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Abstract
This paper outlines the efficiency of using digital media to teach historical

literacy. 
The shift in teaching history in recent years has been slow and limited.

Textbooks and teachers’ lesson planning have gradually incorporated history-
related procedural activities, but memorisation is still the cornerstone of
teaching-learning. 

However, the skills-based learning approach is gaining more and more
prominence. The teaching of historical literacy already boasts extensive scientific
literature and research into the subject is experiencing an upward trend.
Meanwhile, the digital world is a reality in our society and its integration into
teaching is a cutting-edge approach. 

Historical literacy - or «thinking historically» - can be broken down into the
skills of historically explaining events of the past and present, using historical
evidence and comprehending the logic of historical literacy by understanding the
causal explanation, the empathy-based explanation and the comprehension of
what historical time, change and continuity are (Dominguez, 2016).

With extensive digital documentation already available and the ease with
which it can be accessed, coupled with the variety of computer tools, the organic
integration of ICT and pedagogical work is an inescapable reality in all areas and
more specifically in the teaching of history.

The paper regularly refers to strategies which are already used in the
classroom for teaching history or other subjects; however, there is still some room
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until they are effectively integrated into history syllabuses at different educational
levels.

Keywords: historical literacy, teaching history, digital files, historical thinking,
primary sources, digital society.

Resumen
El presente artículo plantea la eficacia didáctica del trabajo a través de medios

digitales de la competencia histórica 
El cambio de dirección de la didáctica de la historia en los últimos años ha

sido parsimonioso y limitado. Libros de texto y programaciones de profesores
han ido incorporando actividades procedimentales relacionadas con la historia,
pero la memorización ha seguido siendo el eje entorno al que ha girado esa
enseñanza-aprendizaje. 

Sin embargo el enfoque de la enseñanza por competencias va cobrando cada
vez más protagonismo. La didáctica de la competencia histórica cuenta ya con
abundante literatura científica y poco a poco van adquiriendo más envergadura
las investigaciones sobre ella. Por otra parte el mundo digital es una realidad en
nuestra sociedad y su integración en la enseñanza es una línea de trabajo
pedagógica puntera. 

La competencia histórica -el “pensar históricamente”- se puede desglosar en
las competencias de explicar históricamente hechos del pasado y del presente,
utilizar las pruebas históricas y comprender la lógica del conocimiento histórico
mediante la comprensión de la explicación causal, la explicación por empatía y
la comprensión de lo que es tiempo histórico, cambio y continuidad (Domínguez,
2016).

La abundante documentación ya digitalizada y la facilidad con que puede
accederse a ella junto a la variedad existente de herramientas de trabajo
informáticas permiten que la integración orgánica de las TIC y el quehacer
pedagógico sea una realidad ineludible en todas las áreas y más en concreto en
la enseñanza de la historia.

A lo largo del artículo se alude a estrategias que se utilizan ya en el aula para
la enseñanza de la historia o de otras materias, sin embargo todavía falta dar el
paso para hacer una integración eficaz de las mismas en el currículo de historia
para los distintos niveles educativos.

Palabras clave: competencia histórica, didáctica de la historia, archivos
digitales, pensamiento histórico, fuentes primarias, sociedad digital.
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Introduction: an emerging form of teaching

History has been a core subject in syllabuses since the beginning of
formal education. The reason for this could perhaps be summed up by
the well-known quote from Cicero: «History is truly the witness of times
past, the light of truth, the life of memory, the teacher of life, the
messenger of antiquity; whose voice, but the orator’s, can entrust her to
immortality?» (Cicero 2002, 218).

Only the first part of the quote is usually cited. In fact, everyone from
great thinkers and historians to teachers themselves argue that the
importance of history stems from an ambition to understand what
mankind is. But in practice history has been scaled down, in lines with
Cicero, to the orator’s task; the narration of what has happened. To such
an extent that both the function of history and its teaching have become
a more or less effective transmission of the account. And that is how it
has remained throughout the centuries. 

