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Abstract
Researchers of teaching of history have long assumed the need to conjugate

substantive contents with conceptual ones, for both are necessary for developing
the thinking skills of the students and to gain a more complete knowledge of
the past. Knowing history (names, dates, places, processes...) is no guarantee for
fostering historical thinking, which supposes, among other things, strengthening
the idea of causality (the explanatory complexity of a fact), which is, perforce,
linked to the idea of historical relevance, i.e. who and what deserves to be studied
and what implications they have had for events. This paper aims to look more
deeply at the historical knowledge of students (specifically, here, their knowledge
of the Middle Ages) and the level of their thinking skills by analyzing historical
explanations. It therefore focuses on the causes and consequences that the
student develops for a supposed and fictitious given by analyzing the students’
own narratives.

(1) This research has been funded by the Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness of Spain, through the re-
search Project  EDU2012-37909-C03-03, and, also, by the Fundación Seneca –the Regional Agency of Science
and Technology of the Regional Government of Murcia (Spain)– through the research Project  18951/JLI/13.
We would also thanks to Ángeles Carpe Nicolás her predisposition to collaborate and help in the develop-
ment of this research."



We carried out a qualitative study of a phenomenological design. The
participants were 66 primary school children from 5 and 6 at two state schools
in Murcia (SE Spain). The data collection protocol was evaluated by peer experts.
These narratives were analyzed following an deductive-inductive procedure
backed up with the software ATLAS.ti (version 6.2.28).

While the research is subject to important limitations, such as the small sample
size, the lack of sincerity or the risks inherent to qualitative methodologies, we
do believe that the findings reveal a simple identification of the cause-
consequence relationship regardless of the historical context as an explanatory
element of the actions. Fostering the learning of history through narratives may
help to offset these deficiencies2. 

Keywords: History Teaching, Narratives, Historical Thinking, Primary
Education, historical consciousness

Resumen
Los investigadores en la enseñanza de la historia hace tiempo que han

asumido la necesidad de conjugar tanto contenidos sustantivos como
conceptuales. Ambos son necesarios para desarrollar en el alumnado habilidades
de pensamiento y alcanzar un conocimiento completo del pasado. Saber historia
(nombres, fechas, lugares, procesos...) no implica necesariamente favorecer el
pensamiento histórico, que supone, entre otros elementos, potenciar la idea de
causalidad (complejidad explicativa de un hecho), la cual se vincula
necesariamente con la idea de relevancia histórica, es decir quiénes o qué merece
ser estudiado y sus implicaciones en el devenir del tiempo. Con la intención de
profundizar en el conocimiento que el alumnado posee de la historia (en este
caso concreto, el período de la Edad Media) y el grado de habilidades de
pensamiento mediante el análisis de explicaciones históricas, esta investigación
se centra en ver qué causas y consecuencias desarrolla el alumnado para un
supuesto dado y ficticio a través de sus propias narraciones.

Para ello hemos llevado a cabo un estudio de naturaleza cualitativa, utilizando
un diseño fenomenológico. Los participantes han sido 66 niños y niñas de 5. º y
6. º de Educación Primaria de dos colegios públicos de Murcia. El instrumento
utilizado ha consistido en un protocolo para la elaboración de las narraciones,
sometido a una validación inter-jueces. Dichas narraciones han sido analizadas
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siguiendo un procedimiento deductivo-inductivo, valiéndonos del software
ATLAS.ti (versión 6.2.28).

Si bien existen importantes limitaciones a la investigación, como son el
número limitado de la muestra, la ausencia de sinceridad o los riesgos propios
de la metodología cualitativa, creemos que los resultados ponen de manifiesto
una identificación simple de la relación causa-consecuencia, sin importar el
contexto histórico como elemento explicativo de las acciones. Fomentar el
aprendizaje de la historia con el uso de las narraciones podría ayudar a paliar
estas deficiencias3. 

