
 

      

The meaning of learning historical inquiry with original sources in three 
Swedish elementary classrooms - Patrik Johansson 

“In Scandinavia, you traded goods against other goods, but in the Arabic regions they bought and sold 
with silver coins […] The rune stone, the Vikings and Baghdad are connected in some way” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Background 
The paper investigates the learning of historical 
disciplinary inquiry, in terms of being able to 
critically reflect on original sources and use these as 
evidence for valid conclusions, and reports from a 
Swedish action research project in year 4 and 5 in 
elementary school concerning encounters and 
migration in Viking age Scandinavia. The purpose is 
to examine what it means for elementary school 
children to learn to interpret and use original sources 
in a historical inquiry. 
 

Research questions 
1. How do students perceive the process of 

interpreting original sources in a historical 
inquiry? 

2. What are critical aspects of the learning of 
historical source interpretation? 

 

Theoretical framework 
Several studies informed the design of the research 
project, including Barton (1997), Reisman (2012a, 
2012b) and Levstik et al. (2014). Phenomenography 
(an abductive, empirical and qualitative research 
approach that aims to explore and describe people’s 
ways of experiencing the world) and variation theory 
(assumes that human experience consists of the 
simultaneous discernment of necessary aspects of a 
phenomenon and that this act of discernment 
requires variation) were used for design purposes 
and as analytical tools (Marton, 2015). 
 
 
 
 
 

Methodology and design 
• Conducted as a Learning study, a theory-

informed, interventionist and iterative research 
practice (Lo, 2012). 

• Involved three elementary schools in 
Stockholm, Sweden, in grade 4 and 5 (56 
students). Three teachers and one researcher. 

• Teaching was performed as a history lab where 
students actively investigated an inquiry 
question through the critical analysis of 
archeological artifacts. 

• Inquiry question: why have numerous Viking 
age Arabic coins been found in Scandinavia? 

 
 

Empirical observations 
Sample space of perceptions, from less to more 
complex categories. Students experience the 
phenomenon as: 
1 Literal interpretation of sources in a fictitious 

story. 
2 Representative interpretation of sources in a 

fictitious story. 
3 Representative interpretation of sources in a 

historical narrative about single events. 
4 Representative interpretation of sources in a 

historical narrative about continuous change. 
5 Representative interpretation of sources in a 

historical narrative about continuous change 
with rational actors. 

Sample excerpt from pre-test - category 3: 
In the Viking age, there were pirates or traders who 
travelled across Europe to Baghdad. They got hold of the 
coins and returned to Sweden. They lived in Gotland. They 
divided the treasure between them and went back to their 
families. A few hundred years later the most horrific event 
in the history of Gotland occurred. The Danish invaded. 
When they plundered the villages, someone hid the coins 
by burying them in the ground. Since then, they have been 
buried until someone dug and found them. 

 
 
 
 

Conclusions 
• With sufficient guidance elementary school 

students can learn to interpret archeological 
artifacts as original sources and use them in a 
historical inquiry. 

• Teachers need to know what a specific learning 
entails and what is difficult for students to learn 
in order to design effective teaching. 

• In this study, four critical aspects (aspects that 
are necessary and particularly difficult to 
discern) that students need to discern to perceive 
the object of learning in more complex ways 
were identified. 

• The study suggests that it is critical for students 
to discern: 
1. The representativeness of sources. 
2. The historicity of narratives in relation to 

sources. 
3. The continuity of historical change. 
4. The intercultural aspect of interaction 

between rational actors. 
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Figure 1 
Tentative categories of perceptions and critical aspects for the learning of historical inquiry with original sources 
for elementary school students in year 4 and 5. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 


