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Abstract
This paper reflects on aspects of historical understanding developed in a 
classroom in which moving-image sources are analysed. Considered as non-
fictional representations of the past, moving-image sources comprised broadcast 
images of historical events on newsreels, news broadcasts and documentaries. 
The study, carried out in a Maltese state secondary school, involved students 
(aged 15/16 years) analysing moving images as historical sources in their history 
lessons. Various aspects of understanding were identified: making connections 
with media content; using knowledge of one topic to shape another; discussing 
forms of historical knowledge in relation to each other; connecting with the wider 
historical picture; and constructing meaning using various language strategies. It is 
argued that these aspects offer a characterization of historical understanding when 
analysing broadcast footage of historical events in a constructivist classroom. It is 
suggested that underlying these aspects was students’ prior historical knowledge. 
I highlight the importance of maximizing on opportunities provided by moving-
image sources to support understanding, particularly the co-construction of 
knowledge. 

Keywords: historical understanding; moving-image sources; history classroom; 
prior knowledge; secondary education; Malta

Introduction
Understanding forms an important aspect of the learning process. A central aspect of 
understanding is the ability to make connections (Newton, 2012). White and Gunstone 
(1992) make the point that understanding develops when new elements are acquired 
and linked with the existing pattern of associations between elements of knowledge. 
As such, understanding is a personal endeavour, the outcome of one’s own meaning 
making (Husbands, 1996; Newton, 2012). In history education, the development of 
historical understanding is a primary goal of the curriculum. According to Seixas 
(1996: 767), the central task of historical understanding is to organize ‘our collective 
experience of the past – i.e., the traces and presentations of the past that we encounter 
in the present – in such a way that they provide a meaningful context for our present 
experiences’. 

In an educational context influenced by technology and visual information 
(Donnelly, 2013), using moving-image sources in history lessons has become common 
practice (Haydn et al., 2015). Moving-image sources are here taken to mean broadcast 
images of key twentieth- and twenty-first-century historical events shown on newsreels 
(for example, British Pathé), broadcast on television (for example, news programmes) 
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or featured in historical documentaries (non-fictional). Unlike feature films, seen as 
‘cinematic portrayals of the past’ (Woelders, 2007: 145), moving-image sources in this 
study comprised real-time footage and did not feature dramatized representations of 
the past. Using broadcast images in the history classroom accords with how students 
interact with a range of media images in everyday life. However, while students bring 
to the classroom their own knowledge, skills and experiences of evaluating visual 
content (Card, 2011), a lack of critical analysis skills may compromise questioning the 
accuracy and trustworthiness of such images (Marcus and Stoddard, 2009). Although 
feature films have been used in history and social studies classrooms to develop 
aspects of disciplinary thinking, such as empathy (Marcus, 2005; Marcus et al., 2006; 
Marcus and Stoddard, 2007; Metzger and Suh, 2008), historical interpretation and the 
construction of history (Banham and Hall, 2003; Lang, 2002; Morgan, 2010; Seixas, 
1994), and bias (Mitchell Cates, 1990), Donnelly (2013) reports that teachers are less 
confident investigating films as historical artefacts than with printed sources. Where 
non-fictional historically themed media are concerned, hardly anything is known 
about how historical understanding develops when students are engaged in the task 
of moving-image analysis. As Van Drie and Van Boxtel (2010: 38) argue, ‘what really 
matters in terms of developing understanding in history is what students actually do 
with the information they find: how they use it to create an image of the past’. 

This paper reflects on findings from a study investigating the use of moving-
image sources in a Maltese secondary history classroom. It highlights aspects of 
historical understanding developed when moving images are analysed. It is argued 
that students are able to make different types of connections that contribute to 
their historical understanding, and to adopt various strategies to do this. It will be 
suggested that underlying such connections was the activation and deployment of 
prior knowledge. I argue for the importance of maximizing on opportunities provided 
by moving-image sources to support students’ understanding, particularly the co-
construction of knowledge in whole-class discussions.

Historical understanding
Significant claims have been made about the importance of historical understanding 
to history education. Haydn et al. (2015) assert that the greater the sophistication of 
students’ understanding of procedural concepts in relation to historical content, the 
greater is the depth of their historical understanding. Pickles (2010a) makes the point 
that arriving at conclusions from historical sources involves drawing on a complex 
range of understandings related to the discipline of history. Such claims are based 
on the premise that historical understanding involves the simultaneous development 
of substantive knowledge and procedural, or second-order, knowledge (Ashby et al., 
2005; Haydn et al., 2015; Lee, 2005). Lee’s (2005) model of historical understanding 
includes, in part: substantive understanding, which involves, among other things, 
studying people’s ways of life, beliefs and values; and procedural understanding, which 
deals with second-order concepts such as evidence and cause and effect. Crucially, 
Lee (ibid.) proposes that for historical understanding to develop, a topic must be 
set in a wider historical framework. Having a ‘big picture’ of the past is necessary for 
developing historical consciousness (Shemilt, 2009) and for interpreting historical 
events (Van Boxtel and Van Drie, 2012). 