Today, the validity of these ideas can be seen in the scarcity of
procedural - and skills-based - content in the teaching of history. It is first
noted in the approaches of many textbooks (Gómez and Miralles, 2015;
Saiz, 2013a; Gómez, 2014) insofar as a recent study concluded that
textbooks barely contribute to achieving a historical and updated
understanding of the social and economic operation of societies (Travé,
Steppe and Delval, 2015), with these findings being supported by several
recent studies on student evaluation (Miralles, Gómez and Monteagudo,
2012; Gómez and Miralles, 2013). 

The result is that the image which students have of history is reduced
to a set of closed areas of knowledge - concepts, tales, dates, etc. (Barton,
2010) - to be memorised in order to be reproduced later in tests, which
in no case refer to the skills of historical thinking (Trigueros, Molina and
Puche, 2015). 

Knowing history is not that; for some years now, various history
teaching experts from around the world have been investing their efforts
into re-focussing the teaching of the subject towards what has been called
«historical thinking», or historical literacy (Dominguez, 2015). 

Meanwhile, digital technology advances in recent years have made it
possible to be just one click away from more and more documents and
files which until a few years ago required the physical presence of the
researcher at their place of safekeeping. For the history teacher this is an
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opportunity to teach widely varied content, which will also adapt
perfectly to the learning style of students today.

The main drawback of this is the abundance and diversity of digital
materials online, which will make it necessary to lay down criteria,
yardsticks and ideas (learning strategies and methodologies) which mean
that these resources can be profited and students’ learning experiences
enriched.

We are beginning to head down a path which - for it to render
educational benefits - will require not only large doses of creativity from
teachers, but also a workload of reflection and planning to organise the
possibilities offered. 

Teaching history and teaching historical literacy in the digital society

Skills-based approaches and methodologies can somehow contribute to
this change in the presence of history in society and its teaching. The
knowledge society requires changes that exceed the curricular offerings
based on encyclopaedic and academic knowledge centred on knowledge
transfer. Until recently, the educational use of the digital reality has
focussed mainly on its use as a complementary resource, for example to
illustrate ideas or explanations, in classes, rather than as a means for
students to develop their skills, procedures, attitudes and perhaps, above
all, their literacy. However, work has already begun on this new
perspective, but much remains to be done.

The design of new strategies and means for learning history has
gained momentum in recent years. Proposals aimed at understanding
historical events or periods, such as stage performances or interviews
with «historical figures», or others focussing on the comparison of facts
or the determination of causes and consequences, help students better
understand history, but there is still further work to do on the acquisition
of historical literacy. A serious reflection on the purpose of teaching
history points beyond this, even towards the need for students to learn
how to simulate the historian’s work and thus familiarise themselves with
formulating hypotheses, to learn how to classify and analyse historical
sources, to know how to discern true causality and to embark upon
historical explanation (Prats and Santacana, 2011a; Prieto, Gómez and
Miralles, 2012; Gómez, Ortuño and Molina, 2014). 

Gudín de la Lama, E., Lasala Navarro, I., Iturriaga Barco, D. TEACHING HISTORICAL LITERACY IN THE DIGITAL SOCIETY

Revista de Educación, 375. January-March 2017, pp. 58-80
Received: 30-04-2016    Accepted: 11-08-2016

61



First- and second-tier concepts

It is imperative that students have a solid historical cognition model that
is based on the use of organisational concepts (first-tier concepts) related
to the historical processes that have evolved over time, and to the very
meanings of certain specific terms typical of the semantic field of history,
such as «king», «constitution», «the establishment», «feudalism», etc., which
can only be properly used in a specific temporal and spatial framework
(Arteaga and Camargo, 2013). 

As they are conceptual constructs developed by historians, they will
be difficult for primary and secondary students to understand, hence the
key role of the teacher in conveying them. 

