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Prehistoric history in Swedish primary school education: pupils’
expression of empathy after visiting a cultural heritage site
Lena Almqvist Nielsen a,b
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ABSTRACT
This study explores the concept of historical empathy in the context of
field trips for young pupils to a prehistoric heritage site in Sweden. The
example discussed is a field trip to Vitlycke, a heritage and rock carving
site with an associated reconstructed Bronze Age farm, where pupils
had the opportunity to experience prehistory with all their senses. The
study is based on the idea that historical empathy is a process that
involves both cognitive and affective dimensions and that both
dimensions are important for progress. The pupils were interviewed
after the trip and their responses are related to the concepts of
perspective recognition and care. The study shows how the cognitive
and affective dimensions were interwoven in the pupils’ reasoning and
how the field trip contributed to an emotional and personal connection
necessary for the development of historical empathy. This engagement
led to a broadening and deepening of the pupils’ cognitive
understanding of Bronze Age life and living conditions, while the
cognitive understanding of the historical context contributed to a
framework in which they could use their imagination. The results also
show the importance of giving pupils time to follow up on their
experiences after visiting a heritage site.
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Introduction

In Sweden, it is compulsory to start reception class at the age of 6, followed by years 1–9. In years 1–
3, pupils are introduced to a wide range of subjects, with the core content of history closely linked to
civics, geography, and religion. The content of the history subject in the early years enables compari-
sons of the living conditions of children, women, and men over a long period of time, as the core
content deals with Nordic Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age, local history as well as the time con-
cepts – the past, present and future.

The teaching of prehistory1 in the first school years has a long history in Sweden. As early as in the
1889 curriculum (1889), content about prehistory is mentioned for the subject of history and has
been taught in primary school ever since. However, due to the large time gap, teaching and learning
about a prehistorical period can present challenges and children can find it difficult to relate to
(Endacott and Brooks 2013, 46; Hartsmar 2001, 22, 192). In history education research, the
concept of historical empathy is considered significant in the context of pupils’
contextualisation and understanding of people in the past. Historical empathy implies both a
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cognitive understanding and an affective approach to the period under study (Endacott and Brooks
2013, 41). Historical empathy is seen as a process (Barton and Levstik 2004, 223) that helps pupils
understand how people in different social and historical contexts acted in, and experienced their
world and environment in terms of thoughts, choices, feelings, decisions, and consequences (Enda-
cott and Brooks 2013, 41). It is also important to allow young pupils to develop their imagination
about past times, and as they grow older their factual knowledge of the past will contribute to
valid historical imagination that enables historical empathy (Cooper 2002, 79).

Because our knowledge of prehistory is based on archaeological science, the expertise of this pro-
fession can help pupils make connections between the past and the present (Henson 2017, 45), and
through practical insights into the lived experiences of prehistoric people, prehistory can be experi-
enced more concretely (López-Castilla, Terradillos-Bernal, and Alonso Alcalde 2019, 172). When class-
room teaching is supplemented with a visit to a historical place, pupils will be able more easily to
connect abstract historical knowledge with our own time (Efstathiou, Kyza, and Georgiou 2018,
24). Such teaching can thus enable disciplinary subject matter knowledge to be transformed into
knowledge that is teachable and relevant to pupils (Gericke et al. 2018, 429). If, when visiting
such a place, pupils have the opportunity to meet experts who can tell them about life during
the historical period under study, this can lead to the development of their historical empathy
(Barton and Levstik 2004, 228; Wright-Maley, Grenier, and Marcus 2013, 208), and pupils’ own
interpretations of the past can be stimulated and based on evidence (Cooper 2002, 79). The combi-
nation of artefacts, atmosphere, narratives, and reconstructions that a museum can offer, added to
the importance of geography related to historical places, can also be effective in developing histori-
cal empathy (Copeland 1993, 6; Marcus, Stoddard, and Woodward 2012, 7).

Taken together, these considerations form the basis of this study, which aims to explore historical
empathy in relation to young pupils’ visits to a heritage site, presented here in the form of the
Vitlycke Museum, a knowledge and experience centre on the west coast of Sweden that focuses
on the Bronze Age. Here, pupils encounter the Bronze Age through reconstructions and petroglyphs
in a place with clear authentic connections to that era.

Vitlycke Museum – a knowledge and experience centre in Tanum

The Vitlycke Museum is located in the World Heritage Site in Tanum. Here, school classes and the
public can visit and experience petroglyphs and a reconstructed Bronze Age farm. People have
lived and worked here since prehistoric times, but the site also has an educational historical signifi-
cance. There is a long history of active participation in both scientific and public contexts. In the Göte-
borgs Sjöfarts – och Handelstidning (1933), for example, it is mentioned that 220 pupils from the
School for Girls visited the petroglyphs as early as in May 1933.