Lee and Ashby’s (2000: 200) argument that ‘understanding is never all-or-
nothing’ implies that students can reach different levels of sophistication in historical 
understandings at different stages in their history education. At the higher levels of 
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understanding, sophisticated historical thinkers would be those making significant 
progress in understanding both the substance of the past and the procedural ideas 
and concepts required to make sense of it (Lévesque, 2008). But, based on CHATA 
(Concepts of History Teaching and Approaches, 7 to 14) findings, while a student may 
have an advanced understanding of evidence in class, her/his causal and empathic 
ideas may not be fully grasped, and understanding of concepts of time and change 
may be below the class average (Ashby et al., 2005). This points towards understanding 
being very individual.

In response to criticism that the notion of progression has focused less on the 
acquisition of substantive concepts (Counsell, 2011; Fordham, 2015), in England, 
attention shifted towards understanding progression within the substantive domain 
of history (Fordham, 2016; Hammond, 2016; Palek, 2015). Students’ understanding 
of substantive ideas influences the effectives of the use of knowledge and leads to 
more analysis of the meaning of sources (Pickles, 2010a, 2010b). The use of relevant 
substantive concepts enabled students to apply an understanding of the second-
order concepts of historical significance, change and cause (Van Boxtel and Van 
Drie, 2013). Furthermore, Hammond (2014) reports that in writing tasks, students’ 
strongest arguments came from those drawing on topic, period and general domains 
of knowledge, whereas students with weaker analysis seemed to discuss mostly topic 
knowledge.

It is to be noted that the terms ‘historical understanding’ and ‘historical thinking’ 
are used interchangeably in research (for example, Lévesque, 2008; Seixas, 1996). 
Broadening the area to include ‘historical reasoning’, Van Boxtel and Van Drie (2013) 
link historical reasoning with knowledge and understanding; for them, historical 
reasoning is a competency to develop, helping students to make productive use 
of their historical knowledge in order to be able to develop deeper understanding. 
Historical thinking and reasoning form part of the process by which understanding is 
achieved. As VanSledright (2014) remarks, historical understanding is the outcome of a 
complex process of thinking historically. 

Based on the above, important considerations for researching historical 
understanding when using moving-image sources can be drawn. First, understanding 
is seen to develop incrementally, for instance, by building on students’ prior knowledge 
and experiences (Levstik and Barton, 2001). Second, given that historical thinking and 
reasoning form part of the process by which understanding is achieved (Van Boxtel and 
Van Drie, 2013), it can be argued that the sources with which students are working, such 
as moving images, influence their mental processes and, therefore, understanding can 
be taken to refer to the link between students’ thinking and reasoning while working 
with sources and their ability to apply that reasoning to the learning context. Third, 
historical understanding entails developing a wider historical view of events (Lee, 
2005). Fourth, if understanding is about building personal understandings, students 
adopt their own strategies of demonstrating understanding.

Informed by these reflections, the research question addressed was: What 
aspects of historical understanding feature in the analysis of moving-image sources? 

Method
With topics about twentieth- and twenty-first-century history (for example, ‘Malta at 
war’, ‘the Cold War’), the Year 11 syllabus (DLAP, 2012) was chosen because of varied 
opportunities to analyse moving-image extracts alongside a range of historical sources. 
The research site consisted of a history option classroom in a Maltese state secondary 
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school, involving two male-only, mixed-ability cohorts in Year 11 (ages 15/16), which 
in Malta means the final year of secondary schooling. The study involved 14 student 
participants (cohort 1 = 4 students; cohort 2 = 10 students). A pilot study, composed 
of 8 students, preceded the main study. At the time of research, a co-educational 
system was gradually being introduced in Maltese secondary classes, and Year 11 
classes were still single sex. History is a compulsory subject for students up to Year 11, 
but students may also choose to study history as an option subject. Students choose 
two option subjects to study in their secondary school years (Years 9–11). The history 
option comprises a three-year programme covering the years from 1530 (the arrival of 
the Knights of St John in Malta) to 2004 (Malta’s entry into the European Union). With 
two weekly double lessons (80 minutes each), there is scope for in-depth coverage of 
themes. Being an option subject, student numbers vary from one year to another. 

Focusing on non-fictional broadcast media, moving-image sources comprised 
newsreels, news broadcasts and documentaries, and were chosen from various 
websites (for example, British Pathé YouTube channel) according to their relevance to 
the syllabus topics and appropriateness to students’ abilities. Moving-image material 
was not presented in isolated contexts, but was used in conjunction with other types 
of sources. 

