causes of a certain event. Such indicators point towards the teach-
ing of a more or less disciplinary understanding of explanations as 
interpretations. 
 
Table 6.2. Indicators of the formal dimension of explanation 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory  
thinking 

Indicators 

Increased understanding of 
explanatory concepts, meth-
ods, and perspectives 

- Methods and concepts for 
selecting and evaluating ex-
planatory factors 
 
- Emphasis on the possibility 
of different interpretations 

 
The functional dimension is the least clearly defined, with some sug-
gestions in Chapter 4 of how explanations can emphasises the func-
tional dimension, including pattern recognition and scenario compe-
tency. The main indicator of the functional dimension in the material 
is that explanations are not in themselves considered that meaningful 
or interesting. Rather, they are useful for something besides mere ex-
planation.  
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Table 6.3. Indicators of the functional dimension of explanation 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory  
thinking 

Indicators 

Explanatory understanding in 
relation to ‘real life’ 

- Focus is not primarily on 
historical explanations, but 
on using historical explana-
tions for something that is 
not history (the present, the 
future) 
 
- Possible aims are pattern 
recognition and sociocultural 
scenario competency 

 
In Chapter 8, these indicators will be discussed in relation to the find-
ings of the individual studies, with the intent of establishing catego-
ries for the types of teacher and student explanatory thinking that can 
be distinguished in the material. 

Chapter summary 
This chapter outlines the research design and methodology of this 
compilation thesis. First, the process of developing the research from 
the original licentiate dissertation into the current thesis is discussed. 
Then, the study design is classified as a multiple-case study with em-
bedded cases, according to the terminology of Yin (2013), providing 
the possibility of relating the different studies that make up the em-
pirical parts of the thesis to each other. Methodologically, the thesis is 
connected to the hermeneutical approach to handling qualitative data. 
The different methods of data (observations, interviews, and written 
answers to prompts) and how they were collected are then described, 
including ethical considerations pertaining to material from class-
room interaction. The chapter concludes with an operationalisation of 
the theoretical model of Chapter 4, suggesting indicators that can be 
used to categorise the material in relation to Rüsen’s model of dimen-
sions of history.  
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7. Summary of the studies 

In this chapter, the empirical results of the included studies are sum-
marised. Study 2 is given a longer and more detailed summary be-
cause of its status as a licentiate dissertation and not an article and 
the fact that it was written in Swedish. The summary here makes its 
main points more accessible to non-Swedish speakers. The aggregated 
analysis of the studies, which is specific to this thesis, is presented in 
the next chapter. 

Summary of study 1 
History teaching between multiperspectivity and a shared line of 
reasoning: historical explanations in Swedish classrooms 
 
This study investigates the explanatory teaching practices of three his-
tory teachers in lower secondary school. In particular, the article fo-
cuses on the possible tension between different teaching aims. Previ-
ous research, especially that of Ola Halldén, has found that a common 
teacher strategy regarding explanations is to establish ‘a shared line of 
reasoning’ in the classroom—that is, a common understanding of 
what happened and how it should be explained (Halldén, 1994, 1997). 
Such a teaching aim can be problematic in relation to certain curricu-
lar aims that emphasise multiperspectivity, such as the aim for history 
students to understand different interpretations of history (Lgr 11: 
163). In addition, studies that focus explicitly on teaching multiper-
spectivity indicate that it is possible for students to develop such mul-
tiperspectivity if it is incorporated into teaching practices (Johansson, 
2012; Nygren et al., 2017). This study thus focuses on the extent to 
which this is actually done. The purpose is, thus, to investigate the 
extent to which explanations are used to promote multiperspectivity 
through the use of different interpretations operationalised in the fol-
lowing research questions: 
 
- To what extent are teachers’ historical explanations in the classroom 
presented as open to different interpretations? 
- How can the construction of explanations in the classroom be un-
derstood in relation to factors that influence teaching practices, such 
as teachers’ purposes, and adaptation to student groups? 
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The study takes as its case three history teachers working at different 
lower secondary schools in Sweden. Each teacher was interviewed, 
and then their classes were followed for a varying amount of time, ap-
proximating 10 hours per teacher. The notes and audio recordings 
from the observations made up the material. Each of the teachers fo-
cused on a certain topic during the observed lessons. 
 
The occurring explanations were categorised as more or less open in 
relation to how they were constructed. Four categories were created in 
relations to the material, with degree A representing the least amount 
of openness and degree D the most: 
 
Degree A: Explanatory factors are presented as sets of facts. 
Degree B: Explanations are constructed through interaction, whereby 
the teacher corrects students’ input in order to achieve an explana-
tion. 
Degree C: Explanations are constructed through interaction, whereby 
the teacher accepts alternative input from students. 
Degree D: Explanations are constructed as parts of different interpre-
tations. 

Results 
Teacher 1, whose classes are about World War II, indicates a prefer-
ence for frame-of-reference knowledge as the most important aspect 
of history in the interview. His explanations tend towards Degree A or 
B, indicating that overall, they are not open to interpretation. Some 
exceptions to this occur when the teacher addresses a present-day 
topic, as well as when students work with exercise questions, engaging 
with explanations that have not been addressed explicitly in the 
teacher’s presentations. As the students struggle with these questions, 
they ask the teacher for help, and the resulting explanations vary con-
siderably, depending on the input of the active students. 
 
The topic of Teacher 2’s classes is the French Revolution. In the inter-
view, he expresses thoughts about historical empathy and perspec-
tive-taking as being the most important aspect of history. In his teach-
ing practices, several explanations are used in providing a background 
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and overview of the events. These are almost exclusively provided by 
the teacher, leading degree A to be the most common among his ex-
planations. However, his intent is for the students to interpret the 
consequences of the revolution for the people living at the time, which 
presupposes a multitude of possible interpretations. However, these 
do not manifest in the classroom interactions. 
 
Teacher 3 expresses the ability to orient oneself in different temporal 
dimensions (past, present, and future) as the most important aim of 
history. Her main topic is the Neolithic Revolution. Her explanatory 
approach is explicitly concept-based, first introducing the concepts of 
cause and consequence for students to think about and then applying 
them to the historical topic. The classroom explanations tend towards 
degree B, because the teacher presents information and then asks 
students to extricate causes and consequences from the information. 
However, greater interpretive openness is achieved as the students 
discuss the consequences of the Neolithic Revolution, with some such 
discussions leading to differing interpretations being presented as 
equally valid.  

Discussion 
While the three teachers all have differing views on what is important 
in history and teach about widely different historical topics, what 
their teaching practices have in common is the need for balance be-
tween establishing a shared line of reasoning and the possibility of 
multiperspectivity. The default appears to be establishing a shared 
line of reasoning, because most explanations in all three classrooms 
are categorised as A or B. However, all three provide different exam-
ples of greater interpretive openness in certain cases. Teacher 3’s con-
ceptual approach appears most successful at this, although the results 
must be interpreted with caution: the content of the explanations 
probably influences how open to interpretation an explanation can be. 
The contrast between teaching about something as distant as the Neo-
lithic Revolution and World War II is great, and the latter has a spe-
cial cultural significance, which probably restricts how it can reasona-
bly be interpreted in the classroom (cf. Parkes, 2011). Noticeably, con-
sequences tend to be presented as more open to interpretation than 
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causes. However, restricting interpretation to only consequences is in 
itself problematic, because this may lead to a fatalistic view of history. 
 
On the whole, the study highlights the tension between the need to 
establish a shared line of reasoning as regards explanations, and the 
aim of including multiperspectivity. This points to the need to recon-
figure notions of what a shared line of reasoning should be: if it can 
include multiple perspectives, the tension would be diminished and 
would perhaps disappear. 

Summary of study 2 
‘In a way, explanations are everything’: A study of how five teachers 
use historical explanations in teaching practices  
  
What follows here is a summary in English of study 2, which was writ-
ten in Swedish and published as a licentiate dissertation in 2014. Be-
cause the original text was in Swedish and is longer than the other 
three studies, the summary is also longer both to capture the original 
text and to make its results accessible to non-Swedish speakers. 
 
The main purpose of this study is to investigate how Swedish upper 
secondary school history teachers use historical explanations in their 
classroom teaching practices. This purpose is operationalised through 
three research questions: 
 
1) How do teachers present historical explanations in the classroom? 
What cognitive tools do they use in their explanations? 
 
2) What similarities and differences can be observed among the 
teachers’ explanatory practices? Why do they differ? 
 
3) What are the explanations used for? What possibilities and prob-
lems do these uses lead to? 

Design and methodology 
The study is designed as a multiple-case study, following five Swedish 
history teachers in upper secondary school. All the teachers were in-
terviewed about their thoughts about history and history teaching, 
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and these interviews were used as complements to the classroom ob-
servations of each teacher’s teaching practices.  
 
The teachers participating in the study can all be considered experi-
enced, having worked as teachers for 10+ years. Each teacher’s classes 
were observed for a total of 8-10 hours, with observations focused on 
one topic that was a part of that semester’s content. In some cases, 
due to the teacher’s planning, two themes were mixed. 
 
Table 7.1. Information about the informants in study 2 (from study 2, p. 15) 

Teacher Active years Topic(s) Observed time 
A 30 Science and Technology 

in China 
8 h 40 min 

B 10 Age of Imperialism 9 h 20 min 
C 12 Genocides and the Cold War 9 h 
D 18 Age of Imperialism and 

World War I 
8 h 

E 13 Age of Imperialism and 
the World Wars 

8 h 

 
All the classroom observations were audio-recorded, and then content 
analysis was used to determine the presence and number of explana-
tions. These parts of the recordings were transcribed and then further 
analysed in order to categorise the explanations. 

Analytical categories 
An underlying premise of the study is that teacher explanations in the 
classroom context are primarily to be considered instructional rather 
than disciplinary, because explanations in the classroom tend to be 
influenced by the conditions of the classroom (Leinhardt, 1993: 47). 
However, the explanations studied here are still historical and, thus, 
also correspond to some extent to the disciplinary explanations of his-
tory (Montanero & Lucero, 2011: 115). Additionally, teaching practices 
can be expected to correspond to varying degrees to the demands of 
the curriculum, in which the history syllabus is influenced by discipli-
nary notions of what history is.  
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Based on these considerations, the categories used to analyse the ex-
planations are inspired by different theoretical sources. The first cate-
gory—the use of operational concepts—is taken directly from the the-
ory of historical thinking and refers specifically to concepts that can 
be used to describe cause and consequence (Woodcock, 2011; Seixas & 
Morton, 2013). Two other categories—components and form—are in-
spired by Leinhardt and her followers. The last one—connective 
tools—is inspired to some extent by both of these schools of thought. 

Category 1: Use of operational concepts 
Based on Chapman’s (2003) terminology for describing causes, this 
category includes four types of terms related to different aspects of 
causal explanations: 
 
a) Terms that express temporal relations: this mainly refers to dis-
tance in time between the explanandum and the explanans. Usually, 
different causes can be described as temporally close or distant. 
 
b) Terms that express the content of causes or consequences: this as-
pect includes the distinction between structure and actor but also oth-
er possible typologies of a somewhat more concrete nature, such as 
political, economic, and cultural factors. 
 
c) Terms that express explanatory power: this aspect includes terms 
that describe the importance of causes or consequences. The most 
well-established terminology here is the distinction between neces-
sary and sufficient conditions. 
 
d) Terms that express the role of a factor in an explanation: for in-
stance, causes can be described as preconditions that made a certain 
course of events possible or as the decisive factor—that is, the straw 
that broke the camel’s back. 

Category 2: Components 

Components refer to the actual kinds of factors used in the explana-
tions. A teacher may very well use structural factors in an explanation 
without using the term ‘structure’ in conjunction with presenting the 
explanation. The main types of components are individual ac-
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tors/events, collective actors/events, and structures. Based on Lein-
hardt (1993), it is also possible to include themes as a possible com-
ponent—that is, as a recurring feature that is sometimes explanandum 
in the teaching practices and sometimes explanans. 

Category 3: Form 

This category focuses on explanatory form. One aspect of this catego-
ry is the distinction between the factorial and consequential forms of 
explanations, which is used by Montanero and Lucero in their analy-
sis of teacher explanations. In their definition, a factorial form means 
that the explanandum is presented first and, thereafter, the explan-
ans, while a consequential form instead follows a chronological se-
quence, with explanans being presented first, followed by the ex-
planandum. A third possibility is the bidirectional form, which may 
occur in relation to functional explanations (Montanero & Lucero, 
2011; cf. Coffin, 2006).  
 
Another aspect of this category is how relationships between causal 
factors are configured. Montanero and Lucero distinguish between 
simultaneous and dynamic configurations. In a simultaneous configu-
ration, two or more factors are described as causing a certain event, or 
a certain event is described as yielding two or more consequences. A 
dynamic configuration corresponds to what is usually called a ‘causal 
chain’, in which A leads to B, which leads to C, and so on. Finally, a 
simple configuration indicates that only a single cause or consequence 
is involved in the explanation (cf. Montanero & Lucero, 2011). 

Category 4: connective tools 

The final category used in the analysis has been termed ‘connective 
tools’, signifying tools that are used in teaching practices to establish 
various connections. This includes analogies, comparisons, and coun-
terfactual reasoning. An analogy is defined as the drawing of a parallel 
between an unknown phenomenon and a (presumably) familiar phe-
nomenon in order to increase students’ understanding of the phe-
nomenon in question (Leinhardt, 1994: 230). While an analogy builds 
on emphasising similarities between the two phenomena, a compari-
son instead builds on observing both similarities and differences be-
tween at least two roughly similar cases (Boix Mansilla, 2000: 404-
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405). Finally, counterfactual reasoning, in this context, is defined as 
comparing the factual course of events with a hypothetical—that is, 
something that has been emphasised by researchers as possibly coun-
teracting fatalist views of history (Seixas & Morton, 2013: 126; Lillies-
tam, 2013: 58–59; Smith, 2011: 393). 
 
Beside these categories, the analysis aims to interpret the function of 
the explanations in the teaching—that is, what they are used for. An 
obvious answer to this question may be to teach students about causa-
tion in history, but this is not necessarily the aim of teaching. For in-
stance, in Montanero and Lucero’s study, a majority of the involved 
teachers did not consider better student understanding of causation 
as the main objective of the explanation (Montanero & Lucero, 2011: 
133). In order to get at the objective of the explanations, the material 
is analysed in relation to the historical thinking concepts that Seixas 
and Morton (2013) suggest are central to historical thinking: signifi-
cance, evidence, continuity and change, cause and consequence, his-
torical perspectives, and the ethical dimension (Seixas & Morton, 
2013). 

Results 

Teacher A  
The focus of Teacher A’s classes is on science and innovation in an-
cient China. The students are given the task to gather information 
about Chinese inventions and to reflect upon the consequences of the 
inventions. The teacher’s lectures instead focus on why the Chinese 
were responsible for so many inventions. Her style of teaching follows 
a question–answer model, in which she asks the students different 
kinds of why questions, the students provide answers, and the teacher 
discusses the merits of their answers. In this way, explanations are co-
constructed in the classroom. Her method does not include any ex-
plicit causal terminology. Instead, she injects into this dialogue differ-
ent attempts to break down central aspects of the constructed expla-
nations. One such instance focuses on the explanation of the inven-
tion of gunpowder, which the students attempt to explain rationally, 
citing societal needs for more efficient warfare. The teacher counters 
this tendency by describing the invention of gunpowder not as 
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planned but as an accident. This method is labelled as a form of de-
construction of the explanations.  

Teacher B 
While the stated topic of Teacher B’s lessons is the Age of Imperial-
ism, the teaching features racism as a recurring theme, at one time 
being the explanandum in an explanation and at other times featuring 
as part of the explanans. This thematic approach widens the content 
matter, as the teacher tries to make the students discern traces of rac-
ism not only as an explanatory factor of events that occurred in the 
19th or early 20th centuries but also in relation to contemporary 
events. This thematic focus gives the entire teaching sequence a gene-
alogical structure, with the present being as important as the past. 
Teacher B uses explicit causal terminology in his explanations. 