The petroglyph area with its approximately 600 sites and tens of thousands of petroglyphs was
included in the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1994. The museum aims to stimulate interest in the
Bronze Age, the landscape, and the petroglyphs in, and collaboration takes place with the University
of Gothenburg, the Swedish Tourist Board, and the municipality of Tanum. The museum works
closely with the Foundation for Documentation of Bohus County Petroglyphs and is committed,
among other things, to depicting the rock art in a way that will preserve it for future generations.2

In connection with the museum, there is also the Swedish Rock Art Research Archives (SHFA), which
is associated with the University of Gothenburg and aims, among other things, to digitise images of
the rock carvings and make them available to researchers and the public.3

Aim of the study

During the spring term, many schools participate in the Museum’s educational programmes. This
study aims to contribute to the visibility of pupils’ learning associated with a field trip to a heritage
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site and to investigate how a heritage site such as Vitlycke can contribute to the development of
historical empathy in young pupils. The following research questions frame the study:

(1) How can a heritage site like Vitlycke contribute to the development of historical empathy in
pupils?

(2) What aspects of historical empathy are manifested in pupils’ speech and actions?

Literature review

The study in a history of education context

Teaching about Nordic prehistory has had a firm place in the history curriculum for young pupils in
Swedish schools since the earliest curricula.4 In the curriculum from 1900 (1900, 68), the stories about
this period and the simple living conditions that prevailed in both prehistorical times and the Middle
Ages were considered suitable for young pupils. The curricula, together with the contemporary
social climate, have influenced the content of textbooks, but the texts about prehistory still show
traces of early archaeological research and they are clearly anchored in a strong textbook tradition
(Almqvist Nielsen 2014).

The idea that teaching should strive to create an understanding of the historical period under
study and to judge the people who lived at that time according to their conditions is outlined in
several curricula (see 1955, 97; 1962, 252; 1969, 184; 1994, 27; 2022b, 180; 2011b, 172). In the com-
mentary on the curricula from 2011 and 2022, this understanding is referred to as historical empathy
(2011a, 6; 2022a, 7).

Teaching methods
The 1919 curriculum (1922, 108) states how the teacher should try to use various means to capture
the pupils’ attention and interest and make the lesson lively. An example of a lesson topic is Life in a
prehistoric village in Sweden (1922, 109).5 In the same curriculum, it is also suggested that some
lessons could be replaced by an excursion (1922, 16) and that the lessons should also enable the
pupils to use their different senses (1922, 74). School journeys was introduced in Sweden as early
as 1894 and at that time meant a trip with the aim of complementing classroom instruction
(Bager-Sjögren 1894; Rantatalo 2002, 78). Educational field trips are mentioned in several curricula
(1955, 15; 1962, 252; 1969, 184; 1980, 113) and the curriculum from 1955 also takes into account
that school journeys can be educational (1955, 15). In the latest curricula, field trips are no longer
mentioned in connection with lessons, but the extensive activities at places such as the Vitlycke
Museum and the Ekehagen Ancient Village6 show that they are still popular.

Empathy and the teaching of history

Emotional involvement in the past, according to Thomas A. Kohut (Kohut 2020, 97) can enhance our
historical knowledge and understanding. He believes that empathy is even necessary if we are to
understand people in the past, their drive, their view of themselves and the world in which they
lived (Kohut 2020, 2). Kohut, who is a historian, claims that empathy, besides being based on
sources, logic, and sound reasoning, also involves the imagination, insight, emotional intelligence,
and emotional resonance, and that it is these factors that contribute to the fascinating and creative
subject matter of history (Kohut 2020, 2).

Historical empathy, then, means that through thinking, feeling and using our imagination, we try
to encounter people in the past from their perspective in order to better understand them and their
experiences (Kohut 2020, 129). This can be done by using our imagination to grasp the subjective
position of another person and mentally trying to see the world from that person’s perspective,
taking in that person’s feelings (Kohut 2020, 47). The empathic perspective allows us to bring to
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life the ideas, hopes, fears, and experiences of these people without focusing on the outcome (Kohut
2020, 128). It helps us to develop both an affective and cognitive relationship with them in which we
try to understand their world as they saw and understood it (Kohut 2020, 4) and what was important
to them (Kohut 2020, 128).

In the teaching of history, empathy is considered an important tool for understanding people in
the past: by seeing them, their experiences and actions in their own context (Endacott and Brooks
2013, 41). Historical empathy can also be related to contemporary society. Keith Barton and Linda
Levstik believe that the concept can serve as a tool for participation in a democratic and pluralistic
society (Barton and Levstik 2004, 208, 242).

This study analyses the collected material in relation to Barton and Levstik’s definition of historical
empathy, which consists of two components: perspective recognition and care (Barton and Levstik
2004). They see perspective recognition as a cognitive, rational understanding of the feelings of
people in the past that helps us to understand those people (Barton and Levstik 2004, 228). They
have divided this understanding into the following aspects: a sense of otherness, shared normalcy,
historical contextualization, multiplicity of historical perspectives and contextualization of the present.
A sense of otherness means having a basic understanding that other people’s values, thoughts,
and intentions may be different from our own, and shared normalcy means understanding that
other people’s perspectives are as important to them as our own are to us (Barton and Levstik
2004, 210–213). Historical contextualization involves understanding and knowledge of the period
under study and why people acted as they did, thus explaining events in the past by using historical
perspectives rather than contemporary perspectives (Barton and Levstik 2004, 213–215). Multiplicity
of historical perspectives is seen as an understanding that people had a variety of different values
and beliefs even in historical times (Barton and Levstik 2004, 215–218) and with contextualization
of the present, pupils envision the insight that our perspectives reflect our cultural values (Barton
and Levstik 2004, 218–219).

