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How Dutch Students Make
Meaning with the Past

Narrative Meaning-Making and Ultimate Concerns in History

Education

GI1JS VAN GAANS, GEERTE SAVENIJE, CARLA VAN
BOXTEL, AND ARNOUD-JAN BIJSTERVELD

This interview study investigates how present-day Dutch upper secondary students
construct meaningful understandings of the past by connecting historical examples
to their ultimate concerns — core values and fundamental worldviews. Building on
research on sensitive history, historical narrativity, and historical consciousness,
the study shifts attention from teachers’ perspectives to students’ own meaning-
making. Using a qualitative research design inspired by narrative methods in
spiritual care, this article analyses semi-structured interviews of fourteen students
and their museum-style ‘living timelines’. The findings show that these Dutch
students predominantly mobilise values such as equality and freedom to attribute
significance to historical events and actors. Personal experiences and social
identities strongly shape narrative meaning. Most students employ intentional and
existential explanations and view history largely as a story of progress, while a few
construct more tragic plots. The study provides a deeper understanding of why
certain historical topics are experienced as sensitive and how personal meaning-

making informs students’ engagement with the past.

Deze interviewstudie onderzoekt hoe hedendaagse Nederlandse leerlingen

in 4 havo betekenis geven aan het verleden door historische voorbeelden te
verbinden met hun ultieme zorgen - geinterpreteerd als fundamentele waarden
en wereldbeelden. Ze bouwt voort op onderzoek naar gevoelige geschiedenis,

historische narrativiteit en historische bewustwording, maar verschuift de focus
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van de leraren naar de leerlingen zelf. Aan de hand van een kwalitatieve

onderzoeksopzet, geinspireerd door narratieve methoden uit de geestelijke

verzorging, analyseert dit artikel semigestructureerde interviews met veertien

leerlingen en hun ‘levende tijdlijnen’ die lijken op museale opstellingen. De

resultaten laten zien dat deze Nederlandse leerlingen vooral waarden als gelijkheid

en vrijheid mobiliseren om betekenis aan historische actoren en gebeurtenissen te

geven. Verhalen over het verleden blijken verweven met persoonlijke ervaringen

en sociale identiteiten. De meeste leerlingen hanteren existentiéle en intentionele

verklaringen en beschouwen geschiedenis voornamelijk als een verhaal van

geleidelijke vooruitgang, terwijl enkelen een tragischer of pessimistischer plot

formuleren. Dit artikel verschaft nieuwe inzichten in de redenen waarom bepaalde

historische onderwerpen als gevoelig worden ervaren en hoe persoonlijke

betekenisgeving de betrokkenheid van leerlingen bij het verleden beinvloedt.

Introduction

In recent years, teachers in Dutch secondary education have reported

difficulties when addressing what are perceived as sensitive or controversial

historical topics. While sensitivities have long been recognised in history

education, processes of migration and the diversification of student

populations have intensified the presence of competing historical narratives

in the classroom. Existing research has illuminated this challenge primarily

from the perspective of teachers, who often cite concerns about students’

emotional reactions, fear of conflict, a perceived lack of expertise, or pressures

from school leadership as reasons to avoid or contain sensitive issues.' Studies

have shown that teachers experience psychological, social, and pedagogical

tensions when navigating topics connected to collective memory, identity, and

Bjorn Gert-Jan Wansink, Mikhael Mogutov,

Koen Damhuis, and Larike Henriette Bronkhorst,
‘Situationality in Discussing Controversial Topics:
(When) Does Controversial Equal Difficult?’,
Journal of Social Science Education 24:1 (2024)
13-16. DOI: https://doi.org/10.11576 /jsse-6754;
Saro Lozano Parra, Bjorn Gert-Jan Wansink,

Cok Bakker, and Lucien van Liere, ‘Teachers
Stepping Up Their Game in the Face of Extreme
Statements: A Qualitative Analysis of Educational
Friction When Teaching Sensitive Topics’, Theory
& Research in Social Education 51:2 (2023) 201-

232. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.202
2.2145923; Judith L. Pace, ‘Tensions in Teaching

Balanced Controversial History: Competing
Voices within a Student Teacher in Northern
Ireland’, British Educational Research Journal 50:4
(2024) 1983-2000. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/
berj.4008; Tsafrir Goldberg, Wolfgang Wagner,
and Nebojsa Petrovi¢, ‘From Sensitive Historical
Issues to History Teachers’ Sensibility: a Look
across and within Countries’, Pedagogy, Culture &
Society 27:1 (2019) 7-38; Stephan Klein, ‘Preparing
to Teach a Slavery Past: History Teachers and
Educators as Navigators of Historical Distance’,
Theory & Research in Social Education 45:1 (2017)
75-109. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.201
6.1213677.
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contemporary political debates.” These works demonstrate that sensitivity

is not inherent in the historical content itself, but emerges in classroom

interactions when students’ moral commitments, identity affiliations, or

community narratives collide with curricular representations of the past.