Data sources included transcribed teacher–student dialogues in whole-class 
conversations and students’ writings, gathered from each cohort over 12 lessons. 
Following dialogic pedagogy (Alexander, 2008), historical knowledge was co-
constructed in whole-class discussions (Van Boxtel and Van Drie, 2013). Considering 
moving images as historical artefacts that need investigation (Donnelly, 2016), 
teacher questions posed during the analysis of moving images targeted both content 
knowledge (for example, What do we see happening in this moving image? What 
are people doing? How are the media reporting the news of ‘x’?) and procedural 
knowledge (for example, What does this moving image tell us about ‘x’? What is there 
in the moving image to show you this? How is this moving image connected to ‘x’? 
What was the purpose of the newsreel showing ‘x’? How useful are these images in 
providing a reliable picture of ‘x’?). Seen as a way of consolidating and communicating 
understanding, writing tasks followed whole-class discussions; they were carried 
out either in class or at home. These questions required students to show what they 
understood about the moving image (for example, What are the sequences of moving 
images about?), demonstrate the extent to which they were able to recall particular 
details seen in the moving image (for example, Is there any phrase in the moving 
image that captured your attention?), look out for and discuss evidence (for example, 
What is there in the documentary to show you that Gorbachev was different from other 
Soviet leaders?), reflect on what they watched (for example, What do you think was 
the message that John F. Kennedy wanted to deliver?), and think in terms of evidence 
lying beyond the moving image (for example, What other sources would you consult 
to find out more about what happened in Poland?). Moving images were paused 
whenever I wanted to ask a question, or when students needed to comment or ask 
about something.

Each cohort was taught by me for a school year. As the teacher-researcher 
responsible for collecting all data, I was aware of, and acted on, issues such as the 
familiarity problem (Delamont, 1990), the teaching–research gap (Vanderlinde and Van 
Braak, 2010), and generalizability (Wilson et al., 2001). 

Data were first analysed for substantive and procedural knowledge, and findings 
presented and discussed in this paper ran through these areas. Following Chi (1997), 
it was useful to segment transcribed data into portions of text, with each portion 
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showing a noteworthy discussion about an idea discussed between the students and 
me. Transcripts were coded based on emergent themes and on the literature. To 
ensure reliability, samples of data from different lessons of both cohorts were given 
to a moderator to be coded. Analytically, I adopted mainly a qualitative approach. To 
handle the data, QSR NVivo 11 was chosen, which also allowed for some quantitative 
data analysis.

Findings
The following aspects of historical understanding emerged from the data: 

•	 making connections with the visual and auditory content
•	 using knowledge of one topic to shape another
•	 discussing forms of historical knowledge in relation to each other
•	 connecting with the wider historical picture
•	 constructing meaning using various language strategies.

These will be presented, analysed and discussed in this order. Excerpts of student data 
are intended to illustrate the general pattern that emerged.

Making connections with the visual and auditory content

Students made various connections when watching and analysing moving images. 
These consisted of verbal utterances regarding particular visual or auditory content 
that connected with information they already knew. Different kinds of associations 
were made, expressed on 86 occasions (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Making associations

Associations made 
by students

Number of students who 
established an association 
at least once

Total number of coded references in 
relation to each type of association
N=86

Historical event 11 26

Historical figures 6 12

Country/location 6 18

Analogy 7 11

Present-day politicians 3 4

Current events 4 5

Objects 2 2

Personal interests 5 8

The most frequent association concerned a historical event. A common association 
with the same historical event was established by two students from different cohorts 
in the lesson ‘The Berlin airlift’. Kyle and Noel likened the planes airlifting goods to 
West Berliners to the convoys delivering goods to the Maltese during the Second 
World War: ‘It was like our [Maltese] convoy but using the plane instead’ (Kyle), and 
‘So these aeroplanes were very much like the convoys’ (Noel). Students also made 
a connection with historical figures (for example, Hitler) and a country (for example, 
Libya), or a particular location in a country (for example, the Berlin Wall). Students 
established an association in the form of an analogy on 11 occasions. Associations 
were also made with present-day politicians (for example, Joseph Muscat, the Maltese 
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prime minister), current events (for example, CHOGM – the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government Meeting), objects (for example, Molotov cocktail) and personal interests 
(for example, book).

This finding suggests that students may link information they watch or listen 
to with their prior knowledge, without teacher probing. Thus, visual and auditory 
fragments in moving-image extracts seemed to trigger mental associations that went 
beyond the immediate scene, and that students verbalized in class discussions. Various 
explanations could account for this: knowledge students had gained over the years in 
school history, and perhaps in other subjects; being well informed about current affairs; 
or just sheer coincidence. The examples above support Konnikova’s (2013) observation 
that it is the tendency of a reasoning mind to pick any relevant information and retrieve 
cues that may be seemingly connected, even though they may not actually matter. 
Based on the above, making connections could be interpreted as a sign of an engaged 
mind (Cutajar, 2018).