In order to create an emotional attachment to the past, which means that the subject feels mean-
ingful, Barton and Levstik use the concept of care consisting of four aspects: caring about, caring that,
caring for and caring to (2004, 228–242). By caring about, they mean that if you care about what you
study, this contributes to higher motivation than not caring about the subject (Barton and Levstik
2004, 230). Caring that means that pupils who are interested in, and committed to the subject
they are studying also have the ability to stand up for people who are being treated unfairly
(Barton and Levstik 2004, 232–234). Caring for can be seen as a continuation of caring that in the
way that pupils are not only attentive to injustices but also want to go back in time to help bring
about change, even if they know that this is not possible (Barton and Levstik 2004, 234–237).
Finally, caring tomeans that pupils use their knowledge to act upon their own values and contribute
to changing aspects of their own society (Barton and Levstik 2004, 237–240). Barton and Levstik’s
concepts serve as point of departure in this study for how empathy can be perceived in young
pupils’ understanding of the past and become important tools in the analysis of the pupils’ interview
responses. Together with Kohut’s thoughts on empathy, these concepts provide a theoretical frame-
work to visualise how a heritage site can contribute to pupils’ historical empathy.

Most studies on historical empathy in history education focus on older students (for example Bar-
telds, Savenije, and van Boxtel 2020; Brooks 2008, 2011; De Leur, Van Boxtel, andWilschut 2017; Kohl-
meier 2006; Rantala, Manninen, and Van den Berg 2016). Studies focusing on younger pupils are few
(e.g. D’Adamo and Fallace 2011; Dulberg 2002; Efstathiou, Kyza, and Georgiou 2018; Jensen 2008),
and when it comes to historical empathy in the context of prehistory, studies are even fewer
(Efstathiou, Kyza, and Georgiou 2018). Of particular interest for this study are studies that look at his-
torical empathy in the context of field trips or museums, younger pupils, and early history, and how
the cognitive and affective aspects of historical empathy are understood and used in this context.

The cognitive and affective dimensions of learning in the context of history education have
already been highlighted in research (see Brooks 2011; Endacott and Brooks 2013; Savenije and
De Bruijn 2017; Trenter, Ludvigsson, and Stolare 2021). Savenije and De Bruijn (2017) focus
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specifically on students’ knowledge and experience related to museum visits, and their study shows
that for an inclusive approach, multiple perspectives need to be elucidated in an exhibition. Trenter,
Ludvigsson, and Stolare (2021) show how pupils’ interpretation of a heritage site is processed indi-
vidually and in peer discussions and how both cognitive and affective senses play a role in these
interpretations. A clear link between archaeology and historical empathy was also established. In
the context of teaching about our earliest history, Efstathiou, Kyza, and Georgiou (2018) show
that historical empathy in younger pupils increased after a visit to an excavation site and López-Cas-
tilla, Terradillos-Bernal, and Alonso Alcalde (2019) propose experimental archaeology as a method
for developing historical empathy in the context of teaching about prehistoric times. This study
builds on previous research showing the link between cultural heritage and archaeology in the
context of teaching on one hand and the concept of historical empathy on the other, and it contrib-
utes to broadening the understanding of the empathy process of younger pupils in this context.

Methodology

The study was conducted in May and June 2021 with three classes from two schools. During a field
trip to the Vitlycke Museum, 38 pupils aged 8–10 participated in one of the museum’s school pro-
grammes. The programme included a guided tour of the petroglyphs on the Vitlycke panel and
the reconstructed Bronze Age farm, as well as active participation in hands-on workshops where
pupils explored different aspects of prehistoric life. Two Year 3 classes from School A and a mixed
Year 2–3 class from School B participated. The visits took place at the end of the school year,
after the pupils had read and worked on the Nordic Stone Age and the Bronze Age. The field trip
before the summer holidays was intended to contribute to a deeper understanding of the Bronze
Age. The empirical material of the study consists of:

. Observations during the visits to the heritage site

. The pupils’ drawings before the visit and their drawings in connection with the interviews

. Interviews with 38 pupils at two different schools (14 interviews)

. Interviews with 3 teachers (two interviews)

. Interviews with 3 museum staff members (three interviews)

In this article, the interviews with the teachers provided information about how the lessons went
before the visits and how the visits were seen in relation to the lessons. The museum staff contrib-
uted information about the structure and their thoughts about the lessons at the Vitlycke Museum.
The observations formed the basis for the interviews with the pupils and it is their responses that are
covered in this article.

Ethical review

An ethical review of the study was conducted in February 2021 in accordance with current regu-
lations. Participating teachers informed pupils about the study. Information and consent forms
were distributed to guardians for signature and collected for signature by guardians before the inter-
views were conducted.