Palabras clave: enseñanza de la historia, narración, pensamiento histórico,
Educación Primaria, conciencia histórica

Addressing the problem 

Historical thinking is a way of understanding history that takes in one’s
own critical interpretation of events in the past, so giving them greater
meaning. This can be achieved by simultaneously working substantive
contents (dates, people, events...) and conceptual ones (developing the
concept of historical significance, causality, change and continuity,
historical empathy, historical time...) (Seixas & Morton, 2013). The
capacity to think about history and make it one’s own is not done merely
by knowing names, dates and places, but demands a specific training and
education since it is, in the words of Wineburg (2001), an act that is not
innate in people and requires training. This article sits within the
framework of research into historical thinking in education, in particular,
primary school education, where it contributes to redressing the scarcity
of research work on students in that stage.

The research issue we address here is whether history teaching to
primary school students facilitates the development of the concept of
causality and the capacity to argue, which are basic elements of historical
thinking. In other words, our aim is to determine how competent the
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students are in providing historical explanations. We would highlight
three concrete aims: 1) to identify the agents of a specific period of
history (the Middle Ages) who are of significance for the students; 2) to
analyze the events and historical context of the action that has meaning
for the students; 3) to evaluate the type of historical explanation used by
students in order to mobilize the first two aims. We start by analyzing the
narratives of 66 schoolchildren from years 5 and 6 at primary school at
two schools in the Region of Murcia, using a tool to evaluate the
development of historical causality. Its design is based on the research
aims and matches the qualitative methodology used, and taking the
narrative as the best element for assessing historical knowledge given the
close relationship of narrative, history and childhood. 

Background and theoretical grounding

The relation between narrative and history is total, understanding history
as interpretations that are made of the past. History is basically a
reconstruction by historians who relate the events of the past of which
we have merely fragmented direct accounts. This reconstruction is
inevitably subjective since there is: 1) the establishment of connections,
by historians, between the existing sources of information, which leads
to a picture of the past that is made up of numerous fragments of
information; and 2) the social context that stimulates the historian to
research the past in order to find answers to the needs of the society in
which he or she lives, which in turn motivates to some extent the
association of those sources of information. Yet this subjectiveness is
qualified insofar as reconstructions of the past must, perforce, rest on
reasoned arguments which can be justified by the evidence of the past
itself (Carr, 1993). Thus, the generation of historical knowledge is both a
cognitive strategy to gain knowledge of the past and an answer by
historians to the problems of today (Bois, 2012). History must be
understood from this double perspective if its teaching is to be valid and
meaningful (Lee, 2011). 

Among the elements used to define history we would highlight the
way in which all history is made tangible and understandable. The main
way in which historians and societies in general transmit knowledge is
through narrative. This is a far cry from the snapshot or the mere reeling
off of supposedly objective facts. It is valid interpretation of the past with
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a causal-temporal coherence and logic bolstered by the choice of evidence
of historical events. Furthermore, the arrangement of these facts and their
interrelations within the narrative are what enable us to verify the degree
of meaning they have for the individual or the community (László, 2013). 

The use of narratives as a means to foster thinking capacity and, in
particular, how narrative is crucial for history is not in itself a novelty in
the school world. Through the structure of tales and the sequencing of
events, Calvani already pointed to the possibility of using stories to teach
temporal notions in the preoperational stage (3-6 years), in a clear
breakaway from the theories that claimed that it was impossible to teach
time, and therefore history, at an early age (Trepat & Comes, 1998). The
success of Calvani’s proposals lay precisely in their taking advantage of
of the innate human capacity for narrative thought (Bruner, 1998), and in
the need to bestow meaning on events by incorporating these into
narratives. Kieran Egan (1994) went a step further and brought in the
element of fantasy as a way of adding an important value. Children’s
capacity to conjure up mental images and to generate opposite pairs of
abstract concepts like good/bad, safe/dangerous, etc., means they can
work with different spatial and temporal realities. The key lies in the fact
that through narratives that talk of far-off worlds (even fantasy worlds)
we can use their binary associations to reach an explanation and
justification for the events that occur in them. In other words, the
emphasis is on the capacity to invent narratives that bestow sense on
actions, facts and characters.

