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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

“It is not the answer that enlightens, but the question.” 
Eugene Ionesco (French dramatist, 1909-1994) 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Aim and scope of this thesis 

In history education there are several methods to motivate students for a specific 
historical topic. History teachers can introduce a new topic with an exciting anec-
dote, an appealing picture or a controversial statement or problem. Lesson starters or 
introductions like this can be used to arouse students’ curiosity, activate prior 
knowledge and engagement while working on classroom activities. Students can be 
stimulated to indicate what they think is interesting or striking and what type of 
question(s) they have. 

Student questions can be used to connect to learning content and learning tasks. 
Much learning content in history textbooks in secondary education is explicitly or 
implicitly structured around questions, divided into main and subordinate questions. 
However, questions that students ask themselves can also give direction to learning 
activities. Students can learn to work on their own questions. When learning about 
the past by questioning, learning activities can be more meaningful if they are based 
on questions asked by students themselves. The underlying rationale of this ap-
proach is that students are more interested in their own questions than in questions 
formulated by teachers, textbooks and historians. Seixas (1993) supports this view 
and states that questions asked by the professional community are less relevant for 
students. Students can be regarded as novices in a domain and they ask questions, 
based on their own experiences and challenges within that domain, which are differ-
ent to questions posed by experts. Barton and Levstik (2004) support the idea that 
students should investigate the past guided by their own questions. Research in other 
domains suggests that own questions may support deeper learning activities (Ped-
rosa de Jesus et al., 2006). 
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Van Drie and Van Boxtel (2008) define deep learning in history as historical reason-
ing. Besides learning facts about historical periods, developments and events, stu-
dents should get acquainted with using these facts in historical reasoning. Historical 
reasoning relates to describing, comparing or explaining historical phenomena by 
asking historical questions, using sources, contextualization, argumentation and us-
ing substantive and meta-concepts of history. In Van Drie and Van Boxtel’s view, 
asking a historical question is one of the driving components of historical reasoning. 
A historical question can generate other components of historical reasoning and can 
be embedded in (or be the result of) historical reasoning. Thus, also in this light, a 
historical question formulated by a student can be considered a valuable learning 
activity when learning history. 

Despite the fact that several scholars acknowledge the importance of asking 
questions for learning history, not much is known about the questions students ask in 
the domain of history. Furthermore, research in other domains reveals that students 
in secondary education hardly ask any (spontaneous) questions (Dillon, 1988; Van 
der Meij, 1994; Graesser & Person, 1994), and that the questions students do ask 
generally do not reflect deep thinking, being mainly procedural. On the other hand, 
research shows that students can ask thought-provoking questions (Scardamalia & 
Bereiter, 1992) and that seemingly superficial questions do not always infer a super-
ficial processing of content. Research also shows that the instruction to formulate 
questions can support text understanding and increase student engagement 
(Rosenshine, Meister & Chapman, 1996). 

Besides contributing to theories on history learning and teaching, this disserta-
tion aims to contribute to the questioning research literature by investigating do-
main-specific aspects of questioning and the role of affective processes such as in-
terest and emotions. We study which questions students ask and the underlying pro-
cess that precedes a question. We try to explain why and when certain types of ques-
tions are asked. 

From a practical perspective, student questioning can be used by teachers to 
make history lessons more meaningful. In order to develop students’ ability to ask 
historical questions and to use student questioning as a meaningful learning activity 
in the history classroom, we need to gain more insight into how students can be 
stimulated to ask certain questions. Knowledge of how student questions are trig-
gered and formulated can guide the development of lessons and learning activities to 
increase students’ question asking ability. 

1.2 Research questions 

This dissertation focuses on the significance of student questioning for learning his-
tory. We see student questioning as a learning activity. Research on questioning 
mainly focuses on the effect of questioning on other variables (e.g., text understand-
ing, learning content). This dissertation regards student questions as a dependent 
variable. This is because many processes and functionalities can be associated with 
questions. We want to investigate what (internal and external) factors trigger student 
questions, the type and number of questions formulated, how questions are formu-
lated and what cognitive and affective processes underlie the formulation of ques-
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tions. To connect to existing literature on student questioning we chose to study stu-
dent questioning while and after reading a text (Rosenshine et al., 1996). In our stud-
ies we work with texts that introduce a historical topic. 
 
The questions we address are; 
1) How can we define the ability to ask historical questions? 
2) What is the effect of the type of introductory text on students’ situational inter-

est and the type and number of questions students generate? 
3) What type of questions do students ask spontaneously while reading a historical 

introductory text and in what kind of thinking processes do questions originate? 
4) What type of questions do students ask after reading a historical introductory 

text and to what extent are these questions embedded in historical reasoning? 
5) Which questions do students consider important and interesting?  

1.3 Structure of this dissertation 

Chapter 2 provides a theoretical framework that discusses the conceptualization of 
questioning in history learning and the research on questioning in other domains. It 
describes questioning as one of the components of historical reasoning and how im-
portant aspects such as prior knowledge and affect shape questioning processes. This 
chapter provides a preliminary definition of students’ ability to ask historical ques-
tions. This definition guides the empirical part of this dissertation. 

Chapter 3 presents the first empirical study that investigated the questions stu-
dents ask after reading historical introductory texts. The effects of different types of 
introductory text were investigated. We categorized different types of (historical) 
questions students asked after reading the texts. We investigated the following ques-
tions: what type of questions do students generate after reading an introductory text 
on a historical topic? and: what is the effect of the type of introductory text on situa-
tional interest, sources of interest and the type and number of questions generated? 

Chapter 4 reports on the second empirical study that aimed at deeper understand-
ing of processes that underlie student questions. This study builds on the findings of 
the first study. In this study we experienced that classifying and evaluating questions 
can be problematic without knowing the underlying processes that characterize 
questions students ask. A process study was performed in which students were asked 
to underline text segments while reading a historical introductory text. When a stu-
dent underlined a text segment they were asked to verbalize their thoughts and ideas. 
This chapter describes the historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect that stu-
dents experienced while reading a historical introductory text. Secondly, it describes 
spontaneous questions that students asked and how these questions were embedded 
in historical reasoning, activation of prior knowledge and affective responses. 

In Chapter 5 we discuss the same process study and investigate questions stu-
dents asked after reading the text and underlining text segments. After reading the 
text students were instructed to formulate questions thinking-aloud. After that they 
were asked to choose their most important and most interesting question. We discuss 
the curriculum and student perspective on questioning and the processes that charac-
terize questions embedded in historical reasoning. Some parts in Chapters 4 and 5 
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overlap because these chapters are submitted as journal articles and have comparable 
instruments and methods. 

Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the main outcomes of the studies. We discuss the 
findings and the implications for theory on historical questioning and reasoning by 
students. We also discuss some limitations of our work and future directions for re-
search. We finish this chapter with some practical implications for teachers based on 
insights of our own work and educational literature on questioning. 



    

 

 

Chapter 2 

STUDENT QUESTIONING IN HISTORY LEARN-

ING AND EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH: A CON-

CEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

In general, asking questions is highly valued. In philosophy, literature, media and 
education ‘good’, ‘critical’, ‘original’ or ‘thought-provoking’ questions are highly 
esteemed. This chapter focuses on questions students ask in history education. We 
argue that the activity of question finding and asking is a meaningful learning activi-
ty. Furthermore, we think student questions can function as a facilitator of learning 
and teaching history. This chapter provides a theoretical introduction to three empir-
ical studies reported in this dissertation. We discuss how the process and function of 
student questioning is conceptualized in (research) literature on history education 
and educational literature in other domains. We aim at giving a provisional defini-
tion of the ability to ask historical questions and providing a rationale for empirical 
research. 

1.1 How is student questioning conceptualized in history learning? 

In discussing history education, authors often refer to models of expert thinking in 
history. In regard to question asking, one may assume that expert questioning differs 
from questioning of novices. However, even in expert historical thinking the role of 
questioning in history seems to be a topic that is not widely discussed. Perhaps au-
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thors on historical thinking see asking questions as a self-evident phenomenon, 
whereas asking a historical question does not always come naturally. Voss and 
Wiley (2006) state in their summary of characteristics of expertise in history: “…an 
aspect of the historian’s task that is virtually never studied (…) is the ability of the 
expert to be adroit in selecting and defining the issue to be studied. Problem-finding 
is the critical first step in problem-solving, and expert historians must have skill at 
posing interesting yet researchable questions” (p.573). 

In the domain of history education, historical questioning has hardly been re-
searched empirically. To guide our empirical research on historical questioning we 
discuss models that related the asking of historical questions to a wider range of his-
torical thinking and reasoning activities. We also examine a few examples of empir-
ical research that pay attention to historical questioning. Historical questioning is 
mostly conceptualized in the context of inquiry learning, teaching and learning with 
historical evidence (sources), working with textbooks and fostering historical argu-
mentation and discussion. Most authors encourage the idea of student questioning in 
history. However, in teaching practice questions are mainly formulated by teachers 
and textbooks. Our aim is to define the competence of historical questioning by 
studying theoretical frameworks and empirical research that discuss historical ques-
tioning in various contexts. Below we discuss two frameworks on historical thinking 
and reasoning, some examples from research into historical reasoning, and empirical 
research into students asking historical questions. 

1.1.1 Historical questioning in frameworks of historical thinking and reasoning 

Schreiber et al. (2006) give historical questioning a prominent position in their mod-
el of competences in historical thinking. This model integrates (German) theory of 
history, history education and educational psychology in order to support empirical 
research that respects the domain-specific differences in learning and developing 
expertise. Schreiber et al. (2006) describe four core components of historical think-
ing: 1) competency in historical questioning, 2) competency in historical methods 
(reconstruction/deconstruction), 3) competency in historical orientation (historical 
consciousness, identity and practice) and 4) competency in historical content (con-
cepts, structures). According to the authors, this model can be used to describe de-
velopment in the competence of historical thinking (basic, intermediate and elabo-
rate). 

In characterizing the competence of historical questioning, Schreiber et al. 
(2006) argue that questions are a starting point of historical thinking and historical 
orientation (p.21-22). Questions about the past are formulated in the present trig-
gered by uncertainty or interest and are grounded in a need to orientate. Interest or 
uncertainty can be triggered by experiences of change, the need to find a position, 
irritation about historical narratives or curiosity about historical developments. 
When asking a historical question one should consider the fundamental issue that 
knowledge of the past is fragmented; a future answer on the question asked is a re-
construction and some questions can never be (completely) answered. Furthermore, 
a historical question gives guidance to the information-gathering processes and his-
torical heuristics that structure these processes. The competence of asking historical 
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questions consists of 1) being able to formulate questions out of interest/uncertainty 
grounded in a need to orientate, and 2) to develop questions while knowing the limi-
tations of constructing historical knowledge. Thus historical questions should reflect 
an important aspect of historical thinking, which is the understanding of history as 
the answer to questions we ask. Interest about the ability to orientate oneself in time 
is a recent development in history education literature (Howson, 2009; Gautschi, 
2009; Van Drie, Logtenberg, Van der Meijden & Van Riessen, 2009; Wilschut, Van 
Straaten & Van Riessen, 2004). 

Van Drie and Van Boxtel (2008) regard the asking of questions as one of the 
components in their framework of historical reasoning, based on their own and in-
ternational empirical research. Historical reasoning is defined as describing, compar-
ing and/or explaining historical phenomena by asking historical questions, using 
sources, contextualization, argumentation, using substantive concepts, and using 
meta-concepts of history. In their view questioning should aim at historical under-
standing and reasoning. Questioning can be the start, a part or the result of reasoning 
historically. 

Compared to the model of Schreiber et al. (2006), Van Drie & Van Boxtel 
(2008) do not describe development or progression in different aspects of historical 
thinking but present an analytical framework that describes historical reasoning as 
an activity. Asking a historical question is part of constructing or evaluating a histor-
ical reasoning; whereas when contextualizing, using or evaluating evidence, build-
ing a historical argumentation and applying substantial concepts and understanding 
of meta-concepts someone can ask descriptive (what/when/how), causal (why), 
comparative and evaluative questions about historical information. Interpreting a 
historical phenomenon implies a search for explanations (‘why did it happen?’), 
differences and communalities (‘what changed?’) and historical context (‘was it 
common in that time?’). Questions that reflect an understanding of meta-concepts 
are questions that deal with significance, indirect or direct causes or the trustworthi-
ness of evidence. When constructing arguments students can ask questions like ‘Is 
there sufficient evidence for this claim?’ or ‘Are there any counter arguments?’ 

1.1.2 Empirical research on historical reasoning  

Empirical research on historical reasoning and thinking sometimes illustrates the 
role of historical questioning without explicitly focusing on it. For example, Seixas 
(2006), among others authors, regards the use of sources as evidence as one of the 
benchmarks of historical thinking. With regard to questioning he states that “good 
questions are needed to turn a source into evidence” (p.5). This means that students, 
inquiring into the past, should first ask descriptive questions (e.g., ‘what is it?’) in 
order to contextualise historical sources. Asking questions plays an important role in 
evaluating historical evidence (sourcing), one of the central elements in inquiry. 

The aim of conducting historical inquiry in the classroom is often to get students 
acquainted with historical ways of thinking and reasoning (heuristics). In this type of 
learning students learn to use historical thinking and build their own historical 
knowledge by analyzing sources, corroboration and contextualising (Wineburg, 
1991; 1998). Wineburg (2001; 2007) showed that students do not ask the same ques-
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tions as historians. In his study he describes experts in history who, as problem-
finders, are used to (re)formulating questions. He describes the ‘specification of ig-
norance’ as one of the cognitive behaviours of historians who “explicitly acknowl-
edged confusion, expressed puzzlement or wonder, asked questions, or specified 
gaps in knowledge” (p. 325). By specifying ignorance historians avoid judging the 
content of a source without taking the context of the source into account. Wineburg 
(2007) provides an interesting example of how the content of a source can trigger 
(critical) thinking that is not completely historical. Wineburg compared comments 
of novices and experts after reading a historical source. Participants read a newspa-
per article dated 1892, reporting President Harrison proclaiming a (national) Colum-
bus holiday. Novices in history (e.g., students and primary school teachers) were 
mainly triggered by the historical Columbus concept and raised issues and questions 
about the fairness of honouring Columbus with a holiday. On the other hand, profes-
sional historians reading the same source regard the fact that this holiday was pro-
claimed in 1892 to be the most important historical issue at stake. By contextualiz-
ing the historical circumstances in 1892 historians realize that the historical meaning 
of Columbus is different than it was 500 years before. This example reveals that 
novices do not show the historical awareness that the interpretation of the historical 
event ‘Columbus discovers America’ can change over time. Giving students the op-
portunity to ask questions themselves can reveal this lack of awareness and help 
them resolve it. More often, questions are formulated by teachers and in learning 
assignments to support student thinking historically and to cultivate their handling of 
(evidence of) the past. 

Several authors give examples of the type of questions students ask or are ex-
pected to ask. Examples are: “Is the source authentic, reliable and truthful? Is the 
documentation sufficient and pertinent? What is the evidence for a historical event? 
How certain, probable or plausible are the data?” (Quoted from Pontecorvo & 
Girardet, 1999, p. 368.) These questions support students with evaluating evidence. 
Other types of questions, such as exploratory and evaluative, can support historical 
argumentation. For example, Van Drie et al., (2006) found that the evaluative ques-
tion ‘'Were the changes in the behaviour of Dutch youths in the 1960s revolution-
ary?' resulted in more historical reasoning in student essays than the explanative 
question 'How can the changes in the behaviour of Dutch youths in the 1960s be 
explained?' (see also Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2010). 

Other studies into history learning implicitly pay attention to the questions used 
during inquiry activities. Questions formulated in tasks or by the teacher are general-
ly questions that guide source evaluation and evaluating questions that foster (class-
room) discussion. For example, Nokes, Dole and Hacker (2007) designed lessons to 
teach students historical heuristics (sourcing, corroboration and contextualization) in 
order to teach students to read historical sources critically. In the intervention stu-
dents were instructed to read texts (traditional textbook or multiple conflicting doc-
uments). Two groups were guided by heuristic questions and the other group worked 
with content questions. Heuristic questions were questions like ‘which two docu-
ments would you rank as the most reliable/helpful in writing an essay?’. These ques-
tions were meant to reveal students’ use of heuristics while writing an essay evaluat-
ing the reliability of a pictorial source. The intervention in which content questions 
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were used asked students literal questions, inferential questions and opinion ques-
tions about the text(s). Both teaching methods (content and heuristic questioning) 
appeared to be effective. Students scored higher on a content and heuristic essay 
post-test (Nokes et al., 2007). 

Monte-Sano (2008, 2011) focused her research on the instruction of history 
teachers in order to develop students’ historical reasoning and writing. She suggests 
(2011) that students need domain-specific support that goes beyond text comprehen-
sion in order to reason historically. In citing Collingwood (1943) she remarks that 
“historical reasoning begins with questioning records of the past” (p. 214). While 
reading historical evidence one should ask questions that support sourcing, contex-
tualizing and corroboration in order to make meaning of the past. Students often do 
not read historical texts in this way (Wineburg, 1991). In an 11th grade history 
course a teacher trained students to read more carefully by instructing them to anno-
tate (e.g., underlining text elements) as they read historical texts. In this way stu-
dents learn to read carefully and ask questions while reading. This study focused on 
annotation and critical questioning texts in order to evaluate the authors’ opinions. 
Monte-Sano (2011) reports progress in historical thinking in student writing assign-
ments. 

A rare example of a practical textbook approach that encourages student ques-
tioning is presented by Smith (1990). This author presents a questioning approach 
helping students to 1) identify and clarify ‘problems’ in history, 2) efficiently and 
effectively ‘tackle’ sources, 3) make notes on historical information and 4) synthe-
size, arrange and organize information of these sources (Smith, 1990, p.6). In our 
own country, the Dutch history curriculum aims at developing students’ ability to 
formulate meaningful questions and hypotheses, and some history textbooks contain 
worksheets that explicitly practice this. Explicit instruction to question can foster 
learning in the domain of history. Teachers can support students by asking them 
questions that support critical reasoning in problem-based learning (see Saye & 
Brush, 2002).  

To summarize, most authors use the perspective that when students are working 
with historical sources, their historical thinking needs to be cultivated, with expert 
reasoning as a guiding principle and example. This may explain why history teach-
ers and textbooks often ask questions for students to answer. On the other hand, Bar-
ton and Levstik (2004) argue that students should be given the opportunity to formu-
late their own questions rather than working with questions formulated by teach-
ers/historians. The Columbus example may show that learners in a domain may not 
ask the ‘right’ questions. However, taking student questions more seriously may 
perhaps support history teaching more than confronting students with questions that 
experts would ask. Student questioning may also prevent teachers disregarding the 
interest and difficulties students experience in their historical thinking and reason-
ing. Student questions might reflect naive or present-oriented thinking rather than 
historical thinking and reasoning about phenomena in the past. Student questioning 
can make student thinking more explicit, allowing teachers to help students trans-
form their thinking and reasoning into historical thinking and reasoning.  
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1.1.3 Empirical research on historical questioning by students 

To our knowledge, empirical research that investigates the characteristics of histori-
cal questioning by students is scarce. There has been some questioning research that 
uses history as a domain of study, but this research mainly focuses on questioning as 
a general learning strategy (see also next paragraph). One example is a study in 
questioning training in History by Ciardiello and Cicchelli (1994). They categorise 
questions as cognitive, convergent, divergent and evaluative questions. After train-
ing students in asking questions, Ciardiello and Cicchelli (1994) interviewed the 
students to determine the cognitive processes they showed when generating ques-
tions. They used general categories (Hunkins, 1977) to describe these processes 
(e.g., expressing affect, association, defends positions, etc.). Their research reflects 
the idea that questions can be regarded as a learning outcome and also argue for 
making students aware of the type of questions they ask. Neber (1999, 2008), who 
also studied student questioning in history in the context of text reading, defines 
learners’ questioning as ‘epistemic questioning’ that has two functions. Questions 1) 
help to define learner’s cognitive goals in order to generate knowledge and 2) help 
to guide the process of knowledge generation (metacognition). Neber (1999) per-
formed a small scaled study into student questioning in a history classroom and 
compared the effects of training students to formulate knowledge-generating vs. 
process-controlling epistemic questions. Asking for knowledge (object characteris-
tics of historical facts) triggered students to ask for contextualization of historical 
conditions and functions (e.g., ‘what made … possible?’ or ‘What was the function 
of …?). Question stems and prompts for functions (process control) helped students 
formulating process-controlling questions that foster planning, monitoring and eval-
uation (e.g., I want to know …, important is). Neber (1999) found that of the stu-
dents who were trained to formulate questions aimed at knowledge building, wrote 
better essays in the post-test than students who were trained in asking process ori-
ented questions. This study suggested that training to ask questioning in history 
classrooms promotes learning in history. Neber and colleague also report on a study 
on cognitive and motivational aspects of questioning in chemistry in an inquiry con-
text (Neber & Anton, 2008). Among other results, they found that training in ques-
tioning improves students skills in asking causal epistemic questions but no effects 
on students’ motivation in chemistry. However, it is still rather unclear how self-
questioning as a learning strategy is influenced by domain-specific knowledge and 
reasoning. It could be possible that students ‘copy’ questions that are usually given 
to them by teachers and textbooks.  

To conclude, historical questioning is given an important role in history learning, 
however often not explicitly (enough). Firstly, the ability to ask a historical question 
is conceptualized as an ability to engage in problem-finding in the context of histori-
cal inquiry. The contextualized questioning of historical sources and evidence is an 
important element of conducting historical inquiry. Secondly, besides inquiry, ques-
tioning is related to a wider area of historical thinking and reasoning. A historical 
question can be conceptualized as a question through which students try to under-
stand the past and which can be a start, element or result of a historical reasoning. A 
historical question is grounded in interest, uncertainty and a need to orientate in his-
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torical time. However, little is known empirically about student questioning in histo-
ry. Research has been done in history classrooms and with reading history text, but it 
is often aimed at more general learning goals, such as text understanding or 
knowledge integration. While most authors on historical thinking stress the im-
portance of a domain-specific perspective on learning, the domain-specific charac-
teristics of questioning in history need more research. In order to design such re-
search we briefly review the development of research in student questioning in other 
domains. 

1.2 How has student questioning been conceptualized in educational literature 

over the last decades? 

Student questioning has never lacked attention in educational studies. Many differ-
ent conceptions and functions of student questioning have been discussed in general. 
How questions are conceptualized has been influenced by differences in perspec-
tives on learning and differences between domains. In this paragraph we describe 
the development in research in questioning by discussing important review studies 
and theoretical frameworks on student questioning in education. In chronological 
order, we discuss review studies and publications on the process of student question-
ing. 

1.2.1 Reviews on student questioning 

Wong (1985) published the first significant review study that dealt with the effects 
of self-questioning on students’ processing of prose. Wong introduced three theoret-
ical perspectives on student-questioning and their instructional implications. 1) Ac-
tive processing theory assumes that self-questioning improves comprehension more 
than providing students with questions. Furthermore, a higher number of questions 
means more comprehension and higher-order questions are believed to cause deeper 
processing of the material. 2) The metacognitive perspective implies that students 
ask themselves questions in order to monitor their reading processes and 3) schema 
theory focuses on the role of prior knowledge and how self-questioning can play a 
role in activating this (lack of) prior knowledge. Although self-questioning seems to 
have positive effects on learning, Wong argued that there is a need for a better ex-
planation of this effectiveness, especially in the context of the active processing the-
ory. Self-questioning elicits different kinds of psychological processes, and how the 
seemingly simple activity of self-questioning can evolve over time is worth investi-
gating. Thus, according to Wong, this question remains: what are the cognitive and 
motivational variables that contribute to the evolution of self-questioning strategies? 

Rosenshine, Meister and Chapman (1996) continued this line of work by review-
ing studies on questions generated by students during or after reading. This resulted 
in the conceptualization of questioning as a cognitive strategy with two goals: 1) 
questioning as a comprehension-fostering and active processing strategy and 2) as a 
comprehension-monitoring strategy. Rosenshine et al. (1996) evaluated the effects 
of teaching these strategies and identified different teaching methods. They analysed 



12 CHAPTER 2 

 

the effects of different question prompts (e.g., signal words, question stems, types) 
and settings (e.g., grade level, length of training, type of instruction). Prompts are 
provided to support students with completing a task. Overall they found that teach-
ing students to generate questions has positive effects on (reading) comprehension. 
With regard to the wide diversity of teaching practices, Rosenshine et al. (1996) 
argued that there is a gap between active processing theories and teaching practice. 
Many studies come up with their own instructional practices out of practical consid-
erations. However, signal words, general question stems and the use of reading cate-
gories seem to be the most successful prompts in teaching students to generate ques-
tions. What these prompts have in common is that they are easy to use and are not 
too cognitively demanding. 

Rosenshine et al. (1996) suggested that further research could focus on domain-
specific characteristics of question generation and the use of prompts in content are-
as other than reading. According to them, it could be possible that question prompts 
limit cognitive processing in certain situations. In order to investigate this, one could 
compare the effects of providing students with prompts versus students questioning 
without prompts. Summarizing, Rosenshine et al. (1996) showed that student ques-
tioning as a cognitive strategy fosters reading comprehension and can be taught with 
many different instructional procedures. However, most of these findings are re-
stricted to cognitive effects in the domain of reading. More research is needed into 
other questioning processes in other domains. 

Recently, Chin and Osborne (2008) reviewed empirical studies done in the field 
of science learning and teaching. In their view students’ questions can support stu-
dents in their learning process and also serve as a pedagogical tool for teachers. Stu-
dents’ questions function as a motor of learning, they foster discussion, monitor un-
derstanding, and increase motivation and interest in a topic. For teachers, students’ 
questions can serve as diagnostic information, to evaluate the occurrence of higher-
order thinking, stimulate problem-based learning and provoke critical reflection on 
classroom practice. Thus, giving students the opportunity to ask their own questions 
can make students more independent and motivated learners and, at the same time, 
provide teachers with information about students’ understanding. However, Chin 
and Osborne acknowledge findings that students do not often ask (spontaneous) 
questions in the classroom.  

In discussing empirical research these authors arranged the different studies ac-
cording to four important themes; type of students’ questions, effects of teaching 
questioning skills, questions in relation to other variables (levels, learning approach 
and instruction), and teachers’ perceptions of student questions. Compared to the 
reviews discussed above that have a mainly cognitive perspective on questioning, 
Chin and Osborne reported empirical studies that discuss the combination of affec-
tive and cognitive factors of questioning. For example, when discussing the quality 
of a question, it is not only the cognitive level that is important, but also the interest 
or genuine curiosity that make a question and learning task meaningful. Affect is 
also of importance in encouraging and triggering students to ask questions more 
often. However, Chin and Osborne conclude their review by suggesting further re-
search into scaffolding and motivating students for and with questioning, contextual 
influences of questions and the role of questions in discussion. 
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1.2.2 Research on the process of questioning 

Apart from the reviews on empirical research on student questioning, some re-
searchers do not focus on the function and effects of student questioning, but take a 
micro perspective on questioning processes in order to understand the development 
and structure of questions formulated in different contexts. 

In order to deepen the understanding of questioning, Dillon (1988, 1990) ex-
plored the process of student questioning in classroom practice. His work departs 
from the idea that questioning should not only be practised by teachers (as an exer-
cise of power and control) but also by students. Questioning by students is seen as 
the starting point of effective education (Dillon, 1990, p. 9). Furthermore, Dillon is 
critical about the fact that in many classrooms, student questioning is scarce. Student 
questioning is appreciated, but in classroom practice teachers do not create an at-
mosphere in which student questioning flourishes. Moreover, Dillon states that stu-
dents are discouraged from asking questions. In his view the process of questioning 
encourages learning. 

Dillon (1988) provides a detailed description of the question-asking process. 
Asking a question is characterized by four moments; 1) a student experiences per-
plexity, 2) formulates a question 3) answers the question and 4) learns from the an-
swer. The construct ‘perplexity’ was introduced by Dewey (1933). According to 
Dewey, perplexity is a state of mind that is the starting point of individual learning 
processes. It is the experience of a problem for which the solution seems to be out of 
reach. This also means that the depth of the problem experienced is individually 
different. Dillon describes the experience of perplexity: “an organismic experience, 
felt in the body as well in the mind, (…) one is experiencing a degree, minor or 
great, of doubt, wonderment, ignorance, bafflement, incomprehension, uncertainty, 
puzzlement – perplexity” (p. 18). Perplexity is caused by an observation that does 
not fit in “the complex of propositions describing our knowledge” (p.18). This dis-
connection may give rise to the second moment: asking a question. Not each experi-
ence of perplexity is followed by a question. While in an interrogative mood, ques-
tions are internally put into words. After this the question has to be uttered, which is 
generally the hardest move to make. The utterance of a question reveals and com-
municates the presumptions underlying a question (e.g., ignorance, perplexity, need, 
beliefs, etc.). The final moments, 3) answering and 4) learning, consist of searching 
for information that solves the question. This knowledge can offer new meaning, 
new observations are made or new experiences of perplexity arise. 

Van der Meij (1994) focused on the first three stages of questioning and uses 
Dillon’s model (1988, 1990) for reviewing the literature on spontaneous student 
questioning. Van der Meij states that it is not the number of questions students ask 
that is interesting, but “the motivations for asking questions, the obstacles to formu-
lating and expressing questions, the difference between internally and externally-
triggered questioning, and the educational potential of not answering student ques-
tions” (p. 141). When a teacher decides not to answer a question the perplexity of 
the student is sustained, giving rise to possible other questions or further perplexity. 
The first stage, the onset of questions (perplexity) needs to be considered because of 
the different meanings questions can have. Presuppositions, implied by questions, 
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could be false, while the questioner presumes a presupposition is true. For example, 
asking: ‘Who was the leader of the Industrial Revolution?’ reveals the invalid pre-
supposition that the Industrial Revolution was an event led by one person. Besides 
personal motives and beliefs, a combination of social, communicative and behav-
ioural factors play an important role in the onset of questions.  

Referring to Good, Slavings, Harel & Emerson (1987), Van der Meij stated that 
teachers should react positively to all student questions and avoid only high achiev-
ers developing questioning skills. Furthermore, the motivation to ask a question can 
have more than one function. Questions can serve a need for information but also a 
need for recognition, emotional support or attention. The onset of questioning in 
terms of perplexity can be a complex but also valuable source for teachers. It may be 
worthwhile to know how certain questions that students spontaneously ask originate 
and how to guide the process of formulating different types of perplexity into a 
question. Students may experience perplexity but not communicate this perplexity 
by asking a question. 

The second stage of questioning is one of verbal and social ability (formulating 
and public expression). Students tend to have difficulty in formulating clear defined 
questions, and expressing a question could be blocked by contextual and personal 
factors. For example, a student could have different (strategic) motives for not ask-
ing a question or might not be used to expressing doubts in public. With regard to 
the formulation of questions, research should pay more attention to the purpose of 
questions. For example, one could divide questioning into understanding, acting or 
searching (Van der Meij, 1994, p. 148).  

Van der Meij (1994) argued that students should be allowed more opportunities 
to ask their own questions, because perplexity is ‘intimately’ bound to the question-
er. In other words, learning to ask your own information-seeking questions is much 
more meaningful for learning than imitating questions asked by the teacher or the 
textbook. The third stage, finding and formulating a question and having an idea of 
the (possibilities for an) answer to the question can facilitate important learning pro-
cesses. Moreover, students may value and appreciate the asking of questions more if 
it is based on their own (positive) experiences. By studying the process of question-
ing one could study students’ development in questioning skills. Thus, educational 
research on questioning processes suggests focusing on the state of perplexity (even 
sustaining this experience), the production rules under which students ask questions 
and their idea of an answer.  

In order to connect question asking and learning it is important to study the 
mechanisms of questioning. Otero and Graesser (2001) studied the conditions (pro-
duction rules) under which students ask questions. Discrepancies in expository texts 
could cause a knowledge clash or a knowledge deficit, which are the basis of ques-
tion asking. The knowledge clash hypothesis assumes that the more world 
knowledge a student has, the more questions are asked when confronted with infor-
mation that is contradictory (Miyake & Norman, 1979). On the other hand, the 
knowledge deficit hypothesis predicts that the more world knowledge a student has, 
the fewer questions are asked because the questioner has fewer doubts about the 
information.  
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Otero and Graesser (2001) discuss mechanisms that may produce discrepancies or 
conflicts. In their (PREG) model of question asking Otero and Graesser present 
three components that describe different discrepancies that can occur between read-
ers’ knowledge and text representations. Questions can be triggered by text repre-
sentations such as words, statements and links, and can have a surface, text-based or 
situation-model level. At a surface level, questions use the same wording as the text 
(e.g., ‘What does X mean?’). Questions at a text-based level try to understand the 
meaning of the text in terms of structured propositions (e.g., ‘Why is Y stated in the 
text?’), while questions asked at the situation-model level are questions about the 
referential content of the text (e.g., ‘I know X, but here it says Y, why?’) (Otero & 
Graesser, 2001). Word-based questions involve unknown words in the text; state-
ment questions are asked when a reader has difficulty understanding a statement and 
constructing a meaning. This difficulty can be caused by difficulties with the situa-
tion model or discrepancies between the situation model in the text and prior 
knowledge. Finally, link questions are questions asked when a reader experiences a 
disparity between text links and their own background knowledge. (Otero & 
Graesser, 2011, p.152-153.) Questions at the situation-model and link levels appear 
to be more higher-order questions than questions at the text-based and word levels. 
Asking situation-level questions suggests the active use of the readers’ pri-
or/background knowledge. Experiencing a conflict or discrepancy in the situation 
model can only take place if the reader has sufficient knowledge about the topic. 

Summarizing, research into processes of questioning by Dillon, Van der Meij, 
and Otero and Graesser reveals that in order to evaluate the quality of questions stu-
dents ask we need to investigate underlying processes of triggering and formulating 
questions. However, this field of research mainly focused on the cognitive aspects of 
questioning. It is known that prior knowledge is an essential element that explains 
the process of questioning. The experience of a knowledge deficit or conflict is an 
important condition. In this study we are also interested in how domain-specific and 
affective aspects characterize and facilitate questioning processes. In the following 
paragraph we explain how domain-specific reasoning and affect (emotion, interest) 
could be valuable elements in studying questioning processes.  

1.3 The role of affect and domain-specific reasoning in student questioning. 

Theoretical ideas about the underlying processes of questions discussed above are 
useful for defining the ability of students asking historical questions. Knowledge 
about how and by what a question is triggered provides information about the quali-
ty of the question asked. However, many studies focused on the cognitive aspects of 
questioning in a context of other learning activities, such as reading, inquiring and 
argumentation. In research on student questioning, relatively little attention is paid 
to affective and domain-specific aspects of questioning and the underlying process-
es.  

