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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
“History is the systematic study of the past, and at its heart is time”
(Jordanova, 2000)

1.1 AIM AND SCOPE OF THIS DISSERTATION
In history education, the understanding of historical time is an important aim. It is a
precondition for the development of historical consciousness, which is about making
connections between interpretations of the past, understanding of the present, and
perspectives on the future (Angvik & Borries, 1997; Grever, 2009; Seixas, 2006; Rüsen,
2012). Pandel (1987) describes historical consciousness as a mental structure with seven
dimensions of consciousness, of which time, reality and historicity are the core dimensions
and the other dimensions (identity, politics, economy-society and morality) are shared with
other disciplines. In this theoretical model of historical consciousness, time is about the
consciousness of past, present and future, and historicity about the consciousness of change
and continuity.
This dissertations focuses on the question of how pupils’ understanding of historical
time in primary school can be improved. In studies about children’s understanding of
historical time different terms are used, such as ‘consciousness of time’, ‘awareness of time’
and ‘understanding of chronology’. In this study ‘understanding of historical time’ has been
chosen, because this term is frequently used in curricula for history, and in English and
American educational literature. (Thornton & Vukelich, 1988; Harnett 1993; Barton 1996,
2011; Wood & Holden 1997).
Primary school pupils need to understand historical time to gain historical
understanding of change and continuity in people’s lives from the past to the present (Stow
& Haydn, 2000). Without an understanding of time it is not possible to distinguish historical
periods with their specific characteristics and to be aware of living in a continuum of time
with change and continuity (Grever, 2009). The understanding of historical time also is
important as a basis for historical thinking, of which thinking in terms of change and
continuity is one of the core concepts (Lévesque, 2009; Seixas & Morton, 2013). Historical
thinking and reasoning furthermore require that pupils can contextualize historical
phenomena in a temporal, spatial, and social context for which insights into historical time
and knowledge of a chronological overview of historical periods are essential (Van Boxtel &
Van Drie, 2013). In learning to think and reason about differences and similarities in people’s
lives in the past and the present, the understanding of historical time supports pupils in
forming their identity and in preparing their participation as citizens in a pluralistic
democratic society (Barton & Levstik, 2004). This becomes ever more important in a society
in which the fast development of technology and media asks for citizens who can critically
interpret different kinds of information.
During the last decades a renewed interest in chronological understanding and
historical knowledge influenced history curricula in primary and secondary education in the
7
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Netherlands. The emphasis on the teaching and learning of chronology, which was visible in
other countries as well, can be considered as a reaction to a crisis of identity in western
countries due to developments after the fall of the Berlin Wall, ranging from a revolution in
communication, to mass migration and growing tensions between Islam and the western
world (Wilschut, 2010). For the Netherlands a public debate about nation building and
strengthening of identity resulted in the implementation of a new curriculum (Dutch
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, 2006, 2010), aimed at better supporting pupils
in their orientation in time. In this curriculum the past was divided into ten clear-cut eras
with associative names and symbolic icons, to which a historical-cultural canon was added
with fifty events and persons from Dutch history (Van Oostrom, 2007). Each era carried
between two to six characteristic features, from in total 20 characteristics in primary
education, to 49 in higher secondary education. These features, such as ‘the beginnings of
European overseas expansion’, should help pupils in identifying historical phenomena, such
as the voyages of Columbus or Magellan as belonging to the era of Discoverers and
Reformers (1500-1600). However, hardly any research indicates whether the
implementation of the ten-era framework actually has led to a better understanding of time.
Only in grade 8, at the end of primary school, pupils take a national assessment which
includes some multiple-choice items on the understanding of historical time, and until 2010
the Dutch Centre for Assessments conducted periodic surveys with grade 8 pupils to evaluate
pupils’ learning in history. Evaluations of these surveys indicated that too few pupils reached a
sufficient understanding of historical time (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot, & Hemker, 2010).
Compared to the previous curriculum with traditional names pupils could more often correctly
place historical events on a timeline with the names and icons of the ten eras. However, it was
not clear whether pupils could position the eras in time and whether the new ten-era
framework led to a better understanding of historical time (Wagenaar et al., 2010).
Improvement of primary school pupils’ understanding of historical time seems to be a
relevant topic. However, empirical studies about the teaching and learning of historical time
are scarce, mostly small-scale and not very recent. This dissertation aims at contributing to
the small body of available literature by developing a teaching approach, named Timewise,
to support teachers in their teaching of historical time. Relevant themes in this context that
need to be explored are the conceptualization of the understanding of historical time, and
how the understanding of historical time is addressed in the primary school curriculum in
the Netherlands compared to England. For several reasons, as will be explained in paragraph
1.2.2, a comparison with the English primary school curriculum is interesting. Furthermore,
insight into the development of the understanding of historical time within primary school
pupils, recommendations for the teaching of historical time, and important issues for the
professional development of teachers will be needed.
The dissertation will address these themes in five separate studies:
1. In the first study the Dutch curriculum for the understanding of historical time will be
analysed and compared to the English curriculum.
2. The second study investigates pupils’ development on the understanding of historical
time and how this understanding can be measured.
3. The third study explores which problems arise in pupils’ reasoning while situating
historical phenomena in time.
4. The fourth study focuses on the development, the implementation and the evaluation of
Timewise, a teaching approach aimed at improving pupils’ understanding of historical
time.
8
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5. The fifth study focuses on effective components of a professional development program
(PDP) for teachers on the implementation of Timewise in their curriculum.
Since this dissertation focuses on the design, implementation and evaluation of a teaching
approach with regard to the curriculum on the understanding of historical time, the
curricular spider web (Van den Akker, 2003; Thijs & Van den Akker, 2009) provides a useful
model for the visualization of a curriculum (Figure 1.1). This model consists of a core, the
rationale, which serves as a central link, and nine threads, which represent all other
curriculum components. For a curriculum on the understanding of historical time the
rationale is about the importance of this understanding for primary school pupils in
developing historical consciousness and preparing them to become responsible citizens, as
was explained at the start of this paragraph. With regard to the analysis, development,
implementation and evaluation of a curriculum on the understanding of historical time the
threads of the spider web clarify the importance of achievable aims and objectives, concrete
content, and a thoughtful realisation of a pedagogy with attention for the role of the
teacher, learning activities, materials and resources and adequate assessment. In this
dissertation we focus on all components, except for 'grouping' and 'location' because these
are very much dependent on specific variations in schools. In Figure 1.1 the five studies of
this dissertation are connected to these components.

Figure 1.1.

The curricular spider web (Thijs & Van den Akker, 2009), with connections to the
studies in this dissertation.

This chapter will continue with a description of the conceptual framework of the
dissertation, followed by the specific research questions and an explanation of the
theoretical and practical relevance. The chapter concludes with an overview of the empirical
studies of this dissertation.
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1.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1.2.1 Conceptualization of the understanding of historical time of primary school pupils
Augustine already wrote that the concept of time is complicated to explain (O’Donnell,
1992). On the one hand there is the concept of measurable (mathematical) time, also called
chronology, which derives from the movement of heavenly bodies. On the other hand there
is the concept of subjectively experienced time, which Augustine described as part of
consciousness in the human mind (Jansen 2001; Grever 2001, 2009; Rüsen, 2007; Wilschut
2009, 2012). According to Ricoeur (as cited in Grever, 2001; Jansen 2001) historical time is
the mediator between the objective and subjective concept of time, through narrative, in
which time materialises in stories that give meaning to individual historical phenomena. In
order to fulfil the role of mediator the historian uses reflective instruments to bridge the gap
between 'subjective time' and 'objective time': the calendar (chronology); successive
generations; and remains: archives, traces and documents (Ricoeur 1984). These tools form
the core of Wilschut’s (2012, p. 70) description of ‘consciousness of historical time’ in six key
concepts: ‘chronology and periodisation’, which are about the division of time with the use
of a timescale and about the distinction between different compartments; ‘generations and
relics’, the mediating elements enabling images to be created from one time period from the
perspective of another; and ‘anachronism and contingency’, which are about attitudes and
perceptions of interrelationships between the different individual time compartments.
In the Netherlands Wilschut (2012) conducted research on the teaching and learning
of historical time, mainly from a theoretical perspective, with a small empirical study in
secondary education, in which teaching about historical eras with images and associative
names appeared to be more successful than teaching about these eras with only dates and
centuries. The last Dutch study before Wilschut’s thesis was an article by Fontaine (1974), in
which he explored children’s development of historical time, based on insights from
psychological studies, such as Piaget’s experiments on time, movement and velocity (Piaget,
1966). Although international studies about children’s understanding of historical time are
rare as well, the concept of the understanding of historical time is more often elaborated on
in English educational literature. In a much cited study Stow and Haydn (2000, p. 87) defined
the understanding of historical time from an educational perspective, in three objectives:
- the understanding of the words and symbols to define time;
- the ability to use a time scheme and the dates by which such a scheme is symbolized;
- the knowledge of the characteristics of definite epochs in the time scheme and the
ability to place these epochs roughly in the correct order.
The first objective is about the use of the appropriate vocabulary to describe time, ranging
from relative phrases, such as ‘long ago’ to dates and names of historical periods. The
second objective concerns the use of a timeline with historical periods and the dates
belonging to these periods. With regard to the third objective pupils have to know about
characteristic features of historical periods and about their chronological sequence. Dawson
(2004) confirms these objectives and adds the development of a sense of period, which he
describes as the ability to envisage individuals and events from the past, built on knowledge
of characteristics of historical periods.
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From the literature about the understanding of historical time it appears that
chronology and periodisation (Wilschut, 2012) are relevant concepts, which are also
included in the second and third objective in the definition of Stow and Haydn (2000).
Aspects that belong to these concepts are the use of the vocabulary of time and the use of
the timeline to distinguish between different historical periods and their characteristics. The
development of a sense of period (Dawson, 2004) also belongs to the understanding of
historical time, as well as to the concept of change and continuity. These insights into
important concepts of the understanding of historical time raise the question whether and
how these concepts are related to objectives on the understanding of historical time in
primary school curricula.

1.2.2 Pupils’ development in the understanding and learning of historical time
Although there are some indications about the operationalization of understanding of
historical time in primary schools, there are only a few more or less recent studies about the
development of understanding of historical time during the childhood period (Blyth, 1978;
West, 1981a; Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster,
2002; Hodkinson, 2003a). Psychological studies on this topic have been dominated by the
theory of Piaget (1969) for a long time. Although his research did not include the understanding
of historical time, the Piagetian stage theory was often (mis)used by educators to justify that
the development of the understanding of historical time is tied to maturation and seems to
start between the ages of 11 and 17 (Jahoda, 1963; Hallam, 1970). This was consistent with
older studies which concluded that pupils start to understand historical time from the age of
about 11 and emphasized that the understanding of clock and calendar time is conditional for
the learning of historical time (Oakden & Sturt, 1922; Harrisson, 1934; Friedman, 1944;
Bradley, 1947).
However, educational research from the second half of the twentieth century
indicates that younger children are already able to understand historical time. McAulay
(1961) found that 7-year olds seem to be capable of understanding periods of time and have
some understanding of past social reality. Roth (1968) argued that children from the age of
5-8 start to show an interest in their own history and from the age of 9 can work with dates.
In a review article on research on children's understanding of historical time, Thornton and
Vukelich (1988) concluded that from about the age of 9 children begin to master historical
dates, and from 12 years on they enter a stage in which their temporal understanding is
approaching that of adults. A small body of empirical studies in England showed successful
teaching programs on the understanding of historical time with pupils aged 5-11 (Blyth,
1978; West, 1981a; Hodkinson, 2003a). Other studies investigated pupils’ understanding of
historical time in sequencing tasks with pictures, stories and artefacts (Levstik & Pappas,
1987; VanSledright & Brophy, 1992; Harnett, 1993; Brophy, VanSledright, & Bredin, 1993;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Wood & Holden, 1997; Foster, Hoge, & Rosch, 1999; Vella, 2001;
Wood & Holden, 1997; Foster, Hoge, & Rosch, 1999; Vella, 2001; Hoodless, 2002; Blow, Lee
& Shemilt, 2012). These studies all concluded that the understanding of historical time starts
with young children from the age of about 5 and that this understanding is a learning
process that can be developed by teaching.
For the Dutch context little is known about how pupils develop their understanding
of historical time during the primary school years. The only research on pupils’ performances
11
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concerns the last year of primary school (grade 8, ages 11-12) (Wagenaar et al., 2010), but
there are no studies available on how the understanding of historical time of Dutch pupils
develops in earlier years in primary school. However, there are some English and American
studies that describe how pupils aged 5-12 use the vocabulary of time and how they use
knowledge about characteristics of historical periods (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). Results from these studies indicate that pupils’
use of the vocabulary of time develops from broad relative time phrases to the use of dates
and names of historical periods, and that knowledge about characteristic features develops
from concrete tangible characteristics, such as clothing, transport and architecture, to more
abstract ones, such as economic and political characteristics. Furthermore, some of the
studies mentioned above give insights into problems that pupils encountered while placing
historical phenomena in time (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; VanSledright & Brophy, 1992;
Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hodkinson,
2003a; Wagenaar & Hemker, 2004). For the youngest pupils (aged 5-7), who are still learning
the meaning of numbers, using dates appeared to be difficult (Barton & Levstik (1996). They
often used broad time phrases, such as ‘long ago’ and ‘very long ago’ (Levstik & Pappas,
1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002).
However, as Hodkinson (2003b) described, pupils can have very different interpretations of
these terms. Older pupils used historical knowledge to place historical phenomena in time
more frequently than younger pupils, although not always correctly, because they mixed
accurate historical information with naïve conceptions and imaginative elaborations
(VanSledright & Brophy, 1992; Wagenaar & Hemker 2004). Furthermore, in several studies
pupils showed notions of present-oriented reasoning by identifying present-day
characteristics that were ‘not yet’ present in historical periods, assuming that history is a
linear story of progression and that people in the present are smarter than in the past
(Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). In this kind of reasoning about
the past, from a contemporary view, pupils can easily develop misconceptions (Lee & Ashby,
2001; Hunt, 2002). Pupils showed these kind of misconceptions, when assuming that blackand-white pictures and appearances as ‘dirty’ or ‘broken’ must be older than coloured
pictures and bright shiny artefacts (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Foster et al., 1999;
Vella, 2001; Blow et al., 2012). Awareness of these problems could be helpful in gaining more
insights into pupils’ learning about historical time.
The research findings discussed above raise the question of how the understanding of
historical time is addressed in the intended and implemented curriculum in Dutch primary
schools and how this can be compared to a curriculum on the understanding of historical time
in another country with a different approach, such as England. The English curriculum
(Department for Education, 2013)1 is interesting for a comparison, since the teaching of
historical time in England starts from the age of 5, whereas in the Netherlands the start of
history lessons is at the age of about 9. Furthermore, the English curriculum is a ‘state
curriculum’ with detailed descriptions of aims and content, whereas the Dutch curriculum
only broadly describes some objectives for primary school history lessons. Another reason for

1

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20131202172639/http:/www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingan
dlearning/curriculum/primary. The National Curriculum was under consultation at the time of writing. The new
curriculum was implemented in September 2014.
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the comparison with England is that the small body of research in this context mainly consists
of English literature, focusing on the English curriculum.
1.2.3 Teaching about the understanding of historical time
From the previous paragraph the conclusion can be drawn that teaching is important for the
development of the understanding of historical time of primary school pupils. Friedman
(1982) distinguishes three components that are underlying the cognitive processes in
children’s learning of time: ‘verbal lists’ of time sets, ‘associative networks’ to remember
characteristic features, and ‘image coding’ as representations of events that took place in
time. These components are reflected in the aspects of the understanding of historical time
that were described in paragraph 1.2.1, with regard to the use of the vocabulary of time, the
identification of characteristic features of historical periods and the use of timelines.
Many educationalists recommend that teaching with timelines can support pupils’
understanding of historical time, because timelines visualize temporal relations (Hoodless,
1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000; Hodkinson, 2003a, 2004; Barton, 2011; Cooper, 2012). However,
there is only limited evidence to support this assertion. For primary and lower secondary
education there are few, mostly small-scale empirical studies (West, 1981a; Hodkinson
2003a; Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Prangsma, Van Boxtel and Kanselaar, 2008), which
report on positive effects of teaching with timelines, such as improvement in primary pupils’
linguistic abilities, their ability to sequence narrative pictures from different historical eras,
and improvement in their historical knowledge. In Hodkinson’s (2003a) study, with pupils
aged 8-10, a treatment group that was taught with timelines developed greater
chronological understanding than the control group. Furthermore, he found that large
horizontal classroom timelines with marked centuries were more effective than others, such
as spiral forms.
With regard to pupils’ reasoning with the vocabulary of time and characteristics of
historical periods some studies indicated that historical pictures and stories were effective
materials, because pictures and stories triggered pupils’ use of relative time phrases, dates,
names of historical periods and characteristic features. In several empirical studies
researchers used historical pictures to investigate primary school pupils’ understanding of
historical time in reasoning about chronological sequences (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik,
1996, 2002; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012), whereas others used stories
(Levstik & Papas, 1987; Hoodless, 2002). Some studies in secondary education successfully
used pictures to support pupils’ in situating historical phenomena in time as well (Van Boxtel
& Van Drie, 2012; Wilschut, 2012).
In the Netherlands there has not been any research into effective approaches to
teaching the understanding of historical time in primary education. In the Dutch history
curriculum that was implemented in 2006 the timeline of the ten-era framework was
introduced as a central pedagogical tool (Commission on History and Social Sciences, 2001).
However, this curriculum hardly contained guidelines for teachers on how to apply this
framework in the classroom in a way that corresponds to pupils’ development in the
understanding of historical time. Furthermore, there are no empirical studies about the
extent to which the ten-era framework contributed to a better performance of pupils’
understanding of historical time. To gain more insight into what kind of pedagogy would be
appropriate to enhance Dutch pupils’ understanding of historical time, a new teaching
approach, named Timewise, was developed and tested. This study will include the full cycle
13
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for a curriculum intervention: the development and the implementation of Timewise, as well
as an evaluation through measuring pupils’ learning outcomes.
1.2.4 Teachers’ professional development on improving pupils’ understanding of
historical time
As research has shown, a successful implementation of a new teaching approach depends
largely on the role of the teacher (Hattie, 2005; Yoon, Duncan, Wen-Yu-Lee, Scarloss, &
Shapley, 2007; Desimone, 2009; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Thurlings, Evers, & Vermeulen, 2015;
Kennedy, 2016). Therefore it is important to gain insight into what is needed to support
teachers in implementing a new teaching approach in their classroom.
Multiple reviews have discussed characteristics and conditions for Professional
Development Programs (PDPs) that could be successful in improving teaching practices (e.g.
Borko, 2004; Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung, 2007; Blank, de las Alas, & Smith, 2008; Van
Veen, Zwart, & Meirink, 2012; Cherrington & Thornton, 2013). With regard to effective
design features for a PDP most research seems to support five influential features: content
focus, active learning, duration, collective participation, and coherence (Desimone, 2009).
Besides, several studies mention additional important features, such as the accessibility of
resources and the autonomy of teachers to integrate a new approach in their classroom
(Knapp 2003; Blank et al., 2008; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Van Veen et al., 2012; Thurlings et al.
2015).
However, sustainable changes in teachers’ behaviour in the classroom practice
appear to be difficult to realize. One of the reasons for the ineffectiveness of PDPs could be
that most programs hardly relate changes in teachers’ behaviour to an improvement of
pupils’ learning outcomes (Guskey, 2003; Knapp, 2003; Hattie, 2005; Van Veen et al., 2012;
Kennedy, 2016). In a much cited framework Desimone (2009) includes this relation by linking
design features of a PDP to changes of teachers’ beliefs, increased knowledge and skills,
changes in instruction and improved pupils’ learning outcomes, within a context of
situational and organizational conditions. In addition, Kennedy (2016) emphasizes that a PDP
needs to pay attention to methods that support teachers in implementing new pedagogical
approaches into their daily practice: prescriptions, strategies, insights, and a body of
knowledge.
Furthermore, for the development of a PDP on the improvement of pupils’
understanding of historical time there are a number of issues that need attention. Many
review studies emphasize the importance of subject matter and pedagogical content
knowledge (Desimone, 2009; Van Veen et al., 2012, Kennedy, 2016). Therefore, historical
content knowledge needs to be included as well as knowledge about the development of
pupils’ understanding of time (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik,
1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002) and about which learning activities can stimulate this
development. Furthermore, there is a strong textbook tradition in the Netherlands, in which
pupils read texts and answer worksheets (Wagenaar, 2010; Dutch Inspectorate of Education,
2015b). An approach like Timewise will require a different teaching approach from teachers
in which they engage their pupils in learning activities with timelines, pictures and stories to
stimulate them to use appropriate vocabulary of time, to identify characteristic features of
historical periods, and to reason about change and continuity.
In line with the model of Desimone (2009) the PDP has to include measurements of pupils’
learning outcomes on the understanding of historical time, to make teachers realize that
14
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their efforts in adapting a new teaching approach have an effect on pupils’ performances.
With regard to the professionalization of teachers most studies on professional development
only focus on changes in teachers’ instructional behaviour through changing attitudes,
beliefs, skills and knowledge, whereas only a few studies include measurements of pupils’
learning outcomes. In this study all components for an effective design, implementation and
evaluation of a PDP (Desimone, 2009; Kennedy, 2016) will be included, in order to gain more
insight into the relevance of these components.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the central question of this dissertation is: How
can pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary school be improved? To answer this
question, research is needed into the concept of the understanding of historical time in the
primary school context and into pupils’ development in the learning and understanding of
historical time. Little is still known about how the understanding of historical time is
addressed in primary school curricula and what kinds of pedagogical approaches would be
effective to enhance pupils’ performances. With regard to the implementation of a new
teaching approach this dissertation will focus on how teachers can be supported to teach a
new approach in their classroom and on which components are relevant in a PDP for
teachers.
The central question will be answered through investigating five specific research questions:
1. How does the Dutch primary school curriculum address the development of the
understanding of historical time, compared to the English curriculum?
2. How do Dutch primary school pupils aged six to twelve perform with regard to their
understanding of historical time?
3. Which types of problems related to the objectives of the understanding of historical
time arise in Dutch primary school pupils’ reasoning while placing historical phenomena
in time?
4. What are the effects of an intervention with a new teaching approach, Timewise, on
pupils’ understanding of historical time?
5. Which components are effective in a professional development program on
improving primary school pupils’ understanding of historical time?

1.4 OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION
In the following chapters the five empirical studies that have been conducted to answer the
research questions will be described.
Chapter 2 presents an analysis of the Dutch curriculum for primary history, based on
curriculum documents, surveys and interviews with teachers, teacher trainers and curriculum
experts. Based on the model of the curricular spider web (Van den Akker, 2003) it was
investigated how the understanding of historical time is addressed in the intended and the
implemented primary curricula for history. This analysis was compared with the English
national curriculum for primary history. From this comparison conclusions were drawn about
different curriculum components.
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Chapter 3 reports on the construction of a model on the development of pupils’
understanding of historical time. The model is based on analyses of empirical studies and
descriptions in curricula and it defines pupils’ knowledge and skills for five objectives on the
understanding of historical time. Based on this model a measuring instrument was
developed, to measure how primary school pupils aged 6-12 perform with regard to the
developmental model. This measurement was conducted with 1457 pupils from 7 primary
schools.
Chapter 4 focuses on the types of problems primary pupils encounter in their
reasoning, when they place historical phenomena in time. For this study 22 primary school
pupils were interviewed with assignments on placing objects, situations, events and people
in time. Based on literature and data from the interviews several types of problems in pupils’
reasoning are defined and illustrated. Implications for the teaching of historical time in
primary school and teacher training and implications for policymakers are discussed.
Chapter 5 reports on the effects of a curriculum intervention with Timewise, a
teaching approach developed to improve pupils’ understanding of historical time, in which
timelines are a basis on which pupils can develop their understanding of historical
phenomena and periods. After a training 16 teachers of grades 4 (ages 7/8) and 7 (ages
10/11) implemented the Timewise approach in their classrooms. The effects of this approach
were measured in a quasi-experimental pre-/post-test design with the instrument that was
developed in chapter 3.
Chapter 6 reports on which components of the professional development program
(PDP), consisting of a training and the implementation of Timewise, contributed to pupils’
learning outcomes. A multimethod design with questionnaires, logs, observations and
interviews was used to explore how the teachers perceived the supportive methods
provided by the PDP (Kennedy, 2016) and how these methods and the components of the
PDP, such as changes in attitudes and beliefs, gains in knowledge and skills, and changes in
the instructional behaviour (Desimone 2009), related to pupils’ learning outcomes.
Finally, chapter 7 summarizes and discusses the main outcomes of the different
studies. Subsequently, directions for future research are suggested. We conclude chapter 7
with practical implications for the teaching of the understanding of historical time in primary
school and in teacher training and recommendations for educational policy makers.
The chapters of this thesis have been written as separate articles in such a way that they can
be read independently. As a consequence, it is inevitable that some sections of chapters
show overlap. Chapters 2 to 4 are written in British English, since these chapters have been
published in British journals. Chapters 5 and 6 are in American English, since these have
been published (5) and submitted (6) in American journals. Chapters 1 (Introduction) and 7
(Conclusions and discussion) and the summary are in British English.
Because the naming of grades can be confusing in the different languages, Table 1.1 is
included. It explains the school systems with regard to years and grades in the Netherlands,
England and the United States.

16

Chapter 1

Table 1.1.

Overview of years and grades in primary school in England, the Netherlands and
the Unites States

Ages

Grades / Years
England

The Netherlands

United States

Year 2

Grade 3

Grade 1

Year 3

Grade 4

Grade 2

8-9

Year 4

Grade 5

Grade 3

9-10

Year 5

Grade 6

Grade 4

10-11

Year 6

Grade 7

Grade 5

Grade 8

Grade 6

5-6

Key Stage 1

6-7
7-8

Key Stage 2

Year 1

11-12
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Chapter 2
THE UNDERSTANDING OF HISTORICAL TIME IN THE PRIMARY HISTORY
CURRICULUM IN ENGLAND AND THE NETHERLANDS2
This study focuses on the comparison of the English and the Dutch primary history
curriculum regarding the understanding of historical time. We compare different aspects
of both curricula that can apply to other subjects as well, for example the question 'what
age would be appropriate to start a subject in primary school?’ Here, we emphasise that
exposure to different learning processes is more important than pupils’ age and
maturity. Drawing on analyses of curriculum documents, surveys (n =128) and interviews (n
=25), we explored how the understanding of historical time is addressed in the intended
and the implemented primary curricula for history. The analysis of the data indicates that
teachers in both countries do not teach all objectives of the understanding of historical
time. Although in England the history curriculum starts earlier, the episodic structure of the
curriculum is not very helpful to support pupils understanding of historical time. In the
Netherlands the framework of ten eras is mostly taught chronologically; however, neither
the sequence nor the dates of historical periods are explicitly taught. Apparently the
teaching and learning of historical time in both countries needs improvement and we
conclude with some suggestions to accomplish this.
2.1 INTRODUCTION
In this study we compare curricula for primary history in two different countries with the
model of 'the curricular spider web' (Van den Akker, 2003). This model can also be used to
analyse differences between curricula for other subjects. Within the history curriculum we
focus on the understanding of historical time, which is a complicated and contested concept
that we will elaborate on in a separate paragraph.
Understanding historical time is an important aspect of learning history, not only
because it enables pupils to place historical events, people and changes in time but also
because it helps them to orientate themselves in time in general. Understanding historical
time is essential to understand that today's phenomena are historically determined and
time-bound (Angvik & Borries, 1997; Seixas, 2006; Grever, 2009). The understanding of
historical time is an indispensable part of history education and helps pupils to form their
identity and to function as citizens in a democratic society (Barton & Levstik, 2004).
Furthermore, the understanding of historical time is related to other subjects especially
within social studies (Sands, 2011) and the teaching of language and stories (Hoodless,
2011).
The teaching and learning of historical time in many countries starts in primary
education, but in a variety of ways. In this contribution, we focus on the curriculum in
England and the Netherlands, two countries where curriculum objectives and contents vary
from a rather detailed prescription in England to a more decentralized curriculum in the
2

This chapter has been published as: De Groot-Reuvekamp, M. J., Van Boxtel, C., Ros, A. & Harnett P. (2014).
The understanding of historical time in the primary history curriculum in England and the Netherlands. Journal
of Curriculum Studies, 46(4), 487–514.
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Netherlands (Kuiper, Van den Akker, Hooghoff, & Letschert, 2006). In both countries, the
teaching and learning of historical time is part of the history curriculum, but the countries
differ in how they structure the teaching and learning of historical time and the age at which
they start: the English history curriculum starts at the age of 5 or even in the Foundation
Stage at the age of 3, while in the Netherlands most primary schools start their history
curriculum at the age of about 8 or 9. Although in both countries the understanding of
historical time is acknowledged, evaluations show that many pupils fail to acquire an
understanding of historical time (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot, & Hemker, 2010; Ofsted, 2011).
This raises the question how children learn about historical time: How do English and
Dutch primary curricula address the development of the understanding of historical time? From
comparing the English and Dutch curricula, we want to learn about differences and
similarities and about potential success factors and bottlenecks.
We will start with a description of the different forms and components in a curriculum. Next
we will elaborate on the concept of the understanding of historical time, on theories about
the development of children's understanding of historical time and on pedagogical approaches
on the teaching and learning of historical time in primary school. Subsequently we present
the design and the results of our empirical study. We finish this study with conclusions,
discussion and suggestions for further research.
2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.2.1 Curriculum theory
We make a distinction between three forms in which curricula can be represented (Thijs &
Van den Akker, 2009):
 the intended curriculum, consisting of a rationale which is the basic philosophy
underlying a curriculum and the formal documents and/or materials;
 the implemented curriculum: the actual process of teaching and learning and the
curriculum as interpreted by its users;
 the attained curriculum: the learning experiences as perceived by learners and the
resulting learning outcomes of learners.
In this study we will discuss the intended and the implemented curriculum and therefore we
will use the framework of the curricular spider web (Van den Akker, 2003). This spider web
clarifies visually the relationship between the various aspects of the curriculum. The core
(the rationale) and the nine threads of the spider web refer to the ten parts of a curriculum,
each concerning an aspect of learning and the learning programme for pupils. We have listed
the threads of the curricular spider web in Table 2.1.
The relevance of these components varies across curriculum levels and
representations. In the intended curriculum, the curriculum documents at the macro level
will usually focus on the first three components ('rationale', 'aims and objectives', and
'content'). When one takes the operational curriculum in schools and especially classrooms
in mind, all ten components together play a role in the practice of teaching and learning in
the implemented curriculum. The components 'learning activities', 'teacher role' and
'materials and resources' are at the core of the micro-curriculum (Van den Akker, 2003). In
our research we focus on all components, except for 'grouping' and 'location' because these
are too dependent on specific variations in schools.
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Table 2.1.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Curriculum components in question form (Van den Akker, 2003)
Component
Rationale
Aims and objectives
Content
Learning activities
Teacher role
Materials and resources
Grouping
Location
Time
Assessment

Core question
Why are they learning?
Towards which goals are they learning?
What are they learning?
How are they learning?
How is the teacher facilitating their learning?
With what are they learning?
With whom are they learning?
Where are they learning?
When are they learning?
How is their learning assessed?

2.2.2 Understanding of historical time: the concept
In literature on children's understanding of historical time different terminologies are used,
like 'time', 'historical time', 'historical consciousness', 'historical understanding', 'chronology'
and 'chronological understanding'. In this paragraph we shed some light on the meanings of
these concepts and on the aims and objectives of the 'understanding of historical time'.
Time has a dual nature: the objectively measurable time (mathematical time) and
subjectively experienced time (experience of temporality, duration and intensity) (Grever,
2009; Jansen, 2001, 2010). Rüsen (2007) speaks in this respect of 'natural' and 'human' time.
In the study of history the objectively measurable time is also called 'chronology’ and is
needed to date events, to determine a beginning and an end in time and to portray the
course of time. In England the concept of 'chronology' or 'chronological understanding' is
often widened to historical understanding which includes knowledge and understanding of
events, people and changes in the past, but also understanding concepts like causes and
effects of changes, similarities and differences within and between periods, the key events
and the ethos of these periods and concurrent changes in different societies (Cooper, 2011;
Hoodless, 2011). This understanding of historical periods is often referred to as 'a sense of
period' (Dawson, 2004; Wilkinson, 2011). According to Ricoeur historical time is the
mediator between the subjective and objective time, through narrative, in which time
becomes concrete in plots or intrigues that give coherence to the individual events from the
past (Grever, 2001; Jansen 2001). Rüsen (2007, 2012) distinguishes four different types of
historical narration: traditional, exemplary, critical and genetic. Each type conceptualizes
time differently, for example critical history gives time the feature of discontinuity.
By learning to understand historical time children develop historical consciousness, which
implies the coherence between interpreting the past, understanding the present and the
perspective on the future. (Seixas, 2006; Grever, 2009; Rüsen, 2012). Wilschut (2012, p.70)
combines six concepts of objective and subjective time in his characterization of 'historical
time consciousness':

chronology and periodisation: the way in which we design images of the past on a linear
timescale and differentiate these according to the features of diverse compartments of time;

generations and relics: the means we employ to create a bridge between various time
periods, particularly the present and periods in the past;

anachronism and contingency: the attitudes and perceptions affecting the
interrelationships between the compartments of time.
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Another definition on the understanding of historical time can be found in a much cited
study on the teaching of chronology by Stow and Haydn (2000). They refer to Oakden and
Sturt (1922) for a definition with three objectives:

The understanding of the words and symbols to define time;

The ability to use a time scheme and the dates by which such a scheme is symbolized;

The knowledge of the characteristics of definite epochs in the time scheme and the
ability to place these epochs roughly in the correct order.
In 'the knowledge about characteristics' the understanding of 'a sense of period' is included
and Stow and Haydn (2000, p. 87) define this as “an understanding of those events or of
what those ‘periods’ refer to and what their characteristic features are”.
In our view the aims and objectives for the teaching and learning of the
understanding of historical time should combine the objective time of understanding
chronology and the subjective time of understanding of experienced time. It should also
refer to key historical concepts like change and continuity and similarities and differences
(Cooper, 2011; Blow et al. 2012). Drawing on Oakden and Sturt (1922), Stow and Haydn
(2000) and Wilschut (2012) we designed an operational definition to use in conversations
with teachers and experts about the understanding of historical time. We chose a
pedagogical approach with a description of aims and objectives in pupils' behaviour as seen
in Table 2.2.
Table 2.2

Operational definition on the understanding of historical time

For the understanding of historical time pupils in primary school should be able to:
1. Use the vocabulary relating to time and periods of time, such as old - new - long ago - before - now past - present - future- dates - decade - century - BC -AD, …;
2. Sequence historical periods in a chronological order.
3. Use the timeline to place events, people and changes in the correct periods of time.
4. Recognize and name characteristic features of historical periods in texts and images.
5. Use characteristic features of historical periods to place events, people and changes in the correct
periods of time.
6. Use characteristic features of historical periods to understand how people lived in these times.
7. Compare different historical periods with each other and with the present and draw conclusions about
change and continuity between different periods.

2.2.3 Theories on the development of children's understanding of historical time
An important question is how the understanding of historical time develops within children
and to what extent this development is tied to maturation or to cognitive skills that can be
developed by teaching.
In educational research the development of the understanding of historical time in
children has been a controversial area of research. For a long time empirical studies were
based on the assumption that the understanding of clock and calendar time is a prerequisite
for the understanding of historical time and concluded that children cannot understand
historical time until they are at least 11 years old (Oakden & Sturt, 1922; Friedman, 1944;
Bradley, 1947). In 1946 Piaget concluded that children go through several stages in developing
their concept of time (Piaget, 1969) and although his research does not include the
understanding of historical time, the Piagetian stage theory for a long time was influential on
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educational literature about children's abilities on understanding time (Jahoda, 1963; Hallam,
1970; Thornton & Vukelich, 1988). More recent research on children's understanding of time
tends to move away from the idea of age-related models such as Piaget and the
interconnectedness of the development of clock and calendar time with the development of
historical time. From the late 1970s and the early 1980s a number of researchers in England
and the USA, initially often ignorant of each other’s results, investigated the ability of
students to understand historical time. Empirical studies in England show that children's
concepts of historical time can be trained from the age of 7 (Blyth, 1978; West, 1981a;
Harnett, 1993; Wood & Holden, 1997; Hoodless, 2002; Hodkinson, 2003a). In the USA,
Levstik and Pappas (1987) and Brophy et al., (1993) found similar results. Building on insights
of previous studies Barton and Levstik (1996) reported that pupils aged 5-12 could correctly
sequence pictures from everyday life in the USA in chronological order. They could
distinguish changes over time based on visible physical factors such as transport, clothing
and architecture (Barton & Levstik 1996). Furthermore students from all ages were able to
group the pictures in broader categories using names of historical periods. These and other
studies all show that the understanding historical time is a learning process rather than a
developmental process and that children can start this from an early age (Hoge & Foster
2002; Hoodless, 2002, 2004; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Hodkinson, 2009a; Solé, 2009).
2.2.4 Pedagogical approaches to develop the understanding of historical time
If the understanding of historical time is a learning process that can be enhanced by
teaching, it is important to know about effective ways that are indicated in research and
publications on classroom practice.
Reflecting on the content of the curriculum for the teaching and learning of historical
time, we see different approaches such as a focus on the teaching of facts vs. understanding
historical periods, teaching history as a discrete subject or embedded in a cross-curricular
approach and different approaches on the order in which historical periods are taught. One
example is the teaching of an issue, event or society in depth in a particular period of time
alongside the ‘connecting threads’ of a chronological framework, also called 'patch' history
(Reeves, 1980). Another approach is the teaching of diachronic themes such as clothing, or
transport, which provides children with an evolutionary sense of developments over a longer
period of time. This however may have drawbacks as it presents a view of history that
progress is inevitable and straightforward, neglecting alternative approaches and events and
the contexts in which particular developments occurred (Barton, 1996, 2002; Stow & Haydn,
2000; Wilschut, 2010). A further approach is the integration of history within a topic or
thematic approach alongside other curriculum subjects. In this cross-curricular approach,
children learn about a range of historical events and developments but might get little
support in helping to organize them within a chronological framework (Harnett, 2004, 2007).
A strict chronological approach to organise the history curriculum is often applied by
educational publishers in England and the Netherlands. There is however no research
evidence to suggest that this is a more effective way than teaching historical periods in
reverse or in no particular order at all.
For the pedagogy of historical time according to our definition there are two
important elements that need to be emphasised: the understanding of chronology and the
understanding of a 'sense of period'. A specific tool for the teaching of chronology are time
charts and time lines that can be used in the classroom from creating children's own personal
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and family timelines to longer scale time lines with an increasing complexity (Hoodless, 1996;
Dawson, 2004; Pickford, 2011; Cooper 2012). However, there exists only limited empirical
evidence for the effectiveness of these time charts and time lines. West (1981a) researched
pupils' use of time lines and developed teaching methods to support pupils' skills in
sequencing, which included frequent discussion and construction of time lines. He also
demonstrated that pupils can successfully sequence cues from the past if these are
presented as a set of strongly contrasted artefacts or pictures rather than as a series of
dates. Hodkinson (2003a, 2004) worked with a special teaching method that consisted of a
chronologically presented curriculum in which time lines were used consistently in every lesson.
His research findings offer evidence that the usage of timelines and time cards are
advantageous in the development of chronology, duration and dating conventions.
Masterman and Rogers (2002) successfully used ICT resources to facilitate pupils'
understanding and reasoning about chronology, but on the other hand Foreman, Boyd Davis,
Moar, Korallo, & Chappel (2008) concluded that pupils age 7-9 learned more about historical
sequence after studying a series of paper images, compared with electronic resources.
For the understanding of a 'sense of period' it is important that pupils can imagine life
in historical periods. Various publications on empirical research and classroom practice
indicate that visual clues and stories can be helpful to achieve this (Harnett, 1993; Wood and
Holden, 1997; Hoodless, 2002; Van Boxtel & Van Drie 2012).
2.3 RESEARCH AIMS AND DESIGN
The main question of our study is: 'How do English and Dutch primary school curricula address
the development of the understanding of historical time?'
Through our analysis of the curricula we want to find answers to the following sub
questions:
1. How is the understanding of historical time conceptualised in the intended curricula for
primary history?
2. How does the understanding of historical time feature in the implemented curricula in
primary schools?
In our analysis of the curricula we focus on the teaching and learning of the understanding of
historical time in relation to the components of the curricular spider web. Table 2.3 gives an
overview of the instruments we used to analyse the curricula.
To answer the first question we analysed the formal, written documents of the English
National Curriculum and the Dutch Core objectives. Next to these statutory documents we
also analysed the English Schemes of Work3 and the Dutch Learning Trajectories4. These
documents have been offered to teachers and textbook publishers as guidance for the
implementation of the intended curricula, but they neither belong to the formal documents,
nor to the implemented curriculum. We will therefore use the term 'suggested' curriculum'.
To answer the second question we used surveys, interviews and three additional
documents: the report of Her Majesty's Inspector (Ofsted, 2011) and the Primary Survey from
3

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20090608182316/http://standards.dfes.gov.uk/schemes3/using/?vi
ew=get. The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) has since October 2011 been replaced by the
Standards and Testing Agency (STA).
4
http://tule.slo.nl/
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the Historical Association (Harnett & Nichol, 2011) for England and the publications of the
Periodic Survey of Educational Level (PPON) for the Netherlands (Wagenaar et al., 2010).
Table 2.3

Instruments used for curriculum analyses

Curriculum
components
Aims and objectives /
Curriculum content

All components of the
curriculum

Instruments

Intended

Document analysis of the formal
curriculum
Document analysis of schemes of
work and learning trajectories
Surveys (n=128)
Interviews (n=25)
Document analysis
Ofsted, Primary Survey, PPON

Suggested

Implemented

X
X
X
X
X

We decided to have different groups of respondents in the surveys and the interviews, because
teachers’ espoused beliefs often contradict their pedagogical strategies when in action,
(VanSledright, Kelly, & Meuwissen, 2006). Additional to the data collected from teachers we
asked similar questions to teacher trainers as they have a professional knowledge of classroom
practice in multiple primary schools based on school visits and conversations with primary
teachers and students. We also interviewed some experts on history curriculum and pedagogy
from the Inspectorate, Curriculum Development Institutes and Assessment Institutes about
their professional opinions on the implemented curriculum (see Table 2.4). Finally we
compared our results from the survey and the interviews with the results from Ofsted (2011),
the Primary Survey (Harnett & Nichol, 2011) and PPON (Wagenaar et al., 2010).
For the comparison we add here some explanation on the structure of primary
education in England and the Netherlands. In England the Key Stages 1 and 2 form the Primary
Curriculum for pupils aged 5-11 years. Key Stage 1 covers the ages 5-7, in years 1 and 2. Key
Stage 2 covers the ages 8-11, in years 3-6. In the Netherlands primary education is aimed at
children ages 4 to 12 in 8 grades. We will look into grade 3-8, ages 6-12.
2.3.1 Participants
2.3.1.1 Survey
The teacher participants in the survey form a representative group from different regions in
both countries and have at least five years of work experience. For technical reasons, the
survey was administered to primary schools via head teachers; as such it is not possible to
judge exactly how many teachers received the survey. For the teacher trainers in England the
survey was placed on the website of the Historical Association; in the Netherlands we used the
email addresses of teacher trainers through the network of the Dutch History Teachers
Association. We got responses from approximately 25% of the higher education institutes in
England and from 70% in the Netherlands. The sample in the Netherlands is probably higher
because of the large network of the authors.
2.3.1.2 Interviews
The interviewed teachers work in different years/grades in four English and four Dutch primary
schools in smaller and larger cities. They were interviewed in their classrooms. The interviewed
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English and Dutch teacher trainers are lecturers for history and work in different institutes for
initial teacher training in various regions. The experts are representatives from Her Majesty’s
Inspectors (Ofsted) and The Dutch Inspectorate of Education, the Qualifications and Curriculum
Development Agency (QDCA), the Netherlands Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO) and
from the Centre for British Teachers (CfBT) Education Trust and the Dutch institute for testing
and assessment (Cito). Table 2.4 gives an overview of the number of participants in the survey
and the interviews.
Table 2.4.
Instruments
Surveys

Overview number of participants in the surveys and interviews in England and the
Netherlands
Participants
Primary teachers
Teacher trainers

Interviews
Primary teachers
Teacher trainers
Experts

England
Key Stage1
Key Stage 2
11
16
20

Netherlands
Grade 3-4
Grade 5-8
15
33
33

Key Stage 1
2

Grade 3-4
2

Key Stage 2
3
4
3

Grade 5-8
3
4
4

Total
75
53
128
10
8
7
25

2.3.2 Instruments
In the surveys we asked the participants to respond on a four-point scale to a number of
statements about the teaching of historical time in relation to the components of the curricular
spider web. The first set of statements was about the importance of the aims and objectives of
our definition on the understanding of historical time, the second and the third set were
about opinions and about practices regarding the components 'content', 'materials', 'time'
and 'assessment' in relation to our operational definition in Table 2.2.
The interviews were semi-structured based on the components of the curriculum in
relation to the seven objectives of our definition, which the participants received on paper
before the interview started. All interviews were conducted by the first author, they were audio
recorded and lasted 45 - 65 minutes. The transcripts were sent to the interviewees to check if
the transcriptions were correct reproductions of their answers.
2.3.3 Data analysis
In the analysis of the statutory documents and the documents of the suggested curriculum
we compared the aims and objectives for the understanding of historical time in these
documents with the objectives of our operational definition in Table 2.2. We analysed the
presence or absence of the objectives of our operational definition and whether the objectives
were just mentioned or elaborated on further in the documents.
For the implemented curriculum we labelled the statements in our surveys to the
components of the curriculum: 'aims and objectives', 'content', 'materials and resources',
'time' and 'assessment'. For each statement the percentage of respondents per response
category was calculated. For a clear presentation of the results, the percentages of the
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highest categories (somewhat and totally agree and regularly and always) were added
together.
The interview questions were also matched to the curriculum components and for each
component we made an overview of the teachers', teacher trainers' and experts' answers. In
the interviews we added the component 'teacher role'. Since we asked similar questions to
each group of respondents in the interviews in both countries we were able to compare the
answers that were labelled to the same curriculum components. This labelling also enabled
us to compare the results of the surveys with the answers that were given in the interviews.
We selected representative quotes to illustrate the explanations that were given in the
interviews. Finally we checked our results for the components 'content', 'time' and
'assessment' with results from Ofsted (2011), the Primary Survey (Harnett & Nichol, 2011) and
PPON (Wagenaar et al., 2010).