A further aspect of interest which also bears out the relation between
narrative and teaching can be found in the curricula of some countries
like the UK, Australia or Canada (Levèsque, 2008; Parks, 2009; Chapman,
2014). Understanding history as an incorporation of evidence from the
past into a narrative discourse will inevitably lead to various
interpretations and visions of the past. So in methodological terms the
teaching of history has to broach different interpretations of the same
fact and how to value, on the basis of the reflexive and discursive
characteristics of a narrative, any given interpretation of a historical event.
Traditionally, as stated in Aguirre de Ramírez (2012), the narrative capacity
of the students has been limited to a large extent to the field of Literature
and Language and, even in these cases, the aim has been to reproduce
faithfully the support materials (in the main, the textbooks), with little or
no attempt to at any analytical, reflexive or critical reading or
commentaries. In contrast, the study of history based on the analysis of
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various historical narratives rests firmly on the very epistemological
fundaments of the discipline, so historical knowledge can become
significant knowledge, which, curiously, favors a better knowledge of
what really was going on in the past and helps to think about history as
a historian. In order to achieve quality historical thinking we need: 1) to
develop a critical vision in our students regarding the construction of
historical narratives (Wineburg, 2010), i.e., develop critical thinking; 2) to
submit the evidence from the past to analysis and reflection before using
it empirically to support historical interpretations, i.e., develop scientific
thinking (VanSledright, 2013); and 3) the students to elaborate alternative
historical narratives understanding that the function of history as a subject
is to understand the past through posing questions and hypotheses about
sources which are held to be valid for reasoned arguing. Posing questions
and being original when using sources implies the development of
creative thinking (Cooper, 2014).

In short, narratives in history teaching mean we can introduce our
students to historical thinking. Analyzing the interpretations of others and
creating one’s own interpretations of the past means working with
substantive and conceptual contents simultaneously while not incurring
in the conception of history as fiction, fantasy or suffocating relativism.
One of the main pillars of historical narrative is the principle of causality,
which bestows logic and internal coherence on the discourse and makes
it a valid tool to approach knowledge of the past. At the same time, it
helps us to check how significant each historical agent or fact is for the
students within the discourse that they themselves are constructing. The
interpretation/narration conjunction with objectiveness/evidence is
present in the interpretative paradigms of history, as in History under
Debate (Historia a Debate). The aim is to leave behind what has become
a confrontation in historiography over the last two decades between
modernism and postmodernism and their applications to history, and to
demand a more participative and immediate way for citizens to
understand history (Barros, 2010).

Design and methodology

Given our research aim and the importance of narratives in history, we
prepared a protocol for data collection to provide the participants’
discourses in the form of stories – a text containing empirical data
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according to Flick (2007), and the basis of qualitative methodology. From
these we then carried out our analysis. This research technique is part of
the appropriate phenomenological design for ascertaining knowledge
about specific issues by searching for the meanings present in the
participants’ discourses (Martínez, 2006; Salgado, 2007). It inevitably
involves the risks inherent to qualitative methodology, such as a lack of
sincerity on the part of the informant, the absence of triangulation or
variability when tackling the analysis.

Data Collection 

Our choice of data collection tool, a protocol for preparing narratives, is
methodologically sound since the research approach demanded an open
system of data collection, and theoretically valid as well, considering that
the narrative is the main form of historical representation (Chapman,
2011). Initially, we took into account the indications of Fines (2013)
favoring children’s writing of history: leave the task open, engage in a
prior oral phase, include an initial speaking part, and inform the children
of the time they have and the exact requirements of the task. We therefore
carefully planned the instructions prior to the application of the protocol
in order to cover all the essential aspects and we made the necessary
indications for our aims to be fulfilled, as is reflected in Table 1.

TABLE 1. Requirements in the protocol according to the construction of the research aim 

The protocol was validated by an interjudge evaluation, as a
triangulation type of analysis. We drew up a rating scale based on the
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main on the recommendations of Sánchez, Serrano & Alfageme (2011)
and Alfageme, Miralles & Monteagudo (2010). The judges (three teachers
from the area of Social Science Teaching, a lecturer in Research
Methodology and Diagnosis in Education, and a Primary School teacher)
considered the applicability of the protocol as being between “quite valid”
and “totally valid, with a score of 4 out of 5 for the line of research and
an overall score of 8.1 out of 10 for the tool. 