Teacher C 

Teacher C, who works at a vocational secondary school, considers his-
torical explanations a necessary aspect of teaching. At the same time, 
he believes explanatory thinking to be quite difficult for his students 
to grasp. The topics of his lessons vary somewhat, initially following a 
thematic structure about genocide in history and later taking a more 
chronological approach, focusing on the Cold War. His explanations 
tend to focus on collective agents as explanatory factors, with some-
what less of an emphasis on individual agents or structures. This may 
be explained by his concerns about the students’ understanding of the 
explanations, causing him to stay away from structural factors, as well 
as his interest in historical empathy, which he describes as the most 
important aspect of learning history. One of his explanations, focusing 
on Franz Stangl, the commander of Treblinka, emphasises collective 
and structural factors, rather than individual, making Stangl appear 
to be a more or less unwitting pawn of forces greater than himself, 
which is arguably an attempt to achieve historical empathy with a 
perpetrator. His explanations tend to be interwoven with narratives, 
giving them a consequential form, although he is careful to stop and 
outline explanatory factors in a simultaneous way. Explicit causal 
terminology is sparse, but he uses analogies relatively often. 
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Teacher D  

This teacher has the most explicit notion of explanatory models, at 
least when talking about history—that is, discussing the importance of 
different views of history, such as materialist and idealist. The topics 
in his teaching follow a chronological structure, beginning with the 
Age of Imperialism and moving forward to World War II, with the fo-
cus clearly on explaining the Age of Imperialism and the outbreak of 
World War I. While he often narrates the explanations, giving them a 
mostly consequential form, the two main explanations of the two top-
ics are very explicitly factorial. Teacher D uses several operational 
concepts to highlight different aspects of explanations and mainly 
emphasises structural factors. One of these concepts—
incompleteness—is used to signal that the explanation presented is 
not actually complete but is, rather, a simplified version, which is 
probably as a result of time constraints. He also employs several con-
nective tools, including counterfactual reasoning. 

Teacher E 

Much like Teacher D, Teacher E acknowledges the importance of ex-
planations in history teaching, but at the same time, she believes that 
they may become too dominant, taking attention away from other as-
pects of history teaching. Her lessons are structured chronologically, 
addressing the Age of Imperialism, the World Wars, and the Holo-
caust. Her explanations tend to be factorial and simultaneous, with 
explicit operational concepts used frequently. Collective agents are 
the type of explanatory factors that are used most often. Her explana-
tions are supported by several connective tools, including counterfac-
tual reasoning. A connective tool that is chiefly used by Teacher E (but 
also by Teacher C in one case) is labelled as ‘synecdoche’. This means 
that the teacher uses a single case as representative of a general pat-
tern, while the general pattern is simultaneously used to contextualise 
the single case (Wendell, 2014: 85–86). 

Discussion 
The analysis of the explanatory strategies of the teachers indicates 
that the functions of the explanations are connected to various other 
concepts, most commonly that of change and, to a lesser extent, con-
tinuity. Other concepts associated with the explanations are evidence, 
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historical perspectives, and the ethical dimension. In relation to 
change, the explanatory form tends towards factorial and simultane-
ous, and operational concepts and counterfactual reasoning are used 
as tools to clarify the explanations. Explanations that focus instead on 
continuity tend towards a consequential and simultaneous form. In 
these explanations, structural and thematic components, as well as 
the use of synecdoche, are common. For the other, less common func-
tions, no clear tendencies are found.  
 
The overall explanatory strategies of the teachers are summarised in 
Table 7.2 below.  
 
Table 7.2. Explanatory strategies of teachers in study 2 

Teacher Function Operational  
Concepts 

Components Form Connective 
Tools 

A Continuity 
Evidence 

(implicitly 
only) 

structural 
(thematic) 

factorial 
simultaneous 

comparison 
analogy 
deconstruction 

B Change 
Continuity 
Perspective 
Ethical  

content 
role 
power 

collective 
(thematic) 

factorial 
simultaneous 

- 

C Change 
Continuity 
Perspective 

role collective 
(individual) 
(thematic) 

consequential 
simultaneous 

analogy 
synecdoche 

D Change 
Continuity 

content 
role 
power 

structure 
 

consequential 
simultaneous 

analogy 
comparison 
counterfactuality 

E Change 
Continuity 

content 
role 

collective factorial 
simultaneous 

analogy 
synecdoche 
counterfactuality 

(Adapted from study 2, p. 112) 

 
While many different factors presumably influence the ways in which 
the teachers construct their explanations, three of them stand out as 
being especially important: the content, the teachers’ aims, and adap-
tation to the student groups. While these are interconnected, their 
influences can still be discerned from each other at various instances.  
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The most important factor appears to be the aims of the individual 
teacher. The participating teachers all express somewhat differing no-
tions about what the point of history teaching is, and their stated aims 
correlate to some extent with certain strategies. Examples of such cor-
relations are Teacher A’s critical stance towards the certainty of his-
torical knowledge and her use of the deconstruction of explanations, 
Teacher C’s aim for students to encounter ‘real people’ and his focus 
on the perspectives of historical individuals, and Teacher B’s empha-
sis on historical consciousness and his use of explanations in relation 
to the present day. Also noticeable is that Teachers D and E, who 
place the most emphasis on explanations as important in and of 
themselves, are the teachers who most commonly use operational 
concepts and tools that are clearly associated with explanatory think-
ing, such as counterfactual reasoning.  
 
The historical content in itself also influences the character of the ex-
planations. When different teachers explain the same event, the ex-
planations tend towards similar forms and components; this is visible 
in the different explanations of the Age of Imperialism and the out-
break of World War I. The character of the explanandum also influ-
ences the use of operational concepts: explanations of World War I 
tend to include the use of concepts such as ‘trigger’. Explanations of 
processes, such as the Age of Imperialism, do not include such con-
cepts but, instead, more commonly use functional forms of explana-
tion. 
 
The adaptation to student groups seems to be the weakest of these 
three factors, though that may be because such considerations are on-
ly explicit in the statements of Teachers C and E. Both of these teach-
ers explicitly discuss how they need to adapt their explanations for 
their students. In Teacher E’s case, this is due to the students not hav-
ing Swedish as their first language, leading her to focus very explicitly 
on words and concepts. However, she clearly endeavours to avoid any 
oversimplification: she does not shy away from using complex and 
abstract concepts, instead taking the time to explicate them clearly. 
Teacher C argues that his students, who are pursuing a vocational ed-
ucation, struggle with abstract explanations. Due to this, he empha-
sises individual agents in order to make explanations concrete and 
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more easily comprehensible. Because he also emphasises historical 
empathy as the overall point of history teaching, his aims and the 
need for adaptation coincide. 

Summary of study 3 
Explaining the Third Reich: Swedish students’ causal reasoning 
about the Nazi seizure of power in Germany 
 
The purpose of this study is to analyse how lower secondary school 
students in Sweden respond to a task designed to elicit causal reason-
ing in the context of large-scale assessment. The material used com-
prises 104 students' answers to a constructed-response test item in-
cluded in the 2013 Swedish national test in history, in which the stu-
dents are tasked with reasoning about the causes of the Nazi seizure 
of power in Germany in 1933.10 While the relationship between the 
answers to test questions and the actual understanding of history is 
problematic (Grant, 2006; Reich, 2009), the constructed-response 
nature of the test item makes it, at least in principle, suitable for as-
sessing complex cognitive processes (Eliasson et al., 2015). High-
stakes assessment in relation to the demands of the Swedish history 
syllabus is an especially relevant contextual factor, because the results 
of the national tests influence the students’ final grades. 
 
The selection of the included student answers was made in accord-
ance with how the tests were graded in order to include different tiers 
of results: high, middle, low, and failed. The selected answers were 
analysed using content analysis, focusing on the number and type of 
causal factors. The basic type of factors used is the distinction be-
tween agents and situations/structures. In relation to the empirical 
findings, two subjects were given special emphasis. First, Hitler as an 
agent was so dominant that his ascribed role was further analysed us-
ing a sub-categorisation, which was done using the concepts of traits, 
actions, wants, and opinions (Lee, Ashby, & Dickinson, 2001; Samu-
elsson & Wendell, 2017b). Second, the students’ portrayals of Jews in 

                                                
 
10 The prompt used in this study is reproduced in Appendix C for ease of reference. 
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the answers were given emphasis due to some problematic aspects of 
these portrayals. 

Results 
Table 7.3 below shows the mean numbers of different types of causal 
factors in the students’ answers. As the table indicates, there is a 
marked difference in the total number of factors used in the high and 
middle tiers in relation to the low and failed tiers, with the mid-to-
high lying at 4 or higher and the low-to-failed at 3 or lower. This sug-
gests a higher causal complexity in the higher-scoring test answers 
but also that the differences in results between the high and middle 
tiers are mainly due to qualitative rather than quantitative differ-
ences. Noticeably, the students’ use of situation factors decreases 
steadily from the higher to the lower tiers.  
 
Table 7.3. Mean number of causal factors in answers (per tier) 

Tier Situational factors Agent factors All factors 
High 2.0 2.6 4.6 
Middle 1.5 2.5 4.0 
Low 0.9 2.1 3.0 
Failed 0.6 1.7 2.2 
(Adapted from study 3, p. 66) 
 
The agents used in the student answers correspond very well to the 
‘textbook triad’ discussed by Olofsson (2011): Hitler, the Nazis, and 
the German people are the predominant agents. In practice, students 
often conflate this triad into a dyad, wherein Hitler and the Nazis are 
presented as identical. To the extent that other agents are mentioned, 
these include some kind of opposition to Hitler and the Nazis, most 
often represented by the other political parties of the Weimar era. The 
inclusion of such agents is important, because it indicates that there 
were alternatives to the Nazis, even if these failed in the end. The an-
swers that lack such agents sometimes present a fatalistic image of the 
situation in Germany in which there were no alternatives to the Nazis; 
their seizure of power thus appears predetermined and unavoidable. 
 
Hitler is portrayed as the most dominant agent, being ascribed an im-
portant role in most answers (93 out of 104). The presentation of Hit-
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ler as an agent tends to focus on his actions and his character traits. 
What he actually wanted and his political opinions are, thus, ascribed 
less importance than, for instance, his talent for rhetoric. 
 
As regards situations, these include two main types: economic and 
political. While over half of the students (66 out of 104) use the econ-
omy as a situational factor, the presentation tends towards generic 
statements about the economy being in bad shape. When the presen-
tation becomes specific, the inflation crisis of the early 1920s is more 
often presented than the Great Depression, suggesting that students 
more easily remember and understand the inflation crisis, even 
though the Great Depression ought to be seen as a more significant 
explanatory factor (cf. Darby, 2010). Political factors are somewhat 
less common (occurring in 52 out of 104 answers) but tend to be more 
specific, chiefly including World War I and the Versailles Peace Trea-
ty. A few students (8 in total) include some reference to communism 
as an important factor, nuancing the presentation by factoring in this 
ideological opponent. 
 
The inclusion of Jews as an explanatory factor can also be seen as sit-
uational, although this inclusion is problematic. A total of 34 students 
mention that Hitler and the Nazis used Jews as scapegoats. Some of 
these go on to discuss the ensuing Holocaust, and a few also attempt 
to explain why the Nazis targeted the Jews. Overall, the inclusion of 
Jews appears problematic, because the anti-Semitism of the Nazis is 
presented as ahistorical—that is, without any precedent—in all but 
two cases. When students attempt to explain why the Jews were tar-
geted, they present stereotypical views of Jews as wealthy, powerful, 
and having taken over Germany. 

Discussion 
The analysis of the student answers indicate several problems in how 
students understand and respond to a constructed-response task both 
in general and in relation to this particular event. In general, the anal-
ysis indicates that the students who struggle with giving an adequate 
answer mainly have problems with using situational factors in their 
answers. There is also a fatalistic tendency in many of the answers, 
portraying the events of the past as given and inevitable, which consti-
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tutes a problem both in relation to a disciplinary view of history (Seix-
as & Morton, 2013) and to promoting active citizenship (Barton & 
Levstik, 2004).  
 
In relation to the specific event of the Nazi seizure of power, the ma-
jority of student answers conform to a given narrative in which an 
economic crisis makes people willing to follow a despotic leader, with 
the actual historical context being of lesser importance. Students also 
seem to struggle with accurately understanding the importance of the 
Great Depression, confusing it with the Inflation Crisis, as well as 
lacking historical context for anti-Semitism.  

Summary of study 4 
Qualifying counterfactuals: students’ use of counterfactuals for 
evaluating historical explanations 
 
This study investigates how Swedish upper secondary school students 
use counterfactual reasoning when engaging with a question concern-
ing historical explanations. The material used consists of 139 student 
answers to a written prompt designed to get students to reason about 
and evaluate two different interpretations of a historical explanation.11 
The historical explanation in question concerns the Nazi seizure of 
power in Germany, and the task presents two different interpretations 
of this event. Interpretation A posits that Hitler was of great im-
portance for this event, and interpretation B posits that Hitler was not 
of great importance. While the initial analysis of student answers fo-
cused on how students respond to such an interpretive task, a clear 
finding was that a majority of students used some form of counterfac-
tual reasoning in their answers. In order to capture this particular as-
pect, the analysis was redesigned to focus on the counterfactuals, aim-
ing to discern between more or less qualified counterfactual reasoning 
in relation to the task of evaluating different interpretations of a his-
torical explanation. The following research questions are used: 
 
1) How can students’ counterfactuals be characterised? 

                                                
 
11 The prompt used in this study is reproduced in Appendix C for ease of reference. 
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2) In what ways can students’ historical counterfactuals be considered 
more or less qualified in relation to advancing explanatory reasoning 
in history? 
 
Part of the study is composed of an overview of the theoretical debate 
around counterfactuals in history, indicating that while some academ-
ic historians are opposed to the application of counterfactual reason-
ing to history (Evans, 2014), others argue for its value (Gaddis, 2002; 
Megill, 2007). In particular, history education researchers have no-
ticed that counterfactual reasoning can be valuable both for evaluat-
ing explanations and for combatting notions of fatalism (Woodcock, 
2011; Seixas & Morton, 2013; Lilliestam, 2013). However, little theo-
retical development has been undertaken to make the use of counter-
factuals more accessible for history education purposes.  
 
The study is designed as a content analysis focusing specifically on the 
counterfactual statements used in the student answers. In order to 
analyse them, theoretically derived criteria for counterfactuals are 
used. Based on Woodward’s (2003) argument that counterfactual rea-
soning consists of the manipulation of one or more explanatory fac-
tors in order to reason about whether their absence or presence would 
make a difference to the outcome, the analysis distinguishes between 
whether students manipulate actors/agents and/or structures, as well 
as whether the manipulation leads to an alternate outcome or not. Be-
sides this basic categorisation, Nolan’s (2011) notion of counterfactual 
plausibility is employed as a qualitative criterion, specified as the 
minimal manipulation of factors, along with the notion of context 
sensitivity (Maar, 2016), as well as two suggested supporting meth-
ods: comparison and generalisation (Seppälä, 2012).  

Results 
Out of the 139 students participating in the study, 114 used at least 
one counterfactual statement in their answers. In the texts that lack 
counterfactuals, the majority simply reproduce facts, indicating that 
most of these students struggle with adequately handling a complex 
task such as this. Of the texts that do include counterfactuals, the ma-
jority use the counterfactual manipulation of actors, most commonly 
removing Hitler, or changing something about him, which is a result 
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that is hardly surprising given the nature of the prompt. Fewer stu-
dents manipulate structural factors or both actors and structures. 
Those that do manipulate structures almost exclusively present possi-
bilities of alternate outcomes, while those that focus exclusively on 
actors only do so in about half of the cases. When the counterfactuals 
do not lead to alternate outcomes, they serve the function of reinforc-
ing the factual outcome, possibly indicating a fatalist view of history.  
 
Regarding the qualifying criteria, no students go off into highly specu-
lative what-if scenarios, keeping their counterfactual statements rela-
tively restricted and thus plausible in principle. However, there is a 
variation in the degree of specificity, indicating that students who in-
clude the manipulation of structural factors tend to be more specific 
in their statements, making their counterfactuals principally context 
sensitive. In contrast, among the students who manipulate actors 
counterfactually only, it is more common to use vague expressions 
that are difficult to confirm in relation to the historical context. The 
use of the supporting methods of comparison and generalisation is 
relatively uncommon, occurring in only 32 of the texts. When they do 
occur, the use of some form of comparison, sometimes also coupled 
with generalisation, supports the counterfactuals by strengthening 
their specificity, making them more context sensitive. Generalisations 
on their own do not contribute to this. 

Discussion 
The high incidence of counterfactuals in the student answers is in it-
self an important finding, because the prompt does not ask for it ex-
plicitly. This suggests that the students use counterfactual reasoning 
of their own volition. It is also possible that the nature of the prompt, 
presenting different interpretations of the same event, encourages 
counterfactual reasoning without it being stated explicitly. The fact 
that the students who do not use counterfactual statements also 
struggle with giving an adequate response suggests that counterfactu-
al reasoning is indeed an important method for managing these kinds 
of complex explanatory tasks.  
 
That a majority of students focus on manipulating the central actor, 
Hitler, is not surprising given the nature of the prompt. However, the 
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analysis of counterfactuals indicates that the students who include 
structural factors in their counterfactual manipulation provide more 
qualified answers, with the counterfactuals to a higher degree being 
specific enough to be context sensitive in principle and to a higher de-
gree presenting possible alternate outcomes, than the ones that only 
include actors. This suggests that counterfactuals in and of themselves 
are not necessarily adequate for combatting fatalistic notions of histo-
ry; rather, a focus on the manipulation of structural factors leads to a 
higher degree of alternate possibilities and provides more specific an-
swers. Of the supporting methods, comparison provides more speci-
ficity to the counterfactual reasoning, while generalisations on their 
own add little; when the two methods are used in conjunction with 
each other, generalisations do sometimes aid in presenting quite so-
phisticated arguments. 
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8. Aggregated analysis of the studies 

This chapter presents the aggregated analysis of the empirical studies. 
The results of the individual studies are related to the theoretical 
framework of the thesis in order to discern more overarching catego-
ries in the material. As two of the studies are focused on teachers and 
two on students, the analysis of each subject is presented in a separate 
section. As outlined in Chapter 4, the overarching theory used is that 
of the three dimensions of history, the premise being that explanatory 
thinking can be categorised as mainly empirical, formal, or functional 
(Rüsen, 2017). The thinking manifested in the empirical data is ana-
lysed with the help of the operationalisation of these dimensions, 
which is done in Chapter 6. 