2.4 RESULTS
2.4.1 Results on the intended and suggested curricula for historical time in England and the
Netherlands
In English primary schools history has always been a subject within the National Curriculum
since its inception in 1988. The National Curriculum has been reviewed twice and the current
version dates from 1999.5 Programmes of study set out what pupils should be taught and
attainment target level descriptions set out the expected standards of pupils' performance.
Programmes of study consist of two sorts of requirements:
- Knowledge, skills and understanding: what has to be taught in the subject.
- Breath of study: the contexts, activities, areas of study and range of experiences through
which the knowledge, skills and understanding should be taught.
The section about 'knowledge, skills and understanding' contains two requirements that are
important for the understanding of historical time: chronological understanding and
knowledge and understanding of events, people and changes in the past. Furthermore the
other three sections (historical interpretation, historical enquiry, organisation and
communication) also give indications on how pupils should acquire a 'sense of period'. In the
breath of study the content of the curriculum is described in several mandatory topics.
The Netherlands have no 'state curriculum', therefore schools have considerable
autonomy concerning content. Since 1993 output aims are fixed through Core Objectives
that have been reviewed twice: the current set dates from 2006, with 58 objectives for all
subjects6. The core objectives define what students should achieve at the end of primary
school, without level descriptors or specifications for content in different grades. History for
primary education is included under the heading 'Time' with three core objectives. The first
5

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20131202172639/http:/www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachi
ngandlearning/curriculum/primary
The National Curriculum was under consultation at the time of writing. The new curriculum was
implemented in September 2014.
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2005/12/09/bijlage-herziene-kerndoelenbasisonderwijs
6
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objective mentions the vocabulary that is important for the understanding of historical time
and the second and third mention the content about which children should learn. The
content consists of ‘ten eras' that were created in 2001 to be used as a common frame of
reference throughout Dutch history education for pupils from the ages 8-18 (Commission on
History and Social Sciences, 2001). The 'characteristic features' of these eras (which are mostly
political or economic features) are elaborated in the suggested curriculum.
From analysing the intended curriculum for England and the Netherlands we see a
remarkable difference. The Dutch core objectives are formulated in broad and global terms,
whereas the English National Curriculum gives much more detailed descriptions of aims and
content in Key Stage 1 and 2 and of the levels that pupils are expected to achieve. In both
countries the use of timelines is not mentioned in the intended curriculum (see Table 2.5).
Table 2.5

English National Curriculum and Dutch core objectives compared

Aims and objectives
1. Vocabulary
2.

Sequence historical periods in a
chronological order

3.
4.

Use the timeline
Recognize characteristic
features in texts and images

5.

Use characteristic features to
place events, people and
changes in the correct periods
of time;
Use characteristic features to
understand how people lived in
the past
Compare historical periods and
draw conclusions about change
and continuity

6.

7.

National Curriculum (EN)
Elaborated for all years, 'ancient'
and 'modern' are (added)
Mentioned in Key Stage (KS) 1
although only for events and
objects; it is not explicitly
mentioned in KS2
Not mentioned
Characteristic features are
mentioned in KS 2 and partly
elaborated as 'including ideas,
beliefs, attitudes and experiences';
texts and images are mentioned as
resources;
Placing events, people and changes
in the correct periods of time is
mentioned in KS 2, but missing in KS
1;
Understanding how people lived in
the past is mentioned in KS 1 and 2;

Core Objectives (NL)
The use of vocabulary is
mentioned but not elaborated
Not explicitly mentioned;

Comparing historical periods is
mentioned in KS 1 and 2; Drawing
conclusions about change and
continuity is mentioned in KS 2.

Not explicitly mentioned;

Not mentioned;
Characteristic features aspects
are mentioned, but not
elaborated;

Not explicitly mentioned;

Not explicitly mentioned;

In England and the Netherlands guidance has been provided to translate the formal curriculum
into more operational objectives and methods that are used by publishers. In England the
schemes of work consist of 20 Units for Key Stage 1 and 2 with detailed teaching plans. In the
Netherlands the website http://tule.slo.nl/ contains intermediate objectives and learning
trajectories for all eight grades.
Both suggested curricula include all objectives of our definition on the understanding of
historical time, except the sequencing of historical periods, which is missing in both countries,
and timelines that are missing in grade 3 and 4 in the Netherlands.
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2.4.2 Results on the implemented curriculum for historical time in England and the Netherlands
2.4.2.1 Aims and objectives
About 90% of the respondent teachers in both countries regard the aims and objectives in our
operational definition important for the development of the understanding of historical time in
primary education. In the interviews the teachers expressed that these objectives should be
achievable for most children. English teachers claim to cover all objectives in their own year,
whereas Dutch teachers do not: the teachers from the lower grades work on the vocabulary
and sometimes also on characteristic features (objectives 4, 5 and 6). The teachers from the
higher grades do not all work explicitly on the vocabulary (objective1) but claim to cover most
other objectives. One of the Dutch experts explains that teachers are not aware that they
have to explicitly teach the understanding of historical time, they expect that: “the
understanding of historical time is something that grows naturally”.
The interviewed teacher trainers and the experts in both countries also agree on the
importance of the aims and objectives and most of them think they are achievable in
primary school. As elements that could be added some English experts mention interval and
duration. Jack, an English curriculum expert, remarked:
The one I feel probably most strongly about and that is often ignored, is the idea of duration, how
long ago something was. They do of course use terms like long ago and yesterday. Pupils have no
idea how long periods lasted, like the Tudors: they spend a term on that, and that is how long they
think the Tudors lasted . . .

2.4.2.2 Content
In the survey we asked several questions on how events, people and changes through history
are taught in connection to the understanding of historical time. Here we report the results on
the first two objectives in our operational definition: the use of the vocabulary of time and the
sequencing of historical periods in chronological order (Table 2.6).
Table 2.6.

Statements on content

England
The Netherlands
Teachers
Trainers
Teachers
Trainers
(%)
(%)
(%)
(%)
n=27
n=20
n=48
n=33
Practices of teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who responded 'regularly' and 'always'
In each lesson about historical periods the vocabulary
66
45
87
66
relating to time and periods of time, such as dates
and century, is used.
During the history lessons the chronological order of
37
25
74
53
historical periods is consistently paid attention
to.

In both countries a majority of the teachers claim that they use the vocabulary of historical time
in every history lesson. There is a remarkable difference in the percentage of teachers that
constantly pays attention to the chronological order: in England this is half of that in the
Netherlands. The English schools where we interviewed teachers differ in the way the
historical periods are taught. Some teachers work with history as a discrete subject, whereas
others had started to teach through a cross-curricular approach with alternating historical
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and geographical topics. In most schools the content for the historical topics is chosen from
the schemes of work from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), which
corresponds with the results from the Primary Survey (Harnett & Nichol, 2011). None of the
English teachers that were interviewed teach the topics in chronological order, although some
of them think that this would make sense. Others however, argued that it was best not to teach
in chronological order, because they thought some topics more suitable, appropriate or
interesting to certain ages. Andrew (EN year 4) explains:
We don't do chronological order, we tend to pick the interesting bits of history . . . Ideal would
not have to be the chronological way - I think you have to think of the maturity of your children
(for example World War II and the Holocaust), what they're interested in, what's going to excite
them and stimulate their learning.

In the Netherlands the interviewed grade 4 teachers do not teach history as a discrete subject.
The Dutch teachers who were interviewed from the higher grades (5-8) all teach history as a
discrete subject and follow the textbooks, which are all based on a chronological sequence. All
interviewed teachers prefer the chronological sequence, which also can involve going
backwards in time, as Janet in grade 5 explained:
. . . Chronologically by going back in time from the present. I show this all the time . . . They
do not have to learn it by heart. Revisiting at the end would be good. Then it sticks better.

Almost all interviewed Dutch and English teachers use dates in their lessons, but most of them
told us that pupils do not have to learn the dates. All English and most Dutch teachers think it is
important to compare historical periods with the present, for example by comparing AngloSaxon houses with modern ones or making links between the industrial revolution and the era
of computers.
Several teacher trainers and experts in England believe that the content in primary
schools is episodic and not supportive for the development of the understanding of
historical time. Lily (Teacher trainer EN) explained this as follows:
. . . what happened is that in some schemes of work of the QCA they tend to pick out certain
periods, like Romans, Tudors and Victorians; it is as if nothing happened in between.

The interviewed Dutch trainers and experts felt the ten-era framework supported the
development of understanding historical time more than learning about traditional periods
such as the Middle Ages and Modern Times. All trainers and experts affirm that the
chronological sequence should be taught and practised. Robert, a Dutch teacher trainer
states:
I really like the idea of the ten eras with titles by which children can imagine something . . . . Yes
it helps for the understanding of historical time, because therefore you need to build a structure
first, you need that. It's a basis that you must learn and practice, like in languages where you
have to master the spelling and have to memorize it.

Furthermore Dutch experts and trainers explain that the characteristic features that are
mentioned in the core objectives could serve as a support and structure for teachers,
although they do not see this happening. They are not sure if these characteristics are
helpful for the pupils. The teachers in both countries mentioned elements from daily life as
helpful features like clothes, buildings, food, toys, the differences between rich and poor
people, the religion, environment, occupations and visual clues in paintings and buildings. As
less helpful they mentioned political and economic events and structures.
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2.4.2.3 Learning activities
In regard to the learning activities, we asked questions in our survey about particular
activities that contribute to an understanding how people lived in the past. This is linked to
objective number 6 of our operational definition in Table 2.2: use characteristic features of
historical periods to understand how people lived in historical periods. A large majority of all
respondents agree this is an important objective for the understanding of historical time
(Table 2.7).
Also here we see a discrepancy between what teachers think is necessary and what
they practice, particularly in the Netherlands, where about half of the teachers indicate they
give their pupils activities to identify themselves with the lifestyle of people in a historical
period.
Table 2.7.

Statements on learning activities
England

The Netherlands

Teachers
Trainers
Teachers
(%)
(%)
(%)
n=27
n=20
n=48
Opinions on teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who 'somewhat' and 'totally' agree
To understand a historical period, students must learn
96
90
94
about daily life in those times.
Practices of teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who responded 'regularly' and 'always'
Students are given activities to identify themselves with
85
50
57
the lifestyle of people in a historical period.

Trainers
(%)
n=33
94

44

In the interviews we asked questions about what kind of learning activities teachers use to
improve the understanding of historical time. English teachers of Key Stage 1 and 2 mention
they use going on trips, doing drama and role play, creative writing (diary entries), creative
tasks like making artefacts, exhibitions, reading and sequencing. Also visiting museums and
questioning visitors are mentioned. They indicate sequencing images, creative activities and
visits most successful strategies for the development of understanding historical time since
they are more practical and hands-on and as one teacher said: “it sticks so much more”. As
less successful they mention working with (text) books and writing. Jessy (year 2) especially
mentions role play as a successful activity:
It absolutely helps the development of understanding of historical time. You see it in their role
play and you can tell a child understands historical time, because the way they're acting in the
role play area; what they do and say. Even in year 2.

Dutch teachers mention the learning activities that are part of the textbooks they use, like
reading and writing, answering questions, sequencing activities, making timelines, but also
writing projects, making (power point) presentations, listening to stories, looking at video
clips on the interactive whiteboard. As difficult they mention giving presentations, reading
textbooks and answering questions from texts.
The interviewed teacher trainers and experts recognise mainly that the whole variety
of activities can contribute to the understanding of historical time. English experts and
trainers add the importance of stories to build up a sense of a period “because the story can
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take you through the lives of people and the changes”. They also mention the importance of
little activities - at the beginning, middle or end of lessons like simple little quizzes, tests and
placing pictures on a washing line. Some Dutch teacher trainers and experts doubt to what
extent creative activities and the working on project tasks in topic work really contribute to
the understanding of historical time. As more useful strategies they mention activities with
timelines and visual materials, interviews with eye witnesses, identification activities and
sequencing pictures and artefacts. Furthermore they argue that learning activities should not
stick to just reading, because children need more than that to visualise the past. As more
difficult for children English trainers and experts mention reading and comparing texts, but
also writing activities and activities with dates that require mathematical skills to do
calculations with big numbers, like 'how long between' or 'how long did it last'. Also Dutch
trainers and experts mention that it's difficult for children to visualise duration and to
correctly place events and people in time, as Max, a Dutch curriculum expert explained:
To place things in time and in the eras is really the most difficult, also because they don't have
much knowledge - and when they don't know they will use logic and imagination and you
cannot do that with the eras - it's 18th or 17th century and generally they don't have that
overview.

2.4.2.4 Materials and resources
In this paragraph we will report on the use of timelines and textbooks in lessons about the
understanding of historical time (Table 2.8).
Table 2.8

Statements on materials and resources
England

The Netherlands

Teachers
Trainers
Teachers
(%)
(%)
(%)
n=27
n=20
n=48
Opinions on teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who 'somewhat' and 'totally' agree
In each classroom there should be a large class time line.
78
90
90
Practices of teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who responded 'regularly' and 'always'
In each classroom there is a large class time line on which
45
25
49
events, people and changes are placed in the
correct historical period.
For lessons about the understanding of historical time we
7
0
66
only follow textbooks.
For the development of the understanding of historical
77
55
32
time we develop lessons and/or materials
ourselves.

Trainers
(%)
n=33
94
47

61
19

A majority of the respondents in our survey agrees that in each classroom there should be a
large class time line, however less than half of the teachers indicate that their classrooms
actually have a class timeline. Furthermore there is a large difference in the provision of
learning materials between the Netherlands, where most teachers follow textbooks7 and
England where most teachers develop materials themselves. In the survey English teachers
7

Wagenaar et al. (2010) indicates that 80% of the Dutch teachers in grade 6, 7 and 8 follows textbooks almost
completely. In the lower grades (3 and 4) textbooks are used less frequently.
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mention artefacts, photographs, films, stories, videos, DVDs, visitors, visits to museums, castles,
computer research, skills sheets, activity ideas from published schemes, online support
material, resource packs from museums, BBC Primary History Website, iPads, dressing up
costumes, big books, oral history through local residents. In the interviews the English teachers
explain that timelines support the understanding of historical time and some of them tell us
that they refer to the timeline in their lessons, use it as a starting point or let children sequence
events on the class time line. Some teachers also let their pupils make individual timelines,
because they think this helps them “to understand how one event leads to another”.
The Dutch teachers tell us they mainly use the textbooks and next to that most of them show
video clips, that sometimes come with the textbooks but that also are found on specific
educational websites. Only one of the interviewed Dutch teachers had a large class time line. In
most textbooks that are used in the Netherlands in the higher grades, every era starts with a
timeline and some textbooks have a timeline at the bottom of every page. Several experts
remark that there is hardly any connection between the timelines at the bottom of every page
and the text in the books, they argue this could be made more explicit. All teacher trainers and
experts that were interviewed agree that timelines support the development of the
understanding of historical time, because they are visual and create a big picture, put things in
order, and are also useful for making links and connections. Most experts think timelines are
the key to developing the understanding of historical time. Both interviewed English and Dutch
trainers and experts judge the quality of the timelines used very poor because “all periods have
the same amount of space and often there are too many pictures on them”.
2.4.2.5 Teacher role
In our interviews we asked the teachers how they perceive their role in supporting pupils’
development of the understanding of historical time. The English teachers told us that they
try to support the children by using the correct vocabulary and making links to the timeline
and to maths. Two of them mentioned that they help their pupils to “take control of their own
learning” by asking questions to “encourage them towards deeper thinking”. The Dutch
interviewed teachers mention that in their educational dialogue with pupils about the topics in
the textbooks they ask questions about differences between past and present. One Dutch
teacher and two English teachers doubt if they have sufficient knowledge to support students
properly in their development to understand historical time, as Colin (EN, year 2) explains:
Probably not as much as some actually - As a student I didn't do any history from the age of 14.
From 14 till 24 I had no history teaching at all. And even during my teacher training at college we
had very, very little input on history.

As one of the success factors of their history teaching most English teachers mention that
children “definitely enjoy history”.
Dutch teacher trainers and experts argue that teachers should use timelines more and that
they should show their own enthusiasm for history and evoke historical periods with images
and stories, instead of relying solely on pupils reading the textbooks. Several Dutch trainers and
experts explain that most pupils find history lessons tiresome and monotonous, because of the
reading in textbooks. Teacher trainer Oscar (NL) explains:
We need teachers who are well trained, who have a clear idea of the objectives of historical
time and that can develop lessons, around the topics in the textbooks. They should know more
than just what is in the textbooks.
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The English teacher trainers and experts add that teachers should also have knowledge
about “how pupils develop their understanding” and about “the type of questions and tasks to
elicit the understanding of time” and that teachers should know about likely misconceptions
and how they can correct those.
2.4.2.6 Time
For the curriculum component 'time' we asked several questions about opinions and
practice concerning the age at which the teaching of historical time starts and about the
time that is spent on the teaching of historical time (Table 2.9).

Table 2.9

Statements on time
England

The Netherlands

Teachers
Trainers
Teachers
(%)
(%)
(%)
n=27
n=20
n=48
Opinions on teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who 'somewhat' and 'totally' agree
History should start to be taught in the curriculum when
8
5
73
students are about 9 years old.
Learning the vocabulary of daily time (clock and calendar
71
60
100
time) is conditional for learning of the vocabulary
of historical time (past, long ago, dates, etc.).
In the Key Stages 1 and 2/ primary school enough time is
48
30
77
spent on the development of the understanding
of historical time.
Practices of teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who responded 'regularly' and 'always'
From the start of Key Stage 1, grade 3, students are
93
65
30
taught about events, people and changes in
different historical periods.
In Key Stage 1, grade 3, clock and calendar time are the
67
30
75
most important elements in the development of
the understanding of time.
The understanding of historical time is paid attention to
33
15
32
during lessons other than the history lessons (e.g.
language lessons in which historical events are
placed on the timeline).

Trainers
(%)
n=33
15
79

21

19

77

6

We see a remarkable difference in English and Dutch teachers' opinions and practice
concerning when history teaching should begin. In England most teachers start the teaching
of historical time from the start of Key Stage one, at the age of 5, whereas in the
Netherlands a majority thinks that the teaching of history should start at the age of 9 and
only a small minority actually starts the teaching of historical time in grade 3, at the age of 6.
Furthermore all Dutch teacher respondents think that learning the vocabulary of daily time is
conditional for the learning of the vocabulary of historical time. According to a majority of
the respondents in the Netherlands and in England as well, clock and calendar time are the
most important elements in the development of the understanding of time for pupils aged
5-7, with the exception of English teacher trainers, of whom only one third agrees on this
statement.
A majority of Dutch teacher respondents and about half of the English teachers think that in
primary school enough time is spent on the development of the understanding of historical
34

Chapter 2

time. Teacher trainers in both countries however, are less optimistic about this and also
about the attention given to historical time in lessons other than history.
In the interviews the English teachers agree with their National Curriculum that the
development of the understanding of historical time should start at the age of 5. They base this
on their experience. All interviewed English trainers and experts indicate that the teaching of
historical time usually starts in the Early Years Foundation Stage8 at the age of 3-4: “from
nursery/reception, with topics like houses and toys, old and new, baby and now”, and that
“they do a little bit of history in the early years in Knowledge and Understanding of the World”.
Most Dutch teachers who were interviewed indicated that from their own experience,
starting to teach historical time is possible at the age of 4/5 with the vocabulary, stories and
old and new artefacts. Only one teacher advocates starting at the age of 9, because
“children in earlier grades need more time to understand it and sometimes it's too difficult
for them”.
The interviewed Dutch teacher trainers and experts differ in their opinions on the age
that the teaching of historical time should start. About half of them indicates the age of 4,
when children go to primary school, because children “ask all kind of questions about the
past”. Others suggest the age of 7, grades 3/4 when children can learn about the history of
their family and the environment; one expert advocates grades 5/6, because then children
get “a more realistic view on the world”.
The respondent teachers cannot give an exact indication how much time they spend
on the understanding of historical time. According to the Primary Survey in England (Harnett &
Nichol, 2011) history is taught from 1 to 2 h per week at Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2. For the
Netherlands the research of Wagenaar et al. (2010) indicates that in grades 6, 7 and 8 in 2008
about one hour a week was spent on history.
2.4.2.7 Assessment
We finished our survey with some questions about how teachers assess the understanding of
historical time (Table 2.10). The teacher respondents in England indicate that they base their
assessments on the QCA schemes of work, whereas in the Netherlands textbooks are used for
this purpose. A minority of the teachers in the survey develops their own assessments. A little
more than one third of the English and Dutch teacher respondents indicate that they
systematically monitor and record the development of their pupils' understanding of
historical time. Teacher trainers in both countries are far less positive about this.
In the interviews most English teachers told us that they do not formally assess history,
because “it is not statutory in the same way that we would for literacy and numeracy”. One
teacher added that “from a workload point of view it's tricky, so my assessments are made in
my head”. Most teachers stated that they write comments in the pupils' topic books and make
informal 'assessment for learning' (formative assessment) notes in their planning. This
corresponds with the results from the Primary Survey from the Historical Association
(Harnett & Nichol, 2011) that indicates that 63.5% of the responding teachers in 2010 and
2011 did not assess history formally.

8

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130401151715/https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/stan
dard/allpublications/page1/dfe-00023-2012, Statutory Framework for the Early Year Foundation Stage for
children from birth to five. History is included within the area of Knowledge and Understanding of the World.
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In the Netherlands all interviewed teachers use the tests that come with the textbooks, but
they do not explicitly record or monitor results for the understanding of historical time.
Teachers in both countries find it hard to give an indication on their pupils' progress in the
development of the understanding of historical time. In the interviews English teacher trainers
and experts agree that without regular formal assessment, it is difficult to monitor children’s
progress in the understanding of historical time.
Table 2.10

Statements on assessment
England

The Netherlands

Teachers
Trainers
Teachers
Trainers
(%)
(%)
(%)
(%)
n=27
n=20
n=48
n=33
Practices of teaching historical time: percentages of respondents who responded 'regularly' and 'always'
The understanding of historical time is assessed through
4
10
68
55
external assessments found in textbooks.
The understanding of historical time is assessed through
74
40
19
16
external assessments based on the schemes of
work (EN)/a monitoring system (NL).
The understanding of historical time is assessed through
11
5
21
13
teachers' own assessments.
The development of students understanding of historical
37
0
36
3
time is monitored and recorded systematically.

The Ofsted report (2011) states that by the end of Key Stage 2 “many pupils ended up with an
episodic knowledge of history and their sense of time was unclear”. The PPON survey (2010)
shows that with the new timeline of the 10 eras there was some improvement in pupils' placing
of events in the correct time compared to the traditional timeline that was used in previous
surveys. There are, however, no indications that it can “simply be concluded that the new frame
of the ten eras leads to a better understanding of historical time” (Wagenaar et al., 2010).

2.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
The understanding of historical time is a very important part of history teaching in primary
education. This research focuses on how this element is addressed in the curricula of England
and the Netherlands. Although in both countries the learning results concerning the
understanding of time are insufficient according to national reports, we see some remarkable
differences. Our analysis of the official curriculum documents shows that in England most of
the objectives of our operational definition on historical time (Table 2.2) are mentioned and
elaborated, whereas in the Netherlands the vocabulary, the content and characteristic features
are only mentioned, but not elaborated. On the other hand in the suggested curriculum (the
schemes of work and the learning trajectories) almost all objectives are included. Only the
sequencing of historical periods in chronological order is missing in both countries and the use
of timelines in grade 3 and 4 in the Netherlands. As the English National Curriculum and the
Dutch learning trajectories for grade 5-8 however mention the placing of events, people and
changes in time, one could argue that sequencing of historical periods is implicitly included
36

Chapter 2

in the intended and suggested curricula. But then the question remains if and how this is put
into practice in the implemented curricula?
The data from the surveys and the interviews indicate that in both countries there are
differences between the intended and the implemented curricula. Although almost all teachers
in the survey agree that all seven objectives of our operational definition are important, they do
not teach all objectives in their history lessons. Only a quarter of the English teachers pays
attention to the chronological order of historical periods consistently in each history lesson
and the majority of teachers in both countries does not use timelines. Besides teacher
trainers and experts in both countries are critical about the quality of the timelines that are
used.
In both countries the historical periods are mentioned in the official curriculum, but
there are differences in the way that these periods are taught. In English schools historical
topics are taught within integrated programmes, project-based work, or within a discrete
subject and not in chronological order (Harnett & Nichol, 2011), whereas in the Netherlands
history in most schools is a discrete subject in which the ten eras are taught in chronological
order (Wagenaar et al., 2010). In both countries however neither the sequence, nor the dates
of historical periods are explicitly taught. From the surveys and interviews we can conclude
that in both countries pupils are taught to make comparisons of historical periods with the
present and draw conclusions about change and continuity. Making links between different
historical periods in the past however is hardly mentioned: topics are taught in isolation.
Furthermore there is a remarkable difference in the age that the teaching of historical time
starts: in English schools historical time is taught from Key Stage 1 at the age of 5, which
matches the intended curriculum. In the Netherlands most schools start the teaching of
historical time in grade 5 when children are about 8-9 years old, whereas the learning
trajectories suggest a start in grade 3 at the age of 6. Asked for their opinions a majority of
the Dutch teachers agree on starting history teaching at the age of 9. In this respect Dutch
teachers seem to rely on older theories based on Piagetian stages which indicate that the
development of the understanding of historical time cannot start before the age of 9.
Remarkably most Dutch teacher trainers in our survey do not agree with this.
A majority of all respondents in both countries, adheres to the assumption that
learning the vocabulary of daily time is conditional for the learning of the vocabulary of
historical time. Research from the last 20 years however indicates that there is no proof for
this assumption and that the development of the understanding of historical time is a
learning process rather than dependent on age and maturation (Barton & Levstik, 1996;
Hoodless, 2002, 2004; Hodkinson 2003a, 2009a). From this, it would seem logical to start
earlier with the teaching of historical time with the advantage that children can work longer
and deeper on their understanding of historical time, as happens in England. Starting earlier
however seems to be no guarantee that pupils acquire an understanding of historical time,
as the Ofsted report (2011) shows. Teachers in both countries find it hard to give an
indication on their pupils' results and progress in the development of the understanding of
historical time, which is not surprising, since there are hardly any formal assessments nor
any systematic monitoring or recording specifically for the understanding of historical time.
This study has its limitations as we did not look into all components that constitute a
curriculum and the surveys and the interviews only give some indications about the
implemented curriculum on the understanding of historical time. These indications mainly
consist of statements about the teaching and learning of the first three objectives of our
definition (Table 2.2): the vocabulary, the sequencing of periods in chronological order and
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the use of timelines. The teaching of the other objectives that focus on pupils acquiring a
'sense of period' gets less attention in this study. Although teachers in both countries in the
interviews claim that they teach about characteristic features from daily life that could
contribute to the development of a 'sense of period', it is difficult to estimate to what extent
this really happens, as we do not have enough data to support this. This would require more
in-depth research through observations of lessons, for which a valid instrument would need
to be developed. Furthermore it would be interesting to look into the attained curriculum to
pupils' results on the micro level and to the progress that they make through primary school.
Therefore we would need descriptions of different levels of attainment9.
Although research from the last decades seems to indicate that the understanding
historical time is a learning process rather than a developmental process, there is hardly any
empirical research on how this learning process works and how the development of
understanding historical time can be monitored or measured.
As a follow-up to this study we want to develop an instrument to measure pupils'
levels of understanding of historical time. Furthermore we have planned to do an
intervention study with pupils aged 6-12 in which we want to focus on the effects of a
methodology on the development of pupils' understanding of historical time. We expect
these studies will give some insight in how pupils learn to understand historical time, which
is a very complex concept. Based on curricula and research literature however it should be
possible to define the development of the understanding of historical time in the school
context. With these studies we hope to contribute to the view that the development of
understanding historical time is a learning process rather than dependent on age and
maturation.
In spite of the limitations of this study we can conclude that in both in England and
the Netherlands the teaching and learning of historical time is not very well implemented in
the curriculum. Although in England the history curriculum starts earlier than in the
Netherlands, the structure of the curriculum is episodic, which is not very helpful for
supporting pupils in learning the chronological sequence, even more so, if teachers do not
specifically make links to a meaningful historical overview. In the Netherlands the curriculum
starts later, but it contains a meaningful framework of ten eras, that are mostly taught
chronologically. This implicitly suggests that children learn to sequence these periods in
chronological order. However this does not develop naturally. Just teaching periods in
chronological order, as is suggested in the newly proposed English National Curriculum does
not guarantee that pupils will develop their understanding of historical time. For both
countries we can conclude that teachers should pay attention to the chronological sequence
and the dates of historical periods more explicitly and that the use of timelines can be
intensified and improved. The development of pupils' understanding of historical time
requires a thoughtful teaching of the objectives, with regular assessments, good timelines
and good planning through all years of primary school. Above all teachers should be well
trained and aware of the concept of historical time and how this develops within children.

9

The National Curriculum includes level descriptions, but according to the Primary Survey one-third of the
teachers find these unhelpful and Hodkinson (2003a) concludes that these level descriptions are of little use in
the assessment of children's temporal development.
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Chapter 3
PRIMARY SCHOOL PUPILS’ PERFORMANCES IN UNDERSTANDING HISTORICAL
TIME10
This study focuses on the development of the understanding of historical time of pupils
in primary school. We present a developmental model with three stages: emergent,
initial and continued understanding of historical time. Based on this model we
constructed an instrument to measure how pupils aged 6-12 perform. The participants
were 1457 pupils from 7 Dutch primary schools. The analysis of the data showed that in all
three stages pupils in higher grades significantly outperformed pupils in lower grades
and that pupils’ performances were influenced by the variables gender and parents’
education. In all grades there seemed to be room for improvement, especially in the
lower grades (ages 6-9) where pupils have hardly had any teaching on the understanding
of historical time. However, in the higher grades as well (ages 10-12), pupils could
improve on the level of continued understanding of historical time.

3.1 INTRODUCTION
Understanding historical time is an important part of the learning of history. It helps pupils
to orientate themselves in time and to develop historical consciousness, which implies
coherence between interpreting the past, understanding the present and a perspective on
the future (Angvik & Von Borries 1997; Seixas 2004; Rüsen 2012). The teaching and learning
of historical time in many countries starts in primary education, but research indicates that
not all objectives are very well covered (De Groot-Reuvekamp, Van Boxtel, Ros & Harnett,
2014). Furthermore, hardly any research has been done into how pupils in different grades
of primary school achieve the objectives of understanding historical time and what stages
we can distinguish in this process. If we want to optimize our primary history curricula with
regard to pupils’ understanding of historical time, it is important to gain more insight into
these questions.
3.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.2.1 The development of children’s understanding of historical time
The earliest studies on pupils’ development of the understanding of historical time were
based on the assumption that this development is dependent on maturation, which implied
that the understanding of clock and calendar time is a prerequisite for the understanding of
historical time (Oakden & Sturt 1922; Friedman 1944; Bradley 1947). This maturation theory
10

This chapter has been published as: De Groot-Reuvekamp, M., Ros, A., Van Boxtel, C. & Oort, F. (2017).
Primary school pupils’ performances in understanding historical time. Education 3-13: International Journal of
Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education, 45(2), 227-242.
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resulted in age-related models, influenced by the Piagetian stage theory, which for a long
time dominated educational literature about children’s abilities in relation to understanding
time and researchers concluded that children cannot understand historical time until they are
at least 11 years old (Jahoda, 1963; Hallam, 1970; Thornton & Vukelich 1988). More recent
studies, however, argue that the development of understanding historical time is tied to
cognitive skills that can be developed and accelerated by teaching (Blyth, 1978; West, 1981a;
Harnett, 1993; Levstik & Pappas 1987; Brophy, VanSledright & Bredin 1993; Barton & Levstik
1996; Hoge & Foster 2002; Stow & Haydn 2000; Vella, 2001; Barton, 2002; Hoodless, 2002;
Hodkinson, 2004; Solé, 2009; Cooper, 2012; Wilschut, 2012). These authors are convinced
that children can develop an understanding of historical time from an early age. Moreover,
some of them conducted qualitative studies that, although sometimes based on relatively
small samples, give some insight into how children from different ages differentiate between
the past and the present, how they use the vocabulary of time, how they understand and
use dates and how they use historical knowledge. Below we will summarize their conclusions
for three different age groups: 5-7; 8-10; and 11 and 12.
3.2.1.1 Children aged 5-7
Levstik and Pappas (1987) showed that children aged 5-7 use broad time categories, like ‘the
past’ and ‘long ago’. Barton and Levstik (1996) reported that the most basic temporal
distinction children aged 5 to 7 made was between ‘long ago’ and ‘close to now’, although
several children aged five and six – and all children aged seven – used more categories:
‘older’, ‘newer’ and ‘in between’. In the study of Harnett (1993), children’s knowledge of
numbers at this age limited their guesses when trying to assess the age of the pictures.
Barton and Levstik (1996) also noticed that children of these ages rarely used dates
spontaneously and that they misunderstood the arithmetical meaning of dates; in particular,
they did not yet understand that dates in the past are smaller than the present date.
To describe the past, these children often used features from the present with which
they were familiar to explain why pictures were more recent and they used features no
longer found in the present as evidence for pictures being from long ago (Barton & Levstik
1996). Many children used descriptions like ‘dirty’ and ‘dusty’ for pictures and artefacts from
the past; furthermore, black-and-white photographs appeared to be misleading (Harnett,
1993; Vella, 2001).
3.2.1.2 Children aged 8-10
In the study of Levstik and Pappas (1987), children aged 8-10 continued to use the categories
‘the past’ and ‘long ago’, but added refinements like ‘before I was born’ and ‘in the olden
times’. They furthermore used more temporal distinctions, like ‘older’, ‘old’, ‘between’ and
‘close to now’, and the vocabulary was expanded with terms such as ‘old-fashioned’,
‘modern’, ‘ancient’, ‘something BC’ and some names of periods and historical expressions,
like ‘around when Columbus got here’ (Barton & Levstik 1996). The study of Harnett (1993)
showed that nine-year-old children talked quite confidently in terms of years. This
corresponds with results from Barton and Levstik (1996), who described that most pupils at
the age of 9 understood the mathematical meaning of dates. Furthermore, they concluded
that pupils at the age of 10 used historical knowledge to assess dates, generally linked with
elements of popular culture, rather than the periodization that historians or textbooks might
use (Barton & Levstik 1996).
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3.2.1.3 Children aged 11 and 12
Levstik and Pappas (1987) reported that children aged 11 and 12 used names of historical
periods such as ‘the American Revolution’. In the study of Barton and Levstik (1996), children
used historical knowledge and dates to differentiate between the various pictures.
Furthermore, they could connect particular dates with specific background knowledge
(Barton & Levstik 1996).
Barton and Levstik (1996, p. 434) make us aware that we should be careful not to
interpret improvement through the ages as an age-related developmental sequence, “for at
both ends of the grade spectrum some children deviated significantly from this pattern”.
This is consistent with results from a study by Hoge and Foster (2002), who found that ‘high’stage fifth-grade American pupils were better able to explain change and dating choices than
many ‘low’-stage seventh-grade pupils.
3.2.2 Developmental model for pupils’ understanding of historical time
Based on the descriptions in the above-mentioned studies and on an analysis of the history
curriculum for primary education in the Netherlands and the UK (De Groot-Reuvekamp, et
al., 2014), we have constructed a developmental model with three stages: emergent, initial
and continued understanding of historical time (see Table 3.1). In this model we defined
pupils’ skills and knowledge for these three stages based on five objectives on the
understanding of historical time.
The model in Table 3.1 is not an age-related model, as we think that pupils’
development of understanding of historical time is a continuous process. There is no
particular moment when pupils leave one stage and enter the next. Our description in three
stages is meant as a tool that can be used to gain insight into how primary school pupils
perform in the understanding of historical time. Important elements in the model include
the development from concrete to abstract knowledge and the use of the vocabulary of
time, from broad to specific dating. Based on the studies of Harnett (1993) and Barton and
Levstik (1996), we defined the knowledge from stage A to B and C, from tangible features
like clothing, transport and architecture to more abstract ones like events and economic and
political structures. For the usage of dates we have defined broad time phrases, like ‘long
ago’ and ‘very long ago’ for stage A. From stage B we expect pupils to be able to work with
dates AD and from stage C with dates BC and the concept of century. Dates AD and BC and
‘century’ are part of learned knowledge that pupils should know by the end of primary
school. For the usage of relative time phrases, studies with English primary school pupils
have shown that these are not very useful and even inappropriate for dating, as children
have very different interpretations of these terms (Stow & Haydn, 2000; Hodkinson, 2003b,
2004, 2009a). For that reason we expect young pupils not to use these broad time phrases
for dating, but in activities on sequencing. In our pilot with think-aloud interviews with pupils
this appeared not to be problematic.
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Table 3.1.

