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Genre Positions and Epistemic Cognition: Swedish Upper
Secondary School History Teachers and the Nature of History
Henrik Åström Elmersjö

Department of Education, Umeå University, Umea, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Over the last 50 years, the school subject of history has increasingly been
described as a subject about interpretation and multi-perspectivism.
Discussing the subject this way might require a specific view of the
subject’s nature. This study investigates the genre position and
epistemic cognition of Swedish upper secondary school history
teachers. The study uses a questionnaire to which 375 teachers
responded and the results show that in relation to the theoretical
framework, more than one half of the teachers demonstrate epistemic
inconsistency, putting teachers’ ability to voice their epistemic views
and/or theoretical assumptions into question. The age of teachers is the
only studied structural category that appear to impact the teachers’
views of the subject, with older teachers being more optimistic about a
true correspondence between the past and history, than younger
teachers. The study also shows that there is not a straightforward
relationship between genre position and epistemic cognition.
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Introduction

In this article, the views about the nature of history and historical knowledge held by Swedish his-
tory teachers in upper secondary school are investigated in relation to theoretical assumptions
about epistemic cognition. In the steering documents for Swedish history teaching, as well as in
the steering documents for history teaching in many other countries, history is viewed as a subject
that is based on interpretation, and therefore, contains multiple perspectives (see e.g., Ammert,
2013; Mathis & Parkes, 2020; Stoel et al., 2017; Wendell, 2018). Related to how curricula, in the
last 50 years, have come to emphasise historical thinking competencies and the nature of historical
knowledge, researchers interested in epistemic issues of history teaching have specifically pointed to
these matters as important for history teachers to understand.

As Mathis and Parkes have put it: “To understand historical thinking competencies, history tea-
chers need not only to have subject matter knowledge in terms of substantive content and pro-
cedural concepts of history but also knowledge of the epistemology of history as a discipline”
(Mathis & Parkes, 2020, p. 196). I subscribe to this notion and this article is therefore concerned
with this issue, although more openly. Assessing and critically discussing theoretical assumptions
in the field, the questions I will address are: What do Swedish upper secondary school history tea-
chers regard as being the nature of the subject they are teaching, and how do they conceptualise the
relationship between the past itself and the historical narratives about this past? Does the position
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they take regarding the nature of the subject also impact how they reason about how knowledge of
specific events in the past is produced? By engaging in this research, I also intend to shed some light
on how theoretical claims in previous research may be understood in relation to teachers’ own view
of the realities of teaching. These research questions will be addressed utilising a questionnaire that
was answered by 375 Swedish teachers who teach history in upper secondary schools.

Given how the syllabus for history teaching in Sweden is formulated, the issue of how teachers
reason about what kind of knowledge they are teaching comes to the fore. In the very first paragraph
of the Swedish syllabus for history in upper secondary schools (gymnasieskola), the narrative and
interpretative nature of the subject is described: “Women and men throughout the ages have cre-
ated historical narratives to interpret reality and shape their surroundings” (Lgy11, English version,
2011, p. 208). As part of the aim of the subject, the students are also supposed to develop their ability
to “reflect over their own and other’s use of history in different contexts and from different perspec-
tives, and use historical concepts to analyse how historical knowledge is organised, created and
used” (Lgy11, English version, 2011, pp. 208–209).

The Swedish syllabus for history teaching in upper secondary schools thus particularly addresses
how history is used in society, making the Swedish case particularly interesting as the nature of his-
torical knowledge is forwarded as a contingent construction, and it begs the question: Do Swedish
teachers’ view of the nature of history match this, at least in a sense, constructionist view of histori-
cal knowledge?

Previous Research

The theoretical implications of the narrative structure of historical inquiry have been debated for
decades, with much focus on Hayden White’s seminal work Metahistory (Carr, 1986; White,
1973). This has also been debated in regard to history education for quite some time (see e.g., Levi-
sohn, 2010; Seixas, 2000; Straub, 2005).

In a number of studies conducted in the last decade, Swedish researchers have shown consider-
able interest in how teachers conceptualise history teaching; how they consider the subjects raison
d’être (Alvén, 2017; Berg, 2014; Hansson, 2010; Lilliestam, 2013; Lozic, 2010; Nygren, 2009; Persson,
2017; Thorp, 2015; Wendell, 2018). Many of these studies demonstrate that teachers consider the
subject of history to be very complex and hard to define. They also indicate that teachers approach
the subject in very different ways and that they often have a hard time deciphering the intentions of
steering documents, particularly in relation to their own view of the subject’s main objectives.
Research from other parts of Europe shows similar results regarding student teachers. Virta
(2001) and McCrum (2013a, 2013b) have shown that student teachers in Finland and England
often have very different views about what history is and what it is good for; and they do not always
seem to be able to convey a coherent view of the subject’s epistemological basis.