Using knowledge of one topic to shape another

Another aspect of understanding concerned students’ use of knowledge gained 
across topics, revealed mostly in the use of substantive concepts. Concepts pertained 
to three categories: political (for example, revolution); economic (for example, 
industrialization); and social/cultural (for example, convoy). As seen in Table 2, of the 
95 concepts mentioned at least once during all the lessons, some (for example, war, 
communism, democracy, superpowers) were encountered across lessons more in 
whole-class discussions than in writing.

Table 2: Number of concepts in each lesson and their frequency in units of data

Lesson No. of concepts 
mentioned at 
least once
N=95

No. of units of 
data for class 
dialogues
N=185

No. of units 
of data for 
writing tasks
N=75

Malta’s use as a naval base 13 25 8

Malta’s condition during the war 7 19 2

The Iron Curtain 11 17 9

Berlin airlift 6 12 3

Hungarian revolt 14 21 7

Building of Berlin Wall 8 10 7

Cuban missile crisis 3 6 10

Solidarność 10 23 8

Dismantling of the USSR 5 7 8

Fall of the Berlin Wall 7 8 9

Motives for the EU 9 17 –

Terrorism 2 20 4

The following extract, analysing a moving image about Poland in the 1980s, taken from 
the lesson ‘Solidarność’, illustrates how students transferred knowledge gained from 
previous lessons about episodes from the Cold War to make sense of the Polish context. 
In answer to my question about Moscow’s concern with Solidarność, as mentioned in 
the moving image, Noel referred to the ‘right to strike’, and Daniel likened the trade 
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union to a ‘political party’. Clive drew on knowledge gained from the lesson about 
the Hungarian uprising, subsequently giving Noel and Daniel the basis on which to 
speculate about what was taking place in Poland. This resulted in a rich exchange of 
ideas about Moscow’s strategy in resolving conflicts in its satellite countries:

Teacher	� Was Moscow justified in worrying about Solidarność?
Noel	� Yes, because since they [the Polish] had the right to strike, they 

could decide when to go back to work.
Daniel	� It’s like having another [political] party now.
Teacher	� This is interesting. It’s like having another [political] party. That’s 

very close to how it [Solidarność] was working – a [political] party 
against the communist government. True.

Daniel	� There is an opposition.
Teacher	� That’s right, and a big opposition it was – plus, there was in it the 

Church, plus the other people, the intelligentsia.
Daniel	� They were in the majority.
Teacher	� Exactly. Clive.
Clive	� Perhaps as had happened in Hungary, you can say that in the 

same way that the Hungarians had rebelled and these [Soviets] 
took everything back and everything came back to how they 
wanted things to be, it could be that the Russians had in mind 
to do the same as they had done in Hungary.

Teacher	� So, you are saying that the Russians already had in mind to do 
the same as they did in Hungary?

Clive	� They tried to.
Teacher	� So, it’s like they gave them a chance.
Clive	� Yes.
Noel	� Perhaps they [communists] were fearing that the government 

would agree with them [the Polish people] and would itself try 
to remove communism, as had happened in Czechoslovakia.

Teacher	� It could be. What you are saying is all good.
Daniel	� About what Clive is saying, I don’t think Hungary had as much 

power as Poland because there was the Church with it and it was 
all out; it has got much more power, all those people.

Teacher	� Yes, true.

On various occasions, students also showed a knowledge of substantive concepts 
gained from previous years. In the lesson ‘The Iron Curtain’, the USSR was seen by 
Gavin ‘like an empire’, and Franklin regarded what the Soviets were doing in post-
war Germany as ‘dictatorship from another country’. In the lesson ‘The Berlin airlift’, 
Franklin inferred that what Stalin was trying to do in Berlin ‘was a kind of blockade’, 
and according to Kyle an airlift was ‘a type of convoy but instead on sea, by air’. From 
these examples, the concepts of ‘empire’, ‘dictatorship’, ‘blockade’ and ‘convoy’ – 
the meaning of which students already knew – were equated with new knowledge 
and applied to new contexts, and thus helped enhance their understandings of the 
historical events. These examples also reveal students using their residue knowledge, 
which is long-lasting substantive knowledge required to recognize recurring features 
across topics, in a new context (Counsell, 2000).

Findings from this study show that students were able to encounter concepts in 
multiple contexts. This is an indication that knowledge of some substantive concepts 
gained from previous lessons, as well as from previous school years or from other 
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sources of knowledge, perhaps even from outside school, facilitated students’ sense-
making of new material related to the topic at hand. 