Developmental model for pupils’ understanding of historical time

Objectives
1. Vocabulary
Apply the vocabulary relating to time
and historical periods.

Stage A - Emergent understanding
Apply relative terms relating to time,
such as: most long ago –a very long time
ago - a long time ago – not so long ago –
our times11.

Stage B - Initial understanding
Apply the names of historical eras that
are most recent and most long ago and
terms like the Eras of: Television and
Computer, the World Wars, Steam
engines, Roman times and Middle Ages.
Recognize dates AD.
Sequence some historical periods
(objective 1) and pictures of well-known
people and tangible events, e.g.
inventions.

Stage C - Continued understanding
Apply the names of the historical
eras/periods and terms like Prehistory,
Middle Ages and Golden Age.
Apply dates AD and BC and the relation
between dates and centuries.

2.

Sequence
Sequence historical periods and
objects, situations, events and people
of different periods of time in
chronological order.

Sequence pictures of objects and
situations concerning everyday life, such
as, lifestyle, clothing, architecture and
transport.

3.

Timeline
Place objects, situations, events and
people on a timeline.

Use a simple timeline that portrays the
course of time from (very) long ago until
now.

Use a timeline with names of historical
eras (objective 1).

Use a timeline with dates AD and BC.

4.

Characteristic Features
Use /identify characteristic features
in texts and images to place objects,
situations, events and people in the
correct periods of time.

Use /identify everyday characteristic
features of past periods (lifestyle,
clothing, architecture and transport).

Use /identify social and cultural
characteristic features of some
historical eras (objective 1).

Identify social, cultural, economic and
political characteristic features of the ten
historical eras in national, European and
world history.

5.

Compare and contrast
Compare and contrast different
historical periods to identify changes,
differences and similarities in the way
people lived within and across
periods.

Identify differences in everyday life of
people in the past and the present in
tangible examples through history and
related to generations of parents and
grandparents.

Identify changes, differences and
similarities in the way people lived
across historical periods.

Identify changes, differences and
similarities in the way people lived
within and across historical periods.

Note. The abbreviations AD and BC can be substituted by CE and BCE (Common Era and Before Common Era).

11

‘our times’ is the time after the Second Word War
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3.2.3 Research question
In this study we want to gain insight into the performances of Dutch primary school pupils in
relation to the understanding of historical time based on the developmental model that we
described in Table 3.1. That leads to our research question: ‘How do primary school pupils
aged six to twelve perform with regard to their understanding of historical time?’

3.3 METHOD
To answer this research question we measured performances of pupils in Dutch primary
schools. In the Netherlands, primary schools have 8 grades for pupils aged 4-12. This
research is restricted to pupils in grades 3-8, aged 6-12. For the measurement of pupils’
performances in the understanding of historical time we constructed an instrument based
on our developmental model (Table 3.1). The instrument consisted of two paper and pencil
tests for younger and older pupils with, for each stage, multiple-choice items that
corresponded with the five objectives in the model:
 Test I for pupils in grades 3 and 4 (aged 6-8) with items corresponding to stages A and
B on emergent and initial understanding of historical time;
 Test II for pupils in grades 5-8 (aged 9-12) with items corresponding to stages B and C
on initial and continued understanding of historical time.
In order to verify the validity of the instrument, we also measured a number of variables that
are known to be related to pupils’ performances, such as gender, reading levels and the
educational level of parents. Data from Dutch national tests that assess Dutch pupils in grade
8 (age 11/12) on their knowledge and skills in relation to history showed that pupils with
more highly educated parents had a clear advantage over pupils with less well-educated
parents and that repeatedly boys performed better than girls (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot &
Hemker 2010). On the other hand, Hodkinson (2009b, p. 51) found, based upon a study of
pupils aged 8-11, that “gender does not act as a performance determinant in the teaching
and learning of primary history”.
We strived to ensure the content validity of the instrument in four steps that we will
describe in the paragraph below.
Furthermore, to obtain more background knowledge about history lessons in the
participating schools, we used a questionnaire for the teachers of the classes that
participated in the test. We asked questions about the use of textbooks and timelines and
the time teachers spent on the teaching of historical time.

3.3.1 Construction of the tests to measure pupils’ understanding of historical time
3.3.1.1 Consultation of experts
We first consulted experts from the Dutch National Institute for the Development of
Assessment and teacher trainers to check whether the items that we developed were
consistent with the objectives. These experts advised us not to ask questions involving a
comparison of two pictures of objects or situations that belong to the past and to the
present (like modern toys and toys from the past) because children associate pictures of the
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present with their own experiences and don’t need to apply any knowledge about the past
to give the correct answers. With regard to the items that we developed on sequencing and
the use of timelines, these experts stated that these were in line with our objectives.
After the items were adapted, we consulted three teacher trainers to check whether the
items were consistent with the stages that we defined. The teacher trainers obtained a
random sample of 20 items and were asked to label these items with stage A, B or C, based
on the model in Table 3.1. The teacher trainers labelled between 75% and 85% of these
items identically with the stages in the test.
3.3.1.2 Think-aloud interviews
Secondly, to get empirical data about pupils’ understanding of the tests we conducted thinkaloud interviews on the items we had developed with twenty-four pupils from grade 3 to 8
(aged 6-12) from two primary schools. All the interviews were video-recorded, with parents’
consent. The interviews were conducted with pairs, because this allowed pupils to discuss
and respond to each other’s ideas and therefore could result in more in-depth responses
than individual interviews would (Ashby & Lee 1987; Seixas, 1993). Most of the questions on
relative time vocabulary were correctly answered by all pupils from grades 3-5 (ages 6-9)
and these pupils were all familiar with the terms ‘long ago’, ‘very long ago’, ‘past’, ‘present’,
‘old’ and ‘oldest’. In addition, most pupils from these grades recognized the terms ‘Roman
times’, ‘Middle Ages’, ‘the time of steam engines’ and ‘the Second World War’. Pupils from
grade 5 (aged 8/9) could easily give correct answers to most questions.
The interviews confirmed findings in earlier studies (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik
1996; Vella, 2001) that pupils regularly assume that black-and-white pictures must be older
than coloured ones, which made us decide not to use both coloured and black-and-white
pictures in one item in the final version of the instrument.
3.3.1.3 Pilot of the instrument
The findings from the consultation of the experts and the think-aloud interviews resulted in
the first version of the instrument, with two tests that we piloted in one primary school with
135 pupils from grades 3 to 8 (ages 6-12). Test I was conducted in grades 3 and 4 (ages 6-8)
and test II in grades 5-8 (ages 9-12). We decided on the division between grades 3 and 4 and
grades 5–8 because the items for grades 3-5 in the interviews appeared to be too easy for
the grade 5 pupils. The questions for stage B were identical in both tests, with the difference
that in grades 3 and 4 the questions were read aloud by the first researcher, because
children in grades 3 and 4 cannot yet all read sufficiently well to be able to do the test all by
themselves.
For the pilot we used 65 multiple-choice items with four choices each. There were 20
items for stage A, 20 items for stage B and 25 items for stage C. We wanted the test to take
about one hour. For the pilot test pupils needed more time, particularly for grades 3 and 4.
This meant that we had to reduce the number of items. We calculated the percentages of
correct answers per item and the item-total correlation. Furthermore, we analysed the pvalues and the quality of the distractors. Some items appeared to be too difficult. Based on
these analyses we selected the best items and changed some pictures and distractors, bearing
in mind that each test had to include items on the use of vocabulary of time, sequencing, the
use of timelines, characteristic features of historical periods and the ability to compare and
contrast periods.
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3.3.1.4 The final version of the instrument
The final version of test I consisted of 25 items: 12 items on stage A and 13 items on stage B.
Test II consisted of 32 items, 13 items on stage B (identical to test I) and 19 items on stage C.
Both test I and test II consisted of little booklets of 12-15 pages printed in full colour. The
first page of each booklet contained training items that the pupils could answer together
with their teacher. Pupils in grades 3 and 4 (aged 6-8) could answer the questions by ticking
boxes for answer A, B, C or D in the booklets. Pupils in grades 5-8 (aged 9-12) could tick the
boxes on an answer form.
We developed three timelines that match the knowledge and skills of the
corresponding levels. For level A, emergent understanding, we used the relative terms ‘a
very long time ago’, ‘a long time ago’, ‘not so long ago’ and ‘now’ in items in which students
had to sequence pictures on a timeline. For level B, initial understanding, we only used the
most recent and most long ago eras as mentioned in Table 3.1. For level C, continued
understanding, we decided to use a timeline from BC until now, divided into the ten eras
that are part of the Dutch curriculum for history, with dates, but without their names or
symbols.
Most items contained pictures of historical objects, persons or events. The items and
the pictures were spread over the different historical eras and balanced for gender and for
political, social, economic and cultural perspectives. For example, in a question for stage A,
pupils were given four rows of four coloured photos from various buildings in different
orders and were asked to tick the box before the row that represented the correct
chronological sequence. For stage B, an example is a question where pupils had to define the
era in which Anne Frank wrote her diary. This question contained a photo of Anne Frank and
a timeline that represented, in different colours, the most recent and most long ago eras. On
this timeline pupils could tick one of four spots.
3.3.2 Participants
We sent e-mails to the principals of 15 schools that all belong to a partnership with a
university for teacher training, in which they were asked to participate in this study. The 7
schools that reacted positively are public and Catholic schools situated in the south-east of
the Netherlands in both smaller and larger cities and vary in size between 300 and 750
pupils. In total, 65 classes with 1479 pupils participated. We received 1457 complete answer
sheets, from 723 girls and 734 boys.
The schools were asked to provide us with information on pupils’ gender, the
educational levels of the parents and the reading levels. The percentages of children with
lower educated parents varied between 2% and 16%. This corresponds to the national
average, which is 11% (Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, 2013). All
participating schools kept track of pupils’ reading levels through standardized tests, which
include five reading levels from A (the highest stage) to E (the lowest stage). In the
participating schools the percentages for the reading levels largely corresponded to the
national average (Krom, Jongen, Verhelst, Kamphuis & Kleintjes, 2010).
In the questionnaires the teachers of grades 3 and 4 (ages 6-8) stated that they only
incidentally spend time on the teaching of historical time in their lessons on language and
maths. Furthermore, they mentioned working on the vocabulary (past – present – sooner –
later) and on learning about the months of the year, the seasons, the times of parents and
grandparents and sometimes on reading texts about historical topics like ‘castles and
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knights’ in the Middle Ages. The teachers in grade 3 stated that they spend between 0 and
15 minutes per week on the teaching of historical time; for grade 4 this was between 0 and
30 minutes. None of these teachers used timelines.
All seven participating schools teach history as a discrete subject in grades 5-8 (ages
9-12), and follow their textbooks, which is common practice in most Dutch schools
(Wagenaar et al., 2010). The teachers of grades 5-8 spend between 30 and 100 minutes per
week on history lessons.
3.3.3 Data analysis
To analyse how pupils performed on the three stages of understanding of historical time, we
calculated per pupil the percentages of correct answers and the mean percentages of
correct answers per stage for each grade. Subsequently we calculated Cronbach’s alpha for
each stage. For the items of stage A (ages 6–8) the alpha was .60 (n=486); for stage B (ages
6–12) the alpha was .75 (n=1457) and for stage C (ages 9–12) the alpha was .66 (n=971).
To test the effects of pupils’ gender, pupils’ reading level and parents’ educational
levels on pupils’ performance for stages A, B and C we conducted three separate univariate
analyses of variance in which we also controlled for school, grade and age. As pupils’ reading
level is not applicable in grades 3 and 4, this covariate was omitted from the stage A analysis.
In the stage B and C analyses we included the covariate but left out the data from grades 3
and 4 for stage B.

3.4

RESULTS

In Figure 3.1 we present an overview of each stage per grade with percentages of correct
answers.

Figure 3.1.

Mean percentages of correct answers per grade for stage A, B and C
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The standard deviation for the means varied between 13% and 19%. Figure 1 shows that
pupils’ mean scores for correct answers in all three stages rose through the grades. Analyses
of variance showed that the differences between grades were significant for each of the
three stages (at a 5% level of significance). In addition, for each of the three stages, post hoc
Tukey HSD (honest significance difference) tests yielded significant results for all pairwise
comparisons of all grades, except for the difference between grade 7 performance and
grade 8 performance in the items of stage B (p = 0.33).
In the following paragraphs we will have a closer look at pupils’ performances for
each stage.

3.4.1 Stage A, emergent understanding of historical time
Pupils of grades 3 and 4 answered 12 stage A items on 4 objectives. For all but one item
(item 11) Table 3.2 shows that grade 4 students outperformed grade 3 students.
For the objective of sequencing more than half of the grade 3 pupils and about threequarters of grade 4 pupils could correctly sequence pictures of writing devices, means of
transport and buildings (items 1-3).
For the objective of placing pictures of objects on a timeline (items 4 and 5), we
observed that more than half of grade 3 pupils could correctly place the picture of a steamship
(item 5) on a timeline with a division between ‘a very long time ago’, ‘a long time ago’, ‘not so
long ago’ and ‘now’. In grade 4, over half to two-thirds of the pupils could correctly place these
two pictures on the timeline.
Table 3.2.

Percentages of pupils that gave correct answers for items on stage A in grades 3
and 4 (n = 486)

Objectives

Sequencing

Timeline
Characteristic features

Compare and contrast

Items

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Writing devices
Means of transport
Buildings
Dress of men: very long ago
Ships: not so long ago
Steam train
Music devices in grandpa’s time
Kitchens in the past
Photo of grandma in the 60’s
Child labour 19th century - present
Lifestyle 18th century – which generation?
Interior castle – modern house

Grade 3
age 6-7
n = 242
61,3
55,7
62,5
36,6
54,9
24,5
69,0
46,9
16,7
52,5
49,4
36,9

Grade 4
age 7-8
n = 244
82,9
75,3
64,1
53,7
70,3
37,6
86,3
81,9
24,7
74,1
46,0
54,9

About half of the pupils from grade 3 and more than three-quarters of the pupils in grade 4
could correctly identify characteristic features of daily life in pictures of music devices and
kitchens. Only item 6, on the steam train, scored much lower on this objective. Here the
question was how you could see from a picture of a steam train that this train belongs to ‘a
time long ago’. Forty per cent of grade 3 and 4 children were misled by the alternative that
this was because the train was ‘a little bit dirty’.
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Table 3.3.

Percentages of pupils that gave correct answers for items on stage B in grades 3-8 (n = 1457)

Objectives

Vocabulary and dates

Sequencing
Timeline

Characteristic features

Compare and contrast

Items

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

The youngest child, dates AD
The oldest child, dates AD
Who lived most long ago, dates AD
Dutch queens
Story on child labour
A dolmen
Roman army re-enactors
Anne Frank
Wall charts of historical eras
Objects in a museum
Archaeological findings
Mediaeval buildings in a modern city
Unemployment in the 30’s – present

Grade 3
age 6-7
n = 242
23,1
20,5
35,6
45,1
25,1
30,1
42,7
34,7
20,3
45,1
45,9
44,1
25,2
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Grade 4
age 7-8
n = 244
35,8
38,4
41,6
66,3
30,3
30,6
57,6
48,8
32,8
51,7
61,6
50,8
43,2

Grade 5
age 8-9
n = 245
55,8
54,6
63,2
69,9
53,6
41,5
69.0
66,7
36,8
68,8
60,8
55,2
50,8

Grade 6
age 9-10
n = 219
69,3
72,4
82,1
75.0
81,9
59,6
89,7
79
53,3
75,6
64,4
66,8
53,9

Grade 7
age 10-11
n = 271
79
80,8
80.0
73,8
80,8
60,6
93,7
92,3
62,7
82,2
68,6
74,2
68.0

Grade 8
age 11-12
n = 236
84,3
87,3
81,7
73,3
86,9
62,6
92,4
93,2
72,7
83.0
69,2
81,4
70.0
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For the objective compare and contrast, more than half of the grade 3 and 4 pupils could
identify differences between the past and the present in a concrete example of the life of
children (item 10), but for most grade 3 pupils the items in this category appeared to be too
difficult.
3.4.2 Stage B, initial understanding of historical time
The items in stage B were answered by pupils from all participating grades. Table 3.3 shows
that for all items the percentages of pupils that gave correct answers rise through the
grades.
Only items 3 and 4 show slight deviations in grades 6 and 7. Furthermore, we can see that
for grades 6, 7 and 8 the percentages rise less than for grades 3-5.
For the objective on vocabulary and dates more than two-thirds of the pupils in
grades 6, 7 and 8 correctly answered the items in which they had to determine who was the
youngest or the oldest person by using dates AD (items 1-3). A little more than half of the
grade 5 pupils correctly answered these items, whereas for grade 4 this percentage was less
than half and for grade 3 less than a quarter.
For grade 3 and 4 pupils the highest results are for the items for the objectives of
sequencing (item 4) and recognising characteristic features (items 10 and 11). For the items
where pupils had to place pictures or little stories on a timeline we see that a third to half of
the grade 3 and 4 pupils could place Roman soldiers (item 7) and Anne Frank (item 8) correctly
on a timeline with historical eras. For the other grades, these percentages rise to over 90% in
grade 8.
For the objective compare and contrast, half of the pupils in grade 4 and over twothirds of the pupils in grades 6-8 could identify that churches in modern cities are often
mediaeval (item 12). For item 13, with a less concrete content, the scores were much lower.
Here pupils had to compare unemployment in the 1930s with unemployment in modern
times.

3.4.3 Stage C, continued understanding of historical time
Table 3.4 shows that almost half of grade 5 pupils could answer the items with dates BC
(items 1 and 2) correctly, whereas in grade 6 more than half and in grades 7 and 8 more than
three-quarters of the pupils understood the meaning of dates BC. The concept of century
(items 3 and 4) appeared to be problematic for all pupils from grades 5-7. Only in grade 8
could a little more than half of the pupils answer these items correctly.
The items on sequencing of events and historical persons (items 5 and 6) appeared to
be difficult in all grades as well; even in grades 7 and 8 only a little more than half of the
pupils answered these items correctly. On the other hand, the item on the sequencing of
historical eras (item 7) was answered correctly by more than half of the grade 5 pupils and
over 80% of grade 8 pupils.
The items about the placing of pictures of events and situations on a timeline (items
8-10) appeared to be difficult for all pupils of grades 5-8. Even in grade 8 less than half of the
pupils were able to give the correct answers.
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In the items where pupils had to recognize characteristic features (items 12-15), the
features were more abstract than in stages A and B, for example urban culture, slave trade
and the cold war. These items appeared to be difficult for most pupils, except for the item
about the Roman stadium (item 15), which was answered correctly by over three-quarters of
grade 6-8 pupils.
In this stage the items on compare and contrast (items 16-19) were extended to the
identification of differences and similarities within and across historical periods, like, for
example, the changes in the way of life of hunters and farmers in prehistoric times. Over half
of the pupils in grades 5-8 were able to identify changes in lifestyle within the era of Hunters
and Farmers (item 16) and technical changes in the era of the Industrial Revolution (item
17). The more abstract changes in the time of the French Revolution (item 18) appeared to
be more difficult for most pupils in grades 5-7.
Table 3.4.

Percentages of pupils that gave correct answers for items on stage C in grades 5-8
(n = 971)

Objectives

Vocabulary dates

Sequencing

Timeline

Characteristic
features

Compare and
contrast

Items

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Roman coins AD and BC
Old buildings AD and BC
When was the 13th century
Which century was 1953?
Events from Dutch history
Famous Dutch women
Sequence of 4 different eras
Rembrandts Night watch
Mosques in the Netherlands
The first Dutch modern constitution
The iconoclastic outbreak
Canal houses in Amsterdam
Triangular trade
The Berlin Wall
A Roman stadium
Hunters and Farmers
Changes in a textile factory in 1870
Changes during the French Revolution
Commemoration of World War II

Grade 5
age 8-9
n = 245

Grade 6
age 9-10
n = 219

Grade 7
age 10-11
n = 271

Grade 8
age 11-12
n = 236

45,7
48,4
35,3
23,9
38,4
26,2
51,0
30,9
12,3
14,0
29,8
33,5
19,1
18,5
37,0
50,4
55,9
25,2
34,2

62,3
66,8
29,5
13,5
51,4
39,7
61,5
38,8
18,7
11,0
32,4
36,5
27,0
13,2
75,9
52,6
56,5
39,1
47,4

74,5
77,4
33,9
30,3
50,9
50,2
64,4
40,0
22,1
22,9
41,7
44
34,1
29,7
75,9
64,0
63,9
46,6
56,9

85,2
84,4
53,8
51,7
62,0
58,6
83,8
54,1
31,9
35,2
44,2
48,1
50,0
23,7
79,7
72,0
69,4
56,1
66,8

3.4.4 The effect of pupils’ characteristics on pupils’ performance
We tested the effects of pupils’ gender, pupils’ reading level and parents’ educational levels
on pupils’ performance in stages A, B and C through three separate univariate analyses of
variance in which we also controlled for school, grade and age (see Table 3.5 for
standardized parameter estimates and probabilities).
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Table 3.5.

Standardized effects of pupils’ characteristics on pupils’ performance

Effect

Stage A
(n = 486)

Stage B
(n = 971)

Stage C
(n = 971)

b
p
b
p
b
p
Grade 3
ref.
Grade 4
.401 .002
Grade 5
ref.
ref.
Grade 6
.602 .000
.557 .000
Grade 7
.936 .000
1.255 .000
Grade 8
1.167 .000
2.022 .000
Pupil’s age
.644 .001
-.170 .054
-.365 .000
Gender(girl vs boy)
-.117 .142
-.108 .015
-.183 .000
Pupil’s reading level
.110 .000
.166 .000
Parents’ education (high vs low)
.603 .000
.253 .002
.307 .002
Note. b = standardized regression coefficient; p = probability. Intercepts and school effects are not reported, to
save space. Standardized regression coefficients can be interpreted as effect sizes; 0.1, 0.3, and 0.5 are
considered small, medium, and large for continuous covariate age and reading level; 0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 are
considered large for all other (dichotomous) covariates.

From Table 3.5 it appears that on the items of stage A grade 4 pupils scored higher (b =
0.401) than grade 3 pupils. Even after taking grade differences into account, older pupils
performed better than younger pupils (b = 0.644). Parents’ education also had a positive
effect (b = 0.603). There was no significant effect of gender in stage A.
Stage B results and stage C results are very similar. In both stages we see large grade
effects and small but significant effects of pupils’ reading level and parents’ educational
level. There is also a small effect of gender: girls performed significantly lower than boys in
the stage B and C tests. Interestingly, there is also a just significant negative effect of pupils’
age, after taking grade differences into account. This means that within the same grade,
older pupils performed somewhat lower than younger pupils.

3.5

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

From the results of the tests we can draw some conclusions regarding pupils’ performance in
the three stages of understanding of historical time in the different grades. We saw that
pupils’ performances for each stage increased through the grades and that for all objectives
pupils in higher grades very consistently outperformed pupils in lower grades.
For the majority of grade 3 pupils (age 6/7) the results seem to indicate that a
modest start of emergent understanding of historical time is visible in the objective of
sequencing and to some extent in the objective of recognizing concrete characteristic
features. For most grade 4 pupils (age 7/8) we tend to conclude that they are in the phase of
developing an emergent understanding of historical time and that a modest start of initial
understanding seems to be present for the objectives on sequencing and recognizing
concrete characteristic features. These results correspond with findings in earlier mainly
qualitative research (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996) that concluded that young
children can distinguish changes over time based on tangible physical factors. For the
interpretation of the results of grade 3 and 4 pupils, we must bear in mind that these pupils
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have hardly had any teaching on the understanding of historical time. For over half of grade
5 pupils (age 8/9) we saw that they correctly answered most items in stage B. This seems to
indicate that these pupils are in the phase of developing an initial understanding of historical
time. Here we must take into account the fact that the tests were taken toward the
beginning of the school year, which meant for most participating schools that grade 5 had
just started history lessons. For pupils in grades 6, 7 and 8 (age 9-12) we can conclude that
they have developed an initial understanding of historical time for all objectives. Only in
grades 7 and 8 did pupils seem to have started the development of continued understanding
of historical time. Also, for these pupils we noticed that the results were higher for items
with more tangible features for the objectives on recognizing characteristic features in
stages B and C.
As expected, pupils’ performances were influenced by gender, reading levels and
parents’ education. In all three stages the effect of parents’ education was small but
significant. In stages B and C girls scored significantly lower than boys while the effect of
reading levels was also significant. This is consistent with conclusions from national tests for
grade 8 in the Netherlands (Wagenaar, et al., 2010). As for the effect of gender, these
conclusions contradict the results of Hodkinson (2009b). It would be interesting to
investigate this effect more specifically in future research.
Two assumptions were important elements in the structure of the developmental
model: the development from concrete to abstract understanding and the use of the
vocabulary of time from broad to specific dating. Pupils’ performances in grades 3 and 4
(ages 6-8) seem to indicate that the understanding of historical time in the emergent and the
initial stage starts with the skills of sequencing and recognizing concrete characteristic
features, whereas the understanding of more abstract features follows later. For the
objective on comparing and contrasting as well, we could see that the scores for items
where pupils could identify more tangible features, like interiors and buildings, were higher
than for items with more abstract features, like unemployment in the 1930s and political
changes during the French Revolution. As for our second assumption, we noticed that the
use of specific dates BC in stage B was indeed too difficult for pupils in grades 3 and 4.
Furthermore, we saw that the use of dates AD in stage C started to develop for pupils in
grades 6-8 (ages 9-12). The relation between dates and centuries appeared to be difficult for
all pupils, even in grade 8.
For the three stages of understanding historical time we can conclude that the pupils
who participated in our research show growth in their performances. However, we do not
know the extent to which this growth is caused by maturation, by teaching, by factors
outside the school environment or by a combination of these factors. What we can see is
that the understanding of historical time starts from a younger age than is described in
earlier studies (Oakden & Sturt 1922; Friedman, 1944; Bradley, 1947; Jahoda, 1963; Hallam,
1970; Thornton & Vukelich, 1988). The increasing performances that we found could be
caused by maturation, especially between the ages of 6 and 8/9, in which the pupils in our
study have been taught very little about the objectives of understanding historical time. We
assume that the teaching of history from the age of 8/9 will be a cause for growth in
performances, as is argued by Blyth (1978), West (1981a), Levstik and Pappas (1987),
Harnett (1993), Brophy et al., (1993), Barton and Levstik (1996), Stow and Haydn (2000),
Hoge and Foster (2002), Vella (2001), Hoodless (2002), Barton (2002), Hodkinson (2004),
Solé (2009), Wilschut (2012) and Cooper (2012). On the other hand, factors outside school
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could be important as well in explaining the growth in development from stage A to stage C.
More research would be needed to find answers to this question.
In order to describe pupils’ performances regarding the understanding of historical
time we constructed an instrument to measure these performances. For stage A the
reliability of the instrument came out rather low, with an alpha of .60 (n = 486). This could
be explained by the low average scores in grades 3 and 4 where pupils have hardly had any
teaching on the objectives of understanding historical time. The reliability for stage C was
also rather low with an alpha of .66 (n = 971). Several items that we developed for this stage
also appeared difficult for some of the pupils. Another explanation for the low reliability
might be that we included different item formats for different objectives: items with and
without a timeline, items with and without pictures, items with dates and items in which the
students had to make a comparison. It might be possible that the different item formats
require different types of knowledge and abilities. Furthermore, the items were spread over
different eras; some pupils may have more knowledge about particular eras and less about
other eras.
The results of this study seem to indicate that the developmental model could be
useful in describing primary school pupils’ performances in relation to the understanding of
historical time. The results of the tests with primary pupils in the different stages indicate
that in all grades there seems to be room for improvement, and especially in the lower
grades, where pupils have hardly had any teaching on the understanding of historical time.
But also in the higher grades pupils could improve in stage C, continued understanding,
particularly in understanding the relation between dates and centuries, in the placing of
pictures of events and situations on the timeline and in the ability to compare and contrast
within and across historical periods.
Future research could investigate the extent to which, and how, schools teach these
objectives and whether it is possible to improve pupils’ performance in these components of
understanding historical time.
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“EVERYTHING WAS BLACK AND WHITE . . .” PRIMARY SCHOOL PUPILS’ NAIVE
REASONING WHILE SITUATING HISTORICAL PHENOMENA IN TIME12
The understanding of historical time is an important aim in primary school history
education. This study focuses on problems pupils encounter in their reasoning, when
carrying out assignments on placing historical phenomena in time. The context is the
Dutch curriculum with ten eras and characteristic features, which was implemented to
support pupils in orientating themselves in time. Twenty-two pupils of grades 3 to 8 (ages
6-12) conducted assignments in which they had to place objects, situations, events and
people in time. These assignments were based on the objectives on the understanding of
historical time. Results confirmed problems that had been described in previous studies,
but some other problems were identified as well. These problems were related to the
names and icons and characteristic features of the ten eras, which sometimes helped, but
sometimes also hindered pupils in their reasoning. Awareness of these problems is helpful
for the development of a pedagogy to improve pupils’ understanding of historical time. The
study concludes with implications for teachers, teacher trainers and policymakers.
4.1 INTRODUCTION
The concept of the understanding of historical time is often restricted to ‘chronology’.
However, understanding historical time is more than chronology, which in its strictest sense
only refers to the arrangement of events or dates in the order of their occurrence. Next to
an understanding of dates and knowing the names and sequence of historical eras, the
understanding of historical time also involves knowledge and understanding of events and
changes in the past, and of change and continuity within and between periods (Stow &
Haydn, 2000; Wilschut, 2012). This understanding includes knowledge of characteristics of
different historical eras and how people lived in those eras, which is also referred to as ‘a
sense of period’ (Dawson, 2004). In our rapidly changing society with numerous
technological developments, the understanding of historical time becomes increasingly
important to help children with the interpretation of constantly available information about
contemporary and historical events and changes.
However, evaluations indicate that the teaching and learning of historical time in
primary schools is not always optimal (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot & Hemker, 2010; Ofsted,
2011). Although there are some older studies on teaching programs about the
understanding of historical time for primary pupils (Blyth, 1978; West, 1981a; Hodkinson,
2003a), little still is known about problems that pupils might encounter while situating
historical phenomena in time. Knowledge about problems that arise in these kinds of
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assignments could help to gain more insight into how pupils develop their understanding of
historical time.
This study is part of a more comprehensive study in which a large group of Dutch
primary pupils carried out a paper and pencil test, which concluded that pupils’
performances on the understanding of historical time increased through grade 3-8 (De
Groot-Reuvekamp, Ros, Van Boxtel, & Oort, 2017). In the present study we want to focus on
problems in pupils’ reasoning in the Dutch context.

4.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
4.2.1 Pupils’ reasoning on events, people and changes through time
In a previous study (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017) five objectives for primary school
pupils’ understanding of historical time were defined:
Pupils learn to:
1. Apply the vocabulary relating to time and periods of time.
2. Identify characteristic features in texts and images to place objects, situations, events
and people in the correct periods of time.
3. Place objects, situations, events and people on a timeline.
4. Identify changes, differences and similarities in the way people lived within and across
periods.
5. Sequence objects, situations, events and people of different periods of time in
chronological order.
A small body of empirical studies describes primary school pupils’ development on some of
these objectives (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge and
Foster, 2002). For instance, pupils’ understanding of the vocabulary of time develops from the
use of relative time phrases, such as ‘long ago’ and ‘very long ago’, to names of historical
eras, dates AD and BC and centuries. Identifying characteristic features of historical periods
develops from concrete everyday life characteristics, such as clothing, transport and
architecture, to more abstract characteristics such as social and cultural characteristics and
economic and political structures.
In a number of empirical studies researchers have investigated primary pupils’
reasoning while working on tasks about sequencing and dating, with pictures, stories or
artifacts (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; VanSledright & Brophy, 1992; Harnett, 1993; Brophy,
VanSledright, & Bredin, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Wood & Holden, 1997; Vella, 2001;
Foster, Hoge & Rosch, 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Blow, Lee & Shemilt,
2012). Although these studies predominantly focused on what pupils between the ages of 5
and 12 did well, they also shed some light on problems that pupils encountered in their
reasoning on events, people and changes through time. With regard to sequencing pictures
of situations about daily life in different historical periods, most pupils of all ages performed
these tasks more or less correctly, but their reasoning on justifying their choices showed
three types of problems.
Firstly, the use of dates appeared to be difficult for the youngest pupils (Barton and
Levstik, 1996). Since pupils in grades 3-5 are still learning the meaning of numbers, it is no
surprise that these pupils have problems in applying dates. For instance, Barton and Levstik
56

Chapter 4

(1996, p.435) indicate that younger “pupils sometimes did not understand that dates in the
past are smaller than the present date or that dates from later in time must be larger than
those longer ago”. Especially pupils in grades 3-5, but also older pupils, often used broad
time phrases like ‘long ago’ and ‘very long ago’ (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993;
Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002). The use of these broad time
phrases can be problematic, as Hodkinson (2003b) described, because pupils can have very
different interpretations of these terms. Pupils in grades 6-8 understood the arhythmical
meaning of dates (Barton & Levstik, 1996) and more often used dates and names of
historical periods. However, they often lacked the historical knowledge to apply dates
accurately (Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002).
The second type of problems relates to applying knowledge of characteristics of
historical periods. As could be expected, older pupils more often applied historical
knowledge than younger pupils (Barton & Levstik, 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster,
2002). However, older pupils did not always apply their knowledge accurately either, as was
reported for instance by VanSledright and Brophy (1992), who found that pupils often mixed
accurate historical information with naive conceptions and imaginative elaborations. An
example is a fifth-grade pupil, explaining how Columbus discovered America together with
“another guy, a pirate or something . . .” who found it first and after whom America was
named (VanSledright & Brophy, 1992, p. 845-846). Also Wagenaar and Hemker (2004, p.
111) found that pupils in grade 8 (ages 11-12) sometimes tried to compensate their lack of
knowledge with ‘speculations and phantasies’. Furthermore, pupils’ reasoning when
identifying characteristics in pictures was sometimes affected by the type of source, as for
instance with regard to a picture with an artists’ impression of a dinosaur, on the basis of
which a 7-year old pupil reasoned that dinosaurs are very old, but that the picture did not
look old at all (Harnett, 1993).
Thirdly, with regard to comparing pictures from different historical periods, pupils in
the studies mentioned above regularly compared historical situations with their present-day
experiences, by identifying characteristics in present-day society that were ‘not yet’ present
in ‘earlier times’, assuming that history is a linear story of progression (Harnett, 1993; Barton
& Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). Present-oriented thinking, or presentism, could lead
pupils to think of people in present times as superior (Hunt, 2002) and people in the past as
stupid (Lee & Ashby, 2001). This kind of reasoning, in which the past is judged from a
contemporary perspective, can cause misconceptions about the past. In several of the
studies mentioned above pupils demonstrated these kinds of misconceptions, for instance in
reasoning that black-and-white pictures and appearances as ‘dirty’ or ‘broken’ must be older
than coloured pictures and bright shiny artefacts (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996;
Foster et al., 1999; Vella, 2001; Blow et al., 2012).
From literature can be concluded that in pupils’ reasoning, while accounting for their
choices in sequencing and dating, several problems arose with regard to the components of
the understanding of time: problems in using the vocabulary of time, problems in identifying
characteristic features of historical eras, and problems resulting from present-oriented
thinking in comparing historical periods with each other and the present. There are hardly
any studies that focus on problems in placing historical phenomena on timelines, which is
also part of the developmental model on the understanding of historical time. In a study of
De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., (2017) two different kinds of timelines were used. For the items
in which pupils placed phenomena on a timeline with only the names of eras, the number of
correct answers increased through grades 3-8 from 33% to 84% (Table 3.3). For phenomena
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that had to be placed in periods of time on a timeline with dates and without the names of
eras, correct answers for grades 5-8 ranged from 22% to 41% (Table 3.4). These findings
indicate that pupils found it hard to relate phenomena that are characteristic for certain eras
to periods of time on the timeline. This is remarkable, because a new curriculum for history
was introduced in the Netherlands during the last decade, with a framework of ten eras and
characteristic features to support pupils in placing historical phenomena in time. The next
section elaborates on the renewal of the Dutch history curriculum.
4.2.2 The Dutch curriculum: a chronological framework of orientation knowledge
The present curriculum for history in Dutch primary and secondary education was implemented
in 2006, in response to a public debate about history education failing to provide pupils with
factual knowledge and chronological understanding (Van Drie, Logtenberg, & Riessen, 2009;
Wilschut, 2010; Klein, 2010; Van Boxtel & Grever, 2011). This curriculum aims to improve
pupils’ understanding of historical time through the introduction of a framework of ten eras
with symbolic icons and ‘easy to remember’ associative names, such as the Era of Cities and
States (Late Middle Ages) and the Era of Regents and Princes (17th century) (Commission on
History and Social Sciences, 2001). For each era characteristic features are described, with a
total of 49 characteristics, of which 20 apply for primary education. Examples of characteristic
features for primary education are ‘the emergence of agriculture and agricultural
communities’ in the era of Hunters and Farmers and ‘the striving for fundamental rights and
political influence of citizens in the French and Dutch revolutions’ in the era of Wigs and
Revolutions. The majority of the 20 characteristics that apply for primary education have a
political or economic perspective (See Appendix 4.1 for the names of all ten eras, with 20
characteristic features). These characteristic features are meant to be a frame of reference,
which supports pupils to orientate themselves in time. They contain no specific names of
persons or events, because the idea is that teachers and pupils themselves can think about
meaningful and significant events that relate to the characteristics of eras. For example, for one
pupil, knowledge about the Reformation can be illustrated with Luther or Calvin, whereas
another pupil might use Zwingli or Erasmus, or yet another reformer. These kinds of examples
should function as ‘coat pegs’ with which pupils can remember to which era certain
phenomena belong (Commission on History and Social Sciences, 2001). In addition to this
predominantly European framework with ten eras and characteristic features, a historicalcultural canon was developed, consisting of a list of fifty events and persons in Dutch history,
which can be used to illustrate the eras (Van Oostrom, 2007). Some examples from this Dutch
canon are: The Roman limes, Charlemagne, William of Orange, Rembrandt, Slavery, World
War I and II, and Anne Frank. Both the ten-era framework and the Dutch canon are part of the
core objectives in primary and secondary education (Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and
Sciences, 2006, 2010). In most primary schools the teaching of the history curriculum starts
from grade 5 or sometimes 6, at the ages of 8 or 9.
There are some indications that pupils at the end of primary school could more often
correctly place historical events on a timeline after the introduction of the ten era framework.
However, it is not clear whether this framework really leads to improvement in pupils’
understanding of historical time (Wagenaar et al., 2010; De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014).
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4.2.3 Research question
The present study addresses the following research question: ‘Which types of problems related
to the objectives of the understanding of time arise in Dutch primary school pupils’ reasoning
while placing historical phenomena in time?’
4.3 METHOD
To answer the research question we investigated pupils’ reasoning in interviews with
assignments that focused on the objectives of the understanding of historical time (De GrootReuvekamp et al., 2017). In these assignments, pupils aged 6-12 had to place pictures and
stories of objects, situations, events and people in time. To make them feel more at ease and
to give them the opportunity to interact, discuss and respond to each other’s answers, the
pupils were interviewed in pairs. In this way it is expected that pupils show more elaborated
reasoning than in individual interviews (Seixas, 1993; Barton, 2001). Although group
interviews make it more difficult to identify characteristics of individual pupils, we did not
consider this to be a problem, since the purpose of this study was not to quantify correct
answers of each pupil.
4.3.1 Participants
The participants in this study were twenty-two pupils from grades 3-8 (ages 6-12) in two
primary schools in smaller cities in the South-East of the Netherlands. For both schools
teachers of each grade were asked to select two pupils, representing the average
performance in their classrooms. For school A, no pupils of grade 8 participated, because at
the moment that the interviews were conducted, both selected pupils were not in school. In
total 14 girls and 8 boys participated in the interviews (Table 4.1).
Table 4.1.