Design of the study

When the study was conducted, lessons had already taken place for several weeks, based on the tea-
chers’ own plans. The teaching methods consisted of reading assignments, writing exercises,
drawing and painting, educational films of both a fictional and factual nature, and various practical
tasks. The study has an exploratory approach starting with exploration of the pupils’ understanding
of prehistory in the context of visiting a heritage site as part of a school programme anchored in
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archaeological knowledge. The study’s design consists of three parts: before the field trip, during the
field trip, and after the field trip.

Before the field trip
A few weeks before the field trip, the schools were visited and discussions with the pupils provided
insight into their prior knowledge. The pupils were given the task of drawing a picture about the
Bronze Age based on what they had learned at school. The task is inspired by the ‘Sketch to
stretch’ method, which aims to help pupils communicate using drawings to encourage reflection
without the constraints of language (Pappas, Kiefer, and Levstik 2006, 331–332).

During the field trip
In the morning there were guided tours of the petroglyphs on the Vitlycke panel, which contain
more than 500 different images dating from 1700 BCE to 300 BCE, and the Bronze Age farm,
which consists of two reconstructed longhouses from the Early and Late Bronze Age. The pupils
gained insight into the life and daily routines of Bronze Age people and, with the help of the
museum staff’s expertise, were able to try to interpret the petroglyphs themselves. The tour also
served as an introduction to the afternoon activities.

After lunch, teachers divided the pupils into three groups for the afternoon workshops, led by the
museum staff. Pupils had the opportunity to try their hand at cooking, tin casting or participating in a
religious offering ceremony. The activities were exploratory in nature, allowing the pupils to experi-
ence a situation similar to what prehistoric people probably experienced. After the activities, every-
one gathered to taste the food and participate in a joint sacrificial ceremony prepared by the two
groups.

Observations. Observations were conducted by the author and another observer to gain insight
into the pupils’ experiences during the visit. During the observations, attention was paid to the
pupils’ engagement, questions, and responses, as well as their participation in the different work-
shops. Handwritten notes were taken, and the experiences were then analysed together to gain
an understanding of the pupils’ experiences, with the aim of being able to ask the clearest possible
questions during the subsequent interviews. Observations were participatory to some extent, i.e. if
adult help was needed during a workshop, the observers were helpful.

Interviews after the field trip
A few days after the visit, when the pupils were back at their schools, they were interviewed in
groups of 2–3. The groups had been put together by the teachers to create good conditions for
pupil participation. The pupils shared experiences from the same workshop and their common
experiences helped them to remember and add to each other’s stories (see Trenter, Ludvigsson,
and Stolare 2021). The semi-structured interviews were conducted in smaller rooms where the
pupils felt comfortable. The interviews lasted between 30 and 55 min, depending on the number
of pupils and their willingness to talk.

Inspired by the ‘Sketch to stretch’ method mentioned earlier, during the interviews pupils were
asked to draw pictures of something new they had learned at Vitlycke (Pappas, Kiefer, and Levstik
2006). Above all, the drawing task contributed to a relaxed atmosphere during the interviews.

Analysis
The material in the form of interviews with pupils, teachers, and museum staff was recorded and the
interviews with the pupils were transcribed verbatim, apart from occasions when pupils talked about
things unrelated to the study. These occasions were labelled as ‘conversations about other things’ to
protect the privacy of the pupils. Only the interviewmaterial with pupils is used for the reporting and
analysis of results. Pupil responses were coded by school, interview group, pupil in group, and
gender. That the pupils were coded by gender was due to an open approach to what could be
uncovered in the study.
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The approach to analysis is hermeneutic. According to Ödman (2016) hermeneutic work is closely
related to the interpreter’s pre-understanding and the interpretation process consists of different
phases. The phases of this study can be described as follows: (1) The interviews were transcribed ver-
batim and imported to NVivo (2) The interviews were read through several times, after which pat-
terns emerged that led to a classification of the pupils’ narratives into the following categories:
significance of the visit to the context and understanding of different perspectives, comparisons
between then and now and thoughts about the future, significance of the workshop, gender,
thoughts about feelings in the past and also feelings related to the visit. The categories were
coded in NVivo and most of the references were related to the ‘significance of the visit to the
context and understanding of different perspectives’, as well as ‘comparisons between then and
now and thoughts about the future’. If a response contained references to more than one category,
it was coded under all relevant categories. For example, when pupils talked about cooking, the con-
versations could revolve around comparisons between then and now and who cooked the food in
the family. In this way, such discussions were coded both as gender and as a comparison between
then and now (3) The reading then proceeded to alternate the transcribed interviews based on the
above themes and the theoretical framework of the study (4) The pupils’ responses were then ana-
lysed and interpreted using Kohut’s notion of empathy as an overarching input and Barton and Lev-
stik’s more concrete aspects of perspective recognition and care. (5) The responses were then
structured using the components of perspective recognition and care and are presented in a coher-
ent text in which the quotes presented were interpreted as examples of these aspects.

The approach, which was inspired by Ödman’s conception of hermeneutics, is to demonstrate
transparency in thinking, understanding, and interpreting, and the material is also available for
inspection. Principles for the interpretations were: an open approach to the material, that the
interpretations should be seen as reasonable, and that the result can thereby contribute to the
understanding of the concept of historical empathy (Ödman 2016, 237–242).