Teachers’ explanatory thinking 
The analysis of the explanatory thinking of the teachers indicates four 
main categories, which are presented below. The analysis here builds 
on the individual teachers as the units of analysis. In some cases, this 
means that a category is made up of a single teacher’s practices. In 
such cases, it is pointed out in the text. 
 
The first category can be summarised as emphasising the empirical 
dimension. This is characterised by a focus in the teaching practices 
on presenting explanatory factors as facts to be learned by the stu-
dents. Disciplinary concepts and methods tend to be implicit in the 
teaching and more explicitly interpretive aspects largely absent, ap-
pearing only as a result of certain student interactions. The strategy as 
a whole is also characterised by frame of reference being emphasised 
as the most important aspect of history. 
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Table 8.1. Characteristics of Category 1 (emphasising the empirical dimension) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Characteristics 

- Increased understanding 
of why and how things 
happened in the past 

- Explanatory factors are 
presented as facts 
 
- Absence or de-emphasis 
of interpretive aspects 

- Teaching explanations 
as sets of facts 
 
- Interpretive aspects 
appear in interactions 
due to the absence of 
presented facts 

 
In the material, only Teacher 1 of the lower secondary teachers clearly 
falls into this category, with his clear focus on teaching explanations 
as sets of facts and the overall absence of interpretive dimensions, 
which appear only in certain instances. Such instances occur in some 
interactions between the teacher and one or a few students during 
classroom work, when students engage with explanatory questions 
that are included in the study material but that have not been ad-
dressed by the teacher.12 The interpretive aspects can be said to ap-
pear in the absence of the teacher’s instruction, when students have 
no access to the facts as presented by the teacher.  
 
As the category consists of only one case, the characteristics of this 
category must be seen as tentative: more cases would be needed to 
form a clearer understanding of how common these characteristics 
are.  
 
The second category consists of teaching practices that emphasise the 
formal dimension. Typically, historical explanations are seen as im-
portant in and of themselves, and teachers attempt to inform students 
that explanatory factors are not merely facts: they need to be catego-
rised and/or evaluated in some way. Along with this comes the explic-
it teaching of concepts for sorting and possibly evaluating such fac-
tors. These concepts can be rather basic—such as the distinction be-
                                                
 
12 The exception to this rule is when the teacher focuses on a present-day topic, which is 
explicitly framed as not being a part of history.  
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tween cause and consequence—or more nuanced—for instance, using 
the distinction between structure and agent, or concepts that refer to 
actual causal importance, such as necessity and sufficiency.  
 
Another common tendency that indicates a focus on the formal di-
mension is the attempt to present different interpretations by various 
means. How this is done varies between the cases. A basic form is 
through asking students to evaluate the importance of factors in some 
way. Other means include counterfactual reasoning, or the teacher 
presenting or discussing different interpretations of explanations, or 
the critical deconstruction of explanations used by Teacher A of the 
upper secondary teachers.  
 
Table 8.2. Characteristics of category 2 (emphasising the formal dimension) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Characteristics 

- Increased understanding 
of explanatory concepts, 
methods, and perspectives 

- Methods and concepts 
for selecting and evaluat-
ing explanatory factors 
 
- Emphasis on the possibil-
ity of different interpreta-
tions 

- Emphasis on the need 
to categorise/evaluate 
explanatory factors 
 
- Explicit use of con-
cepts 
 
- Interpretive methods: 
evaluation, counterfac-
tual reasoning, and 
deconstruction 
 
- Presenting different 
interpretations 

 
Several of the teachers fall into this category, including Teachers A, D, 
and E of the upper secondary teachers and, to some extent, Teacher 3 
of the lower secondary. Of these, Teacher 3 presents the weakest case, 
because the formal dimension is mainly expressed through the explic-
it use of concepts, while explicitly interpretive aspects mainly appear 
through the agency of some of the students. However, the teacher’s 
emphasis on teaching her students the grounds of historical explana-
tion remains an important argument in favour of the formal dimen-
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sion. All the included upper secondary teachers use concepts and 
methods that strongly indicate a focus on the formal dimension. In 
Teacher A’s case, this is most strongly represented by her deconstruc-
tion of explanations, which is unique in the material. Teachers D and 
E have more in common, both using explicit concepts that focus on 
causal importance, such as necessary, sufficient, and triggering, as 
well as counterfactual reasoning. They also both focus primarily on 
explaining continuity and change, while other teachers include other 
concepts as aspects of the explanations.  
 
Because the representatives of this strategy tend to view explanations 
as important in themselves, there is little direct evidence of functional 
orientation, in which explanations are considered important for 
something other than merely explaining. Indirectly, it can be argued 
that the comparative approach used by some of these teachers (A and 
D) points towards the functional dimension because it encourages the 
use of explanatory thinking about different cases in order to discern 
similarities and differences, which could be extrapolated into explana-
tory pattern recognition with wider use. Because this possibility is nei-
ther explicitly mentioned nor used by the teachers, the tendency is not 
considered as an important aspect overall in this category. 
 
Some of the teachers can be categorised as emphasising the functional 
dimensions of historical explanations. However, within this category, 
there are some differences regarding what kind of function explana-
tions serve. Therefore, this category is divided into two sub-
categories: 3a and 3b. 
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Table 8.3. Characteristics of category 3a (emphasising the functional dimension 
in the form of empathetic understanding) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Characteristics 

- Explanatory understand-
ing in relation to ‘real life’ 

- Focus is not primarily on 
historical explanations but 
on using historical expla-
nations for something that 
is not history (the present 
and/or the future) 
 
- Possible aims are pattern 
recognition and sociocul-
tural scenario competency 

- Explanations provide 
context for understand-
ing historical agents 
and/or re-enacting the 
past 
 
- Interpretations take 
the form of different 
perspectives of histori-
cal agents 

 
Category 3a represents an emphasis on the use of explanations for the 
empathetic understanding of other people. For teachers representing 
this category, the most important aim of history education is better 
understanding of ‘real’ historical people, and the teaching practices 
are geared towards this aim. This means that explanatory factors are 
treated mainly as background information that is important in estab-
lishing a context for understanding the thoughts and actions of histor-
ical people. The more disciplinary concepts and methods of historical 
explanation take a backseat to this aim. This does not necessarily 
mean that there are no interpretive aspects in this category, but it 
does mean that when different interpretations are presented, they 
take the form of different perspectives of historical agents. To some 
extent, this empathising approach includes historical re-enactment, in 
which students are supposed to imagine themselves as living in a cer-
tain historical time (see the practices of Teacher 2 of the lower sec-
ondary teachers in particular).  
 
The kind of function that explanations fill in this category can be con-
nected to the second-order concept of historical empathy, as de-
scribed by Lévesque (2008): the explanations form part of the context 
for better understanding the people living at that time, and the stu-
dents are then supposed to project their thoughts and imaginations 
into that time (cf. Lévesque, 2008: 147–152, 164–166). Of the cases, 
Teacher 2 of the lower secondary teachers and Teacher C of the upper 
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secondary teachers both fall into this category, displaying the aims 
and teaching practices described above. 
 
The final teacher category, 3b, is in many ways the most difficult to 
characterise, indicating salient aspects of both the formal and the 
functional dimensions. The aspects pointing towards the formal di-
mension are the explicit use of concepts for categorising explanatory 
factors, as well as the evaluation of factors as a way to present differ-
ent possible interpretations. However, all of this occurs within a con-
text that is strongly geared towards present-day issues. History, in-
cluding explanations of historical events, is mainly used as a context 
for these present-day issues, which are the real focus of the teaching 
practices, aligning with the teaching aims of getting students to take 
positions on present-day issues, as evidenced by the generally genea-
logical structure of lessons, beginning and ending in the present day. 
Due to this focus on present-day issues, the strategy is considered to 
mostly emphasise the functional dimension.  
 
Table 8.4. Characteristics of category 3b (emphasising the functional dimension 

in the form of present-day issues) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Characteristics 

- Explanatory understand-
ing in relation to ‘real life’ 

- Focus is not primarily on 
historical explanations but 
on using historical expla-
nations for something that 
is not history (the present 
and/orthe future) 
 
- Possible aims are pattern 
recognition and sociocul-
tural scenario competency 

- Explanations are used 
to provide backgrounds 
for and parallels to pre-
sent-day issues 
 
- Genealogical structure 
of lessons 
 
- Several aspects that 
point towards the formal 
dimension (concepts, 
evaluation) 

 
This category includes only Teacher B of the upper secondary teach-
ers, which means that the characteristics must be seen as tentative. 
This teacher is the only one who has a clearly genealogical structure 
for his lessons and focuses consistently on issues with relevance to the 



96 
 
 

present, as evidenced by his use of racism as a unifying theme that is 
addressed in his teaching (cf. Wendell, 2014: 39–41, 94–95). 

Students’ explanatory thinking 
Analysing the student answers in studies 3 and 4 in relation to the 
historical dimensions yields two different categories, which are pre-
sented below. As opposed to the analysis of the teachers, this part 
builds on groups of students. This reduces the risk of outliers affecting 
the formation of the categories, meaning that the categories here indi-
cate more general tendencies than in the teacher analysis. In contrast, 
the categories risk hiding many of the nuances of the student answers. 
Some such nuances are included in the text in order to highlight that 
variations exist within the categories. 
 
Category A consists of groups of student answers that focus on the 
empirical dimension of explanations. These answers tend to include 
different types of explanatory factors, which are usually both struc-
tures and agents. Sometimes, factors are explicitly categorised, usual-
ly in accordance with concepts given by the prompt, such as political 
or economic factors (study 3) or structure–agent factors (study 4). 
Within this category, there is neither explicit evaluation nor interpre-
tation of the factors, which are merely presented as given facts that 
make up a narrative that answers the prompt to some degree.13 
 
This category includes all the lower secondary groups of answers, 
from the failed to the high-scoring tier. It also includes one of the 
groups of upper secondary answers—that is, the group that does not 
use counterfactual reasoning.14 The understanding of explanation 
presented in these answers is that of providing the information need-
ed for solving the task. There are certainly variations in how much 
information is presented and how specifically it is formulated, but 
there is no indication of a more interpretive understanding of expla-

                                                
 
13 The prompts for both studies can be found in Appendix C. 
14 Note that, as described in study 4, there are a few examples of answers that do not use 
counterfactuals but that can still be considered to respond adequately to the interpretive 
nature of the prompt. These outliers are not included in this discussion. 
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nations. The students’ representations of the explanation appear as a 
set of facts without any explicit interpretation occurring. 
 
A few answers do, however, include aspects that can be seen as at 
least approaching a more interpretive stance. These are the 11 answers 
among the lower secondary students who attempt to provide some 
explanation of why the Jews were targeted by the Nazis. Strictly 
speaking, these students have gone beyond the demands of the 
prompt, because they are not asked to explain this particular phe-
nomenon, but they still attempt to. In addition, as they do so, they 
apparently lack the ability to explain this by any factor other than the 
Jews themselves, portraying them in a stereotypical fashion. These 
answers are present in all tiers, except the failed one, indicating that 
this tendency is not connected with how well the students manage to 
respond to the main task. A tenuous parallel can be drawn between 
this finding and the tendency in the practices of Teacher 1, in which 
interpretive aspects appear only in the absence of the facts provided 
by the teacher. This group of students appears to attempt to explain 
the persecution of the Jews based on a similar absence of facts pro-
vided by the teaching or the prompt. 
 
Table 8.5. Characteristics of category A (emphasising the empirical dimension) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Empirical characteris-
tics 

- Increased understanding 
of why and how things 
happened in the past 

- Explanatory factors are 
presented as facts 
 
- Absence or de-emphasis 
of interpretive aspects 

- Explanatory factors 
are presented as given 
facts 
 
- No explicit evaluation 
nor selection of facts 
 
- Interpretive aspects 
appear due to the ab-
sence of given facts 

 
The student answers that belong to category B instead point mostly 
towards the formal dimension. These answers, above all, acknowledge 
different interpretations of the same explanation, explicitly evaluating 
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explanatory factors as more or less important in relation to the inter-
pretations, indicating an awareness that explanatory factors need to 
be evaluated and cannot merely be considered given facts. This group 
includes the upper secondary students who use counterfactual rea-
soning in their answers, which appears to be a common method of 
evaluating factors. 
 
There are variations within this group, especially with regard to how 
counterfactual reasoning is used. The largest group uses counterfac-
tuals in relation to only actors, while a smaller group focuses on coun-
terfactuals related to structures. Overall, the answers that include the 
counterfactual manipulation of structures stand out as being more 
specific, as well as to a higher degree indicating the possibility of al-
ternate outcomes, compared to those who focus exclusively on actors. 
These variations all occur within a generally interpretive stance. 
 
A possible aspect that can be seen as pointing towards the functional 
dimension is the presence of comparative and generalising approach-
es in some of the answers. Such approaches can be interpreted as as-
pects of pattern recognition and, as such, indicate at least traces of the 
functional dimension. However, the presence of such approaches in 
the material is sparse. 
 
Table 8.6. Characteristics of category B (emphasising the formal dimension) 

Purpose of teaching and 
learning explanatory 
thinking 

Indicators Characteristics 

- Increased understanding 
of explanatory concepts, 
methods, and perspec-
tives 

- Methods and concepts 
for selecting and evaluat-
ing explanatory factors 
 
- Emphasis on the possi-
bility of different interpre-
tations 

- Different interpretations 
are presented and dis-
cussed 
 
- Explicit use of concepts 
 
- Use of counterfactual 
reasoning 
 
- Some cases of com-
parative/generalising 
approaches 
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Relationships between teacher and student thinking 
As the analysis above shows, teacher thinking appears more varied 
than student thinking. This must be understood in relation to how the 
individual studies have been conducted: the student-focused studies 
are heavily influenced by assessment practices, meaning that the ex-
planatory thinking expressed by students needs to be interpreted as 
their responses to assessment tasks, indicating what they think they 
should answer in relation to the prompt in question. The teacher-
focused studies provide a broader and more multifaceted set of data. 
With this in mind, it is still possible to relate the results to each other. 
 
Emphasis on the empirical dimension is represented by only one of 
the teachers in lower secondary school but all the student answers in 
lower secondary school. The fact that the student answers express a 
focus on the empirical dimension indicates that the prompt encour-
ages this kind of understanding of historical explanation—that is, as 
sets of facts to be learned and presented as an answer to the prompt. 
It may also be the case that this focus reflects how students have 
learned to understand explanation in the classroom, which would 
mean that teacher category 1 is in reality much more widespread than 
is indicated in this analysis. It should be noted that focusing on the 
empirical dimension is in line with the knowledge requirements relat-
ed to explanations for lower secondary history, which focus on cause 
and consequence (Lgr 11: 170–172). 
 
Emphasis on the formal dimension is most commonly found among 
the upper secondary teachers (as category 2), as well as among the 
majority of the upper secondary students’ answers (category B). While 
it would be tempting to draw the conclusion that this type of focus 
thus dominates upper secondary education, the samples used in the 
studies are not representative. Because the majority of participating 
students are able to handle an explicit prompt about contrasting in-
terpretations, it is possible to state that this can be seen as a reasona-
ble ability to ask of students at this stage of their history education. 
This aligns well with the knowledge requirements for explanations in 
upper secondary history (Gy 11: 68–69). 
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Focus on the functional dimension is largely absent from student an-
swers. This is most readily explained by the nature of the prompts, 
which do not ask for any uses of explanatory thinking beyond the im-
mediate historical event upon which they focus. A functional focus 
can possibly be discerned in other prompts that do not focus explicitly 
on explanation. Some of the teachers express aims and teaching prac-
tices that place explanations as background to what they view as more 
important aspects of history, indicating that at least in some classes, 
explanations are thought of as not only an end but also as a means for 
something else. The two variant categories found among the teach-
ers—3a and 3b—can both be related to Jensen’s (1997) notion of soci-
ocultural scenario competency. Category 3a focuses predominantly on 
using explanations as a means for understanding other people. In the 
actual cases, these are always historical people. However, such an un-
derstanding can be seen as a means for the history subject to pave the 
way for understanding other people in general, not just historical 
people. In this sense, category 3a may be tentatively connected to the 
notion of history as a way to strengthen intercultural competency 
(Nordgren & Johansson, 2015). Category 3b can be seen as closer to 
what Jensen aims for with his notion of scenario competency, as it 
attempts to provide students with tools for positioning themselves 
and making informed decisions in relation to present-day issues.  