Most of these studies have had a specific interest in the contrast between a view of history (and
history teaching) that is related to a traditional way of teaching history with a strong focus on his-
torical facts, and a more experiential and empathetic relation to history. However, they generally do
not have a specific interest in the question of the epistemological stances of teachers’ and/or student
teachers’, their view of the relationship between the past and history.

However, McCrum’s study of student teachers (2013a, 2013b) is more related to epistemology.
McCrum shows how student teachers have a rigid and traditional conceptualisation of the epis-
temological nature of their subject, with a very empirically-based view of the essence of the subject.
The student teachers used puzzle metaphors to explain their view of what historians do. Very few of
the student teachers described the work of historians in terms of interpreting or sense-making. In a
Swedish context, Thorp (2015) has shown similar results in a smaller study on teachers’ interpret-
ation of historical texts.

VanSledright and Reddy (2014) have also shown that prospective history teachers in the USA
appear to have difficulty coordinating their epistemic position. According to the authors, this
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problem could be addressed by ensuring that prospective history teachers get to work with histori-
cal sources and develop a vocabulary to talk about epistemology to make sure they are aware of their
own position. Given how this awareness is almost taken for granted in instructions for history
teaching and in syllabi, these findings highlight the importance of researching the ways that teachers
acknowledge their own epistemic position.

Most research on multi-perspectivity in history teaching is related to the idea of history as a tool
for gaining an understanding for one’s own culture(s) and the culture(s) of others. Most historians
also tend to point to a change in history teaching in the latter part of the twentieth century during
which time the subject changed from being facts orientated, via problem orientated to competence
orientated, which is more in line with multi-perspectivity (von Borries, 2001). The perceived ability
of history teaching to ensure that students of the subject gain a grander perspective of culture has
also been highlighted as a somewhat new and required direction in history teaching (see e.g., Elias-
son & Nordgren, 2016; Nordgren, 2006). Much of the historical research on the development of
history education also shows that tradition has a strong hold of the subject, that changes are gradual,
and that these changes tend to generate debates that persist for decades (Barton, 2012; Cubitt, 2007;
Elmersjö, 2017; Persson, 2019).

However, some research has also been conducted on the epistemological complexity of multi-
perspectivity (see e.g., Parkes, 2011; Stradling, 2003). This research shows how the integration of
multi-perspectivity in history teaching is very time-consuming and that teachers have problems
in achieving such teaching while still maintaining their perceived obligation to teach “true history”
(Nygren et al., 2017; von Borries, 2001). Most ideas about so-called perspective recognition in his-
tory teaching are focused on a “true narrative” in which students are supposed to recognise the per-
spective of the people in the narrative, not the perspective of the narrative itself (see e.g., Levstik &
Barton, 2011).

Theoretical Assumptions

Epistemic cognition, understood as the cognitive ability to assess the criteria, limitations, and cer-
tainty of knowing, defines how an individual understands knowledge, its applications, and its acqui-
sition. With specific reference to history, epistemic cognition impacts how an individual approaches
studying the past, and how they make sense of historical texts, narratives, and other source
materials. Educators in the field of history are by no means exempt from processes of historical cog-
nition. Thus, what they choose to teach, and how, is probably very much influenced by their implicit
understanding of epistemic cognition (VanSledright & Reddy, 2014).

One previously developed model of epistemic cognition, the Levels of Epistemic Understanding
Model, developed by Kuhn andWeinstock (2002), establishes a continuumwith four categories that
individuals move through as they modify their understanding of the relationship between knowl-
edge and reality, termed realist, absolutist, multiplist, and evaluativist (Maggioni et al., 2009. See
also King & Kitchener, 2002). Although they imply a progression of knowledge, this categorisation
should not be understood as linear, in which knowledge somehow “improves” as a person moves
along the continuum. However, the view of the relationship between assertions and reality increases
in complexity from a very simple relationship in the realist category (assertions are seen as copies of
reality), to a much more complex notion of this relationship in the evaluativist category (assertions
are seen as judgements that can be evaluated following certain rules). This also suggests that there is
a change in criticality, from an objectivist view that do not indicate a need for critical assessment in
the realist and absolutist categories, towards a subjectivist view where there is a perceived need to
critically examine all knowledge claims, associated with the multiplist and evaluativist categories.