Within a domain, questioning can be related to expertise development. Like 
some perspectives discussed above, Alexander (2003) regards the asking of ques-
tions as being able to find problems and ask questions that contribute to knowledge 
building in a domain. In this view, questioning is a higher-order strategy that is con-
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nected to the highest level of expertise in the model of domain learning (MDL) (Al-
exander, Jetton & Kulikowich, 1995). This model connects cognitive and affective 
factors in developing expertise in a domain (from acclimation, competent to exper-
tise), such as knowledge, interest and motivation, expertise and strategic processing. 
Connected to the MDL is the four-stage model of interest development (Hidi & 
Renninger, 2006). According to Hidi and Renninger (2006), interest develops from a 
triggered situational interest to a well-developed interest. Situational interest is the 
type of interest that is externally triggered by different contexts, such as vivid texts 
or engaging tasks (Schraw & Lehman, 2001), while a well-developed interest in 
certain topics or domain is called individual interest. According to Hidi and Ren-
ninger (2006), the asking of ‘curiosity’ questions is connected to the third stadium of 
emerging individual interest in which learning is more self-generated. This is de-
pendent upon the opportunities students are allowed to follow their own interest and 
instruction. Prior to this stage of self-questioning students should be provided with 
questions that are important in the domain (p. 122). This model also suggests that 
levels of interest can differ in classrooms and that it may be useful to trigger interest 
to support student self-questioning. However, it still remains unclear whether stu-
dents ask more or different types of questions when they are interested. It also re-
mains unclear how student questioning is influenced by triggering situational inter-
est. 

Affective factors such as interest, curiosity and emotions can play an important 
role in student questioning and learning in history (see Berry, Schmied & Schrock, 
2007). For example, many controversial topics in history education (slavery, con-
flicts) trigger emotion and affect that can engage students with learning history (Bar-
ton & McCully, 2007; Goldberg. Schwartz & Porat, 2011). Barton and McCully 
(2007) promote the idea that history teachers should deal with student emotions and 
empathy by offering a rationalized version of the past, instead of neglecting them. 
However, Husbands and Pendry (2000) describe how affective issues are complicat-
ed for students in two ways as they experience a historical distance (between feel-
ings and thoughts of historical and present actors) and a distance between adults’ 
mindsets and the emotional development of children. These issues influence history 
learning while reading historical text and accounts. Students tend to use their (pre-
sent-day) understanding of emotional relationships in order to understand the past. 
Wertsch (2002) also acknowledges an emotional dimension while reading historical 
texts, apart from a cognitive dimension (mastering the text). In his view a historical 
text can ‘be made one’s own’ (appropriation) or someone can ‘distance oneself from 
a text’ (resistance). Interest in or an emotional connection to the topic a text is deal-
ing with can trigger appropriation but does not necessarily mean that the content is 
mastered by students. For example, a student can have positive feelings of pride 
based on nationalistic motives but does not know much about the historical facts in 
the history of his or her country (Wertsch & Polman, 2001). 

Although most authors in history education acknowledge this emotional, subjec-
tive dealing with historical topics, most of them see it as problematic as it hinders 
genuine historical understanding with anachronisms and present-day perspectives 
(e.g., Lee & Ashby, 2001). Authors on historical empathy tend to value the cognitive 
processes that underlie historical perspective-taking and empathy (e.g., Hartman & 
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Hasselhorn, 2009). However, affective processes may be powerful triggers to en-
gage students in history learning and, for this reason, cannot be neglected. Affects 
such as interest, curiosity and emotions can facilitate cognitive processing (e.g., 
Demetriou & Wilson, 2009). In the case of history learning, teachers can let students 
project their feelings and thoughts to historical situations or let them focus on puz-
zling situations that trigger curiosity before allowing them the opportunity to ask 
questions (Yilmaz, 2007; Ciardiello, 2007) and before engaging them in historical 
reasoning. 

Summarizing, student questioning could be connected to the development of in-
terest in the domain and domain-specific features that could trigger affect (that may 
give rise to questions). Domain-specific knowledge about underlying affective pro-
cesses in questioning can be important to support teaching and learning to ask mean-
ingful questions. Besides the cognitive aspects of questioning, attention to affective 
factors, such as interest and emotions, can help trigger students to ask questions and 
provides a domain-specific point of view on the questions students ask.  

Training students to use certain question stems can be a useful strategy that im-
proves student questioning. However, often these strategies mainly focus on the 
cognitive aspects, and working with question stems might ‘disturb’ the genuine 
questioning process and cause ‘mechanical’ learning without attention being given 
to interest or other question-asking motives. A student could ask the higher-order 
historical question ‘Why did World War I start?’ while already having a superficial 
idea of the answer such a question demands; for example, reproducing a limited list 
of two or three causes, or the idea that only one cause is the right answer. On the 
other hand, this question could be triggered by a cognitive conflict embedded in his-
torical reasoning or genuine interest. This example shows that it is difficult to evalu-
ate a question only on the basis of the formulation (e.g., Yang, 2006). 

1.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter we discussed how the process and function of student questioning is 
conceptualized in (research) literature on history education and in educational litera-
ture in other domains. In this concluding paragraph we provide a provisional defini-
tion of the ability to ask historical questions that guides our empirical research. 

From the previous paragraphs we conclude that historical questioning is consid-
ered an important element in historical reasoning by several authors in the domain. 
Research on student questioning in other domains has mainly focused on the cogni-
tive aspects of questioning.  

Furthermore, we discussed theoretical reflections on questioning processes that 
revealed a further need for knowledge about domain-specific and affective processes 
that may underlie the triggering and asking of questions. Based on our literature re-
view, we assume that historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect (inter-
est/emotions) play an important role in asking historical questions.  

Our provisional definition of the ability of asking historical questions is: being 
able to ask questions that are embedded in historical reasoning. A historical question 
is a product or an initiator of historical reasoning (contextualization, causal or com-
parative reasoning or argumentation) while trying to put into words a conflict or 
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deficit in prior knowledge about historical constructs, phenomena or developments. 
Finally, a historical question can be embedded in affective processes such as interest 
or emotions that may drive further engagement in historical reasoning. 

Our literature review also reveals positive effects of self-questioning on learning, 
mainly in the domain of reading, higher education and science learning. Research 
also suggests that deeper, more fundamental questions are triggered internally com-
pared to prompted questions by textbooks or teachers (e.g., Scardamalia & Bereiter, 
1992; King, 1992). However, because of the many different contexts in which these 
studies are carried out, the underlying conceptualisations of questioning could be 
important. We assume that student questioning can contribute to educational prac-
tice in a positive way if practitioners (e.g., teachers and students) get more explicit 
guidance in questioning processes, as well more awareness of the different function-
alities of questions. Creating a stimulating learning environment that triggers and 
values student questioning seems to be one of the challenges for teachers (e.g., Dil-
lon, 1990, Chin & Osborne, 2010).  

In the following chapters we will discuss the meaning of student questioning in 
learning and teaching of history. We investigated how student questions in history 
are triggered with a historical introductory text(s), the underlying cognitive and af-
fective processes that precede the asking of questions, and to what extent student 
questions are embedded in historical reasoning. 



    

Chapter 3 

STIMULATING SITUATIONAL INTEREST AND 

STUDENT QUESTIONING THROUGH THREE 

TYPES OF HISTORICAL INTRODUCTORY 

TEXTS1 
 

 

This study investigates questions students ask related to an introductory text about a new topic in the 
history classroom. The effects of a narrative, problematizing and expository introductory text on the situa-
tional interest of students and the number and type of student- generated questions, are compared. Partici-
pants are 174 students in higher secondary education (16 years old). Student-generated questions are 
categorized in higher -and lower-order questions, in descriptive, explanative, comparative and evaluative 
questions, and in emotive and non-emotive questions. The type of introductory text had a significant 
effect on the level of situational interest and type of questions but not on the number of generated ques-
tions. Narrative and problematizing texts provoked more situational interest and more emotive questions 
than the expository text. We found a significant positive correlation between prior topic knowledge, inter-
est in History, situational interest, and number of questions. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

History derives from the questions we ask about the past. Questions are an important 
means to construct historical knowledge. The questions historians ask reflect their 
historical interest and knowledge about particular topics and are shaped by the meta-
concepts of the discipline; for instance, causation, change, continuity, and signifi-
cance (Counsell, 2000). 

Despite the growing body of research on the learning and teaching of history, 
there are not many empirical studies that have student questioning as a main focus. 
Some scholars discussed the importance of developing students’ ability to ask his-
torical questions. Van Drie & Van Boxtel (2008) consider the asking of historical 
questions as an important component of historical reasoning in History classrooms, 
next to contextualization, the use of historical sources, argumentation, and the use of 
meta- and substantial concepts. Questioning functions as a kind of ‘engine’ for the 

                                                           
1 Logtenberg, A., Van Boxtel, C., & Van Hout-Wolters, B.H.A.M. (2011). Stimulating situa-

tional interest and student questioning through three types of historical introductory texts. 
European Journal of Psychology of Education, 26(2), 179-198. 
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construction of historical interpretations. Schreiber et al. (2006) describe willingness 
and ability to ask historical questions as competencies underlying historical reason-
ing. Some scholars give a pedagogical argument for stimulating students to ask 
questions. Barton and Levstik (2004) propose that when students inquire about the 
past, the starting point should be the questions that students themselves ask. They 
believe that questions derived from textbooks are less meaningful for student inquiry 
because these questions do not originate from what students themselves want to 
know about the past. 

These views are also put forward in other domains. Graesser, Bagget and Wil-
liams (1996) claim that questions, such as why, how and what if, guide explanatory 
reasoning in science learning. Engle and Conant (2002) consider problematizing as 
one of the four principles of fostering productive disciplinary reasoning in the class-
room. They state that teachers should encourage students to problematize what they 
study, to define problems that elicit their curiosity, and to ask questions. Further-
more, the idea that working with student questions can make learning activities in 
the classroom more meaningful and enhance student motivation is also put forward 
in studies of, for example, Chin, Brown and Bruce (2002) and Scardamalia and 
Bereiter (1992). 

Despite the potential value of student questioning, we must acknowledge that 
students may not spontaneously ask questions themselves. We are not familiar with 
data specific for the subject of history, but it seems to be reasonable to assume that 
in line with findings from studies about student questioning in classrooms (e.g., Dil-
lon, 1988; Good, Slavings, Hobson Harel & Emerson, 1987; Niegemann & Stadler, 
2001) students in history classrooms do not ask many questions. The questions are 
most of the time provided by the teacher, textbook, and task instruction. Practition-
er-oriented literature on teaching history provides several methods to stimulate stu-
dent questioning, especially at the start of a new topic. For example, telling an excit-
ing story or anecdote or presenting a controversial problem at the start of a new top-
ic is believed to stimulate interest and to trigger questions (e.g., Schneider, 2001; 
Wilschut, Van Straaten & Van Riessen, 2004). There are two important assumptions 
in this approach of stimulating student questioning. First, it is believed that some 
introductions to a new history topic or curriculum unit are more powerful in stimu-
lating student questioning than others. Second, it is assumed that when students are 
interested or captivated, they start asking questions. 

Research literature on situational interest and student questioning provides only 
limited support for these assumptions. Several studies have focused on the effects of 
different types of texts on the situational interest of students (Brantmeier, 2006; Hidi 
& Anderson, 1992; Schraw, Flowerday & Lehman, 2001; Schraw, 1997), but less is 
known about the effects of different types of texts on the questions students ask and 
on the effects of texts meant to introduce a new topic. Only few empirical studies 
showed that a higher (situational) interest results in more questions. In a Cuccio-
Schirripa and Steiner (2000) study, it was found that students asked more questions 
about high-interest topics than about low-interest topics in the domain of science. 
Berlyne and Frommer (1966) used different stimuli in stories and pictures to arouse 
curiosity and conceptual conflict. They found that items that triggered novelty, sur-
prise, and incongruity generated more questions.  
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In the present study, we investigate student questions that originate from interest 
triggered by different types of introductory texts. In history textbooks for secondary 
education, it is common practice to introduce and to motivate students for a new 
topic through the use of an interesting introductory text. The first goal of this study 
is to gain insight into the nature of questions students generate after reading an in-
troductory text on a history topic. Since situational interest is considered an im-
portant trigger for questioning, the second goal is to investigate the effects of differ-
ent types of introductory texts on the situational interest, and the number and type of 
questions students generate after reading the text. 

The study aims at generating insights that can inform the design of motivating 
introductions for history lessons and of domain-specific instruction and support for 
developing students’ ability to formulate historical questions. Furthermore, the study 
contributes to theories about situational interest and student questioning by focusing 
on the effects of different types of introductory texts on both situational interest and 
student questioning. 

First, we explore the kind of questions students might ask about the past and how 
these may be affected by different sources of interest. Then we will present the re-
search questions, method, hypotheses and results of an empirical study in which we 
asked students to generate questions after reading an introductory text on a history 
topic. 

1.1 Student questions about the past 

Typical historical questions are descriptive, comparative, explanative (causal) and 
evaluative (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). In history, questions are an important 
means to:  
• Building historical context (When? Where? What was characteristic for this 

time and place?) 
• Describing processes of change and continuity (What changed? What stayed the 

same? Did the change come about gradually or suddenly?) 
• Explaining historical phenomena (What were the causes of …? What was the 

impact on the short term and on the long term?) 
• Comparing historical phenomena (What were the differences and similarities? 

Was it a unique event or a more common one?) 
• Evaluating (How significant was the event? What was the most important cause 

of..? What would have happened if..? Was it a wise decision? To what extent 
could people have made another choice?). 

Students in secondary schools naturally generate different questions than experts in 
the domain (Wineburg, 1991). Whether students are able to ask the types of histori-
cal questions discussed above will depend on their historical knowledge and histori-
cal reasoning ability. Prior knowledge affects the representation that students con-
struct from new information, and different representations are likely to produce dif-
ferent types of questions. Studies have shown that prior knowledge facilitates the 
asking of questions (Otero & Graesser, 2001; Person, Graesser, Magliano, & Kreuz, 
1994; Taboada & Guthrie, 2006; Van der Meij, 1990). Questions are often asked 
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when a knowledge deficit is experienced or when new information clashes with pri-
or knowledge (Otero & Graesser, 2001). From studies on students’ reasoning about 
the past, we know that students often lack knowledge of the specific historical con-
text, which is formed by the characteristics of the time and place of historical events 
(Hartmann & Hasselhorn, 2008; Barton, 2008; Shemilt, 1983; Wineburg, 2001). 
Students experience difficulty in thinking about the past in its own terms and with 
taking a historical perspective; students tend to judge past actors and actions by pre-
sent standards. Students may therefore ask ‘naïve’ questions or questions that reflect 
moral judgment based upon a present-oriented perspective. 

1.2 Triggering questions through an interesting introductory text 

Next to students’ prior knowledge and experience within the domain of history, 
questioning may also be affected by students’ interest. Since students’ individual or 
personal interest in History will not be well-developed in secondary education, trig-
gering situational interest may promote the asking of questions (Hidi & Renninger, 
2006). In the present study, situational interest is operationalized as text-based inter-
est. Text-based interest is an “emotional state aroused by specific text features’’ 
(Schiefele & Krapp, 1996). There are several possible sources of interest when stu-
dents read an introductory text. Text-based sources of situational interest are, for 
example, textual coherence, engagement and emotional involvement (Brantmeier, 
2006; Schraw, Bruning & Svoboda, 1995). Particularly, texts containing an unex-
pected element, incongruence, or an appeal to one’s imagination can stimulate situa-
tional interest (Brantmeier, 2006; Hidi & Anderson, 1992; Schraw, Flowerday & 
Lehman, 2001; Schraw, 1997). Furthermore, narrative texts are considered more 
interesting than expository texts (e.g., Bergin, 1999). According to Barton and 
Levstik (2004), the themes of race, gender, class, and religion in historical contexts 
are appealing to students. Fundamental contrasts like good and bad, brave and cow-
ardly, rich and poor, and fear and safety are often connected with those themes. This 
view corresponds with the opinion of Kintsch (1980), who proposes that major life 
themes, such as death, sex and conflicts between people, promote emotional en-
gagement. Interest can be seen as an emotion characterized by curiosity and apprais-
al of novelty (Silvia, 2005). Abrandt Dahlgren and Öberg (2001) compared the ef-
fects of starting a course about environmental science with different scenarios on 
student questioning and found that scenarios that were provocative or evoked emo-
tional involvement were powerful triggers. When students read a historical introduc-
tory text that triggers engagement and emotions, this engagement and emotion may 
also be reflected in the level of text-based interest and the type of questions they ask. 

1.2.1 Research Questions 

The questions we address are: 
• What type of questions do students generate after reading an introductory text 

on a historical topic? 
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• What is the effect of the type of introductory text on situational interest, sources 
of interest and the type and number of questions generated? 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants 

A total of 174 Dutch students in higher general secondary education (106 girls and 
68 boys, average age = 16.1 years) participated in this study. An experiment was 
conducted with students working in one of three groups in which they either read a 
narrative text (N = 58, 23 boys and 35 girls), a problematizing text (N = 61, 23 boys 
and 39 girls), or an expository text (N = 55, 23 boys and 32 girls) about the Industri-
al Revolution. Within each classroom, students were randomly assigned to one of 
these groups. Students at this school level prepare for a central examination that 
permits them to enter Higher Vocational Education. Students came from four differ-
ent (urban & rural) schools and eight classes. These students chose a subject combi-
nation that included history. Students usually have 2 or 3 history lessons a week. 
Typical curriculum topics cover the prehistory era to modern times. 

2.2 Prior knowledge test 

Since prior knowledge is expected to affect generation of questions, we measured 
prior knowledge on Industrial Revolution, as a covariate, with a paper-and-pencil 
test. Since the topic is included in the Dutch history curriculum in the first years of 
secondary education, the participating students had followed lessons about this topic 
2 to 16 months before the test took place. In the final years of secondary education, 
the Industrial Revolution is discussed at a deeper level. Students were prompted to 
activate their prior knowledge by recalling what they knew about the topic. This test 
included one main question: ‘what do you know about the Industrial Revolution?’ 
Eight open questions were offered to guide students in answering this question. Stu-
dents were instructed to write down and define concepts they associated with the 
Industrial Revolution, to situate it in time and to describe its causes and effects. 
Items of this test are described in Table 1. 

Answers were scored according to a template of correct and acceptable answers 
supplied by the first two authors, who both have a master degree in history. The in-
ter-rater reliability for each of the eight items between two raters on 40 randomly 
chosen tests from different classes varied from .61 to 1 (Cohen’s kappa). The lowest 
kappa was reached for the two questions that asked for causes and effects of the In-
dustrial Revolution. We decided not to exclude these questions from the test because 
these questions were mostly answered correctly by students with a high level of pri-
or knowledge. Causes and effects regarding historical events are also considered as 
important components of historical knowledge. Furthermore, values between .40 and 
.75 can be considered fair to good agreement beyond chance (e.g., Fleiss, Levin & 
Paik, 2003, p.604). The kappas for the other six items were all above .74. Reliability 
of the test was computed (eight items, α = .69). Given the fact that prior knowledge 
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on this topic was low (M = 10.2 on a maximum score of 22), this is considered ac-
ceptable. Kappa’s for each item are described in Table 1. 

Table 1 Prior knowledge: test items, maximum score, Cohen’s kappa, means and  

standard deviations. (N=174) 

  
Questions 

 
Max. 
score  

 
Cohen’s 
kappa 
 

 

M  

 

SD 

 
1. 

 
What do you think about at the word  
‘Industrial Revolution’?  

 
2 

 
 .725 

 
 1.41  

 
 .721 

2. Name as many concepts that have to do with 
the ‘Industrial Revolution’ as possible. Explain 
each concept.  

6  .774  3.13  2.356 

3. When did the Industrial Revolution take place?  1  .947  .57   .497 
4. In what country did the Industrial Revolution 

start? 
1  .805  .43   .496 

5. What was daily life like during the Industrial 
Revolution?  

2  .739  1.06  .851 

6. Name as many causes of the Industrial Revolu-
tion as possible.  

4  .691  .96  1.004 

7. Name as many effects of the Industrial Revolu-
tion as possible.  

4  .614  1.69  1.191 

8. Name sources that help you gain more infor-
mation about the Industrial Revolution.  

2 1.00  1.03  .480 

 Total 22  10.28  5.044 
 

2.3 Interest in History questionnaire 

Since we expected that individual interest in the school subject of history would 
affect text-based situational interest and possibly also the generation of questions, 
we included individual interest as a covariate. We measured this type of interest with 
a school-subject interest questionnaire developed by the Dutch National Institute for 
Educational Measurement (Cito, 1987). This questionnaire for the school subject of 
Mathematics was slightly adjusted for the school subject of history and consisted of 
32 items that represent four different subscales (each eight items) with both negative 
and positive statements about the school subject of History. Subscales were pleasure 
(e.g., ‘I think History is a pleasant school subject.’), fear and difficulty (e.g., ‘Some-
how, I do not master this History.’), effort and interest (e.g., ‘Sometimes, I spend my 
spare time doing something with History.’) and usefulness and relevance (e.g., ‘I 
believe History has little use.’). The original questionnaire (Attitude Scale towards 
Mathematics) was validated in a study by Martinot, Kuhlemeier and Feenstra (1988) 
regarding psychometric quality, reliability and internal structure and validity. The 
questionnaire is also validated in other domains (see Kuhlemeier, Van den Bergh & 
Teunisse, 1990). Students answered on a five-point Likert scale with 1 = ‘don’t 
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agree at all’ and 5 = ‘agree completely’. Whole scale reliability is α .94. In this 
study, we use the total scores of the questionnaire (M = 3.27, SD = .641). A higher 
score on the interest questionnaire means higher individual interest in History as a 
school subject. 

2.4 Situational interest questionnaire  

In order to measure situational interest after reading the text, we used the Perceived 
Interest Questionnaire (PIQ) from Brantmeier (2006) who slightly adjusted the ques-
tionnaire of Schraw et al. (1995). Ten items were translated in Dutch and we added 
one item ‘I would like to know more about the topic of the text.’ This item was add-
ed because the function of the introductory texts was to motivate students in a topic 
that was relatively new for them. Students indicated the degree to which they agreed 
with each statement about the text on a five-point Likert scale. Examples of the oth-
er items are ‘I thought the text was very interesting’; ‘I would read this text again if I 
had the chance’ and ‘This text really grabbed my attention.’ (11 items, α = .89). 

2.5 Sources of interest questionnaire 

In addition to the items in the PIQ, we used a questionnaire to identify sources of 
interest because we expected that particularly the narrative and problematizing texts 
would provoke engagement and emotions. The Sources of Interest Questionnaire 
(SIQ) from Schraw et al. (1995) consists of 20 items measuring those text character-
istics that are responsible for interest. On a five-point Likert scale, students indicated 
the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement concerning the 
text. Sources of interest are defined as cohesion (four items; α = .73), (e.g., the in-
formation in the text was clearly organized); perceived prior knowledge (three items, 
α = .81) (e.g., the text dealt with a topic I know a lot about); engagement (six items; 
α = .73) ,(e.g., the text was thought-provoking); ease of recollection (three items, α 
=.53),(e.g., the story was easy to remember); and emotiveness (four items, α = 
.72),(e.g., the text upset me). Scale reliability appeared to be acceptable for all scales 
except for the scale ‘ease of recollection.’ Therefore, this scale is excluded from 
further analysis. 

2.6 Introductory texts 

We selected the ‘Industrial Revolution’ from the curriculum because it is a topic that 
is part of the curriculum in the first years of general secondary education and is dis-
cussed again at a deeper level in the 2 years preparing for a central examination in 
history. The history curriculum is structured according to ten eras and 49 characte-
ristic aspects (Van Drie, Logtenberg, Van der Meijden, & Van Riessen, 2009; Wil-
schut et al., 2004). The Industrial Revolution is a topic that is connected to the as-
pects ‘the process of industrialization and the development of an industrial society’ 
and ‘the social question that caused a discussion about the task of the government in 
a welfare state.’ The three texts we constructed differ in the way these characteristic 
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aspects are introduced to 16-year old students; but in each of these texts, the content 
provides equal possibilities to discuss the aforementioned characteristic aspects. 
Students were not instructed to ask questions about the text itself, but about the topic 
Industrial Revolution that is introduced by the text. 

We constructed three types of introductory texts in cooperation with history 
teachers and teacher trainers: a concrete personal narration, a text that is problema-
tizing or presenting ambiguity by including a comparison between past and present, 
and an expository introductory text. We defined the narrative text and the expository 
text conform the definitions by Brewer (1980). A narrative text describes events that 
take place through time and “are related through a causal or thematic chain” (p.223). 
An expository text describes the organization and processes of an event. Our prob-
lematizing text combines these characteristics in order to pose an interesting prob-
lem. Table 2 describes similarities and differences between text characteristics. 

The texts were of approximately the same length (M = 418 words) and men-
tioned the same topics relating to the Industrial Revolution (invention of the steam 
engine, workers in factories, poor working and living conditions, and the develop-
ment of industry). We aimed at the texts differing on characteristics that affect situa-
tional interest. All texts are typical for texts that are used to introduce new topics in 
Dutch history textbooks. All three texts serve the same purpose of introducing the 
topic of the Industrial Revolution. 

The narrative text has the characteristics of a story that is concrete and personal 
and is told with vivid details. For example, direct reported speech and personal per-
spective are used in this text (Wilschut et al., 2004). The story in this text was in-
spired by information concerning Friedrich Engels, who was an eyewitness to the 
working conditions in a cotton factory in Manchester in 1842. The text contains viv-
id descriptions of the city and describes the punishment of a woman working in a 
factory. In this way, emphasis was put on issues of rich and poor, and justice and 
injustice. 

The second text puts forward a controversial point of view that is supported by 
arguments, stimulating a sense of ambiguity. These elements are often used to start a 
history lesson, since controversy and ambiguity arouse student interest and provoke 
questions (Schneider, 2001). In introductory texts, problematizing is often done by 
contrasting past and present. This text offers a comparison with contemporary Chi-
na. China’s fast economic growth results in strikingly similar (poor) working and 
living conditions as in nineteenth century England. One text fragment deals with a 
Chinese girl working at a twenty-first century factory; another fragment tells about 
nineteenth century factories in Manchester. Although the text includes narrative el-
ements, the concrete and vivid examples are used to problematize the positive and 
negative consequences of the Industrial Revolution. 

The third text explains the topic in a way that is common in history textbooks. It 
is an expository text that provides information about the Industrial Revolution by 
presenting a series of historical facts and interpretations. The text serves as a sum-
mary, structuring main points concerning the Industrial Revolution in England in the 
nineteenth century. Poor working and living conditions and the development of in-
dustries are described in a rather detached way, without using vivid and problema-
tizing details. Every text starts with the same short instruction that explains to the 



 STIMULATING SITUATIONAL INTEREST AND QUESTIONING 27 

students that the purpose of the text is introducing the topic of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. 

Table 2 Similarities and differences between introductory text characteristics 

  
Narrative  
 

 
Problematizing 

 
Expository 

 
Title 

 
It’s all about money 

 
Old News? 

 
The Industrial Revo-
lution 

Historical  
content 

Industrial development 
Industrial city 
Working conditions 
Date: 1842 

Industrial development 
Industrial city 
Working conditions 
Dates: about 1850, 2005 

Industrial develop-
ment 
Industrial city 
Working conditions 
Dates: 1800 to 1900, 
since 1500; 18th 
century 

Interesting  
elements 

Vivid details/descriptions 
Direct speech 
Unexpected happening 
Act of injustice 
Challenging opinion 

Vivid details/descriptions 
Comparison with present-
day China. 
Act of injustice 
Contradicting opinion  
between historians 

Indirect speech 
Short overview 
Description of as-
pects of change 
Description of caus-
es and effects 

Example of  
sentences 

Friedrich’s thoughts wander back 
to home, (…) Here in Manchester, 
factories are bigger and the ma-
chines are modern. That is the 
reason why his father, a successful 
textile baron, has sent him here. 

Is the situation in 19th  
century England really 
something from the past? 
This is about a jeans factory 
in China, 2005! 
The rise of industry in 
China causes a drift from 
countryside into towns, just 
like what happened in Eu-
rope in the past. 

During the Industri-
al Revolution ma-
chines were used for 
the first time. 
In textile factories 
mainly women and 
children worked, 
these unschooled 
workers were inex-
pensive. 

Number  
of words 
 

419 414 420 

2.7 Data collection procedure 

In a history lesson (50 min), we measured prior knowledge and students’ interest in 
History. Two weeks after administrating the prior knowledge test and interest in 
History questionnaire, students within each class were randomly assigned to one of 
three groups. Students were instructed to ask questions about what they wanted to 
know about the topic and were instructed to write down questions that came up dur-
ing or after reading the text. The students received the following written directions: 

‘Below you will find a text which is meant as an introduction to the topic of ‘In-
dustrial Revolution’; read this text carefully. After reading you are requested to give 
your opinion of the text and to draw up questions about the topic ‘The Industrial 
Revolution’. Use the last page to write down your questions.’ 
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After students read the text, situational interest and sources of situational interest 
were measured with the PIQ and the SIQ. Then (in the same lesson), we instructed 
students to write down their questions: 

‘You have read a text about the Industrial Revolution. Write down as many questions 
regarding this topic as possible. You can write down every question that came up during 
reading the text, even if you are uncertain about your question.’ 

This was done without further instruction on questioning because we were interested 
in the type of questions students would ask regarding a topic that was relatively new 
to them and based upon their own prior knowledge and (individual and situational) 
interest. During the experiment, the first author gave brief instructions and remained 
in the classroom while the students filled out their worksheets with questionnaires, 
texts, and instructions to write down their questions. The experiment took place in 
regular classrooms. Students worked individually and were given the time they 
needed to read the text, fill out the questionnaires and formulate their questions. 
Students spent approximately 30 min on this task. 

2.7.1 Hypotheses 

Our first research question, ‘what type of questions do students generate after read-
ing an introductory text on a historical topic?’ will be answered by an analysis of 
student questions. 

With regard to our second research question, ‘what is the effect of the type of in-
troductory text on situational interest, sources of interest and the type and number of 
questions generated?’, we formulated the following hypotheses. 
• The groups that read the problematizing and narrative text have a higher situa-

tional interest than the group that reads the expository text. 
• Engagement and emotiveness are more important sources of interest for the 

groups that read the problematizing and narrative texts than for the group that 
reads the expository text. 

• The groups that read the problematizing and narrative text generate more ques-
tions than the group that reads the expository text. 

• The groups that read the narrative and problematizing text generate more emo-
tive questions than the group that reads the expository text. 

Furthermore, we hypothesized that students with more prior knowledge, more inter-
est in History and a higher situational interest ask more questions. 

2.8 Analyses 

The questions students generated were analysed with different categories using the 
coding software program Multiple Episode Protocol Analysis (MEPA) (Erkens, 
2003). Categorization and coding of questions, presented in Table 3, was done in-
ductively and connected to categories derived from literature (Chin & Chia, 2004; 
Ciardiello & Cicchelli, 1994; King, 1994; Otero & Graesser, 2001; Person et al., 
1994; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1992). 
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Many studies on student questioning use Bloom’s taxonomy and discern higher and 
lower-order questions (for example, Hofstein, Navon, Kipnis & Mamlok-Naaman, 
2005; Person et al., 1994; Renaud & Murray, 2007). Our first categorization distin-
guishes between higher and lower-order questions. Higher-order questions are ques-
tions that invoke long answers and deep reasoning. Lower-order questions invoke 
short answers, for example verification or quantification (Person et al., 1994). The 
second categorization approaches student questions in a domain-specific way. Typi-
cal historical questions are descriptive, comparative, explanative (causal), and eval-
uative questions (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). 

The third categorization distinguishes between emotive and non-emotive ques-
tions because we expected that emotion and engagement would be important sources 
of interest in the groups with the narrative and problematizing texts (Kintsch, 1980; 
Schraw et al, 1995). Emotive questions are defined as questions that express indig-
nation, anger, and astonishment. Procedural, unclear, or no questions were placed in 
a category ‘other questions’. 

Table 3 Question categories, subcategories, examples and Cohen’s kappa 

 
Question  
category 

 
Subcategory 

 
Example 

 
Cohen’s 
kappa 

 
 
Question level 

 
Lower-order 
 

 
How young were the children in the facto-
ries? 

 

.65 

 Higher-order How did the gap between rich and poor 
disappear? 

 

Type of historical 
question 

Descriptive How much did factory workers earn? .70 

 Explanative What were the causes of the Industrial 
Revolution? 

 

 Comparative What were the differences between China 
2005 and Manchester? 

 

 Evaluative Has the world improved because of the 
Industrial Revolution? 

 

Level of emotive-
ness 

Emotive  
 

Why did they do what they did? Who 
would have been that crazy? 

.60 

 Non-
emotive 

What were the causes of the Industrial 
Revolution? 

 

    
 
Table 3 reports the inter-rater reliability of the categorization between two raters on 
a randomly chosen set of 94 questions from different groups in terms of Cohen’s 
kappa. A kappa higher than .60 was considered acceptable (e.g., Fleiss et al., 2003, 
p.604). 

To assess the four hypotheses, regarding the effects of type of introductory text 
on situational interest, sources of interest and type and number of questions, multi-
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variate analyses of covariance were performed. For the first three hypotheses, the 
independent variable was type of introductory text; the dependent variables were 
situational interest (hypotheses 1), and sources of interest; cohesion, perceived prior 
knowledge, engagement, and emotiveness (hypotheses 2 and 3). Prior knowledge 
and interest in History were entered as covariates. For the hypotheses regarding the 
effects on number of questions, the independent variable was type of introductory 
text; the dependent variables were number of questions (hypotheses 4) and higher-
order and lower-order questions; descriptive, explanative, comparative, and evalua-
tive questions; emotive and non-emotive questions. Prior knowledge and interest in 
History were entered as covariates. A contrast analysis (differences) was performed 
to reveal the differences between the introductory texts. An exact skewness-kurtosis 
test revealed that the skewness for three types of questions (comparative, evaluative, 
and emotive) was large (> 2.5), and the kurtosis of four types of questions (descrip-
tive, comparative, evaluative, and emotive) was also large (> 3). For this reason, a 
non-parametric analysis (Kruskal-Wallis) was performed to check for the effects 
found in the multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). No differences in 
effects were found. 

For the hypothesis regarding the relationship between prior knowledge, interest 
in History, situational interest, and the number of questions asked, we conducted a 
correlational analysis and a linear regression analysis to examine predictive relation-
ships. 

3. RESULTS 

3.1 What type of questions do students generate? 

The students wrote down a total of 729 questions (M = 4.2, SD = 2.3). Nine students 
did not formulate a question. Students generated a wide variety of questions about 
causes and effects, people, places, and dates concerning the Industrial Revolution. 
Many questions were related to the topic of the introductory texts and asked about 
working conditions, child labour, factories, daily life, wealth and poverty, and about 
the economic situation during the Industrial Revolution. Table 4 shows the results of 
our analysis of questions. 

This analysis shows that students generated about as many higher-order as low-
er-order questions; 346 (47.5%) higher-order and 358 (49.1%) lower-order questions 
were generated. Individual students, who generated more than one question, fre-
quently asked a combination of lower and higher-order questions. A lower-order 
question often preceded a higher-order question (e.g., ‘When did the Industrial Rev-
olution take place?’ followed by ‘What were the causes of the Industrial Revolu-
tion?’).  