Participating pupils, with age and gender (n = 22)

Grade
School A
3.
Nora (7,f) and Samira (7,f)
4.
Ruby (7,f) and Simon (8, m)
5.
Gemma (9,f) and Theo (9,m)
6.
Mira (10,f) and Gino (10,m)
7.
Jessie (10,f) and Jade (11,f)
8.
Note. f = female; m = male

School B
Fiona (6,f) and Charlie (7,m)
Mandy (7,f) and Paula (8,f)
Alice (9,f) and Felicia (9,f)
Kevin (10,m) and Kai (10,m)
Lucy (11,f) and Pearl (10,f)
Mike (12,m) and Luke (12,m)

For each participating pupil, parental consent was asked and received for their children to
take part in the interview and for the video recording. The names in Table 4.1 are
pseudonyms. In both schools history featured in the curriculum for grades 5 to 8, with
weekly lessons of about one hour per week. History did not feature in the curricula for
grades 3 and 4. The schools are representative in teaching history with a chronological
approach (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014). School A taught weekly history lessons in
grades 5-8 with a textbook, based on the ten eras and the characteristic features in which all
eras featured twice: in grades 5 and 6 and again, more in depth, in grades 7and 8. School B
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used a program with a thematic, integrated approach for history, geography and science,
next to weekly lessons on the Dutch canon, in grades 5-8, in combination with timelines with
the ten eras. All windows of the canon were taught two times, in grades 5-6 and again in
grades 7-8.
4.3.2 Assignments in interviews
The assignments in the interviews (Table 4.2) were based on the five objectives in pupils’
understanding of historical time (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017), and increased in
difficulty with regard to the use of vocabulary, the concreteness of characteristic features
and the complexity of the timelines. Table 4.2 presents an overview of the assignments that
were used in the interviews. Assignments 1-14 were carried out by pupils of grades 3 and 4
(ages 6-8), assignments 1-24 by pupils of grades 3 to 5 (ages 6-9), and assignments 9-40 by
pupils of grades 6 to 8 (ages 9-12).
Most assignments contained pictures that represented elements of characteristic
features of the ten eras and the Dutch canon. These pictures were carefully selected from
educational and museum websites. Next to the names of the ten eras, traditional names of
historical periods were used, such as Prehistory, Middle Ages and Golden Age, in some
assignments, because these terms are often used in everyday language and also in history
textbooks, next to the names of the ten eras.
For pupils in grades 3-5, assignments 1 to 8 concerned the placing in time of concrete
objects and situations from everyday life, such as toys, writing devices and living rooms, with
sets of three pictures, with questions such as: Which toy is the oldest? Which living room is
from long ago and which one longest ago? Assignments 9 to 12 were about the chronological
sequence of sets of three pictures with concrete characteristics, such as classrooms or means of
transport, with questions such as: What is the correct sequence, when you start with the oldest
picture?
Furthermore, there were assignments on the understanding of dates AD (13 and 14), in
which pupils, for example, had to identify which child from three children in one family was the
oldest or the youngest, from their years of birth. Assignments 15 to 24 consisted of pictures and
little stories about different social and cultural characteristics of eras, which had to be placed in
the correct historical era on a simple timeline with only three eras with icons, but no dates.
Pupils in grades 6-8 also carried out assignments 9 to 12 on chronological sequences,
dates AD and social and cultural characteristic features. In addition these pupils were asked to
place some pictures in one of three timeframes on a timeline with only dates AD and no names
of eras (25-28). Furthermore, these pupils carried out assignments on the understanding of
dates AD and BC by identifying the oldest or most recent picture from sets of three pictures,
such as coins or ships with given dates (29-31). Assignments 32 to 34 were about identifying the
correct century of a historical event to which the date was given. Finally pupils were asked to
place stories and pictures about economic and political characteristics of eras on a timeline with
dates and the names and icons of the ten eras.
The interviews were conducted by the first researcher. The interviewer read all
assignments aloud and asked the pupils to choose an answer from three options.
Subsequently, the interviewer asked the pupils to elaborate on their answers, by probing with
questions such as: “Why do you think so?”, “Do you agree?”, “Why / why not?”, “How can
you see that?”, “What makes you think so?”, and “How long ago do you think this was?” The
interviews lasted about 30 to 45 minutes.
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Table 4.2.

Overview of the assignments in the interviews with objectives and questions asked

Assignments
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Toys
Ships
Women’s clothes
Boiling water
Writing devices
Living rooms
Kitchens
Goblets
Classrooms
Transport
Buildings
Women
Children
Historical persons
Hunters and Farmers
Anne Frank
Roman stadium
Knights on Bayeux Tapestry
Reindeer hunters
Painting of Vermeer
Steam factory
Columbus
Roman Aqueduct
Neil Armstrong
Classroom
Transport
Building
Woman
Roman coins
Buildings
Ships
Television
Mediaeval castle
The euro
Charlemagne
The French Revolution
Great depression
Medieval crane
Flourishing trade in Amsterdam
Abolition of slavery

Objectives
Time vocabulary: relative terms relating
to time.
2) Characteristic features: Concrete
characteristics of everyday life.
4) Compare and contrast.

Pictures / stories

Questions asked

Grades

Ages

Which picture represents an object
from the past, the present, from
long ago, very long ago?

3-5

6-9

1)

Sets of three pictures.

4) Compare and contrast.
5) Chronological sequence.

Three rows of three pictures.

What is the correct chronological
sequence?

3-8

6-12

1)

Time vocabulary: Dates AD.

Names with dates. No pictures.
Pictures with names and dates.

Which person is the oldest /
youngest?

3-8

6-12

1)
2)

Time vocabulary: names of eras
Characteristic features: mostly social
and cultural (concrete).
Use of short timelines with three eras
with icons (no dates).

A picture with a short
story/description and a choice from
three eras.

In which era did this happen?

5-8

8-12

6-8

9-12

3)

3)

Use of a timeline with dates AD.

One picture with a choice from three
marked timeframes.

To which timeframe does this
picture belong?

1)

Time vocabulary: Dates BC.

Three pictures with dates.

Which picture represents the
oldest coin, building, ship?

6-8

9-12

1)

Time vocabulary: Centuries.

A picture with a short description and
a date.

In which century did this happen?

6-8

9-12

2)

Characteristic features: mostly
economic and political (more abstract).
Use of timelines with dates and names
and icons of the ten eras.

A picture with a short
story/description and a choice from
three timeframes.

In which era did this happen?

6-8

9-12

3)
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4.3.3 Data analysis
Eleven interviews were recorded and transcribed. The units of analysis were the answers that
were given by pairs of pupils in the assignments. From 274 answers, 168 answers were selected
in which pupils’ reasoning became visible, because they explained or discussed their answer.
The answers that contained hardly or no verbalization of pupils’ thinking and reasoning were
excluded.
The first author started with open coding of problems in pupils’ reasoning. The codes
were discussed with the co-authors in an iterative process of re-examining the data and refining
the codes. The final codes are presented in Table 4.3. Firstly the codes were compared to the
problems found in literature about the vocabulary of time, knowledge about characteristic
features and present-oriented thinking (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; VanSledright & Brophy,
1992; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Vella, 2001; Hoge & Foster,
2002; Blow et al., 2012).
Based on the literature, codes were distinguished for problems with relative time
phrases, problems with meaning of dates, and problems with lack of knowledge about
characteristic features of eras. Furthermore expressions of presentism were coded: such as
dirty or broken appearances, characteristics that were ‘not yet’ present, black-and-white
versus coloured pictures and the type of picture (photo, drawing or painting). Subsequently,
based on our data, the codes were expanded with problems that frequently appeared in
pupils’ answers: problems with names of historical eras and centuries, problems with the
timeline, problems with characteristic features, and names and icons of eras in the Dutch
curriculum and economic and political characteristic features, which appeared more
problematic than social and cultural characteristics. Extra codes for expressions of
presentism were added: the present being more beautiful, richer, posh and real, and the past
being weird, and reasoning that people could ‘not yet’ use electricity or other materials than
for example wood or stone. Citations were marked that were illustrative for the coded
problems.
The final codes and the relation to the objectives on the understanding of historical
time are presented in Table 4.3. For the objective on sequencing historical phenomena in
historical order, no specific problems were found, but in their reasoning on justifying the
sequences, pupils encountered problems related to the other objectives, for instance, with
identifying characteristic features or presentism in comparing different pictures with each
other. We included some examples of the coding in Appendix 4.2.
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Table 4.3.

Coding scheme with problems and sub-categories for pupils’ reasoning when placing historical phenomena in time

Objectives

Problems

Sub categories and descriptions

1. Vocabulary of time
Apply the vocabulary relating to time
and periods of time.

Relative time phrases

Pupils use relative time phrases for different periods and durations, e.g. very long ago.

Meaning of dates

Pupils relate the lowest date to the most recent event.
Pupils do not know how to pronounce dates.
Pupils confuse dates AD and BC.

Meaning of centuries

Pupils confuse the numbers of dates with the names of centuries, e.g., 1952 is 19th century

Meaning of names of eras

Pupils do not understand names in the Dutch ten-era framework, e.g. ‘regents’, ‘citizens’.

Lack of knowledge about curricular
characteristic features

Pupils reason with the names or icons of eras, instead of curricular characteristic features.
Pupils mix up characteristics from different eras.
Pupils find it more difficult to apply knowledge of economic and political characteristic features of
historical periods than social and cultural characteristics.

Lack of knowledge about the position of
historical eras on the timeline

Pupils make intuitive guesses for placements of a phenomenon in an era on the timeline.
Pupils guess for the dates that relate to an era on the timeline.
Pupils start from what they assume would be incorrect, and select the era left over.

Presentism: progress is assumed in:
- people’s intelligence and use of
materials
- appearance of objects / devices

Pupils reason that people get smarter in the course of time.
Pupils reason that people could ‘not yet’ use electricity or other materials than for example wood or
stone.
Pupils reason that objects of the present are more beautiful, richer, posh and real.
Pupils reason that objects of the past are weird, dirty, broken, worn-down, and old-fashioned.

Characteristics of pictures are confusing

Pupils assume that black and white and grey or brown pictures are older than coloured ones.
Pupils assume that photos are more recent and more real than drawings or paintings.

2. Characteristic Features
Identify characteristic features in
texts and images to place objects,
situations, events and people in the
correct periods of time.
3. Timeline
Place objects, situations, events and
people on a timeline.
4. Compare and contrast
Identify changes, differences and
similarities in the way people lived
within and across periods.

5. Sequence
Sequence objects, situations, events
and people of different periods of
time in chronological order.

Naive reasoning as in 1 to 4
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4.4 RESULTS
The problems in pupils’ reasoning in assignments on placing objects, situations, events and
people in time are presented in Table 4.3, categorized according to the objectives on the
understanding of historical time. The results for each objective are presented below. The
numbers between brackets refer to the assignments in Table 4.2.
4.4.1 The vocabulary of time
In answering assignments 1-12, grade 3-5 pupils could easily identify which pictures showed
objects or situations from the past, the present, from long ago or very long ago. In their
reasoning, grade 3 pupils rather often used different terms of relative time vocabulary, such
as ‘in the past’, ‘now’, ‘old’, ‘older’, ‘very old’, ‘new’, ‘newer’, ‘a little bit newer’, ‘super old’
or ‘new’. In grades 4 and 5 this vocabulary became more differentiated, with term as ‘just
new’, ‘pretty old , ‘more modern’, ‘less or a little bit modern’ , ‘a little bit later’ , and
‘very, very, very long ago’. However, these pupils sometimes had different associations with
these terms, as for instance Charlie, grade 3, told about a picture of a Viking ship (2): “The
Vikings were very long ago, I think that my father and mother were not yet there, because
my father is already forty” and Paula, grade 4, with regard to a picture of 19th century toys
(1): “The past is a very long time ago, for example three years ago or ten years ago”. Gemma
and Theo, grade 5, found the picture of the Parthenon in the sequencing assignment of
buildings (11), “very, very old, maybe 900 or 1000 years”.
The meaning of dates appeared to be difficult for grade 3-5 pupils, as in assignment
13, where they had to decide which one of three children, born in 2003, 2005 and 2007, was
the youngest. Most pairs had discussions about the correct answer, because one of the
pupils thought that the lowest date belonged to the youngest child, as Ruby (grade 4), who
reasoned that a child who was born in 2003 would be younger than a child born in 2007. For
grade 6-8 pupils, only one grade 7 pupil made this mistake. The big numbers of dates
appeared to be difficult for grade 3-5 pupils. Theo, grade 5, for instance dated the Second
World War about “ten thousand nine hundred ninety six, or nineteen...?” Occasionally, grade 68 pupils used expressions for decades, as Mira, grade 6, who recognized a photo of a
classroom (10) as “from the fifties” and a photo of cars and trams (10) as “from the thirties”.
For the interpretation of dates BC (29-31) several grade 6 and 7 pupils initially were
confused with regard to identifying the oldest of three Roman coins (116 AD; 53 AD; 103 BC).
However, when asked by the interviewer to have a good look at the dates, they mostly
corrected themselves. However, for the interpretation of the dates of three ships (31), two
grade 7pupils and the two grade 8 pupils identified the picture of a Roman ship (450 BC) as
the oldest, because, as Pearl, grade 7, explained: “it is still made of wood and looks like a
tree trunk”. When the interviewer asked her to look at the dates, she responded: “then C [an
Egyptian boat from 1900 BC] is the oldest, because thousand before Christ is really a lot”.
The assignments on centuries (32-34) appeared to be problematic for most grade 6-8
pupils. The date 1290 (building of a castle) was correctly interpreted as the 13 th century by
only one grade 7 pupil. About half of these pupils interpreted 1952 (first TV-broadcast) as
19th century, and 2002 (introduction of the euro) as 20th century.
With regard to the names of eras, grade 5 pupils found some names difficult, as
turned out in assignments 15-24, in which they had to place a picture with a little story in
one of three given eras. Felicia, for instance, very hesitantly pronounced the names of
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‘monniken’ (monks) and ‘revoluties’ (revolutions). The meaning of ‘burgers’ (citizens) and
‘regenten’ (regents) also appeared to be difficult for these pupils. These assignments were
skipped for grade 3 and 4 pupils, because they had not learned about these names.
However, grade 3-4 pupils, and grade 5 as well, sometimes used traditional names for eras in
assignments 1-12, such as ‘Middle Ages’ and ‘time of the knights’ for pictures of a Viking ship
(2), a kitchen (7) and a castle (11). For grade 6-8 pupils the names of most eras were familiar,
especially when they just had lessons about an era or remembered learning about eras
previously. In assignments 15-24, some pupils spontaneously used names of historical eras,
such as ‘prehistory’, ‘the time of the Greeks and Romans’, ‘the Middle Ages’, and ‘the time of
Monks and Knights’. However, terms such as ‘citizens’, ‘regents’ and ‘holocaust’ appeared to
be difficult for these pupils as well. For instance, Mira (grade 6), when answering the
assignment about the French Revolution (36) explained: “it says church and nobility and that
is the time of regents and princes [1600-1700]”. To the questions of the interviewer if she
knew what ‘regents’ are, she answered: “No, but I do know what princes are”. Mike (grade 8)
answered in the assignment about the Great Depression (37): “In the time of the world wars
and the ho...lo…caust, or something”.
4.4.2 Characteristic features
Pupils hardly reasoned with knowledge of the characteristic features of the ten eras of the
Dutch curriculum to place historical phenomena in time. Instead of using the curricular
characteristics, pupils often reasoned from the names and icons of the eras. Simon (grade 4)
for instance explained that the Golden Age was the time “when they started to make gold”, and
Alice (grade 5) remarked: “The Golden Age, those were all very nice years, so that there never
can be war”. In the assignment about Columbus (14), Gemma and Theo, grade 5, reasoned that
“they had three ships and then they go somewhere to discover something and there [point at
the name of the era] it says Discoverers”. The icons with the Greek temple and with the steam
factory several times helped pupils to give correct answers in the assignments about a Roman
aqueduct (23) and a steam factory (22). As Felicia, grade 5, explained: “this also has poles and it
looks a bit like this [points to the pillars of the temple in the icon]” and Alice (grade 5): “this is all
steam [pointing at the chimney in the icon] and here it is also steam [pointing at the factory in
the picture].
Furthermore, pupils several times mixed up characteristics of different eras. Kai (grade
8), for instance, explained in the assignment on flourishing trade in Amsterdam (39) that “they
brought stuff to the cities to barter, so I think it is Cities and States”. Another example is Lucy’s
(grade 7) explanation of placing Charlemagne (35) in the era of Cities and States, because: “here
in the text it says that he protected the territory of the Pope, and I think cities and states are
something like territories”. Pupils sometimes correctly used social and cultural curricular
characteristics to explain their answers, such as ‘way of life of hunters and gatherers’ which was
mentioned by most pupils from grades 5-8, such as Gemma and Theo in grade 5 in the
assignment on reindeer hunters (19):
Gemma:
“Then they also hunted animals for food and tents”.
Theo:
“Such as deer, hares, wild boars”.
In the assignment about Anne Frank most pupils mentioned ‘the German occupation of the
Netherlands and the persecution of Jews’. For instance, Pearl and Lucy (grade 7) explained:
“Jews had to hide in the war and when they were caught, they had to go to a camp and there
65

Chapter 4

they had to do all kinds of things and they were separated and so”. Furthermore, some
pupils mentioned ‘the cultural flourishing in cities in the Netherlands Republic’ in the
assignment about the paining of Vermeer (20), such as Kai (grade 6), who remarked that “in
the Golden Age there was a lot of money and then they could buy many more paintings and so
on”. However, in the assignments where pupils should have used economic and political
characteristic features to place phenomena in one of three eras on a timeline with dates and
names of eras (35-40), they often guessed and tried to find clues in the names of eras. For
instance, Luke (grade 8), in the assignment about the French Revolution (36), associated the
nobility in the story, with the era of Regents and Princes [1600-1700]: “because on the
picture you see that they attack a castle and there would be kings and such involved”.
Another example is the question about the flourishing trade in sugar, pepper, coffee and tea
in Amsterdam (39), to which all grade 7 pupils answered that this was in in the era of Cities
and States [1000-1500], because, as Lucy (grade 7) explained: “Amsterdam is a city”.

4.4.3 The timeline
In the assignments three different timelines were used: short timelines with three eras with
names and icons and without dates in which pictures and little stories had to be placed, full
timelines with only dates and three marked timeframes in which a picture had to placed,
and full timelines with dates and names and icons of the ten eras.
Pupils of grade 5 made several mistakes in the assignments in which pictures and
little stories about objects or persons had to be placed in one of three eras (15-24). They often
made intuitive guesses, as grade 5 pupil Gemma, who, after some thinking, remarked about the
photograph of a Roman stadium (17): “This is difficult, I think it is the time of Cities and States,
because we just learned about the Greeks and the Romans and then they did not have stadiums
at all, so I think it is after that”. However, for some of these assignments they confidently gave
correct answers, for example for the photograph of Anne Frank (16), which all pupils recognized
and related to the time of the World Wars. Furthermore, most pupils associated the knights of
the Bayeux tapestry (18) with the Middle Ages. Grade 6-8 pupils more often could place
objects, situations, events or people in the correct era on the timeline.
When asked to relate dates to an era, for the assignments about the timeline without
dates, pupils made several mistakes. Kevin (grade 6) for instance explained to a picture of
reindeer hunters (19): “Well, prehistory was many millions of years ago and Roman times
was a hundred or two hundred year ago”. And Pearl and Lucy, grade 7, mentioned that
Columbus (22) sailed to America in the 15th century, since the 11th century was too early,
because that was the time of the Romans.
When doubting about the correct answer these pupils often started their reasoning
from what they assumed would be the incorrect answers, particularly in the assignments
with the timeline with only dates. Mike and Luke (grade 8) reasoned about a 17th century
painting of a classroom (25), which they had to place in one of three marked timeframes on
the timeline:
Mike: “It cannot be C (around 1900), because now we already have modern
classrooms and A (around 700), eh, it was let’s say, the time of the prehistory.”
Luke: [interrupts] “the Middle Ages”.
Mike: “and then they lived in caves. . .”
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The timeline with dates and names and icons of eras (35-40) appeared to give pupils clues
for the placement of pictures and stories in an era, as was explained in the previous
paragraph.

4.4.4 Compare and contrast
When pupils compared pictures to explain differences between the past and the present,
they often showed notions of presentism, by using the words ‘not yet’. This was particularly
the case in assignments 1-12 about objects and situations from the past and the present in
which pupils used this expression in about one third of their answers. Nora, grade 3,
summarized this (1) as she characterized the past as “the time when they did not yet have
the things that we have now”. And Mira, grade 6, told that “in the prehistory they did not yet
know so much, then they did not even know how to plant something, they had never put
seed in the ground, because they had to migrate all the time”. This idea of people getting
smarter through history was also expressed by Pearl, grade 7, in the assignment about
Columbus (22): “The Romans and the Greeks only thought about Europe and a bit beyond
Europe, and in the 15th century they already were a bit smarter and in the 13 th century they
thought that the earth was a pancake”. Furthermore, when grade 3-5 pupils compared
objects, they often looked at the materials and whether there was electricity. In most cases
their expressions in these answers also contained notions of presentism in the use of the
words ‘not yet’ or ‘still’. For example Ruby, grade 4, told: “in the past they still had wooden
cars and such things and no television. And they did not yet have electricity or so”. For the
writing devices (5), Nora, grade 3, explained: “and I think this [a slate blackboard] is chalk”,
to which Samira added: “they did not yet have a real board [interactive whiteboard] then”.
Pupils of grades 3-5 in particular often mentioned that objects in the present look
more beautiful, richer, posh and more real, whereas objects from the past were often
characterized as dirty, broken, worn-down, old-fashioned, not familiar, or weird. Nora
explained in the assignment about toys (1) that the present Ferrari car “is more beautiful,
and those [Victorian doll and car] are all worn down and have scratches". Paula and Mandy,
grade 4, found the Victorian toys “really old-fashioned” and “a bit dirty”, Simon, grade 4, found
that “those old cars look really old and also really weird” and Fiona, grade 5, remarked: “I have
never seen such a toy in the shop, so that one [a Victorian doll] is from the past”. Grade 6
pupils Kevin and Kai, however, also reasoned that in the times of a 1930’s photo of cars and
trams (transport, 10), “they did not have posh cars at all”. And Mike, grade 8, explained in
the assignment about the chronological sequence of buildings (11) that the Greek temple
had no roof, “so then it is really an old building”.
4.4.5 Sequence
In the sequencing assignments (9-12) pupils of all grades could easily identify the correct
sequences of pictures about daily life situations. Moreover, in assignments 1-8 pupils of
grades 3-5 even automatically started to explain their answers while constructing
chronological sequences. However, their reasoning was often naive with regard to the use of
characteristic features and the assumption of progress as described in the previous
paragraphs.
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Furthermore, pupils regularly mentioned the (lack of) colours in the pictures to justify
their answers. Several times pupils mentioned that objects had ‘older colours’, such as a 17th
century painting of a classroom (9) and an 18th century painting of a living room (6). For
example, Alice, grade 5, reasoned that a 17th century painting of a classroom came first,
because “it is still a bit brownish, and there [the other two pictures] they already have
colours”. In the sequencing assignments (9-12), the assignment about three living rooms (6)
particularly caused discussions, because several pupils doubted which picture would be most
long ago: the black-and-white 1960’s photo, or the coloured 18th century painting. For
instance, Mandy and Paula, grade 5 answered:
Mandy:
“This one, [points at the 1960’s photo], because there are still many
people in the living room.”
Paula:
“And here everything is black and white [the 1960’s photo] and here
[18th century painting] it is not”.
Mandy:
“Yes, here it is in colours, and here not yet. So this one is the oldest”.
Simon, grade 4, explained the 1960’s photo: “the television was really weird, because you
watched everything in grey-and-white”.
Next to the colours, pupils also took into account if the picture was a drawing, a
painting or a photo. In the assignment about the sequence of three women (12) Ruby, grade
4, for instance reasoned: “This [18th century portrait] looks more like a painting and this [20th
century photograph] is a real photo”. And in the assignment on classrooms (9), Luke, grade
8, explained that the first picture came first, because it was a painting and the other two
were photos.

4.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
This study aimed to find out which types of problems, related to the objectives of the
understanding of time, arise in Dutch primary pupils’ reasoning, while placing objects,
situations, events and people in time.
For the first objective, the use of the vocabulary of time, the results confirm findings
in previous studies (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et
al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002) that young pupils have problems with the big numbers of
dates and that pupils have different interpretations for relative time phrases, which can be
problematic, as described by Hodkinson (2003b). Additionally, results showed that pupils
found it difficult to reason with dates BC and to relate centuries to dates. Furthermore,
pupils did not understand some more abstract names of eras in the Dutch curriculum, such
as ‘citizens’ (in the era of Citizens and Steam engines) or ‘regents’ (in the era of Regents and
Princes), whereas names of the traditional periodization, such as Middle Ages, appeared to
be known.
With regard to the second objective, the use of characteristic features of historical
periods, pupils used social and cultural characteristics of the Dutch curriculum only
occasionally. Instead of using characteristic features, pupils associated clues in pictures and
stories with the names or icons of eras, as for instance for pictures or stories about cities,
which regardless of the historical period were associated with the era of Cities and States. As
described in previous studies, older pupils more often identified characteristic features than
younger pupils (Barton & Levstik, 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002). However,
this appeared to be more difficult for economic and political than for social and cultural
68

Chapter 4

characteristics. Furthermore, pupils sometimes mixed up characteristics from different
historical periods in their reasoning, which relates to ‘fanciful elaborations’ and speculations,
as described by VanSledright and Brophy (1992) and Wagenaar and Hemker (2004).
For the third objective, the use of timelines, we found that especially grade 5 pupils
made intuitive guesses about the placement of objects, situations, events or people in an era
on the timeline. We used different timelines, with and without dates or names and icons of
eras. On the timeline without dates, with names and icons, pupils mostly could identify the
correct era, but they often guessed about the dates. Placing pictures of objects or events in
time appeared to be more difficult on the timeline with only dates, as was also found in the
study of De Groot-Reuvekamp et al. (2017). In assignments with a timeline with names and
icons of eras, pupils in some cases associated clues in the pictures or stories with the names
and icons of the eras that were included in the timeline.
The fourth objective was about comparing and contrasting between historical
periods. Our study confirms findings of previous studies that pupils have an idea of linear
progression in history and of people becoming smarter through time (Harnett, 1993; Barton
& Levstik, 1996; Lee & Ashby, 2001; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hunt, 2002). In comparing objects,
situations and events, pupils many times reasoned that characteristics of present-day society
were ‘not yet’ present in earlier periods and that the present is more beautiful, richer, posh
and more real. The past, on the other hand, was often characterized as old-fashioned and
sometimes as weird.
For the fifth objective, sequencing objects, situations, events and people in
chronological order, pupils’ reasoning contained many elements of the previous categories,
such as the use of relative time phrase, naive reasoning with characteristic features and the
assumption of progress. Furthermore, pupils often reasoned from the type of picture,
assuming that drawings and paintings must be older than photos and that pictures with
black-and-white, grey and brown colours are older than coloured pictures, which is in line
with previous findings (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Vella,
2001; Blow et al., 2012).
The five objectives on the understanding of historical time appeared to be functional to
order the problems in pupils’ reasoning. Building on previous literature, several additional
problems were found, with regard to the use of the vocabulary of time, the use of characteristic
features of the Dutch ten-era curriculum, the timeline and present-oriented reasoning (Table
4.3). A number of these problems seem to be related to the Dutch curriculum, which was
implemented in 2006 to support pupils in their orientation in time (Commission on History and
Social Sciences, 2001). The framework of the ten eras and twenty characteristic features adds a
new vocabulary to the existing vocabulary of time, whereas the framework of eras in itself is a
kind of timeline. In our study the names of the ten eras were partly helpful in the assignments
on the placing in time of pictures and stories, because pupils could easily make associations
with names such as ‘Romans’, ‘Knights’, ‘Discoverers’, and ‘World Wars’. However, names of
eras also hindered pupils in their reasoning, because some names can relate to several eras, as
for instance, ‘Farmers’, ‘Cities’ and ‘Princes’. Moreover, pupils found several names difficult to
understand, such as ‘Monks’, ‘Regents’, ‘Citizen’s, ‘Revolutions’ and ‘Holocaust’. The timeline
with names and icons of eras seemed to support pupils in placing pictures and stories in time.
However, pupils’ reasoning remains rather naive, if the only justification for placing a picture of
a factory in the era of Citizens and Steam engines consists of the statement that the factory in
the picture looks like the icon that belongs to the era. Besides, relating a phenomenon to an era
did not mean that pupils could place the era correctly on the timeline. Furthermore, pupils
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hardly used the twenty characteristic features, as mentioned in the Dutch primary school
curriculum. One possible explanation could be that a large majority of these features consists of
economic and political characteristics, which often are rather abstract for primary school pupils,
as was shown in problems in pupils’ answers in assignments 35-40 about economic and political
events. Another explanation is that pupils often lacked historical knowledge and did not know
what clues would be important in a picture or a story, to place an object, situation, event or
person in time.
The fact that this study is part of a larger quantitative study makes that the results can
be interpreted as an addition to conclusions of a large-scale test on pupils’ performances on the
understanding of historical time, which indicated that pupils’ performances increased through
the grades (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017). Results in the present study also indicate that
older pupils encountered less problems than younger pupils, but also that grade 6-8 pupils
often had problems with regard to placing phenomena on the timeline, (a lack of) knowledge
about characteristic features and present-oriented reasoning.
A limitation of the present study might be the rather small sample of pupils, which
implicates that we have to be careful to generalize our conclusions. However, several types of
problems that were found confirmed and refined problems that were found in earlier studies.
Combined with the additional problems, which related to the Dutch curriculum, the present
study gives insights into pupils’ reasoning, which could not have been revealed in a large-scale
quantitative study. In future research problems in pupils’ reasoning might be further elaborated
on in qualitative studies including more pupils and schools, and in different countries.
Conclusions from the present study indicate that the teaching of historical time in
primary school and in teacher training should take into account the problems that are related
to the objectives of the understanding of historical time. Pupils should learn how to use the
vocabulary of time, how to identify characteristic features of eras and how to place historical
phenomena on a timeline. Activities on comparing different eras should not only focus on
change, but also on continuity, for instance on phenomena such as agriculture and cities.
Furthermore, teachers should be aware of pupils’ perceptions that history is a story of linear
progression. Wilschut’s (2012) suggestion for teachers to avoid expressions such as ‘not yet’
and ‘already’ might be helpful to counter present-oriented reasoning. With regard to the
names of the ten eras in the Dutch curriculum results of the present study indicate that some
names might not be suitable for primary school pupils, because they are too abstract or to little
specific. In a future revision of the curriculum this should be taken into account. Another
recommendation for Dutch educational policymakers would be to include more concrete social
and cultural characteristics in the primary school curriculum.
More research would be needed to investigate if the problems that were found in this
study could be tackled with a pedagogy that takes these problems into account. Finally, future
research could focus on professionalization of teachers and development of curriculum
materials, aimed at improving pupils’ understanding of historical time.
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APPENDIX 4.1
Ten eras with dates and characteristic features for primary education
Eras
1 Hunters and Farmers

Dates
until 3000 BC

2 Greeks and Romans

3000 BC-500 AD

-

-

3 Monks and Knights

500-1000

-

4 Cities and States

1000 – 1500

-

Characteristic features
The way of life of hunters and gatherers.
The emergence of agriculture and agricultural
communities.

The confrontation between Greco-Roman culture
and the Germanic cultures of North-WestEurope.
Christianity in the Roman Empire: from forbidden
to the only allowed religion.
The spread of Christianity to the Low Countries.
Feudalism and serfdom.

The rise of trade and crafts, and the emergence
of cities.
The emergence of an urban citizenry and a
growing autonomy of cities.

5 Discoverers and
Reformers

1500 – 1600

-

The beginnings of European overseas expansion.
The conflict in the Netherlands resulting in the
founding of an independent Netherlands State.

6 Regents and Princes

1600 – 1700

-

The rise of commercial capitalism and the
beginnings of a world economy.
Citizens in political power and cultural flourishing
in the cities of the Netherlands Republic.

-

7 Wigs and Revolutions

1700 – 1800

-

8 Citizens and Steam
engines

1800 – 1900

-

9 World Wars and
Holocaust

1900 – 1950

-

10 Television and
Computer

1950 – until now

-
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Slave labour on plantation colonies and the
emergence of abolitionism.
The striving for fundamental rights and political
influence of citizens in the French and Dutch
revolutions.
The emergence of a parliamentary system with
more and more men and women taking part in
the political process.
The industrial revolution and the emergence of
emancipation movements.
The crisis of world capitalism.
The German occupation of the Netherlands and
the persecution of Jews.

The division of the world into an Eastern and a
Western bloc and the Cold War.
Social and cultural changes and the growing
pluralism from the sixties
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APPENDIX 4.2
SOME EXAMPLES OF THE CODING
Assignment 10: Transport
Interviewer reads the question:
Here you see means of transport from the past till now. What is the correct sequence in time,
starting from the oldest means of transport? Tick the box before the row that represents the
correct order in time.
There are three rows of three pictures from means of transport in different order.
- a horse tram
- a 1930’s city square with cars and trams
- a highway with traffic from the end of the 20th century
Answers grade 4, Mandy and Paula
After some thinking they select the correct order
Interviewer: Why do you think this is the correct order?
Paula: Because, here [A], cars were not yet invented
Mandy: And the horse walks with a train behind it [laughs]
Paula: And here [B] they had invented cars, but no cars,
only busses, and here [C] there are real cars and busses and
trucks.

Codes

Presentism: not yet
Presentism: weird
Presentism: real

Assignment 39: Flourishing trade in Amsterdam
Interviewer reads the question:
From a diary: “The ships in Amsterdam were packed with crates full of sugar, pepper, coffee,
and tea. The traders did good business and Amsterdam became very important for our
country.”
Tick the box for the era in which this was written about Amsterdam.
There is a timeline with dates and names and icons of eras. Below the timeline there are
boxes for three eras:
A. The era of Cities and States
B. The era of Regents and Princes
C. The era of World Wars and Holocaust
Answers grade 7, Jessie and Jade
Jade: I think B, because I don’t think that in time of war you
would try very hard to become a trading city.
Jessie: I think A, the time of cities and states, because they
traded a lot in the time of cities and states.
Jade: yes, I also think so.
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Codes
Timeline:
- Start from what they assume would be
incorrect, and select the era left over.
Lack of knowledge about curricular characteristic
features:
- Mix up characteristic features
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IMPROVING ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF
HISTORICAL TIME: EFFECTS OF TEACHING WITH “TIMEWISE”13
The teaching of historical time is an important aspect in elementary school curricula. This
study focuses on the effects of a curriculum intervention with ‘Timewise’, a teaching
approach developed to improve students’ understanding of historical time using
timelines as a basis with which students can develop their understanding of historical
phenomena and periods. The study, in which 16 teachers from grade 2 (ages 7-8) and
from grade 5 (ages 10-11) participated, represents the first curriculum intervention on
the understanding of historical time in elementary schools in the Netherlands. The
effects were measured in a quasi-experimental pre-/post-test design. Mixed model linear
analyses showed that both for grade 2 and grade 5, students in the experimental
condition (n=396) scored significantly higher on the post-test than students in the
control condition (n=392), with a medium effect size. Implications for the teaching of
historical time in elementary school and in teacher training are discussed.
5.1 INTRODUCTION
Time is an extremely complex and abstract phenomenon, which has been debated by
philosophers, physicists, psychologists, and, to a lesser extent, by historians, even though
time is “the heart” (Jordanova, 2000, p.105) or “the distinctive marker” (Stow & Haydn,
2000, p.85) of history. Through an understanding of historical time, students learn to
understand the past, to relate the past to the present, and to develop historical
consciousness (Seixas, 2006; Grever, 2009; Wilschut, 2012; Rüsen, 2012).
Teachers play an important role in the development of the understanding of
historical time of their students. However, evaluations and research show that the
understanding of historical time is an area that is not always very well implemented in the
elementary school curriculum (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot & Hemker, 2010; Ofsted, 2011; De
Groot-Reuvekamp, Van Boxtel, Ros, & Harnett, 2014). In elementary schools in many
countries, history lessons are based on a chronological sequence of historical eras, for
example in Australia, Canada, Ireland, and with the implementation of the new National
Curriculum, in English elementary schools as well (Department for Education in England,
2013). However, just teaching periods in chronological order does not guarantee that
students develop an understanding of historical time (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014).
Moreover, history lessons often concentrate on one single era for a longer time, without
paying attention to the chronological overview and anchor points that can be visualized on a
13
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timeline. Many publications on classroom practice about the teaching of historical time
vigorously recommend that timelines are important to promote students’ understanding of
historical time (Chapman, 1993; Wood, 1995; Hoodless, 1996; Newton, 2001; Alleman &
Brophy, 2003; Hodkinson, 2003a; Dawson, 2004; Cooper, 2012). However, only limited
empirical evidence supports this contention.
In this study we want to investigate to what extent the understanding of historical
time of elementary school students can be improved by teaching with timelines. We
therefore conducted a curriculum intervention with Timewise, a new teaching approach in
which teachers consistently refer to the timeline in every lesson and systematically engage
their students in learning activities that focus on the objectives of historical time (De GrootReuvekamp, Ros, Van Boxtel, & Oort, 2017). For five months 16 teachers taught their
students in grade 2 (ages 7-8) and grade 5 (ages 10-11), following to the Timewise approach.
The effects of this intervention were measured in a quasi-experimental pre-test post-test
design. The hypothesis in this study is that teaching with Timewise leads to improved
student learning outcomes on the understanding of historical time.

5.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Our conceptualization of the understanding of historical time is based on history education
literature. Knowledge and skills that are related to the understanding of historical time are
knowledge of chronology (e.g. vocabulary of time, dates, periodization); knowledge of
characteristic aspects of historical eras; the ability to place objects, situations, events and
people in the correct historical periods; and the ability to identify aspects of change and
continuity (Barton & Levstik, 1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000; Hoodless, 2002; Hodkinson, 2003a;
Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012). Thus, understanding historical time is more than knowing
dates and names of historical events or eras. Students also need to develop a ‘sense of
period’ (Dawson, 2004), which means that they can distinguish one period from another,
based on knowledge of the characteristics of historical periods, which enables them to
imagine how people lived and how things looked. Thinking in terms of change and continuity
is regarded as a core concept of historical thinking (Lévesque, 2008; Seixas & Morton, 2013)
and of historical consciousness (Grever, 2009).

5.2.1 Children’s development in the understanding of historical time
Although time is an important concept in the teaching and learning of history, there are only
a limited number of studies that focus on the development of the understanding of historical
time during childhood. The first studies on children’s understanding of historical time
appeared in the early twentieth century with theories from psychologists that emphasized
age-related maturation in children’s development, which means that children can only start
to understand and learn about historical time from the age of about 11 (Oakden & Sturt,
1922; Bradley, 1947; Jahoda, 1963; Piaget, 1969). In their review study, Thornton and
Vukelich (1988) were among the first critics of the Piagetian developmental stage theory for
the concept of historical time. In the last decades of the twentieth century, various British
and American empirical studies provided evidence that young children from the age of 5
already have some understanding of historical time, and are able to distinguish concrete
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changes through time in pictures and stories (West, 1981b; Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Brophy,
VanSledright & Bredin, 1993; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000;
Vella, 2001; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Hodkinson, 2003a). The empirical studies
from the last few decades generally suggested that the development of understanding
historical time in children can be stimulated by learning and instruction, which is in line with
the theory of Vygotsky (1978) that mastering new concepts is not dependent on a
spontaneous process of development, but can be helped by education that offers
experiences within the zone of proximal development.
According to Friedman (1982, p. 173), three components are important in the
cognitive processes that underlie children’s learning of the abstract concept of time: ‘verbal
lists’ of time sets; ‘associative networks’ to remember characteristic features, for instance of
an era in history; and ‘image coding’ as representations of events that can be placed in time.
In a previous study we developed a model that more precisely describes the (hypothesized)
development of the understanding of historical time (Table 5.1) and that can support
teachers in elementary schools. This model was based on empirical studies with elementary
students between the ages of 5 and 12 (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton &
Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002), an analysis of the history curriculum for primary
education in the Netherlands and the UK (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014) and the
components described by Friedman (1982). The model consists of three developmental
stages: emergent, initial and continued understanding of historical time, which grow in
complexity. For example applying time vocabulary develops from broad terms, such as ‘long
ago’, to the use of names of historical periods and dates, and the identification of
characteristic features of historical periods develops from concrete characteristics, such as
clothing and transport, to more abstract characteristics, such as the rise of trade and crafts
in mediaeval cities and citizens striving for political influence in the French Revolution.
For each stage, the five objectives were operationalized in terms of student behavior,
starting with the first objective on the knowledge of chronology: apply the vocabulary of
time. The other objectives refer to a ‘sense of period’, with student behavior on sequencing
events, people and historical eras in chronological order; using the timeline to place events
and people in time; identifying characteristic features of different historical periods; and
comparing and contrasting historical periods (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017). These
activities aim at applying knowledge about characteristic features of eras and developing
historical thinking through the concept of change and continuity.
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Table 5.1.