One way of connecting these concepts of epistemic cognition to the subject of history, while also
enabling a deeper understanding of how teachers see the nature of their subject, is to study the genre
positions of historians, as suggested by AlunMunslow and Keith Jenkins. In their view, all historical
research can be considered to be written from different genre positions, specifically, a
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reconstructionist, constructionist, and deconstructionist position (see e.g., Elmersjö et al., 2017;
Jenkins & Munslow, 2004; McCrum, 2013b; Parkes, 2013).

The reconstructionist position in historical scholarship is characterised by many of the epistemo-
logical assumptions associated with “traditional” history teaching; the belief that the past has an
innate meaning that historians (and students of history) are able to discover. It is a genre devoid
of theory. This position entails the belief that historical truth can be found and also taught, but
also that this truth can be accurately represented by a narrative.

The constructionist position is mainly characterised by the notion that the past and history are
diametrically different things, and that the relationship between them is complex. Theory is seen as
the bridge across the gap between the past itself, and the histories about it. However, this gap is seen
as unbridgeable by historians and teachers who hold a deconstructionist position. From this pos-
ition, all meaning is applied to history by the needs of the historian/teacher in the present, or by
the needs of the society in which they are writing/teaching.

The genre position of the teachers may be assumed to have some impact on how they teach their
subject with regard to multi-perspectivity. Because after all, why would a teacher want to teach his-
tory as if there were multiple and equally true narrative interpretations if they thought of history as
being the same as the past, and as having an innate meaning? However, this is an empirical question
that is not addressed in this article and it needs further research, involving classroom studies.

In this article I will utilise both genre position and epistemic cognition as theoretical analytical tools
to try to address the above questions, but in different ways. Genre positions will be utilised to address
whether or not teachers identify a gap between the past and history, while epistemic cognition will be
utilised to identify the way they conceptualise how we can know anything about certain events in the
past, and also what it means “to know”. These analytical tools may be assumed to overlap, with con-
structionists (and perhaps deconstructionists) being more aligned with an evaluativist position, but
this is an empirical question that is addressed in the following. However, since these analytical tools
are devised to understand how a person understands the epistemology of history, and not particularly
how they think about how history could be taught, I will also utilise empirical data to critically assess
these theoretical constructs and their ability to frame teachers’ ideas about history and its relation to
history teaching.Anopenquestion regarding thiswouldbe:Does these theoretical assumptions capture
the complexity of epistemology when it comes to not only think about history, but also teach it?

Method

In the autumn of 2019, a questionnaire was distributed to 1,000 history teachers in Swedish upper
secondary schools. The Swedish statistics agency, Statistics Sweden (Statistiska centralbyrån, SCB),
administered the questionnaire and randomly selected the 1,000 participants from their database of
teachers who had been assigned to teach history in Swedish upper secondary schools for at least the
equivalent of 10% of their teaching schedule during the previous academic year (2018/19). 375 tea-
chers responded to the questionnaire (i.e., 37.5%).

Generally, there is a selection bias in responses to these kinds of surveys since teachers who are
not interested in epistemological issues probably have less incentive to spend 20 or 30 minutes
answering a questionnaire on this topic. This means that the teachers who responded to this ques-
tionnaire probably had a greater than average interest in epistemological issues of history. A few
structural, qualitative and discrete variables that might also influence the teachers’ propensity to
respond to the questionnaire and create a selection bias were scrutinised by SCB. These variables
were gender, age, place of birth (in Sweden or elsewhere), place of residency (urban or rural),
civil state, the percentage of history in their teaching schedule, and academic degree. Three variables
appear to have slightly affected the teachers’ propensity to respond to the questionnaire: age, place
of birth and place of residency. 44.6% of older teachers (aged 50–65 years) responded, compared to
33.2% of teachers younger than 40 years. 37.2% of teachers aged 40–49 years responded. Teachers
born in Sweden were more inclined to respond (38.4%) than teachers born outside Sweden (27.7%).
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Teachers residing in large cities were also more inclined to respond (42%) than teachers residing in
smaller towns and rural areas (36.6%). The other variables showed no differences in the teachers’
propensity to respond to the questionnaire.