Most questions were descriptive (469, 64.3%) such as: ‘How many breaks did 
workers have?’ and ‘What was daily life like during the Industrial Revolution?’ De-
scriptive questions like this last one were coded as higher-order questions. Many 
students generated explanative questions (191, 26.2%) that began with ‘why’ or 
asked for causes and effects. Not many comparative (16, 2.2%) and evaluative ques-
tions (28, 3.8%) were generated by students. 
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Table 4 Frequencies of total number of questions for three question categories 

 
Question category 

 
Subcategory 

 

n 

 
Percentage 
 

 
Question level 

 
Higher-order 
Lower-order 

 
346 
358 

 
 47.5 
 49.1 

Type of historical  
question 

Descriptive 
Explanative 
Comparative 
Evaluative 

469 
191 
 16 
 28 

 64.3 
 26.2 
 2.2 
 3.8 

Level of emotiveness Emotive 
Non-emotive 

 96 
608 

 13.2 
 83.4 

Other/no questions   25  3.4 
Total  729 100 

 

 
Questions that reflect emotions were generated, although these questions made up 
only a relatively small portion of the total number of questions (96, 13.2%). The 
number of emotive questions that students asked ranged from a minimum of 0 to a 
maximum of 5. These emotive questions sometimes contained unschooled assump-
tions or did not take the historical context into account. Examples of these questions 
are; ‘Why didn’t the managers care about their workers?’ and ‘If it paid so badly, 
why didn’t they protest together?’ There were also non-emotive questions of this 
kind: ‘Who was the leader of the Industrial Revolution?’ and ‘Why was it bad to get 
fired? You didn’t earn that much anyway’. 

3.2 The effects of type of introductory text on situational interest and sources  

of interest 

Pre-test data was examined to identify initial differences in prior knowledge and 
interest in History. ANOVAs indicated that the three groups did not differ signifi-
cantly from each other with regard to the mean scores on the prior-knowledge test (F 

(2,171) = .383; p = .68) and interest in History (F (2,171) = 1.56; p = .21). 
A MANCOVA, with prior knowledge and interest in History as covariates and 

situational interest and sources of interest as dependent variables, showed a signifi-
cant multivariate effect of type of introductory text (Wilk’s λ (10,330) = 0 .78; p ≤ 
.001) and a significant effect of prior knowledge (Wilk’s λ (5,165) = 0 .81; p ≤ 
.001). No significant effect of interest in History was found. Univariate between-
subject tests showed a significant effect of the type of introductory text on the varia-
bles situational interest [F (4, 173) = 7.6; p ≤ .001] and perceived prior knowledge 
[F (4, 173) = 10.0; p ≤ .001], engagement [F (4, 173) = 5.1; p = .001] and emotive-
ness [F (4, 173) = 7.7; p ≤ .001], but not on cohesion [F (4, 173) = 0.40; p = .812] 
(sources of interest). 

Regarding our first hypotheses, contrast analysis showed that the students who 
read the problematizing and the narrative text scored higher on situational interest 
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than the students who read the expository text (MD = -.423; p ≤ .001), which was in 
line with our expectations. Furthermore, also in line with our expectations, students 
who read the narrative and problematizing texts scored higher on the sources of in-
terest emotiveness and engagement than students who read the expository text (MD 
= -.615; p ≤ .001 and MD = -.321; p = .002). Students who read the expository text 
scored higher on perceived prior knowledge as a source of interest than students 
who read the narrative and problematizing texts (MD = .387; p = .006). A contrast 
test between the problematizing and the narrative texts revealed that the students 
who read the problematizing text scored significantly higher on the source of interest 
engagement than the students who read the narrative text (MD = .265; p = .026). 
Means and standard deviations for situational interest and sources of interest regard-
ing three introductory texts are reported in Table 5. 

Table 5 Means and standard deviations for situational interest and sources of interest for 

three introductory texts 

3.3 The effects of type of introductory text on number and type of questions 

A MANCOVA, with prior knowledge and interest in History as covariates and 
number and type of questions as dependent variables, showed a significant multivar-
iate effect of type of introductory text (Wilk’s λ (16,324) = 0.76; p ≤ .001) and a 
significant effect of prior knowledge (Wilk’s λ (8,162) = 0 .85; p = .001). No signif-
icant effect of interest in History was found. Univariate between-subject tests 
showed significant effects of type of introductory text on the variables number of 
questions [F (4, 173) = 5.1; p = .001], higher-order questions [F (4, 173) = 2.9; p = 
.022], descriptive questions [F (4, 173) = 5.2; p = .001], comparative questions [F 
(4, 173) = 3.2; p = .014], emotive questions [F (4, 173) = 4.1; p = .004] and non-
emotive questions [F (4, 173) = 4.5; p = .002]. 

 
 

 
Narrative 
N = 58 
M (SD) 

 
Problematizing 
N = 61 
M (SD) 

 
Expository 
N = 55 
M (SD) 
 

 
Situational interest 

 
2.79 (.69) 

 
2.85 (.59) 

 
2.39 (.78)** 

Sources of interest    
Cohesion 3.76 (.70) 3.71 (.64) 3.84 (.75)  
Perceived prior knowledge 3.30 (.86) 3.37 (.98) 3.73 (.93)** 
Engagement 2.97 (.60) 3.26 (.66)* 2.79 (.66)** 
Emotiveness 2.70 (.78) 2.78 (.76) 2.12 (.74)** 

 

*p<.05, effect on engagement was found between narrative and problematizing text 

**p<.01, effects found in comparing the expository text with both narrative and problematiz-

ing texts 
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Our hypotheses regarding the effect of type of introductory text on the number of 
questions was not confirmed. Contrast analysis revealed no differences between the 
expository text and both the narrative and problematizing texts, and between the 
narrative and problematizing introductory text with regard to the number of ques-
tions. With regard to the type of questions, the contrast analysis revealed that the 
students who read the narrative and problematizing text generated more comparative 
questions than the students who read the expository text (MD = - .109; p = .038). In 
line with our expectations, we found that the narrative and problematizing texts pro-
voked more emotive questions than the expository text (MD = - .568; p = .001). The 
contrast analysis revealed no significant differences between the narrative and prob-
lematizing texts for the type of questions. Means and standard deviations for the 
number and types of questions for each introductory text are reported in Table 6. 

Table 6 Means and standard deviations for type and number of questions  

for three introductory texts 

3.4 The relationship between prior knowledge, interest in History, situational 

interest, and the number of student questions 

We conducted a correlation analysis in order to examine the relationship between 
prior knowledge, interest in History, situational interest, and number of student 
questions. Table 7 shows the results of this analysis.  

We conducted the analysis for all three groups together. These groups did not 
differ in the number of questions asked. We found a significant positive relationship 
between prior knowledge, interest in History, situational interest, and the number of 
questions generated by the students. Students with higher prior knowledge, higher 
interest in History and higher situational interest asked more questions. 

 

  

Narrative 
N = 58 

M (SD) 

 

Problematizing 
N = 61 

M (SD) 

 

Expository 
N = 55 

M (SD) 

 

Total 
N = 174 

M (SD) 

Question Level 
 
Higher-order  

 
1.90  

 
(1.80) 

 
2.11  

 
(1.72) 

 
1.95  

 
(1.69)** 

 
1.99  

 
(1.73) 

Lower-order  2.28  (1.63) 1.84  (1.86) 2.07  (2.09)** 2.06  (1.86) 
Type of histori-
cal question 

Descriptive 2.86  (2.13) 2.48  (2.01) 2.76  (2.42)** 2.70  (2.18) 
Explanative .98  (1.34) 1.25  (1.37) 1.05  (1.47)** 1.10  (1.39) 
Comparative .17  (.38)   .08   (.38)  .02  (.13)** .09  (.33) 
Evaluative  .16  (.41)   .15   (.40)  .18  (.39)** .16  (.40) 

Emotiveness Emotive  .65 (1.24)   .80  (1.15)  .16  (.42)** .55  (1.05) 
 Non-emotive 3.52  (2.20) 3.15  (2.20) 3.85  (2.60)** 3.49  (2.30) 
No questions  .19  (.39)   .07    (.25)  .18  (.84)** .14  (.54) 
All Questions 

 
4.36  
 

(2.37) 3.95 
  

(2.20) 4.02 
  

(2.58)** 4.11 
 

(2.37) 
 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, effects found in comparing the expository with both narrative and problematizing text 
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Table 7 Correlations between prior knowledge, interest in History, situational interest and 

number of questions (N=174) 

 

  

Prior 
knowledge 

 

Interest in 
History 

 

Situational 
interest 

 

Number of  
questions 
 

 
Prior knowledge 

 
- 

 
.39** 

 
.25* 

 
.28** 

Interest in History   - .22* .23* 
Situational interest   - .23* 
Number of questions 
 

   - 

p<.05.;** p<.01 

 
 
A linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the predictive relationship 
between prior knowledge, situational interest, interest in History, and number of 
questions. Standardized coefficients are reported in Table 8. This analysis shows 
that prior knowledge in the first place and situational interest in the second place 
may predict the number of questions students generate. 

 

Table 8 Linear regression analysis: standardized coefficients. Dependent variable: number of 

questions. (N=174) 

 

   
95 % CI for β 

 
Β SE t P 

 Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 
 

 
Prior Knowledge (per SD) 

 
.240 

 
.075 

 
3.203 

 
.002 

  
.092 

 
.388 

Situational Interest (per SD) .169 .075 2.242 .026  .020 .318 
Interest in History (per SD) .002 .073 .029 .977  -.142 .146 

 

Adjusted R2 =0.91, F(6.74)=34.48, p<.001 

4. DISCUSSION 

In this study, we examined the type of questions students ask after reading an intro-
ductory history text. We also investigated the effects of type of introductory text on 
situational interest, sources of interest, and number and type of questions generated 
by students.  

The first research question resulted in a description of what type of questions 
students ask after reading an introductory text on a historical topic. We used three 
different question categories; (a) level: higher and lower-order questions; (b) type of 
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historical question: descriptive, explanative, comparative, and evaluative questions; 
and (c) level of emotiveness: emotive and non-emotive questions. The analysis 
showed that students were able to generate higher-order questions, which were 
mainly explanative and descriptive. Students generated a comparable amount of 
higher and lower-order questions. In other words, they generated quite a number of 
lower-order questions. Furthermore, we found that the emotive questions students 
asked reflected incorrect assumptions or did not take into account the specific time 
and context of the historical event. 

Although both lower-order questions and emotive questions that reflect un-
schooled historical thinking may not be questions directly suitable for inquiry, we 
think, nevertheless, that, if students are supported in transforming these questions 
into historical inquiry questions, these questions can be a proper starting point for 
inquiry and reflection on the, often present-oriented, reasoning that underlies most 
of these questions (e.g., Rop, 2002). Lower-order questions, for example, can be 
functional as a first step towards more elaborate questions. Abrandt Dahlgren and 
Öberg (2001) found that undergraduate students following a course in environmental 
science designed on principles derived from problem-based learning, generated 
many encyclopedic questions (almost one-third of all questions). These questions 
are “formulated in a way that suggests that the students expect to find an unambigu-
ous and not too complex answer” (Abrandt Dahlgren & Öberg, 2001, p. 270). Alt-
hough such questions may not result in elaborate answers, Abrandt Dahlgren and 
Öberg concluded that encyclopedic questions do not have to obstruct deeper pro-
cessing of the topic because students who generate encyclopedic questions also rea-
son with more meaning-oriented questions (questions “oriented towards finding the 
phenomenological meaning of certain terms or concepts”, Abrandt Dahlgren & 
Öberg, 2001, p. 270). Furthermore, the question itself does not reveal much about 
the underlying reasoning process. Yang (2006) argues that much research on ques-
tioning incorrectly assumes that “the cognitive process type needed by each question 
is fixed in itself.” (pp. 198). A lower-order (descriptive) question can be the starting 
point or the result of higher-order (historical) reasoning, while asking a higher-order 
question does not always have to be the result of higher-order thinking. In line with 
this, one can consider almost every student question to be a potential starting point 
for learning, as argued by Beck (1998). More research is needed into methods that 
can be used to support the learning process of students who ask questions about the 
past that are naïve, too restricted for elaborated inquiry (lower-order questions) or 
badly formulated, while, at the same time, sustaining their interest and sense of 
‘ownership’ (Hakkarainen & Sintonen, 2002; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1992). Sec-
ondly, more research is needed into the process of questioning during the reading of 
historical introductory texts. Students may have had more (motives for) questions 
that are based on present-day thinking or naïve thinking during reading. These ques-
tions may not have been formulated since students were instructed to ask questions 
after they have read the whole text. 

The second research question concerned the effect of the type of introductory 
text on situational interest, sources of situational interest, and the number and type 
of student questions. The narrative and problematizing texts resulted in significantly 
higher situational interest compared to the expository text. This supports the idea 
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that a narration or a problem can be a suitable introduction to provoke interest at the 
beginning of a new topic in the history classroom, as suggested, for example, by 
Wilschut et al. (2004) and Schneider (2001). We are careful in generalizing these 
findings to all types of problematizing introductory texts, since we only used a prob-
lematizing text in which problematizing was embedded in a comparison between a 
historical and a current situation. 

In line with our expectations and previous findings of studies on the effects of 
text characteristics (e.g., Schraw, 1995), emotiveness and engagement appeared to 
be a more important source of interest in the groups where students read the narra-
tive and problematizing text than when students read the expository text. 

Thus, the relatively higher interest that students reported after reading the narra-
tive and problematizing text may be explained by the fact that such texts evoke more 
emotiveness and engagement. This supports the idea in history education that stu-
dents’ attention is captured by important life themes and problems such as justice 
and injustice and wealth and poverty, which are still a part of contemporary society 
(e.g., Barton & Levstik, 2004). 

Although situational interest was higher for the narrative and the problematizing 
text than for the expository text, the outcome did not differ regarding the number of 
questions students asked. This is in contrast with our expectation that higher situa-
tional interest would result in more questions. Since we did not find significant dif-
ferences between the three groups in the number of questions asked, we carried out a 
correlation and regression analysis between situational interest and the number of 
questions asked for all three groups taken together. We found a significant positive 
relation between situational interest and number of questions. Next to prior 
knowledge, situational interest can be considered an important predictor for the 
number of questions students asked. 

Perhaps other factors are important in determining the number of questions 
asked. First, after writing down three or four questions, students might just stop gen-
erating questions because they consider what they have done to be a reasonable 
amount in their task conception. Second, prior knowledge (as a covariate) had a sig-
nificant effect on the number of questions asked. Further research is needed to get a 
deeper understanding of how prior knowledge affects the asking of historical ques-
tions. Students with more prior knowledge may ask more questions, because they 
compare new information with what they already know (Otero & Graesser, 2001). 
However, a higher number of questions may also be related to students’ prior 
knowledge and understanding of the meta-concepts of history (Limón, 2002; VanS-
ledricht & Limón, 2006), such as cause, effect, change, and continuity. For example, 
students knowing that historical changes have multiple causes and can differ in tem-
po and scale, may give rise to more questions. We need more clarity on the 
knowledge underlying the ability to ask historical questions. 

Although the type of introductory text did not have an effect on the number of 
questions asked, it did have an effect on the types of questions asked. The students 
who read the narrative and problematizing text generated more comparative ques-
tions compared to students who read the expository text. All texts mentioned differ-
ences between countries, but perhaps in the narrative and problematizing text these 
differences were more salient because these were described as concrete experiences 
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of a person, thus resulting in more comparative questions. We have to notice here, 
however, that students asked only very few comparative questions. Furthermore, 
more emotive questions were generated by students who read the narrative and prob-
lematizing text, which is in line with our expectations and the finding that these texts 
evoked more emotiveness. 

Regarding this last finding, we have to remark that although emotiveness was an 
important source of situational interest, relatively few emotive questions were gen-
erated by students and the standard deviations were relatively high. It may be that 
students thought of more such questions but did not write them down. It is noticea-
ble that students are inclined to ask questions that are asked in textbooks or by the 
teacher. Further research could investigate whether emotive reactions during reading 
of the text are transformed into questions. Van der Meij (1994) states that transform-
ing a state of perplexity into a question is an important ability. Students may pose 
other questions for social reasons that are not based on experienced perplexity 
(Graesser & McMahen, 1993; Graesser & Olde, 2003). 

Emotive questions that are asked out of perplexity may reflect unschooled histor-
ical thinking, but may at the same time be authentic for the students and may be the 
questions they are most interested in. This is in line with the idea that every question 
a student asks is interesting, without being researchable from the start (Beck, 1998). 
Emotive questions can be used in history lessons to transform present day and un-
schooled historical thinking into historical thinking. This transformation is consid-
ered to be an important goal of conceptual change in the domain of history (Limón, 
2002). Emotive questions can be useful for helping students reflect on the im-
portance of historical contextualization. Del Favero, Boscolo, Vidotto, & Vicentini 
(2007) argued that further research is needed on domain-specific guidance given to 
students asking questions.  

A possible limitation of this study is that students were not asked to generate 
questions in a context of inquiry learning. Students only read a text and generated 
questions after reading. If students had been instructed to formulate questions in 
order to conduct an inquiry based upon these questions, they may have come up 
with a different number and type of questions. That task was not set because a draw-
back of such an approach might have been that students may have felt restricted in 
asking certain types of questions because they perceived them not to be intelligent or 
suitable questions for inquiry. We wanted them to ask questions that reflected what 
they were genuinely interested in (e.g., Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1992). Furthermore, 
we studied task-induced questions (Graesser, & Olde, 2003) and not self-induced 
questions. Students were directly instructed to ask questions. The questions that stu-
dents might themselves have asked spontaneously during the reading of the text may 
have differed from those generated after our instructions. 

Another possible limitation is that we did not gain any insight into the cognitive 
and affective processes students were engaged in and the perplexity they experi-
enced while reading the text, whereas this could help us in explaining the questions 
students do and do not ask. 

To conclude, this study focused on triggering situational interest with different 
types of introductory texts and generating questions. Our study showed that the type 
of introductory text has a significant effect on situational interest and sources of sit-
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uational interest which is in line with findings of previous studies with texts that did 
not have this specific introductory function. Correlational and regression analysis 
supports the assumption that a higher situational interest goes together with more 
questions. Furthermore, our study showed that students are able to ask higher-order 
historical questions and that they ask relatively few comparative questions (whereas 
the texts contained several triggers to ask comparative questions) and questions that 
reflects emotion (whereas emotiveness was an important source of interest). Alt-
hough we did not find differences in the number of questions asked, when construct-
ing or choosing an introductory text for stimulating situational interest, narrative, or 
problematizing texts (that include attention to major life themes and compare a pre-
sent and historical situation) may be more useful than expository texts. Another rea-
son for choosing these types of texts is that they trigger more emotive questions that 
reflect present-oriented thinking of students and that can be used by teachers as a 
starting point to reflect on the importance of taking a historical perspective. 

 



 

Chapter 4 

STUDENTS’ THINKING AND SPONTANEOUS 

QUESTIONING WHEN READING AN 

INTRODUCTORY TEXT IN HISTORY: THE 

ROLE OF HISTORICAL REASONING, PRIOR 

KNOWLEDGE AND AFFECT1 
 

 

 

This study is aimed at deeper insight into processes underlying student questions in History. A process 
study was carried out to investigate the characteristics of students’ thinking when reading a historical 
introductory text. Furthermore, the questions students spontaneously asked while reading were described. 
Thirty-three secondary school students were instructed to read the text and underline striking text seg-
ments. At the point of underlining, students were asked to verbalize their thoughts. In our protocol analy-
sis we focused on the questions students spontaneously asked while verbalizing their thoughts and on the 
verbalization of domain-specific reasoning, prior knowledge and affect. It appeared that in half of the 251 
analysed fragments (episodes) students verbalized historical reasoning and expressed affective thoughts. 
Associations were most frequently used to verbalize prior knowledge. Questions were mostly asked in 
cases where students expressed a knowledge deficit. Other questions were asked in episodes with histori-
cal reasoning and in episodes with affect. Implications of the role of affect and domain-specific reasoning 
in the onset of questions for research and practice are discussed. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

History is not only a matter of providing answers. The answers that are provided by 
history should be questioned. Questions in history can be triggered by present-day 
developments. For example, present globalization and the fast economic growth in 
Asia revive old questions about industrialization, still a very important topic of his-
torical debates. Why did only Europe industrialize? Was it because Europeans were 
more curious about science and other cultures between the 16th and 19th centuries 
than, for example, the Chinese were? Or was it more important that England pos-
sessed cheaper energy sources? (Allen, 2009) Why were the Europeans more inquis-
itive? Every answer gives rise to other (critical) questions, based on curiosity about, 

                                                           
1 Logtenberg, A., Van Boxtel, C., Schellings, G.L.M., & Van Hout-Wolters, B.H.A.M. (submit-

ted). Students’ thinking and spontaneous questioning when reading an introductory text in 
History: The role of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect. 
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interest in and knowledge of the past. This study investigates the historical questions 
students in secondary education ask when reading an introductory history text, espe-
cially how spontaneously-asked questions originate. 

Current research in history learning focuses on students’ thinking and reasoning 
about the past (e.g., VanSledright & Limón, 2006). Although several scholars con-
sider the asking of historical questions to be an important component of historical 
thinking or reasoning (e.g., Schreiber et al., 2006;Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008), 
there is not much explicit knowledge about historical questioning, not even among 
expert historians. Voss and Wiley (2006) state in their summary of characteristics of 
expertise in history: “…an aspect of the historian’s task that is virtually never stud-
ied (…) is the ability of the expert to be adroit in selecting and defining the issue to 
be studied. Problem finding is the critical first step in problem solving, and expert 
historians must have skill at posing interesting yet researchable questions” (p. 573). 
Our goal is to study and conceptualize this skill of question asking in the domain of 
history from a student’s perspective. 

The objective of this study is to gain more insight into the questions students ask 
while reading a history text and the (potential) onset of questions. To what extent are 
students’ spontaneous questions related to historical reasoning, or do they originate 
in other processes? Particularly knowledge of students’ thinking while reading a 
historical introductory text could be helpful in designing history education that sup-
ports students in reasoning historically, with the asking of historical questions as 
part of it. In the history classroom, introductory texts are used as lesson starters and 
can also be used to generate questions that can guide knowledge construction and 
historical reasoning. Moreover, introductory texts can be constructed to provoke 
students’ interest and questioning (Logtenberg, Van Boxtel & Van Hout-Wolters, 
2011). Although literature on historical thinking and reasoning conceptualizes the 
asking of historical questions as an important ability that students need to develop in 
History (e.g., when reading historical sources), there is hardly any empirical re-
search on the underlying processes of questions that students ask when they are en-
gaged with the past when reading a historical text. We therefore mainly built our 
study on insights from questioning research in other domains. In our view, a focus 
on the underlying processes of questions is essential to describe and promote stu-
dents’ ability to formulate questions. 

Research on student questioning mostly conceptualizes questioning in terms of a 
strategy that is important for (text) comprehension and deep meaningful learning 
(see for reviews Chin & Osborne, 2008; Janssen, 2002; Rosenshine, Meister, & 
Chapman, 1996). Questioning can support students in articulating their interest and 
activating their prior knowledge. Questions are asked when students experience a 
knowledge deficit or conflict (Graesser & Olde, 2003). The model of questioning 
developed by Dillon (1990) and further elaborated on by Van der Meij (1994) de-
scribes the state of puzzlement, surprise or confusion that occurs before formulating 
a question with the ‘perplexity’ construct. In line with this research, we depart from 
the idea that questions can arise from a state of perplexity triggered by a cognitive 
disequilibrium (Graesser & Olde, 2003). However, working within the domain of 
history, we not only focus on the role of prior knowledge and cognitive processes, 
but also aim at clarifying the affective and historical reasoning processes that may 
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underlie the generation of questions. In this perspective, student questions are able to 
inform us about their thinking (Chin & Osborne, 2008). 

First we describe general models of questioning. Second, we discuss questioning 
from the perspective of learning history and – using that perspective – reflect on the 
more general models of questioning, resulting in our research questions. Third, we 
present the design and results of our empirical study. 

1.1 General models of questioning 

Research on student questioning (Rosenshine et al., 1996) has mainly focused on 
domain-exceeding skills, which has resulted in general models of questioning. Two 
general models support the description of the underlying processes of questioning: 
the model of Dillon (1990) and the model of Graesser and McMahen (1993). 

Van der Meij (1994) presents a componential analysis of questioning, based on 
Dillon’s (1990) theory of the mechanism of questioning. Three stages characterize 
the process of questioning: (1) the onset of questioning (perplexity), (2) the devel-
opment of a question (asking) and (3) the search for and processing of an answer 
(answering). Van der Meij also emphasizes individual and personal factors of ques-
tioning, but still little is known about how students’ questioning skills originate. In 
the first stage the onset of questioning is characterized by perplexity that can be trig-
gered internally or externally. Internal cues cause uncertainty related to one’s prior 
knowledge, while external cues trigger curiosity by surprising events or facts (Van 
der Meij, 1994). Before formulating a question (stage 2), a question is determined by 
presuppositions and presumptions (stage 1). Every question contains a presupposi-
tion based on prior knowledge; for example, the question ‘Who was the leader of the 
Industrial Revolution?’ contains the (not valid) presupposition that this development 
had one leading person. Presumptions are related to personal motives and beliefs; 
for example, believing that the presupposition (‘the Industrial Revolution had one 
leading person’) is valid or true. In this view, presuppositions are related to (prior) 
knowledge and presumptions to affect, personal characteristics and attitudes (Dillon, 
1990; Van der Meij, 1994). 

Research on questioning particularly lacks knowledge about presumptions, 
which may be characterized by affect. It is also unclear whether and how students 
formulate questions after experiencing perplexity. In other words, what type of per-
plexity do students experience and do they take the opportunity to formulate a ques-
tion? 

Graesser and McMahen (1993) propose a general model of questioning including 
three components: anomaly detection, question articulation and social editing. Their 
focus is mainly on the cognitive triggers of questioning, also known as the cognitive 
disequilibrium hypothesis. Otero and Graesser (2001) describe several ‘production 
rules’ (e.g., text characteristics) that trigger cognitive disequilibrium such as contra-
diction, discrepancies, salient contrasts and expectation violations. 

In comparing the two models, the role of cognitive disequilibrium is prominent. 
When students read a history text, the experience of disequilibrium may result in 
spontaneously asking questions. The characteristics of students’ disequilibrium may 
be specified by domain-specific production rules (Otero & Graesser, 2001). The 
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disequilibrium that students experience when reading a text about history could re-
flect their historical reasoning competency and could be grounded in both cognitive 
and affective processes. In the following sections we elaborate on questioning as a 
component of historical reasoning and the potential role of both prior knowledge and 
affective processes. 

1.2 Questioning as a component of historical reasoning 

Although researchers in history education state that questioning plays an important 
role in historical thinking and reasoning (Ciardiello & Cicchelli, 1994; Schreiber et 
al., 2006; Wineburg, 1991), we are not familiar with empirical studies that focus on 
questioning processes in History. Van Drie and Van Boxtel (2008) developed a 
framework for studying historical reasoning. According to these authors, historical 
reasoning is constructing or evaluating a description of processes of change and con-
tinuity, an explanation of a historical phenomenon or a comparison of historical 
phenomena or periods. Their framework consists of six components: asking histori-
cal questions, using sources, contextualization, argumentation, using substantive 
concepts, and using meta-concepts of history. 

In this framework questioning takes a central position, as it is seen as an ‘engine’ 
of historical reasoning. Interpreting a historical phenomenon implies a search for 
explanations (e.g., Why did it happen?), differences and communalities (e.g., What 
changed?) and historical context (e.g., Was it common in that time?). From this do-
main-specific perspective students ask questions when they try to interpret historical 
phenomena and when they are engaged in historical reasoning.  

In a previous study we analysed the type of questions secondary school students 
asked after reading a text about the Industrial Revolution which was meant to trigger 
situational interest (Logtenberg et al., 2011). After reading, students were instructed 
to formulate questions. We found that students were able to formulate higher-order 
questions about the historical context, processes of change and continuity, and caus-
es and consequences. For example, questions were formulated about the causes of 
the Industrial Revolution. By analyzing the questions we experienced that a question 
itself does not reveal much about the underlying processes that take place while 
formulating questions. Yang (2006) remarks that much research on questioning in-
correctly assumes that “the cognitive process type needed by each question is fixed 
in itself” (p.198). As a result, most research on questioning disregards the mecha-
nisms of questioning, the underlying processes and the domain-specific characteris-
tics. Both a higher-order and a lower-order question may be the result of a historical 
reasoning process. In our previous study it sometimes seemed that the higher-order 
questions asked by the students were in fact the result of reproducing the type of 
questions asked during the history lessons (in their textbook or by their teacher). 
More precisely, these higher-order questions could not be authentic in the sense that 
they were triggered by students’ own thoughts while reading. This raises questions 
about the type and extent of historical reasoning that occurs while reading a history 
text. Additionally, we would like to know whether historical reasoning gives rise to 
student questions. In order to examine these issues we need to focus on the underly-
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ing processes that give rise to student questions, the domain-specific characteristics 
and the questions students spontaneously ask. 

1.3 The onset of questioning while reading a historical introductory text 

Students, when confronted with historical content, especially controversial issues, 
tend to judge historical agents and situations from a present-oriented perspective or 
use stereotypes to describe and explain historical actions or events (Hartmann & 
Hasselhorn, 2008). They experience difficulty in seeing persons, events and devel-
opments in the past in their own historical context (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Barton 
& McCully, 2007; Wineburg, 2001). Students may be perplexed when they experi-
ence disequilibrium between the information that is given about the past and what 
they know from their experience and present-day standards. This experience may 
also be characterized by emotions, such as interest or indignation. Strong emotions 
may be triggered by (inter)nationally sensitive topics such as genocide or long-
lasting historical conflicts within and between countries. But less strong, more gen-
eral affective student reactions (interest, engagement, joy) can also play a role in 
learning (Demetriou & Wilson, 2009; Silvia, 2006). In history learning, affective 
reactions can be influenced by interest in a certain topic or in the domain (Grever, 
Pelzer, & Haydn, 2011; Haydn & Harris, 2010) or by present-oriented thinking or 
during the reading of historical narratives and texts (Ben-david Kolikant & Pollack, 
2009). 

Indignation or astonishment about the past caused by the ‘otherness’ of the past 
can be a powerful emotion that may trigger a question that reflects this emotion or 
that reflects the aim to contextualize. When students experience a disequilibrium in 
the sense of seeing the past as ‘strange’ they can use different ways of reasoning that 
can result in different types of questions. First, students may try to empathize with 
past persons, actions or events, especially while reading historical narratives. Mar 
and colleagues (2011) describe feelings of sympathy, identification, empathy and 
relived and remembered emotions as playing an important role while reading narra-
tives. This may result in questions that are grounded in interest and in the attempt to 
imagine past situations. Second, students can use a present-day perspective. This 
may result in questions that reflect emotion or a judgment based on present-day 
standards. Third, students can (or try to) contextualize past actions or events by de-
scribing or explaining in order to make sense of them. While doing this they may 
activate prior knowledge about the historical phenomenon or period in the text. This 
may result in questions that are grounded in an attempt to more deeply understand a 
historical event or situation. 

In the previously mentioned study (Logtenberg et al., 2011) we found that ques-
tions contained presumptions that may be the result of taking a present-oriented per-
spective and reflect emotions such as indignation. Examples of these questions 
asked about 19th century working conditions are: ‘If it paid so badly, why didn’t 
they protest?’ or ‘Why did they do what they did? Who would have been that cra-
zy?’ Our study also showed that some students asked higher-order questions about 
the historical context, processes of change and continuity and causes and conse-
quences. These questions suggested that students used important components of 
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historical reasoning. For example, students tried to understand the topic by asking an 
explanative question such as ‘Why did people in the factories work such long 
hours?’ This raises the question of the extent to which present-oriented perspectives 
(expressed with emotions) and historical reasoning, such as explaining and contex-
tualization, characterize the processes students experience when reading a text about 
history. 

Summarizing, students’ questions may be triggered by different elements. These 
elements cause disequilibrium and may lead to spontaneous questions. In this study 
we want to describe the onset of questions experienced by students in higher sec-
ondary education, and to characterize this onset in terms of the verbalization of his-
torical reasoning, (a lack of) prior knowledge and affect. Furthermore, we are inter-
ested in the type of spontaneous questions that students ask while they are reading. 

1.3.1 Research questions 

The research questions that we address in this study are: 
• In what processes of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect are stu-

dents engaged while reading a historical introductory text? 
• What type of questions do students spontaneously ask? 
• Which processes characterize the onset of spontaneous questions? 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Selection of participants 

Thirty-three students in higher secondary education (mean age = 15.6. 10 boys, 23 
girls) from 8 different classes from 6 different schools participated in this study. 
Three schools are from a rural area in the Netherlands and three are located in a 
large city. Students at this educational level are preparing for higher vocational edu-
cation. In the Dutch educational system this group represents the middle-level group 
of students in secondary education. Some of the students come from a lower level 
(vocational education), so in many classrooms there is a variety in age, interest and 
ability. Students at this level start with History (an optional subject) at a more ana-
lytical level after having had History as a compulsory subject in the first three years 
of secondary education. The Dutch history curriculum is structured according to 10 
eras and 49 aspects (Van Boxtel & Grever, 2011; Van Drie et al., 2009). Students in 
the 11th grade discuss these 10 eras at a deeper level and prepare for the national 
examination. In general, these students do not have very much experience in asking 
questions themselves. 

Because of the relatively large variety of students at this educational level, we 
followed a thorough selection procedure to be sure not to select only high or low-
performing students. Thirty-three students were recruited from a sample of 174 in 
order to reach a maximum variation between them (Patton, 1990). This means that 
participants were selected in order to compose an equally divided sample concerning 
the prior knowledge and interest in History variables. To increase generalizability 
and the heterogeneity of the sample, students were selected from groups of low in-
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terest/prior knowledge, medium interest/prior knowledge and high interest/prior 
knowledge, divided over different classes and schools (11 students per group). The 
groups were mainly created for selection purposes and group sizes are too small to 
investigate whether there are significant differences between the three groups. 
Moreover, the aim of this study is to provide a theoretical and empirical foundation 
for further research on questioning mechanisms that occur when students are en-
gaged in History. 

In the first step of selection we calculated sample quartiles (see below) and found 
that from the original sample (N = 174) a total sample of 82 students appeared to 
belong to three sub-groups with combinations of low interest/prior knowledge (n = 
20), medium interest/prior knowledge (n = 38) and high interest/prior knowledge (n 
= 24). Groups with combinations such as low interest/high prior knowledge (n = 5) 
or high interest/low prior knowledge (n = 2) were not used for further selection. 
These combinations were exceptions in the whole sample. Furthermore, the fact that 
we found a connection between corresponding levels of interest and prior 
knowledge corresponds with the theoretical assumption that a higher or lower inter-
est is connected to higher or lower levels of domain knowledge (Hidi & Renninger, 
2006). 

As a second step we took into account the different classrooms (8 from 6 differ-
ent schools) and gender (25 boys and 57 girls) while selecting 11 students from each 
of the three different sub-groups. Finally, after receiving parental permission, a total 
of 33 students were invited for an individual interview with the researcher which 
took place in a separate room at their own school. All interviews were audio record-
ed and transcribed. 

2.2 Instruments 

2.2.1 Prior knowledge test and interest in History questionnaire 

Since prior knowledge and interest play an important role in questioning, we meas-
ured these variables before selecting the participants. Prior knowledge on the topic 
of the text - the Industrial Revolution - was measured with a paper-and-pencil test. 
Students had to answer 8 open subordinate questions in answering the main ques-
tion: ‘What do you know about the Industrial Revolution?’ Examples of subordinate 
questions are: ‘What does the term Industrial Revolution make you think of?, What 
was daily life like during the Industrial Revolution?’ and ‘Name as many causes of 
the Industrial Revolution as possible’. Answers were scored according to a template 
of correct and acceptable answers supplied by the first two authors, both of whom 
have a Master’s degree in history. For example, for the question regarding causes, a 
maximum of 4 points could be scored for giving at least two explanations for indus-
trialization, such as inventions, mechanization or urbanization. Only giving a single 
term without explanation was credited with one point. The inter-rater reliability on 
40 randomly-chosen tests from different classes reached from .67 to 1 (Cohen’s 
kappa). Two questions (about causes and effects) were scored by two raters who 
discussed the answers until agreement was reached, because the kappas were below 
.65. The mean test score on a scale from 0 to 23 was 9.3 (N = 174; SD = 5.6). 
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Cronbach’s alpha for the whole test (eight items) was .74. Three groups were made 
for the selection of participants: low prior knowledge (scores < 4.00), high prior 
knowledge (scores > 13.00) and medium prior knowledge groups (scores between 4 
and 13). 