This can be supported, aside from explanations, by some of the
strategies outlined above, which can be developed by means of a wide
range of applications that will help the teacher with various tasks:
creating timelines; viewing historical films; watching interviews with
witnesses of an important event or documentaries about important events
or characters from history or their own lives; going on virtual visits to
places or monuments, etc. All of this is accessible on the Internet, video
channels, institutional websites or educational platforms. 

Another useful tool along these lines is the use of the «flipped
classroom» methodology, which is not an attractive way of presenting
content to students and motivating them, but is a way of helping them to
better understand and master said content (FLN, 2014).

Second-tier concepts can be characterised as notions which provide
an insight into history as a form of specific knowledge (Lee and Ashby,
2000), including historical time, space and time, processes and actors,
change and permanence, causality, evidence, relevance and empathy.
These are the concepts typical of historical literacy or «thinking
historically».

Historical literacy

The development of historical literacy has to do mainly with the teaching
of second-tier concepts, which focus history teaching on the teaching of
a scientific discipline. Such an approach is still emerging in Spain, even
though it has been well developed over the past few decades in countries
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such as Canada, the US and Great Britain (Lee, Dickinson and Ashby,
1998; Wineburg, 2001, Seixas, Morton, Colyer and Fornazzari, 2013). 

The work of different specialists has adopted different directions, but
it can be said that all agree on which skills students should acquire in
order to «think historically». Dominguez (2016) made a well-judged
summary of three skills which he considers are historical as such: 

Historically explaining events of the past and present.
Using historical evidence.
Understanding the logic of historical literacy which would cover an
understanding of:
–  Causal explanation.
–  Contextualised or empathy-based explanation.
–  Historical time, change and continuity.

From paper to digital

Teaching based on textbooks and pen-and-paper activities is slowly giving
way to methodologies with ICT materials. The versatility of new media is
evident when accessing web platforms built on these ideas and which
make materials on these issues available to any user: historicalthinking.ca;
historicalthinkingmatters.org; teachinghistory.org; nchs.ucla.edu;
thinkinghistory.co.uk.

In Spain, the EDIA project led by CeDeC (Pereira, 2016) is
incorporating educational proposals into its geography and history
resources that address some aspects of historical literacy, such as critically
searching for information, creating resources to simply and methodically
gather information and sources, developing content to present
information to classmates (concept maps, presentations, diagrams, etc.),
or developing activities of reflection, collection and evaluation with which
the schoolchildren review their learning collaboratively (Pereira, 2016).

Using historical evidence

Sources and historical evidence 

Working with primary sources makes it easier to relate historical thinking
to a methodological process. Besides overcoming the sensation of
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straitjacketing that textbooks often impose, this lets students discover
more recent history and establish relations with other realities; it
generates historical knowledge conceived as debatable knowledge; it
brings into play the concept of objectivity as opposed to the
historiographical manual or textbook; it gives an insight into what
happened in a «natural state», and it puts students in direct contact with
the past. It also paves the way for a rigorous evaluation methodology
(Dominguez, 2015).

Seixas et al. (2013) consider working with sources as one of the key
aspects of historical thinking; working with them entails analysing and
obtaining historical evidence from them, in other words, as Dominguez
(2015) says, «turning sources into evidence.» This is a major task that
requires setting many intellectual resources into motion, which makes it
true historical literacy, because it is a question of going further than
simply decoding textual or iconic information.

To encourage historical thinking through the use of primary sources,
Tribó (2005) and Navarro (2008) suggest focussing activities on research
projects. Using original documentation - primary sources - in the ordinary
teaching environment helps overcome the organisational structure of
textbooks, an aspect which Saiz (2014) believes is still disregarded in
current textbooks, while also giving an insight into more recent history
and creating generalisations and relations with other realities and other
temporalities (Pagès and Santisteban, 2010). An effective approach to the
treatment of primary sources in the classroom may be to propose a
research problem limited to a few sources and readings which allow
students to resolve them. Other strategies are textual comments, using
graphics to explain a particular situation, reflective readings of literary
works by relating them to their social environment, debates, simulation
games, case studies or historical problem solving. 