The question of progression 
In Chapter 4, the idea of the three dimensions of historical knowledge 
was related to the progression model for explanatory thinking devel-
oped by Lee and Shemilt, leading to a tentative model for explanatory 
thinking in history, which attempted to incorporate the different lev-
els of progression, and indicating aspects of explanatory thinking that 
were not included in the progression model. How do the categories of 
teacher and student thinking relate to this model? 
 
Teacher category 1 and student category A both conform well to the 
idea of progression as expressed in levels 1-3. The progression is espe-
cially apparent among the student answers in study 3, where low-tier 
students seldom get past level 2 (explanation in terms of agents and 
actions), and mid- to high-tier student answers correspond to level 3, 
sometimes providing quite complex causal chains to explain an event. 
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What they all have in common, however, is that explanations are pre-
sented as given—as sets of facts to be learned and recalled. The pro-
gression inherent in this category can be characterised as quantita-
tive, meaning that a more detailed explanation, including more fac-
tors, provides a more complex explanation.  
 
The categories that indicate an emphasis on the formal dimension—
that is, teacher category 2 and student category B—also conform rela-
tively well to the progression levels that are higher-numbered in Lee 
and Shemilt’s model and are associated with the formal dimension in 
this thesis. At the very least, they correspond to ‘explanation in terms 
of conditions for actual and possible events’ (level 4 in Lee and 
Shemilt’s terms). This means that explanations no longer appear as 
given from the facts and include the evaluation and selection of ex-
planatory factors. More is not necessarily better, indicating a shift 
from quantitative progression to more qualitative thinking, in which 
interpretation takes centre stage. However, it is harder to discern the 
progression levels beyond this. In case of level 5 (explanation in terms 
of contexts as well as conditions), the distinction between it and level 
4 is only loosely defined (cf. Lee & Shemilt, 2009: 47-50). A possible 
indication of progression in the empirical data is the category of stu-
dents who use comparison in conjunction with counterfactual reason-
ing, leading to generally more advanced reasoning (see study 4). In 
turn, the advanced epistemological understanding expressed as level 
6 (causal concepts are theoretical constructs) can possibly be said to 
be reflected in one of the teachers’ practices. This is Teacher A of the 
upper secondary teachers, who employs the method of deconstruction 
of explanations. 
 
The remaining teacher categories—3a and 3b—do not fit very well 
with the progression levels. The explanatory practices of the teachers 
that fall into category 3a can, to some extent, be connected to level 2, 
with the focus being on historical agents. Conversely, the practices do 
include some interpretive aspects with regard to the actions of histori-
cal agents, which lead to some inclusion of level 4, without level 3 
playing much of a role. Meanwhile, category 3b is in many ways simi-
lar to category 2 in the sense that it includes interpretive aspects and 
disciplinary methods that at least encompass progression level 4 
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(though this may be a result of the idiosyncrasies of the teacher in-
volved).  
 
This categorisation ignores the respective points of these approaches, 
which both aim for the explanatory thinking to be used for aims other 
than merely explaining the historical events. While aspects of thee 
approaches correspond to the progression levels, they also go beyond 
the focus of that model. Concerning category 3a, the teaching focus is 
on empathetic understanding of the historical other. This can be un-
derstood as a stepping-stone towards a hypothetical and more general 
empathetic understanding of the other, which in itself is not evident 
in the empirical material. The only teacher who falls into category 3b 
does explicitly include the method of addressing present-day issues as 
part of history. These two aims appear as separate from each other 
and cannot be considered a unified direction in explanatory thinking 
based on the available material. Based on these results, the combined 
model of historical dimensions and progression in explanatory think-
ing resembles the following: 
 
Table 8.7. Modification of Table 4.3 in relation to the results of the aggregated 

analysis 

Empirical  
dimension 

Formal  
dimension 

Functional  
dimension 

- Explanation in terms of 
causal chains/networks 
- Explanation in terms of 
agents and actions 
- Explanation in terms of 
description 

- Causal concepts are 
theoretical constructs 
(- Explanation in terms of 
contexts and conditions) 
- Explanation in terms of 
conditions for actual and 
possible events 

Variant 3a: 
(- Understanding of the 
other in general) 
- Explanation as context 
for understanding the 
historical other 
Variant 3b: 
- Explanation as a way to 
take positions on pre-
sent-day issues 

 
In Table 8.7, the functional dimension has been divided into two vari-
ants in accordance with the relevant categories. Steps of progression 
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that cannot be said to have been found in the material are placed in 
parentheses. 
  
Another point to consider is that to some degree, category 3a does not 
align with any distinction between the lower and upper secondary 
stages. While category 1 appears largely confined to lower secondary 
history, and category 2 is mostly connected to upper secondary histo-
ry, category 3a is remarkably similar across the stages, without any 
discernible differences in the kind of explanatory thinking presented. 
This suggests that the stated teaching aims of these teachers are more 
important influences on the teaching practices than any adherence to 
differences between stages.  

The categories in relation to the historiographical context 
The types of teacher thinking found in this analysis can be related to 
partially different historiographical understandings of historical ex-
planation. Category 1, which emphasises the empirical dimension, 
closely resembles the epistemological understanding of explanation as 
description. In line with the notion expressed by Oakeshott—that is, 
that history ‘explains itself’ (Oakeshott, 1993/2015: 110)—this focus 
leads to an emphasis on reproducing explanatory factors as given 
facts, and explanations as accounts of these facts. The implication is 
that there exists an essentially correct description of an event, and the 
aim becomes to reproduce at least the essentials of this description.  
 
Category 2, which emphasises the formal dimension, is instead closest 
to the historiographical position of explanation as interpretation. This 
understanding, with its emphasis on selection, choice, and judgement 
in the construction of historical explanations, is reflected in the teach-
er strategies that highlight the constructedness of explanations by in-
troducing concepts for categorising and evaluating explanatory im-
portance, which sometimes also explicitly include different interpreta-
tions.  
 
Of the categories that focus on the functional dimension, the empa-
thetic understanding of category 3a clearly corresponds to the under-
standing of explanation as empathy. Much in line with the idea that 
the point of history is to understand human thoughts and intentions, 
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as expressed by Collingwood (1946/2014), the teaching practices 
shown by teachers in this category are directed towards understand-
ing humans in their historical context. In this approach, other explan-
atory aspects become the background to this focus on understanding 
the other. 
 
The other category, 3b, is harder than the others to clearly relate to a 
certain historiographical position on explanation. This is partly due to 
the category being represented by a single teacher, making any con-
clusions tentative. The explicit use of concepts and methods for the 
evaluation of explanations makes this category similar to category 2, 
indicating an understanding of explanation as interpretation as dom-
inant in this category as well. This category can possibly be seen in-
stead as connected to the understanding of explanation as narrative. 
This would be due to the explanations of historical events not being 
the actual focus of the teaching; rather, the explanations form the 
background to the present-day issues to which students are supposed 
to respond with the help of this background of what could possibly be 
seen as narratives with an explanatory function (cf. Danto, 2007). 

Chapter summary 
The aggregated analysis done in this chapter found different ap-
proaches to explanatory thinking in history, encapsulated in four 
teacher categories and two student categories. Teacher category 1 fo-
cuses on the empirical dimension, presenting explanatory factors as 
sets of facts that are generally lacking any interpretive aspects. This 
teacher category corresponds to student category A, in which stu-
dents’ explanations consist of recalling such facts to a lesser or higher 
degree. Teacher category 2 focuses instead on the formal dimension, 
explicitly including concepts and methods that support the notion of 
explanation as interpretive. This category corresponds to student cat-
egory B, in which students explicitly evaluate different interpreta-
tions, as a rule using counterfactual reasoning as a method for this 
evaluation. This category is mainly found among the upper secondary 
teachers and students. Two other teacher categories focus instead on 
the functional dimensions of explanations. In category 3a, explana-
tions are used as a background for effecting empathetic understand-
ing of the other, while category 3b uses explanations for relating to 
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and taking positions in relation to present-day issues. These catego-
ries have no corresponding student categories in the studied material. 
The teacher categories are related to the historiographical context, 
with category 1 being associated with explanation as description, cate-
gory 2 with explanation as interpretation, category 3a with explana-
tion as empathetic understanding, and category 3b with explanation 
as narrative.  
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9. Discussion 

In this chapter, I discuss the findings of the aggregated analysis of the 
compilation thesis in order to highlight insights of methodological, 
theoretical, and empirical value. The chapter begins with a discussion 
of methodological considerations, because the design of the compila-
tion thesis must be taken into account when considering any implica-
tions of the results. Thereafter, the discussion returns to the research 
questions to clarify what answers can be given to them. The discus-
sion then turns to findings that can be considered theoretically, em-
pirically, or practically significant. 

Methodological considerations 
The first thing to consider is the overall design of the thesis. Each of 
the empirical studies has been created to function independently of 
each other, although they have a common theme. The overarching 
design of the thesis is intended to capture the essential features of 
each study within a common framework. However, such a design does 
violence to the particular features of each individual study in order to 
highlight common features among the studies. This is, to some extent, 
mitigated by the fact that each individual study is published separate-
ly, allowing it to be read and related to this thesis. In this way, the 
reader can judge whether the violence done to the individual study is 
defensible in relation to the gains of the thesis in order to discern 
common patterns and not get bogged down in the particulars. 
 
Second, the nature of the cases presents some problems in relating 
them to each other. This is especially true for the student-focused 
studies, which use material set within a context that is heavily influ-
enced by high-stakes assessment, limiting the cogency of any conclu-
sions drawn. In addition, the lower secondary student study draws 
upon the national test archives available for year 9 in Sweden. For 
upper secondary history, no comparable material exists. Even so, the 
student-focused studies do reveal something about students’ explana-
tory thinking—specifically how they attempt to construct ‘good’ an-
swers in relation to the tasks they have been given.  
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Conversely, a strength of the student-focused studies is that they both 
build on the same historical event, making it relatively easy to com-
pare the results. However, this focus on the rise of the Third Reich 
inevitably raises questions about how students at different stages en-
gage with explaining other events or processes. A salient feature of 
everything connected to World War II is that it has a special standing 
in European historical culture (Karlsson, 2003; Levy & Sznaider, 
2006; cf. Kingsepp, 2012). A historical event or process without the 
same cultural standing may be easier to work with, avoiding the ‘nar-
rative trap’ and perhaps yielding other results (Lee & Shemilt, 2009; 
cf. Megill, 2007). It is possible that a focus on explaining processes 
would lead to more of a structural focus, downplaying individual 
agents. However, a strength of focusing on events connected to World 
War II is that even the lowest-performing students have some factual 
knowledge of the topic, and such knowledge would probably vary 
more if other topics were used.  
 
Of course, considerations of the historical content still do not get away 
from the fact that the students are aware of the context of assessment, 
which influences the answer. In order to get away from this influence, 
it might be possible to use other methods, such as focused interviews 
or think-aloud tasks that are not as connected to large-scale and high-
stakes assessment practices. Such approaches may reveal that stu-
dents can display more multifaceted understandings of explanation 
outside of the test-like circumstances used in this study. It is possible 
that the traces of the functional dimension found here can be more 
readily expressed, and, thus, found to be more common, than this 
study indicates. Conversely, using material provided through or in-
spired by the Swedish national test does yield insights into what ex-
planations the students construct in relation to such a context and 
provides assessment information that teachers are supposed to use 
for grading. 
 
Regarding the teacher-focused studies, conclusions must be drawn 
with due consideration of the limited sample. The two studies togeth-
er comprise a total of eight teachers, which means that the results are 
not statistically generalisable. Compared to the student-focused anal-
ysis, the practices of each individual teacher affect the analysis more, 
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especially in cases in which a category is represented by a single 
teacher. The explanatory thinking manifested in the studied teaching 
practices is possibly a result of eight highly idiosyncratic teachers. 
While such a conclusion is possible, it is also unlikely, because the da-
ta have been collected from different schools and at different times. 
While some findings are restricted to a single teacher’s practices and 
must be seen as tentative, other findings are supported by data from 
two or more contexts, indicating that the practices are not unique. 
The cases can also be related to previous research to strengthen the 
reach of any conclusions. In the case of singular findings, they can be 
understood as possible suggestions for how teaching practices can be 
altered, if the examples provide something useful. In this regard, they 
can be seen as paradigmatic cases, providing new input that can pos-
sibly change the dominant practices (cf. Flyvbjerg, 2006: 232-233). 
 
The matter of content is also a factor regarding the teacher-focused 
studies. Compared to the student-focused studies, the teachers dis-
play a wider variety of content. To some extent, the teachers’ selection 
of content overlaps, but there are several instances of instructional 
content that only one of them teaches during the observed lessons. 
This creates difficulties in drawing any certain conclusions about how 
content influences the explanatory practices, especially as two teach-
ers with the same content can have differing teaching aims. To ad-
dress this, further studies could focus more consistently on how dif-
ferent teachers with different aims use explanations in relation to the 
same content or on following a single teacher’s explanations regarding 
different content. In the context of this thesis, it is furthermore im-
portant not to over-generalise the patterns found in the observed 
teaching practices as representative of everything the teachers do: it is 
possible that other parts of their teaching cover aspects of explanatory 
thinking other than what has been observed here.  
 
In relating the types of studies to each other, it is also important to 
consider that they build on different types of data, with the teacher 
studies building on individual cases and the student studies building 
on groups of students instead. This has been handled by creating sep-
arate categories for teachers and students. While these are related to 
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each other—such as teacher category 1 having a similar empirical fo-
cus as student category A—they are not conflated. 
 
Returning to the overall design, this thesis can be seen as an attempt 
to apply Rüsen’s theory of dimensions of history to historical explana-
tions in history education. The theory was adapted and modified in 
relation to research on progression in explanatory thinking in history, 
specifically the progression model of Lee and Shemilt (2009). In the 
discussion of the results, this adapted model becomes subject to pos-
sible revision or even rejection, in line with the notions of theoretical 
generalisation as described by Flyvbjerg (2006).  

Teachers’ and students’ constructions of historical explanations 
In Chapter 2 of this thesis, three research questions were formulated. 
The first of these—‘How do teachers and students construct historical 
explanations within the context of history teaching?’—is mainly an-
swered through the results of the individual studies in relation to each 
other.  

Teachers’ constructions of historical explanations 
The first important aspect of understanding teachers’ constructions of 
historical explanations is that they use the explanations for some-
thing. This ‘something’ is, on the one hand, concrete and is connected 
to the historical content, which varies considerably depending on the 
topics of the classes, and the fact that the nature of the content influ-
ences the explanations has been shown in previous research (Carret-
ero et al., 1997; cf. Jacott et al., 1997). However, as the results of study 
2 show, teachers’ explanations can also be understood in relation to 
the second-order concepts that are used within history education re-
search to conceptualise how history is organised and thought about 
(cf. Lévesque, 2008; Seixas & Morton, 2013). The most obvious such 
connection is that explanations are used in relation to the concept of 
historical change; somewhat less common is the tendency to explain 
historical continuity, as well as the use of explanations for historical 
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empathy/historical perspectives.15 Rarer occurrences include the use 
of explanations in relation to historical evidence or in relation to the 
present (which Seixas and Morton [2013: 168] term ‘the ethical di-
mension’). In this sense, explanations do not appear as separate from 
other aspects of historical thinking. 
 
A set of tools that is used to construct explanations is also identified in 
study 2. The use of explicit concepts for describing explanatory factors 
is especially common when the explanation of change occurs. In gen-
eral, the set of concepts used conforms to the categories defined by 
Chapman (2003), the exception being the concept of incompleteness, 
which is used by one of the teachers to signal that the presented ex-
planation is simplified. Another commonly occurring tool is analogy, 
used to connect the supposedly unfamiliar with something supposedly 
familiar, and which is used by some teachers to strengthen historical 
empathy (cf. Leinhardt, 1994: 230). Other tools are less common and 
appear to be tied to certain uses. Counterfactual reasoning is used on-
ly sometimes in relation to the explanation of change, synecdoche in 
relation to change or continuity, and the particular method of decon-
struction in relation to historical evidence (though this method may 
be seen as particular to this teacher).  
 
The study of lower secondary teachers adds the dimension of the in-
terpretive openness of explanations as an aspect to consider. The re-
sults indicate that the teacher explanations tend to be presented as 
more or less closed to different interpretations, though some open-
ness can occur as a result of a dialogic way of teaching. However, 
there is a tendency towards greater interpretive openness regarding 
consequences. To some extent, the closed nature of the explanations 
can be related to the content; specifically, when World War II is the 
covered topic, all explanatory aspects appear more closed than in the 
cases in which teachers focus on more temporally distant topics. 
Some of the tools identified in study 2 can possibly be used in order to 

                                                
 
15 Levèsque (2008: 140–169) uses the term historical empathy, while Seixas and Morton 
(2013: 136–148) speak of historical perspectives in relation to the same competency. 
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create more explanatory openness, which will be discussed later in 
this chapter.  