Interest was measured with a school-subject-interest questionnaire developed by 
the Dutch National Institute for Educational Measurement (Cito, 1987). The original 
questionnaire (Attitude Scale towards Mathematics) was validated in a study by 
Martinot et al. (1988) regarding psychometric quality, reliability, and internal struc-
ture and validity. This questionnaire for the school subject of Mathematics was ad-
justed for History and consists of 32 items with both negative and positive state-
ments about this school subject. Examples of items are ‘I think History is a nice 
school subject’, ‘I think that History is useless’ and ‘Our history lessons are interest-
ing’. Students answered on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 = ‘don’t agree at all’ to 5 = 
‘completely agree’. Cronbach’s alpha for this questionnaire was .92. (N = 174). The 
mean score on interest in history is 3.1 (N = 174; SD = 0.58). Three groups were 
made in order to select participants: low interest in history (scores < 2.66), high in-
terest (scores > 3.59) and a medium interest in history groups (scores between 2.66 
and 3.59). Students with a higher score on interest also scored higher on prior 
knowledge. A correlation analysis between scores on the prior knowledge test and 
interest in history resulted in a significant correlation between both scores (r = .413; 
p < .001). 

2.2.2 Introductory text  

A historical introductory text was composed (770 words, see Appendix A, p. 113). 
The function of the text is to introduce a new topic in the history curriculum (lesson-
starter) and to trigger text-based interest and questions. Text-based interest is an 
‘emotional state aroused by specific text features’ (Schiefele & Krapp, 1996). These 
text features can trigger situational interest that can give rise to questions (Hidi & 
Renninger, 2006). Texts containing an unexpected element, incongruence or an ap-
peal to one’s imagination can stimulate situational interest (Brantmeier, 2006; 
Schraw, Bruning & Svoboda, 1995). We aimed at constructing a text that triggers 
situational interest and questions. The text contains narrative and problematizing 
characteristics that we considered important for triggering situational interest (en-
gagement and emotions such as indignation), cognitive disequilibrium, and different 
types of questions. Elements are a vivid description of a nineteenth century factory 
in Manchester visited by Friedrich Engels, the son of a German factory owner, who 
is an eyewitness of the poor conditions. Then the text describes a contemporary 
(problematizing) comparison with the industrialization process of modern-day China 
and finishes with a concluding paragraph about the positive and negative conse-
quences of the Industrial Revolution. Important historical information such as dates 
and context are left out in order to trigger knowledge deficits and historical ques-
tions. 

Text themes are connected to the Dutch history curriculum. The topic of indus-
trialization is covered by two parts of the examination programme: ‘the process of 
industrialization and the development of an industrial society’ and ‘the social ques-
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tion that caused a discussion about the task of the government in a welfare state’. 
Teachers in the Netherlands can choose from a variety of teaching methods and his-
tory textbooks to work with. The text used in this study contains typical examples of 
introducing the topic to students in secondary education. To check ecological validi-
ty, we asked several history teachers and teacher educators whether they could use 
the text to introduce the topic of the Industrial Revolution. Teachers considered the 
text suitable for classroom use. The whole text (translated from Dutch) can be found 
in Appendix A (p.113). 

2.2.3 Task and procedure 

Participants were asked to read the text and to underline text segments that were 
striking, (un)familiar or (un)clear to them. At each underlined text element, partici-
pants were instructed to verbalize (thinking-aloud) what they thought regarding this 
element, why they underlined it and to explain their thoughts. The instruction was 
written down for students and verbally repeated by the researcher. The students re-
ceived the following instruction: 

On the next page you will find a text about a topic in History. Read this text carefully. 
Mark the text segments where you notice striking things, something funny, strange or 
interesting. It is also possible that you may recognize something, do not understand 
something or want to know more about something. 

In short, mark everything in this text that attracts your attention. Underline everything in 
the text that makes you think ‘this is remarkable, this is interesting, I do not understand 
this, this feels strange, this is fun, or I want to know more about this.’ 

Underline anything you want to. Read the underlined text-segment aloud and say what 
you think, what you feel and why you underlined this segment. You can say anything 
you want to; I want to hear what this text means to you, what attracts you. Anything you 
say is fine with me. 

When you underline something I will ask you to explain why you underlined it. 

To ensure that students understood this instruction they were asked to repeat it in 
their own words. At every underlined segment the researcher followed a protocol by 
using prompts such as ‘what do you think?’ to stimulate the student to think aloud 
and explain their thoughts. The text was read silently. 

2.2.4 Coding system and analysis 

We transcribed 33 protocols of students verbalizing their thoughts about striking 
fragments in the text. These data were divided into episodes. An episode is defined 
as ‘all utterances of the student after underling a text segment’. We considered the 
moment of underlining to be a possible indication of reasoning, a cognitive disequi-
librium/deficit or some type of affect. We defined 251 episodes (M = 7.6 per stu-
dent). A coding scheme was developed to code verbalizations found within these 
episodes. Students indicated the theme of the text, explained their thoughts, and re-
acted to the prompting of the researcher (e.g., ‘What do you think now?’ and ‘What 
do you mean by that?’). An episode ends when the student stops verbalizing (or does 
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not react to the researcher’s prompts) and continues reading. Transcribed episodes 
vary in length from 2 to 25 sentences. 

Coding on the dimensions historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affective 
processes is used to characterize (potential) onsets of questions. Each episode is 
coded on these different dimensions. We used the episode, not the student, as a unit 
of analysis because we wanted to get insight into the onset of questioning processes 
that occurs when students read a text about history and how spontaneously-asked 
questions are related to these different processes. 

To analyse the protocols we developed a coding scheme in order to label each 
episode on the following four dimensions: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, 
comparing, causal reasoning and argumentation), 2) prior knowledge (experiencing 
a deficit in, a contradiction or a correspondence with prior knowledge) 3) affective 
processes (indignation, interest, astonishment, empathy or boredom), and 4) sponta-
neously-asked question(s) (yes or no). The coding scheme is illustrated in Tables 1 
to 4, where we describe each coding dimension. For the categories historical reason-
ing, prior knowledge and affective processes, inter-rater reliability between two 
raters on a randomly chosen set of 45 episodes was calculated. Cohen’s kappa 
reached from .63 to .90. Kappas are reported in each table. 

(1) Historical reasoning 

Episodes were coded on the appearance of historical reasoning or no historical rea-
soning (Cohen’s kappa = .73). When a student showed a present-day perspective by 
using his or her own experience or present-day standards in explaining their 
thoughts (e.g., only discussing present-day issues) this was coded as ‘no historical 
reasoning’. But when a present-day issue was explicitly compared with the past or 
put into a historical context, this was coded as historical reasoning. 

Describing the different types of historical reasoning in sub-categories was done 
by two raters together because in some cases different types of historical reasoning 
could be detected. In those cases we decided on the main type of historical reasoning 
present in the episode. Historical reasoning describes the reasoning activities stu-
dents display while reacting to the content of the text. These reasoning activities are 
aimed at giving meaning to the historical information in the text. Typical historical 
reasoning activities are contextualizing, comparing, causal reasoning and argumen-
tation. Table 1 presents the description and examples of these coding categories. 
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Table 1 Codes, descriptions and examples of historical reasoning (κ = .73) 

 
Code 
 

 
Description 

 
Example 

 
No historical rea-
soning 

 
Episode contains no use of a 
historical reasoning related to 
the text segment. 
 
 
 

 
Well, that people weren’t treated 
humanely in those factories. For 
example, that woman that wanted to 
comfort her child, or a child, and 
she immediately gets a fine because 
she’s not working: I think that’s 
really harsh. 

 Student judges a situation or 
event in the past from a present-
oriented point of view (own 
experiences/values). 

In this case I think of my own situa-
tion. I work 5 hours a week and I 
earn 3.85 an hour or something like 
that. And then I think ‘they earned 
so little in the past.’ That’s just not 
right. 

Historical reason-
ing 

An episode contains use of historical reasoning related to the text seg-
ment aimed at giving meaning to a historical situation, event or phe-
nomenon. The described information in the text is extended or made 
comprehensible by using one or more forms of reasoning: (1) contextu-
alization, (2) comparison, (3) causal reasoning, (4) argumentation. 

Contextualization Student constructs a historical 
context for the situation/event 
that is described in the text in 
order to make this situation 
more comprehensible.  
The episode contains statements 
about characteristics of a spe-
cific time, place or society. 

The period, I think about 1700, 
1800, when the steam engine ap-
peared in England, I think. Yes, 
when things improved technically. 
That’s what comes to mind. 
 
Steam engine. Yes, that was the 
first invention of the Industrial 
Revolution (…) And the locomotive 
is derived from that. Yes, people 
worked six days a week in factories; 
streets were dirty and on Sundays 
they drank a lot. 

Comparison Student makes a comparison 
that concerns situations, events 
and phenomena in the past that 
are compared with each other or 
with present-day situations, 
events and phenomena. 
(A comparison between pre-
sent-day situations is not con-
sidered historical reasoning; for 
example the comparison be-
tween China 2008 and present-
day Europe.) 
 

Well, because my idea about earlier 
times, for example the Golden Age 
(17th century A.L.), is that women 
didn’t work as merchants or any-
thing like that and they didn’t work 
on ships. They were at home with 
the children. Men worked, so I 
think it’s strange that now women 
and children have to work.  
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Causal reasoning Student names causes and/or 
effects of an event or situation 
that is described in the text. 

Well, we now have faster transpor-
tation and people, yes, well, it 
changes, you know, we were able to 
move faster and, because of the 
train, we went to live in other places 
and we started to build cities. And 
that’s what I mean with develop-
ment. Progress, just like the Renais-
sance, for example. 

Argumentation Student gives arguments for or 
against a statement or interpre-
tation, examines different ar-
guments or interpretations. 
 

I agree with the opinion that the 
existence of common people has 
improved. Um, well, the train came, 
so you can get anywhere within 3 
hours. I think that’s very important, 
that you can travel far (…) And 
what could we do without machines 
nowadays? Almost nothing. So 
that’s my opinion. I agree with this. 
 

(2) Prior knowledge 

Episodes were coded on the appearance of verbalization of prior knowledge (Co-
hen’s kappa = .63). The codes, descriptions and examples from the transcripts can be 
found in Table 2. First we coded the episode on the category ‘knowledge deficit’ 
because we were interested whether a student experienced a deficit in knowledge 
(one of the most obvious triggers to formulating a question). Knowledge deficit was 
coded when a student explicitly stated lack of knowledge about the topic. This lack 
of knowledge can also be expressed as a spontaneous question. This is not applica-
ble for cases where other aspects of prior knowledge were more prominent and ex-
plicit than a knowledge deficit. 

When no knowledge deficit appeared in the episode the episode was coded with 
the codes ‘knowledge conflict’, ‘association’ or ‘no prior knowledge’. A knowledge 
conflict means that the student explicitly states that the information in the text is in 
conflict with his or her own knowledge. This can also mean that a student compares 
this information with other information previously presented in the text. Association 
is referring to prior knowledge without verbalizing a knowledge deficit or contradic-
tion. An association can be expressed by the student by adding own knowledge, re-
membering lesson experiences, or information from a previous episode or text seg-
ment. An episode was coded as ‘no prior knowledge’ when a student only para-
phrased the text or verbalized an affective reaction. 
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Table 2 Codes, descriptions and examples of prior knowledge (κ = .63) 

 
Code 

 
Description 

 
Example 
 

 
Knowledge deficit 

 
Episode contains statements from the 
student that express a lack of 
knowledge, expressed in a question or 
by using the expression; ‘I do not 
know’. 

 
Well, I don’t know. Apparently England 
is more developed than Germany. But I 
don’t know for sure, that’s why I under-
lined it. I don’t really understand it. 

Knowledge conflict 
 

Episode contains one or more expres-
sions of prior knowledge that does not 
fit with the information in the text, 
according to the student. There is a 
contradiction with; 
- own knowledge 
- prior information from the text 
- own opinion, if supported with own 
knowledge 
- knowledge/information from the 
text. 

Well, yes, it says that this Friedrich goes 
to his father’s factory, a textile factory. 
But I don’t understand, because it says in 
this sentence ‘In a large, dark factory 
hall dozens of people are working; re-
markably many women and children’. 
But I always thought it was the men that 
worked. 
 

Association 
 

Episode contains one or more expres-
sions of prior knowledge related to 
the text segment. This prior 
knowledge can consist of; 
- own knowledge 
- preceding information from the text 
- lesson experience/recollection 
- own (life)experience. 

Steam engines came; they began to work 
with steam. Things got more automated. 
How do you say that? That there was 
more productivity. That a lot more was 
produced. 
Yes, people are sad because they have to 
work, they can’t do fun stuff and on 
Sundays they drink to forget. 

No prior 
knowledge 

Episode contains no statements that 
express prior knowledge related to the 
text-segment. 
- Information from text is repeat-
ed/paraphrased. 
- Episode only contains an affective 
reaction, opinion or judgment. 
 

‘10 to 12 hours’ Um, that’s too long. 
That, um. Well, I just don’t think it’s 
right that children had to work 10 to 12 
hours a day. 

(3) Affect 

First we coded each episode on appearance of ‘no affect’ or ‘affect’ (Cohen’s kappa 
= .90). Next, we coded the episodes that contained verbalizations of affect with the 
sub-categories interest, indignation, astonishment, empathy and boredom (Cohen’s 
kappa = .79). These types of affect were inductively generated based on student ut-
terances including words or expressions that refer to affective characteristics (e.g., 
like, fun, awful, etc.). Descriptions of the codes and examples from the transcripts 
are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 Codes, descriptions and examples of affect (k = .90)  

and different types of affect (κ = .79) 

 
Code 

 
Description 

 
Example 
 

 
No Affect 

 
Episode contains no statement from the 
student that expresses emotion or inter-
est. 

 
Yes, children had to work too instead of 
going to school. So here you see again 
that they didn’t have much choice. They 
had to work to survive. 

Affect Episode contains one or more statements from the student that expresses emotion or 
interest.  

Interest 
 

Episode contains one or more statements 
from the student that express interest. 
The student uses words like interesting, 
fascination or curious. 

Um, yes, I think that’s because it interests 
me. I am curious about working condi-
tions. Well, um, I think things like child 
labour, for example, are topics that I find 
fascinating. How do I explain that? 

Indignation 
 

Episode contains one or more statements 
from student that express indignation. 
The student uses expressions like ‘not 
normal’, ‘shocking’ or ‘awful’. 

Well, a child should be comforted when 
she, well, you have to comfort people 
when they aren’t feeling good. And in this 
case it’s not allowed. That’s shocking. 

Astonishment 
 

Episode contains one or more statements 
from the student that express astonish-
ment. The student uses expressions like 
‘unbelievable’, ‘strange’ or ‘surprising’. 

I think that people at that time had to 
work very long hours. It’s hard for me to 
believe that it was so bad at that 
time…and also because it concerns chil-
dren, of course. That always really sur-
prises me.  

Empathy  Episode contains one or more statements 
from the student that express empathy. 
The student can imagine herself/himself 
in the situation that is described in the 
text segment.  

That people really lived like that! I hate to 
think that I’d ever have to live like that. 
It’s a bit like you are him and you’re 
looking out the window and you see what 
he sees. 

Boredom 
 

Episode contains one or more statements 
that express boredom. The student uses 
expressions like ‘boring’, ’annoying’ or 
‘not interesting’. 

Well, yes, I just said that I don’t think the 
subject we have now is a nice one. Be-
cause, well…it’s probably important but I 
prefer to talk about things like World War 
II. 
 

(4) Spontaneous questions 

Spontaneous questions were divided into content questions (descriptive, compara-
tive, explanative, evaluative) and non-content (procedural) questions. We used a 
coding system from an earlier study (Logtenberg et al., 2011). Table 4 presents de-
scriptions and examples of these different types of questions. Procedural questions, 
which fall into a new category in our coding system, function to understand the task 
and are mostly directed at the interviewer. The inter-rater reliability for the coding of 
spontaneously-asked questions was calculated on a randomly chosen sample of 50 
questions (Cohen’s kappa = .76). 

Summarizing, all episodes were coded on historical reasoning, prior knowledge, 
affect, and spontaneous questions. In Table 5, two complete episodes are presented 
with all codes as an example. 
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Table 4 Codes, descriptions and examples of spontaneous questions (κ = .76) 

 
Category 

 
Code 

 
Description 

 
Example 
 

 
Content 

 
Descriptive 

 
What, when, who, how questions 
that can support building a histori-
cal context or describing process-
es of change and continuity. 

 
Manchester is in England, isn’t 
it? 
What is this transition? 

 Comparative 
 

Questions that ask for differences 
and similarities in order to deter-
mine the uniqueness of historical 
phenomena.  

What do we have now that they 
didn’t have? 

 Explanative 
 

Questions that ask for explana-
tions of historical phenomena, 
why questions, what were (short-
term and long-term) causes and/or 
effects?  

I would like to know why many 
women and children worked. 
 

 Evaluative 
 

Questions that discuss the signifi-
cance of historical phenomena 
that foster discussion about the 
topic by asking for a judg-
ment/opinion. 

What was wrong with the people 
themselves during the Industrial 
Revolution? 

Non-
content 

Procedural 
 

Questions about the task or proce-
dure directed at the interviewer or 
that support the thinking process. 
 

How do I explain? 
Do I have to underline this? 
What do I think about this? 
 

Table 5 Two examples of coded episodes, with and without  

spontaneous questions 

Example 1 
 
Underlined text 

 
‘Impressive’, Friedrich thinks, ‘A lot more modern than our Essen station 
in Germany.’ 

Episode Well, that suddenly a German is standing at an English (Manchester) train 
station. I think that’s unusual. Um, well it is in the time of the Industrial 
Revolution, but I didn’t know that foreigners were already going to Eng-
land, especially Germans. Um, well, I don’t know exactly, I just thought 
‘unusual, I don’t know. Well, I didn’t exactly know that, say, Germans, 
other people, went to England. I thought it was America. Well, America 
was the new world. So, I think ‘If they wanted a better life’ or something, 
then they’d go to America, not to England. 

Coding 1.Historical reasoning: historical reasoning (contextualization) 
2.Prior knowledge: knowledge conflict 
3.Affective processes: no affect 
4.No spontaneous questions 
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Example 2 
 
Underlined text 

 
Essen in Germany 

Episode Yes, I don’t understand this, the ‘Essen in Germany’. Well, I think some-
thing like: ‘What does this have to do with the rest of the text?’ Here it says 
‘a modern station’. And then someone says ‘it is more modern than our 
Essen station in Germany’. So, this man comes from Germany .That at-
tracted my attention. Well, I’m reading this and someone suddenly says 
this and then I think, ‘were they linked in some way? And I think: ’Was 

there something special about Germany even then? Were they in conflict or 

something? Yes, I mean at war. 
Well, um, because the World Wars were about this time. And this is the end 

of the 18th century? How do you say that? This is the 19th century, is it? 
Coding 
 

1. Historical reasoning: contextualizing  
2. Prior knowledge: knowledge deficit  
3. Affective processes: no affect  
4.Spontaneous questions: 1 procedural / 3 content (descriptive) questions 
(in italics) 

3. RESULTS 

In this study we want to describe students’ historical reasoning, verbalization of pri-
or knowledge and affect when they read a historical introductory text. Furthermore, 
we are interested in the kind of spontaneous questions that students ask and in the 
type of processes in which these questions are embedded. 

3.1 In what processes of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect are 

students engaged while reading a historical introductory text? 

As we described earlier (coding system and analyses), a total of 251 episodes from 
33 students were analysed. Table 6 shows the results of the analysis of the episodes 
in which students verbalized their thinking after they underlined part of the text. We 
found that in 120 (48%) of the episodes students verbalized historical reasoning, 
mainly contextualization (f = 81, 32%) and comparison (f = 26, 10%).With regard to 
prior knowledge we observed that prior knowledge in 74% (f = 186) of the episodes 
played a role in students’ thinking and reasoning when they verbalized why they 
stopped reading. In 23% (f = 57) of the episodes students expressed a knowledge 
deficit and in 8% a knowledge conflict (f = 21). 108 (43%) episodes contain an asso-
ciation. In 51% (f = 128) of the episodes students showed an affective reaction, 
mainly indignation (f = 59, 24%) and astonishment (f = 27, 11%) about the poor 
working conditions and child labour. 
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Table 6 Frequencies and percentages of the categories historical reasoning, prior knowledge, 

and affect 

 
Historical  
reasoning 
 

 

f (%) 
 
Prior knowledge 

 

f (%) 
 
Affect 

 

f (%) 

 
Contextualization 

 
81 (32.3) 

 
Knowledge deficit 

 
57 (22.7) 

 
Interest 

 
24 (9.6) 

Comparison 26 (10.4) Knowledge conflict 21 (8.4) Indignation 59 (23.5) 
Causal reasoning 8 (3.2) Association 108 (43) Astonishment 27 (10.8) 
Argumentation 5 (2.0)   Empathy  14 (5.6) 
    Boredom 4 (1.6) 
      
Historical reasoning 120 (47.8) Prior knowledge 186 (74.1) Affect 128 (51) 
No Historical reasoning 131 (52.2) No prior knowledge 65 (25.9) No Affect 123 (49) 
Total 251 (100)  251 (100 )  251 (100) 

 

 
To gain more insight into students’ thinking and reasoning regarding text segments 
they considered striking, we looked at how expressions of historical reasoning, prior 
knowledge and affect occurred simultaneously when students explained why they 
stopped reading. Table 7 shows the frequencies of 16 different combinations found 
after coding, organized in types of processes with and without historical reasoning 
and with and without affect.  

Table 7 Frequencies of types of processes in episodes with and without historical reasoning 

 
Types of processes 

 
Historical reasoning 

 

Yes No 

 
Affect 

 
Prior Knowledge 

 

f (%) 
 

f (%) 
 

Total 
No affect 
 
 

Knowledge Deficit 13 (4.8) 26 (10.4) 39 (15.5) 
Knowledge Conflict 5 (2.0) 1 (0.4) 6 (2.4) 
Association 39 (15.5) 15 (6.0) 54 (21.5) 
No prior knowledge 5 (2.0) 19 (7.6) 24 (9.6) 

123 (49) 
Affect 
 
 

Knowledge Deficit 6 (2.4) 12 (4.8) 18 (7.2) 
Knowledge Conflict 10 (4.0) 5 (2.0) 15 (6.0) 
Association 34 (13.5) 20 (8.0) 54 (21.5) 
No prior knowledge 8 (3.2) 33 (13.1) 41 (16.3) 

128 (51) 
  120 (47.8) 131 (52.2) 251 (100) 

 

Underlined frequencies of types of processes are elaborated with examples in the text 

 
Most episodes containing historical reasoning included one or more associations. 
About half of these episodes also included one or more affective responses. Epi-
sodes without historical reasoning mainly included the verbalization of a knowledge 
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deficit and the verbalization of an affective reaction without verbalizing prior 
knowledge. Four types occurred most frequently, cover 52.5% of the episodes (f = 
132,) and are underlined in Table 7. These types are combinations of 1) historical 
reasoning, association without affect (f = 39, 16%), 2) historical reasoning, associa-
tion with affect (f = 34, 14%), 3) no historical reasoning, knowledge deficit and no 
affect (f = 26, 10%), and 4) no historical reasoning, no prior knowledge and affect (f 
= 33, 13%). These four most frequent types are described below, elaborated with 
students’ utterances. First we provide examples of episodes with historical reasoning 
and then we provide examples of episodes without historical reasoning. 

3.2 Episodes with historical reasoning  

Episodes that showed historical reasoning (f = 120, 48%) were mostly episodes that 
included one or more associations. We found many instances in which a text ele-
ment triggered association by a student when asked to explain why he or she under-
lined a part of the text. The student not only verbalized an association, but also used 
this knowledge to construct a historical reasoning (f = 39, 16%). Most often students 
used their association to construct a historical context for the situation described. We 
found this type five times in the episodes of student Roy. When he read the term 
‘steam engine’, he reacted by saying that steam engines appeared in the Industrial 
Revolution. He added that people started to work with steam and their productivity 
was increased. We find another example with Sophia. She underlined the final part 
of the text that discusses the significance of the Industrial Revolution. Sophia rea-
soned about the consequences of the Industrial Revolution using her prior 
knowledge: ‘this was when life improved, for the people and the working condi-
tions. People were probably treated better and earned a higher hourly wage.’ Fur-
thermore, she tried to understand the statement on different opinions through argu-
mentation: ‘there are different opinions; some think that life improved, others do 
not. Well, maybe just the rich people got a better life, but not the people in the facto-
ries because they didn’t have as many rights. Bosses also worked in factories; they 
had a better life, for example (…) there were differences between people.’ These 
examples of episodes show that several text elements triggered processes that were 
mainly characterized by reasoning and associative reacting to statements in the text, 
without affect. 

Part of the episodes in which students engaged in historical reasoning also in-
clude an affective response. These episodes reveal a profile of historical reasoning, 
association and affect (f = 34, 14%). Students verbalize their associations and con-
struct a historical reasoning, but also show an affective reaction with regard to the 
text. Like many other students, Jessica, underlined the part in the text about women 
and children working in a factory. She expressed prior knowledge: ‘many women 
and children worked because they were less expensive than men, and they were 
more delicate with their hands. For example, sewing (...) men have bigger hands so 
they have more trouble with sewing.’ Then she verbalized interest by stating: ‘I 
think this is funny, because on the one hand this is a sort of emancipation because 
many women worked. This is striking compared to the years before that when wom-
en were not allowed to work. And now even children come into the work picture.’ 
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This student attempts to contextualize, although her reasoning is not fully adequate; 
women and children were also used to working for the family before the time of 
industrialization. Prior knowledge was shown and this student showed some interest 
in the topic by using words like funny and striking. There are 13 episodes in which a 
student verbalized indignation but also constructed a historical reasoning. Alina, for 
example, expressed indignation while reading the text fragment about poor working 
conditions for women and children. She said; ‘Well, actually this is pretty awful.’ 
But she proceeded with contextualizing the situation by making a comparison, and 
she concluded that this situation is different from today and that this situation was 
common for them then: ‘Well, they didn’t know better, they didn’t know that it 
wasn’t right, working such long hours. Well, ‘right’, I mean, because we, for us, this 
is not right. For them it was normal.’ Alina was able to make a distinction between 
our present ideas and experiences and those of people in the past. 

We compared the frequencies of episodes with historical reasoning between stu-
dents with low, medium and high prior knowledge and interest (LL, MM, HH). Be-
cause of small group sizes we could not perform statistical analysis. The high prior 
knowledge/interest group showed more historical reasoning combined with associa-
tions (f = 42, 57%) than the low prior knowledge/interest group (f = 7, 10%) and the 
medium group (f = 24, 33%). 

3.3 Episodes without historical reasoning  

Episodes that did not show historical reasoning mainly contained verbalizations of a 
knowledge deficit or no verbalization of prior knowledge. Examples of no historical 
reasoning, a knowledge deficit without affect (f = 26, 10%), were characterized by 
episodes in which often a spontaneous question was formulated. For example, Daisy 
read the text fragment from the diary of Friedrich Engels: ‘Workers are not human 
beings in their eyes (reads), but economic entities. Well, I thought, I didn’t read on, 
why are workers not human being in their eyes? I was thinking; who are they talking 
about and why are they not workers? Because they are workers.’ This response is a 
typical form of puzzlement expressed with one or more questions, but no reasoning, 
prior knowledge or affective reaction was expressed. This type is determined by the 
spontaneous questions asked or the explicitly stated knowledge deficit. 

Episodes without historical reasoning were often episodes that show an affective 
reaction to the text (f = 33, 13%) without a verbalization of prior knowledge. A typi-
cal example is Sonia who read the text fragment: ‘You get a fine. You should talk in 
your own time.’ Sonia reacted with: ‘if the woman was comforting a child, this is 
disgraceful! Well, a working child is crying, a woman wants to comfort it and then 
she gets a fine because she wants to comfort the child. What do I think about this? 
Bug off! That’s what I think, but well, you probably couldn’t say that. I think you’d 
be in even more trouble if you did.’ Although Sonia seemed to understand that it 
was not really an option to protest or leave the factory in those times, she did not 
bring in any knowledge about this period to contextualize. In many episodes stu-
dents reacted with this type of affect (indignation) without using prior knowledge. 
When expressing their affect, the text elements were paraphrased. 
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For the episodes without historical reasoning we found that both the low (f = 17, 
45%) and medium (f = 19, 15 %) prior knowledge/interest groups had more episodes 
with a knowledge deficit than the high prior knowledge/interest group (f = 2, 5%). 
When we looked at the occurrence of affective processes in the different student 
groups, we found that the number of episodes with affective responses was compa-
rable for the three groups with low, medium and high prior knowledge/interest. 

Summarizing, the analysis of students’ thinking while reading an introductory 
text on the Industrial Revolution showed that students’ thinking processes for an 
important part reflected historical reasoning, the activation of prior knowledge and 
affective responses. Therefore, historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect may 
also play a role in the asking of questions. In the following sections we describe the 
type of questions that students ask and when questions are asked in episodes. 

3.4 What type of questions do students spontaneously ask? 

A total of 129 questions were spontaneously asked. Ninety-seven questions were 
content-related and, to a lesser extent, 32 procedural questions were asked (see Ta-
ble 8). 

Table 8 Type, frequency and percentage of spontaneous questions asked in episodes 

 
Spontaneous questions 
 

 

f (%) 

 
Content 

 
Descriptive 

 
73 (57) 

 Comparative 2   (1) 
 Explanative 14 (11) 
 Evaluative 8 0(6) 
  97 (75) 
No content Procedural 32 (25) 
Total  129 (100) 

 

 
Most content questions were descriptive (f = 73, 57%) and were asked while reading 
the narrative text that dealt with working conditions. Students hardly ever formulat-
ed comparative or evaluative questions. Examples of descriptive questions students 
spontaneously formulated are ‘This is the nineteenth century, isn’t it?’ or ‘Wait, is 
this about Friedrich Engels?’. Evaluative questions are ‘Are we living worse now 
than before, than before the Industrial Revolution, or do we live better now?’ and 
‘What went wrong with the people during the Industrial Revolution?’ 

With regard to the different groups, we found that the medium (f = 93, 37%) and 
high (f = 89, 35%) prior knowledge/interest groups underlined more text fragments 
(episodes) compared to the low group (f = 69, 27%). We also found that the medium 
interest/prior knowledge group asked more content questions (f = 47, 48%) than the 
low (f = 29, 30%) and high (f = 21, 22%) interest/prior knowledge group. Thus, the 
medium interest/prior knowledge group underlined more text fragments and in this 
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group more questions were asked within one episode. There were no notable differ-
ences found between groups with regard to topic and type of questions. 

3.4.1 When are spontaneous student questions asked? 

In 63 episodes (25%) students asked one or more content questions (descriptive, 
comparative, explanative or evaluative). With regard to historical reasoning, 44 con-
tent questions (42%) were asked in episodes with historical reasoning, mainly de-
scriptive questions in episodes with contextualizing. With regard to prior knowledge 
most questions (f = 69 ,71%) were asked in episodes with a knowledge deficit, 4 
questions in episodes with a knowledge conflict and 16 questions in episodes with 
an association. With regard to affect 42 (42%) of the questions were asked in epi-
sodes with affect (mainly interest, indignation and astonishment). Reading about the 
noise of the steam engines, Sophia asked, where all that noise was coming from. 
When reading about Friedrich, who remarks that it is not like his hometown of Es-
sen, she asked whether he was on a visit or a holiday. Questions in episodes without 
historical reasoning are close to the story in the text and are less about the historical 
phenomena the story is introducing. 

Spontaneous questions were also related to affective responses. 42% of the spon-
taneously asked questions were asked in episodes in which students expressed inter-
est or emotions. Often these questions reflected a moral judgment as a result of tak-
ing a present-oriented perspective towards the situation or event described in the 
text. One of the students, for example, showed indignation about the fact that the 
woman who comforts a crying child gets a fine and asked ‘Why does she get a fine?’ 

Although episodes that contained historical reasoning did not often contain one 
or more spontaneous questions (23% of these episodes contained a question), 42% 
of spontaneously-asked content questions were found in episodes that contained 
historical reasoning. 

Affect, historical reasoning and the asking of spontaneous questions can go to-
gether in different ways. In some cases affective responses, such as indignation or 
amazement, resulted in a question and then the student tries to contextualize or ex-
plain the situation or event. For example, when reading about the working condi-
tions in the factory Carl expressed his indignation with a question: ‘People are al-
lowed to talk, aren’t they?’ After this he contextualized the situation through a more 
extensive description of the working conditions in those factories: ‘Taken into ac-
count the whole text and what we have had in the lesson, people worked in really 
bad conditions and many died in the factories. Children had to work because they 
were able to crawl between all those machines.’ In this case the question is the start 
of a historical reasoning. 

There were some examples in which the attempt to contextualize itself gave rise 
to questions. In one case (see example 2 in Table 5), a disequilibrium was triggered 
by the sentence in which Friedrich says that it (Manchester) was more modern than 
Essen (in Germany). Victor verbalized his lack of knowledge and asked: ‘Were the-
se two connected or something?’ and ‘Was there something special about Germany, 
even then?’ He tried to situate it in the broader context of developments in Germany, 
and in order to do that he also wanted to know what period it is about. He stated 
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‘This is at the end of the 18th century’ and asked ‘This is 19th century, isn’t it?’ 
From a domain-specific perspective, the questions can also be understood as an at-
tempt to build a historical context in order to understand the difference between 
Germany and England. The questions were aimed at finding information that help 
Victor place the historical situation in the context of time and place. 

A final example of a question as the result of historical reasoning is about the 
text segment that describes the different statements from historians about the effects 
of the Industrial Revolution. Victor reacted to this statement with the remark that he 
needs to know more about the living conditions in the past and present in order to 
construct his opinion. In this way, Victor experienced a knowledge deficit. His ques-
tions were ‘How did they live? How do we live now? What do we have now that 
they didn’t have then? Is life worse than before, than before the Industrial Revolu-
tion, or is life better now?’ In this episode the student asked for more information 
about working conditions during the period of industrialization in order to make a 
comparison with present conditions and take a position in the discussion. Actually, 
the reasoning of this student was not only characterized by contextualization (how 
people lived in those times), but also by comparison and argumentation, which are 
also components of historical reasoning. 

4. DISCUSSION 

In this study we described the onset of questioning with students who read a histori-
cal introductory text. According to general models of questioning, the onset of ques-
tions is characterized by a cognitive conflict or disequilibrium or an experience of a 
knowledge deficit. In addition to these cognitive components, we were especially 
curious about the role affective processes and historical reasoning might play in the 
onset of questions in the domain of history. Questions may arise because of affective 
factors like interest or astonishment, or because of the attempt to contextualize or 
explain a historical situation. In this study we examined student verbalizations of 
domain-specific reasoning, prior knowledge and affect. After that we related these 
processes to spontaneously-asked questions. 