A reference of how these intellectual skills can be combined is the
experience carried out by the Stanford History Education Group in its
project «Reading Like a Historian» (Reisman, 2012), which aims to engage
teenage schoolchildren in historical thinking by reading primary
documents modified to suit their age. Each lesson revolves around a core
historical question and has different sets of documents with suggested
exercises. Students investigate historical questions by employing various
reading strategies to evaluate the perspective and trustworthiness of said
documents to later use them as historical evidence.

Gudín de la Lama, E., Lasala Navarro, I., Iturriaga Barco, D. TEACHING HISTORICAL LITERACY IN THE DIGITAL SOCIETY

Revista de Educación, 375. January-March 2017, pp. 58-80
Received: 30-04-2016    Accepted: 11-08-2016

64



Another effective approach for working with sources is the
development of WebQuests (Martin, 2004) that depict the basics of
working with sources. An example that focusses on local history is the
WebQuest «Rebuilding the Past» by Fuentes (2015), which works directly
with sources and deductions, as well as other skills of historical thinking.
Another similar activity is the one proposed by the National Historical
Archive about the War of Independence: «The War of Independence
through the Collections of the National Historical Archive».

Alternatives to these approaches -already specific and focussed on
clear and varied objectives- are sequences of activities that can be even
shorter and more concentrated than the ones above.

Working in archives: locating sources in a sea of information

Prats and Santacana (2011) propose locating, analysing, classifying and
inferring implicit information as basic tasks of «working with sources».
This is a task plan very similar to that proposed by Gervereau (2004).

These are very effective proposals, but the major digitisation efforts
performed by virtually all cultural institutions in any field - from ministries
of different countries to municipal corporations, smaller-scale cultural
associations and even some individuals, through to the archives of some
newspapers - makes it challenging to search for sources on specific facts.

In addition, the sources that can be accessed today online are factual,
journalistic, photographic or audiovisual. Each type of source requires a
different historiographical treatment, but they do share some common
features that allow similar search strategies to be used.

What to search for and how: semantic fields and thesauri

Logically, the search will focus on a specific subject. The clearer the subject
is, the more effective the result, hence the search in question should be
clearly predetermined. On an educational level, the teacher will usually set
the framework based on the general subject and the first-tier concepts being
worked on in the classroom; in any case, it will be possible to give a more
local history focus that is closer to the students. Monereo and Fuentes (2005)
suggest the following strategy for Internet searches: 
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«... from the clear and precise definition of the goals of the search
(what I want and why); the choice and restriction of the most suitable
search parameters (how and where do I look for it); a critical analysis
based on the search results (what I have found); localised content (new
and useful information: adjusting to the subject in question, content
quality, reliability and accuracy of the information); the processing and
optimal storage of the information found; and the use, presentation
and communication of the information found». (p. 41) 

Most institutions that have digitised their collections have done so
according to current criteria for data availability in big data, linked data
and semantic web systems. This metadata is expressed in OAV (Object-
Attribute-Value) «triplets». For example, if we want to locate the manifesto
with which Primo de Rivera began his dictatorship, the associated triplet
could be: «Primo de Rivera (O) manifesto (A) 1923 (V)». This would mean
that the data entered on the Internet would be linked. Although this system
is still being implemented, many files and platforms have already adopted
it and searches can be done on them by following these criteria, so students
should be trained how to use the search engines of such platforms. 

The «triplet» to be searched must be very clear: object, attribute and
value. Therefore, help can come from the development of semantic fields
related to the subject being investigated by taking thesauri developed by
archivists as a starting point to carry out the task.