Developmental model for students’ understanding of historical time (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al. 2017)

Objectives
1. Vocabulary
Apply the vocabulary relating to time
and historical periods.

Stage A - Emergent understanding
Apply relative terms relating to time,
such as: most long ago –a very long time
ago - a long time ago – not so long ago –
our times*.

Stage B - Initial understanding
Apply the names of historical eras that
are most recent and most long ago and
terms like the Eras of: Television and
Computer, the World Wars, Steam
engines, Roman times and Middle Ages.
Recognize dates AD.

Stage C - Continued understanding
Apply the names of the historical periods
and terms like Prehistory, Middle Ages
and Golden Age.
Apply dates AD and BC and the relation
between dates and centuries.

2.

Sequence
Sequence historical periods and
objects, situations, events and people
of different periods of time in
chronological order.

Sequence pictures of objects and
situations concerning everyday life, such
as lifestyle, clothing, architecture and
transport.

Sequence some historical periods
(objective 1) and pictures of well-known
people and tangible events, e.g.
inventions.

Sequence, events, people and historical
periods

3.

Timeline
Place objects, situations, events and
people on a timeline.

Use a simple timeline that portrays the
course of time from (very) long ago until
now.

Use a timeline with names of historical
era’s (objective 1).

Use a timeline with dates AD and BC.

4.

Characteristic Features
Use/identify characteristic features in
texts and images to place objects,
situations, events and people in the
correct periods of time.

Use /identify everyday characteristic
features of past periods (lifestyle,
clothing, architecture and transport).

Use /identify social and cultural
characteristic features of some
historical eras (objective 1).

Identify social, cultural, economic and
political characteristic features of the ten
historical eras in national, European and
world history.

Identify changes, differences and
similarities in the way people lived
across historical periods.

Identify changes, differences and
similarities in the way people lived
within and across historical periods.

5.

Compare and contrast
Identify differences in everyday life of
Compare and contrast different
people in the past and the present in
historical periods to identify changes, tangible examples through history and
differences and similarities in the way related to generations of parents and
people lived within and across
grandparents.
periods.
Note. *our times is the time after the Second Word War
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5.2.2 The teaching of historical time
For the teaching and learning of historical time, timelines are often recommended, because
of the visualization of temporal relations (Hoodless, 1996) and to support students’ thinking
about time (Stow & Haydn, 2000). The timeline in its modern form is a relatively new
invention that started in 1769 with Joseph Priestley’s New Chart of History (Rosenberg &
Grafton, 2010). Timelines impose a linear representation of the past, which is a reason that
they are also criticized, because timelines give an impression of a linear historical narrative
of progression through time, making it look from today’s perspective as if history could not
have developed differently. Furthermore, timelines display a structure of historical eras,
while changes over time in history are more complex than century turning points suggest
(Grever, 2009; Stearns, 2009). Wilschut (2012) suggested that in education no priority should
be given to dates and timelines, but that children should “build associative contexts first,
which then later can be mutually arranged through dates and timelines” (Wilschut, 2012, pp.
137-138). On the other hand, the importance of learning about dates and chronology were
emphasized by Dawson (2004) and Blow, Lee and Shemilt (2012), as a basis upon which
students can develop an understanding of historical concepts, such as a medieval castle or
the Second World War, and a ‘sense of period’. Also Hodkinson (2003a) and Barton (2011)
advised teachers to use timelines with historical periods and dates as points of reference, to
build up students' knowledge of time.
Few empirical studies confirm the effect of timelines on students’ understanding of
historical time. Both West (1981a) and Hodkinson (2003a) used special curricula in which
they applied time charts and timelines. West (1981a) worked with more than 1250 children
in 30 elementary schools on developing children’s skills in recognizing and interpreting
evidence from the past. He reported a remarkable improvement in students’ linguistic
abilities and in their ability to sequence narrative pictures from different historical eras, but
temporal concepts did not appear to follow the same pattern, in spite of the use of
classroom time charts (West, 1981a, 1981b). The effect of timelines on students’
understanding of time was specifically studied by Hodkinson (2003a) by collecting data from
five groups of students, aged 8-10, of which one group worked for three terms with a special
teaching approach that used timelines consistently in every lesson. The conclusions were that
the treatment group developed greater chronological understanding than the control groups
and that “large class time lines which orientate the past on the left and have centuries
highlighted . . . were a more useful teaching resource than are the spiral, zigzag or helix
forms of this resource” (Hodkinson, 2003a, p. 271). Furthermore, in a study of Masterman
and Rogers (2002) an interactive roadmap in the form of a winding timeline was used in
multimedia design with a small sample of children aged 5 to 7. The evaluation showed that
the program facilitated children’s ability to reason about sequence, recurrence, and
similarities and differences between past and present, which corresponds to the objectives
on the understanding on historical time on sequencing and on comparing and contrasting
different historical eras (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al, 2017).
Along with timelines, historical pictures seem to be effective materials for the
teaching of historical time. Prangsma, Van Boxtel and Kanselaar (2008) investigated the
effect of visual representations with lower secondary school students, aged 12-13. They
found that students working with visual-textual representations integrated in a timeline,
outperformed students who worked in the textual representation condition on a post-test
on historical knowledge (Prangsma et al., 2008). An experiment by Foreman, Boyd-Davis,
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Moar, Korallo and Chappell (2008) compared the sequencing of historical pictures in a
Virtual Environment (VE) with sequencing paper sheets. They found that students aged 7 to
9 who worked with paper sheets learned more about historical sequence than the students
who worked in the VE. The authors presumed that this result was due to the possibly overstimulating effect of the VE as an exciting medium (Foreman et al., 2008). In a number of
experimental studies, researchers have used historical pictures to find out how students of
different ages used the vocabulary of time and reasoned about chronological sequence and
characteristic features of historical eras (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; 2002; Hoge
& Foster, 2002; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012), while others have used stories (Levstik &
Papas, 1987; Hoodless, 2002). These studies give a good insight in how historical pictures
and stories can trigger students to compare and contrast between the past and the present
and between different historical periods, using time vocabulary, dates and the
characteristics of historical eras (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017).
From the review of the literature, it can be concluded that there still exists little
empirical evidence for the effect of teaching with timelines, and that which exists is mostly
small-scale. Furthermore, curriculum intervention studies in history education for
elementary school students, like those of West (1981a) and Hodkinson (2003a), are rare.
There are no examples of recent curriculum intervention studies in elementary school
history, in contrast to secondary school, where these kind of studies are more common, such
as, for instance, curriculum interventions on reading and writing with regard to historical
thinking (Reisman, 2012; Monte-Sano, De La Paz & Felton, 2014).
In the present study, we planned to undertake a curriculum intervention on teaching
with timelines in combination with pictures and stories, in order to engage students in the
type of activities we consider important for the understanding of historical time (see Table
1). The main design principles of Timewise were:
 To systematically teach according to the objectives of the understanding of historical
time, with learning activities as described in the developmental model in Table 1;
 To use the timeline consistently in every lesson related to these activities;
 To use stories and pictures to foster students’ development of a ‘sense of period’.

5.2.3 Timewise: a teaching approach to improve students’ understanding of historical
time
The Timewise approach is a curriculum intervention of five months that was developed for
grade 2 (ages 7-8) and grade 5 (ages 10-11) and was based on the developmental model in
Table 1 (De Groot-Reuvekamp, et al., 2017), with lesson formats that match the core
objectives of the Dutch curriculum, relating to the vocabulary of time, the characteristic
aspects of ten eras14 and important historical persons and events from Dutch history (Dutch
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, 2006). In grade 2, in Dutch schools, hardly any
history is taught, whereas in grade 5 teachers spend on average 60 minutes a week on
history lessons that are mostly textbook based. About 20% of the schools integrate history
within a thematic approach for social studies (Wagenaar, et al., 2010; Dutch Inspectorate of
14

These ten eras, with rounded dates, are: Hunters and Farmers (until 3000 BC); Greeks and Romans (3000 BC500 AD); Monks and Knights (500-1000); Cities and States (1000-1500); Discoverers and Reformers (15001600); Regents and Princes (1600-1700); Wigs and Revolutions (1700-1800); Citizens and Steam engines (18001900); the World Wars and the Holocaust (1900-1950); Television and Computer (1950 - now).
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Education, 2015b). Therefore the lesson formats that were developed for Timewise can be
used either independently or integrated with regular lessons in history or social studies. Only
the first three introductory lessons, with an introduction of the timeline and the eras, were
prescriptive with a fixed format. These introductory lessons were followed by weekly lessons
of about 30 minutes, with a flexible format that teachers could adapt to their classroom
needs (examples of lesson formats are included in Appendix 5.1). The flexible formats were
based on stories and video clips, as the literature indicates that visual representations and
stories can stimulate students learning about time (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoodless, 2002; Prangsma et al, 2008; Foreman et al., 2008). These
stories and video clips were selected from a book with historical stories for young children
(Van Dam & De Wolf, 2013) and from educational websites. They were related to topics in
the Dutch history curriculum from prehistoric until modern times, for example on the first
farmers, the end of Roman rule in the Low Countries, Charlemagne, child labor in the
nineteenth century and Anne Frank. These materials were carefully selected, with a focus on
original sources, combined with an attempt to avoid stereotypes that could support notions
of presentism. The stories and video clips were the starting point for learning activities based
on the model in Table 5.1, starting with a whole class discussion on characteristics of an era,
in which the timeline and the vocabulary of time were used, followed by learning activities
on identifying and recognizing characteristic features and on comparing these with
characteristics of previous eras and with the present.
Within the flexible lesson formats, teachers could choose if they used stories or/and
video clips. Furthermore, they could use additional pictures from the instruction manual on
the interactive whiteboard (IWB) and digital timelines on which pictures could be
sequenced. The pictures derived from educational and museum websites. Examples of
pictures included photos of: Neolithic hand axes, a model of a Roman fortress, a painting of
a medieval market place, a map of the Hanseatic towns, an engraving of Nova Zembla, a
replica of the first Dutch steam train, the airplane of the Wright brothers, and Neil
Armstrong on the moon. The lesson format suggested that at the end of each lesson the
students could choose a picture from the instruction manual for the classroom timeline, in a
whole class discussion, in which they had to give arguments why this picture suited the era.
Both for grade 2 and for grade 5, large classroom timelines were developed (Figure 5.1),
representing six eras for the stage of initial, and ten eras for the stage of continued
understanding of historical time. The timelines were on scale and had color-coding and
symbols for the different eras.

Figure 5.1.

Timeline for Timewise in grade 5 (ages 10-11)

Note. Periodization and icons according to the Dutch curriculum standards.
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For grade 2, the timeline consisted of the eras that are most recent and most long ago and
dates AD, as mentioned in Table 5.1, with the relative terms that belong to stage A
(emergent understanding) underneath: ‘a very long time ago’, ‘a long time ago’, ‘not so long
ago’ and ‘our times’. For grade 5, the timeline showed all ten eras with dates BC and AD. As
this timeline was constantly visible, it could also be referred to during lessons on other
subjects. For example in a math lesson on Roman numerals or a reading lesson on a
historical person, in which teachers could refer to the timeline and discuss with students in
what era these numbers were used or when this person lived, using the vocabulary of time.

5.2.4 Aim of the present study
In this study we aimed to test if the Timewise approach led to better results on the
understanding of historical time for students in grade 2 (ages 7-8) and grade 5 (ages 10-11).
We have chosen these grades as we wanted to test Timewise with younger as well as older
students. In the regular grade 2 curriculum in the Netherlands history does not feature,
because 7 to 8-year-old students are regarded as not being able to understand about
historical time. We wanted to find out if the Timewise approach worked for these young
students and measure the effect on their understanding of time, compared to the
development of this understanding for students who receive no history education.
For grade 2, the hypothesis was that students who were exposed to a Timewise
curriculum would make more progress in their understanding of historical time than
students in the control condition who received no history education. For grade 5, the
hypothesis was that students who were exposed to a Timewise curriculum would improve
their understanding of historical time and make more progress than students who received
regular history or social studies lessons.
Furthermore, we expected that students’ characteristics, such as age, gender and
reading levels, and parental educational levels next to the time that teachers spent on
Timewise and history lessons, would have an effect on students’ results.
5.3 METHOD
To test our hypotheses, we carried out a curriculum intervention with Timewise with
teachers and students from grades 2 and 5 who applied this teaching approach from
February to June, 2015. The effects of Timewise were tested in a quasi-experimental design
with an experimental and a control condition in ten Dutch elementary schools. A test with
multiple-choice questions on the understanding of historical time (De Groot-Reuvekamp et
al., 2017) was used as pre- and post-test in all grades.

5.3.1 Participants
Through e-mails and telephone calls, principals of 48 schools were asked to participate in
this study, with teachers and students from grades 2 and 5. These schools all belong to a
partnership with the university for teacher training, where the first author works. Eight
schools reacted positively to the request to take part with experimental and control classes
(Table 5.2).
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Table 5.2.

School
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Overview of the number of classes and students in the experimental and control
condition (n = 788)

Grade 2 (ages 7-8)
Experimental condition
Control Condition
Classes
Students
Classes Students
1
21
1
24
1
25
1
24
1
24
2
40
1
41
2
42
1
12
1
29
2
55
1
16

Total

8

189

7

164

Grade 5 (ages 10-11)
Experimental condition
Control condition
Classes
Students
Classes
Students
1
30
1
28
2
56
2
55
1
27
1
22
1
27
2
52
2
45
3
78
1
15
8

207

9

We aimed at experimental as well as control classes within all participating schools, but in
some schools this appeared not to be possible. Therefore, we approached two extra schools
to participate with only control classes. All schools were situated in the South East of the
Netherlands in both smaller and larger cities. The sixteen teachers in the experimental group
had between 2 and 40 years of experience (M=17.13, SD=14.44). Fourteen were female, and
two were male. The sixteen teachers in the control group had between 1 and 39 years of
experience (M=17.31, SD=13.04), eleven were female and five were male. This corresponds
to the Dutch situation in which a large majority of elementary school teachers is female.
Table 5.3 shows descriptive statistics for student characteristics: age, gender, reading
levels, and the educational levels of parents. In total 396 girls and 392 boys participated,
with slightly more girls in the experimental than in the control condition.
Table 5.3.

Descriptive statistics for the experimental and the control condition (n = 788)
Grade 2 (ages 7-8)
Experimental
Control
(n =189)
(n = 164)

Girls
Low parental education
Reading levels*

Grade 5 (ages 10-11)
Experimental
Control
(n = 207)
(n = 228)

52.9%

47.6%

53.6%

46.9%

6.9%

1.8%

2.4%

5.3%

2.43 (1.28)

2.37 (1.21)

2.09 (1.33)

1.86 (1.20)

Note. *There are 5 reading levels, 1 is the highest level. Standard deviation between brackets.

All schools in the Netherlands register the educational level of students’ parents. Depending
on the percentages of lower educated parents, which is reliable predictor for pupils’
achievement (Ledoux et al., 2015), schools receive more government funding. Parents have
a low education level if they both have only elementary school, or if one of the parents has
the level of lower vocational education. Table 5.3 shows that, in our sample, the mean
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percentages of students with parents with a low education level were below the national
average of 10.9% (Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2015a).
All participating schools took standardized national tests to monitor students’ reading levels,
which consist of five levels from A to E. The means for each grade and condition are
presented in Table 3. In our sample, the reading levels largely corresponded to the national
average (Keuning, Hilte, & Weekers, 2014), only the percentages of high-level readers in
both conditions were somewhat higher. A t-test indicated that the differences in reading
levels between the conditions were not significant.
Students of grade 2 in the experimental condition were on average 7.76 years old (SD
1.71), and in the control condition 8.21 (SD .45). In grade 5 the ages were 11.25 (SD .45) in
the experimental and 11.25 (SD .48) in the control condition.

5.3.2 Instruments
To measure students’ performances in both the experimental and control condition before
and after the intervention with Timewise, we used a test that was developed in a previous
study (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017), with multiple-choice questions on the five
objectives of understanding historical time in Table 5.1. This same test was used in the pretest as well as in the post-test. For grade 2, the test consisted of 26 items on emerging and
initial understanding; for grade 5 of 32 items on initial and continued understanding. There
were 14 questions that featured in both tests. There were items in which students had to
choose the correct sequence of pictures of buildings and vehicles (grade 2), or events and
well-known people (grade 5) from different historical eras. Other questions contained
timelines on which students could choose the correct era, based on identifying characteristic
features in a picture or a little story, for instance, a story of children working long days in
factories (grade 2 and 5). Furthermore, there were questions in which students were
supposed to identify change or continuity in stories or pictures, for instance, with regard to a
text on people hoping that life would change after the French invasion in the Netherlands in
1795 (grade 5), in which students had to choose which changes people were hoping for. In
grade 2, the questions were read aloud by the teachers, whereas in grade 5, students read
and answered the questions themselves. (Appendix 5.2 includes some examples of test
items).
The test was validated through consultation with experts, think-aloud interviews with
students, and a pilot in one elementary school with 135 students. The final version consisted
of two tests: Test I for the ages 6 to 8, with items on emergent and initial understanding, and
Test II for the ages of 9 to 12, with items on initial and continued understanding. This version
was tested with 1457 students aged 6 to 12 from seven elementary schools. These tests
rendered alphas of .67 for Test I and .77 for Test II, which was sufficient for the purpose of
this study. Results showed that students in higher grades very consistently outperformed
students in lower grades on all objectives of the understanding of historical time and that in
each grade there was room for improvement (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017).
In the present study grade 2 students took Test I, whereas grade 5 students took Test
II. A reliability analysis for the pre- and post-test resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of .64 and .72
for grade 2 (n=337/346) and .60 and .67 for grade 5 (n=421/427). Attempts to raise the
modest alphas through different versions and pilots, remained unsuccessful, which might be
explained by the different item formats, with pictures, texts, or timelines, which required
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different kinds of knowledge and skills. Since the validity of the items was based on
construction according to the objectives on the understanding of time, we decided to accept
that the reliability was not particularly robust.
5.3.3 Teacher training
Eight teachers from grade 2 and eight teachers from grade 5 were trained to teach with
Timewise. The training was conducted by the first author and took place on two afternoons
in January, 2015, followed by an intervention of five months. In the first session, the
importance of teaching the understanding of historical time was stressed, and examples
were given on how students develop their understanding of historical time, according to the
developmental model (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017). The teachers received the
instruction manuals with prescriptions on how to implement Timewise in their classrooms by
systematically paying attention to the objectives and consistently using the timeline in every
Timewise lesson. The lesson formats were introduced and highlighted so that teachers could
engage students in activities on using the vocabulary of time; in sequencing events, objects,
persons and eras; in attaching pictures to the timeline; in identifying characteristic features
in stories and pictures; and on comparing different eras. In small groups the teachers
discussed the feasibility of these activities.
The focus of the second meeting, one week after the first session, was on strategies
on how to the use stories, videos, and pictures to introduce and discuss historical eras.
Examples of the materials of Timewise were shown: PowerPoints, pictures, links to
educational videos, and digital timelines. The materials were made available for teachers
through a website. Furthermore, all teachers received a storybook and a classroom timeline.
In small groups the teachers exchanged ideas on how they could integrate Timewise lessons
of about 30 minutes in their own curricula, instead of or alongside regular history or social
studies lessons, preferably at a fixed time in the week.
The meeting was concluded with an evaluation of the training. In a questionnaire, all
teachers answered that the prescriptions and strategies on how to implement Timewise
were clear and that they were very satisfied with the provided materials. Finally, the
teachers were urged not to share any information with their colleagues from control classes
within their schools.
5.3.4 Procedure
After the training sessions, the teachers of the experimental condition carried out 13 to 15
weekly Timewise lessons. The implementation of Timewise was monitored by means of a
questionnaire and logs, in which the teachers reported the topics covered and the duration
of the lessons, the objectives they strove to reach, and the use of the timeline. Furthermore,
each teacher was observed at least once during a Timewise lesson by the first author. All
observations were videotaped with consent from the teachers and the students’ parents.
In the week between the two training sessions the pre-test was conducted in all
classes of the experimental and the control condition, one week before the experimental
condition started with the Timewise lessons. The post-test took place in all classes in the last
week of June, 2015, one week after the experimental condition had finished the Timewise
lessons.
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5.3.5 Treatment fidelity
Treatment fidelity was determined through observations and questionnaires, which
indicated that teachers’ instructional behavior in the experimental condition was according
to the prescriptions.
For the observations of a Timewise lesson, the frequency in which the teacher
focused on the objectives on the understanding of historical time was rated (1 = not or only
once; 2 = repeatedly). We observed, for instance, a lesson in grade 2 about the era of
Television and Computer, in which the teacher at different moments engaged the students
in using vocabulary of time, such as ‘long ago’, ‘our times’, ‘the time of the world wars’, ‘the
time of television and computer’, and ‘1945’. For this lesson, the objective of using the
vocabulary of time was rated with 2. In another lesson about the era of Discoverers and
Reformers in grade 5, the teacher started the lesson with referring to the timeline and
asking the students: “When was that time, and which eras were before and after?” For this
lesson, the objective of using timelines was rated with 1, because in the rest of the lesson,
the timeline was not used anymore. Sixteen observations were rated by the first author, and
subsequently, a teacher trainer from another faculty rated four videotapes according to the
same protocol. Cohens Kappa was κ=.77.
The analyses of the observations indicated that the teachers in the experimental
condition in grade 2 and 5 strove to reach all five objectives on the understanding historical
time in most of their Timewise lessons. The objective of chronological sequence was
observed least. The other objectives were repeatedly observed, with percentages of 75% to
100% (Table 5.4).
Table 5.4.

The percentages of teachers who repeatedly focused on the objectives on the
understanding of historical time in the observed lesson

Objectives

Grade 2 (n = 8)

Grade 5 (n = 8)

Vocabulary of time

88

100

Chronological sequence

38

38

Timeline

75

75

Characteristic features

88

100

Compare and contrast

88

88

Teachers of both the experimental and the control condition filled in a questionnaire about
the teaching of historical time, in which they indicated the time they spent on the teaching
of Timewise and/or history lessons and the use of textbooks and timelines. The results from
this questionnaire showed that the sixteen teachers in the experimental condition, on
average, spent more than the advised 30 minutes on the Timewise lessons. Grade 2 teachers
spent about 34 minutes per week (SD = 6.94) on Timewise. Grade 5 teachers spent on
average 40 minutes (SD = 7.91) per week on Timewise, compared to an average of 23
minutes (SD = 18.50) on regular weekly history lessons with textbooks or on social studies. In
these textbook lessons, as well as in the social studies themes, the teachers used the
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Timewise timeline, and they made references to the Timewise lessons. Two teachers in
grade 5 replaced the textbook history lessons with activities and materials suggested by
Timewise.
For the control condition, the questionnaires showed that in grade 2, history did not
feature in the curriculum. Grade 5 teachers in the control condition spent on average 39
minutes per week (SD = 14.70) on history, with history textbooks or within social studies
themes. The teachers in grade 2 and grade 5 in the control condition did not use large
classroom timelines.
5.3.6 Data analysis
From students’ mean scores on the pre- and post-test on the understanding of
historical time, descriptive statistics were calculated. Baseline differences between the
experimental and control condition were examined, using independent t-tests.
Subsequently, linear mixed model analyses were conducted in SPSS, to take into account the
hierarchical structure of the data. Measurement occasions for the pre-test and the post-test
(level 1) were nested within students (level 2), who were in turn nested in classes (level 3)
(Snijders & Bosker, 2012; Field, 2013). Separate analyses were conducted for grade 2 and for
grade 5, with the standardized score on students understanding of historical time as
dependent variable. In the first step of the analysis, a three-level null model (model 0) was
estimated without explanatory variables. This baseline model was used to determine the
variance within and between classes before taking into account the differences between
conditions in both measurements.
In the second step of the analysis, we included explanatory variables. Model 1 was a
standard 3-level mixed effects model with fixed effects for time, condition, and their
interaction: Ytic = y0 + y1dtic + y2 CONtic + y3 dtic CONtic + Utic + Vt0c (Notation: t = time point; i
= student; c = class; d = dummy variable for pre-test (0) and post-test (1); CON = dummy
variable for control (0) and experimental (1) condition). The last two terms were the random
effects. Utic are the level-2 residuals, separately estimated for time point 1 and 2, indicating
the amount of variance in scores between students within in the same class; Vt0c were the
level-3 residuals, separately estimated for time point 1 and 2, indicating the amount of
variance in scores between classes. The covariance matrixes for Utic and Vt0c were
unconstrained. This model included a random intercept that represented the mean score on
the pre-test for the control condition. We examined the increase in score from pre to post
for the control condition (effect of time). Furthermore, we examined the differences
between the experimental and the control condition on the pre-test score (effect of
condition). An interaction effect (time x condition) was included to investigate the
differential growth of students in the experimental condition from the pre-test to the posttest contrasted against the control group.
In the last model (model 2), explanatory covariates were added stepwise for the total
time that teachers spent on Timewise and history lessons (in minutes), and for students’ age
(in years and months), gender (1-female, 0= male), reading levels (1 = high, 5=low) and
parents’ educational levels (1=high, 0=low).
For models 1 and 2, the residual intra-class correlation coefficients were estimated to
explain for the variance between classes, compared to the total variance in students’ scores
on the tests on the understanding of historical time. The 2-Log-likelihood test was used to
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assess the significance of the deviance between the model 1 and 2 without and with
covariates, using the table for critical values of the chi-square distribution (Field 2013).
Finally, Pearson’s correlations between the fixed predicted values and the Z-scores of the
pre- and post-test on the understanding of historical time were used to assess pseudo Rsquared for model 1 and 2.

5.4 RESULTS
5.4.1 Differences between pre-test and post-test on the understanding of historical time
Table 5.5 contains descriptive statistics for grade 2 and grade 5 students’ scores on the preand post-test on the understanding of historical time in both conditions. A first analysis
through paired samples t-tests (two-tailed) for the sample of pupils that took both tests
(n=718) showed that students within grades and conditions scored significantly higher on
the post-test compared to the pre-test: grade 2 experimental: t (177) = 14.99, p =.000; grade
2 control: t (148) = -6.73, p =.000; grade 5 experimental: t (178) = 13.60, p =.000; grade 5
control: t (211) = -6.48, p =.000.
Analyses through independent t-tests (two-tailed) between conditions showed that
in the pre-test, students in the experimental condition for both grades scored lower than
students of the control condition. However, these differences were not significant (grade 2: t
(325) = -.90, p =.370; grade 5: t (389) = -.58, p =.559). On the post-test, these analyses
showed that students in the experimental condition scored significantly higher than the
control condition for grade 2 (t (325) = 3.44, p =.001) as well as grade 5 (t (389) = 5.28, p
=.000).
Table 5.5.

Mean scores and standard deviations on the pre- and the post-test on the
understanding of historical time
Pre-test (n = 758)

Post-test (n = 773)

Grade
2
2

Condition
Experimental
Control

N
183
154

*Mean score
13.87
14.19

SD
3.58
4.01

N
186
160

*Mean score
17.80
16.32

SD
4.08
3.75

5
5

Experimental
Control

199
222

18.78
19.03

3.71
4.05

201
226

22.58
20.56

3.78
4.01

Note. *The test consisted of 26 items for grade 2 and 32 items for grade 5.

5.4.2 Multilevel analyses
Because of the hierarchical structure of the data and the repeated measures, separate
multilevel analyses were conducted for grade 2 and grade 5, to take into account the
variance between classes and to avoid overestimating the significance of the t-tests. The
random part of model 0 provided justification for the application of multilevel analysis. The
interclass correlation coefficients indicated that in this model the variation between classes
accounted for 11% (grade 2) and 12% (grade 5) of the total variance in students’ test scores.
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The variation within classes accounted for 42% (grade 2) and 41% (grade 5) of the total
variance.
Model 1 (see Table 5.6) is a standard 3-level mixed effects model with fixed effects
for time and condition. The estimates for the variable time indicated a significant increase in
scores from pre- to post-test for the control condition. The estimates for condition indicated
that on the pre-test, the control condition scored higher than the experimental condition,
but not significantly. The interaction between time and condition showed that Timewise had
a significant extra effect on the post-test scores of students in the experimental condition
compared to the control condition and compared to the pre-test: ES = .44 for grade 2, and ES
= .54 for grade 5. These effect sizes can be interpreted as medium (Cohen, 1988). For model
1, residual interclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) indicated that the variation between
classes on students’ understanding of historical time for grade 2 accounted for 11% (pretest) and 14% (post-test) of the total variance in students’ achievements. For grade 5, these
ICCs were 15% (pre-test) and 10% (post-test).
Table 5.6.

Estimates for students' performance on the understanding of historical time test
using linear mixed model analyses
Grade 2 (Students n = 353; Classes n =15 )
Model 1

Effect
Fixed effects
- Random intercept
- Time
- Condition
- Time x Condition
Random effects
Variance within
classes pre-test
Variance within
classes post-test
Variance between
classes pre-test
- Variance between
classes post-test
Covariates
- Time for Timewise
+ history
- Students’ age
- Gender (girl vs
boy)
- Reading levels
- Parents’ education
(high vs low)
-2*log likelihood

Grade 5 (Students n = 435; Classes n = 17)

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

SE

Estimate

SE

-.32*
.39**
-.27
.54**

.13
.11
.20
.16

.85
.38**
-.38*
.54**

.96
.11
.17
.16

.05

.75***

.05

.71***

.05

.73***

.06

.79***

.06

.74***

.05

.05

.04*

.03

.13*

.06

.07*

.03

.06

.04*

.03

0.9*

.04

.03

.02

.03*

.01

.02***

.00

.09*
-.22**

.04
.08

-.17*
-.33***

.08
.07

.13***
-.07

.03
.20

.07*
.16

.03
.19

Estimate

SE

Estimate

SE

-.30*
0.50***
-.12
.44**

.13
.10
.18
1.36

-1.38***
.51***
-1.07*
.44**

.38
.10
.40
.14

.72***

.06

.69***

.76***

06

.09
.12*

1670,19

1640.423*

Estimate

2094.39

2052.92*

Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001

To explain for the variance between and within classes, covariates were included as fixed
effects in model 2: the total time that teachers spent on Timewise and regular history
lessons, students’ characteristics: age, gender, reading levels and parents’ education. We
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included these covariates stepwise, and with every step the log likelihood went down.
However, for reasons of simplicity, we only present the full model. When these covariates
were taken into account, the effects that we found in model 2 remained significant.
Furthermore, we found small effects for all covariates except for parents’ education. The
effect of the total time that teachers spent on Timewise and history lessons on students’
understanding of time was significant at the .05 level in grade 2, and at the .001 level in
grade 5. With regard to age, older students performed better than younger students in
grade 2, whereas in grade 5, the scores of older students were lower than those of younger
students (p < .05). In both grades, girls performed significantly lower than boys. The effects
of reading levels were significant on the .001 level for grade 2 and the .05 level for grade 5.
For model 2, the residual ICC’s were lower than in model 1. The variation between classes in
grade 2 accounted for 6% of the total variance in scores on the pre-test and 5% on the posttest. In grade 5, the ICC for the pre-test was 8% and for the post-test, 4%. These lower ICC’s
indicated that the added covariates largely explained for the variance between classes.
The pseudo R-squared was the same for model 1 and 2: .109 (grade 2) and .127 for
grade 5. Finally, a -2 log likelihood test proved that model 2 provided the best fit to the data;
the differences between the model 1 and 2 were significant for grade 2 as well as for grade 5
(p < .01, df = 5).

5.5 DISCUSSION
In this study, two hypotheses were tested for the effect of Timewise on students’
understanding of historical time in grade 2 (ages 7-8) and 5 (ages 10-11). In the grade 2,
history usually does not feature in the curriculum because, based on older Piagetian theories
(Jahoda, 1963; Piaget, 1969), most teachers believe that students aged 7 or 8 are not able to
understand historical time. The Timewise intervention, however, shows that teaching history
at these ages is not only possible, but also leads to more progression in students’
understanding of historical time than a curriculum without history lessons. The fact that
these grade 2 students showed increased gains in historical knowledge, seems to further
contradict the Piagetian stage theory and the limitations of early grade cognition, which
confirms findings from previous research (Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Stow &
Haydn, 2000; Hoodless, 2002). The finding that grade 2 classes without history lessons also
made progress indicates that maturation as well, could be a factor in the development of the
understanding of historical time, which is consistent with findings in the study of De GrootReuvekamp et al. (2017), which also showed progress on the understanding of historical
time for students aged 6 to 8. The significant higher learning gains for grade 2 students who
were taught with Timewise show that the teaching of history could start earlier than the age
of 9 or 10, which is currently usual in most countries.
In grade 5, as well, students who were taught with Timewise scored significantly
higher on the post-test compared to the pre-test and the control condition. In contrast to
Timewise, traditional textbook-based history lessons largely consist of reading texts and
answering questions on worksheets, with a focus on one era for a longer time, without
specific focus on using the vocabulary of time and on placing events, persons, or objects in
time with reference to the larger framework of historical eras (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al.,
2014). Questionnaires of teachers in the control condition showed that these teachers did
not use classroom timelines. In the grade 5 classes that were taught with Timewise, six
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participating teachers spent on average 24 minutes weekly extra on history, since they gave
regular textbook lessons along with the Timewise lessons. These teachers did not want, or
did not dare, to skip the textbook lessons, since teachers in the Netherlands rely heavily on
textbooks (Wagenaar et al., 2010). Two grade 5 teachers, however, did not use history
textbooks at all. They only worked with the materials and suggestions that were provided
with Timewise, and their student learning gains were well above the average. It would be
interesting to investigate on a larger scale if increasing learning gains on the understanding
of historical time can be reached by adopting the Timewise approach without adding
textbook lessons.
Building on earlier studies (West, 1981a; Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Hodkinson,
2003a), Timewise focuses on the use of timelines as a means to improve students’
understanding of historical time. Other approaches could also be possible, as suggested by
Wilschut (2012), for instance, who proposes building associative contexts through stories
first, and adding dates and the timeline later. We have not chosen this approach, since we
believe that learning about dates and chronology with support of the structure of a timeline
can help students from the very start, as a visual scaffold to place events and persons in time
(Hoodless, 1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000, Dawson, 2004; Barton 2011; Blow et al., (2012).
However, we also realize that timelines can be criticized because of their linear
representation (Grever, 2009; Stearns, 2009). Putting so much emphasis on this linear
representation might enhance a deterministic view of history (that history could not have
unfolded differently). Besides periodizations are always interpretations that depend on the
(limited) perspective that is taken, leaving out world history, for example. When working
with timelines should be introduced in primary education, issues of periodization and
contingency in the course of history need to be addressed in secondary education.
Furthermore, teachers must keep these drawbacks in mind when constructing or selecting a
timeline to use in the classroom.
We found significant effects on the test scores for students’ characteristics: age,
gender, and reading levels. The finding that in grade 2, older students performed better than
younger students might be explained by maturation, which could play a role for these young
students. In grade 5, it seems that maturation is no longer important, since older students
performed less well. This might be explained by the fact that older students in grade 5 were
repeaters (students who are in the same grade for the second year, mostly because of lower
performances), whereas in grade 2, there were fewer repeaters. The significant effect of
reading levels in both grades, might be explained by the fact that most questions in the test
required reading skills. Although for grade 2 students, the test was read aloud by the
teachers, students still had to understand the question, and this probably was easier for
students with higher reading levels. The significantly lower performance of girls compared to
boys is consistent with findings from Dutch national tests on the social sciences (Wagenaar
et al., 2010) and findings of De Groot-Reuvekamp et al. (2017). Although several studies
report this phenomenon (Van Boxtel, Engelen, & de Wijs, 2011; Dutch Inspectorate of
Education, 2015b), no adequate explanation has yet been offered. On the other hand,
Hodkinson (2009b) found that gender played no role in primary school pupils’ development
of temporal cognition and the retention of historical knowledge. Contrary to findings in both
aforementioned studies, parents’ education had no effect. The only explanation that we can
suggest here is that the effect diminishes because of the effect of reading levels that are
often higher for students of higher-educated parents. Furthermore, in our sample, the
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percentage of students with parents with a lower level of education was rather small
compared to the national average (Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2015a).
We end this section with several limitations in the study that need to be discussed,
firstly in relation to the sample. Because neither students nor teachers were randomly
assigned to the classroom, teacher background and characteristics might be associated with
student achievement, although the multilevel analyses took differences between classes
(and teachers) into account. It might be interesting for future research to investigate how
teachers differed in the implementation or Timewise. On the other hand, the fact that most
schools, as far as possible with regard to the school size, participated with experimental as
well as control groups enhanced the comparability.
A second limitation relates to the data collection, in which the reporting on history lessons in
the control condition was only based on questionnaires. Observations of history lessons in
the control condition could have added more information on how these teachers taught
differently from the teachers in the experimental condition. Thirdly, there are some
limitations with regard to the pre- and post-test. Since these were the same tests, the effect
of regression to the mean could have influenced the results on the post-test. Although there
were five months in between the pre- and the post-test, there could have been a learning
effect. Furthermore, a multiple-choice test cannot reveal how students think and reason
about historical time as a key second order concept of history. Timewise contributes to an
understanding of historical eras; the ability to situate historical persons; events and objects
in time; and the ability to make comparisons between historical eras, but does not enhance
students’ understanding of the nature of time, how time is perceived and experienced. In
further research, interviews with students could give more insight into how an intervention
like Timewise affects students’ understanding of the metahistorical concept of time.

5.6 CONCLUSION
The present study aimed to add empirical evidence for the assumption that students’
understanding of historical time can be enhanced by engaging students in activities on the
application of vocabulary related to time; placing and sequencing objects, situations, events
and persons in historical eras, and comparing and contrasting historical eras, by a consistent
use of timelines (West, 1981a; Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Hodkinson 2003a). The results of
Timewise show that systematic teaching according to the objectives of historical time, with
activities as mentioned above, with a consistent use of timelines, results in higher learning
outcomes on students’ understanding of historical time. These findings have some important
implications for the teaching of historical time in elementary school and for teacher
education.
The intervention with Timewise made teachers more aware on the objectives of the
understanding of historical time, which in teaching through textbooks often remain implicit.
Timewise offered teachers a lot of readymade materials, such as a classroom timeline, a
storybook, lesson formats, and links to pictures and video clips, which made it easier for
them to integrate Timewise in their curriculum and classroom practice. In this respect, the
Timewise approach could offer examples of how history textbooks could be improved, by
more explicitly including learning activities that focus on the objectives of historical time and
the use of timelines. It would be interesting to explore if the Timewise approach, in
providing teachers with high quality materials, could be translated to other areas of
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historical thinking. For instance the study of Reisman (2012) showed how a curriculum
intervention with classroom-ready materials in high school had, among others, a positive
effect on students’ historical thinking. Further research could investigate to what extent high
quality, authentic, ready-made curricular materials could contribute to improvement of
primary school pupils’ historical thinking.
Furthermore, the positive effects of the use of Timewise in grade 2 show that,
contrary to beliefs of many teachers who still follow the Piagetian stage theory, teaching
history to young students is possible and leads to increased gains in their understanding of
historical time. Further longitudinal research would be needed to investigate to what extent
an earlier start in learning about historical time remains advantageous in later years,
compared to starting with history lessons at the age or 9 or 10, which is usual nowadays in
most countries.
The findings from the present study could contribute to pre-service and in-service
teacher training, as (prospective) teachers should be aware of children’s development of the
understanding of historical time and how to teach this to students in elementary school.
Further research could explore how the findings of the present study could help to improve
teacher training and to coach teachers in schools, in developing their knowledge and skills,
and changing their beliefs, to improve their teaching on the understanding of historical time.
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APPENDIX 5.1
LESSON FORMATS

Fixed format for the introductory lessons
Objectives
Introduction to the timeline, from a timelines of students’ lives (grade 2) to timelines with
ten historical eras (grade 5). Students learn to:
- use the vocabulary of time;
- place objects, situations, events and people on a timeline;
- identify characteristics of the historical eras;
- compare and contrast different historical periods.
Teaching methods and learning activities
- Students make a timeline of their own lives and learn to use dates.
- Teachers present interactive PowerPoint presentations on the historical eras.
- Students discuss about differences and similarities between different eras and the
present.
- Students sequence pictures on a digital timeline on the interactive whiteboard (IWB).
- Students attach preselected pictures to the classroom timeline.
- Students participate in a ‘quiz’, to check if they master the vocabulary of time.