Our first research question aimed at describing historical reasoning, prior 
knowledge and affect that occur when students are triggered by a fragment in a his-
torical introductory text. Coding the appearance of historical reasoning in students’ 
explanations of their underlining showed that in half the cases students used histori-
cal reasoning, often in the form of constructing a historical context for the situation 
or event described in the text (contextualization). The two types of episodes that 
appeared most both include historical reasoning with prior knowledge, sometimes 
combined with affective reactions and sometimes without affective reactions. 

Prior knowledge appeared to be an important dimension in the characterization 
of processes students engaged in. We found that students often stopped reading 
when terms or statements in the text triggered prior knowledge. In almost a quarter 
of all episodes students verbalized a knowledge deficit. However, students hardly 
ever expressed a knowledge conflict, whereas in general models such conflicts are 
considered important sources of student questions (Graesser & McMahen, 1993). 
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With respect to the role of affective dimensions of processes that take place during 
reading, we can conclude that in explaining their disequilibrium or reason to stop 
reading, students verbalize emotions and interest. We found affective reactions in 
about half of the episodes, and two of the types of episodes that occurred most con-
tain affective responses. Indignation and astonishment about the working conditions 
were particularly triggered by the text. This supports our idea that the disequilibrium 
students experience is not only cognitive, but also affective. Events or situations 
described in the text conflict with what students think is correct or normal. In the 
domain of science, it is well-known that students can experience a cognitive conflict 
between scientific ideas and ideas based upon everyday experiences, perceptions and 
physical sensations (e.g., Limón, 2002). However, in the domain of history, conflicts 
may occur more on the level of values and norms, and emotions can play an im-
portant role. 

Summarizing, historical reasoning, the activation of prior knowledge, the realiza-
tion of a knowledge deficit, the verbalization of emotions such as indignation and 
astonishment are important components of the disequilibrium students experienced 
when reading the introductory text about the Industrial Revolution. Therefore, these 
components may also play a role in the evolvement of questions. 

The second research question aimed at the type of questions students spontane-
ously asked. The results showed that 97 spontaneous content questions were asked. 
This is not in line with results of other studies which show that students are not in-
clined to ask questions themselves while reading a text or during a whole-class dis-
cussion (Dillon, 1988; Good, Slavings, Hobson Harel & Emerson, 1987; Niegemann 
& Stadler, 2001). On the other hand, students missed many opportunities to formu-
late a question by phrasing disequilibrium into a question. We found that 25% (f = 
63) of the episodes contained content-related questions. This may be explained by 
the fact that in many cases when students stop reading because something in the text 
makes them think or wonder, they associate and verbalize prior knowledge and there 
seems to be no real surprise or puzzlement. 

Students mainly ask descriptive questions. The text contains comparisons (e.g., 
between Germany and England and between present-day China and England in the 
past), but not many comparative questions are formulated. Furthermore, not many 
explanatory questions are formulated, although students do contextualize. 

With regard to the third research question (which processes characterize the on-
set of spontaneous student questions?), the analysis of episodes with questions 
shows that questions are especially asked when students experience a need for more 
information (and thus a knowledge deficit). This need for information is sometimes 
grounded in the attempt to contextualize, which is an aspect of historical reasoning. 
42 % of spontaneously-asked questions were asked in episodes with historical rea-
soning. In some of these episodes questions were the start of a historical reasoning 
or the result of it. Astonishment and indignation - when combined with the attempt 
to contextualize -can also develop into a question, although these questions often 
contain presuppositions reflecting a judgment or a present-oriented perspective. 
Since indignation and astonishment occurred in a third of all episodes, only in 13 % 
of these episodes students asked questions spontaneously. Thus, often these emo-
tions did not give rise to the asking of questions. 



62 CHAPTER 4 

 

4.1 Limitations 

A possible limitation of this study lies in the research methodology. The advantage 
of the method that let students decide to stop reading and explain their thoughts is 
that it allowed us to register affective student reactions on specific text segments. 
Affect, particularly, may be a brief and fleeting phenomenon and would not have 
been expressed after reading the text. On the other hand, this method may disrupt the 
reading process and may have caused students to mark fewer elements in the last 
section of the text because they became tired of explaining their thoughts each time 
they marked a text segment. It is also possible that students refrained from marking 
elements of which they knew nothing, being afraid to show that they were unable to 
discuss these issues. 

Furthermore, the prompting after each utterance could have influenced reasoning 
processes, student thinking and the asking of spontaneous questions. The researcher 
asked questions for explanation that caused students to be placed in ‘answering 
mode’, and therefore they did not automatically start asking questions. They were 
not instructed to formulate questions. 

Since we only used an introductory text and a text about one historical topic, fur-
ther research is needed using a variety of texts (e.g., explanatory texts or primary 
sources) and topics to support our findings that in the domain of history, prior 
knowledge, affect and historical reasoning are important components of the process-
es that students experience when reading a text, and that affect and domain-specific 
reasoning are also important in the development of questions. 

Finally, further research could continue to explore differences and communali-
ties in the ability to ask historical questions between students with different levels of 
prior knowledge and interest in history. Because of the small sample size in this 
study we were not able to draw conclusions about these differences. However, it 
seems that students with more prior knowledge and interest show more associations 
and historical reasoning, whereas students with low prior knowledge and interest 
experienced a knowledge deficit more often. Maybe some questions should be an-
swered first in order to trigger more reasoning and formulate other questions. Fur-
thermore, it seems that affect plays an important role in the underlying processes of 
all groups. 

4.2 Practical implications 

We think that knowledge of the onset of a question can provide us with more infor-
mation in determining the quality of a question. In educational practice, the assess-
ment and evaluation of the quality of the questions learners ask is receiving more 
attention (Dori & Herscovitz, 1999). Determining whether a question is a ‘good’ 
question can be done by looking at the disequilibrium the questioner experiences 
and whether the questioner is able to formulate a question out of this experience. 
The findings that students do not often formulate a spontaneous question when they 
experience some form of disequilibrium, and that affect and historical reasoning are 
important components of students’ onset of questioning, are not only important for 
research on learning History and on student questioning, but also for educational 
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practice. In history education, question asking is an important ability. First, in histo-
ry lessons students could be stimulated to articulate their thoughts about what they 
consider strange or unjust before being instructed to formulate questions (see also 
Ciardiello, 2007). When students ask questions that reflect affective responses as a 
result of taking a present-day perspective, the teacher has the opportunity to trans-
form the taking of a present-day perspective into a more historical perspective, for 
example by modelling or providing information with which students can investigate 
why people in the past behaved as they did. Second, students could be stimulated to 
contextualize what they read in a text. Contextualization seems to be an important 
activity for formulating descriptive, comparative and explanatory questions about 
historical phenomena and also for dealing with indignation and astonishment. In this 
way students can be supported in problem-finding and formulating questions they 
are interested in or that are functional to them, and these are at the same time im-
portant opportunities to construct historical knowledge and enhance historical rea-
soning. 





    

Chapter 5 

STUDENTS’ FORMULATION OF HISTORICAL 

QUESTIONS: A CURRICULUM AND STUDENT 

PERSPECTIVE ON STUDENT QUESTIONING1
  

 
 

 

The asking of historical questions is considered an important ability and learning activity. This study aims 
at deeper insight into students’ performance in asking historical questions after reading a historical intro-
ductory text. From a curriculum perspective it is important to know to what extent student’ questions are 
embedded in historical reasoning. From a student perspective it is important to consider how student 
questions originate and what they consider interesting and important questions. Thirty-three Dutch stu-
dents in secondary education were instructed to read a historical introductory text and to formulate ques-
tions thinking-aloud. In addition, students were asked to select their most important and interesting ques-
tion. Transcripts were analysed in order to determine the type of processes in which student questions 
originate, the type and content of questions asked, and student’s motives for choosing important and 
interesting questions. 
Students asked 117 questions about significant issues concerning the Industrial Revolution (e.g., working 
conditions and the process of industrialization). Thirty nine percent of the questions were embedded in 
historical reasoning, 84% in prior knowledge processes (e.g., knowledge deficit, conflict or association) 
and 50% in affective processes. Motives students gave for choosing their most important and interesting 
question were gaining a better understanding, affect (e.g., interest) and because the question was an over-
arching question. This study indicates that student questioning is grounded in both affective and cognitive 
processes and in historical reasoning. Student questions can be both meaningful from a student perspec-
tive and a curriculum perspective. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

At first glance, asking a question does not seem a difficult activity. Many teachers 
use the expression ‘there is no such a thing as a bad question.’ Asking a question 
implies that the questioner truly wants to know about something, and how could that 
be a bad thing? On the other hand, the expression ‘that is a good question’ implies 
that we can differentiate between good and less good questions. It is widely agreed 
that an important educational goal is that students learn to ask ‘meaningful’ ques-

                                                           
1 Logtenberg, A., Van Boxtel, C.A.M., Van Drie, J.P., & Van Hout-Wolters, B.H.A.M. (submit-

ted). Students’ formulation of historical questions: A curriculum and student perspective on 
student questioning. 
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tions. This is mentioned in history education without precisely indicating how teach-
ers should judge this meaningfulness. The asking of questions is considered an im-
portant component of the ability to think and reason historically (Schreiber et al., 
2006; Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). This study investigates how students perform 
on a questioning task in history. Students are instructed to formulate their own ques-
tions after reading a historical introductory text. We take a closer look at the ques-
tioning mechanism from the perspective of what students are supposed to learn in 
history and from the perspective of the questioners themselves (see also Chin & Os-
borne, 2008). Explicating how questions are formulated by students could provide 
an insight into students’ ability to ask historical questions and support teachers in 
modelling questioning in history as a component of historical reasoning, providing 
feedback to student questions and dealing with the wide variety of questions stu-
dents ask. 

In order to investigate the in-depth process of formulating questions after instruc-
tion we use a theoretical framework based on domain-specific and more general 
ideas about student-questioning. We will first discuss questioning in history and the 
role of underlying processes of questioning characterized in terms of prior 
knowledge, affect and reasoning. These processes are considered important elements 
in questioning (Chin & Osborne, 2008; Taboada & Guthrie, 2006; Van der Meij, 
1994). 

1.1 Questioning in history 

Questions can serve many goals and functions (Otero, 2009). We think that in the 
context of history learning questioning should aim at historical understanding and 
reasoning. Historical reasoning is describing, comparing and/or explaining historical 
phenomena by asking historical questions, using sources, contextualization, argu-
mentation, using substantive concepts, and using meta-concepts of history (Van Drie 
& Van Boxtel, 2008). 

Although researchers in history education state that questioning plays an im-
portant role in historical reasoning (Ciardiello & Cicchelli, 1994; Schreiber et al., 
2006; Wineburg, 1991), empirical research is scarce. In history, questioning can be 
seen as an ‘engine’ of historical reasoning (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). Inter-
preting a historical phenomenon implies a search for explanations (‘why did it hap-
pen?’), differences and communalities (‘what changed?’) and historical context 
(‘was it common at that time?’). Historical questions are shaped by meta-concepts 
characteristic for the domain of history, for instance, causation, change, and continu-
ity (VanSledright & Limón, 2006), and by substantive concepts (e.g., Roman Em-
pire or Renaissance). Thus, a historical question is a product or initiator of historical 
contextualization, causal or comparative reasoning, or argumentation through which 
students try to understand the past. If we want to enhance students’ ability to ask 
historical questions, it is important to investigate how students perform on a ques-
tioning task and how student questioning is related to historical reasoning. 

Student questions may, however, not only reflect historical reasoning and under-
standing, but may also develop in the context of present-oriented or naïve reasoning 
about the past or they may not be focused on better understanding of a historical 
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phenomenon. In a recent study (Logtenberg, Van Boxtel, & Van Hout-Wolters, 
2011) situational interest and student questioning was stimulated with historical in-
troductory texts. These introductory texts were composed using narrative, expository 
and problematizing components that trigger curiosity and questions. Besides other 
types of questions, students also asked emotive questions that expressed indignation, 
anger and astonishment. In history learning, affective reactions can be influenced by 
interest in or engagement with a certain topic or in the domain (Grever, Pelzer, & 
Haydn, 2011; Haydn & Harris, 2010) or by present-oriented thinking or during the 
reading of historical narratives and texts (Ben-David Kolikant & Pollack, 2009). 

Such questions can be the result of judging historical agents and situations from 
a present-oriented perspective. Several scholars have pointed out that students have 
difficulty with contextualized thinking (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Barton & McCully, 
2007; Wineburg, 2001). Student questions may reflect this difficulty. Insight into the 
context in which a question arises, a part of which might be the revealing of any 
potential misconceptions (e.g., Limón, 2002), could support the design of teaching 
methods to fostering learning in history. Furthermore, when students are asked to 
generate questions after reading a text, questions may be focused on text compre-
hension or details that may be less important for developing a better understanding 
of the historical phenomena the text is about. 

1.2 Questioning mechanisms: the onset of questioning. 

Most research on questioning disregards the mechanisms of question generation and 
the domain-specific characteristics of questioning (Otero, 2009). We use a general 
model to describe the underlying processes of student questioning in history. Van 
der Meij (1994) describes a componential analysis of questioning based on the theo-
ry of the mechanism of questioning by Dillon (1990). The components of question-
ing (Van der Meij, 1994) are described by reviewing research on spontaneous stu-
dent questioning and theorizing the process of question asking. Three stages charac-
terize this process: (1) the onset of questioning (perplexity), (2) the development of a 
question (formulating) and (3) the search for and processing of an answer (answer-
ing). 

In a recent study researchers focused on the characteristics of the onset of spon-
taneous questions while reading an introductory text without instruction to ask ques-
tions (Logtenberg et al., submitted). In that study the authors characterized the onset 
of questions in terms of verbalization of (a lack of) prior knowledge, affect and his-
torical reasoning processes. With regard to questioning mechanisms, prior 
knowledge could reveal a knowledge deficit (knowing that you do not know), a 
knowledge conflict (information does not match prior knowledge) or an association 
without explicitly showing a knowledge deficit or conflict (Graesser & McMahen, 
1993). Affective processes that can potentially give rise to questions were described 
in terms of interest, indignation and astonishment. Finally, historical reasoning pro-
cesses such as contextualization (describing the historical context), causal reasoning, 
comparing and argumentation helped to describe the (potential) onset of questions 
while reading a historical text. In this study, we use the model of van der Meij 
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(1994) to study the formulation and answering stage after instruction to formulate 
questions. 

The stage of formulating questions holds many difficulties and opportunities 
(Van der Meij, 1994) and can be determined by the underlying processes or the idea 
of an answer. Dillon (cited in Van der Meij, 1994) suggests teachers prolong ques-
tion asking by not answering them immediately. Not answering reinforces the expe-
rience of perplexity and focuses on what knowledge students already express while 
formulating their questions (Dillon, 1988). Formulating a question can express a 
prior cognitive or affective experience but can also give rise to new processes and 
other/more questions. Ideally, students should be able to recognize a cognitive or 
affective experience during the onset of questioning and put this experience into the 
right words and structure. 

Questions may rise because of anomaly detection (Graesser & McMahen, 1993) 
or the experience of a cognitive disequilibrium (Graesser & Olde, 2003). Other 
scholars point to different functions questions can have. The task of formulating 
questions can be interpreted in many different ways. Questions can function to ex-
press interest or a knowledge gap or conflict, to foster text-comprehension, or to 
create a representation of the phenomena the text is about (Chin & Osborne, 2010; 
Otero, 2009). 

As described above, asking of historical questions is considered an important 
component of historical thinking and reasoning. With regard to mechanisms that 
may underlie questioning and the role of students’ prior knowledge and affect, it is 
possible that a question that is interesting for a student may not be in line with the 
cognitive goals of the teacher or the curriculum. The other way around, a question 
that is important from a curriculum perspective, may be less interesting for a stu-
dent, especially for students who are novices in a domain (e.g., Chin & Kayalvizhi, 
2005). For this reason it is interesting to investigate how students who are not used 
to formulating questions perform on a questioning task in history, where most ques-
tions are asked by the teacher or the textbook. Do questions, formulated by students, 
connect to important aspects of a topic in a history lesson and to historical thinking 
and reasoning? And what questions do students themselves consider important and 
interesting? 

Summarizing, not much is known about the asking of historical questions and the 
underlying processes during the formulation of questions. In order to determine the 
meaningfulness and quality of questions we want to describe the context in which 
questions arise in order to get more insight into students’ ability in formulating his-
torical questions. This can support teaching approaches that are aimed at developing 
the ability to formulate historical questions. 

1.3 Research questions 

From a curriculum perspective, student questions should connect to significant top-
ics in the curriculum; does the content of student questions ‘cover’ important aspects 
of the topic dealt with? Student questions should not only focus on text understand-
ing but also on better understanding of historical phenomena. For this reason, stu-
dent questions should also reflect or enhance historical thinking and reasoning. 
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From a student perspective, it is important to consider the underlying processes con-
nected to their question. A question can be meaningful for a student because it ad-
dresses a knowledge deficit, a conflict or the question expresses a certain affect such 
as interest or indignation. Giving students the opportunity to select their most im-
portant and interesting question can give insight into their view on historical ques-
tions. The curriculum and student perspective result in the following research ques-
tions; 
• What is the content and type of questions students formulate after reading an 

introduction text on a historical topic? 
• To what extent are student questions embedded in historical reasoning? 
• What are students’ motives for choosing their most important and interesting 

question? 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Selection of participants 

Thirty-three Dutch students in higher secondary education (mean age = 15.6. 10 
boys, 23 girls) from eight different classes from six different schools participated in 
this study. Three schools are from a rural area in Netherlands and three are located 
in a large city. Students at this educational level are preparing for higher vocational 
education. In the Dutch educational system this group represents the middle level 
group of students in secondary education. Some of the students come from a lower 
level (vocational education), so in many classrooms there is a variety in age, interest 
and ability. In general, students at this level start with History (an optional subject) 
at a more analytical level after having History as a compulsory subject in the first 
three grades. The Dutch history curriculum is structured according to 10 eras and 49 
aspects (Van Drie et al., 2009). Students in the fourth grade discuss these 10 eras at 
a deeper level and prepare for the national exam. In general, these students do not 
have very much experience in asking questions themselves. 

Because the relative large variety of students at this educational level we fol-
lowed a thorough selection procedure to be sure not to select only high or low per-
forming students for interviews.  

Thirty three students were recruited from a sample of 174 in order to reach a 
maximum variation between them (Patton, 1990). This means that participants were 
selected in order to compose an equally divided sample concerning the prior 
knowledge and interest in History variables. To increase generalizability and the 
heterogeneity of the sample students were selected from groups of low interest/prior 
knowledge, medium interest/prior knowledge and high interest/prior knowledge, 
divided over different classes and schools (11 students per group). The groups were 
created for selection purpose only and not used for analyzing group differences. For 
this purpose the group sizes are too small. Furthermore, the aim of this study is to 
provide a theoretical and empirical foundation for further research on questioning 
mechanisms. 

In the first step of selection we calculated sample quartiles (see below) and found 
that from the original sample (N = 174) a total sample of 82 students appeared to 
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belong to three subgroups with combinations of low interest/prior knowledge (n = 
20), medium interest/prior knowledge (n = 38) and high interest/prior knowledge (n 

= 24). Groups with combinations such as low interest/high prior knowledge (n = 5) 
or high interest/low prior knowledge (n = 2) were not used for further selection. 
These combinations were exceptions in the whole sample. Furthermore, the fact that 
we found a connection between corresponding levels of interest and prior 
knowledge corresponds with the theoretical assumption that a higher or lower inter-
est is connected to higher or lower levels of domain knowledge (Hidi & Renninger, 
2006). 

As a second step, we took into account the different classrooms (eight from six 
different schools) and gender (25 boys and 57 girls) while selecting 11 students from 
each of the three different subgroups. Finally, after receiving parental permission, a 
total of 33 students were invited for an individual interview with the researcher that 
took place in a separate room at their own school. All interviews were audio record-
ed and transcribed. 

2.2 Instruments 

2.2.1 Prior knowledge test and interest in History questionnaire 

Since prior knowledge and interest are important factors during questioning, we 
measured these variables before selecting the participants. Prior knowledge on the 
topic of the text - the Industrial Revolution - was measured with a paper-and-pencil 
test. This test included one main question: ‘What do you know about the Industrial 
Revolution?’ Eight open sub-questions were offered that students had to answer. 
Answers were scored according to a template of correct and acceptable answers 
supplied by the first two authors, both of whom have a Master’s degree in history. 
The inter-rater reliability on 40 randomly-chosen tests from different classes reached 
from .67 to 1 (Cohen’s kappa). Two questions (about causes and effects) were 
scored by two raters who discussed the answers until agreement was reached be-
cause the kappas were below .65. The mean test score on a scale from 0 to 23 was 
9.3 (N = 174; SD = 5.6). Whole scale reliability (eight items) is α 0.74 (N = 174). In 
order to select students, three groups were made by calculating sample quartiles (be-
low 25% and above 75%); low prior knowledge (scores < 4.00), high prior 
knowledge (scores > 13.00) and medium prior knowledge groups (scores between 4 
and 13). 

Interest was measured with a school subject interest questionnaire developed by 
the Dutch National Institute for Educational Measurement (Cito, 1987). The original 
questionnaire (Attitude Scale towards Mathematics) was validated in a study by 
Martinot, Kuhlemeier, and Feenstra (1988) in regard to psychometric quality, relia-
bility, and internal structure and validity. This questionnaire for the school subject of 
Mathematics was adjusted for History and consists of 32 items with both negative 
and positive statements about this school subject. Examples of items are ‘I think 
History is a nice school subject’, ‘I think that History is useless’ and ‘I enjoy doing 
my homework for History.’ Students answered on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 = 
‘don’t agree at all’ to 5 = ‘completely agree.’ The reliability of the questionnaire is α 
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.92. (N = 174). The mean score on interest in History is 3.1 (N = 174; SD = 0.58). 
Three groups were made by calculating quartiles (< 25% and > 75%); low interest in 
History (scores < 2.66), high interest (scores > 3.59) and medium interest in History 
(scores between 2.66 and 3.59). A correlation analysis between scores on the prior 
knowledge test and interest in History resulted in a significant correlation between 
both scores (r = .413; p < .001). Students with a higher score on interest also scored 
higher on prior knowledge. Students were selected to construct groups of low inter-
est/prior knowledge, medium interest/prior knowledge and high interest/prior 
knowledge. 

2.2.2 Introductory text  

A historical introductory text about the Industrial Revolution was composed (see 
Appendix A, p.113). The function of the text is to introduce a new topic in the histo-
ry curriculum (lesson-starter) and to trigger text-based interest and questions. Text-
based interest is an ‘emotional state aroused by specific text features’ (Schiefele & 
Krapp, 1996). These text features can trigger situational interest that can give rise to 
questions (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). Texts containing an unexpected element, in-
congruence or an appeal to one’s imagination can stimulate situational interest 
(Brantmeier, 2006; Schraw, Bruning & Svoboda, 1995). We aimed at constructing a 
text that triggers situational interest and questions. The text contains narrative and 
problematizing characteristics that we considered important for triggering situational 
interest (engagement and emotions such as indignation), cognitive disequilibrium, 
and different types of questions. Elements are a vivid description of a nineteenth 
century factory in Manchester visited by Friedrich Engels, the son of a German fac-
tory owner who is an eyewitness of the poor conditions. Then the text describes a 
contemporary (problematizing) comparison with the industrialization process of 
modern-day China and finishes with a concluding paragraph about the positive and 
negative consequences of the Industrial Revolution. Important historical information 
such as dates and context are left out in order to trigger knowledge deficits and his-
torical questions. Appendix B (p.115) gives an overview of the text and the themes 
that are respectively discussed in the text. These themes are connected to the Dutch 
history curriculum. The topic of industrialization is covered by the themes ‘the pro-
cess of industrialization and the development of an industrial society’ and ‘the social 
question that caused a discussion about the task of the government in a welfare 
state.’ In the Netherlands, teachers can choose from a variety of teaching methods 
and history textbooks to work with. The text used in this study contains typical ex-
amples of introducing the topic to students in secondary education. To check ecolog-
ical validity, we asked several history teachers and teacher educators whether they 
could use the text to introduce the topic of the Industrial Revolution. Teachers con-
sidered the text suitable for classroom use. 
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2.2.3 Task and procedure 

Participants were instructed to read the introductory text. We asked students to un-
derline text segments that were striking, (un)familiar or (un)clear to them. Students 
were asked to verbalize what they thought regarding the text segments, why they 
underlined it and to explain their thoughts. This was done to reveal the relationship 
between processes during reading and the formulation of questions after reading. 
When students had finished reading they were instructed to draw up as many ques-
tions as they would like to ask. Students were asked to imagine a teacher collecting 
questions about the Industrial Revolution at the beginning of a lesson. They were 
instructed to ask questions they were interested in and were allowed to use the text 
for inspiration. Students received a written instruction and were asked to repeat this 
instruction in their own words in order to check their understanding of the task. The 
students received the following instruction after reading the text; 

Imagine that you have a lesson about this topic and the teacher collects questions that 
were raised by the text. The teacher wants to know what questions you have so he/she 
can pay attention to these in the lesson. Note down any question on which you would 
like to have an answer. You can look back at the underlined topics in the text, but you 
can also ask other more general questions. 

Ask as many questions induced by the text as you want to. I am only interested in your 
questions, so they are not test-questions but questions that you have and want to have 
answered. 

The students could write down the questions on a sheet of paper. During this task the 
researcher stimulated students to explain their thoughts and activities. Immediately 
after each formulated question, the student was asked to give a provisional answer to 
this question. This provisional answer could reveal prior knowledge and functionali-
ty related to the question (see Van der Meij & Dillon, 1994) and certain assumptions 
or may contain hypotheses (see Neber & Anton, 2008). After a student indicated not 
having any more questions, they were asked to choose the most important and the 
most interesting question out of their list of questions and motivate their choice. 
Students were asked ‘which question, according to you, is the most important in 
terms of getting to know more about the Industrial Revolution?’ and ‘Which ques-
tion, according to you, is the most interesting to find an answer on?’ The text and 
instructions were tested in a pilot study (N = 10). Students needed about 45 minutes 
on average to read the text and formulate questions while thinking aloud. 

2.2.4 Analysis 

Content and type of questions 

Audio recordings of 33 students formulating questions were transcribed. Students 
formulated a total of 117 questions that were coded on content by using text themes 
(see Appendix B, p. 115) and type (descriptive, explanative, comparative, and eval-
uative). The coding of type was based on a coding scheme used in an earlier study 
(Logtenberg et al., submitted). The inter-rater reliability between two raters on 33 
questions from this sample was .74 (Cohen’s kappa). The themes from the introduc-
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tory text (Table 1) were used for coding the content of the questions. The inter-rater 
reliability between two raters on 33 questions on themes was .84 (Cohen’s kappa). 

Processes underlying questions during formulating 

In order to describe the processes that underlie each student question we used proto-
cols of students’ utterances before and during formulating a question and their an-
swers to the prompt ‘are you able to give an answer to this question?’ We choose to 
ask students for their idea of an answer in order to reveal the underlying processes of 
a question (that are formulated instantly). All utterances while formulating a ques-
tion and answering on the prompt were defined as question episodes. These episodes 
were analysed using a coding scheme to describe the underlying process of question-
ing developed in an earlier study. The coding scheme describes to what extent his-
torical reasoning underlies questioning. Furthermore, we described students’ expres-
sions of prior knowledge and affect. According to questioning research these pro-
cesses play an important role in questioning. We coded three dimensions of underly-
ing processes: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, comparing, causal reason-
ing and argumentation); 2) prior knowledge (experiencing a deficit in, a contradic-
tion or a correspondence with prior knowledge), and 3) affective process (indigna-
tion, interest, astonishment, or empathy). In this way we were able to analyse the 
context of a question. Each question episode was scored on these three separate di-
mensions. The codes, descriptions and examples from the transcripts can be found in 
Table 1.  

Table 1 Categories for coding underlying processes in question episodes 

 
Code 
 

 
Description 

 
Example 

 
Historical reasoning 

 
No  
historical reasoning 

 
No use of a historical reasoning related 
to the question. 

 

Contextualizing Student constructs a historical context 
for the situation/event that is described 
in the text in order to make this situation 
more comprehensible. Student utteranc-
es contain statements about characteris-
tics of a specific time, place or society.  

What other inventions were there 
during the IR? I think there was some-
thing with electricity that was James 
Watt, the steam engine and the Spin-
ning Jenny. And, the Zeppelin. And 
I’m thinking about aeroplanes, but that 
was much later of course. The Zeppe-
lin was before aircraft, but I could be 
wrong. 

Comparing Student makes a comparison that con-
cerns situations, events and phenomena 
in the past that are compared with each 
other or with present-day situations, 
events and phenomena. 

In which countries did the revolution 
mostly take place? In western coun-
tries, Europe. Africa and China proba-
bly, but to a lesser extent. They don’t 
have real machines and it’s still a bit 
like it was in the past, in the time of 
the revolution. 



74 CHAPTER 5 

 

Causal  
reasoning 

Student names causes and/or effects of 
an event or situation regarding the ques-
tion. 
 
 

What signs do we have now of the IR? 
We don’t use the steam engine any-
more, but new inventions were made 
and because of that, step by step, we 
have our electrical things. We can still 
see it in that sort of things. 

Argumentation Student gives arguments for or against a 
statement or interpretation, examines 
different arguments or interpretations. 
 

I don’t understand why it decreased 
because we are at our peak at the mo-
ment. We can provide all our needs. I 
don’t understand it at all. ‘Why do 
some historians think that people’s 
welfare has decreased? 

 
Prior knowledge 

Knowledge deficit Student explicitly expresses a lack of 
knowledge by saying ‘I don’t know’. 

What were those rich people doing in 
the city? Maybe doing business, taking 
over factories… I do not have a clue. 

Knowledge con-
flict 

Student explicitly expresses a contradic-
tion with own knowledge/opinion, 
(prior) information from the text. 

Why welfare for some decreased be-
cause of the IR and increased for oth-
ers? I don’t know why it should have 
decreased; things improved, became 
more modern after the IR, not de-
creased. 

Association Student expresses own knowledge, prior 
information from the text or own (life) 
experience without showing a deficit or 
conflict. 

Did the working conditions improve 
fast after the IR? How long did it take? 
I think it took a long time, because 
they are still working on it. And it 
didn’t happen overnight. For example, 
unions had to become legal, and the 
hourly wages slightly increased, for 
example, minimum wages for youth. 

No prior 
knowledge 

Student verbalizes no prior knowledge, 
only repeats information that is in the 
text or reasons with that information. 

Yes, he has to finish his education here 
(…) his father wants his son to take 
over his company. Why did Frie-
drich’s father want his son to finish his 
education here? 

 
Affect 

No affect Student expresses no emotion or inter-
est. 

 

Indignation Student expresses indignation. The 
student uses expressions like ‘not nor-
mal’ or ‘awful’. 

Why didn’t they intervene?’ Out of 
fear? They were afraid of losing their 
lives. 

Interest Student expresses interest. The student 
uses words like interesting or curious. 

Is it really true that this is still happen-
ing nowadays? I’m curious about that, 
although I believe it is true. 

Astonishment Student expresses astonishment. The 
student uses expressions like unbelieva-
ble, strange or surprising. 

Why did the city look so grey? Didn’t 
they have dustmen or something? Why 
didn’t the council clean up. It’s normal 
now, but not then. 

Empathy Student expresses empathy. The student 
is imagining herself/himself in the situa-
tion that is described in the text seg-
ment. 
 

What did they think about it at the 
time of the IR?’ It could be that people 
thought ‘I really don’t like all these 
factories coming.’ 
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Inter-rater reliability between two raters recalculated for these data appeared to be 
acceptable for the categories historical reasoning Cohen’s kappa = .64), prior 
knowledge (Cohen’s kappa = .65) and affect (Cohen’s kappa = .75). After agree-
ment was reached, all 117 question episodes were coded. 

After coding, combinations of codes were divided in types. We described cogni-
tive and affective processes that underlie questions with historical reasoning and 
cognitive and affective processes that underlie questions without historical reason-
ing. Based on combinations of coding that occurred most we provide descriptions of 
different types of underlying processes. 

Motives for important and interesting questions 

Table 2 presents the coding of the motives and historical reasoning 33 students ex-
pressed after selecting their most important and interesting question. This task was 
given in order to investigate students’ view on their own questions. The aim was to 
describe different (general) reasons students gave for choosing a question and 
whether this choice was embedded in historical reasoning. The coding was devel-
oped based on the answers students gave during the interview after they formulated 
questions. Coding was done by two raters. Inter-rater reliability between two raters 
for the categories motives and historical reasoning was .69 and .70 (Cohen’s kappa). 

Table 2 Codes and descriptions for motives for most important/interesting questions 

 and historical reasoning 

 
Code 

 
Description 
 

 
Motives for important/interesting question 

 
Knowledge deficit 

 
Student considers a question important/interesting because it solves a knowledge 
deficit. ‘I need to know this.’  

Better understanding Student considers a question important/interesting because answering the ques-
tions leads to a better understanding of the topic. 

Actuality Student considers a question important/interesting because there is a relationship 
with present-day developments. 

Affect Student considers a question important because it is interesting to them. 
Overarching question Student considers a question important/interesting because it covers a large topic 

and answering it will provide more information. 
Test Student considers a question important/interesting because these types of ques-

tions are useful for preparing for a test.  
No motive Student has no clear/understandable motive.  

 
Historical reasoning 

Historical reasoning Student uses a historical heuristic in order to give meaning to a historical situa-
tion, event or phenomenon by;  
- contextualizing 
- comparing  
- causal reasoning 
- giving arguments 

No historical reasoning Student does not use a historical heuristic. 
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3. RESULTS 

3.1 What is the content and type of questions students formulate? 

When asking questions, most students looked back to the text elements they had 
underlined during reading and came back to prior experienced processes. Students 
followed the structure of the text and were re-reading the text and trying to find a 
question. Students experienced difficulty in finding the right words for their ques-
tions and were uncertain about the quality of their questions. Students who asked 
few questions explained that the text was clear to them. Most students also remarked 
that the task of asking questions was relatively new to them. 

Table 3 reports the type and content of the questions students asked after reading 
the historical introductory text. A total of 117 questions was formulated by students 
(M = 3.5, SD = 1.7). Students asked a minimum of 1 question and a maximum of 7 
questions. Questions were formulated about all topics discussed in the text. Most 
questions that were formulated after reading were connected to working conditions 
(f = 38, 32%), the industrialization process (f = 25, 21%) and the narrative part of 
the text (f = 24, 20%). Questions about working conditions were about female and 
child labour and the conditions in China; for example ‘Why did women and children 
have to work in the factory’ and (in response to them living on the premises) ‘did the 
factory workers have a private life and could they prepare their own food?’ Ques-
tions about the narrative dealt with issues of rich and poor and the story of Friedrich. 
For example; ‘Why did the previous boss of the factory leave?’ These questions 
were asked most because a large part of the text described these topics and because 
of the instruction to formulate questions that would help to understand more about 
the Industrial Revolution. However, it seems that the text elements that triggered 
interest by telling the narrative and focusing on the bad working conditions helped 
students to formulate questions about this topic. Also, most student questions could 
not be answered by using information in the text. 