Cassany (2012b), in line with several specialists, although referring to
more general subjects than history, suggests that an effective Internet
search would begin by «formulating objectives», i.e. based on the topic
being investigated -both the event and the period and the corresponding
semantic field- and «translating» them to the search parameters typical of
the thesauri or search languages ??used. And then it would involve
«choosing keywords», considering that the difficulty -in this case– lies in
not knowing the precise terms in which the knowledge has been indexed.

Analysing and classifying: «curating content» 

The difficulty of searching for and locating sources also has the
complication of their analysis and evaluation to discern from which
perspective they are made, whether they are reliable or their level of
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distortion from the facts and, therefore, being able to interpret them
properly and make reasonable and consistent inferences.

Although the concept of curating content is recent and was
implemented in the field of marketing in order to filter content through
a systematic process that would save time and facilitate decision-making
processes, in our case it would aim to search for and locate reliable
sources of information, filter them and disseminate them. Benito et al
(2013) propose a good example that can be targeted for use in the field
of social sciences.

There are many web tools that allow users to find, group together,
organise and share online the best and most relevant content on a subject,
for example learni.st, paper.li, storify.com and scoop.it 

An additional problem; the accuracy of documents

Another challenge for the historian is certifying that not only is the
document authentic –an aspect that requires their own criteria of
authentication– but also accurate. Authenticity is related to whether the
author of the document is who is said to have created it, so one should
check whether there has been any manipulation of the document during
its creation or at a later date. In the case of photos or film reportage, it is
easier to check whether the photo was taken where and when it is said
to have been taken and by the person who is said to have taken it, and
whether the image appears as claimed. An example of the manipulation
of historical photos was the case of the Soviet regime, as studied by
Jaubert (1986) with the revealing title «Le Commissariat aux archives: Les
photos qui l’histoire falsifient».

When it comes to written documentation, the procedure requires more
expertise. To gauge the authenticity of the document in these cases, not
only can students use authorship criteria but also counterfactual
judgements or critical analysis of the strict content of the document. 

Critical analysis: sources and evidence

The next step is to «make the sources talk» (Dominguez, 2015). The
historian’s job is not limited to merely «dusting off» documents to make
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them available to the reader. It goes far beyond that. What sources say is
not necessarily what happened, or everything that happened; the
historian must assess the perspective and positioning of the testimony of
the event being narrated. Sources must be questioned to discover
something reasonably true about what happened without simply
accepting the information and conclusions as events that really happened
(Wineburg, 2001). This task can be performed through questions such as:
Why did the author write this document? To back up an opinion? To
attack the opposing stance? Does a certain expression suggest that the
author was a direct witness of the facts, or did someone inform them? 

For young students -primary, secondary and pre-university- it is easier
to perform that task with iconic sources, such as painting or photography,
because there are no statements or descriptions beyond what appears in
the photo or picture. Useful for guiding schoolchildren in this
«questioning» of graphic sources are observation guidelines or certain
activities suggested by virtual museums for the analysis of works, as are
those proposed by Gervereau (2004) but adapted to their level.

Meanwhile, secondary sources -the press, historical literature- give
students a basic understanding of the historical context, and can also be
used to present two or more versions of the facts for students to compare
and evaluate while using primary sources as a reference. 

Interpreting: making sources talk

Cassany (2012a) offers ten keys, or ten prompt questions, in order to
interpret a reading. Although he generally refers to reading literacy, we
think that they can also be guidelines for the interpretation of historical
sources, both written and iconic: Who is the author? Where and when
was it published? What type of text is it? What is the aim? What kind of
information does it provide? What information is highlighted and
downplayed? What can be understood from it? Who is and is not quoted?
Which words are used in the text? What is your opinion?