Students’ constructions of historical explanations 
Student explanations are influenced to a high extent by the nature of 
the prompts and the context of assessment. Students in lower second-
ary school reproduce essentially the same explanation of the Nazi 
takeover, with variations being mostly a result of how many explana-
tory factors they include in their answers and how detailed the de-
scriptions of these factors are. This suggests that the students essen-
tially reproduce the explanation as given by the textbook and/or 
teacher, as well as by the scaffolding of the prompt. Only in a few cas-
es do students venture outside the given structure, but in these cases, 
they appear to lack historical knowledge that can help them in contex-
tualising a phenomenon such as the persecution of Jews in Nazi Ger-
many. 
 
It appears that the nature of the assignment in upper secondary 
school breaks this trend, because it explicitly introduces different in-
terpretations of the event. Noticeably, some students appear unable to 
handle the task, and they revert to reproducing a narrative similar to 
the one that appears in lower secondary school. A distinctive feature 
of the answers that do engage with the task is the use of counterfactu-
al reasoning in order to evaluate the different interpretations.  

Similarities and differences - the question of progression 
The second research question—‘What similarities and differences are 
there between teacher and student explanations in different 
grades?’—is intended as a way to approach the issue of progression in 
explanatory thinking. The possible answers to this question are pro-
vided by way of a summary of the patterns of similarities and differ-
ences, relating them to the question of progression and discussing 
how these patterns can be understood. 

Similarities and differences among student groups 
The aggregated analysis of Chapter 8 indicates a clear difference be-
tween the lower and upper secondary students, with the lower sec-
ondary student answers representing an empirical focus (category A) 
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in line with the findings of study 3. Within this empirical focus, there 
is a discernible progression which corresponds overall to the grades, 
with low-tier answers containing less causal complexity than high-tier 
ones. In contrast, the majority of upper secondary answers instead 
indicate a formal focus, with the task of evaluation highlighted 
through the students’ use of counterfactual reasoning (category B). 
Within this category, there is also a discernible progression in the de-
gree of sophistication that the counterfactual reasoning shows, with a 
focus on structures, as well as the use of comparisons to support the 
reasoning, generally corresponding with more sophisticated reason-
ing. These results can be summarised as the lower secondary students 
showing degrees of quantitative progression, while the upper second-
ary students show degrees of qualitative progression.  
 
Does this, therefore, mean that the lower secondary students are una-
ble to use interpretive methods such as counterfactual reasoning? The 
answer must be an unequivocal no. As has been mentioned, the most 
obvious influence on how the students explain their answers is the 
nature of the prompts. While the upper secondary prompt explicitly 
tasks students with evaluating different interpretations of how the 
Nazi seizure of power can be explained, the lower secondary prompt 
does nothing similar, instead directing students towards recalling 
facts. Considering the results, both prompts appear very successful in 
stimulating the students to show a certain form of explanatory think-
ing, though the forms differ in a way that can be captured by the dis-
tinction between empirical and formal focus.  
 
This means that while the results cannot be said to show the progres-
sion of the students, they do indicate a progression within the educa-
tional system, and this progression corresponds to the empirical and 
the formal dimension, respectively. In other words, the lower second-
ary students are not expected to show explanatory thinking that fo-
cuses on the formal dimension, while the upper secondary students 
are expected to. Is this difference reasonable? In relation to the cur-
rent policy documents, yes. The knowledge requirements for year 9 
states that students should ‘[apply] /... / informed reasoning about 
the causes and consequence of social change’ (Lgr 11: 170), while the 
corresponding knowledge requirement for upper secondary history 
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includes both the ability to account for causes and consequences and 
to ‘make different interpretations’ (Gy 11 History Syllabus: 3–4). This 
difference is reflected in the prompts, clarifying the progression be-
tween the stages. The difference can also be related to the progression 
model of Lee and Shemilt (2009), indicating that in lower secondary 
school, students are not required to advance higher than level 3 (ex-
planation in terms of causal chains/networks), while in upper second-
ary, they are expected to reach at least level 4 (explanation in terms of 
conditions for actual and possible events). 
 
However, this difference can also be seen as problematic. From a cur-
riculum perspective, the lower secondary syllabus does specify that 
teaching should include ‘various historical explanations for industrial-
isation’, and the aim of teaching includes a frame of reference ‘that 
incorporates different interpretations’ (Lgr 11: 163, 167). This discrep-
ancy between different parts of the syllabus could be problematic if 
the knowledge requirements are over-emphasised in teaching. In such 
a case, teaching explanatory thinking can be restricted to the empiri-
cal dimension only. That this is not just a hypothetical concern is 
shown by previous research, in which both Rosenlund and Estenberg 
found a tendency among teacher-made tasks to focus on content, even 
in upper secondary history (Rosenlund, 2016: 69, 119–121; Estenberg, 
2016: 107–111). The question of difference between the lower and up-
per secondary students found here thus appears important for how 
the history subject can be represented in different ways, not just be-
tween different stages but also within them.  

Similarities and differences among teacher categories 
As shown in Chapter 8, the analysis of teacher explanations indicates 
that there is a difference between lower and upper secondary history, 
which revolves around the degree of disciplinary concepts and meth-
ods used in the explanations. Emphasising the formal dimension, cat-
egory 2 is made up of the majority of studied upper secondary teach-
ers, making this connection clear. However, this difference is not rig-
id, as evidenced by one lower secondary teacher also using methods 
that point towards the formal dimension. Another lower secondary 
teacher showcases teaching practices that focus instead on the empir-
ical dimension (category 1). This category is sparse in regard to mate-
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rial, but it is worth noting that this teacher category corresponds to 
the lower secondary student results, as well as to the findings of 
Rosenlund and Estenberg, indicating that this category is probably 
more widespread than the results of this thesis indicate.  
 
The teachers that have been categorised as emphasising the functional 
dimension of explanations do not fit well with any perceived systemic 
progression between the stages. Category 3b includes only one upper 
secondary teacher, meaning that any conclusions drawn from this ex-
ample must be tentative. However, it is important to note that this 
case, with its strong focus on present-day issues, is an example of 
what explanations could be used for. That the approach is not com-
pletely unique can be seen in previous research, specifically Hans Ol-
ofsson’s detailed study of lower secondary classroom practices, in 
which the teacher wants students to use their understanding of the 
Nazi seizure of power in Germany to discuss potential future threats 
against democracy in Sweden (Olofsson, 2019: 337–338). 
 
Category 3a presents the most obvious absence of differences between 
lower and upper secondary school. The teachers in this category ex-
press similar aims and priorities, focusing on the empathetic under-
standing of historical persons. That their teaching practices are also 
similar indicates that this aim does not follow the progression in ex-
planatory thinking suggested by previous research, as well as the oth-
er results of this thesis. 

Tentative progression models 
The results of the teacher studies indicate that because teaching prac-
tices can have different aims, any intended explanatory progression 
can look different, depending on this aim. This means that the de-
scription of progression in explanatory thinking needs to take these 
aims into account. Rather than a single progression model, this sug-
gests different models of progression, depending on the aims and em-
phases of the teaching. The first such model, corresponding to teacher 
category 1, is illustrated in Figure 9.1 below. In all the proposed pro-
gression models in this section, the levels refer to the progression lev-
els proposed by Lee and Shemilt (2009), with arrows used to indicate 
possible lines of progression. In cases in which a certain progression 
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level is weak or non-existent in the empirical data, its box is drawn 
with dotted lines. 
 
Figure 9.1. Progression in emphasising the empirical dimension 

 
 
The possible progression when teaching focuses on the empirical di-
mension, as in teacher category 1, which emphasises the initial three 
steps of Lee and Shemilt’s progression model. The empirical data 
support the position that students learn explanatory factors and can 
recall them to varying degrees, although there is little evidence of 
them making the jump to level 4, in which actualities and possibilities 
become important. As in student category A, the explanatory thinking 
manifested in teaching practices indicates an understanding of expla-
nations as sets of facts to be learned. This can possibly lead to level 4 
eventually, though the teaching practices do not support it. In es-
sence, if this model is followed, it is up to students to make this jump 
on their own. However, this progression model can also be seen as a 
first step, which is eventually supposed to lead to more explicit use of 
disciplinary methods and concepts. 
 
Another model can be proposed based on teacher category 2, which is 
associated with the formal dimension. Here, the empirical dimension 
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is present although not emphasised, the focus instead being on possi-
bility thinking, as encapsulated by Lee and Shemilt's level 4. In Figure 
9.2, this is represented by the use of two progression arrows, one 
similar to that in Figure 9.1, and another that captures the main focus 
on the formal dimension. 
 
Figure 9.2. Progression in emphasising the formal dimension  

  
 
In this model, the presence of explanatory factors as building blocks 
of explanations is thought to have almost no bearing on progressing 
to level 4, which needs explicit concepts and methods to be possible. 
The results of study 4 indicate that counterfactual reasoning is an im-
portant aspect of this level. The levels beyond this are difficult to dis-
cern, but once again, study 4 in this compilation thesis gives a sugges-
tion, because the students who use comparisons in conjunction with 
their counterfactual reasoning tend to provide more support for their 
evaluation and selection of important factors. Based on this, a com-
parative approach can be tentatively suggested as important for a 
clearer establishment of how Lee and Shemilt’s level 5 can be charac-
terised (cf. Boix Mansilla, 2000). The advanced epistemological 
stance of level 6 is present only to a limited extent, through the decon-
structive method used by one of the upper secondary teachers. The 
difference between Figures 9.1 and 9.2 can also be related to C. B. 
McCullagh’s distinction between comprehensive and contrastive ex-
planations. In McCullagh’s view, the aim of comprehensive explana-
tions is to provide a thorough account of a causal process, while the 
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aim of contrastive explanations is to focus on causes that were signifi-
cant in the sense of making a difference regarding what happened 
(McCullagh, 2004b: 19–20, 36–37). The focus on the empirical di-
mension can be said to also be a focus on comprehensiveness in the 
sense of providing sets of causes, while the formal dimension is simi-
lar to the contrastive explanation in focusing on the selection and 
evaluation of the importance of causes. 
 
With some qualifications, both of these suggested models confirm Lee 
and Shemilt’s progression model and provide some suggestions for 
how it can be augmented; however, the categories that aim for differ-
ent kinds of functional orientation do not fit as well. Because explana-
tions are used for something besides merely explaining, any progres-
sion model for these categories needs to indicate this. One such model 
proposed for category 3a is shown in Figure 9.3, in which the progres-
sion arrows that illustrate empirical and formal progression are in-
corporated into an overarching movement towards understanding of 
the other. 
 
Figure 9.3. Progression in emphasising the functional dimension in the form of 

understanding of the other 
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In this model, the empirical data support progression up to level 2 
only, with any focus on causal chains (level 3) being secondary to the 
focus on agents and actions. Indirectly, level 4 can be said to be repre-
sented through the perspectives of various agents, though such a con-
clusion must be seen as weakly supported by the data of these studies. 
Overall, the explanatory thinking takes a backseat to the overarching 
aim of understanding the other, which, in this context, is the histori-
cal other but could be extrapolated to encompass a general ‘other’.  
 
The last model, built on category 3b, is in many ways similar to that of 
category 2, because it includes aspects of the formal dimension 
through the evaluation and selection of factors, supporting progres-
sion level 4 (see Figure 9.4). 
 
Figure 9.4. Progression in emphasising the functional dimension in the form of 

scenario competency 

 
 
The difference is that in this model, the explanatory thinking aims to-
wards scenario competency, as encapsulated by the focus in teaching 
practices on present-day issues. Much like in Figure 9.2, the possible 
progression step of level 5 could be made clearer by using a compara-
tive approach. 
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The attempt in this thesis to discern progression in explanatory think-
ing has led to a multitude of possible progression models, due to ex-
planations being used for numerous purposes. These models are 
probably best seen as reflecting different types of teaching strategies, 
in line with the previous research that has focused on ‘teacher types’ 
or strategies (Evans, 1994; Nygren, 2009; Berg, 2010). Considering 
that the research presented here is not representative of the complete 
teaching practices of each involved teacher, it is not recommended 
that they be linked too much to each teacher: in particular, categories 
1, 2, 3b and their corresponding progression models can be seen as 
different aspects of each other. For instance, it is possible to follow the 
empirical focus represented by Figure 1 in relation to a certain topic 
and then expand the focus of explanatory thinking towards the formal 
and/or functional dimensions in relation to other topics. That pro-
gression in explanatory thinking is not strictly hierarchical is indicat-
ed by the progression of Figure 9.3, which tones down the aspects of 
the formal dimension in order to aim towards empathetic under-
standing. Whether this approach could be better realised through a 
more explicit inclusion of the formal dimension is another matter; at 
least one of the teachers representing this category in the empirical 
studies is sceptical, arguing that theoretical concepts inhibit the stu-
dents’ possibilities of engaging with the topics (see study 2: 4–5, 43–
44). At the same time, Lilliestam’s (2013) research shows that teach-
ers’ use of explicit concepts and methods considerably help students 
to grasp and use such methods and concepts in their own reasoning. 
In parallel with Lilliestam’s results, it can be argued that the function-
al dimension needs to be explicitly included in teaching if students are 
expected to actually find a use for explanatory thinking outside of 
school history itself. 

Explanatory thinking and dimensions of historical knowledge 
The overarching theoretical framework of this thesis is Rüsen’s (2017) 
model of three dimensions of historical knowledge: empirical, formal, 
and functional. The third research question concerns how the expla-
nations of teachers and students can be understood in relation to this 
theory.  
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The theoretical model can be said to be principally fruitful in that it 
has helped to clarify how explanatory thinking in history education 
can be categorised. According to the analysis, the formal dimension of 
history, which, in this context, becomes the interpretive aspect of how 
historical explanations are constructed, is the clearest emphasis of the 
studied teachers, especially in upper secondary history, indicating an 
awareness of the disciplinary concepts and methods described by his-
tory education researchers who focus on historical explanation 
(Woodcock, 2011; Seixas & Morton, 2013). In these teaching practic-
es, explanatory thinking is given an important role in history educa-
tion. Its association with upper secondary history especially is rein-
forced by the upper secondary student answers, which showcase the 
ability to handle an interpretive task. Emphasis on the empirical di-
mension, focusing on explanations as sets of facts to be learned, is less 
prominent among the teachers, but it is strongly represented among 
the lower secondary student answers.  
 
The functional dimension, emphasising orienting aspects of history, is 
more complex in relation to explanatory thinking. The analysis indi-
cates two different categories, in which the function of explanation is 
to support empathetic understanding or take a stance on present-day 
issues, respectively. Both of these can be understood as uses of history 
in ‘real life’, based on Rüsen’s terminology. In practice, the one teach-
er focusing on present-day issues more explicitly makes use of disci-
plinary concepts and methods for explanation, while the teachers fo-
cusing on empathetic understanding largely eschew such explicit 
methods.  
 
While the analysis shows these four different emphases, the theory 
also functions as a reminder that the three dimensions are interrelat-
ed and that they are all necessary aspects of history. Based on this 
premise, it would be possible to point to category 3b as the ‘best’ ap-
proach to the teaching of explanations, because it encompasses as-
pects of all three dimensions. However, such a judgement must be 
tempered by the methodological limits of the study, meaning that 
what is shown of each teaching practice may be only part of the whole 
with regard to what the teachers do. It is also the case that the differ-
ent practices that are manifested have different aims. While category 
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3b represents an explicit focus on present-day issues, this focus is not 
necessarily the ‘best’ in every situation. Rather, the different practices 
can be understood as strategies that are employed by the teachers in 
response to certain educational needs. Category 1, which focuses on 
the empirical dimension, connects with the need to establish a com-
mon frame of reference and a shared line of reasoning (cf. Halldén, 
1994). Category 2, which focuses on the formal dimension, most 
closely aims for explanatory thinking of the disciplinary form that is 
encapsulated in Lee and Shemilt’s progression model. Category 3a, 
which focuses on empathetic understanding, stands out the most 
from the others due to its main focus on agents and actions, with oth-
er explanatory aspects being placed in the background. While this ap-
proach can be criticised for not providing students with the tools for 
engaging with explanations in the way that the formal focus does, one 
argument in its favour is that it may help students to find history in-
teresting, making it a case of adaptation to student groups. It can also 
be seen as a statement regarding what history is really about—the 
human agents. In this respect, the approach resembles the historio-
graphical position of Collingwood (1946/2014).  
 
The result of using Rüsen’s theory is that two rather different ap-
proaches to explanations—categories 3a and 3b—are subsumed under 
the same heading—that of functional orientation. Category 3b relates 
to B. E. Jensen’s (1997) notion of sociocultural scenario competency, 
while category 3a appears as more of an unexpected finding which 
rather relates to notions of historical empathy. To some extent, both 
categories can also be related to Grotzer’s notion of pattern recogni-
tion, because both approaches imply the application of explanatory 
thinking in order to understand something besides the explanation 
itself (cf. Grotzer, 2012). The difference between them is the kind of 
pattern that is sought: in category 3a, the focus is on human agency, 
while category 3b focuses on patterns connecting entire situations.  
 