Discussing forms of historical knowledge in relation to each other

There were instances when substantive and disciplinary knowledge came together 
in history topics (Hammond, 2016). Substantive knowledge consisted of: concepts; 
particulars; people (historical figures, groups of people); and historical context 
(location, time, wider context). Procedural knowledge consisted of: evidence; causation; 
consequences; change/continuity; significance; interpretation; and empathy. Table 3 
shows that aspects of substantive knowledge were discussed mainly in relation to 
the second-order concept of evidence. This took place more frequently in writing 
tasks than in whole-class discussions. Political concepts and groups of people had a 
comparable number of references in both whole-class discussions and writing tasks. 
A representative example of a political concept developed in the context of evidence 
can be taken from the lesson ‘The building of the Berlin Wall’, in which students were 
encouraged to think in terms of the purpose of the British Pathé newsreel. Students’ 
explanations showed awareness of the propaganda underlying the images: ‘They are, 
like, telling people, “Look how fortunate you are that you are on our side’’’ (Gavin); 
‘Brainwashing … They are proud they are living in the West’ (Kyle). 

Concerning groups of people mentioned in the context of evidence (for example, 
discussing the purpose, reliability and significance of moving images, and comparing 
and contrasting sources), when students were asked in writing tasks, ‘Which historical 
details are mentioned in the documentary?’ or ‘What does the documentary tell us 
about life in Berlin?’, students referred to people’s actions in their answers, as these 
examples about the building of the Berlin Wall illustrate: ‘People were confused by 
waking up and finding a wall dividing Berlin, which led to separation and [sic] families’ 
(Gavin); ‘The Soviets mistreated their people … and shocked them with the building 
of the wall’ (Franklin).

Causes and consequences developed mainly in relation to political concepts 
and groups of people. Causal reasoning was demonstrated most frequently in writing 
tasks. Teacher questions during classroom conversations encouraging causal reasoning 
in relation to groups of people featured most often in the Hungarian revolt lesson. 
Such questions included: ‘Why did the people of Hungary take to the streets?’; ‘Why 
do you think did [Hungarian] demonstrators go to the radio station?’ Consequences 
related mostly to political concepts during whole-class discussions, and to groups of 
people in writing tasks.

Empathetic comments were most often made in relation to groups of people, and 
the majority of them were made verbally in class. Typically, students would comment 
about how people present in the moving images might have felt (for example, 
‘Perhaps he [a man hitting the Berlin Wall] was about to see his daughter’) or how they 
themselves would have reacted if they had been present (for example, ‘Imagine you’re 
inside [the World Trade Center] and see it [plane] coming towards you’). 

Interpretation in writing tasks mainly concerned individual historical figures 
and groups of people. For example, interpretation was solicited about how Mikhail 
Gorbachev was seen in the eyes of the West, and in the eyes of the Russian people. 
By giving their opinion of Gorbachev, students’ answers show how they interpreted 
Gorbachev in light of the documentary they had watched: ‘In the eyes of the West, 
Gorbachev was seen as a hero, someone that works in favour of peace between the 
US and the USSR. They saw a leader with an open mind …’ (Gavin); ‘A traitor for certain 
Russians; for others he was a saviour’ (Franklin); ‘Gorbachev was a man who did not 
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fear communism, because Gorbachev wanted to bring about great change in order to 
make his country better’ (Kyle). These responses also returned references to groups of 
people, in this case to Russian people. 

Historical contextual and procedural knowledge were mainly discussed in 
terms of evidence. The most referenced aspect of the historical context was location. 
It was very common for students to refer to the location of events when discussing 
or answering questions. One question in the writing task related to the lesson 
‘Solidarność’ was: ‘“Moscow watched with growing alarm.” Why was Solidarność an 
alarming development for the USSR?’ The answer given by Adrian shows how students 
typically took into consideration the location of events when considering the historical 
context: ‘It was an alarming development because it was happening in the biggest 
satellite of the Soviet Union, and by this development, Poland was like a nail in the 
Soviet’s shoe’. 

Further analysis showed that in analysing moving images, an accent was placed 
on substantive knowledge, indicated by the lack of reference to procedural knowledge 
in writing tasks and by units of verbal data coded only for substantive knowledge. 
Perhaps given that it may be ‘natural’ for students to follow what is going on in moving 
images by watching and listening, thinking about discussing second-order concepts – 
that is, as historians do – might not come so easily.

It is suggested that an adequate amount of substantive knowledge helped 
students work with second-order concepts, and that a sound procedural knowledge, 
evidenced in discussions about, for instance, status, purpose and reliability, helped 
them make sense of the historical content presented in moving images.

