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As we noted in 2015, in a blog post launching the call for papers for this special feature in 
the London Review of Education, ‘anxieties about national identity and its strengthening and 
preservation are common in countries around the world, and it is, of course, entirely natural 
that this should be so in times of great change, challenge and uncertainty’ (Létourneau and 
Chapman, 2015). These anxieties set the context for many discussions about history education, 
identity and young people’s knowledge in nations around the world (Taylor and Guyver, 2011). 
They are often expressed in a persistent perception, common around the world, that young 
people are ignorant of their country’s past, a perception that is often based on very weak or 
impressionistic evidence (e.g. Ball, 2013) and that is often repeated, generation after generation 
(Wineburg, 2004).

Over the last decade and more, scholars in a number of places around the world – including 
one of the editors of this special feature (Létourneau, 2014) and a research team at the UCL 
Institute of Education (Foster et al., 2008) – have set about posing positive questions concerning 
young people’s knowledge and understanding of the past. The work of James Wertsch has been 
both groundbreaking and influential in providing conceptual tools for many researchers in this 
field – in particular, through the concept of ‘schematic narrative templates’ (Wertsch, 2002; 
2008: 141–4). Research on these issues has aimed to understand the ways in which young people 
do think about and know and understand history, and the ways in which they do structure and 
organize this knowledge and understanding, and not simply to identify deficits in young people’s 
knowledge of isolated facts. These were the issues that we set out to explore through this 
special feature by focusing on the multiple sources of young people’s historical knowledge, on 
young people as active builders of historical sense rather than passive assimilators of materials 
presented to them, and on the relationships between young people, schools, identity and 
national, intranational, international and supranational contexts around the world. 

As we anticipated in our call for abstracts, the papers that we publish in this special feature 
– which draw on evidence about young people’s thinking collected in Belgium, Canada, Israel, 
New Zealand, South Africa, Sweden, Uganda and the United States – suggest that young people 
often know and understand a good deal about the past and that much of this knowledge is 
structured in a national frame of reference. The common ground in these research projects 
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is that, in contrast to the tightly structured and pre-coded way in which researchers often 
approach the question of what young people do/do not know about the past, these projects aim 
to give them the opportunity to shape how they structure and report their historical knowing. 
Overall, this feature confirms the need for scholars to address the question of history education 
in the context of what could be called a ‘learning eco-system’, a concept that recognizes the fact 
that young people’s historical consciousness develops in a wider social environment in which 
the history classroom is only one source from which they develop their wider sense/s of history 
alongside other cultural sources that shape the stock of ‘narrative templates’, representations 
and ‘mythistories’ (Létourneau, 2004) that help shape students’ thinking about the past. It is 
necessary to understand such eco-systems in order to understand the ways in which students 
will make sense of what they are taught, which is, of course, a precondition for teaching that 
aims to develop and extend what young people know (Donovan and Bransford, 2005).

We are grateful to the contributors for their papers which, we feel, succeed in taking our 
knowledge forward in this important field of international research in history education and 
memory studies. In addition to papers submitted in response to our call, this special feature also 
includes a review article that explores contemporary trends in history textbook research of 
relevance to our themes. We are grateful to Maria Grever and Tina van der Vlies for accepting 
our invitation to undertake this review. Finally, we would like to express our deepest thanks to 
James Wertsch for reading the research papers in this special feature for us and for sharing his 
insights on their significance and their implications for the field. 
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Articles published in the ‘Negotiating the nation’ feature

This�is�the�editorial�for�a�special�feature�called�‘Negotiating�the�nation:�Young�people,�national�
narratives�and�history�education’.
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