Moreover, we should bear in mind that documents have different
origins (they were created for different reasons) in different circumstances
and using different media. In other words, it is essential to «filter» the
document to extract the true «historical information» which it can provide.
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Variety of sources, variety of teaching approaches

A determining factor impossible to ignore in the teaching approach in
question is the existence of a variety of historical sources that require
different methodologies. Sources made available worldwide on the
Internet which are changing the way of making history in recent times
and which can also change the way the way of teaching history. This is a
valuable reality that will bring an end to obsolete teaching approaches
and encourage variety in classroom work. The Internet provides direct
access to monuments, to museums that show their collections through
photos, portrayals, documents, etc., to objects from the past, to
iconographic sources or to remains of heritage; photography is an
untapped historical -and educational- source, as is the digital press. 

Photography, an untapped historical source

Consideration has been given to the use of photography - and images,
by extension - as a historical source for some time now: the Annales
School made some proposals and, later, Haskell (1994) and Burke (2001)
also explored the subject. Some years ago in Spain, this resulted in a
monograph of the journal Ayer (Diaz Barrado, 1996), but since then few
have crossed the threshold of epistemological discussion about the
validity of photography as a source.

These essays underline the authors’ interest in relying on photography
and visual sources as foundations of historical discourse (Diaz Barrado,
2012). In fact, until recently historical photography -and in general visual
portrayals, engravings, paintings, etc.- were used as a complementary
support -illustrations- of historical explanations, thus wasting a first-tier
historical source which provides historical information that only
photography can provide, as Lanzardo (1991) states: «where one still has
no confirmation to actual hypotheses […]; or where images act as an
information tool to counter unconvincing theories based on written
documents« (P. 26).

Historical images, which have gone from being printed to taking their
place on the Internet, use photography as a storytelling tool, and as
Fanelli (2000) states, “This feature is not separated from the use of
photography as a source” (p. 18). 
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There are many digital photo archives and access to them is very
simple; everything from war archives to municipal, institutional or
association-based archives can be consulted using easy-to-use forms with
searches by dates, places, people and institutions. 

The analysis as such of photos, in addition to their authentication and
categorisation, would entail the objective and specific analysis of content:
portrait, landscape, nature, activity, date and/or historical context of their
realisation, as well as other details. Therefore, working with historical
photography and other sources, as defined by Wineburg (2001), engages
the skills typical of a historian: contextualising sources, critically analysing
them and cross-checking them with other sources. In short, it is a
question of interpreting photos, «making them talk», reflecting on the past
and learning to think historically (Dominguez, 2015).

Museums

Museums have also endeavoured to take a place on the Internet, not only
to publicise their collections and facilitate visits, but also to provide access
to their collections with high-quality digital reproductions and even to
give the chance to go on virtual tours. Quite a few of these collections
can be treated as historical sources with which schoolchildren can work.
It should also be remembered, as Valls (2001) points out, that an
appropriate use may not have been made of textbooks, because as well
as considering painting as a mere complement of content, they sometimes
include portrayals considered as primary sources alongside others which
are later reinterpretations of the events, thus testing the interpretative
principles of students.

In view of the analyses of Fasulo, Girardet and Pontecorvo (1998a,
1998b) on how young schoolchildren approach images, it is possible to
establish a certain methodology to help them think actively about what
they have in front of them: contextualising the painting in its spatial and
temporal framework; evaluating the reliability of the source by cross-
checking it with others of different nature; considering the possibility of
manipulation through gaps, errors or contradictions; and discovering
findings in this «source» to finally carry out appropriate interpretations
and compare them with the present day. 
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Working with students in virtual museums can range from the activities
mentioned in the preceding paragraph to the creation of itineraries that
allow them to discover the political, social and economic traits of the
represented characters or situations, as well as the analysis of historical
elements -figures, cities, events- appearing in the portrayal by comparing
with exhibitions of manuals and other primary or secondary sources
related to these characters or events. 