Connecting with the wider historical picture

A number of comments showed a regard for the wider historical context. These were not 
directly related to what was shown in the moving images but took into consideration a 
wider, large-scale view spanning time and context. This view was referred to verbally in 
class on 58 separate occasions, and in four writing tasks (see Figure 1). Detailed analysis 
shows that, of these, 40 (70%) were made by ten students and 18 (30%) by me. Typical 
comments were: ‘It’s like in the West – they [people] had to learn English. And these 
[Polish] had to learn Russian’ (Simon); and ‘From the Russian, the communist, point of view 
did they [communists] agree with Gorbachev in bringing the [Berlin] Wall down?’ (Noel). 
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Figure 1: Frequency of students’ references to the wider historical picture for 
each lesson 
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Such comments were not made often, and not all students were capable of expanding 
their thoughts in this way frequently. This would seem to accord with Van Boxtel and 
Van Drie’s (2012) observation that knowledge of long-term development is rarely 
verbalized. Although some students may do this on their own, as shown, the onus is 
on the teacher to help students achieve this understanding. Evidence points towards 
two practical approaches: first, teacher questions (for example, ‘How is the footage 
seen related to the spread of Soviet influence in Eastern Europe?’); second, concept 
maps, in which students link concepts and ideas in relation to a main concept or theme 
(for example, the Cold War). Such approaches encourage students to think in terms of 
a topic-wide and century-wide historical picture.

Constructing meaning using various language strategies

Students were found to develop their historical understanding by: describing, 
explaining, speculating, inferring and asking questions (see Figure 2). Students were 
most often found to be describing and explaining, that is, they were found to identify 
and comment about elements in the moving image, as well as bringing their own 
knowledge to the discussions. Students also made inferences and speculations, and 
asked questions. Inferences were made when students formed an opinion or reached 
a conclusion based upon facts. By speculating, students were making comments 
without firm evidence. Students also asked questions when wanting to enquire about 
something. These strategies came into play more when discussing knowledge of a 
substantive nature, and they were most evident when discussing matters in class as a 
whole group, rather than individually in writing tasks.

0 200 400 600 800 1000

Asking

Inferring
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Describing

Substantive knowledge

Procedural knowledge

Figure 2: Frequency of strategies students used to construct historical knowledge 

Especially regarding the concepts of ‘communism’ and ‘democracy’, which were regularly 
encountered in ‘The Cold War’ lessons, students described how Lech Wałęsa referred to 
communism as ‘a monster’. Kyle explained the concept of democracy in the context of 
the fall of the Berlin Wall thus: ‘It’s as if each blow is ushering democracy. It was a ray of 
light for democracy.’ Moreover, from Ronald Reagan’s ‘Tear down this Wall’ speech, Simon 
and Daniel inferred that ‘communism was weak’ and that ‘it was over by this time’. When 
considering whether people were expecting that the developments of 8 November 1989 
could ever happen, typical speculative comments were: ‘The Wall had stood for 28 years 
and, therefore, after all that time it would not fall’ (Noel); ‘I think otherwise. The communists 
had been dragging their feet, and they could suppose that one day it would fall’ (Daniel). 
Questions were asked in relation to both substantive and procedural knowledge. 
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These strategies reveal how knowledge co-construction, which is a key feature 
of a constructivist classroom (Deaney et al., 2009), may occur in the history classroom. 
Nichol (2009: 42) explains that constructivist teaching involves ‘the teacher and the 
students working together to create understanding through an interactive, driving, 
focused pedagogy’. These findings also indicate that rather than passively consuming 
information, students were engaged with moving images in order to arrive at an 
understanding of events through a variety of styles of talk.

Discussion
Given the features they reveal, these findings offer a characterization of historical 
understanding when analysing broadcast media footage in a constructivist classroom. 
Thus, building on Newton (2012), I argue that in a constructivist context, historical 
understanding is about making multifarious connections and building personal 
understandings. As shown, understanding was supported when students saw and 
made connections not only between what they watched in the moving images and 
what they already knew (prior knowledge), but also between topics, between forms of 
historical knowledge, and with the broader historical context. Related to this was how 
students went about developing their historical understanding, which involved various 
language styles. 

When students analysed coverage of historical events in real-time footage and 
listened to the voice-over narration or commentary, they seemed to attach the visual 
and auditory content to something they already knew, thereby opening up an idea 
for a point to be made. This was made in a think-aloud fashion, without teacher or 
peer prompting. The ability of the brain to make connections is explained by Greene 
(2012: 184):

The brain is an instrument for making connections. It operates as a dual 
processing system, in which every bit of information that comes in is at 
the same time compared to other information. The brain is constantly 
searching for similarities, differences and relationships between what it 
processes.

This finding also resonates with the multimedia learning principle (Mayer and Sims, 
1994), in that students were using visual material alongside verbal narration to 
construct knowledge. It could be argued that such connections were being stimulated 
when watching moving images. From a pedagogical perspective, this highlights the 
attention that teachers should pay to selecting moving images for use in the classroom.