Alongside this body of teacher-centred research, a number of studies

have examined students’ perspectives on historical topics that evoke strong

emotions or personal resonance. These studies consistently show that

students’ interpretations of the past are closely tied to their cultural, social,

and ethnic backgrounds. Research by, among others, Terrie Epstein, Carla L.

Peck, Peter Seixas, and Maria Grever, indicates that students often draw on

their families, communities, media, and religious traditions when making

sense of historical events.? Such narrative resources not only shape what

students regard as historically significant, but also influence the affective

intensity with which they respond to certain topics.*

Alongside these findings, several scholars have argued that such

interpretations influenced by background factors can be more fully

understood when viewed through a narrative lens. Recent studies on students’

Tsfarir Goldberg and Geerte Savenije, ‘Teaching
Controversial Historical Issues’, in: Scott Alan
Metzger and Lauren McArthur Harris (eds.), The
Wiley International Handbook of History Teaching
and Learning (Wiley Blackwell 2018) 503-526;
Geerte M. Savenije, Bjorn G.J. Wansink, and
Albert Logtenberg, ‘Dutch History Teachers’
Perception of Teaching the Topic of Islam while
Balancing Distance and Proximity’, Teaching

and Teacher Education 112 (2022). DoI: https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103654; Katrin Kello,
‘Sensitive and Controversial Issues in the
Classroom: Teaching History in a Divided Society’,
Teacher and Teaching: Theory and Practice 22:1
(2016) 35-53. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/1354060
2.2015.1023027.

Carla L. Peck, ‘Intersections of Students’
Ethnic Identifications and Understanding

of History’, in: Terrie Epstein and Carla L.

Peck (eds.), Teaching and Learning Difficult
Histories in International Contexts: A Critical
Sociocultural Approach (Routledge 2018) 231-
246; Peter Seixas, ‘Historical Understanding
among Adolescents in a Multicultural

Setting’, Curriculum Inquiry 23:3 (1993) 301-

327. DOI: https://doi.org/10.2307/1179994;
Terrie Epstein, Interpreting National History:
Race, Identity, and Pedagogy in Classrooms and
Communities (Routledge 2009); Terrie Epstein,
‘Deconstructing Differences in African-
American and European-American Adolescents’
Perspectives on us History’, Curriculum

Inquiry 28:4 (1998) 397-423. DoI: https://doi.
0rg/10.1111/0362-6784.00100; Maria Grever, Ben
Pelzer, and Terry Haydn, ‘High school students’
views on history’, Journal of Curriculum Studies
43:2 (2011) 207-229. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/
00220272.2010.542832.

Fredrik Alvén, ‘Controversial Issues in History
Teaching’, Journal of Curriculum Studies 56:5
(2024) 540-542. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/
00220272.2024.2322502; Stéphane Lévesque,
‘History as a “Gps”: On the Uses of Historical
Narrative for French Canadian Students’ Life
Orientation and Identity’, London Review of
Education 15:2 (2017) 227-242. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.18546/LRE.15.2.07; Tsafrir Goldberg,
Baruch B. Schwarz, and Dan Porat, ‘Living and
Dormant Collective Memories as Contexts of

History Learning’, Learning and Instruction 18:3
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historical narrativity draw attention to the interplay between personal and

historical narratives and call for greater emphasis on the development of

students’ narrative competence.® This line of research resonates strongly with

Jorn Riisen’s narrative theory of historical consciousness, which conceptualises

historical understanding as a fundamentally narrative process: individuals

orient themselves in time by organising past events into coherent story-like

structures that link past, present, and future.® This narrative perspective

enables a study of how students construct the past narratively, thereby

opening up new possibilities for analysing the underlying motivations and

sensitivities that inform their historical reasoning.