Findings

The pupils’ experiences at Vitlycke form the basis for the interview questions that were asked. The
results, in the form of their answers, are presented under the headings ‘The field trip in relation
to pupils’ cognitive understanding’ and ‘The field trip in relation to pupils’ emotional involvement’.
Minor corrections have been made to the pupils’ responses for clarity and, where necessary, expla-
nations of purpose are given in brackets in the quotations.

The field trip gave the pupils an opportunity to experience the historical site and place them-
selves in the historical setting of an 8,000-year-old cultural landscape to help them contextualise
their prior knowledge. It was evident from the conversations that their experience had been part
of a field trip as the packed lunch, the bus journey, and which relatives had previously made the
same trip to Vitlycke were mentioned.

The field trip in relation to pupils’ cognitive understanding

Several of the pupils felt that it became easier to understand what the environment, homes, and life
of Bronze Age people were like when they could see and experience the site for themselves. In the
interviews, it was found that pupils’ knowledge of the historical context was deepened with help of
the museum staff’s explanations and when they had the opportunity to use all their senses. For
several pupils, for example, the explanations about the water level and the location of the rock car-
vings near the water contributed to their understanding of the landscape at the time. By listening to
these explanations while imagining themselves standing on the shore of a bay, the explanations
became concrete and could be visualised. In connection with the lessons at school, all the pupils
had seen Arkeologens dotter (The Archaeologist’s Daughter), a film produced for educational purposes
by Swedish Educational Broadcasting Company in cooperation with The Swedish History Museum.
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One of the episodes was about the Bronze Age and was filmed at Vitlycke, which several pupils had
noticed. In the following quote, the pupils address the difference they experienced between watch-
ing a film and experiencing it themselves.

Interviewer: Do you think it was easier to understand what it was like at that time when you were there?
Signe: Yes.
Hamid: Yes.
Interviewer: What made it easier to understand?
Signe: Well, you experienced it yourself.
Hamid: You could see the petroglyphs better. With the Archaeologist’s Daughter, you could not see them

so well because they were walking there (in front of them) and you could not see them well.
Interviewer: That was something you could not see so clearly in the film?
Signe: Mmm…
Interviewer: And you experienced it, you said?
Signe: Yes, you felt what is was like… like if you look at something (alludes to the film), they are the

ones who feel what it’s like, but then… it’s not so easy to really understand what it was like
… you understand it, but not so much…when you become part of it yourself, you like under-
stand how it is.

The pupils’ understanding of the historical context also enabled comparisons with our own times,
and several pupils felt that technology had helped to make life easier, which they appreciated.
However, they were also critical of children sitting around using phones. Some pupils felt that life
was more fun for children in the Bronze Age because they could probably play more than they them-
selves usually do. But there were also answers to the contrary. When asked what it would be like to
live in the Bronze Age, one of the pupils replied ‘Boring, I think, but they thought it was normal for
them because they did not know that electricity was coming’. Some pupils emphasised that different
aspects of being human are the same in many ways, whether you lived in the Bronze Age or in our
modern times. Understanding that other people’s perspectives, thoughts, and values may be differ-
ent from our own is what Barton and Levstik call a sense of otherness, and by shared normality they
mean understanding that these values are as important to them as our own are to us (Barton and
Levstik 2004, 210–213). Some of the pupils clearly showed that they understood that people then
and now are used to different things and that what people were used to in prehistoric times was
normal for them.

According to Barton and Levstik (2004, 213–215), historical contextualization means insight into
the historical context and its significance for people’s decisions, actions, and experiences. Based on
their knowledge of the Bronze Age, the pupils tried to understand what life was like for people in this
period and how they might have thought or felt. During the visit, the morning was dedicated to the
rock carvings. The guides discussed interpretations with the pupils and let them express their own
thoughts about the carvings. Some pupils saw the images as a way for Bronze Age people to show
other people and future generations how they lived. The pupils reflected and made comparisons and
one of them expressed the difficulty of understanding how people thought and felt at that time:

…we have not tried their life, how it felt for them, maybe it hurt a little bit when they walked on the roads
without shoes. They did not have so many clothes. They had almost no free time to do other things.

Pupils showed an understanding that the times we live in affect the knowledge we have, that our
worlds are different and so are the conditions, challenges, and opportunities we face. As one of
the pupils put it: ‘Well…we do not know as much as they did back then. We cannot… it would
have been the same if they had moved here, it would have been difficult for them and difficult
for us’. The pupil in the following quotation shows that life in the Bronze Age required different
skills than we have.

Omar: Now if you look at each person, each person has a profession and knows something, for the others it
was almost like they had a lot of things, almost five things… professions that they had to do. Instead of
five people, they had one person who knew five things. We have five people who know five different
things.
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The pupils in the study do not talk about how our own perspectives are a result of the context in
which we live, which Barton and Levstik (2004, 218–221) refer to as contextualization of the
present. On the other hand, they pointed out that people’s conditions were different in the
Bronze Age, which may be related to the ability to see and understand multiplicity of historical per-
spectives (Barton and Levstik 2004, 215–218). One pupil pointed out that people’s circumstances
were different then in the same way as today. I see the recognition that people’s circumstances
can differ from each other as an important part of the understanding that opinions and values
can differ. Barton and Levstik (2004, 215–216) believe that in order to participate in discussions in
society it is important to understand that individuals and groups of people have different values
and points of view and that conflicts can arise from this. In the following quote another pupil
makes the connection between bronze and wealth and that bronze was a mark of status.