Questions about working conditions connect to significant curriculum issues; for 
example, the development of the social question and the different political answers 
on this development. Furthermore, an important part of the questions deals with 
general questions about the Industrial Revolution era, revealing the knowledge defi-
cits of students and the need to have more clarification about the context of industri-
alization such as duration, time, places, causes and important individuals and inven-
tions. Examples of these questions are: ‘When did the Industrial Revolution take 
place?’, ‘In which countries did the Industrial Revolution take place most?’ and 
‘How did the Industrial Revolution come to an end?’ 

Questions relating to present-day developments were mostly related to topics 
that could be discussed in a history lesson. Questions like: ‘Are certain characteris-
tics of the Industrial Revolution still going on?’, ‘Why did it take so long for China 
to reach a phase of development?’ and ‘How is it possible that in China there are 
things still the same now as during the Industrial Revolution?’ reveal that present-
day comparisons can provide enough clues for discussing industrialization processes 
in past and present. 
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Table 3 Theme, type, frequencies, and examples of student questions (N=33) 

 
Theme 

 
Type  

 

f (%) 
 
Example  
 

 
Narrative 

 
Descriptive 

 
9 

 
Who was Friedrich?  

Explanative 12 Why is Friedrich in Manchester?  
Comparative 2 Were there big differences in development between 

countries?  
Evaluative 1 Was life during the Industrial Revolution really as grey 

as described?  
Total 24 (20)  

Working 
conditions 

Descriptive 16 How many people worked in a factory?  
Explanative 21 Why did they make the workers work such long hours?  
Comparative - - 
Evaluative 1 Was it necessary to work so many hours (in that peri-

od)?  
Total 38 (32)  

Diary Descriptive 2 Is this fiction?  
Explanative - - 
Comparative - - 
Evaluative 1 Finally, did many people think the same as Friedrich? 
Total 3 (3)  

Comparison 
present-day 
China 

Descriptive 6 Are there still factories where they work long hours for 
low wages? 

Explanative 7 Why did it take so long for China to reach a develop-
ment phase?  

Comparative 2 Why was the European IR not simultaneous with that in 
China?  

Evaluative 2 Is it really true that this is still happening nowadays?  
Total 17(15)   

Process of  
industrialization  

Descriptive 24  How did the IR end?  
Explanative 1 Why was the time of the IR a fundamental transition to 

modern times?  
Comparative -  
Evaluative -  
Total 25 (21)  

Interpretation 
 

Descriptive 2 What do they disagree about, and what do they mean by 
‘common people’? 

Explanative 6 Why do some historians think that welfare has de-
creased?  

Comparative -  
Evaluative 2 Do we live better or worse because of the IR?  
Total 10 (9)  

Total Descriptive 59 (50.4)  
Explanative 47 (40.2)  
Comparative 4 (3.4)  
Evaluative 7 (6)  
Total 117(100)  

 

 
Most questions were descriptive (f = 59, 50%) and explanative (f = 47, 40%). Al-
most no comparative and evaluative questions were formulated, despite the text con-
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taining a comparison between Germany and the UK and ending with mentioning a 
historical debate about the effects of industrialization on people’s daily existence. 

3.2 To what extent are student questions embedded in historical reasoning? 

Table 4 presents the outcome of the coding of underlying processes of questions 
students asked. One hundred and seventeen question episodes were coded on student 
verbalizations of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect. Thirty nine per-
cent (f = 46) of the questions were embedded in historical reasoning, mainly contex-
tualizing (f = 18, 15%) and causal reasoning (f = 20, 17%). With most of the ques-
tions students formulated, prior knowledge verbalized by students played an im-
portant role (f = 98, 84%). Students explicitly expressed a knowledge deficit (f = 36, 
31%), conflict (f = 28, 24%) or an association (f = 34, 29%). With regard to affect, 
half of the questions (f = 58, 50%) were embedded in an affective process, mainly 
interest (f = 24, 21%) and indignation (f = 20, 17%). 

Table 4 Frequencies of student verbalizations of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and 

affect in question episodes 

 
Historical reasoning 
 

 

f (%) 
 
Prior knowledge 

 

f (%) 
 
Affect 

 

f (%) 

 
Contextualization 

 
18 (15.4) 

 
Knowledge deficit 

 
36 (30.8) 

 
Interest 

 
24 (20.5) 

Comparison 5 (4.3) Knowledge conflict 28 (23.9) Indignation 20 (17.1) 
Causal reasoning 20 (17.1) Association 34 (29.1) Astonishment 10 (8.5) 
Argumentation 3 (2.6)   Empathy 4 (3.4) 
      
Historical reasoning 46 (39.3) Prior knowledge 98 (83.8) Affect 58 (49.6) 
No historical  
reasoning 

71 (60.7) No prior knowledge 19 (16.2) No Affect 59 (50.4) 

Total 
 

    117 (100) 

 
The results show that 39% of the questions were embedded in episodes that contain 
historical reasoning. In order to gain a better understanding of how questions are 
related to historical reasoning we describe the type of underlying processes in epi-
sodes that 1) contain historical reasoning and 2) without historical reasoning. These 
types contain combinations of verbalizations of (no) historical reasoning, prior 
knowledge in terms of a knowledge deficit, a knowledge conflict or association and 
affect or no affect. Table 5 shows the division of combinations that contain historical 
reasoning and no historical reasoning, affect and no affect. For example, Table 5 
shows that questions embedded in a combination of no historical reasoning, 
knowledge deficit and no affect occur most (f = 18, 15%), followed by the questions 
that are embedded in historical reasoning, association and no affect (f = 14, 12%). 
Below, we describe examples (underlined in Table 5) of different combinations with 
and without historical reasoning based on the combinations reported in Table 5. 
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Table 5 Frequencies and percentages of combinations of coded student verbalizations of his-

torical reasoning, prior knowledge, and affect in question episodes (N=33) 

 
  

 

 

Prior knowledge 

 

  Deficit 
 

Conflict Association No knowledge  
Total 

 
Historical reasoning 

 
Affect 

 

f (%) 
 

f (%) 
 

f (%) 
 

f (%) 
 

 

 
Yes 

Yes 2 (1.7) 7 (6.0) 8 (6.8) 1 (0.9) 18 (15.4) 
No 6 (5.1) 8 (6.8) 14 (12) - 28 (23.9) 
Total  8 (6.8) 15 (12.8) 22 (18.8) 1 (0.6) 46 (39.3) 

No  
 

Yes 10 (8.5) 12 (10.3) 8 (6.8) 10 (8.5) 40 (34.2) 
No 18 (15.4) 1 (0.9) 4 (3.4) 8 (6.8) 31 (26.5) 
Total  28 (23.9) 13 (11.1) 12 (10.3) 18 (15.4) 71 (60.7) 

Total prior knowledge  36 (30.8) 28 (23.9) 34 (29.1) 19 (16.2) 117 (100) 
 

Underlined frequencies of types of processes are elaborated with examples in the text 

3.3 Question episodes with historical reasoning 

Question episodes embedded in historical reasoning (f = 46, 39%) were also con-
nected to verbalizations of prior knowledge (37 of 46 question episodes), 15 epi-
sodes in terms of a knowledge conflict and in 22 episodes students expressed an 
association connected to historical reasoning. Eighteen episodes contained verbali-
zations of affect. Below we describe examples of four different question episodes 
with historical reasoning. 

Fourteen (12%) question episodes contain verbalizations of prior knowledge (as-
sociation) and historical reasoning. Questions differ in content and type. John, for 
example, formulated the following question after reading about Friedrich travelling 
from Germany to Manchester: ‘Were there any differences in development between 
countries?’ While thinking of an answer John verbalized prior knowledge by using 
historical concepts and trying to contextualize: ‘I think that each country is not gov-
erned the same way, so it’s also dependent on whether a country was capitalistic or 
communistic. I think that capitalistic countries were more developed and had more 
money. Communism only had a planned economy, I’m not sure about that, countries 
without a planned economy could freely produce what they wanted. I think that dif-
ferences were big (between countries). But I’m not sure and would ask my teacher.’ 
Although John used concepts and explanations that not exactly correspond with the 
historical situation described in the text, his question is embedded in historical rea-
soning by contextualization. 

Questions embedded in historical reasoning, knowledge conflict and no affect (f 
= 8, 7%) were mainly explanative and evaluative questions about the interpretation 
segment in the text. For example, Vince looked at the final part of the text regarding 
the welfare of people (interpretation) and expressed a knowledge conflict in which 
he showed aspects of historical reasoning (argumentation) related to his question 
‘Why do some historians think that the welfare of people has decreased?’ Vince 
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said: ‘I don’t understand why the welfare would have decreased (…) actually, there 
are two contradictions (…) I don’t understand why it would have decreased because 
we are at our peak at the moment. We can provide ourselves with almost everything, 
so I don’t understand that.’ Thus Vince reacted to a statement in the text by giving 
an argument against it. After being prompted for an answer he said ‘I really don’t 
have a clue.’ 

Examples of historical reasoning combined with affect and a knowledge conflict 
(f = 7, 6%) contained different type of questions about the narrative parts in the text 
and about working conditions. Lisa formulated a question about the narrative part of 
the text that is embedded in a knowledge conflict, affect and historical reasoning 
(contextualizing). Lisa wrote down the question: ‘Was life really as grey as de-
scribed in the text?’ She explained: ‘only one part is described, […] but this may 
only be in the north of the city, while the western, eastern or southern parts could 
look completely different.’ Lisa tried to visualize the city. After being asked to give 
her idea of an answer, Lisa reasoned that the description in the text refers to houses 
near to the factory and ‘that rich people like factory owners did not live in slums.’ 
She thought other people lived in houses like the canal houses in Amsterdam. Thus, 
Lisa tries to build a historical context for the situation that is described in the text 
using her prior knowledge about how rich and poor people lived during that period, 
which gives rise to her question. 

Episodes characterized by historical reasoning combined with association and af-
fect contain questions about different topics. These episodes mainly reflected inter-
est (f = 8, 6.8%). Richard wrote down the question: ‘What actually started the Indus-
trial Revolution?’ While formulating an answer he showed prior knowledge; ‘I have 
learnt that more machines came, driven by steam engines, and this developed step 
by step into factories’ and also indicated interest and curiosity by wanting ‘to know 
everything about this.’ Richard explains this interest by saying; ‘of course more fac-
tors played a role in starting the Industrial Revolution. (…) They must have thought 
things like ‘we can’t keep digging potatoes out of the ground like this, it’s too slow 
and inefficient’ or something like that.’ This example shows that giving students the 
opportunity to explain their questions reveals certain associations about historical 
causation and the need of students to build a historical context. 

Students showed uncertainty about the suitability of their question with regard to 
history. Students took a kind of meta-perspective during question generation. For 
example, Vince asked himself: ‘If workers got paid so little, why didn’t they start 
their own businesses? But I don’t know if that’s a real history question? This is a 
question that won’t make it [in a lesson] It is not really useful for what I’m going to 
learn. But it would be nice to know, and I don’t have any other questions about this 
text.’ After the researcher asked whether he has an idea of an answer on this ques-
tion, Vince responded; ‘I think that big companies with multi-competition wouldn’t 
want more competition so they’d make sure ex-workers went out of business as soon 
as they started up.’ 

Another example is Carl who was re-formulating his question about the compari-
son with present-day China that is made in the text in order to make it a ‘history 
question.’ First he took a ‘geographic perspective’; ‘If China becomes a large ICT 

country, what happens to the jeans factory then?’ Carl realized that this question 
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about the future of the jeans factory is ‘economic- geographic’ and formulated an-
other question that he believed is history-oriented. ‘Why did it take so long for Chi-
na to reach a developmental phase? Western countries had already been there. It has 
to do with how China worked in the past and what happened earlier.’ In his provi-
sional answer he expressed an association about cultural causes for this difference in 
time and development. Thus, Carl was able to take a historical perspective and to 
transform his question into a historical one. 

These examples of questioning episodes that contained historical reasoning show 
that question generation is related to historical reasoning when students tried to build 
a historical context for an event or situation described in the text, when they used 
prior knowledge to think of possible explanations or when they approached a histor-
ical interpretation critically. Students also showed uncertainty about the quality of 
their historical question, showing the awareness that in history a certain type of 
questions is formulated. 

3.4 Question episodes without historical reasoning 

Most questions (f = 71, 61%) were not embedded in historical reasoning and were 
mainly connected to a knowledge deficit (f = 28, 24%), conflict (f = 13, 11%) and 18 
(15%) question episodes contained no expressions of prior knowledge. Furthermore, 
in more than half of the question episodes without historical reasoning (f = 40, 34%) 
students verbalized affect. Below we describe examples of three different combina-
tions that occurred (underlined in Table 5). 

Most questions without historical reasoning (f = 18, 15.4%) were embedded in a 
knowledge deficit, without verbalization of affect and historical reasoning. These 
questions were mainly descriptive questions about the industrialization process. For 
example, Suzy asked ‘Where did the industrial revolution take place?’ out of a 
knowledge deficit. Trying to answer, she repeated information in the text relating to 
England and China, but ‘I don’t know if it was also in other countries. I think it 
was.’ As one of the five questions embedded in a knowledge deficit, Hanna formu-
lated ‘what is the Industrial Revolution and when did it start?’ She explained: ‘I 
don’t know what Industrial Revolution is. I don’t think we’ve ever discussed this 
topic at school. Not that I can remember. It’s about industry, so something to do 
with that work, I suppose. More than that, I don’t know.’ These utterances do not 
show any historical reasoning, nor do they reflect naive or present-oriented reason-
ing about the past event. 

Other questions without historical reasoning are mainly explanative questions 
about working conditions embedded in affect (interest and indignation) and a cogni-
tive conflict (f = 12, 10.3%). Maria, for example, did not understand ‘why the condi-
tions in the factory were so bad. It doesn’t seem necessary. Why couldn’t the facto-
ries have been built differently, so it wasn’t so dark and dusty?’ She said; ‘Yes, that 
is what I would like to know’ and wrote down the question: ‘Why were conditions 
inside the factory so bad?’ While formulating and answering this question Maria 
revealed both her indignation and knowledge conflict; ‘I’ve got no idea. Maybe be-
cause it’s not attractive [to build like that], but I suppose the city looks bad anyway. 
Maybe more ventilation holes (…) and it they swept through with water it would be 
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less dusty.’ This example shows how a present-day perspective (on the quality of 
working environments) can cause a conflict and an affective reaction that give rise to 
the question. 

Sonia asked: ‘Why do so many people work in the factories, is it voluntarily or 
not?’ She showed indignation and an association without historical reasoning about 
the people working in textile factories. Thinking of an answer she said; ‘Maybe they 
were forced to work, by blackmail or something? Were they able to work anywhere 
else? I assume they could have worked somewhere else, in a shop or something like 
that.’ Sonia did not try to contextualize the working conditions and reasoned from a 
present-day perspective. 

Finally, questions embedded in a combination of no historical reasoning, no prior 
knowledge and affect (f = 10, 9%) dealt mainly with working conditions and the 
present-day comparison. For example, Louis chose to write down one question after 
reading: ‘Are workers in China treated the same as workers during the Industrial 
Revolution?’ He formulated this question after saying that it is difficult to ask ques-
tions about the text. Louis said: ‘I could ask why people were so harsh to each other, 
but actually I know the answer to this.’ He said he would not ask this question in a 
lesson. Repeating information in the text he concluded: ‘People were just treated 
harshly.’ Later he read the text segment about China and asks the comparative ques-
tion about the treatment of workers. ‘I’ve never been there…there is some child la-
bour (...) yes I think they are treated harshly… […] not humanely as they are over 
here.’ Although Louis did not verbalize prior knowledge and historical reasoning, 
his question has potential to trigger historical reasoning. 

To summarize, when questioning was not accompanied with historical reasoning, 
the questions asked mainly aim at contextual factual information or reflect reasoning 
from a present-day perspective or personal framework of values and norms. Many 
questions that were not embedded in historical reasoning are questions that are em-
bedded in affective processes (f = 40, 34%). 

3.5 What are students’ motives for choosing their most important and  

interesting question? 

Thirty-three students selected their most important and interesting questions. Table 6 
describes the content of questions students considered important and interesting. 
Sixty six questions were mainly descriptive (44%) and explanative (36%). Important 
questions were about the industrialization process (f = 9, 14%), working conditions 
(f = 8, 12%) and the parts of the text that dealt with the present-day issue (f =5, 8%) 
and the interpretations in the text (f = 5, 8%). Interesting questions aim at the same 
topics and were mainly asked about working conditions (f = 7, 11%) and present-day 
issue (f = 7, 11%). Two students asked one question that they considered both im-
portant and interesting. Five students asked more than one question and considered 
their most important question also to be interesting. Four students indicated not have 
an interesting question. 
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Table 6 Frequencies and percentages of content of important and interesting questions 

(N=33) 

 
Question  

 
Narrative 

 
Working  
conditions 

 
Diary 

 
Present-day 

 
Indus- 
trialisation 

 
Inter- 
pretation 

 
Total 

 
 f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) 

 
 
Important 

 
4 (6.1) 

 
8 (12.1) 

 
2 (3) 

 
5 (7.6) 

 
9 (13.6) 

 
5 (7.6) 

 
33 (50) 

Interesting 3 (4.5) 7 (10.6) 2 (3) 7 (10.6) 6 (9.1) 4 (6) 29 (44) 
No interest - 1 (1.5) 1 (1.5) 1 (1.5) - 1 (1.5) 4 (6) 
Total 7 (10.6) 16 (24.2) 5 (7.6) 13 (19.7) 15 (22.7) 10 (15.2) 66 ( 100) 

 

 

Table 7 Frequencies and percentages of motives connected to important  

and interesting questions (N=33) 

 
Motives for questions 

 
Important 

f (%) 

 
Interesting 

f (%) 
 

 
Knowledge Deficit 

 
5 (15.2) 

 
3 (10) 

Better Understanding 5 (15.2) 4 (13.3) 
Actuality 4 (12.1) 4 (13.3) 
Affect 5 (15.2) 17 (56.7) 
Overarching question 8 (24.2) - 
Test 2 (6.1) 1 (3) 
No Motive 4 (12.1) 1 (3) 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 

 

 
Table 7 shows the results of the analysis of the motives students gave while choos-
ing their most important and interesting question. For important questions, an ‘over-
arching question’ was the motive most given by students. Questions like ‘Why have 
the working conditions improved?’ and ‘What is the Industrial Revolution and when 
did it start?’ were motivated with remarks like ‘this is a question that covers the 
whole era.’ A question like ‘How big was the difference between rich and poor’ was 
commented on by Carl saying ‘I think that this difference indicates how the Indus-
trial Revolution worked…and that it most typifies the Industrial Revolution. If you 
ask this question you get a whole story about the Industrial Revolution.’ With these 
questions students took a curriculum perspective, in the sense that the questions ad-
dressed a large part of the topic compared to other motives such as knowledge defi-
cit, affect and actuality which are more from a student perspective. For example, 
while choosing the question ‘Why do some historians think that the welfare of peo-
ple has decreased?’ as most important, another student said ‘I don’t understand this 
one. I really don’t have a clue.’ Thus, about half of the questions were selected as 
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important questions for reasons that reflect a curriculum perspective and about half 
of the questions chosen as most important reflected more personal experiences or 
interests such as a knowledge deficit, affect or interest in actuality. 

Motives for regarding a question as interesting were mainly affective (interest) (f 
= 17, 57%) or because of actuality (f = 4, 13%) or a need for better understanding (f 
= 4, 13%). Questions like ‘Why has the well-being changed because of the Industrial 
Revolution?’ were motivated with expressions like ‘Well, that seems interesting to 
me.’ Affect was sometimes expressed in combination with a historical reasoning. 
Lisa regarded her question ‘Why did women and children have to work in the facto-
ries?’ as most interesting. She said ‘I really would like to know this, I know they had 
to work during World War II in factories or in camps, but why during the Industrial 
Revolution? Because of this revolution the economy improved, and if the economy 
is flourishing surely only man have to work. But in these circumstances you 
wouldn’t have earned much in the factory, so I can imagine that women and children 
had to help out.’ However, only eight students (27%) showed historical reasoning 
while explaining why a question was interesting. 

While motivating the choice for the most important question, relatively more 
students (57 %) expressed a historical reasoning. Jessica, for example, considered 
her question ‘is this fiction?’ to be important and reasons about the trustworthiness 
of historical sources. She said: ‘The story contains facts, but… the rest is made up. 
But if it isn’t fiction, it could be told from a point of view of one person (…) it is his 
point of view from that time. So it is a difference between trustworthy sources and 
non-trustworthy sources. A point of view from that time is more trustworthy.’  

Another example of historical reasoning while motivating an important question 
is Ellen, who regarded her question ‘What started the Industrial Revolution?’ to be 
important. She reasons historically by contextualizing and expresses interest; ‘this 
seems interesting to me, it seems more important to know (…) because it probably 
took place all over the world, in some countries more than others. A worldwide in-
tervention, so to speak.’ 

Other students mentioned more about the functionality of the question regarding 
the learning of history. Suzy thought questions like ‘Where did the Industrial Revo-
lution take place’ and ‘From when to when was the Industrial Revolution?’ are im-
portant because ‘this is the basic information you need. If you don’t know it…I 
think that this is important.’ 

Most students who formulated more than one question did not regard the im-
portant questions as interesting and chose another question as their most interesting 
question. Important questions seem to connect to a curriculum perspective and moti-
vating these questions seems to trigger more historical reasoning than explaining 
why a question is interesting. On the other hand, questions that students find inter-
esting can also be meaningful from a curriculum perspective, as the examples 
showed. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

This research was guided by three research questions. We were interested in 1) the 
content and type of questions students formulate after reading an introductory text 
on a historical topic, 2) to what extent questions were embedded in historical reason-
ing and 3) students’ motives for choosing their most important and interesting ques-
tion. Below we will discuss the results on these research questions. 

We analysed the 117 questions 33 students formulated after reading an introduc-
tory text about the Industrial Revolution. Most questions were connected to working 
conditions, industrialization and the narrative part of the text. Questions were mostly 
descriptive and explanative and, to a lesser extent, comparative and evaluative. 

Considering student questioning from a domain-specific perspective we suggest-
ed that the asking of historical questions is related to historical reasoning. Our analy-
sis of the question episodes supports this perspective. In almost half of the question 
episodes we found that the question is a start, element or result of historical reason-
ing. Questioning was part of students’ attempts to construct a historical context or an 
explanation in order to better understand a situation or event from a historical per-
spective. It was also related to a critical approach towards statements in the text 
which conflicted with their own ideas. Questions that were generated without any 
historical reasoning were mainly questions requesting historical facts or were em-
bedded in reasoning from a present-day perspective or a personal frame of experi-
ences, beliefs and values. Although these questions do not reflect historical reason-
ing, from a teaching perspective, these questions can be used to trigger historical 
reasoning or to transform a present-day perspective into a historical perspective. 

Prior knowledge (knowledge deficit, conflict or associations) and affect appears 
to play an important role in various processes underlying the formulating questions. 
Explicating these processes can be used to support students in question finding. For 
example, if a student does not verbalize any prior knowledge and historical reason-
ing (only affect), the student can be supported in retrieving prior knowledge and 
reason historically. 

The questions that were considered important by students were chosen because 
they covered the topic, and also because they addressed a knowledge deficit, better 
understanding actuality or affect. Motives for interesting questions did not trigger 
much historical reasoning. Questions that were chosen as most interesting are main-
ly motivated by students’ individual interests in the topic. 

These underlying processes and motives characterize student questions and could 
be helpful to gain more understanding of the meaning and function of historical 
questions from a student perspective. This study reveals that students are able to 
formulate questions out of interest that can be connected to significant issues that are 
covered in the curriculum. Furthermore, the historical reasoning and prior 
knowledge underlying the questions reveal student assumptions and 
(mis)conceptions that could be useful for designing meaningful history lessons. 
Maskill and Pedrosa de Jesus (1997) describe a study in which teachers instructed 
students to formulate questions that revealed their alternative frameworks, but 
moreover revealed the need of students for clarification and logical (conceptual) 
organisation of the topic. In this way, student questions can provide teachers with 
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useful information. We also found that most students are uncertain about the instruc-
tion to ask questions and about their own questions, probably because they are not 
used to formulating questions about history. 

Related to this issue is the finding that students are asking fewer comparative and 
evaluative questions. An explanation for this can be found in the introductory text 
and task we used, but it could also be that students are not used to working with 
those types of questions in their textbooks. Students could be stimulated by their 
teachers to formulate more comparative and evaluative questions. For example, by 
explicitly asking students to formulate evaluative questions or presenting material 
that triggers those types of questions. Most questions were connected to the parts 
that dealt with the narrative and the working conditions and less to the more in-
formative and problematizing segment of the text. We should take into account, 
however, that this could also be explained by the structure of the text, starting with 
an engaging story and ending with more formal text. 

Furthermore, students could become more aware of the idea that you can ask his-
torical questions (initially) triggered by affect. Emotions such as interest, indignation 
and empathy play an important part in motivating one’s self for a topic in history 
and asking questions that you consider as interesting. A state of interest triggered by 
a controversial or sensitive topic in history (Barton & McCully, 2007) and formulat-
ed into a question can combine student motivation and cognitive learning goals (see 
also Ainly, 2006). Almost each historical topic in the curriculum has a sensitive is-
sue one can consider while giving the task to formulate questions. Questioning trig-
gered by affect seems also interesting because students can ask questions they are 
interested in and it gives the teacher the opportunity to see to what extent students 
come up with present-day thinking or lack of contextualization.  

Future studies could improve this method to reveal the underlying process of 
questions and focus, for example, on the order of questions formulated while reading 
about historical issues. Furthermore, more research in student questioning is needed 
regarding task conditions other than reading, such as classroom investigations, dis-
cussions and collaborative learning (e.g., Chin & Osborne, 2008, 2010). For exam-
ple, we could investigate the effects of instructional methods that aim at stimulating 
and supporting student questioning and use these questions for learning activities 
that contribute to historical understanding and reasoning. Seeing a question and 
questioning as a learning outcome and goal in itself could be an aim of instructional 
methods and assessment (see Pedrosa de Jesus & Moreira, 2009; Colbert, Olson, & 
Clough, 2007). 

Teachers could follow the procedure we used in this particular study to accustom 
their students to asking questions. Students’ interest and prior knowledge could be 
triggered with texts or images and students could be stimulated to express this (lack 
of) knowledge and interest before formulating questions (e.g., Ciardiello, 2007). 
While explaining their questions to each other or the teacher could focus on the his-
torical reasoning and present-day (mis)conceptions that are underlying their ques-
tions. Questioning can help students to explicitly articulate their interest and activate 
their prior knowledge. 

In our view, each question is meaningful either or both from a curriculum and a 
student perspective. A student question that is not embedded in historical reasoning 
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can be meaningful from a student perspective because of the affect (interest, indig-
nation) that underlies the question. Questions as ‘where did the Industrial Revolution 
take place?’ or ‘Why do so many people work in factories, is it voluntary or not?’ 
(see p.20) can also be meaningful from a curriculum perspective because teachers 
can use these questions to discuss important contextual knowledge about the topic in 
their classrooms. So, determining a ‘good’ historical question depends on the under-
lying process that is connected to the question.  

 
 





    

Chapter 6 

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In this dissertation we wanted to contribute to theories on history learning and teach-
ing and to the questioning research literature by investigating domain-specific as-
pects of questioning and the role of affective processes such as interest and emo-
tions. In order to develop students’ ability to ask historical questions and to use stu-
dent questioning as a meaningful learning activity in the history classroom, we 
wanted to gain more insight into how students can be stimulated to ask certain ques-
tions. Knowledge of how student questions are triggered and formulated can guide 
the development of lessons and learning activities to increase students’ question 
asking ability. 

This chapter summarizes and discusses the main results of this dissertation. The 
research questions formulated in the introductory chapter will be briefly answered. 
Then we discuss these results and propose future questions for research on student 
questioning in terms of historical reasoning, prior knowledge and affect, connected 
to existing research literature. Finally, we present practical implications for the 
learning and teaching of history. 

We conceptualized historical questioning using both domain-specific and general 
educational research literature. In two experimental studies we investigated which 
factors triggered student questions, the type and number of questions formulated, 
how questions are formulated, and what cognitive and affective processes underlied 
the formulation of questions. By studying these processes we tried to explain why 
and when certain types of questions are asked and unravel the process of question-
ing. 
 
The questions we addressed were; 
• How can we define the ability to ask historical questions? 
• What is the effect of the type of introductory text on situational interest and on 

the type and number of questions students generate? 
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• What type of questions do students ask spontaneously while reading a historical 
introductory text and in what kind of thinking processes do questions originate? 

• What type of questions do students ask after reading a historical introductory 
text and to what extent are these questions embedded in historical reasoning? 

• Which questions do students consider important and interesting? 

2. MAIN ANSWERS TO THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

2.1 How can we define the ability to ask historical questions? 

In order to elaborate on students’ ability in formulating historical questions we con-
sulted review literature on student questioning and theoretical models that describe 
questioning processes. This resulted in a conceptualization of student questioning 
that connects domain-specific reasoning and affective elements such as interest and 
emotions to the cognitive aspects of questioning as they are described in the litera-
ture on student questioning. 

From a domain-specific perspective, the ability to ask historical questions can be 
seen as being able to ask questions that are embedded in historical reasoning and 
aim at (further) understanding of historical phenomena (e.g., a historical situation, 
event or development). From this point of view a historical question is a product or a 
(potential) start of historical reasoning (e.g., causal or comparative reasoning) while 
using historical knowledge and trying to put into words a conflict or deficit in prior 
knowledge about historical constructs or phenomena. A historical question, for ex-
ample, ‘Why did women and children work in factories?’, triggered when reading a 
text about the past, can guide the construction of an historical explanation. On the 
other hand, while constructing an historical explanation, a historical question such as 
‘What was the difference between Germany and UK during the industrialization?’ 
may be the result of historical reasoning. Based upon literature on history learning 
we suggested that the ability to ask historical questions is shaped by knowledge 
about the type of questions one can ask, prior historical content knowledge, the abil-
ity to use historical meta-concepts and evidence, and the awareness that history is a 
(re)construction of answers to questions we formulate about the past. After review-
ing the empirical research on historical questioning we concluded that authors agree 
on the importance of questioning and that there is still a need to describe this ability 
more explicit and connect it to learning processes. 

From a cognitive perspective, the ability to ask a historical question can be seen 
as being able to ask a question out of an experience of a knowledge deficit or con-
flict, which can both be considered an experience of perplexity. This experience is 
ideally followed by the formulation of the question and an idea of an answer. In this 
way questioning can guide knowledge building and comprehension. In order to 
stimulate students to ask questions students should be guided in these questioning 
processes; 1) triggering perplexity, 2) formulating, and 3) having an idea of an an-
swer. In educational practice it is still a challenge to create a learning environment 
that triggers and supports students to ask meaningful questions. 

From an affective perspective, the ability to ask a historical question can be seen 
as being able to ask a historical question out of interest or emotion. Especially in the 
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domain of history, literature showed that affective responses such as interest and 
emotions can influence cognitive processing of historical content and give rise to 
meaningful questions. Interest in a domain can be triggered by, for example, contro-
versial issues or addressing important life-themes. Emotive responses can reveal 
present-day thinking that needs to be addressed when students are reasoning about 
and questioning the past. 

Summarizing, we defined the ability of asking historical questioning using a do-
main-specific, cognitive and affective perspective. We defined the ability to ask his-
torical questions as ‘being able to ask questions that are embedded in historical rea-
soning. A historical question is a product or a (potential) start of historical reasoning 
(e.g., contextualization, causal reasoning, comparative reasoning, and argumenta-
tion) while trying to put into words a conflict or deficit in prior knowledge about 
historical constructs, phenomena or developments. Finally, a historical question can 
be embedded in affective processes such as interest or emotions that may drive fur-
ther engagement in historical reasoning. In order to further underpin these conceptu-
alizations we needed to study how questions are triggered, what different types of 
questions are formulated, and the underlying processes of questioning. 

2.2 What is the effect of the type of introductory text on situational interest and 

on the type and number of questions students generate? 

To answer this question we investigated questions students ask related to an intro-
ductory text about a new topic in the history classroom. In history textbooks for sec-
ondary education, it is common practice to introduce and to motivate students for a 
new topic through the use of an interesting introductory text. The effects of a narra-
tive, problematizing and expository introductory text on the situational interest of 
students and the number and type of student-generated questions, were compared. 

We expected that students who read the problematizing and narrative text would 
show a higher situational interest and generate more questions than the group who 
read the expository text. We designed three different introductory texts that intro-
duced the same historical topic (Industrial Revolution). We aimed at the texts differ-
ing on characteristics that affect situational interest. The narrative text tells a con-
crete and personal story about the Industrial Revolution using vivid details. In the 
problematizing text the same topic is introduced by contrasting past and present, 
comparing processes of industrialization and problematizing the consequences of 
industrialization. The expository text presents the same issues only without using 
vivid details or problematizing aspects. 

Participants were 174 students in higher secondary education (16 years old). Af-
ter measuring prior knowledge about the Industrial Revolution and students’ interest 
in History students were assigned to groups reading one of the introductory texts and 
instructed to write down questions about the Industrial Revolution. 

Student-generated questions (f = 729, M = 4.2) were categorized in 1) higher and 
lower-order questions, in 2) descriptive, explanative, comparative and evaluative 
questions, and in 3) emotive and non-emotive questions. We used these categories 
independent from each other, for example, a higher-order question could be a de-
scribing question at the same time. The analysis showed that students in all groups 
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were able to generate higher-order questions, which were mainly descriptive (64%) 
and explanative (26%). Students generated a comparable amount of higher (47.5%) 
and lower-order (49.1%) questions. Questions that reflect emotions were generated, 
although these made up a relatively small portion of the total number of questions 
(13.2%). 

The type of introductory text had a significant effect on the level of situational 
interest and type of questions, but not on the number of questions generated. Narra-
tive and problematizing texts provoked more situational interest and more emotive 
questions than the expository text. Emotiveness and engagement appeared to be an 
important source of interest. Students who had more historical knowledge on the 
topic, who were more interested in History, and whose situational interest was more 
triggered, asked more questions. 

Although emotiveness was an important source of interest, students formulated 
relatively few emotive questions. Apparently emotiveness did not always result in 
the formulation of questions. We argued that emotive questions could be questions 
students are most interested in and can be used by teachers to transform present-day 
and unschooled thinking into historical thinking. On the other hand, in cases where 
students asked higher-order historical questions, for example, explanative questions, 
we wondered whether they were the result of historical reasoning or students just 
reproducing the kind of questions they had come across in their history lessons. We 
concluded that more research is needed into underlying processes of student ques-
tioning.  

2.3 What type of questions do students ask spontaneously while reading a  

historical introductory text and in what kind of thinking processes do  

questions originate? 

In the first study we experienced that a question itself does not reveal much about 
the underlying processes that take place while formulating questions and reading a 
historical introductory text. In the second empirical study we investigated processes 
underlying student questions in History. A process study was carried out to investi-
gate the characteristics of students’ thinking when reading a historical introductory 
text. We considered these processes as a potential ‘onset’ for questions. We charac-
terized students’ thinking processes and the onset for spontaneously asked questions 
while reading in terms of the verbalization of historical reasoning, (a lack of) prior 
knowledge and affect. 

