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What characterises the capability to interpret primary  
sources with the purpose to construct historical explanations 
among upper secondary students in the subject of history?

Anders Nersäter
Jönköping University/School of Education and Communication

This paper will present design and tentative results from two Learning Studies that 
constitute the empirical foundation of my thesis. The main objective of the thesis 
is to explore what characterises the capability to interpret primary sources with 
the purpose to construct historical explanations among upper secondary students. 
The history didactical foundation used in the thesis is the theoretical framework 
from the Anglo-Saxon “Historical Thinking” tradition. My methodology is based 
on Learning Study, an iterative research method for analysis and enhancement 
of teaching and learning. The empirical material will consist of two Learning 
Studies performed in an upper secondary school in Sweden in cooperation with 
three teachers teaching three different classes. For analysing teaching and learning 
Variation Theory was used as a guiding principle to identify the critical aspects of 
the objects of learning. The educational practice during the lessons was inspired 
by Learning Activity from the Historical Cultural perspective. My ambition was 
that Learning Activity in combination with Variation Theory should help the 
teachers to form an educational practice that allowed the students to discern the 
critical aspects of the object of learning. In the first Learning Study the object of 
learning was to explore what characterises the capability to construct historical 
explanations for the causes of the late 19th century “Scramble for Africa” when 
students interpreted historical primary sources. Tentative findings showed that 
among the critical aspects for the capability were: 

• To understand that historical change is caused by societal structures, processes 
and intervention by historical actors and do not occur by itself.

• To asses sources critically rather than view them as neutral information.
• To contextualize and interpret sources with historical empathy to avoid 

presentism and literal interpretations.
• To see that the values and limitations of a source change depending on the 

questions we seek an answer to.
The students had more difficulties making progress with interpretations of the 
sources than to construct historical explanations as such. For that reason our 
second Learning Study focused interpretations of primary sources in the context of 
the decolonization process in Zimbabwe
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