The questionnaire comprised of two parts: The first part consisted of statements regarding the
nature of history and Likert-scale responses (“fully agree”, “strongly agree”, “somewhat agree”, and
“do not agree at all”). 363 teachers responded to all these statements. The second part consisted of
textual responses (free-text boxes) to questions about how we can know about specific events in
history (Gustav I Vasa’s entry to Stockholm in 1523, the battle of Poltava in 1709, and World
War II). The reason for the free-text responses to these questions was to ensure that the teachers
responded in their own words without being influenced by predetermined responses. If the word
“sources”, “interpretation”, or “historians” had been mentioned in the questions this would prob-
ably have pointed the teachers in a certain direction.

For this study, the data were first explored with the intent of understanding the structural vari-
ables (e.g., age, gender, academic degree, amount of history studied, or years in service) that
influenced the teachers’ view of the nature of history, that is how the teachers responded to the
first set of questions. In the second analysis the free-text responses to the questions regarding
how we can know something about specific events were evaluated in relation to empirically-
based categories of teachers related to the theoretical assumptions discussed above, that is recon-
structivist, constructivist and deconstructivist teachers.

Empirical Findings

One of the more obvious results from the questionnaire is that many of the teachers’ views of the
nature of history were not easily definable within this theoretical paradigm. The fact that teachers
tend to “wobble” or demonstrate epistemic inconsistency that makes it hard to define their epis-
temological standpoint has also been discussed in previous research (e.g., McCrum, 2013a,
2013b; Stoddard, 2010; Stoel et al., 2017; VanSledright & Reddy, 2014).

The questionnaire had three similar statements: (1) “the past can be truly known”, (2) “history
can tell us the truth about the past”, and (3) “the past has an innate meaning that we can hope to
discover”. Given the different theoretical constructs of epistemic cognition and historiographical
genre position, if you responded “do not agree at all” to statement 1, then it would be virtually
impossible to think of a reason why you would respond “totally agree” to statement 2. In other
words, if the past cannot be truly known, then how can history tell us the truth about the past?
Only four teachers (out of 373 who responded to both questions) actually responded in this way.
However, taking the three exemplified statements together, less than 50% of the teachers responded
consistently, that is, they were either critical or optimistic about access to the truth about the past.
By consistently I mean they responded using either totally or strongly agree to all statements or to
none of them. Also, out of the 46 teachers who responded that they disagreed with the statement
“the past can be truly known”, more than one quarter of them still either strongly agreed (8) or
totally agreed (4) with the statement “history can tell us the truth about the past”.

This means that it was rather difficult to assign any specific theoretical category to the teachers, as
demonstrated in Figure 1. Teachers who have indicated that there is an innate meaning within the
past and that history can tell the truth about the past have been labelled reconstructionist. Teachers
who clearly identify the gap between the past and history, but still seem to see this gap as bridgeable
in their answers, have been labelled constructionist. Given the questions in the questionnaire, and
the way teachers answered them, it was very difficult to establish the difference between construc-
tionist and deconstructionist teachers. However, the very few teachers who do not display any kind
of belief that the identified gap between the past and history can be overcome have been labelled
deconstructionist. Given that this line between constructionist and deconstructionist teachers
was difficult to establish, it is also possible to regard both categories as one –more critical – category
of teachers, as opposed to the less critical reconstructionist group.
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Education and Genre Position

The impact of education on genre position was difficult to assess as most of the teachers had the
same educational background. The standard requirement for becoming a history teacher in
upper secondary schools in Sweden is to complete three to four semesters of history education
at university level. Only 39 of the teachers who responded had completed less education and 26
had completed more.

Even if the numbers in Figure 2 are small, it would appear that educational background does not
significantly impact genre position. In all three groups of different educational background, most

Figure 1. Categorisation of teachers’ genre-position. Only teachers who gave an assessment of all three statements (N=363).

Figure 2. Categorisation of teachers’ genre-position in relation to education in history (%). Only teachers who gave an assess-
ment of all three statements (N=363).
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teachers responded to the statements inconsistently; slightly more so in the less educated group and
a greater proportion of the more educated teachers are categorised as constructionist or deconstruc-
tionist. However, the number of teachers in two of the groups are too small to make this result stat-
istically significant. If we break this down into a single statement and analyse the precise responses,
it becomes more obvious that more education tends to mean a greater level of criticality towards the
notion of correspondence between knowable history and the past itself. However, the most frequent
response, regardless of educational category, was “strongly agree” to the statement “the past can be
truly known” (see Table 1). And again, the number of teachers in the less and the more educated
groups were too small to yield a statistically significant result.