Interviewer: What do you think it was like to live in the Bronze Age?
Alva: I think it was hard!
Interviewer: Why is that?
Alva: You got holes in your teeth.
Nils: Yes, but that… they pulled them out!
Alva: There were no dentists!
Nils: Yes, but they pulled them out anyway. They pulled them out, so to speak! They had pliers and

they pulled them out!
Alva: They didn’t brush their teeth.
Nils: But that’s nice!!! It’s tedious!
Alva: Yes, it’s still tedious, but it’s tough to get a hole.
Nils: Yes, but then you can pull the tooth out!
Alva: So, you mean you do not want to have any teeth left?
Nils: Yeah, but…
Interviewer: Was it tough then?
Nils: You got fake teeth.
Interviewer: Did you get them in the Bronze Age?
Alva: What the heck!?
Nils: But if you were rich, you had bronze teeth.
Interviewer: Do you think so?
Nils: Yes.

The field trip in relation to pupils’ emotional involvement

When pupils had the opportunity to see, feel, and absorb the place with their own eyes, a personal
connection was made that triggered emotions, which was reflected in the pupils’ responses. Barton
and Levstik believe that when pupils care about what they are studying, it has a positive impact on
learning. Emotional involvement can lead to a desire to travel back in time (Barton and Levstik 2004,
234–235). In the study, several pupils’ responses showed they enjoyed the field trip. One of the pupils
thought it was ‘cool’ when they entered the longhouse and that he almost felt transported to the
Bronze Age. The experience also helped to kick-start the pupils’ imaginations and empathy. In the
following quote, one pupil expresses her joy at being in a place with historical roots and she tries
to put herself in the historical context what her life would have been like at that time.

Interviewer: What was it like to be in a place where you knew people were three thousand years ago?
Aya: I had the feeling of being happy.
Interviewer: Why were you happy?
Aya: I felt like I was standing on the ground that Stone Age or Bronze Age people were standing on.
Interviewer: Why was that so special? Did you think about anything in particular when you were there?
Aya: I was thinking about whether I would survive if I were in the Bronze Age.

In addition to being on location, the film the pupils saw at school and the workshops they partici-
pated in contributed to personal connections and feelings for several of them. They all got to
taste the food prepared according to Bronze Age methods and experienced what a sacrificial
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ceremony might have looked like. The pupils made comparisons between the food of that time and
the food of today and commented on the taste and the way it was prepared.

The film The Archaeologist’s Daughter had a clear impact on some of the pupils and an emotional
connection was made to both the film and the location. For one of the pupils, the filming location
was significant and the historical aspect took a back seat. For other pupils, visiting the site and seeing
the film complemented each other and helped them to understand the situation better. During the
workshop where the pupils performed a sacrificial ceremony, play and role play were mixed with
actual knowledge about the Bronze Age and the pupils became shamans in their imagination.
They also made an instrument consisting of a wooden plate with a string attached to one end
which, when swung in certain movements, produces a certain sound associated with the Bronze
Age. The pupils prepared a sacrificial ceremony at a small lake to which they invited their fellow class-
mates. One of the pupils was assigned the role of drummer and went to get his classmates while the
other pupils in the group waited at the dock of the lake. Two of the pupils pointed out that the
sacrifices in the film had occurred at the same place:

Interviewer: Yes, was it cool to be in the same place?
Arvid: Yes!
Freya: Yeah…me and Aisha said it felt like we were in the film because… they came and they went

there and then you saw how they… and then when Vidar came and beat the drum, it
sounded like that sound too (referring to the film) and it was also in the same place…

Interviewer: What was the feeling when you heard the drum and when they approached in the forest?
Arvid: Scary.
Interviewer: Why was it scary?
Arvid: The drum sounded really scary, and it is scary when so many people are coming towards you,

and you are just standing on the dock.
Interviewer: How did you (Freya) feel when they came, when you heard the sounds up there in the forest?
Freya: It felt like being in the Bronze Age because there was music like that then.

Both the cooking and the tin casting groups were more methodical in their tasks than the sacrificial
ceremony group whose imagination and play were stimulated in a way that did not happen in the
other two groups. The sound and the dramatisation created a special feeling in the pupils, and in the
conversations afterwards some of them had difficulty separating play from reality:

Loke: It is very easy to become a shaman. You just have to go to a sacred place.
Ara: You just have to speak a special ritual. You have to speak a ritual; it’s not just about pointing.