Data analysis

Prior to the analysis we prepared a simple matrix to address the analysis
of the causality in the narratives and indicating 3 levels of progression (1
the lowest and 3 the highest) and four categories to answer the research
question posed (Table 2). In other words, we aimed to analyze the cause,
the agent of the cause, the consequences and repercussions of the action,
and these are the categories in the matrix. Along with this text we then
included some type of historical-social context from the Middle Ages as
an element for analysis. Regarding the events, we fixed the following
categories: “Events with historical-social content” and “Events without
historical-social content”. The categories were prepared after the stories
had been read (Figure 1). Note that we mainly took into account events
related to the cause or outcome of the person’s illness as a means of
systemizing and limiting the analysis. By this we mean when there is
some mention, albeit very general, in the text to acts of war, characteristic
building of the period, situations of social injustice, elements related to
power and its succession, etc. (see Figure 1).

We used the software ATLAS.ti (version 6.2.28) to make the analysis
easier and especially to organize the information.
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TABLE 2. Matrix for analyzing the students’ narratives

The progression scale is based on Lee & Shemilt (2009) and Chapman
(2013), for whom the explanation of an event which only indicates what
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happens but makes no reference, albeit tentatively, to why or how it came
about is a waste of effort. Any approach to the past must, therefore,
constantly address causes and consequences. Otherwise, history is no
more than a chronicle. Furthermore, historical explanation has a triple
facet which we can classify as intentional (carried out by the will of the
historical agents), empathetic (how people in the past actions were driven
by their socio-cultural context), and causal (the unintentional elements
involved that led to unforeseen consequences in which the will of the
agents was not necessarily present, like the social structure, climatic or
biological conditions, etc.). The causal explanation implies a more
complex analysis and is the most difficult to achieve. There is no single
cause for an event and the narrative moves from the realm of description
to that of explanation.

Participants and context

The final number of students from years 5 and 6 participating in the study
was 66, which is a suitable number for the type of research undertaken
here. The students attended classes in two state schools in the Region of
Murcia in south-east Spain. From one school we obtained 20 narratives
(11 from the fifth year and 9 from the sixth. The choice of participants
was made using theoretical criteria and no additional factors were taken
into account regarding the subject of the research or the level at which it
was set. The other school provided 46 students, 23 from each year.
Overall, the distribution of students between years was very similar (34
for the fifth year and 32 from the sixth).

Findings

Identifying historical agents

We considered the figures and the frequency with which they appeared
and discerned whether they were playing a leading or secondary role.
The results of the analysis reveal, as shown in Table 3, that the most
frequent figure is the king, who appears 48 times in the 66 narratives,
followed by the queen (16), the peasant (11), and the beggarman and the
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knight (8 each). The only collective figure to appear with any
considerable frequency is the people (8 times) with other collectives like
serfs (4), the monk (1) and the beggarwoman (1) a long way behind. 

As to whether the characters have a primary or secondary role, some
important issues appear. The king is the protagonist in 30 of the 48
mentions, while the queen is in only 3 out of 16 appearances, making
her a complementary figure to the king and relegating her to a secondary
figure (13). Something similar occurs in the case of the knight. The
peasant and the beggar as individuals may be protagonists but play a
secondary role when they appear in the plural. What is striking is that
although the low status people are present as men and women and as
individuals and groups, they do not even together, appear more
frequently than the king.

TABLE 3. Characters in the narrative: frequency by role as main or secondary figure
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Events and the context of the action 

The most frequent events are those which do not present any direct socio-
historical content. Some, as the tool requires, are directly associated with
illness: “recovery” (25 times), “caring for others” (20 times), or “dying” (17
times). Others lie more within the sphere of personal preference:
“spending money”, “smoking”, among others. There is a frequent resorting
“weather phenomena” (6 times) and to “poisoning” (5 times). Among the
much scarcer events of historical-social content stand out “working” (13
times) and “going hungry” (6 times). We also find references to war,
succession (which is logical given the frequency of the king) and even
the forming of Europe. All the above leads us to affirm that for the
students to construct their own particular history, they either draw on
logical events (recovery, death, care of others …) which are not exclusive
to the period, or they use events relevant to their own lives (forbid dogs,
picking plants …). When they do refer to events with historical-social
content they tend to repeat the same things (hunger, work …).