Age and Genre Position

The responses to the questionnaire show a correlation between age and genre position. Age is also
strongly related to years in service, and the two are difficult to separate. However, when teachers
were grouped according to their years in service and only teachers from the same age group
were examined, there was no difference between the groups. Still, when comparing statements
from teachers with the same number of years in service, 6–15 years (and the same level of history
education at university), but with different ages, there was still a small age-based difference. How-
ever, the very small number of older teachers with less than 15 years of service did not yield a stat-
istically significant result, see Table 2. Younger teachers appear to be more inclined to have a more
critical attitude than older teachers towards definite knowledge of the past, indicating that age is an
important factor on its own, perhaps related to the general conceptualisation in historical culture
and within the subject of history at the time when the teachers themselves were young and attended
school.

Age was a divider in the responses to all the statements, perhaps particularly so regarding the
statement “The past has an innate meaning that we can hope to discover”, which the younger tea-
chers were more sceptical about than the older teachers.

As is evident from Table 3, very few of the teachers totally agreed with this statement, regardless
of age group. However, there are vast differences in the inclination to respond “strongly agree”. 45%
of the older teachers (37 individuals) responded that they strongly agreed with this statement, while

Table 1. Replies to the statement “The past can be truly known”, split by educational level (Absolute numbers, percentage in
parentheses).

Education
Totally
agree

Strongly
agree

Somewhat
agree

Do not agree at
all Total

Less than 3 semesters of history education at
university

4 (10) 19 (49) 14 (36) 2 (5) 39 (100)

3–4 semesters of history education at
university

24 (8) 122 (40) 117 (39) 40 (13) 303 (100)

At least started post graduate studies in
history

3 (12) 10 (38) 9 (35) 4 (15) 26 (100)

Total 31 (8) 151 (41) 140 (38) 46 (13) 368 (100)

Note: χ2 = 3.33, p > .05, i.e., not statistically significant.

Table 2. Replies to the statement “The past can be truly known”, split by age group. Only teachers with 6–15 years of service and
three semesters of history education at university (Absolute numbers, percentage in parentheses).

Age Totally agree Strongly agree Somewhat agree Do not agree at all Total

Younger than 40 7 (12) 20 (34) 26 (44) 6 (10) 59 (100)
40–49 5 (8) 25 (38) 27 (41) 9 (14) 66 (100)
50–65 1 (5) 9 (47) 7 (37) 2 (11) 19 (100)
Total 13 (9) 54 (38) 60 (42) 17 (12) 144 (100)

Note: χ2 = 2.21, p > .05, i.e., not statistically significant.
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only 18% of the younger teachers (18 individuals) responded in the same way. This is a statistically
significant result.

ManyWestern countries have incorporated the idea of teaching “history as interpretation” (there-
fore not ascribing the past an innate meaning) in curricula (Mathis & Parkes, 2020, p. 192). This could
also be seen as a reasonable understanding of the Swedish history syllabus for upper secondary
schools (Lgy11, English version, 2011, p. 208). This statement (“history is interpretation”) also
appeared in the questionnaire and only five of the 373 teachers who responded to this question indi-
cated that they “do not agree at all” with this statement, all of them older than 55.

Genre Position and Epistemic Cognition

How does the genre position of teachers generally translate into epistemic cognition with regards to
specific historical events? What do teachers think is required in order to make defensible knowledge
claims about past events? Given the different views on the nature of historical knowledge, it could
be anticipated that there would be a clear correlation between being constructionist or deconstruc-
tionist, on the one hand, and epistemic cognition leaning towards evaluativist, on the other. How-
ever, these tendencies of correlation were only slightly visible in the responses.

The questionnaire contained open questions on knowledge claims about specific historical
events: two events from older Swedish history: Gustav I Vasa’s entering of Stockholm in 1523
and the battle of Poltava in 1709. The third event was the global and modern historical event of
World War II. The differences in the responses to these questions showed a slight correlation
with the teachers’ genre position. Since these were free-text responses, they were first coded into
four categories:

1. Responses that obviously point in the direction of knowing, but without being specific as to how
historical knowledge is created (e.g., “We know about this through stories/textbooks”), or only
utilise one particular account of what happened (e.g., “We know, because researcher X said it
happened this way”).

2. Sources were mentioned in isolation, either using the word “sources” (källor or primärkällor) or
by mentioning specific primary sources.