Flexible format for the weekly Timewise lessons
Objectives
In every lesson the teacher focuses on five objectives on understanding historical time (Table
1). For every era these objectives are operationalized in a table (see example below).
Suggested teaching methods and learning activities
- Short review of the era of the previous lesson, in which students attach a picture to the
classroom timeline (objective 3).
- The teacher discusses the objectives of the lesson with the students and the era of the
lesson is pointed out on the classroom timeline, using the vocabulary of time (objective
1)
- The teacher reads a story and/or shows a video clip on the IWB, followed by a whole
class discussion about the characteristics of the era - how people lived at that time.
Historical concepts are used and can be written on the whiteboard (objective 4).
- Student discussions: How do we know about these times? What sources do we have?
What is left/ still visible ore used in our times? (objective 5)
- Characteristics of the era can be compared with the present and other eras (objective 5)
- Students can sequence pictures on the timeline on the IWB (objectives 2 and 3).
- Students can choose a picture and attach this to the classroom timeline (objective 5).
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Example of a flexible lesson format for grade 2
Roman times – The Romans are coming
Objectives to discuss
and evaluate with
students

We learn about Roman times. These times also belong to the historical
period that is most long ago. We learn that:
- Roman times came after the time of Hunters and Farmers;
- When the Romans came, there were people living in our country
that were called Batavians and Frisians;
- The Romans came from Rome;
- The Romans were good architects (army camps, cities, big
buildings);
- We still have /use things from Roman times (e.g. coins, glass,
letters and buildings).

Vocabulary of time

Most long ago – our times - Roman times – the start of Roman times in
the Netherlands

Historical concepts

Romans – Batavians – Frisians – emperor – Rome – different and the
same.

Suggested materials

Story: The Romans are coming.
Timewise timeline for the IWB with pictures; video clip.
Printed pictures to attach to the classroom timeline.
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APPENDIX 5.2
EXAMPELS OF QUESTIONS IN THE TEST

Examples of items in the grade 2 test, stage of emergent understanding of historical time
Objective 2: Sequencing objects, situations, events and people / historical periods in
chronological order.
Text that the teacher reads aloud:
“Here you see buildings from the past till now. What is the right sequence in time, starting
from the oldest building? Tick the box before the row that represents the correct order in
time.”
Explanation: Students were given four rows of four pictures from various buildings in different order:
- a Roman Temple
- a mediaeval castle
- a town hall from the 17th century
- a factory from the 19th century

Objective 4: Use and identify characteristic features in texts and images to place objects,
situations, events and people in the correct periods of time.
Picture

Picture

Picture

Picture

Mp3 player

DVD player

Turntable

IPod

Text that the teacher reads aloud:
“Niels is a student in grade 2. When his grandfather was a child, he liked to listen to music.
Which device was used to listen to music at the time that the grandfather of Niels was a
child? Tick the box under the device that the grandfather of Niels used to listen to music.”
Examples of items that were used in both tests, stage of initial understanding of historical
time
Objective 1: Vocabulary relating to time and periods of time.
Text:
In a family there are four children: Sander, Elise, Tim en Julia. Behind each child you see the
year they are born. Which child is the oldest?
A. Sander 2001.
B. Elise 2003.
C. Tim 2004.
D. Julia 2006.
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Objective 3: Placing objects, situations, events and people on a timeline.
Text:
Here you see a picture of Anne Frank. In her diary she writes how she and her family had to
hide for two years, because they were Jewish.
In which era did Anne Frank write her diary?
Explanation: Students were given a picture of Anne Frank and a timeline that represented the eras
most recent and most long ago in different colors (Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2.

Timeline for Timewise in grade 2 (ages 7-8).

Examples of items in the grade 5 test, stage of continued understanding of historical time

Objective 4: Use and identify characteristic features in texts and images to place objects,
situations, events and people in the correct periods of time.
Text:
Here you see a map from a history book. To which chapter in the book does the map
belong?
A. The journeys of the Vikings in the 9th century.
B. The trade routes of the Hanseatic League in the 13th century.
C. The journeys of the Dutch East India Company in the 17th century.
D. The slave trade in the 18th century.
Explanation: Students were given a picture of a world map with arrows representing the triangular
trade.

Objective 5: Compare and contrast different historical periods to identify changes,
differences and similarities in the way people lived within and across periods.
Text:
On this picture from 1870 you see people at work. What was new at this time?
A. The machines were very safe.
B. The machines worked on steam power.
C. Men and women got the same wages.
D. On Saturdays the factory was closed.
Explanation: Students were given a picture of people working in a textile factory in 1870.
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Chapter 6

A SUCCESSFUL PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM IN HISTORY: WHAT
MATTERS?
This study focuses on a successful Professional Development Program (PDP) for
improving students’ understanding of historical time, consisting of a training and the
implementation of Timewise, a teaching approach in which timelines were used
consistently. The PDP was carried out with 16 teachers in grades 2 (ages 7-8) and 5 (ages
10-11). Supportive methods, such as prescriptions, strategies, insights and historical
background knowledge, enabled teachers to implement Timewise. Teachers’ beliefs on
teaching the understanding of historical time changed as a result of the PDP. The highest
student learning gains were reached by teachers who successfully implemented the
aimed instructional behavior.

6.1 INTRODUCTION
In the past decades multiple reviews discussed professional development programs (PDPs)
of teachers (Kennedy, 2016). Most of these studies aim to understand under what
conditions, why, and how teachers learn, whereas the ultimate goal of a PDP is to improve
students’ achievements. However, only few studies include measurements of student
learning outcomes and even less studies focus on the relation between specific features of
the PDP and student learning (Kennedy, 1998; Knapp, 2003). According to Hattie (2005) a
reason for the lack of success of PDPs for teachers could even be that there is too little focus
on the improvement of student learning.
The present study focuses on a PDP aimed at the improvement of students’
understanding of historical time. The understanding of historical time is a very important
part of the learning of history and essential for understanding events in today’s society
(Barton & Levstik, 2004; Wilschut, 2012). However, research indicates that the teaching of
historical time in elementary schools, at least in England and the Netherlands, does not
always lead to optimal student learning outcomes (Wagenaar, Van der Schoot & Hemker,
2010; Ofsted, 2011; De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014). In the PDP in this study teachers
adopted a teaching approach that we named Timewise, in which they consistently made
connections between historical events and the timeline, while using stories, pictures and
videos, to develop their students’ understanding of time.
Previously, we investigated the effects of the implementation of the Timewise
approach on students’ learning outcomes in a pre-/post-test design with students in grade 2
(ages 7-8) and grade 5 (ages 10-11) in an experimental (n=396) and a control condition
(n=392). Linear mixed model analyses showed that students in grade 2 as well as grade 5
scored significantly higher on the post-test compared to the pre-test and compared to the
control condition (Chapter 5).
The present study focuses on the question which components of the PDP were
relevant for the success of the PDP.
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6.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Although research indicates that changing teachers’ behavior is hard to realize, there is a
large body of review studies that identifies characteristics for PDPs that could be effective in
improving teaching practices (Kennedy, 1998; Loucks-Horsley & Matsumoto, 1999; Birman,
Desimone, Porter & Garet, 2000; Borko, 2004; Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung, 2007;
Yoon, Duncan, Wen-Yu-Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007; Blank, de las Alas, & Smith, 2008;
Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Sztajn, Campbell, & Yoon, 2011; Van Veen, Zwart, & Meirink, 2012;
Cherrington & Thornton, 2013; Thurlings, Evers, & Vermeulen, 2015; Kennedy, 2016).
Central in this study are changes of teachers’ beliefs, increased knowledge and skills and
changes in instruction. These changes result in improved student learning outcomes and are
realized through the design features of the PDP. These components are schematically shown
in Desimone’s (2009) much cited framework for the design, implementation and evaluation
of PDPs (Figure 6.1). Below we will elaborate on the components of this framework in
relation to the PDP for the improvement of elementary students’ understanding of historical
time. We will finish this section with a description of the design features of the PDP in the
present study.

Figure 6.1.

Conceptual framework for studying the effects of professional development on
teachers and students (Desimone, 2009, p.185).

6.2.1 Teachers' knowledge, skills, attitudes and beliefs, with regard to the understanding
of historical time
Increasing teachers’ knowledge and skills and changing their attitudes and beliefs are key
elements in PDPs (Borko, 2004; Timperly et al., 2007; Desimone, 2009). Through building on
teachers’ own existing knowledge, skills, attitudes and beliefs, PDPs offer learning
experiences in which teachers gain new knowledge, skills and change attitudes and beliefs
aimed at improving their instruction (Knapp, 2003; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Desimone, 2009;
Van Veen et al., 2012; Cherrington & Thornton, 2013).
In the PDP in this study it is important that teachers gain content knowledge about
historical eras and pedagogical content knowledge on how children develop their
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understanding of historical time. Since elementary school teachers in the Netherlands, as in
most other countries, teach all subjects, they often have only superficial content knowledge
of historical eras. Moreover, with regard to their knowledge on students’ development of
historical time teachers often hold outdated beliefs related to the Piagetian stage theory
that the learning of clock and calendar time is conditional for the learning of historical time
and that the teaching of history therefore cannot start before the age of 9 (Barton & Levstik,
1996; Wilschut, 2012). However, according to empirical studies by, among others, Harnett
(1993), Barton and Levstik (1996) and Hodkinson (2003a), the development of historical time
starts at a young age with children from about five, being able to distinguish concrete
changes in time in, for instance, clothing and architecture using relative time phrases like
‘long ago’.
For the pedagogical content knowledge in the PDP in the present study the
developmental model of De Groot-Reuvekamp et al. (2017) is an appropriate model of how
students learn about historical time. This model is based on theories about students’
development in the understanding of historical time (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). The model consists of three stages: emergent,
initial and continued understanding of historical time, with five objectives that are
operationalised in learning activities that can be carried out by teachers to enhance
students’ understanding of historical time: use the vocabulary of time; sequence pictures of
objects, situations, events and persons in chronological order; use the timeline; identify
characteristics of historical eras, and compare eras with each other and with the present.
The three stages grow in complexity, for instance, in the development from broad to specific
dating, and from concrete knowledge of the history of daily lives, to more abstract
knowledge of political and economic structures that are characteristic for a certain historical
era.
The skills that teachers need to teach the understanding of historical time by
engaging students in learning activities as described in the model, will be elaborated on in
the next paragraph.
6.2.2 Change in instruction - the aimed instructional behavior for the teaching of
historical time
In our PDP we want to improve the understanding of historical time of younger as well as
older elementary school students, in grade 2 (ages 7-8) and grade 5 (ages 10-11). For most
teachers in grade 2 the teaching of historical time is new, since history in the Netherlands, as
in most countries, is not part of the curriculum. The teaching about historical eras generally
starts in grade 5, with a focus on one era for a longer time, without paying attention to a
chronological overview as provided by timelines (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2014).
For the teaching of historical time, however, it is essential that teachers consistently
engage their students in learning activities with timelines to build up their knowledge and
skills on using dates and sequences and in identifying characteristic features and change and
continuity in the past and the present. A focus on timelines to enhance elementary students’
understanding of historical time is recommended in many publications on classroom practice
(Hoodless 1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000), because timelines visualize the chronological
overview of historical eras, whereas attached pictures can give an impression of a ‘sense of
period’ (Dawson, 2004; Blow, Lee & Shemilt, 2012). A small body of empirical studies
confirms that ttimelines are effective (Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Hodkinson, 2003a;
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Prangsma, Van Boxtel and Kanselaar, 2008; De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017). Furthermore,
a number of studies have shown that teaching with pictures and stories is helpful to
stimulate students’ use of the vocabulary of time and their reasoning about chronological
sequence and characteristic features of historical eras (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett,
1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Van Boxtel & Van Drie,
2012). Therefore, it is important that teachers consistently use timelines, historical pictures
and stories to engage their students in using the vocabulary of time, placing historical events
and persons in time and making comparisons between historical eras and the present.
6.2.3 Design features of Professional Development Programs
In review studies on PDPs different lists of design features are mentioned that could be
effective for the improvement of teacher’s skills and knowledge and/or change in attitudes
and beliefs. However, five influential features reappear in most studies: content focus, active
learning, duration, collective participation, and coherence (Desimone, 2009). Next to these
five features, several authors emphasize the extent to which teachers have opportunities to
integrate a new methodology into their daily work (autonomy) and the availability and
usefulness of materials and resources, as influential factors for the effectiveness of PDPs
(Knapp 2003; Blank et al., 2008; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Van Veen et al., 2012; Thurlings et al.
2015).
Although there is a consensus in literature on most of the features mentioned above,
lists of effective characteristics for PDPs are also criticized in particular because the effect of
these features on teacher or student learning often remains unclear (Guskey, 2003; Knapp,
2003; Van Veen et al., 2012; Kennedy, 2016). In a recent review of 28 studies on PDPs,
Kennedy (2016) questions the effectiveness of frequently used design features for PDPs, as
some of the most effective programs in her review did not always comply with the five
design features mentioned above. These programs were highly effective in student
outcomes, nevertheless. As a possible explanation Kennedy (2016) puts forward that some
of the more effective programs in her review appeared to be directly carried out by authors
or their affiliated researchers, who were familiar with the work of teachers. Also Yoon et al.
(2007) found this effect for successful PDPs in their review. In addition to the design features
mentioned above Kennedy (2016) emphasizes the importance of motivating teachers to
incorporate new ideas in their daily practice, and she identifies four ‘methods’ to support
teachers that proved to be effective in the reviewed programs:
1. Prescriptions: descriptive, often procedural guidance on how teachers should proceed
exactly as the provider intends.
2. Strategies: examples of practices that will achieve specific goals of the PD, in which
teachers are encouraged to make choices on the basis of their own professional
judgement.
3. Insights: stimulation of new insights to help teachers interpret situations differently and
adapt their response.
4. A body of knowledge: a coherent body of interrelated concepts and principles, often
summarized in books or lectures that teachers can use in their teaching practices.
Of these four methods that increase with the involvement of teachers in making their own
decisions how to proceed, strategies and insights had the largest effects on students’
learning outcomes (Kennedy, 2016).
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Our PDP was developed according to Kennedy’s four methods, because these
methods specifically focus on how to support teachers to change their instructional behavior
in the classroom.
6.2.4 The PDP in the present study
During the training the participating teachers received prescriptions on the implementation
of the Timewise approach, such as the importance of teaching according to the objectives
from the developmental model (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017) and using the timeline
consistently. All teachers received a large classroom timeline that was specially developed
for the PDP: one version for grade 2 on the level of initial understanding of historical time
and one version for grade 5 on the level of continued understanding. The teachers received
fixed formats for three introductory lessons on the timeline. Furthermore, all teachers
received a book with stories to tell, PowerPoint presentations, pictures and links to
educational videos and digital timelines, on which pictures could be sequenced on the
interactive whiteboard (IWB). All materials and resources were made available through a
website (De Groot-Reuvekamp, 2014). The supporting materials and resources were
developed to take about 30 minutes per week and the teachers were stimulated to plan
their Timewise activities on a fixed moment in the week.
During the training, teachers were shown examples, strategies on how to teach
according to the objectives, using the timeline and the materials and resources provided
possibly together with their own materials. For the weekly Timewise lessons they received a
flexible lesson format for lessons on the eras of the Dutch history curriculum. These formats
consisted of a short review on the previous lesson, attachment of a picture on the classroom
timeline, introduction of the new topic with the timeline and a story, discussion on
characteristic features and comparisons with other eras and the present, exercises with the
digital timeline, election of a picture to be attached to the timeline in the next lesson. For
these lessons teachers could makes choices from the provided stories, pictures and video
clips. Teachers were encouraged to actively engage their students in learning activities
dealing with the objectives of the understanding of historical time, for example in attaching
or sequencing pictures on the timeline, in identifying characteristic features, or in comparing
different eras. Furthermore, there was an explanation of how teachers could refer to the
timeline in other lessons. Teachers could decide themselves whether they planned the
Timewise lessons instead of or next to regular history lessons, and how they used the
materials and resources provided, as long as they used the timeline consistently in every
lesson and focused on the five objectives (see Paragraph 2.1) within the framework of the
lesson formats. In the training sessions the teachers planned how they could adapt the
Timewise approach to their own classroom practice.
In the first training session teachers’ insights into the development and the teaching
of historical time were discussed. Topics of the discussion were existing misconceptions,
such as students first having to master clock and calendar time before they can learn about
historical time, alongside new insights into at what age the teaching and learning of
historical time can start, and into materials that can be used to stimulate students’
understanding.
Finally the PDP offered the teachers a body of knowledge on historical eras and on
the teaching of historical time. The instruction manual contained an overview of content
knowledge in which the historical eras and characteristic features were described. With
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regard to the pedagogical content knowledge of the teaching of historical time the
developmental model with the three stages (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017) was
explained.
6.2.5 Aims of the present study
The main research question in this study is: ‘Which components of the PDP for improving
elementary school students’ understanding of historical time were relevant for the success of
the PDP?’
To answer this question, the components of Desimone (2009) and Kennedy’s
methods to support teachers (2016) offer a useful framework. This leads to the following
sub-questions:
1. Which student learning gains were realized by the teachers?
2. How did teachers perceive the support provided by the PDP, regarding prescriptions,
insights, strategies and the body of knowledge?
3. Which changes in attitudes, beliefs and gains in knowledge and skills did teachers
perceive?
4. To what extent did teachers implement the aimed instructional behavior in the
classroom?
6.3 DESIGN AND METHOD
In this study a multimethod design was chosen. Figure 6.2 presents an overview of the
instruments that were used, during different phases of the PDP.

Figure 6.2.

Timeline of the PDP with the instruments that were used to answer the research
questions.

The PDP started with two training sessions of four hours each, followed by the
implementation of the Timewise approach during five months, a time span that according to
literature would be effective (Desimone, 2009). The training was provided by the first
author, an experienced teacher trainer who coaches (student) teachers. At the start of the
training teachers filled in questionnaire 1 on beliefs. After the training they answered
questionnaire 2 on the supportive methods. In the week before and the week after the
implementation all students took the pre- and post-test on the understanding of historical
time. Just after the implementation all teachers answered questionnaire 3 on supportive
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methods and all teachers were interviewed. One year later the teachers answered
questionnaire 4 on their knowledge and beliefs before and since the PDP.
6.3.1 Participants
Between February and July 2015 eight teachers from grade 2 (ages 7-8) and eight teachers
from grade 5 (ages 10-11) participated in this study. They taught in eight schools in smaller
and larger cities that belong to a partnership with a teacher training institute, in the South
East of the Netherlands. The teachers had between 2 and 40 years of experience (M=17.13,
SD=14.44); fourteen were female and two male (Table 6.1), which corresponds to the
situation in the Netherlands where the majority of the teachers is female. The names in
Table 6.1 are aliases.
In grade 2, 189 students (89 boys and 100 girls) and in grade 5, 207 students (96 boys
and 111 girls) were taught with the Timewise approach. Overall, the mean percentage of
students with parents with a lower educational level (elementary school or basic vocational
education) was lower than the national average of 10.9% (Dutch Inspectorate of Education,
2015a). However, in two grade 2 classes this percentage was higher with 16.7% in school 2 in
Alice’s class and 50% in school 7 in Olivia’s class.
Table 6.1.
School

Overview of participating schools, teachers and students
Grade 2
Teacher characteristics

Name

Age

1
2
3

Mabel
Alice
Maud

4

Andy

N
students

% Low
educ.
parents

25
60
52

Experience
4
36
30

21
24
25

4.8
16.7
4

59

38

24

4.2

5
6

Grade 5
Teacher characteristics

Name

Age

Vanessa
Maureen
Rose
George
Eve
Rachel

26
33
62
61
26

Experience
4
12
40
39
2

N
students

% Low
educ.
parents

30
28
27
28
22

0
7.2
0
0
0

Jill
34
11
41*
0
Claire
46
7
20
0
44
6
27
Mary
34
10
22
0
7
Olivia
31
8
14
50
Emmy
52
22
27
8
Chantal
26
5
18
Total
8
189
8
207
Note. *This class was separated in two groups that each were taught for 2.5 months with the Timewise
approach.

The teachers were asked by their school directors to participate in this study. All teachers
had positive motives, either because they had a personal interested in history or because
they wanted to improve their teaching, except for Andy in school 4, who participated just
because his director asked him to. Five teachers (Jill, Olivia, Mary, Alice and Mabel) wanted
to learn specifically how they could teach history in their grade 2 classes, and two grade 5
teachers (Vanessa and Rachel) participated because they were not satisfied with their
current program for history.
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The grade 2 teachers added the Timewise approach to their curriculum, since they
did not teach history in their regular curriculum. Six grade 5 teachers added Timewise to
their program next to regular history lessons. Two grade 5 teachers, Vanessa and Maureen,
replaced the regular history lessons with the Timewise approach. Five teachers in grade 5
taught history through textbooks. Vanessa did not use her textbook anymore, because it had
become outdated. Eve and Rachel taught history within integrated themes for social studies.
Two grade 2 teachers (Jill and Olivia) also worked with themes for social studies, which did
not include topics on historical eras, however. This represents the situation in the
Netherlands, where for grade 1 and 2 (ages 6 to 8), history hardly features in the curriculum
of most schools, and a majority of the schools teaches history through textbooks in grades 3
to 6 (ages 8 to 12). About 20% of all schools teach history as a part of social studies often
integrated with civics, geography and science (Wagenaar et al., 2010; Dutch Inspectorate of
Education, 2015b).

6.3.2

Instruments

6.3.2.1 Questionnaires
Four questionnaires were administered to answer sub-questions 2 and 3. Questionnaire 1
contained three positive statements and one negative statement on beliefs on the teaching
of historical time with a four-point scale. Questionnaire 2 contained closed and open
questions on prescriptions and strategies, such as on teachers’ satisfaction with the
instructions in the training. In questionnaire 3 teachers could give their opinion on how the
methods of the PDP (Kennedy, 2016) were supportive in the implementation of Timewise,
for example the usefulness of materials in the classroom practice. In questionnaire 4
teachers could indicate their feelings of competence before and since the PDP on ten
statements about knowledge of and skills in teaching the understanding of historical time,
on a three-point scale (0 = not competent; 1 = a little competent; 3 = fully competent). They
also answered the same four statements on beliefs as in the first questionnaire.
6.3.2.2 Logs
The teachers kept weekly logs in which they reported on the topic and the duration of the
lessons and the objectives that were paid attention to. In total 141 logs were collected from
about 200 lessons, with a range of 3 to 15 logs per teacher (Mean 8.8; SD 3.7).
6.3.2.3 Observations
All teachers were observed with regard to their instructional behavior for 30 to 45 minutes
during one of the Timewise lessons. They were asked to give a lesson that was
representative of how they taught the Timewise approach. During the observation the
frequency in which the teacher focused on the objectives on the understanding of historical
time was rated (1 = not or only once; 2 = repeatedly), and whether the teacher did or did not
engage students actively in learning activities on the objectives. All observations were
videotaped with the teachers’ consent.
6.3.2.4 Interviews
At the end of the PDP semi-structured interviews with all teachers were conducted by the
first researcher to get more in-depth information about teachers’ perceptions of the support
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of the methods of the PDP (Kennedy, 2016), and of changes in attitudes and beliefs and
gains in knowledge and skills (sub-questions 2 and 3). Questions were asked about the use of
the instruction manual and the timeline (prescriptions), the use of stories, pictures and
videos (strategies) and on new insights into the teaching of historical time. The interviews
were audiotaped with the teachers’ consent and there were member checks on the
transcriptions.
6.4.2.5 Pre- and post-test
Students’ learning gains were measured through a pre-/post-test design (sub-question 1).
The test that was developed and validated in a previous study (De Groot-Reuvekamp et al.,
2017) consisted of 26 (grade 2) and 32 (grade 5) multiple-choice items related to the five
objectives of historical time. An example of a grade 2 question on the objective of
sequencing is a question in which students were given four pictures of buildings and had to
tick the box for the correct chronological sequence (a Roman temple, a mediaeval castle, a
town hall from the 17th century and a factory from the 19th century).
6.3.3 Data analysis
To answer sub-question 1 (learning gains in grade 2 and 5) an overview per teacher was
made of the mean student learning gains, resulting from the pre- and the post-test. For subquestion 2 and 3 calculations of means on the items in the questionnaires were conducted.
Because of the small number of participating teachers, it was not possible to investigate
whether differences between teachers were statistically significant.
The interviews were coded in Atlas-ti, with codes that were derived from the four
supportive methods (Kennedy, 2016). Examples of codes were: use of the instruction manual
and use of the timeline (prescriptions); use of stories, pictures and videos (strategies);
insights into the learning of historical time and body of knowledge. Representative quotes
were marked.
To answer sub-question 4, percentages were calculated for the number of Timewise
lessons in which teachers focused on the objectives, as reported in teachers’ logs. With
respect to the observations the first researcher rated 16 observations and subsequently a
teacher trainer from another faculty for teacher training rated 4 videos, using the same
protocol, which resulted in a Cohen’s Kappa of κ=.77. For each objective the percentages of
teachers who repeatedly focused on the objective was calculated, as well as the percentages
of teachers who engaged their students actively.
Finally, in order to explore potential relationships between learning gains and
teacher behavior, a table was composed of participating teachers' instructional behavior as
measured in logs and observations, and the student learning gains these teachers realized.

6.4 RESULTS
6.4.1 Which student learning gains were reached by the teachers?
Students’ learning gains on the understanding of historical time were 3.93 for grade 2 and
3.80 for grade 5, as measured through analyses of results from the pre- and post-test
(Chapter 5). Table 6.2 shows the mean student learning gains per teacher.
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Notably in grade 2, the students of three teachers with the lowest learning gains (Jill,
Olivia and Claire) had lower scores on the pre-test than the students of the other grade 2
teachers. In grade 5 Eve’s students hardly made any progress. Furthermore, the table shows
that teachers who spent more time did not necessarily have higher learning gains. In grade 2
teachers who spent 45 minutes did not reach higher learning gains than teachers who spent
35 minutes. In grade 5 most teachers spent extra time on Timewise alongside their regular
history lessons. Two grade 5 teachers (George and Emmy) spent more time (85 minutes)
than most other teachers, but their learning gains were below average. The two grade 5
teachers who spent less time than most other teachers, because they did not give regular
history lessons next to Timewise (Vanessa and Maureen), reached learning gains above
average.
Table 6.2.

Teacher
Jill
Olivia
Claire
Maud
Mary
Andy
Alice
Mabel

Mean student learning gains resulting from the difference between pre- and posttest and the time teachers spent on history (n=16)
Grade

Pre-test*

Post-test*

Learning gain

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

12.90
10.67
12.24
15.00
14.93
14.50
15.08
14.76

15.32
13.99
15.65
18.96
19.05
19.08
20.04
19.90

2.42
3.32
3.41
3.96
4.12
4.58
4.96
5.14

Time on
Timewise**
30
30
20
45
45
30
35
35

Eve
5
19.22
19.55
0.33
George
5
20.71
23.39
2.68
Emmy
5
18.85
22.11
3.26
Rose
5
20.11
24.33
4.22
Vanessa
5
17.34
22.08
4.74
Rachel
5
16.23
21.15
4.92
Chantal
5
20.11
25.28
5.17
Maureen
5
18.04
23.22
5.18
Notes. *The test for grade 2 consisted of 26 items and for grade 5 of 32 items.
**time per week in minutes.

20
40
40
40
50
40
35
45

Total time on
history**
30
30
20
45
45
30
35
35
35
85
85
70
50
55
80
45

6.4.2 How did teachers perceive the support provided by the PDP, with regard to
prescriptions, strategies, insights and body of knowledge?
To a closed question in questionnaire 2 after the training all teachers answered that they
had received sufficient ‘prescriptions’ to implement Timewise in their classrooms. Eight
teachers added remarks such as “Instructions were clear” and “We received excellent
materials to work with”. In the interviews all teachers confirmed their satisfaction with the
instruction manual. They appreciated that the preparation took relatively little time
(between 10 and 30 minutes per lesson) because, as Mabel explained: “the manual is very
clear and pictures are also there, so I know exactly what pictures I can use”, and Claire: “Yes,
it's nice that the manual is comprehensive”. Furthermore, all teachers reported to use the
large classroom timeline and most teachers preferred this timeline over the digital timeline,
because, as Vanessa, grade 5, said: “the classroom timeline is always visible, which is also
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useful to refer to during other lessons” to which Mabel, grade 2, added: “the digital timeline
only represents a part of the timeline”.
With regard to ‘strategies’ most teachers reported in the interviews that they could
easily integrate the Timewise approach into their daily practice. All teachers gave the
Timewise lessons at a fixed time in the week, except for Emmy in grade 5, who experienced
giving the lessons at different moments in the week as not favorable. Four teachers found it
difficult to integrate Timewise, because of problems with planning in combined classes (Jill
and Olivia in grade 2 and Eve and Chantal in grade 5). Furthermore, teachers teaching social
studies with fixed themes (Olivia and Jill in grade 2 and Eve in grade 5) found it hard to make
connections with Timewise as Jill explained: “It took me a lot of time to integrate Timewise
into our way of working and sometimes this was hard to organize”.
In the questionnaire after the implementation all teachers reported that they had
used the suggested stories and videos. In the interviews several teachers mentioned that
their students found the Timewise approach appealing and the level of the activities
appropriate for their classes. Vanessa, grade 5, explained: “This is a group of students who
are eager to learn, especially since they had only very little history before”. However, Olivia,
grade 2, added that for her (second language) students the vocabulary in the stories
regularly was too difficult: “I had to explain rather a lot of language… which sure is also
because of our audience”. Three teachers (Olivia and Claire in grade 2 and Rachel in grade 5)
mentioned that students bought the story book or borrowed it from the library to read the
stories at home.
In questionnaire 2, after the training, all teachers answered that they had gained
sufficient ‘insights’ into the core of the Timewise approach. In the interviews several
teachers mentioned they had experienced the importance of paying attention to the
timeline and the chronological sequence of eras. As Vanessa explained: “I now realize how
important chronological order is. We used to take out one era, which was quite nice, but you
need to have the whole overview to see where the era belongs and how much time was
before and after. And you need the timeline”. With regard to the ‘body of knowledge’
several teachers expressed that they had gained more content knowledge about the ten eras
because of the PDP, as Chantal, grade 5, explained: “I now have a clearer overview of the
historical eras. This had never been explained to me very inspiringly. I remembered only very
little. I am now much more aware of what I am doing and I have learned a lot myself”.
Table 6.3.

Satisfaction of teachers on prescriptions, strategies and theoretical background
knowledge (n=16)
Grade 2 ( n=8)
Mean*
SD

1.
2.

Grade 5 ( n=8)
Mean*
SD

4.38

.74

4.25

.71

3.88

.64

4.37

.74

3.

Lesson formats in the instruction manual
Materials on the website (e.g. lesson formats and
power points)
Digital materials for the IWB

3.50

.76

4.00

.76

4.

The large classroom timeline

4.00

1.31

4.75

.46

5.

The stories to read

4.38

.74

3.88

1.36

6.

The pictures

4.25

.47

4.25

.46

7.

The videos

4.50

.54

4.13

1.36

8.

Theoretical background in instruction manual

3.88

.64

4.63

.52

Note. *Means of answers on a five-point scale from ‘very unsatisfied’ to ‘very satisfied’.
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At the end of the Timewise lessons teachers gave their opinions on the usefulness of
prescriptions, strategies, and the theoretical background knowledge provided in the PDP
(questionnaire 3). Table 6.3 shows that teachers of both grade 2 and 5 were very satisfied
with the prescriptions in the instruction manual and on the website, as well as with the
materials and the theoretical background knowledge that were provided. Teachers of grade
5 reported the highest average satisfaction with the usefulness of the large classroom
timeline (4.75). Teachers in grade 2 reported the highest average satisfaction with the videos
(4.50). Furthermore, teachers of grade 5 were very satisfied with the theoretical background
knowledge (4.63), whereas the average satisfaction for teachers in grade 2 was 3.88.
6.4.3 Which changes in attitudes and beliefs and gains in knowledge and skills did
teachers perceive?
At the start of and one year after the PDP the teachers responded on four statements about
‘beliefs’ about students’ development in and the teaching of the understanding of historical
time. Two teachers are missing: one teacher passed away and one teacher did not fill in
questionnaire 4. The first statement was based on older theories and therefore negative.
Table 6.4.

Teachers’ beliefs about the teaching of the understanding of historical time before
and one year after the PDP (n=14)

Statements on the teaching of
historical time *

1.

2.

3.

4.

Learning the vocabulary of daily
time (clock and calendar time) is
conditional for learning the
vocabulary of historical time (the
past, long ago, dates, etc).**
Students from the age of 5 are
able to put pictures of everyday
life in different historical periods
in the correct chronological
order.
Students in grade 5 (ages 10/11)
should be able to place the ten
historical eras in the correct
chronological order.
In each classroom there should
be a large class timeline.

Notes.

Grade 2 (n=7)

Grade 5 (n=7)

Mean total
(n=14)
Start
After
PDP
1 year

Start
PDP

After
1 year

Start
PDP

After
1 year

4.00
(.00)

3.29
(.95)

3.71
(.49)

3.43
(.54)

1.14
(.36)

1.64
(.75)

2.00
(1.00)

3.29
(.76)

2.57
(1.13)

3.29
(.49)

2.29
(1.07)

3.29
(.61)

3.29
(.76)

3.86
(.38)

3.57
(.54)

3.86
(.38)

3.43
(.65)

3.86
(.36)

2.86
(1.07)

3.00
(.82)

3.14
(1.07)

3.71
(.49)

3.00
(1.04)

3.36
(.75)

* Means of answers on a four-point scale from ‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’. SD between brackets.
** The first statement is negative, because it is based on older theories.

Table 6.4 shows that teachers from grade 2 as well as grade 5 most obviously changed their
beliefs on statement 2 after the implementation: “Students from the age of 5 are able to put
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pictures of everyday life in different historical periods in the correct chronological order”. It
is worth noting that teachers of grade 5 scored higher than the teachers of grade 2 on all
four statements at the start of the PDP. Furthermore, a majority of the teachers in grade 2 as
well as in grade 5 still agrees to some extent after the PDP, although less than before, that
learning the vocabulary of daily time is conditional for learning the vocabulary of historical
time.
In the interviews several teachers explained that they had gained new ‘beliefs’ about
students’ development in the understanding of historical time through the implementation
of Timewise. Most grade 2 teachers experienced that their students were more able than
they would have expected, as Alice explained: “I thought it would be too difficult, but from
the way they react, it appears very easy; I really was astonished how easily they pick it up
and remember.” Grade 5 teachers had similar experiences. Vanessa, for instance, was
surprised that her students could understand political and economic characteristics of
historical eras, whereas Emmy, Chantal and Maureen experienced that, contrary to what
they expected, their students had no problems with activities dealing with characteristic
features of eras and with change and continuity. Maureen also mentioned that she herself
had become more aware of the importance of continuity in the teaching or historical time.
On the other hand, two grade 2 teachers with lower learning gains (Jill and Claire) believed
that Timewise sometimes was too difficult and “asked a lot of the children”.
With regard to changes in ‘attitudes’, most teachers mentioned they attach more
importance to the objectives with regard to the understanding of historical time and
specifically to the use of the timeline, as Eve explained: “This [the timeline] is really
important, I use it in every lesson”.
Table 6.5

Mean results of teachers with regard to their feeling of competence in knowledge
and skills for teaching the understanding of historical time, before and since the
PDP (n=12)
Knowledge and skills*

Grade 2 (n=5)**
Before
Since

1.

Grade 5 (n=7)**
Before
Since

Engage students to use the vocabulary
2.20 (.45)
2.80 (.45)
2.43 (.54)
2.86 (.38)
of time.
2. Engage students to work with
2.00 (.00)
2.60 (.55)
2.00 (.58)
3.00 (.00)
chronological sequences.
3. Use the classroom timeline during
1.80 (.84)
3.00 (.00)
2.14 (.90)
3.00 (.00)
history lessons
4. Use the classroom timeline during
1.20 (.45)
2.20 (.45)
1.71 (.76)
2.57 (.54)
other lessons
5. Use the digital timeline during history
1.00 (.00)
2.00 (.71)
1.14 (.38)
2.00 (.00)
lessons
6. Engage students in identifying
2.00 (.00)
2.60 (.55)
1.71 (.49)
2.71 (.49)
characteristic features.
7. Engage students in identifying
2.00 (.00)
2.80 (.45)
1.43 (.54)
2.29 (.49)
continuity and change.
8. Find and use pictures that visualize
2.20 (.45)
2.80 (.45)
1.71 (.49)
2.43 (.54)
characteristics of an era.
9. Find and use videos that visualize
2.00 (.71)
2.67 (.52)
2.29 (.76)
2.71 (.49)
characteristics of an era.
10. Find and use stories that visualize
1.67 (.82)
2.33 (.52)
2.00 (.58)
2.86 (.38)
characteristics of an era.
Note. *1 = Means of answers on a three-point scale: 1= not competent; 2 = a little competent; 3 = fully
competent. SD between brackets.
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In questionnaire 4, administered one year after the PDP, the teachers reported in ten
statements how competent they felt with regard to ‘knowledge and skills’ before and since
the PDP. Four teachers are missing, because of several reasons. Table 6.5 shows that
teachers before the PDP felt not competent to a little competent in their knowledge and
skills for the teaching of historical time, while since the PDP all teachers felt competent. All
teachers felt themselves fully competent in the use of the timeline in history lessons since
the PDP, in which teachers of grade 2 reported most progress. Teachers of grade 5 reported
least progress on the use of the vocabulary of historical time and on finding and using
videos. Furthermore, teachers from both groups, although they reported progress, still felt
only a little competent after the PDP in their knowledge and skills in how to use the digital
timeline in history lessons.
In the interviews seven teachers confirmed that the PDP had provided them with
more knowledge and skills on how to use the timeline: Olivia and Andy in grade 2 and
George, Emmy, Rose, Vanessa and Chantal in grade 5, as Chantal explained: “Before we
never had a large classroom timeline; this gives the children the opportunity to always look
back, what it looked like and how it started”.
6.4.4 To what extent did teachers implement the aimed instructional behavior?
The aimed teacher behavior of the PDP is that teachers pay attention to the objectives with
regard to the understanding of historical time, in which they actively engage their students,
and that they use the timeline in every lesson.
Table 6.6

Instructional behavior as reported in 141 logs and observed in one lesson (n=16)
Grade 2 (n=8)

Objectives
Engage students to:

Logs*
Lessons

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

use the vocabulary of
time
work with chronological
sequences
use the classroom
timeline
identify characteristic
features of historical eras
identify continuity and
change

95
(9.24)
78
(36.44)
100
(.00)
92
(10.92)
78
(33.34)

Grade 5 (n=8)

Observed behavior**

Logs*

Observed behavior **

Focus on
objectives

Student
engagement

Lessons

Focus on
objectives

Student
engagement

88

63

100 (.00)

100

50

38

13

99 (3.90)

38

13

75

50

100 (.00)

75

50

88

38

100 (.00)

100

63

88

13

97 (7.78)

88

38

Notes.
*Logs report percentages of Timewise lessons in which teachers focus on this objective. SD between brackets.
**Observations report percentages of teachers who repeatedly focused on the objective and who actively
engaged students in learning activities with regard to the objective in the observed lesson.

Table 6.6 shows that teachers of grade 5 reported in the logs that they had focused on all
five objectives in most of the lessons. For grade 2 the percentages are a little lower, but still,
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in more than three quarters of the lessons, all objectives were paid attention to. For grade 2
as well as grade 5 all teachers reported to have used the classroom timeline in every
Timewise lesson. Although teachers did not report in the logs how often they focused on the
objectives in one lesson, the repeated focus was scored in the observed lessons. More than
three quarters of the teachers repeatedly focused on the objectives, except for ‘working
with chronological sequences’, which only 38% of the teachers repeatedly paid attention to,
in grade 2 as well as grade 5. With regard to active student engagement in the observed
lesson Table 6.6 shows the highest percentages on the objective with regard to ‘the use of
the vocabulary of historical time’ and the lowest on ‘working with chronological sequences’
and ‘identifying continuity and change’. Half the teachers in both grades involved students in
activities with the classroom timeline, for example by making them attach pictures. The
percentages for active engagement of students are higher in grade 5 than in grade 2, except
for the objective with regard to ‘the use of the vocabulary of time’.
Finally, Table 6.7 presents teachers’ instructional behavior as measured in logs and
observations, next to student learning gains (see Table 6.2) for the individual teachers.
Table 6.7
Teachers

Individual teachers’ learning gains and instructional behavior in logs and
observations (n=16)
Grade

Learning gain
Logs *

Instructional behavior
Observations**

Objectives

Objectives

Student engagement

Jill
Olivia
Claire
Maud
Mary
Andy
Alice
Mabel

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

2.42
3.32
3.41
3.96
4.12
4.58
4.96
5.14

100
76
70
97
68
99
100
100

1.6
1.8
1.6
1.8
2.0
1.8
1.8
1.8

1.2
1.4
1.2
1.2
1.4
1.2
1.6
1.6

Eve
George
Emmy
Rose
Vanessa
Rachel
Chantal
Maureen

5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5

0.33
2.68
3.26
4.22
4.74
4.92
5.17
5.18

100
100
100
100
100
100
100
93

1.4
1.6
1.8
1.8
1.8
1.8
2.0
2.0

1.0
1.0
1.6
1.6
1.6
1.4
1.6
1.6

Notes.
*Logs: Mean percentages of Timewise lessons in which teachers focused on the five objectives.
**Observations:
Objectives: mean of the scores on the 5 objectives for the extent to which teachers focused on the objectives
(1=not or only once; 2= repeatedly).
Student engagement: mean of the scores to what extent teachers actively engaged students in reaching the
objectives (1=no engagement; 2=active engagement).