The subsumption of two categories under the same heading does not 
necessarily indicate a weakness with the theory in itself but, rather, an 
issue of focus: Rüsen’s discussion of the dimensions of history is ar-
guably too overarching to work well when applied to a specific aspect 
of historical thinking, failing to adequately capture the nuances of 
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how, in this case, aspects of explanatory thinking are handled in his-
tory teaching. In line with this criticism is the subsumption of several 
variations of teaching practices in category 2, wherein there are indi-
vidual variations as to exactly what kinds of explanatory concepts and 
methods are used.  
 
Despite these shortcomings, the theory does serve to highlight that 
explanations can be used to achieve different teaching aims. Each of 
these has its potential pitfalls. Focusing on the empirical dimension 
risks hiding the interpretive complexities of historical explanation, 
potentially leading to the ‘narrative trap’ (Lee & Shemilt, 2009; cf. 
Megill, 2007). Focusing on the formal dimension addresses this par-
ticular issue but invites other risks instead. One such risk is that ex-
planation appears too abstract and theoretical, and another is that of 
scepticism or relativism—that is, that explanation in history appears 
impossible, especially if attempts are made to include the advanced 
epistemological understanding represented by progression level 6.16 
In addition, the explanations presented in these cases remain focused 
on the past, without any obvious connection to ‘real life’. This last is-
sue is addressed by focusing on the functional dimension, which 
makes such connections clearer. However, as the discussion of cate-
gory 3a indicates, such a focus can, in turn, mean that the more ad-
vanced aspects of explanatory thinking become a mere background to 
the orienting dimension.  
 
In this way, explanatory teaching practices can be understood as ex-
isting within a field of tension between the three dimensions of histo-
ry, with the different approaches signalling a decision to address cer-
tain needs. This result needs to be understood in relation to previous 
research about how teachers understand the subject of history. Berg 
(2014: 279–280) found that such an understanding develops over 
time, in relation to both the individual experiences of the teacher, as 
well as his or her adaptation to student groups and changing curricu-
la. Alvén (2017: 421–422) observed tension among history teachers 

                                                
 
16 See study 2, pp. 4–5, regarding the risk of explanations appearing abstract and theoreti-
cal, and pp. 103–104, 117-118 regarding scepticism. 
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between promoting values and prioritising historical content. In a 
similar manner, these observed explanatory practices indicate varia-
ble priorities that reflect teachers’ understandings but also their adap-
tation to student groups, curricula, and content.  
 
One way of nuancing Rüsen’s model in relation to explanation is to 
include his conceptualisation of historical learning. In his writings, 
Rüsen connects the three dimensions of history to different aspects of 
the process of historical learning, with the empirical dimension being 
connected with experiencing, the formal with interpreting, and the 
functional with orienting (Rüsen, 2017: 78–106). However, when dis-
cussing the process of historical studies, Rüsen adds two other as-
pects—an initial need for orientation, as well as the formation of the 
acquired knowledge as a representation of the past (Rüsen, 2004: 
119–140; Rüsen, 2017, 42–45). In relation to this process of historical 
studies, the process of explanatory thinking can be thought of as start-
ing with an explanatory question, such as ‘why did X happen?’. The 
aspect of experiencing would then be to find out what factors can pos-
sibly explain the original question. Here, the process of interpretation 
is chiefly understood as that of evaluating the explanatory power of 
such factors, although it can possibly incorporate other aspects, such 
as evaluating the factors from different perspectives. Representation 
can be thought of as producing an answer to the original question—
that is, an explanation. Finally, the explanation can be used for orient-
ing purposes, such as understanding the other or relating to present-
day issues. The teaching aims, whether focused on the empirical, for-
mal, or functional dimension, come to emphasise a particular step of 
the process, as illustrated in Figure 9.5. 
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Figure 9.5. The process of explanatory thinking in historical learning 

 
(Adapted from Rüsen, 2004: 119–140; cf. Körber, 2015: 29; Olofsson, 2019: 67) 

 
Using this model highlights how the different dimensions of history 
are interrelated and how observed teaching practices can be under-
stood as focusing on a certain dimension, thereby emphasising a cer-
tain part of the learning process. Such a focus is not necessarily prob-
lematic, as long as teaching practices include the other aspects, per-
haps in relation to other content. In his thesis, Olofsson has shown 
how a single teacher’s classes vary in relation to these different as-
pects, sometimes emphasising the empirical dimension as ‘collective 
remembering’, sometimes including more explicit concepts and 
methods that point towards a formal focus, and at other times empha-
sising a functional focus towards orientation (Olofsson, 2019: 227–
228, 267–269, 337–338). In the context of this thesis, Olofsson’s re-
sults could indicate that what is captured in the observations is only a 
part of the whole process of teaching explanations that the teachers 
undertake. At the same time, several of the involved teachers express 
strong beliefs about what is important in history, which can be taken 
as a more rigid approach to what the aims of history education are.  
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One way of understanding these possibly rigid approaches is to relate 
them to the historiographical context. The focus on the empirical di-
mension relates to the historiographical understanding of explanation 
as description, while the focus on the formal dimension relates in-
stead to the understanding of explanation as interpretation. Of the 
different approaches that focus on the functional dimension, one (cat-
egory 3a) clearly focuses on explanation as empathetic understanding. 
The other (category 3b) is arguably connected to the understanding of 
explanation as narrative. In this sense, this category comes closest to 
the narrative competency that Rüsen views as the central aim of 
learning history (Rüsen, 2004: 88–95; cf. Körber, 2015: 18–19). The 
last historiographical position, explanation as generalisation, is not 
obviously represented by any of the approaches, which may be due to 
its connection to Hempel’s theory of explanation. However, some 
traces of it can arguably be discerned in some of the methods used by 
the teachers—most notably analogy, synecdoche, and comparison—
which all build on patterns of similarity and difference which can be 
expanded towards generalisation. In these methods, despite its prob-
lematic legacy in disciplinary history, generalisation still serves a pur-
pose in history teaching. Without any such notion, it would be impos-
sible to establish any kind of explanatory pattern that reaches outside 
the studied event itself, preventing any functional orientation to oc-
cur. Such principal explanatory patterns still need to be combined 
with other explanatory approaches that highlight the particulars of 
compared situations (cf. Rüsen, 2017: 115–118). 

What are the results good for? 
The final point of discussion regards the value of the findings of this 
thesis: what can they be used for? On the one hand, the results can 
point to theoretical revisions and adjustments in line with the princi-
ples of theoretical generalisation. On the other, the empirical findings 
can further our knowledge of how teachers and students understand 
historical explanations. Finally, the results can have practical implica-
tions that can be of use for teachers, teacher educators, and policy-
makers. In the following paragraphs, each of these three aspects is 
summarised separately.  
 



126 
 
 

Theoretically, the adaptation of Rüsen’s theory has helped highlight 
aspects of explanation that have not been acknowledged extensively in 
research that focuses on historical explanation, specifically the func-
tional dimension. This, in turn, affects the understanding of progres-
sion in explanatory thinking, because from the chosen theoretical per-
spective, such progression appears more multifaceted and less unilin-
ear than it has been described previously. While Rüsen’s theory of his-
torical dimensions regards history as a whole, it is fruitful for ap-
proaching and clarifying some of the many roles that explanations can 
fill in history education. In addition, the results indicate that the his-
toriographical context possibly plays a role in how historical explana-
tions are understood, with the multiplicity of epistemological under-
standings of explanation being reflected to some degree in teaching 
practices. The suggested model for explanatory thinking in historical 
learning can provide a basis for further research regarding historical 
explanations, with future findings modifying, revising, or rejecting it. 
 
Empirically, the findings show that teachers’ explanatory strategies 
are affected by several factors, including not only the teachers’ own 
understandings of what is important in history but also their adapta-
tion to student groups and, to some extent, the historical content. The 
influence of content is the least developed in the various studies, 
pointing to the need for further research on how this aspect influences 
the explanations. Among the findings are a number of methods that 
teachers use for explaining. Of these, counterfactual reasoning stands 
out as especially important, because the investigation of students’ ex-
planations indicates that this method helps students to reason about 
the importance of explanatory factors. A possible way to augment 
counterfactual reasoning is the use of comparisons, which may be a 
way to help students take the context into account. Explicit uses of 
different interpretations of the same event are more seldom, though 
the teachers using methods for the selection and evaluation of explan-
atory factors come close.  
 
Another important empirical finding is that large-scale assessment in 
lower secondary school steers students towards the recall of explana-
tions of facts and the reproduction a story, rather than engagement 
with the interpretive aspects of explanatory thinking. The results from 
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upper secondary students indicate that the kind of assessment used in 
this context instead encourages the interpretive aspects. A common 
factor is that historical explanations appear as focused on the past, 
without connection to the present or future. 
 
Any practical application of these findings needs to first consider the 
most fundamental question of history education: why study history? 
The various approaches to explanation investigated here point to dif-
ferent priorities regarding what history education should be about: 
learning the past as facts, learning how history is constructed, or find-
ing uses for history in life. This study shows that historical explana-
tions can be used for all of these purposes but also that explanations 
in assessment tend to become restricted to either the empirical di-
mension, with cause and consequence as facts, or to the formal di-
mension, indicating that the functional dimension is largely neglected 
when testing students’ abilities to handle historical explanations. 
From a policy-making perspective, it may also be problematic that 
lower secondary assessment so clearly reinforces the perspective of 
explanations as sets of facts.  
 
At the same time, a historical explanation, like any explanation, needs 
to rest on facts, making the empirical dimension a necessary aspect of 
the process of teaching and learning historical explanation. Without 
the empirical dimension, any teaching of explanatory thinking risks 
turning into barren exercises. It is, in turn, as necessary to include the 
formal dimension in order to advance and qualify explanatory think-
ing. Without this dimension, the teaching of explanations runs the 
risk of reinforcing the view of history as sets of facts, as previous re-
search has shown. However, the necessity of the functional dimension 
has not previously been as underscored, which makes it especially 
important to emphasise it in this context. Without it, the teaching of 
explanations runs the risk of appearing meaningless, devoid of any 
application to life outside of school. In his thesis, Olofsson discusses 
these outcomes of history teaching as knowledge of, about, and from 
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history (Olofsson, 2019: 72–73).17 The balancing of these outcomes 
and their interrelationship with the process of learning history is a 
central conundrum of history teaching, not just regarding explana-
tions. Hopefully, this thesis has contributed to shedding some light on 
how this balancing is, and can be, handled. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
 
17 This is my translation of Olofsson’s terms. The Swedish expression used by Olofsson is 
‘kunskaper i, om och av historia’, which roughly corresponds to ‘knowledge of, about, and 
from history’. 
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10. Summary in Swedish 

Föreliggande avhandling utgör en sammanläggningsavhandling, be-
stående av fyra delstudier samt en övergripande teoretisk inramning. 
De fyra delstudierna har publicerats separat i form av en licentiatupp-
sats och tre refereegranskade artiklar. 
 
Kapitel 1: Introduktion 
Avhandlingens övergripande forskningsobjekt är historiska förkla-
ringar i genomförd historieundervisning. Närmare bestämt studeras 
hur lärare och elever förhåller sig till begreppet historiska förklaring-
ar. Konkret innebär det att studien undersöker hur lärare och elever 
gör när de arbetar med att konstruera historiska förklaringar i sam-
band med historieundervisning och hur lärare resonerar om förkla-
ringar.  
 
Begreppet historiska förklaringar kopplas därefter till några olika teo-
retiska ansatser inom historiedidaktisk forskning, där särskilt de brit-
tiska historiedidaktikerna Lee och Shemilts studier av progression i 
historiskt tänkande utgör en viktig utgångspunkt (Lee & Shemilt, 
2009). Samtidigt framförs argumentet att deras progressionsmodell 
riskerar att framstå som väl hårt kopplat till en historievetenskaplig, 
disciplinär förståelse av historiska förklaringar. Som en motvikt in-
troduceras här ett teoretiskt ramverk inspirerad av historiedidakti-
kern Jörn Rüsens modell av historisk kunskap. Enligt denna modell 
består historiska kunskaper av tre sammanflätade dimensioner: en 
empirisk, som fokuserar kunskaper om det förflutna i sig; en formell, 
som fokuserar på historievetenskapens förståelse av historisk kun-
skap som konstruerad och en funktionell, som fokuserar på historisk 
kunskap som ett verktyg för att orientera sig i nuet och framtiden 
(Rüsen, 2017).  
 
Kapitlet fortsätter med en översikt över hur historiska förklaringar 
har hanterats inom historiografiska traditioner, i några olika länders 
läroplaner, och i ett urval historiedidaktiska handböcker. Utifrån 
denna översikt framgår att det finns en mängd olika definitioner och 
synsätt. Även om det existerar relativ konsensus om att förklaringar 
hör samman med begreppsparet orsak och konsekvens finns det av-
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görande skillnader i var utgångspunkten tas. I vissa av texterna utgår 
man från begreppsparet och i andra från förklaringsbegreppet. Denna 
distinktion kan svara betydelsefull då orsak och konsekvens kan ses 
som byggstenar i förklaringar, vilka i sin tur kan ses som komponen-
ter i historiska narrativ. Vid sidan om denna skillnad i fokus kopplas 
förklaringar också i olika sammanhang till närliggande begrepp som 
förändring och kontinuitet, beskrivning, förståelse, tolkning, narrativ 
och historisk empati. Översikten visar att begreppet historiska förkla-
ringar framstår som mångfacetterat och öppet för olika sorters före-
ställningar om vad förklaringar i historia är, kan och bör vara.  
 
Utifrån denna mångfald av föreställningar formuleras avhandlingens 
övergripande forskningsproblem: hur tänker lärare och elever om hi-
storiska förklaringar i samband med historieundervisning? Tänkande 
om förklaringar, hädanefter kallat förklaringstänkande, blir princi-
piellt undersökningsbart genom antagandet att någons tänkande i ett 
visst sammanhang manifesteras i personens tal och handlingar, i linje 
med forskning om historiskt tänkande (Wineburg, 2001).   
 
Kapitel 2: Syfte och forskningsfrågor 
I detta kapitel formuleras avhandlingens syfte och forskningsfrågor. 
Det övergripande syftet är att analysera lärares och elevers förklaring-
stänkande i historia. Detta syfte operationaliseras genom tre forsk-
ningsfrågor: 
 
1) Hur konstruerar lärare och elever historiska förklaringar i historie-
undervisningskontexten? 
2) Vilka likheter och skillnader finns mellan lärares och elevers för-
klaringar i olika skolstadier? 
3) Hur kan lärares och elevers förklaringar förstås i relation till den 
teoretiska modellen av olika dimensioner av historisk kunskap? 
 
Kapitel 3: Tidigare forskning 
Kapitel 3 utgör en översikt av tidigare historiedidaktisk forskning om 
historiska förklaringar. Utifrån begreppets mångfacetterade karaktär 
kan historiska förklaringar beröras i varierande grad i många olika 
sammanhang, vilket leder till att kapitlet strukturerats utifrån tre ru-
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briker vad gäller fokus för respektive forskningsundersökning: lärare, 
elever eller lektionsupplägg. 
 
Översikten av lärarfokuserad forskning visar tre olika tendenser av 
vikt för att närma sig historiska förklaringar i klassrummet. För det 
första har historielärare delvis olika uppfattning om vad som är viktigt 
i historieundervisningen, vilket kan påverka hur deras förkla-
ringspraktik i undervisningen ser ut (Evans, 1994; Nygren, 2009; 
Berg, 2010, 2014; Voet & De Wever, 2016; Alvén, 2017).  För det 
andra visar studier av klassrumsförklaringar att lärares förklaringar 
kan variera väldigt mycket beroende på kontexten, samtidigt som det 
ofta finns ett fokus på att framställa relativt komplexa orsakskedjor 
som innehåller olika typer av kausala faktorer (Halldén, 1986, 1994, 
1997; Leinhardt, 1993, 1997; Montanera & Lucero, 2011; Olofsson, 
2011). För det tredje visar undersökningar av lärarkonstruerade upp-
gifter som fokuserar på förklaringar att dessa tenderar att betona 
faktaaspekten av förklaringar, då de ofta efterfrågar ett antal orsa-
ker/konsekvenser eller en rekonstruktion av ett händelseförlopp, 
uppgifter som båda pekar emot att minneskunskap är vad som efter-
frågas (Rosenlund, 2011; Estenberg, 2016).  
 