3. In addition to the sources there was an acknowledgement of interpretation or scholarly work.
Historians were explicitly described as doing something with the sources, (e.g., “Sources inter-
preted by historians”).

4. Critical responses that obviously pointed in the direction of not being able to know at all, even
though sources or research were mentioned (e.g., by stating that all sources are biased rendering
true knowledge impossible, stating that research is biased, or by simply stating “We can’t
know”).

Responses corresponding to the first and second category tend to lean towards an absolutist
understanding because they do not acknowledge any interpretive process in an obvious way. How-
ever, there is also a difference between these categories, as an interpretive process could be implied
in a response relating to the second category, while this is harder to see in responses relating to the

Table 3. Replies to the statement “The past has innate meaning that we can hope to discover” within different age groups. Only
teachers with three semesters of history education at university (Absolute numbers, percentage in parentheses).

Age Totally agree Strongly agree Somewhat agree Do not agree at all Total

Younger than 40 8 (8) 18 (18) 53 (52) 22 (22) 101 (100)
40–49 7 (6) 34 (30) 39 (34) 35 (30) 115 (100)
50–65 5 (6) 37 (45) 29 (35) 12 (14) 83 (100)
Total 20 (7) 89 (30) 121 (40) 69 (23) 299 (100)

Note: χ2 = 22.2, p < .02, i.e., statistically significant.
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first category. Also, responses in the first category could also be interpreted to mean what VanSled-
right has called “encyclopedic epistemology” (VanSledright, 2002), suggesting that there are texts
that can provide uncontested meaning. The third category corresponds to at least a multiplist
view but could also correspond to an evaluativist view. The fourth category corresponds to an eva-
luativist view, or in some cases a multiplist view depending on what reasons (if any) are given, and
could also correspond to a deconstructionist genre position.

Not surprisingly, the reconstructionist teachers showed a greater inclination to base their
knowledge on unspecified “narratives” (1) or only mention sources without expressing any
views about interpretation (2). The constructionist and deconstructionist teachers were slightly
more inclined to give critical responses (4). Interestingly, the reconstructionist teachers gave
more responses corresponding to the third category (“interpreted sources”) than constructionist
teachers, but only when responding to the oldest event. For the other events, the numbers in all
categories were largely the same, although almost all the teachers who gave no response or who
claimed it impossible to know about Gustav Vasa’s entering of Stockholm, changed to “Inter-
preted sources” when discussing the Battle of Poltava and World War II, which meant that the
percentage of constructionist and deconstructionist teachers increased significantly in this cat-
egory. Moreover, the differences were negligible, meaning that no correlation between the tea-
chers’ genre position and their epistemic cognition could be established (Figure 3), which
might be considered surprising.

Interestingly, the uncategorisable teachers who responded inconsistently to the statements and
therefore appeared to “wobble” or send mixed messages about their genre position, responded to
the open questions with an almost identical distribution between the four categories, as did the tea-
chers who could be categorised as reconstructionist. However, the differences between these two
groups and the groups of constructionist and deconstructionist teachers are not statistically signifi-
cant, making the connections between genre position and epistemic cognition appear almost
arbitrary.

Figure 3. Categorisation of teachers’ answers to the question “How do we know anything about Gustav I Vasa’s entering of
Stockholm in 1523?” (%).
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Discussion and Conclusion

Earlier research has underlined what is at stake when discussing teachers’ epistemological under-
standing of the subject they are teaching. Bruce VanSledright and Liliana Maggioni wrote in
2016 when summarising research on epistemic cognition in history: “The absence of capabilities
for deeply understanding the past, and to make defensible knowledge claims about it, places demo-
cratic deliberation in jeopardy” (VanSledright & Maggioni, 2016, p. 142). If teachers do not have an
explicit understanding of their own comprehension of epistemological claims in history, then it will
probably be very difficult to instil something that is akin to epistemological reasoning in their stu-
dents. After all, teaching history as a form of interpretation from multiple perspectives includes
some measure of explaining how there can be more than one perspective, and what that means
for our understanding of the difference between the history of an event and the event itself. If
this puts democratic deliberation in jeopardy then it is a most alarming problem. However, if
these discussions about how teachers understand the epistemology of history are based on theor-
etical assumptions that are not capable of capturing howmost history teachers reason about history,
then this problem is perhaps less severe.