Digitised historical press

A particularly suggestive resource is the press (Redondo, 2009). The vast
majority of national and local historical press has now been digitised.
Accessibility thereto allows not only the general, comparative and
counterfactual study of general events or local events (the study of local
history is particularly interesting given the proximity to the everyday
reality of schoolchildren), but also the possibility to work with historical
skills such as the comprehension and conceptualisation of the fact under
investigation; the empathetic approach to the historical moment; the
comparison, synthesis and criticism of the reading -checking the
authenticity and reliability of the source; and its interpretation- turning it
into evidence. 

Easy access to newspapers from various backgrounds will allow for a
comparative analysis of the various reports on a particular fact - the
outbreak of war, a strike, election results, etc. They can also be used to
investigate a more specific and less well-known event.

Understanding the logic of historical literacy

The causal explanation of history 

The causal explanation of history is one of the main difficulties which
schoolchildren encounter, mainly because in history the effects are
usually the result of a multi-causality, and secondly because in history the
time interval between cause and effect is usually large and not apparent
at first sight (Hernández, 2002). 
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First we must help students to distinguish the causes of the effects,
then to establish the type of relationship between the causes and effects,
and finally to classify the causes in line with, for example, the proposal
of Chapman (2003): 

According to their content or field: economic, political, cultural, etc.
According to their duration in time: long, medium or short term.
According to their specific role and importance: determining,
conditioning, triggering, etc.

These approaches allow students to build a foundation that will help
them to reflect on the complex explanation that any historical event
requires. They can later discover more by creating a hierarchy of causes
and outlining the links between events and consequences. Counterfactual
judgements can also be made (Dominguez, 2015) that allow them to
discern the inevitability of a cause. 

The Internet offers plenty of easy-to-find audiovisual material, such as
interviews, film footage, illustrations, etc., which illustrate and implement
a multi-causal analysis; another appropriate strategy is cooperative
concept mapping. In addition, strategy games and role plays are useful
for working on counterfactual judgements. 

Contextualised or empathy-based explanation.

Empathy allows us to propose the most legitimate meaning of a particular
action in a specific historical context. Lee and Shemilt (2011) consider it
is reached when, supported by sources, we reconstruct the beliefs and
values ??of our ancestors to make their actions and social practices
intelligible. Empathy is vital for schoolchildren to make sense of human
behaviour, to understand why practices that now seem absurd were
commonplace in the past and to reconstruct the reasons why something
occurred by evaluating the intentions and their vision of the situation.
Foster (2001) adds to these considerations certain ideas that do not
primarily involve the imagination, identification or affinity of feelings, and
which require students to examine their own perspectives to more
accurately gauge the past. 

Mora and Ortiz (2013) propose what they call «interactive openings»
and «empathetic shock»: historical re-enactments through replicas or
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portrayals of primary sources; «historical journalism»; dramatisation;
participation in ceremonies, etc., which involve conceptual, procedural
and attitudinal knowledge, as well as skills.

Video games, much more than entertainment

Apart from how motivational they may result for the new generations,
the historical, geographical and environmental precision and accuracy
with which they are created makes video games useful tools for working
on contextualisation, empathy or the cause-effect relationship between
other conceptualisations of historical thinking. 

Since the late 1980s, several research projects have been conducted to
discover the best way to «gamify» certain environments, including
education. Certain video games or sagas we could highlight are
«Civilization», «Age of Empires», «Assassin’s Creed» and «Europa
Universalis». Each has its own characteristics that provide the opportunity
to take on different educational strategies.

Historical time, change and continuity

Locating past events in time and relating them to their historical context;
understanding how and why they change quickly or slowly, or whether
they remain unchanged for a long time; and assessing whether the
changes have brought progress or regress, etc. are essential aspects of
historical thinking. Without them it is not possible to understand and
appreciate the role and relevance that the past has in the present and,
ultimately, how it also conditions our future. (Dominguez, 2015).

Change and the continuity of events can be approached from different
angles: content (what changes or what remains); explanation (which
causes and human actions triggered them or not); processes (how they
change: quickly, slowly, etc.); and evaluation and orientation (did the
change lead to progress or not? In which sense?).

