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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. 



 A CURRICULUM AND STUDENT PERSPECTIVE ON STUDENT QUESTIONING 69 

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. 
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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.  

 
 