An introductory text was composed that contains narrative and problematizing 
characteristics that we considered important for triggering situational interest (en-
gagement and emotions such as indignation), cognitive disequilibrium, and different 
types of questions. Thirty-three secondary school students were instructed to read 
the text and underline striking text segments. At the point of underlining, students 
were asked to verbalize their thoughts. Protocols of students verbalizing their 
thoughts about striking fragments in the text were divided into episodes. Each epi-
sode (f = 251) was analysed using a coding scheme in order to label each episode on 
the following four dimensions: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, compar-
ing, causal reasoning and argumentation), 2) prior knowledge (experiencing a deficit 
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in, a contradiction or a correspondence with prior knowledge), 3) affective processes 
(indignation, interest, astonishment, empathy or boredom), and 4) spontaneously-
asked question(s) (yes or no). 

In half of the 251 analysed fragments (episodes) students verbalized historical 
reasoning, mainly contextualization. Also in half of the episodes students expressed 
affective thoughts. Associations (43%) were more frequently used to verbalize prior 
knowledge than a knowledge deficit (23%) or a knowledge conflict (8%). The most 
frequent combinations of processes were 1) historical reasoning, association without 
affect (16%), 2) historical reasoning, association with affect (14%), 3) no historical 
reasoning, knowledge deficit and no affect (10%), and 4) no historical reasoning, no 
prior knowledge and affect (13%). 

Students spontaneously asked 97 content-related questions. Most content ques-
tions were descriptive (f = 73, 57%) and were asked while reading the narrative text 
that dealt with working conditions. In episodes with historical reasoning 44 (42%) 
content questions were spontaneously asked. Historical reasoning appeared an im-
portant process in which questions are embedded. But in many cases historical rea-
soning did not result in or was started by a question. Only 23% of the episodes that 
contained historical reasoning contain one or more spontaneous questions. 

Although the verbalization of a knowledge conflict occurred less than the verbal-
ization of a knowledge deficit or associations related to the topic of the text, a 
knowledge conflict appeared to be a strong trigger and was verbalized in terms of a 
question. Some of the questions were related to affective responses. For example the 
question ‘ Why does she get a fine?’ or ‘Why did they have to work so hard?’ are 
questions showing indignation, responding to a situation described in the text (see 
chapter 3, par. 3.4.1) Thus, the results of this empirical study showed that, in addi-
tion to the experience of a knowledge deficit or conflict, which are considered im-
portant triggers of questions in the literature on student questioning, domain-specific 
reasoning and affect played a role in the generation of questions during reading of 
the historical introductory text. Although an experienced conflict between prior 
knowledge and the information in the text was not often verbalized, we think that 
expressions of indignation or astonishment about historical situations and events 
described in the text could also be regarded as conflict. 

2.4 What type of questions do students ask after reading a historical  

introductory text and to what extent are these questions embedded in  

historical reasoning? 

The final study draws on the second study and aims at deeper insight into students’ 
performance in asking historical questions after reading a historical introductory 
text. We were interested in the type and content of questions students formulated 
after reading and receiving the instruction to formulate questions that they would ask 
in a lesson that introduces the Industrial Revolution. From a curriculum perspective 
it is important to know to what extent students’ questions were embedded in histori-
cal reasoning and connected to important topics in the curriculum. 

For this study we used the theoretical framework, sample, data collection meth-
od, introductory text and coding schemes from our second study. Audio recordings 
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of 33 students formulating questions were transcribed. Students formulated 117 
questions that were coded on content by using text themes and type (descriptive, 
explanative, comparative, and evaluative). In order to describe the processes that 
underlie each student question we used protocols of students’ utterances before and 
during formulating a question and their answers to the prompt ‘are you able to give 
an answer to this question?’ All utterances while formulating a question and answer-
ing on the prompt were defined as a question episode. 

We were especially interested in to what extent questions asked after the instruc-
tion to ask questions were connected to historical reasoning. We coded three dimen-
sions of underlying processes: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, comparing, 
causal reasoning and argumentation), 2) prior knowledge (experiencing a deficit in, 
a contradiction or a correspondence with prior knowledge), and 3) affective process 
(indignation, interest, astonishment, or empathy). After coding we described prior 
knowledge and affect that underlie 1) questions embedded in historical reasoning 
and 2) questions not embedded in historical reasoning. 

Questions formulated by students were connected to working conditions, the in-
dustrialization process, and the narrative about Friedrich Engels. Questions about 
working conditions connected to significant curriculum issues; for example, the de-
velopment of ‘the social question’ and the different political answers to this devel-
opment. Furthermore, an important part of the questions dealt with general aspects 
about the Industrial Revolution era, revealing the knowledge deficits of students and 
the need to have more clarification about the context of industrialization, such as 
duration, time, places, causes and important individuals and inventions. Most ques-
tions were descriptive (50%) and explanative (40%). Almost no comparative and 
evaluative questions were formulated. 

The 117 question episodes were coded on student verbalizations of historical 
reasoning, prior knowledge and affect. Almost 40 % of the questions were embed-
ded in historical reasoning, mainly contextualizing and causal reasoning. With most 
of the questions students formulated, prior knowledge verbalized by students played 
an important role (84%). With regard to prior knowledge students explicitly ex-
pressed a knowledge deficit (31%), conflict (24%) or an association (29%). With 
regard to affect, half of the questions were embedded in an affective process, mainly 
interest and indignation. When we looked at the combination of processes that are 
characteristic for episodes in which questions are embedded, it appeared that ques-
tions embedded in a combination of no historical reasoning, knowledge deficit and 
no affect occurred most (15%), followed by the questions that were embedded in 
historical reasoning, association and no affect (12%). 

Question episodes that contained historical reasoning showed that question gen-
eration was related to historical reasoning when students tried to build a historical 
context for an event or situation described in the text, when they used prior 
knowledge to think of possible explanations or when they approached a historical 
interpretation critically. These question episodes contained questions as ‘Was life 
really as grey as described in the text?’ or ‘What actually started the Industrial Revo-
lution?’ (see chapter 4, par. 3.3). Students also showed uncertainty about the quality 
of their historical question, showing the awareness that in history a certain type of 
question is formulated. 
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Thus, in line with the study focusing on spontaneous questions students ask during 
reading, questions that students ask after reading the text and the instruction to ask 
questions, questions are mostly asked in situations in which students experience a 
knowledge deficit. But also a considerable amount of questions is embedded in his-
torical reasoning and affective processes. 

2.5 Which questions do students consider important and interesting? 

From a student perspective it is important to consider how student questions origi-
nate and what they consider interesting and important questions. After students had 
formulated their questions (in the study described above) they were asked to indicate 
their most important and interesting question. The motivation for these questions 
was coded with categories describing a knowledge deficit, better understanding, 
actuality, affect, overarching question or importance for the test.  

For important questions, an ‘overarching question’ was the most given motive. 
Half of the questions were selected as important questions for reasons that reflect a 
curriculum perspective (e.g., important topics and historical questions that can be 
used in history lessons), and about half of the questions chosen as most important 
reflected more personal experiences or interests such as a knowledge deficit, affect 
or interest in actuality. Motives for regarding a question as interesting were interest 
(57%) or because of actuality (13%) or a need for better understanding (13%). Final-
ly, we found that students showed more historical reasoning while motivating their 
choices for most important question than while motivating their choices for most 
interesting question. 

2.6 Most salient findings of this dissertation 

Taking all three empirical studies together we think the following results are most 
salient: 
• Students in secondary education were able to ask different types of historical 

questions and higher-order questions after reading a historical introductory text. 
• Narrative and problematizing historical introductory texts triggered a higher 

situational interest than the expository text and more emotive questions. The 
three types of texts triggered the same amount of questions. 

• We found a positive relationship between prior knowledge, interest in History, 
situational interest, and the number of questions generated by students. 

• Spontaneous questions while reading were asked in cases where students ex-
pressed a knowledge deficit. 42% of content questions were asked in episodes 
with historical reasoning and can be seen as the start or the result of historical 
reasoning. 

• Most questions were triggered by a knowledge deficit and to a lesser extent by a 
conflict or association. 

• A substantial number of questions after reading were embedded in historical 
reasoning, in particular in the attempt to build a historical context. 
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• A substantial number of questions after reading were embedded in affective 
processes. 

• Students formulated questions that are meaningful from a student and curricu-
lum perspective. 

3. MAIN THEMES, DISCUSSION AND QUESTIONS 
 FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

In this section we discuss the main themes of this dissertation: 1) historical questions 
as a component of historical reasoning, 2) prior knowledge related to student ques-
tioning, and 3) affective aspects of student questioning. For each theme we compare 
the findings of the three studies and report how these findings connect to existing 
literature. Finally, we formulate future questions for research on student questioning 
as a component of historical reasoning. 

3.1 Historical questioning as a component of historical reasoning 

In this paragraph, we compare the results of each of the three studies with regard to 
the conceptualization of historical questioning as a component of historical reason-
ing. Second, we discuss the use of different classification of student questions. Fi-
nally we suggest direction for further research on question levels, the role of episte-
mological beliefs and teacher support of questioning. 

We started this dissertation with our provisional definition of the ability of ask-
ing historical questions, which is being able to ask questions that are embedded in 
historical reasoning. A historical question is a product or an initiator of historical 
reasoning (e.g., contextualization, causal or comparative reasoning or argumenta-
tion) while trying to put into words a conflict or deficit in prior knowledge about 
historical constructs, phenomena or developments. Finally, a historical question can 
be embedded in affective processes such as interest or emotions that may drive fur-
ther engagement in historical reasoning (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008; Schreiber et 
al, 2006). Based on our empirical results we conclude that the types of historical 
questions students ask are mainly embedded in an attempt to contextualize. e.g., 
trying to construct a historical context for the situation or event described in the text. 
We think this is important, because contextualizing is seen as a foundation for fur-
ther historical reasoning (Wineburg, 2006; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012). 

Contextualization was combined with using prior knowledge. This probably ex-
plains why students asked mainly descriptive questions (57%) when asking for more 
information out of a knowledge deficit. On the other hand, reading an introductory 
text can give rise to historical reasoning without a question being asked. With regard 
to the finding that historical reasoning occurred quite often during reading of the text 
(Study 2, 48%), most of the time this reasoning does not result in the asking of ques-
tions. 

Secondly, research in student questioning presents a wide variety of different 
question categories (Chin & Otero, 2009), but also often uses the distinction be-
tween higher and lower-order questions. In this study we added more domain-
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specific categories such as descriptive, explanative, comparative and evaluative 
questions and emotive questions. Higher-order questions are questions that invoke 
long answers and deep reasoning. From this perspective, particularly higher-order 
historical questions would have the potential to initiate historical reasoning. We 
found that students, after being triggered by an introductory text and dependent on 
their prior knowledge and interest in History, were able to ask higher-order histori-
cal questions, which can be the start of a historical reasoning, but also formulated 
many lower-order questions. As a result of our domain-specific approach and atten-
tion to the role of affective processes, the studies in this dissertation add the distinc-
tion between ‘emotive’ and ‘non-emotive’ questions to the existing question catego-
ries. Emotive questions reflected more present-oriented reasoning than historical 
reasoning. 

Based on our categorization of questions in the first study we assumed that not 
only higher-order questions can be valuable for historical reasoning. Although we 
think that lower-order questions and emotive questions that reflect unschooled his-
torical thinking may not be questions directly suitable for inquiry, we nevertheless 
believe that if students are supported in transforming these questions into historical 
inquiry questions, these questions could be a proper starting point for inquiry and 
reflection on the, often present-oriented, reasoning that underlies most of these ques-
tions. We also assumed that asking a higher-order question does not always reflect 
higher-order thinking as students could ‘parrot’ those questions based on their expe-
rience with the teacher or the textbook. For example, in the third study we found that 
questions embedded in historical reasoning were mostly connected to an attempt to 
contextualize a phenomenon discussed in the text. And contextualization often raises 
more factual questions about the time, location and social context. Although such 
questions can be considered lower order questions, they are embedded in historical 
contextualization, an important component of domain-specific reasoning. Thus, we 
think this distinction between higher and lower-order questions should be supple-
mented with more domain-specific categories. Further research could investigate 
whether our classification of different types of historical questions could be used to 
make students more aware of the type of questions they ask and can ask. It would 
also be interesting to know whether this classification is useful for questioning in 
other tasks, such as working with historical sources or performing a historical in-
quiry. 

Finally, in this dissertation we did not pay attention to epistemological beliefs. 
However, we think that questioning can influence and also be influenced by episte-
mological beliefs. Further research could be aimed at how teachers can use student 
questioning as a pedagogical strategy in order to make visible and recognize stu-
dents’ (historical or present-oriented) thinking (Monte-Sano, 2011; Barton 2004). 
Furthermore, whether encouraging students to ask questions affects their thinking 
about the discipline could also be investigated. History is often regarded as learning 
facts (Maggioni, VanSledright, & Alexander, 2009), whereas questioning could be a 
start of seeing history as an interpretation of the past, as an answer to the questions 
we ask. Student questioning could be a pedagogical approach to making students’ 
thinking visible and to helping teachers design lessons that emphasize the awareness 
that history is a (re)construction of answers to questions we formulate about the past. 
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Research indicates that students (and teachers) tend to see the past as a given reality 
(Maggioni, VanSledright, & Alexander, 2009) and that they have fewer developed 
epistemological beliefs about historical knowledge. If the focus of teachers and stu-
dents were on questions, it could open up possibilities of knowledge building (Ne-
ber, 2008) and, in case knowledge and ideas are questioned, a more critical approach 
towards historical interpretations (see Ikuenobe, 2001). For example, investigation 
could be done into how students reason historically when they are instructed to for-
mulate knowledge-building questions or questions that critically question historical 
interpretations. 

Further research on student historical questioning could aim at researching how 
teachers can trigger students to ask historical questions that are meaningful from 
both a curriculum and student perspective. The effects of other types of introductory 
methods or classroom activities on the willingness to and ability in asking historical 
questions could be further investigated. It is important for teachers to know how 
they can provide space for student questioning and the learning goals of the history 
curriculum simultaneously. Teachers can help students to formulate questions based 
on their verbalization of and reasoning with prior knowledge and information from 
texts. Teachers can stimulate students to express their reasoning by formulating 
questions, and thus practise ‘specifying their ignorance’. Further research could in-
vestigate how teachers can support questions while and after reading (conflicting) 
sources, while using arguments or other learning activities that aim at historical rea-
soning. 

3.2 Prior knowledge related to questioning 

Based on the outcomes of our first study we suggest that a higher prior knowledge 
about a topic results in a higher number of questions. A higher number of questions 
could be the sign of a more active use of (prior) knowledge. Students with more pri-
or knowledge may ask more questions because they compare new information with 
what they already know or use their knowledge to contextualize. 

However, while reading, spontaneously formulated questions where mainly con-
nected to a knowledge deficit and appeared in episodes without much verbalization 
of prior knowledge. This could mean that students with prior knowledge do not use 
this knowledge to formulate questions while reading and only verbalize prior 
knowledge in the form of associations.  

After students had been instructed to formulate questions after reading we found 
that a knowledge deficit and associations were verbalized most often, and questions 
were also accompanied by a knowledge conflict. Thus, explicitly giving students the 
opportunity to ask their own questions can support students in verbalizing their ex-
perience of a knowledge deficit, conflict or prior knowledge. 

Further research on the relationship between prior knowledge and questions 
could investigate the effect of different reading goals (understanding, criticizing, 
problem solving) before reading the text. Different reading goals and task demands 
could influence the use of prior knowledge and the type of questions formulated 
(Otero, 2009). We assume that students need more support in verbalizing a 
knowledge conflict or deficit and recognizing problems while reading (problem 
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finding). Furthermore, an experience of puzzlement and wonderment while reading 
could also be resolved by using prior knowledge. 

Further research could also continue to explore differences and communalities in 
the ability to ask historical questions between students with different levels of prior 
knowledge. Because of the small sample size in this study we were not able to draw 
conclusions about these differences. However, based on our description in study 2, it 
seems that students with more prior knowledge and interest showed more associa-
tions and historical reasoning while formulating questions, whereas students with 
low prior knowledge and interest experience a knowledge deficit more often. Maybe 
some questions should be answered first (by themselves) in order to trigger more 
reasoning and the formulation of other questions. Students of different levels in prior 
knowledge could also work on their ability to ask questions by peer questioning (for 
a recent study see Cho, Lee & Jonassen, 2011). In general, it is important that stu-
dents get more opportunity to practise asking questions more independently and go 
beyond knowing what they do not know (see also Van der Meij, 1990). Questioning 
in a learning context should drive knowledge building and understanding, and this 
seems to be not only a cognitive process. The ability of questioning is also a (criti-
cal) attitude and needs a supportive environment. 

3.3 Affect as a trigger of questioning 

The main focus of most of existing research literature on questioning is on cognitive 
processes. In this dissertation, we were also interested how affect such as interest 
and emotions, connected to the domain of history, could trigger questioning. 

We found that a higher situational interest resulted in more questions. In addi-
tion, emotiveness and engagement were an important source of situational interest. 
Thus, triggering interest with a narrative or problematizing introductory text con-
taining general life themes and moral issues can be a strategy which could be adopt-
ed to stimulate students to formulate their own questions. This is an important find-
ing, since literature on student questioning shows that students are not inclined to 
ask questions spontaneously during lessons in school (Good et al, 1987). 

After studying underlying processes while reading we found that in half of the 
cases where students stopped reading they verbalized affect (indignation, interest, 
astonishment, empathy and boredom).This supports our idea that the disequilibrium 
students experience, and which is often considered an important trigger for questions 
(Otero & Graesser, 2001), is not only cognitive, but also affective. Events or situa-
tions described in the text conflict with what students think is correct or normal. 
Astonishment and indignation - when combined with the attempt to contextualize - 
can also develop into a question, although these questions often contain presupposi-
tions reflecting a judgment or a present-oriented perspective. Although indignation 
and astonishment occurred in a third of all episodes, these emotions did not give 
much rise to the asking of questions. Therefore, it seems important that students are 
stimulated and supported to formulate questions out of such affective experiences. 

The third study confirmed our finding that half of the questions were embedded 
in affect. However, in this study few questions were embedded in both affect and 
historical reasoning while most questions embedded in affect lacked historical rea-
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soning (40%). In line with these findings students could become more aware of the 
idea that you can ask historical questions (initially) triggered by affect. Emotions 
such as interest, indignation and empathy play an important part in motivating one’s 
self for a topic in history and asking questions that you consider to be interesting. A 
state of interest triggered by a controversial or sensitive topic in history (Barton & 
McCully, 2007) and formulated into a question can combine student motivation and 
cognitive learning goals (see also Ainly, 2006). Almost every historical topic in the 
curriculum has a sensitive issue one can consider while giving the task to formulate 
questions. Questioning triggered by affect also seems interesting because students 
can ask questions they are interested in and it gives the teacher the opportunity to 
see to what extent students come up with present-day thinking or lack the attempt or 
ability to contextualization. 

Further research could investigate how student questioning as a learning activity 
can keep motivating students and how questions can be a sign of (sustained) interest 
in a topic (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). Another aspect that could be investigated is 
whether students with more interest have fewer problems with formulating questions 
(see; Renninger, Ewen & Lasher, 2002). Furthermore, it could be worthwhile to in-
vestigate students’ interest in history by investigating questions they ask outside the 
history classroom. Research in science suggests that questions asked on ‘ask-a-
scientist’ websites or in popular television shows or magazines can be helpful in 
giving students a voice in the curriculum (Cakmakci et al., 2011; Baram-Tsabari et 
al., 2009, and Baram-Tsabari & Yarden, 2005). Interest in history and the questions 
students ask can be dependent on age, gender and the actuality that surrounds stu-
dents. Research could investigate how teachers could use this ‘out-of-classroom 
interest’ and questions for motivating students for classroom learning activities. 
 
Summarizing, further research could investigate the following questions: what are 
the instructional strategies of history teachers that trigger student questions and cre-
ate a positive questioning climate? And what are the differences between students 
and how can teachers deal with difference in student ability in asking historical 
questions? Furthermore, we suggest research into the role of prior knowledge, epis-
temological beliefs and how this affects questioning in history. Finally, how can 
student questions about the past that students are genuinely interested in, be investi-
gated and be used in the history curriculum? 

3.4 Research methodology  

Finally, the studies in this dissertation contributed to research on student questioning 
by exploring a methodology that combines thinking-aloud and a signalling method. 
We also developed a coding scheme that combined cognitive with domain-specific 
and affective aspects of questioning. Instructing students to underline text segments 
and explain why they underlined them revealed what segments were striking to stu-
dents and allowed us to register affective reactions during reading and thus gain 
more insight into how situational interest could trigger questioning. 

In our analysis of protocols with student verbalization we chose to divide our da-
ta units into episodes while reading (2nd study) and into question episodes after read-
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ing (3rd study) in order to carefully describe these processes. This resulted in an 
analysis of underlying processes and spontaneous questions asked in episodes in the 
second study. In the third study we took a slightly different perspective by taking the 
questions formulated as a point of departure and analyzing the question episodes 
connected to these questions, while using the same coding scheme. We were more 
able to connect processes to questions asked in study 3 than we were in study 2, be-
cause in study 3 we explicitly instructed students to formulate questions. Further 
research could aim at an analysis that connects questioning processes in the reading 
and questioning phase. Future research could improve this online method and vary 
in instructions and interview questions to answer other research questions. The cod-
ing scheme could also be used for other research settings that explore underlying 
processes, for example the process of questioning during argumentation and (coop-
erative) learning tasks (see for example, Chin & Osborne, 2010). 

4. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

In general, our procedure of triggering student interest and questions by offering an 
engaging historical introductory text could be a useful practical approach for history 
teachers in secondary education. Narrative or problematizing texts that provoke af-
fective reactions such as interest, indignation or empathy can be used to engage stu-
dents in a new topic in history by triggering questions that reveal their knowledge of 
and interest in this topic. Teachers can adjust texts and use actuality or narrative and 
problematizing elements, which is sometimes already done in history textbooks. 
Students’ attention can be captured by important life themes and problems such as 
justice and injustice, wealth and poverty, which are still a part of contemporary soci-
ety. 

In cases where students are not used to formulating questions, teachers could 
model by explicitly posing questions about historical phenomena and stimulate stu-
dents to do the same. In this way teachers can not only make students aware of the 
different types of questions they can ask and use meta-concepts in history to trigger 
student questioning that is aimed at historical reasoning, but also show that being 
able to formulate questions you are genuinely interested in is an important ability 
and accustom students to asking questions. Emotive questions can be used in history 
lessons to transform present-day and unschooled historical thinking into historical 
thinking by giving students more historical knowledge and different perspectives on 
the past. Reflecting with students on the variety of questions that they ask and that 
can be asked, could contribute to students’ knowledge about the different types of 
questions that can be asked in history and could assist teachers and students in de-
veloping the ability to ask historical questions.  

Based on our findings after studying the underlying processes of questioning we 
can recommend that teachers support students in being explicit about their thoughts 
regarding the content they read or listen to in history classrooms and use a similar 
procedure as we have done in the second and third study. In this way students have 
space to think about issues they could formulate a question about and, the other way 
around, the teacher is informed about the historical reasoning, prior knowledge and 
interest of the students. Teachers need to create a safe classroom environment that 
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encourages students to share their thoughts with their peers and the teacher in a 
questioning dialogue (Dillon, 1990). With this information a teacher will be better 
equipped to judge the quality or relevance of a question. We also found that students 
verbalized historical reasoning while motivating their choice of their most important 
question. In their view an important historical question is an overarching question 
that covers a lot of historical content. Students were able to point these out and rec-
ognize that these questions were important. Students could be instructed to discuss 
the importance of their questions and exchange their questions within groups or ask 
each other questions. Self-questioning while reading is not only important for histor-
ical reasoning it also proves to foster text comprehension (Rosenshine et al. 1996; 
Janssen, 2002), and is also helpful for poor readers (for a recent study see Berkeley 
et al., 2011). 

When students experience difficulty in formulating a question, teachers can sup-
port them with problem finding or helping to find a knowledge deficit or conflict. In 
our study we found that students verbalized associations and affect but did not al-
ways take the opportunity to formulate a question while reading. When explicitly 
instructed to ask questions, each question is meaningful, either or both from a cur-
riculum and a student perspective. A student question that is not embedded in histor-
ical reasoning can be meaningful from a student perspective because of the affect 
(interest, indignation) that underlies the question. 

Concluding, teachers could help students with formulating meaningful questions 
based on historical reasoning, a need for information, a cognitive conflict or interest. 
By doing this, history teachers could realize a classroom atmosphere in which each 
student question can be meaningful and students are supported in developing their 
ability to ask historical questions. Student questioning can be meaningful for history 
education, provided that teachers know how to trigger questions and are aware of the 
underlying processes of a question. 
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APPENDIX A 

Introductory text (760 words, translated from Dutch) 

 

The Industrial Revolution 

The platform of the brand new train station in Manchester is packed with people; 
wealthy ladies with their children, gentlemen in high hats. In the background a 
steam locomotive is still puffing. At a distance poorly-dressed men are watching, 
waiting for a chance to give directions to rich train passengers in the big city. Frie-
drich breathes in the smell of the steam engine. He observes the modern station in 
admiration, waiting for a chance to collect his luggage. ‘Impressive’, Friedrich 
thinks, ‘A lot more modern than our Essen station in Germany.’ 

‘Jungherr Engels?’ A large man is walking towards him. ‘My name is Peter; I’m 
the supervisor in your father’s factory. A carriage is waiting for you.’ A little later 
Friedrich is travelling through the streets of the big, grey city. Everywhere he looks 
he sees chimneys fuming endless trails of smoke. From the buildings lining the 
streets, constant rattle and trampling sounds emerge from small windows. Narrow 
streets all around are filled with dirt. Even the water in the wide channel is black and 
smelly. Friedrich’s thoughts wander back to home, where, fortunately, it is not as 
dirty and crowded. But here in Manchester, factories are bigger and the machines 
are more modern. That is the reason his father, a successful textile baron, had sent 
him here. Here, in his father’s factory, he has to finish his education. 

The carriage stops in front of a large, stone brick building. Friedrich follows Pe-
ter through the factory gate into a large hall. His father has spent a fortune on steam 
engines that drive the weaving looms. Friedrich and Peter walk upstairs to the first 
floor, where the weaving looms are. In a large, dark area many people are working – 
remarkably many women and children. It is dusty and stuffy over there. The noise is 
deafening. ‘How many hours a day do they work?’ Friedrich asks. ‘10 to 12 hours!’ 
Peter screams. 

Suddenly, Peter jumps between the machines. At one of the weaving looms a 
women is comforting a crying child. Peter pulls her roughly back on her feet. ‘A fine 
for you! Talk in your own time!’ The woman quickly gets back to work. The child 
has already disappeared. ‘If the spools are not changed in time, we have to restart 
the machine. That takes a great deal of time, and time is money.’ Peter explains. 
‘You have to keep them working’. Friedrich looks around at the toiling people. It 
feels strange becoming the boss of this. 

At night, after a long and tiring day, Friedrich writes in his diary: ‘The English 
entrepreneurs only think of making money. Workers are not people in their eyes but 
economic entities. Never have I seen such egoism. Factory owners do not realize 
that relationships other than buying and selling exist.’  

This was the situation in textile factories in Manchester during the period of the 
Industrial Revolution that started in England. Is the situation really something from 
the past? Read the text below. 
 



114  

 

‘To deliver orders in time, workers are working seven days a week, sometimes even 
20 hours a day, for 5 cents an hour. Overtime is not paid. The girls are so tired that 
they fall asleep during their breaks. But they do not have a choice, unions are pro-
hibited and those who protest or work too slowly can expect a fine or the sack. The 
labourers live on the factory premises and sleep 12 to a room.’  
 
This is about a jeans factory in China, 2008! Jasmine, a 16-year-old girl, works 
there. A documentary has been made about her and the work in the factory. 
 
Just as happened in Europe in the past, the rise of industry in China caused a drift 
from the countryside into the cities. Because of mass-production the price of prod-
ucts lowered, so that workers were able to buy products too. The process of industri-
alization probably shares similar traits with conditions such as those in modern Chi-
na and earlier Europe. In England it took some time before the working and living 
conditions of the workers were improved. However, industrialization also brought 
technical progress, faster production and useful inventions, such as the railway. 

Historians think that the Industrial Revolution is one of the most important 
events in history because that period was a fundamental transition to modern times. 
However, they disagree about the effects of this development on common people. 
Some think that the welfare of people decreased because of the Industrial Revolu-
tion, while others think that the lives of ordinary people improved because of it. 



 

 

APPENDIX B 

Text themes and descriptions 

  
Description  

 
Example from text 
 

Narrative Vivid de-
tails/descriptions 
Direct speech 
Unexpected happening 
Act of injustice 

Friedrich’s thoughts wander back to home, 
(…) Here in Manchester, factories are bigger 
and the machines are more modern. That is 
the reason why his father, a successful textile 
baron, has sent him here. 

Working condi-
tions 

Description of factory 
work. 
Women and children 
working 
Poor conditions, long 
working hours, low wag-
es 

Suddenly, Peter jumps between the ma-
chines. At one of the weaving looms a wom-
en is comforting a crying child. Peter pulls 
her roughly back on her feet. ‘A fine for you! 
Talk in your own time! 

Diary  Historical source, Frie-
drich Engels reflecting 
on his experience in 
factories. 

The English entrepreneurs only think of mak-
ing money. Workers are not people in their 
eyes but economic entities. Never have I seen 
such egoism.’ 

Comparison  
present-day 
China 

Working conditions in 
China based on a docu-
mentary about Jasmine, a 
16 –year old girl 

‘In order for orders to be delivered in time, 
workers are working seven days a week, 
sometimes even 20 hours a day, for 5 cents 
hourly wage. This is about a jeans factory in 
China, 2008! Jasmine, a 16-year old girl, 
works there. 

Process of in-
dustrialization 

Description of the main 
characteristics of indus-
trialization  

The process of industrialization probably 
shares similar traits with conditions such as 
those in modern China and earlier Europe. In 
England it took some time before the work-
ing and living conditions of the workers were 
improved. However, industrialization also 
brought technical progress, faster production 
and useful inventions, such as the railway. 

Interpretation A statement about dif-
ferent interpretations 
about the causes of in-
dustrialization.  

However, they disagree about the effects of 
this development on common people. Some 
think that the welfare of people was de-
creased by the Industrial Revolution, while 
others think that the lives of common people 
improved because of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. 
 





 

 

  

SUMMARY 

 

Student-questioning can be regarded as a meaningful learning activity, also in the 
domain of history learning. Despite the growing body of research on the learning 
and teaching of history and the fact that several scholars consider questioning an 
important component of historical thinking and reasoning, there are not many empir-
ical studies that have student questioning in history as a main focus. It is important 
to investigate how student questioning can be facilitated in history and, in order to 
define the ability in asking historical questions, describe the underlying processes of 
student questioning. 

Chapter 1.The general aim of this dissertation, as described in Chapter 1, is to con-
tribute to theories on history learning and teaching by investigating domain-specific 
aspects of questioning. 

The focus is on the significance of student questioning for learning history and 
this research regards student questioning as an important learning activity. Research 
on student questioning mainly focuses on the effect of questioning on other variables 
(e.g., text understanding, learning content). We aim to investigate what (internal and 
external) factors trigger student questions, the type and number of questions formu-
lated, how questions are formulated and what cognitive and affective processes un-
derlie the formulation of questions. To connect to existing literature on student ques-
tioning we choose to study student questioning while and after reading a text. In our 
studies we work with texts that introduce a historical topic. Historical introductory 
texts are texts that introduce a topic in history by triggering text-based interest 
(Schiefele & Krapp, 1996). Interest and questions can be triggered by narrative and 
problematizing texts containing an unexpected element, incongruence, or an appeal 
to one’s imagination. 
• The questions we address in this dissertation are; 
• How can we define the ability to ask historical questions? 
• What is the effect of the type of introductory text on students’ situational inter-

est and the type and number of questions students generate? 
• What type of questions do students ask spontaneously while reading a historical 

introductory text and in what kind of thinking processes do questions originate? 
• What type of questions do students ask after reading a historical introductory 

text and to what extent are these questions embedded in historical reasoning? 
• Which questions do students consider important and interesting? 
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This dissertation contains a chapter providing a theoretical framework (chapter 2), 
three reports of empirical studies (chapter 3, 4, and 5) and a discussion chapter (6). 

Chapter 2 describes the theoretical framework of the studies. It discusses the con-
ceptualization of questioning in history learning and the research on questioning in 
other domains in order to define the ability to ask historical questions. To construct 
this framework we reviewed empirical literature on historical reasoning and ques-
tioning, educational review studies on student questioning and research on the pro-
cess of questioning. The chapter describes questioning as one of the components of 
historical reasoning and how important aspects such as prior knowledge and affect 
shape questioning processes. 

From a domain-specific perspective, the ability to ask historical questions can be 
seen as being able to ask questions that are embedded in historical reasoning and 
aim at (further) understanding of historical phenomena (e.g., a historical situation, 
event or development). From this point of view a historical question is a product or a 
(potential) start of historical reasoning (see Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008; Schreiber 
et al, 2006). A historical question, for example, ‘Why did women and children work 
in factories?’, can guide the construction of an historical explanation. On the other 
hand, while constructing an historical explanation, a historical question such as 
‘What was the difference between Germany and UK during the industrialization?’ 
may be the result of historical reasoning. Based upon literature on history learning 
we suggested that the ability to ask historical questions is shaped by knowledge 
about the type of questions one can ask, prior historical content knowledge, the abil-
ity to use historical meta-concepts and evidence, and the awareness that history is a 
(re)construction of answers to questions we formulate about the past. After review-
ing the (rather limited amount of) empirical research on historical questioning 
(Ciardiello and Cicchelli, 1994; Neber, 1999) we concluded that authors agree on 
the importance of questioning and that there is still a need to describe this ability 
more explicit and connect it to learning processes. 

From a cognitive perspective, the ability to ask a historical question can be seen 
as being able to ask a question out of an experience of a knowledge deficit or con-
flict, which can both be considered an experience of perplexity. This experience is 
ideally followed by the formulation of the question and an idea of an answer. In this 
way questioning can guide knowledge building and comprehension. In order to 
stimulate students to ask questions, students should be guided in these questioning 
processes through the following phases; 1) triggering perplexity, 2) formulating, and 
3) having an idea of an answer (Dillon, 1988; Van der Meij, 1994). In educational 
practice it is still a challenge to create a learning environment that triggers and sup-
ports students to ask meaningful questions. 

From an affective perspective, the ability to ask a historical question can be seen 
as being able to ask a historical question out of interest or emotion. Especially in the 
domain of history, literature showed that affective responses such as interest and 
emotions can influence cognitive processing of historical content (Barton & McCul-
ly, 2007) and could give rise to meaningful questions. Interest in a domain can be 
triggered by, for example, controversial issues or addressing important life-themes. 
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Emotive responses can reveal present-day thinking that needs to be addressed when 
students are reasoning about and questioning the past. 

Summarizing, we defined the ability of asking historical questioning using a do-
main-specific, cognitive and affective perspective. We defined the ability to ask his-
torical questions as ‘being able to ask questions that are embedded in historical rea-
soning. A historical question is a product or a (potential) start of historical reasoning 
(e.g., contextualization, causal reasoning, comparative reasoning, and argumenta-
tion) while trying to put into words a conflict or deficit in prior knowledge about 
historical constructs, phenomena or developments. Finally, a historical question can 
be embedded in affective processes such as interest or emotions that may drive fur-
ther engagement in historical reasoning. In order to further underpin these conceptu-
alizations we needed to study how questions are triggered, what different types of 
questions are formulated, and the underlying processes of questioning. 