Dipity and other timeline creation programs provide a definition and
interrelation between some events and others. Online programs that
create multimedia «walls» are also key tools, as they allow for
brainstorming sessions to help clarify, relate and prioritise various events
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relating to a historical event. These tasks can be performed on Padlet or
Blendspace.

We already mentioned the «Reading like a Historian» project (Reisman,
2012), which considers historical empathy as a way of engaging with
sources and historical thinking. 

Historically explaining events of the past and present

The historical narrative

The historical narrative aims to make sense of the facts investigated by
the historian, not one by one, but as a whole. 

The narrative task cannot be considered as complete solely by means
of the chronological account of events. It has more to do with the
selection of factors, actions, people, environments, circumstances, etc.
performed using the skills discussed in the previous sections. Then we
will have to assess them and outline the corresponding network as a
starting point to address the construction of the narrative (Saiz and López
Facal, 2015).

For the creation of an historical account, Mattozzi (2004) highlights
different aspects to be kept in mind: principally, «thematising» the
historical event to be narrated, which entails giving it a name, highlighting
what it aims to portray and registering it in a clearly-defined time and
place. According to Mattozzi (2004), thematisation can help «students
understand which subject they have to study, which meaning should be
conveyed, and what the thematic architecture is that will enable
understanding and construction» (p. 41). In second place is the
reconstruction work, which can be principally narrative or principally
descriptive, centred on the logic of the problems and their explanations
or on topics of study, etc. In any case, it should use the common model
of introduction, body and conclusion, including the context or contexts
in which it has taken place and evolved, as well as the aspects which we
believe can help understand the portrayal. The next step would problem-
posing and inference- or deduction-based explanations made on
undocumentable relationships.

Such a precise approach is easy to perform in specific tasks, not only
from a textual but also an audiovisual perspective. Simple approaches
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such as tag-based storytelling, documentaries based on photographs -
current and historical - and videos, etc. are easy to implement at a time
when there is sufficient digital technology within close reach (both
financially and technically) enabling the creation of these small-scale
audiovisual productions. Digital storytelling can be performed through
online applications - GoAnimate, SlideFlickr, DoInk, Storybird or Zimmer
Twins - which facilitate the technical side of storytelling while marking
out a formal strategy of the narrative. And the same can be done with
simple editing programs included in the main operating systems. Just a
phone camera and a basic editing program suffice for schoolchildren to
produce documentaries, «reproductions» of an historical moment or a
famous painting, or slightly quirky stories which can be videoed using
previously prepared files, photos or bullet points ultimately brought to
the screen. Another possibility is creating basic cartoons or simply
recording the students making a presentation or telling a story. Even
recording a video with a historical reason may be a motivating activity
for them. 

Conclusions 

History, the «teacher of life», is still far from securing its place in society
and in education systems. However, recent efforts to show what teaching
to think historically could entail may bear fruit if the educational system
applies them. Both curricular and textbook approaches are major
obstacles to this. Even so, various educational initiatives are appearing
on the scene which focus on the development of materials and resources,
showing that it is perfectly feasible to implement this approach.

It is essential to integrate skills-based teaching into the education
system; as of today, it is only a desire even though it has been included
in the latest educational laws. The evaluation and qualification system
established by these laws prevents the effective educational management
of skills-based teaching.

As for what we have called historical literacy or thinking historically,
its educational value lies not only in what it contributes to the teaching
of history, but also, as with all skills, the fostering of a certain style of
knowledge based on thought strategies which in themselves are useful
for the intellectual education of any person. 
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Skills-based teaching is still a novel approach, but its gradual
implementation in the coming years will make it necessary to research
the different ways in which it can be performed. The accessibility of
digital files and the plentiful information available make it a field in which
not only do the innovations of the skills-based approach come together,
but also the facilities offered for the harmonious integration of ICT into
educational affairs.
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