The fact that only 150 out of 363 teachers (who responded to all the statements) were consistent
enough in their assessment of the statements in the questionnaire to be assigned a genre position
category demonstrates one, two or all three of the following: (1) many of the teachers did not under-
stand the questions; (2) theories on epistemic cognition and genre position do not really take into
account the way that teachers think about the nature of knowing, perhaps due to the teachers’
didactical rather than epistemic approach to questions about their teaching subject, and (3)
many history teachers have vague and/or inconsistent ideas about the epistemic nature of the sub-
ject they are teaching.

It seems implausible that over one half of the teachers did not understand these three statements.
It was precisely for the purpose of limiting misunderstandings that only a few statements were used
in the questionnaire. It seems to be more plausible that the reason that only around 4 out of 10 tea-
chers could be categorised as reconstructionist, constructionist, or deconstructionist is a combi-
nation of weakness in theory and history teachers’ vague/inconsistent ideas about these matters.
These two explanations are also related because discussions about the nature of history could
also be lacking in the education of history teachers in Sweden, as has been shown in previous
research elsewhere (McCrum, 2013a, 2013b; Stoddard, 2010; VanSledright & Reddy, 2014), making
history teachers’ views on these matters purely didactical.

Regarding the impact of education, it is possible, and perhaps even plausible, that there are
important differences between the reason for responding “totally agree” or “strongly agree” to
the statements that are at least somewhat dependent on the kind of history education a teacher
has received. A teacher who holds a PhD in history (which some of the teachers did) might respond
“strongly agree” to the statement “History can tell us the truth about the past” or “The past can be
truly known” as a very conscious statement relating to the academic debate regarding what histori-
cal research actually means, and what it can tell us about reality. At the same time, someone in the
less educated group – some of whom had not studied any history other than what they had learned
in upper secondary school themselves – might respond “totally agree” or “strongly agree” because
they cannot see any reason to critically examine historical knowledge claims. Therefore, their
response might be less of a statement and more of a direct consequence of a very absolutist and/
or encyclopaedic view of history’s epistemic nature. Comments to the questions by some of the tea-
chers tend to indicate these kinds of differences. For example, one teacher who had a PhD in history
and responded “strongly agree” to the statement “The past can be truly known” wrote this as a com-
ment to the questionnaire:

Historical research is a complex endeavour; that is, seeking out new knowledge in areas in which there are
knowledge gaps paves the way for teaching to demonstrate the challenges that exist in creating new knowledge
[…] (Response 201).
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This statement indicates a more critical awareness than what is evident from just strongly agreeing
that the past can be truly known. A teacher who had not studied any history since attending upper
secondary school and who also responded “strongly agree” to the same statement said the following:
“What has happened has happened. You can summarise what has happened by utilising known
facts […]” (Response 369). In this statement there is no sign of seeing historical research as a com-
plex endeavour, and there is no critical awareness manifested.

However, some of the teachers with less education who responded “strongly agree” to statements
that downplayed the differences between the past itself and history also had more nuanced com-
ments. Moreover, responses to other statements such as “History is interpretation” and “The
past has an innate meaning that we can hope to discover” also indicated that there are minor rather
than major differences between the more and less educated teachers regarding their responses to
this questionnaire, even if the more educated teachers had a slightly higher tendency to agree
with the former statement and disagree with the latter. One particularly telling aspect is that all
three groups with different educational backgrounds basically had the same “curve” in their
responses. That is, in all groups, from those that had started post-graduate studies, to those with
less than three semesters of history education at university, the most common response to the state-
ment “the past can be truly known” was “strongly agree”.

From this data it is not possible to show any correlation between the teachers’ education in his-
tory and their genre position. The data points in a direction that indicates that more history edu-
cation tends to make teachers more critical towards the idea of equivalence between historical
narratives and the past itself, although the impact appears to be small to non-existent. However,
considering the plausibility of the different reasons for responding in a certain way, related to edu-
cational background, this issue needs to be further researched.

The statistically significant differences in responses according to age could indicate that more
general life experience makes teachers less critical about these matters. It could also indicate
changes based on years in service, since the response sample was too small to yield statistically sig-
nificant results when controlling for years in service, because years in service naturally corresponds
to age. After all, no teachers under the age of 40 have been teaching for 20 years, whereas most tea-
chers over the age of 60 have been teachers for more than 20 years.

However, there could be a case for the differences in responses dependent on age being related to
how history was generally conceived and taught when they were young. In such case, the differences
might indicate that epistemological attitudes develop earlier in life. The role of history in society and
in school has changed significantly in the last 40 years (Elmersjö, 2021; Kjeldstadli, 1994; Seixas,
2000; Zander, 2001).