Building on this approach, this article proposes that students’

sensitivities towards certain historical topics can be better understood by

examining their narrative sense-making in relation to what in practical

theology are termed ‘ultimate concerns’: the core values, fundamental

commitments, and existential orientations through which individuals

interpret their lives.” Whereas Riisen emphasises the cognitive and moral

functions of historical narratives, scholarship in spiritual care and narrative

psychology highlights how individuals organise life events into plots in ways

that protect or re-articulate such ultimate concerns.® These frameworks, when

brought together, allow for a richer, more existential understanding of the

emotional and personal dimensions of students’ historical reasoning.

(2008) 223-237. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/].
learninstruc.2007.04.005; Alan McCully,
‘History Teaching, Conflict and the Legacy

of the Past’, Education, Citizenship and Social
Justice 7:2 (2012)145-159. DOI: https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/1746197912440854; Lis Cercadillo,
‘Significance in History: Students’ Ideas in
England and Spain’, in: Alaric Dickson, Peter
Gordon, and Peter Lee (eds.), Raising Standards
in History Education: International Review of
History Education (Woburn Press 2001) 116-145;
Lis Cercadillo, ‘Maybe They Haven't Decided
What is Right: English and Spanish Perspectives
on Teaching Historical Significance’, Teaching
History 125 (2006) 6-9.

Bjorn Kindenberg, ‘Navigating Narrative and
Analysis: Students’ Mediation of Historical
Content through Storytelling’, Language and
Education 39:1 (2025) 91-110. DOI: https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/09500782.2024.2362907; Edgars

Berzins, ‘Development of the Narrative
Competence Domain of History Education
Between 2000 and 2020, in: Linda Daniela (ed.),
Human, Technologies and Quality of Education:
Proceedings of Scientific Papers (University of
Latvia 2023) 220-229.

Jorn Riisen, Historik. Theorie der
Geschichtswissenschaft (Bohlau Verlag 2013); idem,
History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation
(Berghahn 2005); idem, ‘Historical Consciousness:
Narrative Structure, Moral Function, and
Ontogenetic Development’, in: Peter Seixas (ed.),
Theorizing Historical Consciousness (University of
Toronto Press 2006) 63-85.

Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (Harper & Row
1957) 1-29.

Jerome Bruner, Acts of Meaning (Harvard
University Press 1990) 47-50; Jack ). Bauer, Dan

P. McAdams, and Jennifer L. Pals, ‘Narrative

Identity and Eudaimonic Well-Being’, Journal of
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The present study introduces a research design derived from
spiritual care, starting from students’ own narrative meaning-making.?
This article uses open, semi-structured interviews modelled on the
dialogical approach common in spiritual care to invite secondary school
students to articulate which historical actors, events, and developments
they personally consider significant. Then they are asked to organise
these selections into a coherent narrative plot and to reflect on how these
narratives relate to their fundamental values and worldviews.

The notion of significance explored here therefore differs from
other conceptualisations, such as Stéphane Lévesque’s memory significance
and Lis Cercadillo’s present significance.'® Rather than focusing on
understanding the past in relation to present concerns, both personal
and collective, this article concerns the ways in which understandings
of the past connect to students’ fundamental worldviews and their core
values. Although collective memories, cultural traditions, and shared
narratives undoubtedly shape the resources students draw upon, this article
starts from the narrativity of the individual learner. By foregrounding
the interplay between personal stories and personal values, it aims to
illuminate how students mobilise historical knowledge to understand and
express what they hold to be fundamentally important — and thus why
certain historical topics come to be experienced as sensitive.

To examine how students make meaning with the past, this article
first outlines a theoretical framework that links students’ historical
understanding to processes of narrative meaning-making, drawing
on insights from history didactics, narrative psychology, and religious
studies. This framework then informs the research design, including the
data collection instruments and the analytical approach. The results are
subsequently discussed in relation to the key elements of the framework,
followed by concluding reflections.

Theoretical framework

Sensitive histories, narrativity, and the classroom

The sensitivity of certain topics in the history classroom is closely linked to
students’ historical narrativity, which functions as a primary way of making
sense of the world." Rather than approaching history as a neutral aggregation

Happiness Studies 9 (2008) 81-104. DOI: https://doi. 10 Cercadillo, ‘Significance’, 128; Stéphane Lévesque,
0rg/10.1007/$10902-006-9021-6. Thinking Historically: Educating Students for the
Renske Kruizinga, ‘Het Lisa-model. Twenty-First Century (University of Toronto Press
Gestructureerde gesprekken over ervaringen van 2008) 52-60.

contingentie en ultieme levensdoelen’, Psyche en 11 Stéphane Lévesque, ‘Narratives of the Past: A

geloof 26:4 (2015) 215-226. Tool to Understand History’, in: Cosme Jésus
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of facts, students tend to configure events into plots —an act of emplotment —

drawing on storylines encountered within and beyond school walls. Families,

peers, media, heritage, and examples from public history and community

institutions provide salient narratives that shape how young people interpret

significance, causality, and moral positioning in the past.'> Because these

narratives from outside school often reflect the collective memory of one’s

social and cultural background, classroom interpretations are received

through existing plots that already carry affective weight and identity

relevance.