Knowledge that students gained in one topic and used to shape their knowledge 
of another was most often revealed in the use of substantive concepts. It has long been 
established in history education that students learn more each time they encounter 
substantive concepts in history lessons (Levstik and Barton, 2001). Given that the Maltese 
Year 11 history option syllabus (DLAP, 2012) deals with topics such as ‘The World Wars’, 
‘The Cold War’ and ‘European integration’, concepts such as ‘war’, ‘democracy’ and 
‘communism’ are bound to surface in multiple contexts. In this study, the concept of 
‘war’ not only spread across different lessons, but also across different topics. Evidence 
shows that what students learned about ‘war’ was a combination of understandings. In 
relation to the Cold War, the main understanding that students developed from one 
lesson to another was that the West and East were locked in an ever-present feeling 
of ‘fear of another war’, which led each side not to get involved in a full-scale conflict. 
With the topic ‘Malta during the Second World War’, students could see the tangible 
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side of the concept (because it involved physical conflict), whereas with ‘The Cold War’ 
topic, the concept assumed a more abstract dimension (due to the absence of physical 
conflict). 

In discussing forms of historical knowledge in relation to each other, the pattern 
that emerged was that substantive knowledge was discussed more in terms of evidence 
than any other second-order concept. This is legitimate, given that one of the aims of 
the Maltese history option syllabus (DLAP, 2012) is for knowledge to be rooted in an 
understanding of the nature and use of historical evidence and, in terms of assessment, 
to see how far students master the evaluation and interpretation of evidence. 

Another important finding concerned the concept of empathy, which seemed 
important for understanding human action. For example, students understood how 
British Pathé wartime newsreel footage helped shape the attitude of the Maltese 
towards the war effort, and they frequently placed themselves in the position of people 
living in Eastern European countries by commenting about what they would have 
done in their stead. This discussion relates to the literature in two ways: first, it shows 
that empathetic understanding affects the way students construct a historical context 
(De Leur et al., 2017; Pickles, 2010b); second, it shows how students operate at the 
higher levels of empathetic reasoning identified by Shemilt (1987). As not all students 
are capable of such reasoning, and being conscious of how important it is in history 
to understand human action in past times, teacher questions encouraging students to 
adopt an empathetic stance to particular situations are a necessary requirement for 
historical understanding. In this regard, it could be suggested that moving images, 
through their dynamic unfolding of events, and through being essentially about 
people, may lend themselves to encouraging empathetic comments and feelings.

It is worth noting that substantive knowledge featured highly when analysing 
moving images. Although on its own this is not enough for an appropriate history 
education (Haydn, 2011), this point supports Wineburg’s (2007) argument about how 
‘unnatural’ historical thinking is, even in the context of using moving images. Based on 
this, therefore, it would be profitable for moving images to be paused at appropriate 
stages to allow discussion of the substantive content from a disciplinary point of view.

Haydn et al. (2015) make the point that an attempt must be made to put events 
or topics in an overall historical context in order for students to develop a meaningful 
sense of the past. In this study, I got a glimpse of students’ attempts at building a ‘big 
picture’ of the past from comments showing a regard for the broad historical context. 
Although this was attempted by some students, only Noel was found to be taking 
this broad view often, with such questions as, ‘If Russia wanted to join [the EU] would 
they [EU countries] have accepted her?’ It might seem that Noel’s attention went off 
on a tangent, and that he was thinking of something else when he should have been 
attentive to the moving images. But placing events within the large-scale historical 
context necessitates that students establish patterns and links across different time 
periods and different historical events (Haydn, 2011; Riley, 1999). 

As Van Boxtel and Van Drie (2012) contend, opportunities to develop overview 
knowledge may be limited, since students encounter particular persons, events and 
developments once or twice in history curricula. In this study, given the topics, it was 
possible to meet historical figures (such as John F. Kennedy and Mikhail Gorbachev) 
and concepts (such as democracy and communism) more than once. Arguably, this 
made it possible for students to link their ‘bits and pieces of knowledge’ to the wider 
historical context, and moving images may have served as a useful tool. 

Student strategies for developing an understanding of historical events by 
means of moving images have been identified as describing, explaining, speculating, 
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inferring and asking. Although this was not a study in discourse analysis, analysing verbal 
data was important because classroom talk is considered to be a potential influence 
on the development of students’ knowledge and understanding (Mercer, 2008). Two 
reflections are important. First, students were most often found to be describing and 
explaining. In terms of classroom pedagogy, this highlights the need for teachers 
to stress observation skills and build on what students already know. I contend that 
these are two essential approaches for developing a platform of understanding. While 
observation is required to access, engage and reflect on any image (Perkins, 1994), 
helping students to connect with previous understandings is necessary for learning 
(Levstik and Barton, 2001). Second, findings showed that inferences were mainly made 
in the context of people. It is clear that students make judgements based on evidence 
from the moving images. That students are ready to speculate verbally in class rather 
than in writings would seem to indicate that a classroom environment that promotes 
dialogue enables them to co-construct knowledge (Pintrich and Schunk, 2002). 
However, it may also show that students might not be as confident in speculating 
when writing, that is, when working on their own. This would seem to indicate the 
importance of the teacher stressing that by speculating, inferring and asking questions 
students would, like historians, put the historical content under more rigorous scrutiny. 