FIGURE 1. Events present in the narratives in relation to the historical content presented

Determining the type of explanation offered by the students for events

We used four initial categories to address this issue: “Causality”, “Historical
Agent”, “Consequence” and Repercussion”; and combined them with a
later category: “Events with historical-social content”. We limited our
considerations of the type of explanations put forward by students to the
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causes and consequences, either directly or indirectly, of illness.
Beginning the description of the findings with the “Cause” category, we
find a clear prevalence of non causality or single causality (Caus_1). In
52 narratives there is either no cause for the illness (19), or just a single
direct cause (33). Particularly noteworthy is the first of these, the absence
of causality, when this was a requirement of the previous strategy and
the tool itself. The remaining 14 narratives are described under category
“Caus_2”, which implies the beginnings of multicausality but with no
distinction between the importance of each cause. In 9 of the 14
narratives there is a combination of a social content cause with another
that does not have any social content. Only one narrative mentions two
social causes, where the second cause is dependent on the first: “the king
was severe with them, telling them to work faster, more effectively and
longer. And form working so much, day and night (…)” he fell ill. In other
words, although the direct cause was the work, there was a primary cause,
the power of the king and the orders he gave. There is not a single
narrative which distinguishes long term or short term causes nor
prioritizes them. Figure 2 represents the causes put forward by the
participants in their narratives, indicating the tiny part that presents a
social content. If we consider here the category of “Historical Agent”, it is
important to highlight that the predominant category is “Agent_1”, which
accounts for 46 cases (versus 28 for “Agent_2” and 19 for “Agent_3”), i.e.,
an agent set off an event without any explanation or motivation. 

FIGURE 2. Types of causes in the narratives 
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This has a direct connection, first with the absence of causality we
indicated and second with the scarce multicausality. For example, for the cause
“not having money”, the student makes no reference to the possible legal-
social organization of the time, the most general reason for a peasant to have
limited access to resources. It is also important to note that the events implied
in the category “Agent_3” (performing actions that go beyond personal desire)
which refer to the cause of the illness are exclusively associated with social
causes: work, the king’s order, hunger or lack of money.

As regards “Consequences”, most of the narratives refer to
consequences that are logical or even inevitable (43 narratives). 21
narratives combine foreseen and unforeseen causes, while the other 2
offer no type of consequence of the illness. Of those which offer
unforeseen consequences just 9 point to consequences with effects that
go beyond the personal or family sphere of the agents (Cons_3): “but
each day that the king saw his daughters he got better and better. When
the doctors saw this they were happy and held a feast day to pay homage
to the king. Since that day in that kingdom there has been a holiday on
January 2nd for the king”. Figure 3 shows the consequences included in
the narratives. If we look at the category “Event with historical-social
content”, and we compare it with the causes in Figure 2, we see how
events with historical-social content appear more frequently in
consequences than in causes. The students look for any cause at all
(which serves to start the narrative) for an event whose consequences,
however, are closer to the historical context in which it occurs. 

FIGURE 3. Types of consequences in the narratives 
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Beyond whether the consequences are foreseen or unforeseen, the
importance of the consequences lies in their repercussions. The
generalized meaning the students give to events is that past actions have
no link to ensuing events (52 narratives). The 14 remaining narratives
include varying degrees of repercussions. Most frequently, students
distinguish important figures or events but with no clear repercussions
(9): “their children grew up to become kings and built a lot of houses.
After many years the king left them his inheritance and they became kings
and queens of Alca (sic)”. Four narratives mention some specific changes
to the social context: people changing towns, the eradication of attacks.
However, only one shows any direct link to the present when, regardless
of whether it is historically true or not, it mentions the forming of Europe.

Lastly, in an attempt to respond to aim 3, we have used the analysis
matrix to cross information in order to see the degree of complexity in the
explanations proffered by the students (Figure 4). Causality level 1 stands
out; these causes show that there is no high degree of historical
contextualization, leading to timeless situations which are related, likewise,
to level 1 of the historical agent. In the cases where historical context does
appear the level of complexity in the motivations of the historical figures
increases, even up to level 3. As regards the consequences, the findings are
hardly promising, with low levels for both repercussions and consequences,
which inevitably implies a complete lack of connection between the Middle
Ages and the present. However, this absence may be accounted for in part
by the protocol itself, which leaves the structure and content of the
narrative to the students’ own imaginations. 