Den elevfokuserade forskningen har en stark tradition i Storbritan-
nien, där mycket empirisk forskning har gjorts utifrån elevers hante-
ring av förklaringsuppgifter. Ett konkret resultat av dessa studier är 
en empiriskt baserad progressionmodell för förklaringstänkande i 
historia (Lee & Shemilt, 2009). Forskningen har också identifierat 
några problem som elever kan ha i samband med förklaringar i histo-
ria. Framför allt gäller det risken att historiska skeenden uppfattas 
som oundvikliga, eftersom de i någon mening måste vara orsakade 
(Shemilt, 1980). Spansk forskning har utvecklat en del av de brittiska 
resultaten, och funnit att elever tenderar att uppfatta historiska för-
klaringar som narrativ, samt att det historiska innehållet och dess re-
lation till elevernas historiekultur tycks spela roll för hur händelser 
och handlingar förklaras (Carretero et al, 1997; Jacott et al, 1997). 
Flera av dessa resultat har bekräftats av motsvarande svensk forsk-
ning (Stymne, 2017; Samuelsson & Wendell, 2017a, 2017b). I gräns-
området till forskning om förklaringar finns också studier av hur ele-
ver hanterar tolkningar, där flera studier visar på vikten av att elever 
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förstår historiska framställningar, inklusive förklaringar, som ett re-
sultat av perspektivtagande (Gago, 2004; Barca, 2004; Chapman, 
2009; Martens, 2015). 
 
Den forskning som fokuserar på lektionsupplägg kan inkludera både 
elevers och lärares aktiviteter, men tyngpunkten ligger på att utarbeta 
och testa olika undervisningsmetoder. Några viktiga bidrag från 
denna forskningsinriktning är utarbetandet av en uppsättning be-
grepp för att tydliggöra förklaringstänkande (Chapman, 2003; 
Woodcock, 2005; Stoel, van Drie & van Boxtel, 2017), samt andra 
verktyg som kan vidareutveckla elevers förklaringstänkande, främst 
komparation och kontrafaktiska resonemang (Boix Mansilla, 2000; 
Buxton, 2010; Worth, 2012; Lilliestam, 2013, Carroll, 2018). 
 
Kapitel 4: Teoretiskt ramverk 
I detta kapitel presenteras det teoretiska ramverket för studien, som 
utgår från Jörn Rüsens tre dimensioner av historisk kunskap. Denna 
modell kopplas till förklaringstänkande, på så sätt att den empiriska 
dimensionen kan sägas omfatta lärandet av beståndsdelarna i histo-
riska förklaringar, det vill säga orsaker och konsekvenser. Den for-
mella dimensionen, som knyter an till historievetenskapens förhåll-
ningssätt, omfattar begrepp, metoder och perspektiv som kan knytas 
till förståelsen av förklaringar som tolkningar, och kan på så sätt sägas 
ligga nära den progression i förklaringstänkande som förts fram av 
brittiska hisotriedidaktiker (Lee & Shemilt, 2009). Den funktionella 
dimensionen av historiska förklaringar har inte analyserats lika ingå-
ende, men kan kopplas till olika försök att göra förklaringstänkande 
användbart utanför själva historieämnet. Ett sådant försök är B E 
Jensens (1997) resonemang om sociokulturell scenariekompetens 
som ett mål för historieundervisning.  
 
I kapitlet presenteras också Lee och Shemilts progressionsmodell för 
förklaringstänkande i historia. Modellen består av sex hierarkiskt 
ordnade steg, från en grundläggande oförmåga att se skillnad på för-
klaring och beskrivning till en avancerad förståelse för kausala be-
grepp som teoretiska konstruktioner. Skillnaden mellan steg 3, där 
förklaringar förstås som orsakskedjor, och steg 4, där förklaringar 
förstås utifrån villkor för vad som var möjligt, är central för avhand-
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lingen. När dessa progressionssteg relateras till Rüsens modell fram-
står steg 1-3 som kopplade till den empiriska dimensionen, med fokus 
på att tillföra flera olika kausala faktorer för att göra en förklaring mer 
komplex. Steg 4-6 framstår istället som kopplade till den formella di-
mensionen, med fokus på att förstå förklaringar som tolkningar, vilka 
bygger på varierande urval och betoning av olika kausala faktorer. 
Progressionsmodellen saknar uppenbara kopplingar till den funktion-
ella dimensionen, vilket framstår som en lucka i forskningens förstå-
else av förklaringar. 
 
Kapitel 5: Den historiografiska kontexten 
Kapitel 5 tar mer i detalj upp det historiografiska sammanhanget runt 
historiska förklaringar. I introduktionen påvisades översiktligt att 
förklaringsbegreppet i historia är mångfacetterat. I detta kapitel ut-
vecklas det påståendet genom att redogöra för historiografiska per-
spektiv på historiska förklaringar. Utifrån historieteoretiska fram-
ställningar urskiljs fem olika epistemologiska förståelser för vad hi-
storiska förklaringar är eller bör vara: 1) förklaring som generali-
sering, 2) förklaring som beskrivning, 3) förklaring som empatisk för-
ståelse, 4) förklaring som tolkning och 5) förklaring som narrativ. Av 
dessa väljs den fjärde, förklaring som tolkning, som den förståelse 
som bäst passar med avhandlingens premisser och därmed den för-
ståelse av förklaringar som står i huvudfokus. De övriga fyra kan dock 
ses som alternativa förståelser som tänkbart influerar hur verksamma 
lärare förstår historiska förklaringar. 
 
Kapitel 6: Forskningsdesign och metod 
I fokus för detta kapitel står de överväganden om design och metod 
som ligger till grund för sammanläggningsavhandlingen. Med tanke 
på avhandlingens karaktär av sammanläggning av fyra delstudier tas 
också generella överväganden runt materialinsamling och etiska 
aspekter upp i kapitlet. Den övergripande designen kan beskrivas som 
en flerfallsstudie, där var och en av delstudierna utgör ett fall, och 
sammanläggningens teori utgör en analysram som de fyra delstudier-
nas resultat kan relateras till, samtidigt som delstudierna också kan 
relateras till varandra (Yin, 2013). De fyra delstudiernas respektive 
fokus kan beskrivas enligt följande: 
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Delstudie 1: Undervisningspraktiker i högstadiet 
Delstudie 2: Undervisningspraktiker i gymnasieskolan 
Delstudie 3: Elevers förståelse i högstadiet 
Delstudie 4: Elevers förståelse i gymnasieskolan 
 
Delstudie 1 och 2 intresserar sig alltså för lärares undervisningsprak-
tiker, medan delstudie 3 och 4 intresserar sig för elevers förståelse. 
Delstudie 1 och 3 handlar om högstadiet, medan delstudie 2 och 4 
handlar om gymnasieskolan. Dessa relationer mellan delstudierna gör 
det möjligt att relatera resultaten till varandra. Samtidigt är det viktigt 
att notera att lärarstudierna i detta sammanhang har individuella lä-
rare som analysenhet, medan elevstudierna har elevgrupper som ana-
lysenheter. Resultaten från ett visst stadium kan alltså inte slås sam-
man hursomhelst. Ansatsen är kvalitativ, vilket innebär att studien 
kan göra anspråk på teoretisk generalisering (Flybjerg, 2006; Yin, 
2013).  
 
Avhandlingens metod definieras som hermeneutisk, vilket i korthet 
innbär att det empiriska materialet tolkas i relation till sin kontext 
och i relation till det teoretiska ramverket, som i detta fall utgörs av 
Rüsens teori om dimensioner av historisk kunskap. Denna teoretiska 
modell operationaliseras i detta kapitel, genom att den empiriska di-
mensionen kopplas till lärandet av orsaker och konsekvenser som 
fakta, medan den formella dimensionen kopplas till explicit använd-
ning av begrepp och metoder som kan användas för att synliggöra de 
tolkande aspekterna av förklaringar. Den funktionella dimensionen 
kopplas samman med premissen att förklaringstänkande ska använ-
das för något annat än att enbart förklara historiska händelser.  
 
Kontexten utgörs främst av själva klassrumssituationen, men därutö-
ver också undervisningen i ett större samhälleligt sammanhang, något 
som mest uppenbart kommer till utryck i läro- och kursplaner. De 
historiografiska positioner som beskrevs i kapitel 5 utgör en del av 
historieämnets kontext. För elevstudierna utgör bedömning och be-
tygssättning en viktig kontextuell aspekt, eftersom eleverna rimligen 
är medvetna om att deras prestationer kan utgöra grund för betygs-
sättningen.  
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Kapitel 7: Sammanfattning av delstudierna 
Eftersom avhandlingen är av sammanläggningskaraktär finns den 
empiriska datan i de fyra delstudierna. I detta kapitel sammanfattas 
varje delstudie kortfattat, för att läsaren någorlunda ska kunna orien-
tera sig i delresultaten. 
 
Delstudie 1 följer tre högstadielärares historieundervisning utifrån 
frågan om flerperspektivitet i undervisningen av förklaringar. Lärar-
nas förklaringspraktiker analyseras utifrån hur pass öppen deras 
framställning av förklaringar är för olika tolkningar och perspektiv, 
och relateras också till lärarnas uttryckta uppfattningar om vad som 
är viktigt i historia. Undersökningen visar att lärarna har delvis olika 
förhållningssätt, och delvis olika grad av öppenhet för flerperspektiv-
ism.  Lärare 1:s undervisning framstår som mest sluten, och lärare 3:s 
framstår som mest öppen. Delvis förklaras detta av lärarnas olika 
målsättningar, där lärare 1 huvudsakligen fokuserar på att delge ele-
verna en referensram, medan lärare 3 istället fokuserar på tankebe-
greppen orsak och konsekvens. Att lärarna arbetar med olika innehåll 
lyfts också fram som en inverkande faktor, då lärare 1 arbetar med 
andra världskriget medan lärare 3 arbetar med den neolitiska revolut-
ionen. 
 
Delstudie 2 utgörs av en licentiatuppsats som följer fem gymnasielä-
rares undervisning i syfte att beskriva och analysera deras förkla-
ringspraktiker. Lärarnas undervisning analyseras utifrån en uppsätt-
ning kategorier från tidigare forskning, däribland explicit användning 
av operationella begrepp för förklaringar och sammankopplande 
verktyg såsom jämförelser, analogier och kontrafaktiska resonemang.  
Förklaringspraktikerna relateras också till lärarnas uttryckta uppfatt-
ningar om vad som är viktigt i historia. Studiens resultat visar att lä-
rarnas förklaringspraktiker visserligen varierar från fall till fall, men 
att varje lärare uppvisar återkommande tendenser, där exempelvis 
bruk av explicita begrepp framstår som knutet till läraren och dennes 
föreställningar om historieämnet. Samtidigt spelar både det historiska 
innehållet och anpassning till elevgruppen roll: två av lärarna (C och 
E) uppvisar tydliga tecken på att de anpassar förklaringarna till sin 
elevgrupp. Något som också framkommer i analysen är att förklaring-
arnas funktion i undervisningen kan knytas till andra tankebegrepp 
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än just orsak-konsekvens. Vanligast är att förklaringar används för att 
åskådliggöra historisk förändring eller kontinuitet, men materialet 
visar att lärarna också använder förklaringar i relation till historisk 
empati, nutidskoppling och historiska belägg/källor.  
 
Delstudie 3 undersöker hur högstadieelever konstruerar historiska 
förklaringar i samband med en uppgift i nationella provet i historia. 
Uppgiften handlar om hur nazisterna kunde komma till makten i 
Tyskland. Materialet består av insamlade elevsvar som analyseras uti-
från provbetyg som grundläggande kategori. Analysen kommer fram 
till att elevsvaren uppvisar en varierande kvantitativ komplexitet vad 
gäller antalet kausala faktorer som används för att förklara maktöver-
tagandet, och att denna komplexitet korrelerar med provbetygen på 
så sätt att svar från elever med högre provbetyg inkluderar fler fak-
torer i sina svar. Överlag kan elever med godkända provresultat an-
vända en kombination av strukturer och aktörer i sina förklaringar.  
En kvalitativ skillnad i svaren är att svar från elever med högre prov-
betyg oftare är mer specifika, medan svar från lägre provbetyg beskri-
ver faktorer mer generiskt. Samtidigt följer i stort sett alla svar ett 
grundläggande narrativt mönster där en ekonomisk kris gör männi-
skor villiga att följa en despotisk ledare. 
 
Delstudie 4 undersöker hur gymnasieelever hanterar en uppgift som 
ungefär motsvarar den uppgift som eleverna i delstudie 3 arbetade 
med. Det innebär att ämnesinnehållet är detsamma: nazisternas mak-
tövertagande i Tyskland. Själva uppgiftsinstruktionen är dock anpas-
sad till gymnasieskolans kunskapskrav för historia 1b. Där finns ett 
explicit fokus på att eleverna ska kunna resonera om olika tolkningar 
av samma historiska händelse. Analysen av elevsvaren visar att en 
överväldigande majoritet av eleverna i någon utsträckning använder 
kontrafaktiska resonemang när de resonerar om de olika tolkningarna 
av händelsen. Dessa kontrafaktiska resonemang analyseras utifrån en 
uppsättning teoretiska kategorier för hur kontrafaktiska resonemang 
kan genomföras och kvalificeras. Dessa inkluderar vad som ändras  
(manipuleras) i det kontrafaktiska resonemanget (struktur eller ak-
tör), i vilken utsträckning det kontrafaktiska resonemanget bekräftar 
det faktiska händelseförloppet eller framhåller alternativa händelse-
förlopp. Vidare analyseras hur de kontrafaktiska resonemangen för-
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håller sig till den faktiska historiska kontexten, samt i vilken mån ele-
verna förstärker sina resonemang med jämförelser och generali-
seringar.  
 
Analysen visar att majoriteten av eleverna kontrafaktiskt manipulerar 
aktören Hitler. Ett fåtal elever manipulerar strukturella faktorer, men 
de som gör det ser i större utsträckning möjligheter till alternativa 
händelseförlopp. Dessa elever tenderar också att vara mer specifika i 
sina resonemang, och därmed förhålla sig tydligare till den historiska 
kontexten. De elever som, oavsett fokus på struktur eller aktör, an-
vänder jämförelser för att stärka sina resonemang uppvisar överlag 
tydligare och mer kvalificerad argumentation för sina ställningsta-
ganden än de som inte använder jämförelser. 
 
Kapitel 8: Aggregerad analys 
I detta kapitel relateras resultaten från de fyra delstudierna till av-
handlingens teoretiska ramverk. Eftersom delstudierna är av olika 
karaktär, med delstudie 1 och 2 lärarfokuserade och 3 och 4 elevfoku-
serade, så analyseras de var och en för sig. 
 
Analysen av lärarnas förklaringstänkande resulterar i fyra olika kate-
gorier, med varierande täckning i det empiriska underlaget. Kategori 
1, som betonar den empiriska dimensionen av historiska förklaringar, 
kännetecknas av att förklaringar presenteras som uppsättningar av 
fakta i form av orsaker och konsekvenser, som eleverna ska lära sig. 
Fokuset ligger alltså på faktainlärning, och tolkande aspekter nedto-
nas. Endast en av högstadielärarna kan tydligt kopplas till denna ka-
tegori. 
 
Flertalet av de undersökta lärarna sorteras istället in i kategori 2, som 
betonar den formella dimensionen av förklaringar. Även om orsaker 
och konsekvenser presenteras, finns i dessa praktiker tydliga inslag av 
disciplinärt förklaringstänkande i form av explicita begrepp för att 
sortera och värdera orsakerna, och i viss utsträckning tydligt tolkande 
inslag såsom olika perspektiv, kontrafaktiska resonemang och dekon-
struktion av förklaringar. Kategorin företräds huvudsakligen av gym-
nasielärare, även om en av högstadielärarna också kan sägas höra till 
denna kategori. 
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I materialet förekommer också lärare som betonar förklaringarnas 
funktionella dimension, där förklaringarna förväntas leda till något 
mer eller annat än att just förklara förflutna skeenden. Två olika in-
riktningar kan urskiljas. Den ena, kategori 3a, betonar användningen 
av förklaringar som ett sätt att nå empatisk förståelse för andra män-
niskor. I dessa praktiker blir rena förklaringar bakgrund till försöken 
att empatisera med, och leva sig in i, historiska aktörers situation. Två 
lärare hör till denna kategori, en på högstadiet och en på gymnasiet. 
Den andra kategorin, 3b, företräds endast av en av gymnasielärarna. 
Praktikerna i denna kategori har flera likheter med kategori 2 i så 
måtto att disciplinära begrepp och metoder för tolkning och värdering 
används tydligt, men huvudfokuset ligger på att knyta de förflutna 
skeendena till nutiden och få eleverna att ta ställning till olika nutida 
frågor. Denna kategori kopplas därför till syftet att utveckla sociokul-
turell scenariekompetens. 
 
Det förklaringstänkande som uttrycks i de två elevstudierna är i stort 
sett specifika för respektive elevstudie. Högstadieelevernas svar i 
delstudie 3 uttrycker i mycket hög utsträckning ett förklaringstän-
kande som betonar den empiriska dimensionen, där det centrala är 
att kunna återge ett händelseförlopp. Tolkande och värderande 
aspekter förekommer endast undantagsvis. Elevsvaren i delstudie 4 
uttrycker istället i hög grad ett förklaringstänkande som svarar mot 
den formella dimensionen, där tolkning och värdering betonas, något 
som eleverna tydligt hanterar genom tillämpning av kontrafaktiska 
resonemang. 
 