When they made comparisons between themselves and the children of the Bronze Age about what
they found difficult, these comparisons could become personal. One pupil talked about feeling
stressed when it was time to sleep, and he thought it likely that a child in the Bronze Age also
felt stress, possibly related to the fact that his parents might be at war. Another pupil thought
about the difficulties people had in the Bronze Age and when asked what might be difficult
today, he replied that it might be difficult to make friends. Another comparison referred to what
was dangerous then and what is dangerous now. To this, one pupil replied that people in the
Bronze Age might have learned which plants were dangerous and poisonous, but today we learn
about Stopp! Min kropp! and when to tell an adult.7 In the context of what we will leave behind
for the future, some of the pupils brought up today’s environmental problems and mentioned
exhaust fumes and plastics that do not decompose. They thought about the problem but did not
propose solutions. The following quote shows such an example.

Interviewer: What do you think we will leave behind for the future?
Aya: Social media! If the apps stay.
Interviewer: Do you think they will?
Aya: I am not sure. There are many who say that Facebook and such will disappear. And TIKTOK.

Boring, actually.
Interviewer: What do you think (Arvid)?
Arvid: Plastic.
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Interviewer: Plastic. What do you think about it?
Arvid: There is so much in the sea.
Interviewer: Yes, and you think it will stay that way? What do you think people will think about us in the

future?
Valentina: But God, what messy people! They really trashed the place!

Analysis and discussion

Interpretations of the empirical material are based on the idea that historical empathy contains both
cognitive and affective dimensions. In this study, this was evident in the pupils’ reflections and
musings during in the interviews, but difficulties were encountered in separating these parts
when pupils switched between cognitive and affective dimensions in the interviews. Sarah Brooks
(Brooks 2011) has previously described the complex interaction between these components of his-
torical empathy, and Barton and Levstik (2004, 242) believe that both approaches are important in
making the subject of history exciting and challenging. In this study, the field trip becomes a way to
facilitate the pupils’ contact with the historical culture of prehistory, while at the same time it can
help to make the subject interesting and lively. To clarify the differences between pupils’ intellectual
and cognitive understanding as opposed to their emotional and affective approach, the results were
related to Barton and Levstik’s model of how these can be separated and understood. The analysis
was inspired by the two components, perspective recognition and care, and the aspects that make
up these components, but the material is also related to Thomas A. Kohut’s notion of historical
empathy.

When speaking of historical empathy in the context of prehistory, it is important to remember
that the concept is primarily seen in relation to groups of people rather than individuals (Castilla,
Bernal, and Alcalde 2017, 172) since the lack of written sources from this period makes it difficult
to study individual events or sequences of events. In this study, the focus was on Bronze Age
people as a group, but the interviews also specifically addressed children, women and men, and
the pupils tried to look at life from the perspective of these people. According to Kohut, empathy
enables a cognitive and affective connection with people we do not know when we put ourselves
in their shoes (Kohut 2020, 121), but at the same time there must be an awareness of the differences
between them and us (Kohut 2012, 17–18, 2020, 121).

During the interviews, questions were asked that involved comparisons between then and now,
based on things the pupils could relate to. The pupils tried to put themselves in an environment
typical of the Bronze Age, as they had learned about it in class and during their trip to the Vitlycke
Museum. Questions, where the pupils refer to themselves in the first person, can encourage reflec-
tion and the ability to draw conclusions. However, this type of questions has also been criticised
because pupils’ answers are not always based on careful examination of the facts, which historical
empathy requires (Brooks 2008, 144), and there is a risk that answers may contain more moral
values and show more presentism than when pupils answer in the third person (De Leur, Van
Boxtel, and Wilschut 2017, 347). Brooks (2008, 145) also claims that first-person responses often
lack what Barton and Levstik call a sense of otherness, that is, a basic understanding that other
people’s values and thoughts may differ from our own.

The aim of this study is to investigate how visiting a heritage site such as Vitlycke can contribute
to the development of historical empathy in young pupils and what their interview responses
revealed. What was shown most clearly in the results were links between the pupils’ responses
and four of these aspects: a sense of otherness, shared normalcy, historical contextualization, and
care about.

The long period of time separating us from Bronze Age people probably contributes to the pupils’
clear recognition of the differences between us and them (a sense of otherness), in contrast to what
Brooks (2008, 145) saw in her study. Several of the pupils recognise how the perspectives and values
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of the Bronze Age people made sense to them even though they were different from ours (shared
normalcy), but they also show an understanding of the commonalities between us and them. The
location, the workshops, and the expertise of the museum staff complemented history lessons
and contributed to their knowledge of the historical context and the impact on people living at
that time (historical contextualization). The pupils also understood that people’s living conditions
were different even in the Bronze Age.

However, even though if it is not explicitly expressed in the pupils’ reasoning, the insight into the
differences between people within the same period can be seen as a basic understanding of people’s
different perspectives and how values are coloured by the group we belong to (multiplicity of his-
torical perspectives and contextualization of the present). The emotional attachment of the pupils to
the place was clearly visible and, in several cases, can be linked to the aspect caring about which
Barton and Levstik see as a fundamental contribution to the motivation of the pupils. Endacott
and Brooks also consider this emotional connection to be extremely important and believe that his-
torical empathy requires pupils to find emotional connections between the experiences of the his-
torical figures they study and their own personal experiences (Endacott and Brooks 2013, 46).