For grade 2 the two teachers with the highest student learning gains reported paying
attention to the objectives in all lessons (100%), coupled with high results in their
instructional behavior in the observation. For three grade 2 teachers student learning gains
were below the average of 3.93. Two grade 2 teachers also reported in their logs to have
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paid less attention to the objectives. Remarkably, the grade 2 teacher with the lowest
learning gains reported in her logs 100% paying attention to the objectives, coupled with low
results in the observation. For grade 5 the two teachers with the highest student learning
gains also showed the highest results on their instructional behavior in the observation. One
grade 5 teacher showed hardly any learning gain. She scored high on paying attention to the
objectives according to the logs, but she showed the lowest results in the observation.

6.5 DISCUSSION
The present study examines which components of a PDP on improving elementary school
students’ understanding of historical time are relevant for the success of the PDP. The
findings are discussed below and compared to earlier research on characteristics for
effective PDPs and on the teaching of historical time.
During the implementation of a new teaching approach, Timewise, teachers in grade
2 and 5 felt supported by the supportive methods of the PDP as defined by Kennedy (2016).
They highly valued the comprehensive instructional manual with ‘prescriptions’ on teaching
according to the objectives of understanding historical time and the use of the timeline, as
well as ‘a body of knowledge’ on historical eras and on the development of students’
understanding of historical time. This support of subject matter and pedagogical content
knowledge are confirmed in many reviews on PDPs, such as Desimone (2009), Van Veen et
al. (2012) and Kennedy (2016). As confirmed in Kennedy’s review study (2016), the effects
of ‘strategies’ and ‘insights’ seemed to be the most effective methods in improving teachers’
instructional behavior. With regard to ‘strategies’, the lesson format supported teachers to
adapt the Timewise lessons to their classroom situation, and the availability of materials and
resources meant that the implementation took little preparation time. This finding
corresponds to studies that acknowledge the availability and usefulness of materials and
resources, as well as teachers’ autonomy to integrate a new teaching approach into their
daily work, as important features for the effectiveness of PDPs ( Knapp, 2003; Blank et al.,
2008; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Van Veen et al., 2012 Thurlings et al. 2015; Kennedy, 2016).
Furthermore, results show that teachers’ experiences during the PDP lead to new ‘insights’
that students are more able to learn about historical time than teachers would have
expected. On the other hand, the belief that learning clock and calendar time is conditional
for learning about historical time, appeared to be rather persistent. This might be caused by
the fact that teachers focus too much on dates to be required for the understanding of
historical time, whereas several studies have shown that young students are able to
understand historical time without using dates (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993;
Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002).
Next to ‘changing teachers’ attitudes and beliefs’, literature on effective PDPs
mentions ‘increasing knowledge and skills’ as a crucial component to improve teachers’
‘instructional behavior’ (Borko, 2004; Timperly et al., 2007; Desimone, 2009). In the present
study results showed that one year after the PDP all teachers still felt fully competent in
their knowledge and skills in the teaching of historical time, particularly in the use of the
classroom timeline, which in several empirical studies has proven to be effective in
enhancing students’ understanding of historical time (Masterman & Rogers, 2002;
Hodkinson, 2003a; Prangsma, et al., 2008; De Groot-Reuvekamp et al., 2017). With regard to
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the ‘instructional behavior’, teachers with the highest results on instructional behavior
appeared to show the highest student learning gains.
In the framework of Desimone (2009) the components of the PDP mentioned above
are embedded in the ‘context of the school’. Results in the present study show that three
teachers with lower learning gains found it difficult to integrate the Timewise approach into
existing themes for social studies and into combined classes. For one teacher, the fact that
50% of her students had lower educated parents might to some extent explain for her lower
students learning gains, although the effect of this variable on students’ learning outcomes
appeared to be not significant (Chapter 5).
Another factor that could additionally have contributed to the positive effect is that
the PDP was carried out by the first author, a researcher who is familiar with the work of
teachers, which in review studies of Yoon et al. (2007) and Kennedy (2016) was found as a
positive effect for successful PDPs. Overall, the results in this study indicate that teachers
implemented the Timewise approach according to the intentions of the PDP, although the
design of the PDP included neither coaching nor participation in whole school teams, which
are mentioned as effective characteristic for PDPs by various researchers (Knapp, 2003;
Wayne, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen & Garet, 2008; Desimone, 2009; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Van Veen
et al., 2012).
We conclude this section with some limitations concerning the present study. Firstly
the sample consisted largely of teachers who were positively motivated to participate in this
study. This could have influenced the positive effects of the PDP, although the learning gains
for the different teachers showed a wide range of variance. Furthermore, the sample was
rather small and not randomly selected. A drawback of the small sample could be that we
could not apply statistical analyses to investigate whether differences between teachers’
behavior and students’ learning outcomes were statistically significant. Future more largescale research could enable measurements of statistical significance through which more
robust results can be reached to draw conclusions on what works in PDPs. A second
limitation concerns the data collection that for the largest part relied on teachers’ selfreports in logs, questionnaires and interviews. Although a combination of questionnaires,
interviews and observations is recommended as a valid form of measurement to investigate
effects of PDPs (Desimone, 2009), only one lesson per teacher was observed. Despite the
fact that the teachers were asked to give a representative lesson, their behavior could have
been different from other Timewise lessons. On the other hand, the findings from different
data collections in this study largely were in line with one another, which contributed to the
validity of the findings.

6.6 CONCLUSIONS
This study aimed at identifying components that matter in a successful PDP on improving
elementary school students’ understanding of historical time. Whereas most studies on PDPs
focus on changes in teachers’ behavior, the present study includes all components of
Desimone’s (2009) framework for the design, implementation and evaluation of PDPs. In
addition to this framework, the PDP in the present study was guided by four methods to
support teachers in the implementation of a new teaching approach: prescriptions,
strategies, insights and a body of knowledge (Kennedy, 2016). Results indicate that these
methods were valued as supportive and useful by the participating teachers. Clear
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prescriptions, attractive materials and resources, background knowledge and instructional
strategies enabled and convinced teachers to implement Timewise in their classroom.
With regard to Desimone’s (2009) framework, the present study confirms that the
interplay between changes of teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, increased knowledge and skills
and change in instruction led to improved student learning outcomes. Results indicate that
student learning gains on the understanding of historical time, were higher for teachers who
showed the aimed instructional behavior. The PDP offered teachers experiences that may
have contributed to changes in attitudes and beliefs with regard to students development of
the understanding of historical time and to the teaching of historical time. Through the PDP,
teachers gained more content knowledge and more knowledge and skills in how to teach the
understanding of historical time, especially in teaching with the timeline, which they used in
all Timewise lessons. As a result teachers became convinced the Timewise approach worked
and after one year they felt still competent with regard to the knowledge and skills in the
teaching of historical time.
For future research into PDPs the present study shows that it is relevant to focus on
all components of the model of Desimone (2009) and to take into account the supportive
methods of Kennedy (2009). The combination of all these components appears to be
important. However, in this study especially the materials and resources that were practical
and user-friendly for teachers and at the same time contributed to learning outcomes,
seemed to have contributed to the success of Timewise.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
7.1 Introduction
The understanding of historical time is an important aim in history education which is
conditional for the development of historical consciousness (Pandel, 1987; Angvik & Borries,
1997; Grever, 2009; Seixas, 2006; Rüsen, 2012) and for preparing pupils to participate as
citizens in a pluralistic democracy (Barton & Levstik, 2004) in which the fast development of
new technologies and media ask for critical interpretation of information. Renewed interest
in chronology as a means of gaining overview knowledge resulted in the Netherlands in the
implementation of a new curriculum for history, which included a ten-era framework and
characteristic features to support pupils in their orientation in time (Dutch Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sciences, 2006, 2010). However, hardly any research has been
conducted on primary school pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time,
nor on effects of the new curriculum on this understanding. The only studies on this topic
consist of surveys with pupils in grade 8 at the end of primary school, which concluded that
too few pupils performed sufficiently on the understanding of historical time (Wagenaar et
al., 2010).
The central question of this dissertation was: How can pupils’ understanding of historical
time in primary school be improved? The study not only explored the concept of the
understanding of historical time and pupils’ development, but also focused on the
measurement of results and on improvement of the curriculum on the understanding of
historical time. To answer the central question, five specific research questions were
addressed, which corresponded to the five empirical chapters (2-6) of this dissertation:
1. How does the Dutch primary school curriculum address the development of the
understanding of historical time, compared to the English curriculum?
2. How do Dutch primary school pupils aged six to twelve perform with regard to their
understanding of historical time?
3. Which types of problems related to the objectives of the understanding of historical
time arise in Dutch primary school pupils’ reasoning while placing historical phenomena
in time?
4. What are the effects of an intervention with a new teaching approach, Timewise, on
pupils’ understanding of historical time?
5. Which components are effective in a professional development program on
improving primary school pupils’ understanding of historical time?
In this chapter the main findings and conclusions for each sub-study are presented, followed
by general conclusions, discussion and directions for future research. This chapter concludes
with practical implications.
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7.2 Main findings and conclusions
7.2.1 How does the Dutch curriculum address the development of the understanding of
historical time, compared to the English curriculum?
To answer this question the intended and implemented curricula for the understanding of
historical time in the Netherlands and England were analysed, based on the model of the
curricular spider web (Van den Akker, 2003; Thijs & Van den Akker, 2009). Based on literature
(Stow & Haydn, 2000; Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012) important aspects of the
understanding of historical time were defined, such as the use of the vocabulary of time, the
chronological sequence of historical phenomena and periods, the use of the timeline and
characteristics of historical periods, and reasoning about change and continuity. These
aspects were investigated in the curricula.
Results from the analyses of the Dutch Core Objectives (Dutch Ministry of Education,
Culture and Sciences, 2006) for history showed that all aspects were included in the
objectives, with the exception of sequencing of historical periods in chronological order.
However, with regard to the implemented curriculum results from surveys and interviews
indicated that teachers did not teach all objectives in their lessons. Although about 90% of the
teachers reported in the survey that they found the aspects important, teachers did not
explicitly pay attention to the dates of historical periods, nor to their sequence. A majority of
the teachers reported that they did not use timelines to teach pupils how to place events,
people and changes in the correct historical period. Furthermore, teachers hardly engaged
their pupils in identifying change and continuity within and between historical periods. The
analysis of the English curriculum (Department for Education, 2013)15 showed similar results
on the teaching of the objectives.
For the curriculum component content most Dutch schools teach the ten curricular
eras in chronological order (Wagenaar et al., 2010). In interviews Dutch teacher trainers and
experts stated that they found the ten-era framework more supportive for pupils’
development in the understanding of historical time than the previous framework with
traditional periods, such as Middle Ages and Modern Times. However, trainers and experts
who were interviewed, doubted if the characteristic features were helpful for pupils, and
called into question if teachers were aware of these curricular characteristics. In most
English schools historical periods, such as the Romans, the Tudors and the Second World
War, were not taught chronologically (Harnett & Nichol, 2011).
Another difference with regard to the curriculum component time was the start of the
teaching of history, which in England is in Key Stage 1, at the age of 5-6, and in the Netherlands
in most schools in grade 5, at the age of 8-9. In this respect the Dutch curriculum relies on older
literature, based on the Piagetian stage theory (Jahoda, 1963; Piaget, 1969), according to
which pupils cannot start to learn about historical time before the age of 9. Most Dutch
teachers in the survey agreed to this (73%). The English curriculum is more in line with theories
which state that the development of the understanding of historical time is a learning
process rather than dependent on age and maturation (Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoodless,
2002, 2004; Hodkinson 2003a, 2009a; Cooper 2012).
15

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20131202172639/http:/www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingan
dlearning/curriculum/primary. The National Curriculum was under consultation at the time of writing. The new
curriculum was implemented in September 2014.
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Although the teaching of historical time starts earlier in England than in the
Netherlands, evaluations indicate that English pupils find it difficult as well to make
comparisons between events within and between historical periods and the present, and to
place historical phenomena in the correct period (Ofsted, 2011). This may be caused by the
episodic structure of the curriculum. However, just the chronological teaching of eras, as
happens in the Netherlands, does not seem to guarantee that pupils develop an
understanding of historical time, particularly when teachers do not stimulate pupils to make
links between historical periods and to use timelines to visualise the sequence of the eras
and to place historical phenomena in time.
In both countries there is hardly any assessment of pupils’ performances in the
understanding of historical time. National evaluations of the implemented history curricula
showed that many pupils do not have a chronological overview and find it hard to make
comparisons between historical periods and to place historical phenomena in time
(Wagenaar et al., 2010; Ofsted, 2011). In the Netherlands these evaluations only include
pupils of grade 8 (ages 11-12) at the end of the primary school. To gain more insight into
pupils’ development between the ages of 6 and 12 further research was conducted, which
will be reported on in the next paragraph.

7.2.2 How do primary pupils aged 6-12 perform on the understanding of historical time?
Building on descriptions in English and Dutch curricula and on literature (Stow & Haydn,
2000; Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012), five objectives on the understanding of historical time
were defined in chapter 3, consisting of applying the vocabulary of time, sequencing events,
people and historical eras in chronological order, using the timeline to place events and
people in time, identifying characteristic features of different historical periods, and
comparing and contrasting historical periods. With regard to these objectives pupils’
development on the understanding of historical time was described on the basis of studies
about pupils’ performance in tasks on sequencing historical pictures (Levstik & Pappas, 1987;
Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). This resulted in a
developmental model on primary school pupils’ development on the understanding of
historical time (Table 3.1; 5.1) in three stages: emergent, initial and continued understanding
of historical time. This model describes pupils’ development on the objectives on the
understanding of historical time in increasing difficulty and abstraction. For instance, the use
of the vocabulary of time was described from the use of broad time phrases, such as ‘long
ago’ to the use of dates and centuries. The identification of characteristics of historical eras
in this model develops from concrete characteristics such as clothing and architecture to
more abstract characteristics, like economic and political events.
Based on this developmental model a measuring instrument was constructed,
consisting of multiple-choice items with increasing difficulty, according to the descriptions of
the stages in the model. After a consultation with assessment experts thinking-aloud
interviews with pupils, and a pilot in one school, the test was taken by 1457 pupils of grades
3-8 (ages 6-12) in seven Dutch primary schools. Results from this test showed that the mean
scores for correct answers increased through the grades and that pupils in higher grades
significantly outperformed pupils in lower grades. In line with findings in Dutch national tests
(Wagenaar et al., 2010) we found a small but significant effect for parents’ educational
levels, a significant effect of pupils’ reading levels, and significantly lower scores for girls
versus boys.
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From this study it can be concluded that pupils’ performances confirmed the
structure of the model with descriptions in increasing difficulty for pupils’ development on
the understanding of historical time. Furthermore, the test results indicated that there was
room for improvement in all grades, which was expected for the lower grades, where history
did not feature in the curriculum. However, pupils in the higher grades could also improve
on understanding the relation between dates and centuries, the placing of pictures of events
and situations on the timeline, and the ability to compare historical phenomena within and
across historical periods.

7.2.3 Which types of problems related to the objectives of the understanding of historical
time arise in primary school pupils’ reasoning while placing historical phenomena in
time?
Chapter 4 explored types of problems which arose in pupils’ reasoning while solving
assignments on situating historical phenomena in time. In this small-scale qualitative study
(n=22) pupils of grade 3 to 8 were probed on their answers. In this way problems in their
reasoning could be retrieved, which could not be revealed by the paper and pencil test in
chapter 3.
Results showed that several types of problems related to the objectives on the
understanding of historical time arose in pupils’ reasoning. These problems could partially be
related to problems previously described in literature with regard to pupils’ use of the
vocabulary of time, the identification of characteristic features of historical eras, and problems
related to present-oriented thinking in assignments on sequencing and comparing historical
phenomena of different historical periods (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; VanSledright & Brophy,
1992; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster, 2002;
Hodkinson, 2003b; Wagenaar & Hemker, 2004). However, next to these problems, other
problems were identified in pupils’ reasoning as well, which appeared to be related to the
Dutch curriculum with ten eras and characteristic features. This curriculum was implemented in
2006 (Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, 2006) to support pupils in their
orientation in time. Some names of eras appeared to be too abstract, whereas other names
were too little specific. Pupils hardly reasoned with the curricular characteristic features of the
ten eras and they often could not correctly place eras on a timeline with only dates. For
timelines that included the names and icons of eras pupils often associated the names and the
icons with clues in pictures or the texts of the assignments instead of trying to identify
characteristic features of an era.
This study provides a coherent overview of types of problems, related to the objectives
on the understanding of historical time which arise in pupils’ reasoning when situating historical
phenomena in time. This overview provides more insight into pupils’ development in the
understanding and learning of historical time, which is important for teachers and teacher
trainers and can be helpful for the development of a teaching approach to improve pupils’
understanding of historical time.
7.2.4 Effects of an intervention with Timewise on pupils’ understanding of historical time
In chapter 5 effects of a curriculum intervention with a new teaching approach, named
Timewise, were described. This teaching approach built on the developmental model with
objectives and stages on the understanding of historical time (Chapter 3) and on literature
about teaching of historical time (West, 1981a; Levstik & Papas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton
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& Levstik, 1996, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hodkinson 2003a; Masterman
& Rogers, 2002; Prangsma, Van Boxtel and Kanselaar, 2008; Van Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012).
Deriving from this literature and findings in the previous chapters of the dissertation the
main design principles of Timewise were that teachers should systematically pay attention to
the objectives on the understanding of historical time and should engage their pupils in
activities with timelines, stories and pictures. Sixteen teachers from grade 4 (ages 7-8) and
grade 7 (ages 10-11) were trained to implement Timewise in weekly lessons for a period of
five months. In a quasi-experimental pre-/post-test design with the treatment group (n=396)
and a control group (n=392) pupils’ learning gains were tested with the instrument that was
developed in chapter 3.
Results showed that pupils in the treatment condition scored significantly higher on
the post-test compared to pupils in the control condition and compared to the pre-test, with
medium effect sizes both in grade 4 and grade 7. Furthermore, small effects were found for
age, gender and reading levels, but no effects were found for parents’ educational levels.
This confirms findings in national assessments for grade 8 (ages 11-12) in the Netherlands
(Wagenaar et al., 2010), except for the lack of effect of parental education.
For grade 4 the significantly higher learning gains of the treatment group, who were
taught with Timewise, confirm suggestions from previous research (Harnett, 1993; Barton &
Levstik, 1996; Stow & Haydn, 2000; Hoodless, 2002) that the development of understanding
historical time in children can be stimulated by learning and instruction and can start earlier
than the age of 9 or 10, as is usual in most countries.
For grade 7 it could be concluded that systematic teaching according to the
objectives of historical time, with a consistent use of timelines, resulted in higher learning
outcomes on pupils’ understanding of historical time than in the control group, in which
teachers were teaching with textbooks and did not use timelines. In this respect this study
adds new empirical evidence to older studies on the use of timelines (West, 1981a;
Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Hodkinson 2003a).

7.2.5 Which components were effective in a PDP on improving pupils’ understanding of
historical time?
In chapter 6 we explored which features of the PDP for teachers contributed to the positive
effects on pupils’ learning gains on the understanding of historical time, as described in
chapter 5. The PDP, which consisted of a training and the implementation of Timewise, was
based on a model about effective components for the development, implementation and
evaluation of PDPs (Desimone; 2009) and on methods to support teachers in the
implementation of a new teaching approach in their classroom practice (Kennedy, 2016).
The model of Desimone (2009) links design features, changes of teachers’ beliefs, increased
knowledge and skills and changes in instruction to improvement of learning outcomes of
pupils. The supportive methods of Kennedy (2016) consist of prescriptions, strategies,
insights and a body of knowledge. Sixteen teachers took part in two training sessions, after
which they implemented Timewise in their classrooms in grade 4 (age 7-8) or 7 (age 10-11).
Results from questionnaires, logs, observations and interviews confirmed that
improved learning outcomes could be attributed to the interplay between changes of
teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, increased knowledge and skills and changes in instruction
(Desimone, 2009). Furthermore, teachers appreciated the supportive methods (Kennedy,
2016): during the implementation of Timewise they felt supported by clear prescriptions, by
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the instructional strategies and background knowledge, and by the attractive materials and
resources. This is in line with findings in several studies on effectiveness of PDPs, which
mention the importance of availability and usefulness of materials and resources, as well as
teachers’ autonomy to integrate a new teaching approach into their daily work (Knapp,
2003; Blank et al., 2008; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Van Veen, Zwart, & Meirink, 2012; Thurlings,
Evers, & Vermeulen, 2015; Kennedy, 2016). In questionnaires and interviews teachers
reported changes in beliefs on teaching about the understanding of historical time, with
regard to pupils being more able to learn about historical time than they would have
expected. However, the belief that learning clock and calendar time is a prerequisite for the
learning about historical time, appeared to be rather persistent. Observations indicated that
the highest learning gains were reached by the teachers with the highest results on the
implementation of the instructional behaviour aimed at, which consisted of systematically
paying attention to the five objectives on the understanding of historical time and a
consequent use of timelines. In the questionnaire one year after the PDP, all teachers
reported that they still felt fully competent in their knowledge and skills in the teaching of
historical time, particularly in the use of the classroom timeline.
From this study it can be concluded that it is relevant for a PDP to focus on all
components of the model of Desimone (2009) and to take the supportive methods of
Kennedy (2016) into account. Practical and user-friendly materials and resources in
particular appeared to be important to support teachers in the implementation of new
pedagogical approaches in their classroom.

7.3 General conclusions
Our findings provide several conclusions with regard to answering the central research
question of how pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary school can be improved.
Firstly, improvement of pupils' understanding of historical time requires a clear
conceptualization of the understanding of historical time and what it means to make
progression on this understanding. The first studies in this dissertation resulted in an
operationalization of the understanding of historical time in the primary school context in a
set of objectives based on concepts of the understanding of historical time, such as
chronology, periodization, change and continuity, and a sense of period (Stow & Haydn,
2000; Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012). These objectives correspond with descriptions in the
Dutch core objectives (Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences) and the English
National Curriculum (Department for Education, 2013). The developmental model with three
stages (emergent, initial and continued understanding of historical time) describes pupils’
development in the understanding of time. In this model the objectives are operationalized
for each of the three stages, based on descriptions in curricula and literature (Levstik &
Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002). The measuring
instrument that was developed on the basis of the developmental model can be applied to
gain insights into pupils’ performance on the understanding of time. Measurements with
pupils aged 6 to 12 indicated that these pupils developed their understanding of time in line
with the described stages and that there seemed to be room for improvement on all stages.
The third study resulted in an overview of types of problems that might arise in pupils’
reasoning on the understanding of historical time, when they carried out assignments in
which they have to place historical phenomena in time. These problems related to names
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and characteristics in the Dutch ten-era curriculum and to problems that were also found in
other studies, such as problems concerning the vocabulary of time, characteristics of
historical periods and present-oriented thinking (Levstik & Pappas, 1987; VanSledright &
Brophy, 1992; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik 1996; Foster et al., 1999; Hoge & Foster,
2002; Hodkinson, 2003b; Wagenaar & Hemker, 2004).
Secondly, pupils’ understanding of historical time can be improved by a pedagogical
approach in which teachers systematically engage their pupils in learning activities that are
important for the objectives on the understanding of historical time, such as attaching and
sequencing pictures to a classroom timeline, identifying characteristic features of eras in
pictures and stories, and comparing characteristics of different eras with each other and
with the present. Timewise provided a teaching approach that appeared to be successful in
improving pupils’ understanding of time. Design principles of Timewise derived from earlier
studies on teaching with timelines (West, 1981a; Masterman & Rogers, 2002; Hodkinson
2003a; Prangsma et al., 2008) and on the use of pictures and stories (Levstik & Papas, 1987;
Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Van
Boxtel & Van Drie, 2012). It could be concluded that the pupils in grade 4 as well as in grade
7 who were taught with Timewise showed significantly higher learning gains than a control
group.
Thirdly, improvement of pupils' understanding of historical time can be realized by
supporting teachers with a professional development program that provides insights into
the development of pupils' understanding of historical time and concrete materials. The
supportive methods (Kennedy, 2016) of the PDP in this study, which contained a
comprehensive instructional manual and attractive materials and resources, such as a
classroom timeline and a storybook, appeared to be important factors for the success of
Timewise. Furthermore, results showed that participating teachers changed their beliefs
about pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time through the experience
that pupils were more able than they expected, and that they gained knowledge and skills
on teaching about historical time, which they applied in the instructional behaviour aimed
for. By including measurements of pupils’ learning outcomes this PDP included all
components of the model of Desimone (2009). These findings indicate that for a PDP to be
successful, the combination of the supportive methods of Kennedy (2016) and components
of the model of Desimone (2009) is important.

7.4 Discussion and directions for future research
The goal of this dissertation was to improve the understanding of historical time of primary
school pupils. The different studies focused not only on the operationalization of objectives
and on pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time, but also on aspects of
teaching and the professionalization of teachers with regard to improving pupils’
understanding of historical time.
The understanding of historical time was conceptualized according to concepts
derived from educational literature (Stow & Haydn, 2000; Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012).
On the basis of these concepts, objectives were formulated for the primary school context,
with descriptions of knowledge, insights and skills that pupils require to understand
historical time. However, the objectives as defined in this study do not concern the
phenomenon of time as a metahistorical concept, nor how time is dealt with in different
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societies in the past and in the present. Such concepts might be difficult for primary school
pupils; it would nevertheless be interesting for further research to explore pupils’ reasoning
on time as a second order concept.
With regard to pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time a model
with stages of development was developed, based on curricula and literature (Levstik &
Pappas, 1987; Harnett, 1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002), which could
provide a valuable addition to the Dutch curriculum for history in primary school. The
present core objectives are formulated in rather broad terms (Dutch Ministry of Education,
Culture and Sciences, 2006, 2010), and suggestions in the additionally suggested learning
trajectories16 are hardly elaborated for the teaching of historical time, which particularly
applies for younger pupils. The developmental model represents an elaborated learning
trajectory, based on concepts in international literature on the understanding of historical
time (Stow & Haydn, 2000; Dawson, 2004; Wilschut, 2012). In this respect the objectives in
the model could apply to curricula in other countries as well. However, the elaborations for
the three stages were described in the context of the Dutch primary school history
curriculum, which is rather nationally orientated. Further research could explore whether it
would be possible to describe pupils’ development in more general terms or how
descriptions could be adapted to suit curricula in other parts of the world.
Since no existing instruments were available, a measuring instrument was developed
to gain more insight into pupils’ performances on the understanding of historical time. For
the Dutch context this is the first instrument to examine the understanding of historical time
of pupils between the ages 6-12. A drawback was the modest reliability. Although the
development of the instrument went through different versions and pilots, we did not
succeed in reaching higher Cronbach’s alphas. These modest alphas might be explained by
the fact that different objectives were measured with different types of questions, with and
without pictures and with and without timelines. Additionally, there were relatively many
pupils with low scores, probably because of guessing. To enhance validity, the questions
were based on consultations with experts, on the curriculum for history and on the
developmental model, which was based on previous studies. Because of the chronological
structure of the curriculum, however, many pupils had not yet been taught about several
eras, which particularly applied for the lower grades in which history did not feature at all.
Other approaches might be possible, for instance in measuring pupils’ insights into the
concept of time. Despite these limitations results showed that the mean scores of correct
answers rose through the years.
The small-scale study on problems in pupils’ reasoning on historical time provided
insights into types of problems that might arise in pupils’ reasoning when situating historical
phenomena in time. These problems partially related to the names of eras and to
characteristic features that were hardly known. More research would be needed to
systematically investigate which names of eras and characteristic features cause more or less
problems in pupils’ reasoning. Furthermore, more large-scale research could explore which
problems belong to different ages and how a pedagogy can take these problems into
account.
Findings in this dissertation appeared to confirm that pupils’ development in the
understanding of historical time can be stimulated by teaching, which seems to further
refute the Piagetian stage theory and the limitations of early grade cognition that for a long
time influenced curriculum developers and teachers to believe that the teaching of historical
16

http://tule.slo.nl/
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time cannot start before pupils are at least 9 years old (Jahoda, 1963; Piaget, 1969; Hallam,
1970). However, pupils in grade 4 in the control condition, who received no teaching on the
understanding of historical time, showed progress as well. More research is needed into the
question to what extent the development of the understanding of time within children is a
process of maturation and/or learning, and which factors inside and outside school influence
this process.
Grade 4 pupils (age 7-8) who took part in the intervention appeared to have no
problems in the learning activities of Timewise, despite the fact that some of the teachers
believed these lessons would be too difficult. Furthermore, experiences in England and
findings in literature indicate that history lessons can start from the age of 5 (Levstik &
Pappas, 1987; VanSledright & Brophy, 1992; Harnett, 1993; Brophy, VanSledright, & Bredin,
1993; Barton & Levstik, 1996; Hoge & Foster, 2002; Hoodless, 2002; Blow, Lee & Shemilt,
2012). An advantage would be that pupils can spend more time on the development of the
understanding of time. However, the effects of an early start of the teaching of historical
time in relation to possible advantages in later years are not yet clear. Further longitudinal
research could give insights into how an early start of the teaching about historical time
might positively influence pupils’ understanding of historical time in higher grades of primary
school and in secondary education.
The curriculum intervention with Timewise represents the first intervention study in
the Dutch context that measures the effects of a teaching approach on the improvement of
pupils’ understanding of historical time. Positive effects on pupils’ learning outcomes were
found, but limitations must be taken into account that only sixteen, mostly motivated
teachers took part in the intervention.
Six of the eight participating teachers in grade 7 used Timewise in addition to regular
textbook lessons, which meant that they spent extra time on history lessons. Usually
teachers will not have this time available. On the other hand, in the classes of the two
teachers who used the Timewise approach instead of textbook lessons, pupils’ learning gains
were well above average. More large-scale research would be needed, in other grades in
primary school as well, to investigate how Timewise might be integrated into textbooks or
how teaching history through Timewise might replace the textbook curriculum for the
teaching of history.
The components of the curricular spider web (Van den Akker, 2003; Thijs & Van den
Akker, 2009) were supportive for the development, implementation and evaluation of
Timewise. However, the components grouping and location were disregarded. The Timewise
approach predominantly focused on whole class activities. Further research could explore
the effect of co-operative tasks in which, for instance, all pupils use the vocabulary of time or
work in groups on sequencing tasks with historical pictures and timelines. With regard to
location, further research could focus on possibilities of ICT-applications to create
possibilities for learning inside and outside the classroom (see for instance the studies of
Masterman & Rogers (2002), Foreman, Boyd Davis, Moar, Korallo, & Chappel, 2008, and
Prangsma et al., 2008). Although Timewise included a digital timeline with exercises for the
interactive whiteboard (IWB), teachers hardly used this application, because they preferred
learning activities with the large timeline on the classroom wall. Further research could
investigate how applications that include timelines on the IWB, tablets or smart phones
might be user-friendly and effective. Effects of ICT-applications that allow pupils to
experience a sense of period (Dawson 2004), in for instance a Virtual Reality environment,
would be interesting to explore as well.
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The PDP consisting of a training and the implementation of Timewise showed
significant effects on pupils’ learning outcomes, although it must be acknowledged that this
was a short-term effect and with a small group of participants. Supportive methods like
prescriptions, strategies, insights and a body of knowledge (Kennedy, 2016) added content
and pedagogical content knowledge, which appeared necessary since primary school
teachers, who need to teach the whole range of subjects, often only have superficial
pedagogical content and subject matter knowledge. In this study these methods appeared to
be a valuable addition to the design features in the model of Desimone (2009). Since PDPs
about specific school subjects, such as history of geography, are scarce, more research on
the pedagogy of school subjects would be recommended, in which effects on pupils learning
outcomes should be included. Furthermore, the fact that the PDP was conducted by the
researcher, a teacher educator who is familiar with the work of teachers, could also have
contributed to the positive effect, which is in line with findings of Yoon et al. (2007) and
Kennedy (2016).
The PDP included neither coaching nor participation in whole school teams, which in
literature are often mentioned as effective characteristic for PDPs (Knapp, 2003; Wayne,
Yoon, Zhu, Cronen & Garet, 2008; Desimone, 2009; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Van Veen et al.,
2012). Future research could investigate the effects of a PDP on Timewise on a larger scale,
with whole school teams and coaching sessions in the schools. In these session, for instance,
the problems could be addressed that arose in the study about pupils’ reasoning while
situating historical phenomena in time, into which the PDP on Timewise paid only little
attention.

7.5 Implications for practice
This dissertation aimed at improving pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary
school. The curriculum on the understanding of historical time in the primary school context
was investigated, as well as pupils’ development in the understanding and learning of
historical time. Furthermore, effective aspects of teaching and teacher training were
explored. Conclusions of the several studies lead to some practical implications for teachers,
teacher trainers, textbook editors and educational policy makers. This dissertation yielded
several practical tools that can be applied by primary school teachers and by teacher trainers
in initial and in-service training of (prospective) teachers:
- a model with objectives and stages on pupils’ development in the understanding of
historical time;
- an instrument to assess pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time;
- an overview of types of problems that might arise in pupils’ reasoning about historical
time;
- Timewise, a teaching approach with materials and resources on a website;
- a professional development program (PDP) for teachers on the implementation of
Timewise.
For teachers these tools can be applied for the development, implementation and
evaluation of lessons about the understanding of historical time in grades 3 to 8. Teacher
trainers can apply these tools in educating student teachers and for in-service training with
school teams.
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Textbook editors can apply the insights of this study to develop textbooks and on-line
materials, not only for grade 5-8, but also for grade 3 and 4, that match with the objectives
and stages in the developmental model. These materials may include activities with
timelines and authentic pictures and stories to stimulate pupils’ development in the
understanding of historical time.
For educational policy makers a recommendation would be to evaluate the
framework of the ten eras and the characteristic features, since this study indicates that
primary school pupils have problems in reasoning on the understanding of historical time
that relate to names of eras and the predominantly economic and political characteristic
features. This evaluation already has started in the Dutch Association for Teachers in History
and Citizenship Education (Van der Kooij & Van der Schans, 2017). A future revision of the
curriculum might take the findings from this dissertation into account.
Finally the conclusions and practical implications in this dissertation could contribute to the
professionalization of teachers and teacher trainers and inspire them to improve the
understanding of historical time of pupils in primary school.
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TIMEWISE
Improving pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary school
The understanding of historical time is an essential aim for the subject of history. It is a
condition for gaining historical consciousness and it helps pupils to form their identity and to
become responsible and critical citizens. Furthermore, the understanding of historical time,
with concepts as chronology, periodization, change and continuity, is indispensable for
historical thinking and reasoning.
The teaching of the understanding of historical time starts in primary school.
However, evaluations of the Dutch Centre for Assessments (Cito) show that too few pupils in
grade 8, at the end of primary school in the Netherlands, reach a sufficient understanding of
historical time, despite the fact that the ten-era curriculum that was implemented in 2006
aims at supporting pupils in orientating themselves in time. Therefore, this dissertation
focuses on the question of how pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary school can
be improved. It consists of five successive studies concerning the curriculum for the
understanding of historical time in the primary school context. These studies focus on pupils’
development in the understanding and learning of historical time, and on effective aspects
of teaching and teacher training.
Chapter 1 focuses on the conceptual framework of the dissertation and the research
questions. The understanding of historical time was operationalized from an educational
perspective, consisting of the following aspects: the vocabulary of time, characteristics of
historical periods, the timeline to distinguish different historical periods and their
chronological order, and change and continuity within and between historical periods. With
regard to pupils’ development on the understanding of historical time studies on this topic
have been dominated by the Piagetian stage theory for a long time, which tied this
development to maturation. According to this theory pupils would first have to master clock
and calendar time before they would be able to understand historical time, from the age of
about 11. More recent theories, however, showed that children can develop a basic
understanding of historical time from the age of 5 and that this understanding can be
stimulated by teaching.
Although there are only a few empirical studies about effective ways of teaching the
understanding of historical time, some conclusions could be drawn about the use of
timelines, pictures and stories as effective materials to enhance pupils’ understanding of
historical time. In the context of this study, based on these insights, Timewise, a teaching
approach to improve pupils’ understanding of historical time, is developed, implemented
and evaluated. For the development and the implementation of such a new approach,
professionalization of teachers is required. According to literature a professional
development program (PDP) needs to address several components: changes in teachers’
beliefs and attitudes, increased knowledge and skills, and changes in instructional behaviour
which should result in improved learning outcomes. In addition, teachers should be
supported with methods that will help them to implement a new approach in their
classroom, such as prescriptions, strategies, insights, and a body of knowledge.
135