Chapter 3 reports the results of the first empirical study that investigated questions 
students ask related to an introductory text about a new topic in the history class-
room. The effects of a narrative, problematizing and expository introductory text on 
the situational interest of students and the number and type of student- generated 
questions, were compared. 

Participants were 174 students in higher secondary education (16 years old). Af-
ter measuring prior knowledge about the Industrial Revolution and students’ interest 
in History students were assigned to groups reading one of the introductory texts and 
instructed to write down questions about the Industrial Revolution. 

Student-generated questions (f = 729, M = 4.2) were categorized in 1) higher and 
lower-order questions, in 2) descriptive, explanative, comparative and evaluative 
questions, and in 3) emotive and non-emotive questions. We used these categories 
independent from each other, for example, a higher-order question could be a de-
scribing question at the same time. The analysis showed that students in all groups 
were able to generate higher-order questions, which were mainly descriptive (64%) 
and explanative (26%). Students generated a comparable amount of higher (47.5%) 
and lower-order (49.1%) questions. Questions that reflect emotions were generated, 
although these made up a relatively small portion of the total number of questions 
(13.2%). 

The type of introductory text had a significant effect on the level of situational 
interest and type of questions, but not on the number of questions generated. Narra-
tive and problematizing texts provoked more situational interest and more emotive 
questions than the expository text. Emotiveness and engagement appeared to be an 
important source of interest. Students who had more historical knowledge on the 
topic, who were more interested in history, and whose situational interest was more 
triggered, asked more questions. 

Although emotiveness was an important source of interest, students formulated 
relatively few emotive questions. Apparently emotiveness did not always result in 
the formulation of questions. However, emotive questions could be questions stu-
dents are most interested in and can be used by teachers to transform present-day 
and unschooled thinking into historical thinking. In cases where students asked 
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higher-order historical questions, for example, explanatory questions, we wondered 
whether they were the result of historical reasoning or students just were reproduc-
ing the kind of questions they had come across in their history lessons. We conclud-
ed that more research is needed into underlying processes of student questioning. 
We noticed that a question itself does not reveal much about the underlying process-
es that take place while reading a historical introductory text and formulating ques-
tions. 

Chapter 4 describes the second empirical study that aimed at deeper insight into 
processes underlying student questions in history. A process study was carried out to 
investigate the characteristics of students’ thinking when reading a historical intro-
ductory text and asking spontaneous questions while reading. We characterized stu-
dents’ thinking processes while reading in terms of the verbalization of historical 
reasoning, (a lack of) prior knowledge and affect. 

An introductory text was composed that contains narrative and problematizing 
characteristics that we considered important for triggering situational interest (en-
gagement and emotions such as indignation), cognitive conflict, and different types 
of questions. Thirty-three secondary school students were instructed to read the text 
and underline striking text segments. At the point of underlining, students were 
asked to verbalize their thoughts. Protocols of students verbalizing their thoughts 
about striking fragments in the text were divided into episodes. Each episode (f = 
251) was analysed using a coding scheme in order to label each episode on the fol-
lowing four dimensions: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, comparing, caus-
al reasoning and argumentation), 2) prior knowledge (experiencing a deficit in, a 
contradiction or a correspondence with prior knowledge), 3) affective processes (in-
dignation, interest, astonishment, empathy or boredom), and 4) spontaneously-asked 
question(s) (yes or no). 

In half of the 251 analysed fragments (episodes) students verbalized historical 
reasoning, mainly contextualization. Also in half of the episodes students expressed 
affective thoughts. Associations (43%) were more frequently used to verbalize prior 
knowledge than a knowledge deficit (23%) or a knowledge conflict (8%). The most 
frequent combinations of processes were 1) historical reasoning, association without 
affect (16%), 2) historical reasoning, association with affect (14%), 3) no historical 
reasoning, no prior knowledge and affect (13%), and 4) no historical reasoning, 
knowledge deficit and no affect (10%). 

Within the 251 episodes students spontaneously asked 97 content-related ques-
tions. Most content questions were descriptive (f = 73, 57%) and were asked while 
reading the narrative text that dealt with working conditions. In 26 (23%) of the 120 
episodes with historical reasoning 44 (42%) content questions were spontaneously 
asked. Historical reasoning appeared an important process in which questions are 
embedded. But in many cases historical reasoning did not result in or was started by 
a question. 

 Although the verbalization of a knowledge conflict occurred less than the ver-
balization of a knowledge deficit or associations related to the topic of the text, a 
knowledge conflict appeared to be a strong trigger and was verbalized in terms of a 
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question. Some of the questions were related to affective responses. For example the 
question ‘Why does she get a fine?’ or ‘Why did they have to work so hard?’ are 
questions showing indignation, responding to a situation described in the text. Thus, 
the results of this empirical study showed that, in addition to the experience of a 
knowledge deficit or conflict, which are considered important triggers of questions 
in the literature on student questioning, domain-specific reasoning and affect played 
a role in the generation of questions during reading of the historical introductory 
text. Although an experienced conflict between prior knowledge and the information 
in the text was not often verbalized, we think that expressions of indignation or 
astonishment about historical situations and events described in the text could also 
be regarded as conflict. 

Chapter 5 reports the final and third study of this dissertation which draws on the 
second study and aims at deeper insight into students’ performance in asking histori-
cal questions after reading a historical introductory text. We were interested in the 
type and content of questions students formulated after reading, receiving the in-
struction to formulate questions that they would ask in a lesson that introduces the 
Industrial Revolution. From a curriculum perspective it is important to know to what 
extent students’ questions are embedded in historical reasoning and connected to 
important topics in the curriculum. 

For this study we used the theoretical framework, sample, data collection meth-
od, introductory text and coding schemes from our second study. Audio recordings 
of 33 students formulating questions were transcribed. Students formulated 117 
questions that were coded on content by using text themes and type (descriptive, 
explanative, comparative, and evaluative). In order to describe the processes that 
underlie each student question we used protocols of students’ utterances before and 
during formulating a question and their answers to the prompt ‘are you able to give 
an answer to this question?’ All utterances while formulating a question and answer-
ing on the prompt were defined as a question episode. 

We were especially interested in to what extent questions asked after the instruc-
tion to ask questions were connected to historical reasoning. We coded three dimen-
sions of underlying processes: 1) historical reasoning (contextualization, comparing, 
causal reasoning and argumentation), 2) prior knowledge (experiencing a deficit in, 
a contradiction or a correspondence with prior knowledge), and 3) affective process 
(indignation, interest, astonishment, or empathy). After coding we described prior 
knowledge and affect that underlie 1) questions embedded in historical reasoning 
and 2) questions not embedded in historical reasoning. 

Questions formulated by students were connected to working conditions, the in-
dustrialization process, and the narrative about Friedrich Engels. Questions about 
working conditions connected to significant curriculum issues; for example, the de-
velopment of ‘the social question’ and the different political answers to this devel-
opment. Furthermore, an important part of the questions dealt with general aspects 
about the Industrial Revolution era, revealing the knowledge deficits of students and 
the need to have more clarification about the context of industrialization, such as 



122  SUMMARY  

 

duration, time, places, causes and important individuals and inventions. Most ques-
tions were descriptive (50%). 

Almost 40% of the questions were embedded in historical reasoning, mainly 
contextualizing and causal reasoning. With regard to prior knowledge students ex-
plicitly expressed a knowledge deficit (31%), conflict (24%) or an association 
(29%). With regard to affect, half of the questions were embedded in an affective 
process, mainly interest and indignation. 

Question episodes that contained historical reasoning showed that question gen-
eration was related to historical reasoning when students tried to build a historical 
context for an event or situation described in the text, when they used prior 
knowledge to think of possible explanations or when they approached a historical 
interpretation critically. These question episodes contained questions as ‘Was life 
really as grey as described in the text?’ or ‘What actually started the Industrial Revo-
lution?’ Students also showed uncertainty about the quality of their historical ques-
tion, showing the awareness that in history a certain type of question is formulated. 

From a student perspective it is important to consider how student questions 
originate and what they consider interesting and important questions. After students 
had formulated their questions they were asked to indicate their most important and 
interesting question. 

For important questions, an ‘overarching question’ was the most given motive. 
Half of the questions were selected as important questions for reasons that reflect a 
curriculum perspective (e.g., important topics and historical questions that can be 
used in history lessons), and about half of the questions chosen as most important 
reflected more personal experiences or interests such as a knowledge deficit, affect 
or interest in actuality. Motives for regarding a question as interesting were personal 
interest (57%) or because of actuality (13%) or a need for better understanding 
(13%). 

Chapter 6 firstly summarizes the most salient findings of this dissertation by taking 
all three empirical studies together, as described above. Secondly this chapter dis-
cusses the main themes of this dissertation: 1) historical questions as a component of 
historical reasoning, 2) prior knowledge related to student questioning, and 3) affec-
tive aspects of student questioning. For each theme the findings of the three studies 
are compared and future questions for research on student questioning are formulat-
ed.  

With regard to the first theme (historical reasoning) we concluded that the type 
of historical questions students ask are mainly embedded in an attempt to contextu-
alize. e.g., trying to construct a historical context for the situation or event described 
in the text. We think this is important, because contextualizing is seen as a founda-
tion for further historical reasoning. Secondly, based on our categorization of ques-
tions in the first study we assumed that not only higher-order questions can be valu-
able for historical reasoning. Lower order questions can be embedded in historical 
contextualization, an important component of domain-specific reasoning. Thus, we 
think this distinction between higher and lower-order questions should be supple-
mented with more domain-specific categories. 



123 

 

With regard to the second theme (prior knowledge) we remarked that students with 
more prior knowledge may ask more questions because they compare new infor-
mation with what they already know or use their knowledge to contextualize. How-
ever, while reading, spontaneously formulated questions where mainly connected to 
a knowledge deficit and appeared in episodes without much verbalization of prior 
knowledge. This could mean that students with prior knowledge do not use this 
knowledge to formulate questions while reading and only verbalize prior knowledge 
in the form of associations. Thus, explicitly giving students the opportunity to ask 
their own questions can support students in verbalizing their experience of a 
knowledge deficit, conflict or prior knowledge. Further research could focus on the 
effect of different reading goals (understanding, criticizing, problem solving) before 
reading the text and exploring differences and communalities in the ability to ask 
historical questions between students with different levels of prior knowledge. 

With regard to the final theme (affect) we found that a higher situational interest 
resulted in more questions. In addition, emotiveness and engagement were an im-
portant source of situational interest. Thus, triggering interest with a narrative or 
problematizing introductory text containing general life themes and moral issues can 
be a strategy which could be adopted to stimulate students to formulate their own 
questions. Studying underlying processes while reading revealed that in half of the 
cases where students stopped reading they verbalized affect (indignation, interest, 
astonishment, empathy and boredom).This supports our idea that the disequilibrium 
students experience, and which is often considered an important trigger for ques-
tions, is not only cognitive, but also affective. The third study confirmed our finding 
that half of the questions were embedded in affect. Students could become more 
aware of the idea that you can ask historical questions (initially) triggered by affect. 
Emotions such as interest, indignation and empathy play an important part in moti-
vating one’s self for a topic in history and asking questions that you consider to be 
interesting. 

Finally, we conclude the final chapter by recommending teachers to support stu-
dents in being explicit about their thoughts regarding the content they read or listen 
to in history classrooms and use a similar procedure as we have done in the second 
and third study in order to support student with formulating their own questions. 
Teachers could help students with formulating meaningful questions based on his-
torical reasoning, a need for information, a cognitive conflict or affective reactions. 
By doing this, history teachers could realize a classroom atmosphere in which each 
student question can be meaningful and students are supported in developing their 
ability to ask historical questions. Student questioning can be meaningful for history 
education, provided that teachers know how to trigger questions and are aware of the 
underlying processes of a question. 
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Er wordt steeds meer onderzoek gedaan naar het historisch redeneren van leerlingen. 
Diverse onderzoekers zien het stellen van historische vragen als een belangrijke 
component daarvan. Toch is er maar weinig empirisch onderzoek dat het stellen van 
historische vragen expliciet centraal stelt. Het hier beschreven onderzoek wil een 
bijdrage leveren aan de geschied-didactische theorievorming door het onderzoeken 
van de domein-specifieke aspecten van het stellen van vragen door leerlingen. Hoe 
kan het stellen van vragen bij het schoolvak geschiedenis worden ondersteund en 
kan de vaardigheid in het stellen van historische vragen nader worden gedefinieerd 
door het beschrijven van de onderliggende processen bij het stellen van vragen door 
leerlingen? 

Hoofdstuk 1 beschrijft doel, onderzoeksvragen en opzet van dit proefschrift. Het 
onderzoek richt zich op het stellen van vragen door leerlingen als belangrijke leerac-
tiviteit bij het leren van geschiedenis. Onderzoek naar vragen gesteld door leerlingen 
is tot nu toe voornamelijk gericht op het effect van vragen stellen op zaken als tekst-
begrip en leeropbrengst. Het onderzoek in dit proefschrift richt zich op de factoren 
die leerlingen stimuleren om hun eigen vragen te stellen. Daarbij wordt gekeken 
naar het type en het aantal vragen van leerlingen en de onderliggende cognitieve en 
affectieve processen. Aansluitend op bestaand onderzoek over vragen stellen, doen 
we onderzoek naar vragen die leerlingen stellen tijdens en na het lezen van een tekst. 
In de empirische studies gebruiken we instapteksten die een onderwerp in de ge-
schiedenisles introduceren door het prikkelen van (situationele) interesse (Schiefele 
& Krapp, 1996). Interesse en vragen kunnen worden opgeroepen door verhalende en 
problematiserende teksten met onverwachte gebeurtenissen en teksten die (bewuste) 
inconsistenties bevatten of aanspraak doen op de verbeelding. 

De onderzoeksvragen in dit proefschrift zijn: 
• Hoe kan de vaardigheid in het stellen van historische vragen worden gedefini-

eerd? 
• Wat is het effect van het type instaptekst op de situationele interesse van leer-

lingen en op het type en aantal vragen die leerlingen formuleren? 
• Welke vragen stellen leerlingen spontaan tijdens het lezen van een historische 

instaptekst en wat zijn de onderliggende denkprocessen? 
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• Welke vragen stellen leerlingen na het lezen van een historische instaptekst en 
in hoeverre zijn deze vragen ingebed in historisch redeneren? 

• Welke vragen vinden leerlingen belangrijk en interessant? 
Hoofdstuk 2 omvat het theoretisch kader, de hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5 bevatten drie 
artikelen met empirische onderzoeken en hoofdstuk 6 besluit met een discussie. 

Hoofdstuk 2 omvat het theoretisch kader van dit proefschrift. Het beschrijft hoe de 
vaardigheid in het stellen van historische vragen kan worden gedefinieerd. In een 
literatuurstudie wordt empirisch onderzoek naar historisch redeneren en het stellen 
van historische vragen besproken. Daarnaast is onderzoek geraadpleegd naar vragen 
van leerlingen en het proces van vragen stellen in andere vakgebieden. Vragen stel-
len wordt gezien als een component van historisch redeneren. Het proces van vragen 
stellen wordt ook bepaald door aspecten als voorkennis en affect. 

Vanuit een domein-specifiek perspectief is iemand vaardig in het stellen van his-
torische vragen als deze vragen zijn ingebed in historisch redeneren en zijn gericht 
op (verder) begrip van historische verschijnselen, gebeurtenissen of ontwikkelingen. 
Een historische vraag kan dus worden gezien als het resultaat of het (mogelijke) 
begin van een historische redenering (zie Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008; Schreiber 
et al, 2006). De vraag ‘Waarom werken vrouwen en kinderen in de fabriek?’ kan 
bijvoorbeeld een historische verklaring ondersteunen. Tijdens het geven van een 
historische verklaring kan de vraag ‘Wat was het verschil tussen Duitsland en Groot-
Brittannië tijdens de industrialisatie?’ juist het resultaat zijn van historisch redene-
ren. Uit geschied-didactische literatuur komt naar voren dat de vaardigheid in het 
stellen van historische vragen wordt gevormd door kennis over het type vragen die 
kunnen worden gesteld, historische voorkennis, de vaardigheid om historische 
(structuur)begrippen en bronnen te gebruiken en het besef dat geschiedenis een (re-) 
constructie is van antwoorden op vragen die we stellen over het verleden. Omdat er 
maar weinig empirische studies naar het stellen van historische vragen door leer-
lingen zijn (Ciardiello and Cicchelli, 1994; Neber, 1999) verricht, is het zinvol om 
de vaardigheid in het stellen van historische vragen meer expliciet te beschrijven en 
het stellen van vragen te koppelen aan cognitieve en affectieve (leer)processen. 

Vanuit een cognitief perspectief kan de vaardigheid in het stellen van vragen 
worden gezien als het kunnen stellen van een vraag vanuit een ervaring van een 
kennistekort of een cognitief conflict (ook aangeduid met de termen disequilibrium 
of perplexiteit). Een dergelijke ervaring van perplexiteit wordt idealiter gevolgd 
door de formulering van een vraag en (een idee van) een antwoord. Op deze manier 
kan vragen stellen kennisverwerving en begrip bevorderen. Om het vragen stellen 
van leerlingen te stimuleren zouden leerlingen moeten worden begeleid bij vraag-
processen in de volgende fasen: 1) het stimuleren van perplexiteit; 2) formuleren van 
een vraag, en 3) het hebben van een (idee van een) antwoord (Dillon, 1988; Van der 
Meij, 1994). In de onderwijspraktijk is het nog altijd een uitdaging om een leerom-
geving te creëren waarin leerlingen worden gestimuleerd en ondersteund bij het stel-
len van betekenisvolle vragen. 

Vanuit een affectief perspectief kan de vaardigheid in het stellen van vragen 
worden gezien als het kunnen stellen van een vraag vanuit interesse of emotie. 
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Vooral bij geschiedenis kunnen affectieve reacties de cognitieve verwerking van 
historische kennis beïnvloeden (Barton & McCully, 2007) en aanleiding geven tot 
het stellen van betekenisvolle vragen. Interesse in geschiedenis kan worden gestimu-
leerd door controversiële historische onderwerpen of het aansnijden van belangrijke 
levensthema’s. Als leerlingen het verleden beredeneren kunnen emotionele reacties 
van leerlingen vragen oproepen en presentistisch denken (misconcepties) blootleg-
gen. 

De vaardigheid in het stellen van historische vragen kan dus worden gedefinieerd 
vanuit een domein-specifiek, cognitief en affectief perspectief. Een leerling is vaar-
dig in het stellen van historische vragen als een leerling vragen stelt die zijn ingebed 
in een historische redenering. Een historische vraag is een resultaat of (mogelijk) 
begin van een historische redenering (contextualiseren, causaal redeneren, vergelij-
kend redeneren en argumenteren), terwijl er een tekort of conflict met voorkennis 
over historische begrippen, verschijnselen of ontwikkelingen onder woorden wordt 
gebracht. Een historische vraag kan daarnaast ook zijn ingebed in affectieve proces-
sen zoals interesse en emoties die aanleiding kunnen geven tot actief historisch re-
deneren. Om deze definitie verder te ondersteunen onderzoeken we hoe vragen wor-
den opgeroepen, welke verschillende vragen er worden geformuleerd en welke on-
derliggende processen bij vragen stellen een rol spelen. 

Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijft de eerste empirische studie. In deze studie worden de vragen 
beschreven die leerlingen stellen na het lezen van een instaptekst in de geschiedenis-
les. De effecten van een verhalende, problematiserende en verklarende tekst op de 
situationele interesse en het aantal en type vragen van leerlingen zijn vergeleken. 

174 leerlingen uit havo 4 (16 jaar) zijn, na het meten van voorkennis en interesse 
in geschiedenis, verdeeld over drie groepen. Iedere groep las één van de drie typen 
instapteksten en kreeg de instructie om vragen te formuleren over het onderwerp van 
de tekst (Industriële Revolutie). 

De vragen van leerlingen (f=729, M = 4.2) zijn gecategoriseerd in 1) hogere- en 
lagere-orde vragen, in 2) beschrijvende, verklarende, vergelijkende en evaluerende 
vragen en in 3) vragen met en zonder emotie. Leerlingen in alle groepen formuleer-
den hogere-orde vragen, voornamelijk beschrijvende (64%) en verklarende vragen 
(26%). Leerlingen formuleerden bijna hetzelfde aantal hogere- (47.5%) als lagere-
orde (49%) vragen. 13.2% van alle vragen reflecteerde een emotionele reactie. 

Het type instaptekst had een significant effect op de situationele interesse bij 
leerlingen en op het type gestelde vragen, maar niet op het aantal geformuleerde 
vragen. De verhalende en problematiserende teksten riepen meer situationele inte-
resse op dan de verklarende tekst. Emotie en betrokkenheid waren de belangrijkste 
bronnen van situationele interesse. Leerlingen met meer voorkennis en meer interes-
se in geschiedenis en met meer situationele interesse formuleerden meer vragen. 

Hoewel emotie een belangrijke stimulus was van interesse, formuleerden leer-
lingen relatief weinig ‘emotionele’ vragen. Emotie resulteert dus niet altijd in het 
formuleren van een vraag. Echter, dit zouden wel juist vragen kunnen zijn waarin 
leerlingen het meest zijn geïnteresseerd en die dus door docenten kunnen worden 
gebruikt bij het leren historisch redeneren. 
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In gevallen waar leerlingen hogere-orde vragen stelden, bijvoorbeeld verklarende 
vragen, bleef het onduidelijk of deze vragen het resultaat waren van historisch den-
ken of dat leerlingen slechts het type vragen reproduceerden dat ze kenden uit de 
geschiedenisles. De vraag zelf verschaft weinig informatie over het onderliggende 
proces dat plaatsvindt tijdens het formuleren van de vraag en het lezen van een his-
torische instaptekst. Om daar inzicht in te krijgen is meer onderzoek nodig naar de 
onderliggende processen bij het oproepen en formuleren van vragen van leerlingen. 

Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft de tweede empirische studie. Deze is gericht op de onderlig-
gende processen bij het stellen van vragen door leerlingen bij geschiedenis. Er is een 
processtudie uitgevoerd om de kenmerken van het denken van leerlingen te onder-
zoeken terwijl ze een historische instaptekst lezen en spontaan vragen stellen tijdens 
het lezen. Het denkproces en de spontane vragen die leerlingen stellen zijn onder-
zocht door te beschrijven of en hoe leerlingen historisch redeneren en hoe zij (een 
tekort aan) kennis en affect onder woorden brengen. 

Voor dit onderzoek is een instaptekst samengesteld met zowel verhalende als 
problematiserende kenmerken. Deze zijn van belang voor het oproepen van situatio-
nele interesse (emotie en betrokkenheid), cognitief conflict en verschillende typen 
vragen. De tekst introduceerde het onderwerp Industriële Revolutie door een beel-
dend verhaal over Friedrich Engels die een fabriek bezoekt, een beschrijving van de 
werkomstandigheden, een vergelijking met het heden en een problematiserende uit-
spraak over de positieve en negatieve gevolgen van industrialisatie. 

Leerlingen uit havo 4 (n = 33) kregen de opdracht om de tekst te lezen en (voor 
hen) opvallende tekstfragmenten te onderstrepen. Hen werd gevraagd hardop te 
denken als zij een fragment onderstreepten. Geluidsopnamen hiervan zijn getrans-
cribeerd en onderverdeeld in episoden (n = 251). Een episode begint op het moment 
dat een leerling stopt met lezen, een fragment aanstreept en zijn/haar gedachten bij 
dat fragment verwoordt en eindigt wanneer de leerling weer verder gaat met lezen. 

Elke episode is geanalyseerd met een codeerschema, onderverdeeld in 1) histo-
risch redeneren (contextualiseren, vergelijken, causaal redeneren en argumentatie), 
2) voorkennis (ervaring van een tekort aan, een tegenstelling of associatie aan de 
hand van voorkennis), 3) affectieve processen (verontwaardiging, interesse, verba-
zing, empathie of saaiheid) en 4) spontaan gestelde vragen (wel/geen vragen). 

In ongeveer de helft van de 251 geanalyseerde episoden was er sprake van histo-
risch redeneren door leerlingen en verwoordden leerlingen affectieve gedachten. Om 
voorkennis onder woorden te brengen kwamen associaties (43%) vaker voor dan het 
verwoorden van een kennistekort (23%) of een cognitief conflict (8%). De meest 
voorkomende combinaties van processen waren 1) historisch redeneren en associatie 
zonder affect (16%), 2) historisch redeneren, associatie met affect (14%), 3) geen 
historisch redeneren, geen voorkennis en affect (13%) en 4) geen historisch redene-
ren, kennistekort en geen affect (10%). 

In de 251 episoden stelden leerlingen 97 spontane inhoud gerelateerde vragen. Er 
zijn hoofdzakelijk beschrijvende vragen (f = 73, 57%) gesteld over werkomstandig-
heden tijdens het lezen van het verhalende gedeelte van de tekst. In 26 (23%) episo-
den met historisch redeneren werden 44 (42%) spontane inhouds-gerelateerde vra-
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gen gesteld. Historisch redeneren lijkt een belangrijk proces te zijn waarin vragen 
zijn ingebed. Maar in veel gevallen resulteerde historisch redeneren niet in een 
vraag. 

Ondanks de bevinding dat het verwoorden van een cognitief conflict minder 
voorkomt dan het verwoorden van een kennistekort of associatie, blijkt een cognitief 
conflict toch een sterke stimulus voor vragen. Sommige vragen zijn te relateren aan 
affectieve reacties. Bijvoorbeeld de vragen ‘Waarom krijgt ze een boete?’ of ‘Waar-
om moeten ze zo hard werken?’ zijn vragen die kunnen worden geïnterpreteerd als 
een uiting van verontwaardiging over een in de tekst beschreven situatie. Dus do-
mein-specifiek redeneren en affect spelen een rol bij het formuleren van vragen tij-
dens het lezen van een instaptekst, naast het ervaren van kennistekort of cognitief 
conflict. Hoewel conflicten tussen voorkennis en informatie in de tekst niet vaak 
werden verwoord, kunnen uitingen van verontwaardiging of verbazing over situaties 
en gebeurtenissen beschreven in de tekst ook worden beschouwd als een conflict. 

Hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft de derde empirische studie. Dit onderzoek bouwt voort op de 
tweede studie en beschrijft hoe leerlingen vragen stellen na het lezen van een histo-
rische instaptekst. De studie richt zich op het type en op de inhoud van vragen die 
leerlingen stellen nadat zij de instructie hebben gekregen om vragen te formuleren 
die ze zouden stellen aan het begin van een les over de Industriële Revolutie. Onder-
zocht is in hoeverre de vragen van leerlingen zijn te relateren aan historisch redene-
ren en aan onderwerpen uit het curriculum. 

Voor deze studie is gebruik gemaakt van hetzelfde theoretisch kader, sample, 
methode, instaptekst en codeerschema als bij de tweede studie. Audio opnames van 
leerlingen die hardop vragen stellen zijn getranscribeerd. Leerlingen formuleerden 
117 vragen die inhoudelijk zijn gecodeerd op basis van de thema’s in de tekst en op 
type (beschrijvend, verklarend, vergelijkend en evaluerend). Om de onderliggende 
processen van iedere vraag die een leerling stelt te beschrijven zijn er protocollen 
gemaakt van uitspraken van leerlingen voor en tijdens het formuleren van een vraag 
en de antwoorden van leerlingen op de vraag ‘kun je een antwoord op deze vraag 
bedenken?’ Alle uitspraken tijdens het formuleren en het antwoorden op de vraag 
zijn gedefinieerd als vraagepisode. 

We zijn geïnteresseerd in hoeverre deze vragen gerelateerd zijn aan historisch 
redeneren, voorkennis en affect. Ook hier zijn drie aspecten van het onderliggende 
proces beschreven aan de hand van het eerder gebruikte codeerschema: 1) historisch 
redeneren (contextualiseren, vergelijken, causaal redeneren en argumentatie), 2) 
voorkennis (ervaring van een tekort aan, een tegenstelling of associatie met voor-
kennis) en 3) affectieve processen (verontwaardiging, interesse, verbazing, empathie 
of saaiheid). Na het coderen op deze drie aspecten is een onderscheid gemaakt tus-
sen onderliggende voorkennis en affect bij vragen die zijn ingebed in historisch re-
deneren en vragen die niet zijn ingebed in historisch redeneren. 

Leerlingen stellen vragen over werkomstandigheden, industrialisatie en het ver-
haal over Friedrich. De vragen over werkomstandigheden betreffen belangrijke the-
ma’s in het curriculum zoals ontwikkelingen rond de ‘sociale kwestie’ en de ver-
schillende politieke antwoorden hierop. Daarnaast gaat een belangrijk deel van de 
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vragen over algemene kenmerken van de industriële revolutie. Deze vooral beschrij-
vende vragen (50%) tonen aan dat leerlingen behoefte hebben aan meer verduidelij-
king over de context van de industrialisatie, zoals de duur, tijd, plaatsen, oorzaken 
en belangrijke personen en uitvindingen. 

Ongeveer 40% van de vragen is ingebed in historisch redeneren, voornamelijk 
contextualiseren en causaal redeneren. Met betrekking tot voorkennis verwoorden 
leerlingen een kennistekort (31%), cognitief conflict (24%) of een associatie (29%). 
De helft van de vragen is ingebed in affectieve processen, vooral interesse en ver-
ontwaardiging. 

In de vraagepisoden met historisch redeneren vinden we dat het stellen van vra-
gen gerelateerd is aan historisch redeneren als leerlingen proberen een historische 
context te creëren voor een gebeurtenis of situatie in de tekst, voorkennis gebruiken 
bij het bedenken van mogelijke verklaringen of wanneer leerlingen kritisch zijn over 
een historische interpretatie. Dit soort vraagepisoden bevatten vragen als ‘Was het 
leven echt zo grijs als beschreven in de tekst?’ of ‘Wat zorgde er eigenlijk voor dat 
de Industriële Revolutie begon?’ Sommige leerlingen zijn ook onzeker over de kwa-
liteit van hun historische vraag en zijn zich er van bewust dat er bij geschiedenis een 
bepaald type vragen wordt gesteld. 

Na het formuleren van hun vragen is de leerlingen gevraagd aan te geven welke 
vraag ze het meest interessant en welke vraag ze het meest belangrijk vinden. De 
belangrijkste vragen waren vooral ‘overkoepelende vragen’. De helft van de vragen 
wordt het meest belangrijk gevonden vanwege het curriculum (belangrijke onder-
werpen en vragen die in de les behandeld kunnen worden). De andere helft van de 
vragen wordt het meest belangrijk gevonden vanwege meer leerling specifieke mo-
tieven zoals een kennistekort, affect of interesse in de actualiteit. De motieven die 
werden gegeven voor meest interessante vragen zijn persoonlijke interesse (57%), 
actualiteit (13%) of een behoefte aan meer begrip (13%). 

Hoofdstuk 6 vat eerst de voornaamste uitkomsten van bovenstaande empirische stu-
dies samen. Ten tweede bespreekt dit hoofdstuk de hoofdthema’s van dit proef-
schrift: 1) historische vragen als een component van historisch redeneren, 2) voor-
kennis gerelateerd aan vragen van leerlingen en 3) affectieve aspecten van vragen 
van leerlingen. Voor elk thema zijn de resultaten van de studies vergeleken en wor-
den er vragen voor vervolgonderzoek geformuleerd. 

Betreffende het eerste thema (historisch redeneren) concluderen we dat de histo-
rische vragen die leerling stellen vooral zijn ingebed in een poging tot contextualise-
ren, het construeren van een historische context voor de in de tekst beschreven situa-
tie of gebeurtenis in het verleden. Dit is van belang omdat contextualiseren wordt 
gezien als een belangrijke component van historisch redeneren (Van Boxtel & Van 
Drie, 2012). Ten tweede concluderen we op basis van onze categorisering van vra-
gen in de eerste studie dat niet alleen hogere-orde vragen waardevol kunnen zijn 
voor historisch redeneren. Lagere-orde vragen kunnen onderdeel zijn van historisch 
contextualiseren. Dus het onderscheid tussen lagere- en hogere-orde vragen zou 
kunnen worden aangevuld met domein-specifieke vraagcategorieën. 
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Met betrekking tot het tweede thema (voorkennis) vermoeden we dat leerlingen met 
meer voorkennis meer vragen stellen, omdat ze nieuwe informatie vergelijken met 
datgene wat ze al weten of hun kennis gebruiken om te contextualiseren. Echter, 
tijdens het lezen zijn de spontaan gestelde vragen vooral te koppelen aan een kennis-
tekort en komen vragen vooral voor in episoden waarin weinig voorkennis wordt 
verwoord. Dit kan betekenen dat leerlingen met voorkennis deze kennis niet gebrui-
ken om vragen te formuleren tijdens het lezen en alleen voorkennis verwoorden in 
de vorm van associaties. Leerlingen zouden ondersteund moeten worden bij het 
verwoorden van een kennistekort, een cognitief conflict of voorkennis. Verder on-
derzoek zou zich kunnen richten op het effect van verschillende leesdoelen (begrip, 
bekritiseren, probleem oplossen) voorafgaand aan het lezen van de tekst en op de 
verschillen en overeenkomsten in de vaardigheid in het stellen van vragen tussen 
leerlingen met verschillende niveaus van voorkennis. 

Ten derde vinden we dat een hogere situationele interesse resulteert in meer vra-
gen (thema affect). Emotie en betrokkenheid zijn belangrijke stimuli van situationele 
interesse. Dus het beïnvloeden van interesse met een verhalende of problematiseren-
de instaptekst kan leerlingen stimuleren hun eigen vragen te stellen. Bij de studie 
naar onderliggende processen tijdens het lezen blijkt dat in de helft van de gevallen 
leerlingen affect verwoorden. Dit onderbouwt ons idee dat het disequilibrium dat 
leerlingen ervaren niet alleen cognitief maar ook affectief kan zijn. De derde studie 
bevestigt dat de helft van de vragen is ingebed in affect. Leerlingen zouden bewuster 
kunnen worden van het idee dat historische vragen (aanvankelijk) gesteld kunnen 
worden vanuit een affectieve ervaring. Bij de motivatie voor een (nieuw)onderwerp 
en het stellen van vragen die je zelf interessant vindt bij geschiedenis spelen emoties 
zoals interesse, verontwaardiging en empathie een belangrijke rol. 

Tot slot wordt het laatste hoofdstuk afgesloten met de aanbeveling voor docenten 
om leerlingen te ondersteunen bij het expliciet verwoorden van hun gedachten over 
de inhoud die in de geschiedenislessen wordt besproken. Docenten kunnen een ver-
gelijkbare procedure als in de tweede en derde studie gebruiken om leerlingen te 
ondersteunen bij het stellen van hun eigen vragen. Leerlingen kunnen worden ge-
holpen met het formuleren van betekenisvolle vragen die zijn ingebed in historisch 
redeneren, een informatiebehoefte of affectieve reacties. Zo kan een klassenklimaat 
worden gecreëerd waarin leerlingen hun vaardigheid in het stellen van historische 
vragen kunnen ontwikkelen. Leerlingen hun eigen vragen laten stellen kan beteke-
nisvol zijn in het geschiedenisonderwijs, mits docenten weten hoe ze vragen stellen 
kunnen stimuleren en zich bewust zijn van de onderliggende processen van een 
vraag. 
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