The critical inclination regarding epistemological issues appears to change somewhere in the age
range of 40–49 years (on a group level), an age group that holds a middle ground in Table 3. This
group was born between 1970 and 1979 and – if they lived in Sweden (and over 95% of the respond-
ing teachers were born in Sweden) – started compulsory school (grundskola) between 1977 and
1986, most of them would have finished upper secondary school (gymnasieskola) somewhere
between 1988 and 1998. This period coincides with significant changes to historical culture
which are also apparent in changes to history syllabi. Major changes to the way history was taught,
in both compulsory school and upper secondary school, were made in between 1980 and 1994. In
line with overall changes to historical culture during the 1970s and 1980s, these changes pushed the
subject towards more criticality, dependent on historical thinking skills and orientation in time (see
e.g., Ammert, 2013: ch. 2; Elmersjö, 2017, 2021). This gives a window of change regarding how the
subject of history was viewed in syllabi as well as how history in general was viewed within Swedish
andWestern historical culture, that coincide with changes in attitudes towards the statements in the
questionnaire.

The fact that it was not possible to establish statistically significant differences regarding episte-
mic cognition between the teachers who had been categorised as reconstructionist and the teachers
who had been categorised as constructionist or deconstructionist, further emphasises the difficulty
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in assessing the teachers’ epistemic views of the subject within this theoretical construct. Obviously,
many of the teachers who responded to this questionnaire do not have a consistent view of the
nature of the subject, of the relationship between the past itself and history, or about how defensible
knowledge claims are constructed. This is particularly interesting as it might be expected that the
37.5% of randomly selected teachers who responded to this questionnaire have a greater than aver-
age interest in such matters.

Many of the free-text responses demonstrate some deeper understanding of history and about
the nature of knowledge claims that can be made about the past in historical research and narra-
tives. However, for the most part, these responses tend to be isolated and are not part of a consistent
view that corresponds to any of the theoretical categories. This could be because teachers tend to
think about these matters as teachers, not as historians. Their primary task is to teach history
and they therefore responded to these questions according to a combination of what is teachable
for their age group, what is in the syllabus, what they think their young students need in relation
to what they already know, and perhaps only sometimes some aspects of what they themselves
might think about the nature of history. One free-text response from an experienced older teacher
(who was “wobbling” regarding their epistemic position) might shed some light on this:

It is very important to teach a lot of facts about the historical periods, different individuals and other factors
that influence historical development. To neglect fact-orientated subject matter in favour of analysis and
nuance is not the right way to go. This debate has been going on for a couple of years now and [in many
of my students] there appears to be a frightening ignorance about what has happened in the world and in
Sweden in different periods (Response 493).

This might be one explanation for the “wobbling” that is evident in this study. If we interpret the
teachers’ inconsistent responses in this way, the “wobbling” might not be such a big problem. It
could then be regarded merely as a consequence of teachers’ thoughts about history, not as histor-
ians or students of history, but as teachers of history. They want to emphasise the importance of
facts, not necessarily because they do not believe in multiple perspectives, or in the narrative
interpretation of history, or in the gap between history and the past, but because they are faced
with students who know nothing about the past or about historical developments. Even if they
believed in deconstruction, they do not know where to start, because there is nothing to deconstruct
if their students do not know anything. If this interpretation is valid in some cases, the problem is
not the epistemological wobbling, but the fact that these teachers have trouble separating their
thoughts about history per se, from the way they believe they have to teach it, given the circum-
stances in their classroom.

Having said that, given that the history syllabus in Swedish upper secondary school is also very
much about teaching the nature of history, the use of history, and competences in interpreting his-
tory, it would perhaps be more satisfying if the teachers themselves had the time, the language and
the general epistemological knowledge to form an informed view of the nature of their subject,
detached from their role as educators.

In conclusion, at least half the teachers seem to wobble or have an inconsistent view of the nature
of their subject, as evident both from how they see the relationship between the past and history, as
well as how they reason about how to reach defensible historical knowledge claims. This might
point to a problem in their education and in the way they address their subject, that will probably
affect students. The study also shows that there are age related differences between the teachers,
with younger teachers being more critical towards objective knowledge than their older colleagues.
However, there are some indications pointing to these results being affected by the teachers com-
menting, not on the nature history itself, but the history they see fit to teach in their classroom.
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