SUMMARY

The central question of this dissertation was: “How can pupils’ understanding of historical
time in primary school be improved?” This central question was investigated through five
specific research questions:
1. How does the Dutch primary school curriculum address the development of the
understanding of historical time, compared to the English curriculum?
2. How do Dutch primary school pupils aged six to twelve perform with regard to their
understanding of historical time?
3. Which types of problems related to the objectives of the understanding of historical
time arise in Dutch primary school pupils’ reasoning while placing historical phenomena
in time?
4. What are effects of an intervention with a new teaching approach, Timewise, on
pupils’ understanding of historical time?
5. Which components are effective in a professional development program on
improving primary school pupils’ understanding of historical time?
These research questions were answered in chapters 2 to 6.
Chapter 2 reports on an analysis of the Dutch primary history curriculum regarding the
understanding of historical time, compared to the English curriculum. One of the reasons for
this comparison was that the teaching of history starts at the age of 5 in England, whereas
the start of history lessons in the Netherlands is at the age of about 9. Based on the model of
the curricular spider web the intended and the implemented primary curricula for history were
analysed, drawing on curriculum documents, surveys and interviews with teachers, teacher
trainers and curriculum experts. Important aspects of the understanding of historical time, such
as the use of the vocabulary of time, the timeline, characteristics of historical periods and
change and continuity, appeared to be represented in the objectives of the intended
curricula of both countries. However, not all objectives were taught in the implemented
curriculum. Although the history curriculum starts earlier in England, the episodic structure of
the curriculum seems not very helpful to support pupils’ understanding of historical time. In the
Netherlands the framework of ten eras is mostly taught chronologically. However, teachers
reported that neither the sequence nor the dates of historical periods were taught explicitly. In
both countries a majority of the teachers did not use timelines to teach pupils how to place
events, people and changes in the correct historical period. Furthermore, teachers hardly
engaged their pupils in identifying change and continuity within and between historical
periods. Finally, pupils’ performances in the understanding of historical time are hardly
assessed in primary schools in both countries. Apparently, the teaching and learning of
historical time needs improvement and the chapter concludes with some suggestions to
accomplish this.
Chapter 3 focuses on the development of the understanding of historical time of pupils in
primary school. A developmental model was presented with three stages: emergent, initial
and continued understanding of historical time, which describes pupils’ development
according to the objectives on the understanding of historical time: apply the vocabulary of
time, sequence historical phenomena and periods in chronological order, use the timeline to
place historical phenomena in time, identify characteristics of historical periods, and identify
change and continuity within and between historical periods. These objectives were
described in increasing difficulty and abstraction. For instance pupils’ use of the vocabulary
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of time develops from broad time phrases, such as “long ago”, to the use of dates and
names of eras. The identification of characteristics of eras develops from concrete
characteristics, such as transport or architecture to more abstract economic and political
characteristic features. On the basis of this model an instrument, consisting of multiple choice
questions on each of the three stages, was constructed to measure how pupils aged 6-12
perform. After a consultation with assessment experts, thinking-aloud interviews with pupils,
and a pilot in one school, the test was taken by 1457 pupils of grades 3-8 (ages 6-12) in seven
Dutch primary schools. The analysis of the data showed that the mean scores for correct
answers increased through the grades and that pupils in higher grades significantly
outperformed pupils in lower grades. There seemed to be room for improvement in all
grades, especially in the lower grades (ages 6-9) in which pupils have had hardly any
teaching on the understanding of historical time. However pupils in the higher grades (ages
10-12) could improve as well on the level of continued understanding of historical time, with
regard to the understanding of the relation between dates and centuries, the placing of
pictures of events and situations on the timeline, and the ability to compare historical
phenomena within and across historical periods.
Chapter 4 reports a qualitative study that was carried out to get more insight into specific
problems of pupils in their development of understanding of historical time. This study
focuses on problems pupils encounter in their reasoning, when carrying out assignments on
placing historical phenomena in time. The context is the Dutch curriculum with ten eras and
characteristic features, which was implemented to support pupils in orientating themselves
in time. Twenty-two pupils of grades 3 to 8 (ages 6-12) conducted assignments in which they
had to place objects, situations, events and people in time. These assignments were based on
the objectives on the understanding of historical time that were defined in chapter 3. Results
confirmed problems that had been described in previous studies with regard to pupils’ use of
the vocabulary of time, the identification of characteristic features of historical eras, and
problems related to present-orientated thinking in assignments on sequencing and comparing
historical phenomena of different historical periods. However, next to these problems, other
problems were identified in pupils’ reasoning as well which appeared to be related to the
Dutch curriculum with ten eras and characteristic features. These problems were related to the
names and icons of the ten eras, which sometimes hindered pupils in their reasoning, whereas
the curricular characteristic features appeared to be hardly known.
This study provides a coherent overview of types of problems, related to the objectives
on the understanding of historical time, which arise in pupils’ reasoning when situating
historical phenomena in time. This overview provides more insight into pupils’ development in
the understanding of historical time, which is important for teachers and teacher trainers and
can be helpful for the development of a teaching approach to improve pupils’ understanding of
historical time.
Chapter 5 focuses on the effects of a curriculum intervention with Timewise, a teaching
approach developed to improve pupils’ understanding of historical time. The main design
principles of Timewise were that teachers should systematically pay attention to the
objectives on the understanding of historical time and should engage their pupils in activities
with timelines, stories and pictures. The study, in which 16 teachers from grade 4 (ages 7-8)
and grade 7 (ages 10-11) participated, represents the first curriculum intervention on the
understanding of historical time in primary schools in the Netherlands. In a quasi137
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experimental pre-/post-test design with the treatment group (n=396) and a control group
(n=392) pupils’ learning gains were tested with the instrument that was developed in
chapter 3. Mixed-model linear analyses showed that both for grade 4 and grade 7 pupils in
the experimental condition (n=396) scored significantly higher on the post-test than pupils in
the control condition (n=392), with a medium effect size. For grade 4 the significantly higher
learning gains of the treatment group, who were taught with Timewise, confirm suggestions
from previous research that the development of children’s understanding of historical time
can be stimulated by learning and instruction and can start earlier than the age of 9 or 10, as
is usual in most countries. For grade 7 it could be concluded that systematic teaching
according to the objectives of historical time, with a consistent use of timelines, resulted in
higher learning outcomes on pupils’ understanding of historical time than in the control
group, in which teachers were teaching with textbooks and did not use timelines.
These positive results indicate that engaging pupils in learning activities based on the
objectives of the understanding of historical time, with a consistent use of timelines,
combined with pictures and stories as resources, leads to improvement of pupils’
understanding of historical time, for younger as well as older pupils.
Chapter 6 reports on which components of the professional development program (PDP),
consisting of a training and the implementation of Timewise, contributed to pupils’ learning
outcomes. A mixed-method design with questionnaires, logs, observations and interviews
was used to explore how the teachers perceived the supportive methods provided by the
PDP and how these methods and the components of the PDP, such as changes in attitudes
and beliefs, gains in knowledge and skills, and changes in the instructional behaviour, related
to pupils’ learning outcomes. Results showed that teachers felt supported in the
implementation of Timewise by clear prescriptions, by the instructional strategies and
background knowledge, and by the attractive materials and resources. In questionnaires and
interviews teachers reported changes in beliefs on teaching about the understanding of
historical time, with regard to pupils being more able to learn about historical time than they
would have expected. However, the belief that learning clock and calendar time is a
prerequisite for the learning about historical time appeared to be rather persistent.
Observations indicated that the highest learning gains were reached by the teachers with
the highest results on the implementation of the instructional behaviour aimed at, which
consisted of systematically paying attention to the five objectives on the understanding of
historical time. In the questionnaire one year after the PDP all teachers reported that they
still felt fully competent in their knowledge and skills in the teaching of historical time,
particularly in the use of the classroom timeline. Practical and user-friendly materials and
resources seemed to be important in particular to support teachers in the implementation of
new pedagogical approaches in their classroom.
Chapter 7 summarizes and discusses the main outcomes of the different studies.
Subsequently, directions for future research will be suggested. We conclude this chapter
with practical implications for the teaching of the understanding of historical time in primary
school and in teacher training, and with recommendations for textbook editors and
educational policy makers.
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General conclusions
Based on our findings, several conclusions can be drawn with regard to answering the
central research question of how pupils’ understanding of historical time in primary school
can be improved.
Firstly this dissertation resulted in an operationalization of the understanding of
historical time in a set of five objectives and a developmental model that describes primary
school pupils’ development for the understanding of historical time on three stages. The
measuring instrument that was developed on basis of the developmental model can be
applied to gain insights into pupils’ performance on the understanding of time.
Measurements with pupils aged 6 to 12 indicated that these pupils developed their
understanding of time in line with the stages described and that there seemed to be room
for improvement. Furthermore, conclusions on pupils’ development were drawn with regard
to problems that arose in assignments on situating historical phenomena in time. These
problems, which partly related to names and characteristics in the Dutch ten-era curriculum,
were included in a coherent overview based on the findings and on literature with regard to
pupils’ reasoning with the vocabulary of time, characteristics of historical periods, and presentoriented thinking.
Secondly, pupils’ understanding of historical time could be improved by Timewise, a
teaching approach in which teachers engaged pupils in learning activities based on the
objectives of the understanding of historical time, with a consistent use of timelines in
combination with pictures and stories as resources. It could be concluded that the pupils of
grade 4 (ages 7-8) and 7 (ages 10-11) who were taught with Timewise showed significantly
higher learning gains than a control group.
Thirdly, conclusions could be drawn about effective components of the PDP for
teachers, which consisted of the training and the intervention with Timewise. Particularly
the supportive methods, which included a comprehensive instructional manual and
attractive materials and resources, such as a classroom timeline and a storybook, appeared
to be important factors for the success of Timewise. Furthermore, the PDP covered the full
cycle of important components for a PDP to be effective, including important design factors,
changes of attitudes and beliefs, gains in skills and knowledge, changes in instructional
behaviour next to measurements of pupils’ learning outcomes.
Discussion and directions for future research
The discussion paid attention to some limitations in this dissertation, such as the
conceptualization of the understanding of historical time, which did not include time as a
phenomenon, and in addition the measurement of the understanding of historical time,
which predominantly measured historical knowledge through an instrument with a modest
reliability. Future research might investigate how skills and attitudes on the understanding of
historical time can be measured. Findings in this dissertation indicated that pupils’
development in the understanding of historical time can be stimulated by teaching, which
appeared to be successful at an early age. This seems to further refute the Piagetian stage
theory that for a long time influenced curriculum developers and teachers to believe that
the teaching of historical time cannot start before pupils are at least 9 years old.
Nevertheless, more research would be needed into the question to what extent the
development of the understanding of time within children is a process of maturation and/or
learning and which factors inside and outside school influence this process. Furthermore,
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longitudinal research could give insights into how an early start of the teaching about
historical time might positively influence pupils’ understanding of historical time in higher
grades of primary school and in secondary education.
The curriculum intervention with Timewise represented the first intervention study in
the Dutch context that measured the effects of a teaching approach on improvement of
pupils’ understanding of historical time. Positive effects on pupil’s learning outcomes were
found, but the limitation must be taken into account that only sixteen, mostly motivated
teachers took part in the intervention. Furthermore, most teachers in grade 7 used Timewise
in addition to regular textbook lessons, whereas teachers will usually not have that time
available. More large-scale research would be needed, in other grades in primary school as
well, to investigate how Timewise might be integrated into textbooks or how teaching
history through Timewise might replace the textbook curriculum.
In addition, future research could explore the effects of co-operative tasks in which,
for instance, all pupils use the vocabulary of time or work in groups on sequencing tasks with
historical pictures and timelines, and the effects of ICT-applications with learning activities
on tablets and smart phones or in a Virtual Reality environment. With regard to the PDP on
Timewise a limitation might be that the PDP included neither coaching nor participation in
whole school teams, which in literature are often mentioned as effective characteristic for
PDPs. Future research could investigate the effects of a PDP on Timewise on a larger scale,
with whole school teams and coaching sessions in the schools. In these sessions, for
instance, the problems could be addressed that arose in the study about pupils’ reasoning
while situating historical phenomena in time, to which the PDP on Timewise paid only little
attention.
Implications for practice
This dissertation yielded several practical tools that can be applied by teachers in primary
school and by teacher trainers in initial and in-service training of (prospective) teachers:
- a model with objectives and stages on pupils’ development in the understanding of
historical time;
- an instrument to assess pupils’ development in the understanding of historical time;
- an overview of types of problems that might arise in pupils’ reasoning about historical
time;
- Timewise, a teaching approach with materials and resources on a website;
- a professional development program (PDP) for teachers on the implementation of
Timewise.
Teachers could apply these tools for the development, implementation and evaluation of
lessons about the understanding of historical time in grades 3 to 8. For teacher trainers the
tools could be useful in educating student teachers and for in-service training with school
teams. Textbook editors might apply the insights of this study into developing textbooks and
on-line materials, not only for grade 5-8, but also for grade 3 and 4. For educational policy
makers a recommendation would be to evaluate the framework of the ten eras and the
characteristic features, for which findings from this dissertation could be taken into account.
Finally, the conclusions and practical implications in the dissertation could contribute
to professionalization of teachers and teacher trainers and inspire them to improve the
understanding of historical time of pupils in primary school.
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TIJDWIJS
Verbetering van het historisch tijdbesef van leerlingen in de basisschool
De ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef is een essentieel doel van geschiedenisonderwijs.
Het is een onderdeel van de ontwikkeling van historisch bewustzijn en het helpt leerlingen
bij de vorming van hun identiteit en bij hun ontwikkeling tot verantwoordelijke en kritische
burgers. Daarnaast is historisch tijdsbesef, met concepten als chronologie, periodisering,
continuïteit en verandering, onmisbaar bij historisch denken en redeneren.
Het onderwijs in historisch tijdsbesef begint in de basisschool, waar in 2006 een
nieuw curriculum met tien tijdvakken is ingevoerd, met als doel het historisch tijdsbesef van
leerlingen te verbeteren. Periodieke peilingen van het Centraal Instituut voor
Toetsontwikkeling (Cito) in groep 8 tonen echter aan, dat te weinig leerlingen aan het einde
van de basisschool het niveau van voldoende bereiken voor componenten van tijdsbesef,
zoals het plaatsen van gebeurtenissen op een tijdbalk en het hanteren van de daarbij
passende aanduidingen van tijd en tijdsindeling. In deze dissertatie staat daarom de vraag
centraal, hoe het onderwijs in historisch tijdsbesef in de basisschool verbeterd kan worden.
De dissertatie bestaat uit vijf opeenvolgende studies over de ontwikkeling en het leren van
historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen, over een effectieve methodiek voor het onderwijs in
historische tijdsbesef en over een professionaliseringsprogramma voor leraren.
Hoofdstuk 1 is een inleidend hoofdstuk met een overkoepelend theoretisch kader en de
onderzoeksvragen. Vanuit het perspectief van onderwijs, werd historisch tijdsbesef
geoperationaliseerd in vijf doelen:
1. Toepassen van het vocabulaire van tijd;
2. In chronologische volgorde plaatsen van historische verschijnselen en tijdvakken;
3. Gebruiken van de tijdbalk om historische verschijnselen in de tijd te plaatsen;
4. Herkennen en gebruiken van kenmerkende aspecten van tijdvakken;
5. Herkennen en benoemen van continuïteit en verandering binnen en tussen
tijdvakken.
Studies over de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef bij leerlingen, werden lange tijd
gedomineerd door de fasetheorie van Piaget, waarin de ontwikkeling van historisch
tijdsbesef werd verbonden met natuurlijke rijping. Vanuit deze theorie zouden leerlingen
eerst klok- en kalendertijd moeten beheersen, voordat ze, op ongeveer 11-jarige leeftijd,
historische tijd zouden kunnen begrijpen. Recentere studies tonen echter aan, dat leerlingen
vanaf de leeftijd van 5 jaar al een basaal historisch tijdsbesef kunnen ontwikkelen en dat de
ontwikkeling daarvan door onderwijs kan worden gestimuleerd. Engelse scholen sluit hierbij
aan, met een start van geschiedenisonderwijs in year 1, bij leerlingen van 5 jaar. In
Nederland daarentegen, start het geschiedenisonderwijs op de meeste scholen pas als
leerlingen ongeveer 9 jaar zijn.
Ondanks het feit dat er maar weinig studies beschikbaar zijn over effectieve
manieren om historisch tijdsbesef te onderwijzen, laten verschillende studies zien dat
tijdbalken, afbeeldingen en verhalen effectieve materialen zijn om het historisch tijdsbesef
145

SAMENVATTING (Summary in Dutch)

van leerlingen te stimuleren. Op basis van onder andere deze inzichten is Tijdwijs
ontwikkeld, een methodiek waarmee het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen kan worden
bevorderd. In de context van dit proefschrift is Tijdwijs geïmplementeerd en geëvalueerd.
Voor de invoering van de nieuwe aanpak van Tijdwijs was professionalisering van leraren
nodig. Volgens literatuur over professionalisering van leraren is het belangrijk aandacht te
hebben voor de verschillende componenten van professionaliseringsprogramma’s, zoals
ontwerpprincipes, verandering van overtuigingen en attitudes van leraren; het vergroten
van kennis en vaardigheden; en veranderingen in het leerkrachtgedrag. Al deze
componenten samen zouden moeten leiden tot betere resultaten van leerlingen. Daarnaast
is het van belang dat leraren worden ondersteund met middelen om een nieuwe aanpak in
hun klas in te voeren, zoals richtlijnen, didactische strategieën, en inzichten en
achtergrondkennis over het leren van leerlingen en de vakinhoud.
De hoofdvraag van deze dissertatie is: “Hoe kan het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen in de
basisschool worden verbeterd?” Deze hoofdvraag is onderzocht door middel van vijf
deelvragen:
1. Hoe komt historisch tijdsbesef aan bod in het curriculum van Nederlandse
basisscholen, in vergelijking met het Engelse curriculum?
2. Hoe presteren Nederlandse leerlingen van 6 tot 12 jaar met betrekking tot historisch
tijdsbesef?
3. Welke typen van problemen, gerelateerd aan de doelen van historisch tijdsbesef,
komen voor in het redeneren van Nederlandse leerlingen bij het in de tijd plaatsen
van historische verschijnselen?
4. Wat zijn effecten van een interventie met een nieuwe onderwijsaanpak, Tijdwijs, op
het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen?
5. Welke componenten zijn effectief in een professionaliseringsprogramma voor het
verbeteren van het tijdsbesef van basisschoolleerlingen?
Deze onderzoeksvragen werden beantwoord in de hoofdstukken 2 t/m 6.
In Hoofdstuk 2 wordt het Nederlandse geschiedeniscurriculum met betrekking tot historisch
tijdsbesef geanalyseerd en vergeleken met het Engelse curriculum. Voor de vergelijking met
het Engelse curriculum is gekozen vanwege het feit dat het geschiedenisonderwijs in
Engeland eerder start, met jongere leerlingen, dan in Nederland.
Met behulp van het model van het curriculaire spinnenweb werden de beoogde en
uitgevoerde basisschoolcurricula voor geschiedenis geanalyseerd op basis van
curriculumdocumenten en vragenlijsten en interviews met leraren, lerarenopleiders en
curriculumexperts. Belangrijke aspecten van historisch tijdsbesef, zoals het toepassen van
het vocabulaire van tijd; het gebruiken van de tijdbalk; het herkennen en benoemen van
kenmerken van tijdvakken en het onderscheiden van continuïteit en verandering, bleken
aanwezig te zijn in de doelen van de beoogde curricula in beide landen. Hoewel het
curriculum in Engeland vroeger begint, lijkt de episodische structuur van het curriculum niet
erg behulpzaam voor de ondersteuning van het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen. In
Nederland worden de tien tijdvakken meestal in chronologische volgorde onderwezen, maar
leraren gaven aan, dat zij nauwelijks expliciet aandacht besteden aan de jaartallen of de
volgorde van de tijdvakken. In beide landen gebruikt een meerderheid van de leraren geen
tijdbalken om leerlingen te leren gebeurtenissen, personen en veranderingen in de tijd te
plaatsen. Verder betrekken leraren hun leerlingen nauwelijks in leeractiviteiten met
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betrekking tot continuïteit en verandering binnen en tussen tijdvakken. Ten slotte worden in
beide landen de vorderingen van basisschoolleerlingen met betrekking tot historisch
tijdsbesef nauwelijks getoetst. Geconcludeerd kan worden dat er aanleiding is om het
onderwijs in historisch tijdsbesef te verbeteren en het hoofdstuk besluit met enkele
suggesties om dit te verwezenlijken.
In hoofdstuk 3 staat het meten van de ontwikkeling van het historisch tijdsbesef bij
leerlingen in het basisonderwijs centraal. Hiertoe is een model ontwikkeld met drie
ontwikkelingsfasen: ontluikend, aanvankelijk en voortgezet historisch tijdsbesef. Het model
beschrijft de ontwikkeling van leerlingen voor de vijf doelen van historisch tijdsbesef (zie
Hoofdstuk 1). Deze doelen zijn beschreven in toenemende moeilijkheid en abstractie. Zo
ontwikkelt het gebruik van tijd en tijdsaanduidingen zich bijvoorbeeld van brede, algemene
aanduidingen, zoals ‘lang geleden’, naar het gebruik van jaartallen en namen van tijdvakken.
Het herkennen van kenmerken van tijdvakken ontwikkelt zich van concrete kenmerken,
zoals vervoer of bouwstijlen naar meer abstracte economische en politieke kenmerken.
Gebaseerd op dit model is een meetinstrument ontwikkeld met meerkeuzevragen bij iedere
fase, om de prestaties van leerlingen van 6 tot 12 jaar te onderzoeken. Na een consultatie
van toets-deskundigen, hardop-denken-interviews met leerlingen en een pilot met het
instrument in een basisschool, is de toets afgenomen bij 1457 leerlingen van de groepen 3
t/m 8 van zeven Nederlandse basisscholen. De data-analyse liet zien dat het percentage
correcte antwoorden per leerjaar oploopt en dat leerlingen in hogere groepen significant
beter presteren dan leerlingen in lagere groepen. In alle groepen blijkt er ruimte voor
verbetering te zijn, vooral in de groepen 3 t/m 5 (6-9 jaar), waar leerlingen nauwelijks
onderwijs in historisch tijdsbesef krijgen. Maar ook in de groepen 7 en 8 (10-12 jaar), kunnen
leerlingen nog groeien in de fase van voorgezet historisch tijdsbesef met betrekking tot het
begrijpen van het verband tussen jaartallen en eeuwen, het plaatsen van gebeurtenissen op
de tijdbalk en het vergelijken van historische verschijnselen binnen en tussen tijdvakken.
Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft een kwalitatieve studie die is uitgevoerd om meer inzicht te krijgen in
specifieke problemen van leerlingen bij de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef. Deze
studie richt zich op problemen die zich voordoen in het redeneren van leerlingen bij het in
de tijd plaatsen van historische verschijnselen. De context is het Nederlandse curriculum met
tien tijdvakken en bijbehorende kenmerkende aspecten, dat is ingevoerd om leerlingen te
ondersteunen bij hun oriëntatie in de tijd. Er zijn interviews afgenomen met 22 leerlingen
van de groepen 3 t/m 8 (6-12 jaar), die taken uitvoerden waarin ze voorwerpen, situaties,
gebeurtenissen, en personen in de tijd moesten plaatsen. Deze taken zijn gebaseerd op de
doelen van historisch tijdsbesef, zoals gedefinieerd in hoofdstuk 3. De resultaten bevestigen
problemen die in eerdere studies zijn beschreven, met betrekking tot het gebruik van
aanduidingen voor tijd en tijdsindeling, het herkennen van kenmerken van tijdvakken en het
redeneren vanuit presentisme bij het in chronologische volgorde plaatsen en vergelijken van
historische verschijnselen uit verschillende tijdvakken. Naast deze problemen, zijn echter
ook andere problemen geïdentificeerd, die verband houden met het Nederlandse curriculum
met tien tijdvakken en kenmerkende aspecten. Deze problemen hebben betrekking op de
namen en de iconen van de tien tijdvakken, die de leerlingen regelmatig in verwarring
brachten, terwijl de kenmerkende aspecten nauwelijks bekend bleken te zijn.
De opbrengst van deze studie is een overzichtelijk schema, waarin de verschillende
typen van problemen zijn gerelateerd aan de doelen van historisch tijdsbesef. Dit overzicht is
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van belang voor leraren en lerarenopleiders en kan behulpzaam zijn bij de ontwikkeling van
een onderwijsaanpak voor de verbetering van het historisch tijdsbesef bij leerlingen.
Hoofdstuk 5 heeft betrekking op de effecten van een curriculuminterventie met Tijdwijs, een
onderwijsaanpak die is ontwikkeld om het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen te verbeteren.
Het belangrijkste doel van Tijdwijs is het systematisch aanleren van de kennis en
vaardigheden die benoemd zijn als onderdeel van historisch tijdsbesef, door activerende
leeractiviteiten met tijdbalken, verhalen en afbeeldingen. Deze studie, die is uitgevoerd met
16 leraren van de groepen 4 (7-8 jaar) en 7 (10-11 jaar), is de eerste curriculuminterventie
met betrekking tot historisch tijdsbesef in het Nederlandse basisonderwijs. In een quasiexperimenteel design met een voor- en na-toets, zijn prestaties van leerlingen gemeten met
het instrument dat is beschreven in hoofdstuk 4. Hierbij zijn kenmerken van leerlingen, zoals
geslacht, leesniveau en het opleidingsniveau van de ouders, meegenomen als
controlevariabelen, naast de totale hoeveelheid tijd die werd besteed aan lessen
geschiedenis. Multi-level analyses toonden aan dat, zowel voor groep 4 als voor groep 7,
leerlingen in de experimentele conditie significant meer leerwinst boekten dan leerlingen in
de controleconditie. Voor groep 4 bevestigde dit resultaat uitkomsten van eerder onderzoek,
dat de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef kan worden gestimuleerd door onderwijs en
dat dit vroeger kan plaatsvinden dan de leeftijd van 9 of 10 jaar, wanneer in de meeste
landen hiermee wordt gestart. Voor groep 7 is geconcludeerd, dat systematisch onderwijs
vanuit de doelen voor historisch tijdsbesef, met consequente aandacht voor tijdbalken,
hogere leeruitkomsten voor leerlingen oplevert in vergelijking met een controleconditie,
waarin leerlingen onderwijs kregen met methodes en waarin nauwelijks tijdbalken zijn
gebruikt.
Deze positieve resultaten geven aan, dat historisch tijdsbesef van zowel jongere als
oudere leerlingen verbeterd kan worden met leeractiviteiten die zijn gebaseerd op de
doelen voor historisch tijdsbesef en op een consequent gebruik van tijdbalken in combinatie
met verhalen en afbeeldingen als bronnen.
Hoofdstuk 6 beschrijft welke componenten van de professionalisering van leraren hebben
bijgedragen aan de leerwinst van de leerlingen. Deze professionalisering bestond uit een
training en de interventie met Tijdwijs. Door middel van vragenlijsten, logboeken observaties
en interviews zijn de ervaringen van leraren onderzocht met betrekking tot de
ondersteuning van het professionaliseringsprogramma door richtlijnen, didactische
strategieën, en inzichten en achtergrondkennis over het leren van leerlingen en de
vakinhoud. Daarnaast is bij de leraren gekeken naar verandering in attitudes en
overtuigingen, groei in kennis en vaardigheden, en veranderingen in het leerkrachtgedrag.
Onderzocht is hoe deze elementen van het professionaliseringsprogramma hebben
bijgedragen aan de hogere leeruitkomsten van leerlingen. De resultaten laten zien dat de
leraren zich bij de invoering van Tijdwijs ondersteund voelden door de heldere richtlijnen,
door de didactische strategieën voor de instructie, door de achtergrondkennis en door de
aantrekkelijke materialen. In de vragenlijsten en interviews rapporteerden de leraren
verandering in hun overtuigingen met betrekking tot het onderwijs in tijdsbesef, doordat zij
hadden ervaren dat leerlingen meer over historisch tijdsbesef konden leren, dan zij hadden
verwacht. De overtuiging dat de beheersing van klok- en kalendertijd een voorwaarde zou
zijn voor het leren over historische tijd, bleek echter tamelijk hardnekkig. De observaties
gaven aan dat de hoogste leerwinst werd geboekt door de leraren die het hoogst scoorden
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op het beoogde instructiegedrag, dat bestond uit systematisch aandacht besteden aan de
vijf doelen voor historisch tijdsbesef. In een vragenlijst die een jaar na de professionalisering
werd afgenomen, rapporteerden de leraren dat ze zich nog steeds volledig bekwaam voelen
in hun kennis en vaardigheden met betrekking tot het onderwijzen van historisch tijdsbesef,
vooral in het gebruiken van de klassikale tijdbalk. Vooral praktische en gebruiksvriendelijke
materialen bleken belangrijk te zijn voor de ondersteuning van leraren bij het invoeren van
een nieuwe didactische aanpak.
Hoofdstuk 7 bevat een samenvatting van de belangrijkste conclusies van de verschillende
studies en suggesties voor vervolgonderzoek. Dit hoofdstuk is afgesloten met praktische
aanbevelingen voor het onderwijs in historisch tijdbesef voor leraren in basisscholen en
lerarenopleidingen, voor schrijvers van methodes en voor beleidsmakers.

Algemene conclusies
Op basis van de bevindingen in dit proefschrift, kan een aantal conclusies worden getrokken
ter beantwoording van de hoofdvraag: “Hoe kan het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen in de
basisschool worden verbeterd?”
Ten eerste heeft deze dissertatie geleid tot een operationalisering van historisch
tijdsbesef in een vijftal doelen en een model dat de ontwikkeling van tijdsbesef voor
leerlingen in het basisonderwijs beschrijft in drie fasen. Op basis van dit model is een
meetinstrument ontwikkeld dat kan worden gebruikt om inzicht te krijgen in prestaties van
leerlingen met betrekking tot hun historisch tijdsbesef. Een toets met dit instrument met
leerlingen van 6 tot 2 jaar liet zien dat het historisch tijdsbesef van deze leerlingen zich
ontwikkelt volgens de beschreven fases en dat er ruimte voor verbetering is. Daarnaast
konden conclusies worden getrokken met betrekking tot problemen, die leerlingen kunnen
ervaren bij het uitvoeren van taken waarin zij historische verschijnselen in de tijd moeten
plaatsen. Naast de gangbare problemen met betrekking tot het gebruik van het vocabulaire
van tijd en tijdsaanduiding en presentistisch denken, bleken deze problemen ook samen te
hangen met de namen en de iconen van de tijdvakken in het Nederlandse curriculum voor
geschiedenis.
Ten tweede heeft de interventie met Tijdwijs in de groepen 4 en 7 aangetoond, dat
historisch tijdsbesef kan worden verbeterd door systematisch aandacht te besteden aan het
vocabulaire van de tijdvakken, het plaatsen van personen en gebeurtenissen op de tijdbalk
en het vergelijken van tijdvakken, in combinatie met het gebruiken van verhalen en
afbeeldingen.
Ten derde blijkt uit de deelstudie naar de effectiviteit van het
professionaliseringsprogramma, dat vooral de ondersteuning van leraren met een
uitgebreide handleiding en aantrekkelijke materialen, zoals de klassikale tijdbalk en het
verhalenboek, belangrijke factoren waren voor het succes van Tijdwijs.

Discussie en suggesties voor vervolgonderzoek
De discussie gaat in op enkele beperkingen van deze dissertatie, zoals de
conceptualisering van historisch tijdsbesef, waarin geen aandacht is voor tijd als verschijnsel.
Een andere beperking heeft betrekking op het meetinstrument, dat voornamelijk historische
kennis toetst en waarvan de betrouwbaarheid aan de lage kant is. Vervolgonderzoek zou
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zich kunnen richten op een betrouwbare toetsing van kennis, vaardigheden en houdingen
van leerlingen met betrekking tot hun historisch tijdsbesef.
Resultaten van deze dissertatie geven aan dat de ontwikkeling van historisch
tijdsbesef bij leerlingen kan worden gestimuleerd door onderwijs, hetgeen succesvol bleek
te zijn vanaf een jonge leeftijd (7 -8 jaar). Dit resultaat lijkt bij te dragen aan het weerleggen
van de fasetheorie van Piaget, die lange tijd van invloed was op de overtuigingen van
curriculumontwerpers en leraren, dat het onderwijs in historisch tijdsbesef niet kan starten
voordat leerlingen minstens 9 jaar oud zijn. Desalniettemin is meer onderzoek nodig naar de
vraag, in welke mate de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef bij leerlingen een proces van
natuurlijke rijping en/of een leerproces is en welke binnen- en buitenschoolse factoren dit
proces beïnvloeden. Verder zou longitudinaal onderzoek inzicht kunnen geven in hoeverre
een vroege start van het onderwijs in historische tijd een blijvend positieve invloed heeft op
het historisch tijdsbesef van leerlingen in hogere groepen en in het voortgezet onderwijs.
De curriculuminterventie met Tijdwijs is, binnen de Nederlandse context, de eerste
interventiestudie die effecten heeft getoetst van een onderwijsaanpak gericht op de
verbetering van historisch tijdsbesef bij leerlingen. Er zijn positieve effecten op de
leeruitkomsten van leerlingen gevonden, maar daarbij moet rekening worden gehouden met
de beperking van het kleine aantal van 16, merendeels gemotiveerde deelnemende leraren.
Daarnaast besteedden de meeste leraren van de groepen 7 extra tijd aan geschiedenis,
omdat zij naast Tijdwijs, ook lessen gaven uit de geschiedenismethode. Grootschaliger
vervolgonderzoek, ook in andere groepen van de basisschool, zou zich kunnen richten op
een integratie van Tijdwijs in geschiedenismethodes of op de vraag in hoeverre
Tijdwijslessen misschien de geschiedenismethode zouden kunnen vervangen.
De aanpak met Tijdwijs bevat vooral klassikale activiteiten. Het zou interessant zijn te
onderzoeken wat effecten zijn van groepsopdrachten, waarin leerlingen bijvoorbeeld
aanduidingen van tijd en tijdsindeling gebruiken, of waarbij in groepen wordt gewerkt met
het in chronologische volgorde plaatsen van afbeeldingen op tijdbalken. Dergelijk onderzoek
zou zich ook kunnen richten op de effecten van ICT-applicaties met leeractiviteiten op
tablets en smartphones of in een Virtual Reality omgeving. Mogelijke beperkingen van het
professionaliseringsprogramma bij Tijdwijs kunnen zijn, dat in programma geen coaching of
deelname van hele schoolteams is opgenomen; aspecten die in de literatuur worden
genoemd als effectieve kenmerken van professionaliseringsprogramma’s. Vervolgonderzoek
zou gericht kunnen worden op de effecten van Tijdwijs bij deelname van volledige teams van
leraren met coaching-bijeenkomsten in scholen. In dergelijke sessies kan tevens meer
aandacht worden besteed aan de gevonden problemen die leerlingen ervaren bij het
plaatsen van historische verschijnselen, en die in het huidige programma weinig aan bod
kwamen.

Implicaties voor de praktijk
Deze dissertatie heeft een aantal praktische instrumenten opgeleverd die kunnen worden
toegepast door leraren in basisscholen en in lerarenopleidingen:
- een model met doelen en ontwikkelingsfasen voor de ontwikkeling van historisch
tijdbesef van leerlingen in het basisonderwijs;
- een instrument om de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdbesef bij leerlingen in het
basisonderwijs te toetsen;
- Tijdwijs, een onderwijsaanpak met materialen en een website;
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-

een professionaliseringsprogramma voor leraren gericht op de implementatie van
Tijdwijs.
Leraren kunnen deze instrumenten gebruiken voor de ontwikkeling, uitvoering en evaluatie
van lessen over historisch tijdsbesef in de groepen 3 tot en met 8. Voor lerarenopleiders
kunnen deze instrumenten behulpzaam zijn bij de opleiding van studenten en bij
voortgezette professionele ontwikkeling van schoolteams. Uitgevers van methodes kunnen
de inzichten van deze dissertatie toepassen bij het ontwikkelen van geschiedenismethodes
en on-line-materialen, niet alleen voor de groepen 5 tot en met 8, maar ook voor groep 3 en
4. Een aanbeveling voor beleidsmakers is om het kader van de tien tijdvakken met de
kenmerkende aspecten te evalueren, rekening houdend met de in dit onderzoek gebleken
problemen die leerlingen hiermee ervaren.
Tot slot kan deze dissertatie leraren en lerarenopleiders inspireren om het onderwijs
in historisch tijdsbesef te verbeteren, zodat leerlingen beter in staat zijn om informatie die
op hen afkomt in de tijd te plaatsen en maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen te duiden.
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Als geschiedenisdocent op een Pabo merkte ik, dat leerlingen het vaak lastig vinden
historische verschijnselen in de tijd te plaatsen. Historisch tijdsbesef is niet alleen een
belangrijke basis binnen geschiedenisonderwijs, maar ook essentieel voor de algemene
ontwikkeling van kinderen. Door het plaatsen van historische verschijnselen in de tijd en
door deze met elkaar en met de huidige tijd te vergelijken leren kinderen het verleden en
het heden begrijpen. Met de voortdurende beschikbaarheid van informatie over
hedendaagse en historische gebeurtenissen wordt de ontwikkeling van historisch tijdsbesef
binnen het geschiedenisonderwijs steeds belangrijker. Door hier onderzoek naar te doen,
hoop ik een bijdrage te kunnen leveren aan verbetering van het onderwijs in historisch
tijdsbesef op de basisschool en de lerarenopleiding en tevens pabo-studenten,
basisschoolleraren en leerlingen te enthousiasmeren voor betere leeropbrengsten in het
geschiedenisonderwijs. Ik was dan ook heel blij met de promotiebeurs voor leraren van
NWO, waarmee ik vijf jaar geleden vol enthousiasme begon aan dit promotieonderzoek.
Dit onderzoek was niet mogelijk geweest zonder de steun van familie, vrienden,
collega’s en van mijn begeleiders. Allereerst wil ik mijn promotor en copromotor bedanken:
Carla en Anje. Jullie waren de fijnste begeleiders die ik me kon wensen. We hadden
ongeveer maandelijks gesprekken over het onderzoek en Carla was steeds bereid hiervoor
naar ’s-Hertogenbosch te komen. Jullie vulden elkaar perfect aan in de feedback die jullie
gaven: Carla als expert op het gebied van geschiedenis en didactiek, Anje met haar kennis
van leren en innoveren en beiden met veel kennis en ervaring met betrekking tot
academisch onderzoek. Jullie wisten op ieder moment tijd te maken voor feedback,
waardoor de teksten van het proefschrift duidelijker en beter werden. Voor mij waren jullie
de ideale begeleiders, met niet alleen de nodige deskundigheid, maar ook met warmte en
begrip. Ik zal onze gesprekken op de derde verdieping van de pabo missen.
Essentieel voor de uitvoering van dit onderzoek waren de bijdragen van experts in
theorie en praktijk van geschiedenis in het basisonderwijs. Mijn dank gaat uit naar
vertegenwoordigers instituten voor leerplanontwikkeling en toetsing, lerarenopleiders en
leraren in Engeland en Nederland, die tijd maakten voor deelname aan enquêtes en
interviews. Voor de interviews gaat mijn dank uit naar Alan, Chris, Edward, Hilary, Jerome,
Michael, Michelle, Philippa, Sarah, Sue, Tim en Tracy (in Engeland) en Annemiek, Arie, Cees,
Danny, Edward, Francien, Henk, Monique K., Monique R., Peter, Ronald, Theo en Wappie (in
Nederland). Penelope Harnett ben ik erkentelijk, omdat ze me wegwijs maakte in haar
netwerk van “primary history” in Engeland en Paul, Koen en mij welkom heette in haar huis
tijdens de rondreis langs Engelse experts en basisscholen. Aan deze reis met bestemmingen
als Liverpool, Lincoln en Bristol, bewaar ik warme herinneringen. Dat geldt ook voor de reis
naar Tatarstan, waar ik, dankzij de uitnodiging van Marat Gibatdinov, een van de eerste
presentaties over het onderzoek mocht geven op een pedagogische hogeschool in Elabuga.
Er zouden nog vele presentaties volgen, onder andere in Macedonië, op Cyprus, in Porto, in
Murcia en Dublin.
In dit dankwoord wil ik ook graag de opleidingsscholen van het partnerschap van
Fontys Hogeschool voor Kind en Educatie (FHKE) bedanken voor hun medewerking aan het
afnemen van de toets “historisch tijdsbesef”: de Angelaschool, de Empel, de Evenaar, de
Fonkeling, De Hoef, De Kwartiermaker, ‘t Maxend, de Meander, Noorderlicht, Olof Palme, De
Overlaet, de Theresiaschool, de Toermalijn, ’t Ven, de Wieken en ‘t Wikveld. Bij de afname
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van deze toetsen kreeg ik hulp van een aantal gemotiveerde studenten: Alex, Annemarie,
Bas, Cynthia, Denise, Friso, Koen, Loes, Marloes, Nioor, Sandra, Sophie, Simone, Suzan en
Tessa, heel veel dank, dat jullie de afname van de toetsen bij leerlingen van jullie
stagescholen mogelijk maakten. Ook de 22 leerlingen van de Olof Palme en ’t Wikveld wil ik
bedanken voor hun enthousiaste deelname aan de interviews over historisch tijdbesef. In
het bijzonder wil ik op deze plaats de leraren bedanken die na het volgen van een training,
een half jaar lang in hun groep Tijdwijslessen hebben gegeven en daarnaast tijd maakten
voor het invullen van logboeken en enquêtes en voor observaties en interviews: Annie,
Christel, Cindy, Elise, Elly, Eugene (†), Harry, Janneke, Mandy, Marieke, Mariëlle, Cindy,
Mirjam, Monique, Rianne, Riet, Vera en Yvonne: super veel dank voor jullie inzet en
betrokkenheid.
Het combineren van het docentschap en het schrijven van een proefschrift is vaak
een ingewikkeld proces. Beide facetten vragen inzet en aandacht. De steun, het vertrouwen
en het begrip van de directie van FHKE, aanvankelijk van Harry en Margreet en later van
Astrid, Miranda en Caroline waren daarbij heel erg prettig en behulpzaam. Ook de
belangstelling en steun van de collega’s van FHKE heb ik altijd als heel fijn ervaren. Dat geldt
in het bijzonder voor de promovendigroep van het lectoraat onder de inspirerende leiding
van Anje en Anouke: Nanke, Henderijn, Hanneke, Rachel, Evelyne en Petra, dank voor jullie
bemoedigende woorden en het delen van ervaringen. Linda en Nanke wil ik bedanken dat zij
mijn paranimfen willen zijn. Linda heeft me door haar enthousiasme mede geïnspireerd voor
het doen van onderzoek en Nanke zal hoogstwaarschijnlijk de volgende promovenda van
FHKE zijn.
Met veel plezier nam ik een aantal keren per jaar deel aan bijeenkomsten van de
Nederlands-Vlaamse intervisiegroep van onderzoekers in geschieddidactisch onderzoek aan
de Universiteit van Amsterdam, onder de deskundige leiding van Carla en Jannet. Dank aan
alle deelnemers van deze groep voor de leerzame en gezellige intervisiebijeenkomsten in
Amsterdam, Leuven en Gent.
Voor het ontwerp van de voorkant van het proefschrift kreeg ik hulp van Peter
Vennema, die ook heeft geassisteerd bij de vormgeving van Tijdwijs en van de website,
www.historischtijdsbesef.nl. Voor het ontwerpen van de tijdbalken van Tijdwijs wil ik Alex
Box bedanken. Jan van den Berg ben ik zeer erkentelijk voor zijn taaladviezen.
En ‘last but not least’ het thuisfront, dat mij in de afgelopen jaren vooral aantrof
achter de laptop. Paul, Koen, Niels, Tiffany en Martijn: dank voor jullie begrip als ik weer
eens te weinig tijd had. Voor jullie en voor Finn, en binnenkort zijn broertje, hoop ik er nu
vaker te zijn. Desondanks bleven jullie steeds belangstellend naar het onderzoek. Martijn
stond altijd voor me klaar als ik een computerprobleem had, Tiffany adviseerde me bij het
maken van de enquête en de interviewvragen voor leraren en Paul en Koen reisden met me
mee voor de dataverzameling in Engeland en presentaties in Tatarstan en op Cyprus.
Mijn beide ouders wil ik bedanken, omdat zij hebben bijgedragen aan wie ik nu ben.
Helaas zijn zij overleden voordat het proefschrift was voltooid, maar wat zouden ze trots
geweest zijn. Mijn laatste woord van dank is voor Paul: jij hebt me tijdens deze reis letterlijk
en figuurlijk begeleid. Daarnaast hield je het huishouden draaiende, zorgde je dat er altijd
een lekkere maaltijd klaarstond als ik thuiskwam en bewaakte je dat ik in alle rust kon
werken. Ik ben dankbaar voor jouw niet aflatende vertrouwen en je onvoorwaardelijke
liefde en steun.
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