FIGURE 4. Crossing the variables in the analysis matrix
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Discussion

The discussion of the findings follows the structure established in the
data analysis. Thus, regarding the identification of the historical agents,
we started by providing the students with some points of reference (king,
monk, knight, trader/merchant and peasant) which respond to the
traditional feudal order (oratores, bellatores and laboratores) established
by the tenth century scholars which ordered the statuses of social
organization. However, the narratives reveal a different vision than that
in the textbooks, which lends weight to the idea the narrative does indeed
serve to bestow meaning on the substantive knowledge the students learn
in the classroom. We now appreciate the typical backdrop of the social
pyramid with the king at the top, followed by a handful of nobles and
clergy and then below these, the other groups like the merchants and
peasants. This image of the pyramid of what or who was important in
the Middle Ages is reflected in the frequency with which the figures were
chosen freely by the students. This view of social organization leads the
students to imagine a decreasing order regarding the capacity of the
historical agents to carry out actions. Students see history as being
directed by those in power, those who could affect outcomes, the
decisions they took were meekly accepted by their underlings. This image
of the predominant individual is not strange in the school context which
rewards individual narratives (López, 2012) focused on historical figures
of relevance around whom the whole narrative revolves. The individuals,
not the historical processes and contexts, dominate the action. And each
character is bound by rules which, for example, do not allow a peasant
to be a protagonist beyond compliance with the commands of the king.
This primacy of the individual may to some extent justify students’ images
of what life was like in the Middle Ages, as they appear under Aim 2. 

The norm when contextualizing and explaining the illness of the
protagonist is the absence of historical events (substantive contents)
which envelop the action in the story, which rather begs the question as
to whether the substantive knowledge in the textbooks (feudal society,
Reconquest, urban development) have actually been assimilated by the
students as elements of explanatory value. It is highly likely that were we
to use the traditional questions that abound in the support materials and
examinations, we would find the students faithfully reproducing what
they had seen (Miralles, Gómez & Sánchez, 2014), but in situations in
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which the historical context is not made explicit but is considered as a
historical agent, we find that the students to not detect it as such. This
may indicate an important shortcoming since it is precisely the historical
perspective of an event which facilitates a better understanding of the
complexity of the causes and consequences involved when seeing it as a
social occurrence. This, together with a sense of identity, is one of the
main arguments for including history in school curricula. It is why any
period of history should be considered worthy of study. Each period
affords different contexts, situations and agents who responded
differently to problems which have continuously beset human beings
throughout history. The capacity to compare various responses to like
events strengthens the capacity to justify to what extent the change of
context and its variables may have repercussions in the future. Besides,
when context is not held to be an important explanatory element this
implies a linear vision of history, which is very common amongst
students, and which leads to a consideration of historical events as a mere
chronological list of unconnected happenings which are of no sense or
significance whatsoever (Levésque, 2008).

The absence of historical events in the narratives also has implications
for the degree of explanation of which the student is capable. We assume
that a student has difficulties in understanding causality when this
involves social, economic or political factors (Chapman, 2014; Éthier et
al., 2010), and this gives coherence to the fact that the causes students
put forward likewise present no social content. Nevertheless, we also
believe that the preponderance of intentional explanation is due to the
excessive prevalence of individuality present in the students’ narratives.
The importance given to the capacity of the powerful to act reproduces
the social pyramid so often used to explain everything that happened
before the mid-eighteenth century, with little importance given to the
complexities of each period of history. The traditional rural societies that
characterized the Middle Ages were microcosms in which almost all the
aspects of the whole society were present and visibly intertwined:
productive activities and the natural environment, economic activities and
political and family relations, social values and behaviors (Gallego, 2007).
When students are required to give an explanation a lesser known event,
as the Middle Ages seem to be, they think in analogies with their daily
lives and point to causes of illnesses such as taking medicines to reduce
stress, lung cancer brought on by smoking, the death of a parent or
weather phenomena. Curiously, and very much in line with the above
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idea of the potential history has as an explanatory element, it is
noteworthy that when a historical-social cause is proffered, it is frequently
associated with the “Agent_3” category. 