Underlying these features was the activation and deployment of prior historical 
knowledge. Use of prior knowledge involves transferring historical knowledge to new 
contexts, and it offers a platform for developing more detailed and contextualized 
understanding (Cooper and West, 2009). In this study, this was evidenced in the 
associations students made with the visual and auditory content of moving-image 
sources, in how they used substantive knowledge, particularly concepts, derived 
from previous topics, and in connecting with the broad historical picture in order to 
make sense of the newly encountered material. Research has linked prior knowledge 
with student engagement by way of questioning; it has been found that students ask 
more questions if they have greater prior knowledge (Logtenberg et al., 2011; Otero 
and Graesser, 2001). In developing an understanding of a historical concept, Haenen 
et al. (2003) factor in students’ existing knowledge. For them, the first step towards 
understanding a concept involves the teacher activating students’ prior knowledge 
so that the concept is brought within the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 
1978). In this way, collaboratively and through talk, students explore the meaning 
and connections between concepts. Besides questioning, concept maps and whole-
class discussions are found to activate prior historical knowledge (Haenen et al., 2003; 
Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2003). As was the case in the present study, students’ prior 
knowledge about certain topics may be fragmentary or limited, and students may 
even hold an idée fixe; therefore, new knowledge encountered in the classroom will 
challenge their previous understandings. This should be seen as a positive learning 
outcome; as Levstik and Barton (2001) remark, the idea of teachers and students 
building on prior knowledge is to produce rather than reproduce knowledge. 

What emanates from this scenario is that key to developing historical understanding 
when using moving images is the centrality of knowledge co-construction in whole-
class dialogues. Knowledge construction is a feature of constructivist teaching, and 
it includes such approaches as using previous knowledge and experiences as the 
starting point for new learning (Harris and Alexander, 1998) and encouraging talk that 
welcomes and explores various viewpoints (Van Drie and Van Boxtel, 2011). Learning 
takes on a constructivist stance when students are viewed as active learners coming to 
the classroom with their own ideas and, with the appropriate teacher scaffolding, are 
able to construct knowledge rather than merely receive it (Driver and Oldham, 1986). 
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This study has shown that a history classroom using moving-image sources provides a 
context for this pedagogy with the aim of advancing students’ historical understanding. 

Conclusions and recommendations
Understanding has been seen in this study as both a knowledge-building and a meaning-
making act that helps students understand history in terms of both a body of content 
and disciplinary knowledge (Haydn, 2011). This paper has argued for the importance 
of making connections as a necessary requirement for historical understanding, and 
it has discussed ways in which students give form to understanding. The outcomes of 
the study highlight the importance of supporting students’ prior knowledge. Based on 
the evidence discussed, some recommendations for practice and for further research 
can be proposed.

First, it is known that when visual and auditory information are presented together, 
brain activity during learning intensifies (Beauchamp et  al., 2004). Present findings 
have shown that students made various connections involving prior knowledge. Even 
though this did not occur all the time that moving images were used, nevertheless it 
shows the tendency of the brain to make connections when reasoning. Therefore, an 
interesting line of research would be to understand students’ reasoning while analysing 
moving images, such as those used in this study, from an educational neuroscience 
perspective. In this way, in line with research by De Jong et al. (1998) in science and 
mathematics, any implications concerning memory retention, recall, higher-order 
thinking and understanding for history education could be suggested. 

Second, in researching the substantive–procedural connection, prevailing 
research is investigating how knowledge of one form helps address knowledge 
of another (Fordham, 2016). This issue has been explored in terms of substantive 
concepts (Fordham, 2016; Palek, 2015). As important as substantive concepts are to a 
history education, this exciting new line of investigation must take on board all areas 
of substantive knowledge, including people and the wider historical context, to fully 
understand the relation between the two forms of historical knowledge. This view 
prompts me to endorse a recently developed taxonomy of substantive knowledge 
covering a range of areas such as narratives, human stories, a sense of period and 
substantive concepts (Counsell, 2017), which is currently being researched. 

Finally, given the importance attached to developing a big-picture understanding 
of history (Haydn, 2011), it would be useful for teachers to encourage students to 
think beyond the visual and auditory content of moving images. Indeed, by including 
questions that build on prior knowledge and help place events in a broad historical 
framework, teachers would address important aspects of historical understanding 
(Lee, 2005; Levstik and Barton, 2001). Done consistently throughout lessons, students 
would come to see this as an important feature of the analysis of moving images. 

Given the design and participants of the study, which mean that generalizations 
are beyond its scope, the aspects covered here do not lay claim to a comprehensive 
characterization of historical understanding, but the evidence discussed, along with 
the recommendations made, offer a platform for further research into aspects of what 
historical understanding is about and how it may be supported.
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