Kapitel 9: Avslutande diskussion 
I avhandlingens avslutande kapitel diskuteras undersökningens resul-
tat och återknyts till forskningsfrågorna.  
 
Den första forskningsfrågan, om hur lärare och elever konstruerar 
historiska förklaringar i undervisningen, besvaras huvudsakligen ge-
nom delstudiernas resultat. De lärarfokuserade undersökningarna 
indikerar att lärares förklaringspraktiker influeras av olika faktorer 
och även vilka dessa är. Det historiska innehållet i sig spelar roll, men 
även vilka andra historiska tankebegrepp än just orsak-konsekvens 
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som representeras i undervisningen, såsom förändring och kontinui-
tet. De olika begrepp och metoder som används i samband med för-
klaringar verkar i någon mån vara kopplade till sådana tankebegrepp. 
Begrepp som används för att beskriva och värdera faktorer är särskilt 
vanligt i samband med förklaring av historisk förändring, liksom 
kontrafaktiska resonemang, medan dekonstruktion av förklaringar 
särskilt hänger samman med frågan om historiska belägg/källor i re-
lation till förklaringar. Förklaringarnas öppenhet för olika tolkningar 
tycks däremot tydligare hänga samman med innehållet, där exempel-
vis förklaringar som har med andra världskriget att göra framstår som 
mer stängda för olika tolkningar än förklaringar som handlar om 
temporala skeenden som inte har en lika central historiekulturell po-
sition, och därmed troligen är mindre laddade. 
 
De elevförklaringar som studerats i delstudierna framstår som i första 
hand knutna till de uppgifter eleverna fått att lösa. Medan högstadiee-
leverna huvudsakligen reproducerar inlärda fakta i sina svar, resone-
rar gymnasieeleverna om två olika tolkningar av samma händelse. 
Eleverna gör alltså vad respektive uppgiftsinstruktion säger åt dem att 
göra. 
 
Den andra forskningsfrågan, om likheter och skillnader mellan olika 
stadier, medför en diskussion om vilken progression i förklaringstän-
kande som blir möjlig att urskilja i undersökningen. I detta avseende 
visar elevstudierna en tydlig skillnad, där gymnasieeleverna uppvisar 
tolkningar och perpsektivtagande som högstadieeleverna inte ut-
trycker. Med tanke på att elevsvaren huvudsakligen avspeglar upp-
giftsinstruktionerna visar detta en tydlig progression i skolsystemet, 
snarare än en kognitiv progression hos eleverna. Högstadieuppgiften 
efterfrågar enbart reproduktion av fakta, medan gymnasieuppgiften 
kräver tolkning. Denna skillnad relateras till respektive stadiums 
kurs-/ämnesplan, men också till Lee & Shemilts progressionmodell 
(2009), där högstadiesvaren som mest kan sägas svara mot steg 3 
(förklaring i form av orsakskedjor), medan gymnasiesvaren speglar 
steg 4 (förklaring i form av villkor för vad som var möjligt).  
 
Denna systemskillnad i progression är dock inte lika tydlig bland lä-
rarnas förklaringspraktiker. Visserligen representeras betoningen av 
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den empiriska dimensionen av en högstadielärare, medan betoningen 
av den formella dimensionen främst återfinns hos gymnasielärare, 
men åtminstone en av högstadielärarna drar också mot den formella 
dimensionen, och de lärare som betonar den funktionella dimension-
en följer inte den progression som eleverna uppvisar. Särskilt gäller 
detta de lärare som använder förklaringar för att betona empatisk för-
ståelse, som inte uppvisar några tydliga skillnader mellan stadierna, 
utan snarare likheter. Detta tyder på att lärares tankar om vad som är 
viktigt i historia kan spela en viktigare roll för den praktiska under-
visningen än att följa kursplanerna. Utifrån lärarkategorierna ställs 
några tentativa progressionsmodeller upp, som illustrationer av hur 
progression i förklaringstänkande kan se ut beroende på om under-
visningen inriktas huvudsakligen på den empiriska eller den formella 
dimensionen, eller på något av de olika syften (empati eller scenarie-
kompetens) som identifierats som aspekter av den funktionella di-
mensionen. 
 
Resultaten av dessa likheter och skillnader spelar också roll för den 
tredje frågan, om hur förklaringstänkandet kan förstås utifrån Rüsens 
teori om tre dimensioner av historisk kunskap. Analysen visar att den 
formella dimensionen av förklaringstänkande är tydligt förekom-
mande i lärares förklaringspraktiker, i synnerhet på gymnasienivå, 
medan betoning av den empiriska dimensionen syns tydligast på hög-
stadienivå, och då särskilt i samband med storskalig bedömning av 
den typ som representeras av nationella provet. Den funktionella di-
mensionen uttrycks på olika sätt, med olika typer av orientering, som 
får delvis olika utfall i praktiken, där den inriktning som betonar sce-
nariekompetens mer tydligt bygger på den formella dimensionen, 
medan den som betonar empati inte tydligt gör det. Just den inrikt-
ning som betonar empati kan knytas till en av de historiografiska po-
sitionerna, förklaring som empatisk förståelse.  Något som inte fram-
går så tydligt i empirin, men som framgår i teorin, är vikten av att se 
alla tre dimensionerna som sammanflätade och nödvändiga. Lärarnas 
olika val av fokus på olika dimensioner tolkas som försök att möta de 
varierande behov som finns i respektive klassrum, och därmed balan-
sera de tre dimensionerna emot varandra.  
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Sammanfattningsvis visar avhandlingens resultat att förklaringstän-
kande i undervisningspraktiken framstår som mer mångfacetterat och 
mindre rätlinjigt än vad som framgår av Lee och Shemilts progress-
ionsmodell. Vad som är en "bra" historisk förklaring varierar med 
sammanhanget och påverkas av bland annat det historiska innehållet, 
kursplanen och elevgruppen, men även lärarens uppfattning om vad 
som är viktigt i historieämnet.  Samtidigt identifieras ett antal be-
grepp och metoder som kan användas i undervisningen för att ut-
veckla undervisningen i förklaringstänkande. Av dessa framstår 
kontrafaktiska resonemang som den kanske viktigaste för att hjälpa 
studenter att hantera värdering av olika tolkningar. Slutligen kan det 
konstateras att den funktionella dimensionen av förklaringar på det 
hela taget framstår som underbetonad, inte minst i bedömningssam-
manhang.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Consent forms 
 
Information letter to teachers 
 
Hello, 
 
My name is Joakim Wendell, and I am a PhD Student in history at 
Karlstad Univiersity. I wonder if you would be interested in partici-
pating in a scientific study about history education. The study focuses 
on how teachers and students work with cause and consequence in 
history class.  
 
Your participation would mean that you take part in an initial inter-
view, and then to accept me as an observer in your classroom for 
some classes (my suggestion is 4-8 classes, depending on your plan-
ning). During the observations, I will need to make audio recordings. 
In the presentation of the material, you and your students will be 
completely anonymized.  
 
The study will form part of my PhD thesis in history, with a focus on 
history education. 
 
I have worked as a teacher in History and Swedish. As a researcher, I 
work for Karlstad University. 
 
If you are interested, please contact me, and I will tell you more.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Joakim Wendell 
Karlstad University 
joakim.wendell@kau.se 
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Information letter to students, with attached consent form 
 
Cause and consequence in history education - a research project 
 
For a few weeks this semester, research will be conducted in your his-
tory classroom. Here you get some information about what that 
means. 
 
About the research 
The project is about how teachers and students work with cause and 
consequence in history education. If you for instance are learning 
about the First World War, I as a researcher is interested in how you 
in the classroom discuss why there was a war, and what it led to. As a 
researcher, I will be present in the classroom and make notes about 
what happens. In order to better recall what is said, I will make audio 
recordings of the classes. Afterwards, I will write down parts of the 
recordings and use it as interesting examples of what you, your class-
mates, and your teacher have said. If you choose not to participate, I 
am not allowed to use anything you say in my report.  
 
Who is doing the research 
My name is Joakim Wendell. I have worked as a teacher of History 
and Swedish for fifteen years. Most of the time, I have worked in 
Stockholm. For this research project, I work for Karlstad University. 
 
You will be anonymous 
All participants in the research will be anonymous. It means that eve-
ryone will get made-up names in the report I will write. If your teach-
er's actual name is Kalle", I will perhaps call him "Erik" in the report. 
Your school will also be given a med-up name, and I will not disclose 
where in Sweden your school is located. All this is done to ensure that 
you as a participant will not be identified by anyone, so that you can 
speak your mind freely. 
 
Participating is voluntary 
It is completely voluntary to participate. Because of this, I as a re-
searcher need your written consent for participation. If you do not 
want to participate, you do not need to sign the consent form. If you 
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sign it, you can at any time, without needing to explain yourself, re-
voke your consent, should you change your mind. If you choose not to 
participate, everyone - including your teacher and the researcher - 
must respect your decision, without asking why you do not want to 
participate. Your legal guardian also needs to give their consent to 
your participation. They, too, can at any time and without explanation 
revoke their consent.   
 
If you want to know more 
If you want to know more, you can contact me or one of my supervi-
sors at Karlstad University. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Joakim Wendell 
Karlstad University 
joakim.wendell@kau.se 
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Consent form for students' participation in the research 
project "Cause and Consequence in history education" 
 
I have taken part of the written information about the research pro-
ject "Cause and consequence in history education", and hereby give 
my consent to participate. I am aware that I can revoke my consent at 
any time and without explanation. 
 
Signature: 
 
Clarification of signature: 
 
 
Guardian's consent for participation in the research project "Cause 
and Consequence in history education" 
 
I have taken part of the written information about the research pro-
ject "Cause and consequence in history education", and hereby give 
my consent for the person above to participate. I am aware that I can 
revoke my consent at any time and without explanation. 
 
Signature: 
 
Clarification of signature: 
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Appendix B: Survey about the influence of the researcher on ob-
served classes 
 
How much did the presence of the researcher affect the lessons? Mark 
below. 1 means very little influence, 5 means very high influence. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
Teacher 1's class  
18 responses, mean = 1,56 
 
Comments: 
4: When he listens you feel pressure to say the right things. 
2: Cool! 
1: He was hidden. 
2: You notice he's there, but it doesn't affect very much. 
1: Hardly notice it, but there's a new person here. 
 
Teacher 2's class 
21 responses, mean = 1,88 
 
Comments: 
3: It's been fun to have someone in class but also a little difficult  if 
you don't want to say anything while it's recorded. 
2: OK. It's unusual if you haven't had an extra teacher, but it's good. 
1: Nothing was affected, since lessons were as usual. The only thing 
that was noticeable was that another person was listening. 
 
Teacher 3's class  
18 responses, mean = 2,5 
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Comments: 
2: Keep up the good work! 
3: It was fun. 
 
Teacher A's class  
8 responses, mean = 1,38 
 
Comments: 
1: I didn't think about what we said being recorded. The researcher's 
presence hasn't affected me. 
1: We had normal lessons and you didn't affect in any way, sometimes 
you don't notice. 
1: Hasn't disturbed in any way. Everything was good and you didn't 
think about things being recorded. It was still fun to have an observer 
who can see how we think and work. It is good if teachers learn more 
about students. 
1: I wasn't here. When I was I didn't notice you in the classroom. 
2: I didn't notice much since you sat in the back. Only when you for 
example spoke with the class. 
3: I marked a 3 because sometimes I remember you and sometimes 
not. Your presence has been good because you helped when we write 
texts. 
1: The presence of the researcher didn't affect the lessons because he 
was silent and only sat down. 
1: He didn't affect much, just answered our questions. In addition, 
Joakim sat in the back and was seldom noticed. 
 
Teacher B's class 
14 responses, mean = 1,29 
 
Comments: 
1: I've seen you sit in the back, but I don't think it has affected the 
teaching or anyone in class. One just knows you're present.  
1: I've seen you sit there, but otherwise it didn't affect me much more. 
2: It hardly affected me at all. It didn't bother me. 
1: I wasn't bothered by Jocke sitting in a corner. 
1: I've seen you sitting here, but hardly noticed it so it didn't affect me 
positively or negatively. 
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1: Hardly noticed you being here, except seeing you sitting in the back. 
1: I saw that you sat in the back, but wasn't bothered by it and could 
act as normal during history class. 
1: I hardly noticed anything. First time it was a bit nervous because 
you recorded, but then it was habit and I didn't notice at all. 
1: I've only thought that he was present. 
1: I haven't thought about it. You easily forget there's another person. 
So it's gone well 
2: I didn't think about it and often forgot that you were here. 
1: I noticed you were in the classroom when I entered, but when class 
started I hardly thought about it. 
2: It affected a little since [teacher B] asked some questions which you 
helped answer. 
1: I didn't notice anything, only that you sat in the back. Didn't think it 
was something to talk about. 
1: I didn't even notice you were here. When I didn't think of it or saw 
you I didn't even know you were here.  
 
Teacher C's class  
10 responses, mean = 2,0 
 
Comments: 
1: I hardly noticed you were in the classroom. 
1: I din't notice. 
1: It didn't affect class at all. 
5: I think it became much better. [Teacher C] talked more and we got 
our first assignment. So it was very positive that you were here. 
1: Nothing for my part at least. I hope you find something good! 
1: It hasn't been any big difference. 
1: I didn't think much about you being here, it didn't bother me. But I 
think many of us were a bit more disciplined thanks to your presence. 
2: You've been here, but also not. 
2: I've hardly though about you being here. 
5: In a good way! It hasn't been bothersome to have you present, it 
has been interesting and good to show students that research is done 
on this subject. I got some help with an assignment and I'm grateful 
for that. 
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Teacher D's class  
10 responses, mean = 2,6 
 
Comments: 
3: This is the first time that I notice you being here. But you've done 
good, so I award you 3 points. 
3 Positive effect. You could provide extra information when the teach-
er asked, but it was also interesting to discuss with you after class. 
2: It didn't affect my class, but your presence gave us another source 
of knowledge. Thank you for that and good luck with your research. 
1: I haven't noticed the presence in any way, didn't affect me in any 
way. 
3: I've been away several lessons so I'm not sure how much the re-
searcher affected. But the times I've been here I haven't noticed much 
except that he commented positively upon something the teacher 
said, or the teacher asking for help.  
5: much effect, it was good 
3: I think it was good to have a researcher in class. 
2: Didn't think about you being here. Focused on the teacher and the 
book: 
3: No comment. 
1: I didn't think it affected, hardly noticed him sitting there. Didn't 
disturb the classes at all. 
 
Teacher E's class  
13 responses, mean = 4,7 
 
Comments: 
5: I think it was very fun that we had you as a guest. 
2: It was OK. I do not know any more. 
1: I think you supported us and helped us. It was very fun. Thank you 
for everything. 
3: It was fun to have you here. 
5: It was very fun, I talked to him. 
4: I think it was good that you were here. I have never met a research-
er. 
3: Thank you! 
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4: Thank you! 
5: It was very fun and nice that you were here. You can help and ex-
plained to us what you needed. Thank you! 
4: It was very good, you helped explain some stories. Thank you so 
much. 
5: It was very fun to have a researcher in class. 
1: [Teacher E] teaches like before (positively), I didn't notice a differ-
ence. I've seen you, but it didn't bother me, it's fun that you research 
our classes, I think. 
5: It was very fun to have you here. I'm glad you were here, so thank 
you. 
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Appendix C: Prompts used in Study 3 and 4 
 
The prompt texts have been translated from Swedish by the author. 
 
 
Prompt used in Study 3 
 
The Nazis seize power 
In the German elections of 1932, the Nazi party received almost 40 
percent of the votes. In 1933, Hitler became chancellor of Germany. 
Shortly thereafter, the Nazis abolished democracy and introduced dic-
tatorship in Germany. 
 
Reason about the causes of the Nazi seizure of power in Germany. 
 
The following points can help you get started: 
 

• The political and economical situation in Germany in the 1920s 
and 30s. 

• Hitler's characteristics and decisions. 
• ideas and values that existed in German society. 

 
Remember that: 

• you have to explain using historical examples 
• some causes can be connected because they are related to one 

another. 
• some causes can reinforce each other. 
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Prompt used in Study 4 
 
How important is a single person? 
In the box below, you see a person and an event. This task is to reason 
about how important the person was for the event. 
 
Person  Event 
Adolf Hitler The Nazis seized power in Germany in 1933. 
 
1. Below, you see two different interpretations of the person's im-
portance for the event: 
 
 a) The person was of great importance for the event. 
 b) The person was of little importance for the event. 
 
Find support for both interpretation a and b by citing historical ex-
amples. 
 
2. Compare both interpretations, and discuss their strengths and 
weaknesses when it comes to explaining the historical event. Use your 
historical examples when you reason. Use the concepts agent and 
structure when you discuss.  
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