Consequences, although more with events of a social type, are also
situated at level 1. In the main the consequences are presented as being
foreseen by the agents within a deterministic relation. This confirms the
chain of events which, according to Klein (2013), students establish: X is
caused Y. Y is caused by Z, and so on. This brings with it, moreover, the
idea that repercussions are of short duration, as Figure 4 shows It is an
excessively fragmented sequencing of events in which the direct relation
between cause and effect is total, with no margin for the consequences
derived from the context. The idea also hinders the assumption of
historical times (short, medium and long term) which help to explain the
existence of elements that endured over the centuries, such as cultural
elements, social organization, etc. (Le Goff, 2005 and 2008). Interestingly,
only one narrative gave an indication of what might be considered a long-
term historical repercussion. The title was “The Birth of Europe”, although
there was little connection with the content, and it included one of the
main contributions of the Middle Ages to the make-up of our society
today (Sergi, 2001). 

In short, using the three functions that Ricoeur distinguishes (2004,
cited in Klein, 2013) for a historian, the student is more or less capable
of accessing information (archivist) – information that is presented to the
student as finite and closed – but has difficulties in representing it in a
narrative (representational). In any case, the students showed very little
ability in elaborating causal reasoning (explanatory). Fortunately, this can
be addressed in Primary Education if we foster strategies of enquiry and
allow students to develop their own interpretations of the past, which, of
course, means working with conceptual contents like causality (Cooper,
2013, 2014).

Conclusions

Even though we are talking here of Primary Education, history
nevertheless seems to be an underused discipline. It is a subject that can
contribute much to developing the students’ capacity to provide
explanations that go beyond single causes when understanding an event,
because the time factor allows one to analyze the complexity of actions
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from the point of an uninvolved spectator. After our experience with the
students, we can see that their idea of time does not go beyond the
immediate action and the direct consequence. The domain of the
immediate and the intentionality behind actions hinder our interpretation
of the world in which we live and frequently make for simplistic
explanations that hide the effects of the transformations that may be
taking place. Putting off the forming of working and thinking habits to
later stages of education is to invite failure since it will be a difficult task
to undo the predetermined views of what history is that our students will
have acquired.

The analysis of the stories shows that there is barely any connection
at all between the contents addressed in the textbooks and their use in
finding answers to questions. One gets the feeling that there is an absence
of any link between substantive and conceptual contents. The
consequence of this divide between what is studied and its why and how
means that students find little meaning in studying, for example, the social
divide in the Middle Ages, the Reconquest or any other content that is
addressed in the books. What counts is an individual and personalistic
view that can be extrapolated to any other period of time. These are the
elements that will enable students to build up their own vision of history
and, moreover, the way society functions today.

If we wish to change the value that students give to history we need
to change the methodologies so that the learners are more actively
involved. A deeper look at the relation between history teaching and
narratives would, without doubt, help to offset these differences and
would contribute to gaining educational skills. In the first place, it would
help to develop the capacity to argue and to justify an event through the
construction of a logical, coherent and complex discourse. Secondly, it
would improve students’ ability to analyze social reality critically and in
depth. Thirdly, it would help in establishing strategies that favor
interdisciplinary collaboration between different curricular areas of
knowledge and improve the achievement of educational competences.

Limitations and future research 

As we stated within the empirical framework, the research technique used
implies the risks that are inherent to qualitative methodology, such as the
non sincere nature of the informer, the absence of triangulation or the
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weaknesses of the appropriate and precise categorization of the ideas
expressed in the text. Similarly, the study, despite using a qualitative
methodology for which the number of participants (66) is considered a
good fit, it would be better to extend the sample for greater rigorousness
and also to incorporate more tools in the data collection. 

On the face of it, today’s Primary School Curriculum does open the
door for new education methodologies based on conceptual contents
through its content Block 1, which is common to all social sciences (Block
1. Common contents, Spanish Royal Decree 126/2014, of February 28). A
commitment to students’ own narratives and historical interpretations,
which has given interesting results in English-speaking countries
(Chapman, 2014), not only helps students to understand history better
but also supposes empowering them in their arguing, analysis and
criticism skills. This is the line that future research should follow, but in
Spain these studies are currently few and far between. 
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