Barton and Levstik (2004, 229) believe that the two components of historical empathy can be
difficult to separate. The results of the study show that both affective and cognitive expressions
are mixed in the pupils’ responses and that the emotions evoked in the context of the field trip
invite cognitive reflection. The workshops in which the pupils participated took the form of both
practical and imaginary reconstructions of different aspects of Bronze Age people’s lives (López-Cas-
tilla, Terradillos-Bernal, and Alonso Alcalde 2019, 172). With their knowledge, the museum staff could
contribute to the pupils’ cognitive understanding of the Bronze Age, which increased their knowl-
edge of the historical context and could be used when they tried to imagine life in the historical
period. The pupils tried to place themselves in the lives of Bronze Age people to understand their
perspective and how these people might have thought or felt in different situations, and to make
comparisons with their own lives. As pupils compared different aspects of the Bronze Age to their
own time, this opened an empathetic approach where imagination, empathy and personal connec-
tions played an important role. Visiting Vitlycke complemented the film the pupils had seen in class
and added to their cognitive understanding, and when they learned that the film had been shot on
location, this also generated an emotional connection.

Kohut believes that imagination is an important part of understanding history. Good knowledge
of the historical context sets the stage for enriching our understanding through our imagination and
thus bringing the past to life within us when we place ourselves in that context (Kohut 2020, 84).
Imagination is an important factor because it helps us see the world as experienced by people
who lived at a particular time (Kohut 2020, 130). However, when we use imagination in the
context of studies of the past, we still need to be aware that people then are different from us
(Kohut 2020, 45).

When comparing with our time as well as thinking about the future, pupils highlighted the devel-
opment of technology, but they also responded to how the environment has deteriorated since the
Bronze Age. However, their engagement or reflection ends there and no examples from the study
show that they want to become involved in bringing about change to our society today (caring to).
However, an understanding of the problems in society can be the basis for future engagement. The
study leans towards the idea that historical empathy is a process (Barton and Levstik 2004, 223; Enda-
cott and Brooks 2013, 41) and that the pupils in the study are at the beginning of this process. Their
reflections are spontaneous and firmly rooted in the experience of the field trip. Their reflections do
not go into depth, but they show that they can relate to the historical context, and when they
compare it to the present, they begin with their perspective and the knowledge they bring with
them. They refer to topics that are significant today, such as the environment, but also shed light
on more private aspects that shape our time, such as stress and the protection of one’s own body.

In her study, Brooks (2008, 133) assumed that the most effective way to make historical empathy
visible is through writing. In this study, pupils’ responses were collected orally, which can be time-
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consuming for a teacher, but given the age of the pupils, an oral process can allow for reflections
without the limitations of writing skills.

Conclusion

The visit contributed to both the pupils’ intellectual understanding and their empathic process. The
cognitive and affective dimensions were interwoven in their reasoning and a clear approach to
engagement was the emotional and personal connection which is necessary for the development
of historical empathy, and which was facilitated through the field trip. This engagement led to a
broadening and deepening of the pupils’ cognitive understanding of the lives and living conditions
of Bronze Age people while the cognitive and intellectual understanding helped to develop the
pupils’ imagination, since the understanding of the historical context contributed to a framework
for their experiences and ideas about the Bronze Age.

Visiting a heritage site like Vitlycke in conjunction with teaching about the prehistoric world
allows archaeological knowledge to be transformed into tangible, relevant, interesting content for
the pupils. Not only did they gain a deeper understanding of the period being studied, but the prac-
tical elements also included personal insight into the lives of people in the past. The pupils’ feelings
and ability to empathise and imagine, combined with the cognitive understanding for which the
lessons and field trip laid the foundation, enabled historical empathy. The pupils’ age influences
what questions can be asked, and their answers are also influenced by their experience of reflection
on school-related tasks. However, the pupils are at the beginning of a process that requires teaching
in which these two aspects have a place if there is to be progress. Their answers also show that pupils
have a good chance of progressing if they are given time to reflect and follow up on the experience
in class after visiting a heritage site.

Notes

1. Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age are examined in a Nordic context (10,000 BCE – 1100 CE), with the period for
the Bronze Age consisting of the years between 1700 BCE and 500 BCE.

2. https://www.vitlyckemuseum.se/en/about-vitlycke-museum/foundation-for-the-documentation/.
3. https://www.vitlyckemuseum.se/en/about-vitlycke-museum/shfa/.
4. See: Normalplan för undervisningen 1878 (1878) Normalplan för undervisningen 1889 (1889), Normalplan för

undervisningen 1900 (1900) and Undervisningsplan för rikets folkskolor 1919 (1922).
5. The fact that a lesson topic is called A prehistoric village in Sweden, even though Sweden as a nation did not yet

exist, can be seen as a way of linking the origins of the Swedes to the Stone Age and corresponds to the nation-
alist ethos that prevailed in the early twentieth century (Almqvist Nielsen 2014, 33–35).

6. https://www.falkoping.se/ekehagens-forntidsby/english.
7. Stopp! Min Kropp! (Stop! My body!) is published by Save the Children (an organisation based on the UN Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child). The text gives adults advice on how to talk to children about the body,
boundaries, and sexual abuse. https://www.raddabarnen.se/rad-och-kunskap/foralder/stopp-min-kropp/.
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