Comparative studies across Western nations indicate that students

from dominant societal groups often evaluate the national past more

positively, plausibly because school narratives resonate with the stories shared

at home. By contrast, students with a migration background or from ethnic

minorities frequently encounter home narratives that differ from school

narratives, and therefore engage more critically with canonical national

stories presented in class.”> Such divergence between home and classroom

does not signal disengagement; it reflects the work of narrative identity in

contexts where multiple plots compete for plausibility.

Social self-identification further influences narrative structure

and content: the stronger the identification, the more historical events are

integrated into a moralising plot, reinforcing present-oriented action. When

these narratives serve as anchors for identity, contradictory information can

provoke emotional resistance —a psychological defence of both perceived

truth and social belonging.'*

Historical consciousness and meaning

Understanding the narrative basis of students’ sensitivities toward certain

historical topics is crucial for developing pedagogical strategies that

both acknowledge emotional responses and promote critical historical

inquiry. These sensitivities can be fruitfully situated within recent

developments in the study of historical consciousness, a concept that has

generated considerable debate within historical education.'> Central to this

Gémez Carrasco (ed.), Re-imagining the Teaching
of European History: Promoting Civic Education and
Historical Consciousness (Routledge 2022) 53-67.
Peck, ‘Intersections’; Seixas, ‘Historical
Understanding’, 301-327; Epstein, ‘Deconstructing
Differences’.

Epstein, ‘Deconstructing Differences’; idem,

Interpreting National History (Routledge 2009);

Grever, Pelzer, and Haydn, ‘High School Students’
Views'.

Goldberg et al,, ‘Living and Dormant Collective
Memories’, 223-237.

Anna Clark and Maria Grever, ‘Historical
Consciousness: Conceptualizations and
Educational Applications’, in: Metzger and Harris,
The Wiley International Handbook of History Teaching
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perspective is the work of Riisen, who argues that historical consciousness

is fundamentally narrative.'® Through narrative, individuals connect past,

present, and future in ways that guide both their worldview and their sense

of identity. In his monograph Historik, Riisen further specifies that narrativity

underpins historischer Sinnbildung, defining meaning (Sinn) as the criterion

through which individuals regulate their relationship to themselves and

others and orient their intentions toward action.”” As Nathalie Popa notes,

all learning constitutes meaning-making, and history education can foster

deeper relevance by helping students connect their present to a world that

exceeds individual experience.’

Jiirgen Straub extends this narrative understanding by grounding

historical meaning-making in narrative psychology. For him, narratives are

‘acts of meaning’ and historical consciousness is a general psychological

competence —a reflexive, distancing mode of relating to change. Straub

proposes a cognitive-psychological framework in which historical narratives

function as schemata integrating both concrete and abstract knowledge."?

This approach resonates with Hayden White’s concept of emplotment and

James V. Wertsch’s notion of schematic narrative templates. Both highlight

the formative role of pre-critical understandings, which are deeply embedded

story structures that shape how individuals construct narrative closure.®

Precisely because these structures operate beneath critical reflection, they

complicate Straub’s claim that historical consciousness involves distance. Such

distancing is better understood as an ideal type, that is, as a more advanced

form of historical understanding in which individuals consciously reflect on

and relativise their own relation to the past —which is akin to Riisen’s higher

ontogenetic forms.

and Learning (Wiley Blackwell 2018) 177-202; Maria
Grever and Robbert-Jan Adriaansen, ‘Historical
Consciousness: The Enigma of Different Paradigms’,
Journal of Curriculum Studies 51:5 (2019) 814-830.
por: https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2019.1652937;
Nathalie Popa, ‘How Meaning Making Cultivates
Historical Consciousness: Identifying a Learning
Trajectory and Pedagogical Guidelines to Promote
it’, The Social Studies 114:4 (2023) 140-143-. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1080/00377996.2022.2140641.
Riisen, History: Narration; idem, ‘Historical
Consciousness’.

Riisen, Historik, 29-51.

Popa, ‘How Meaning Making'.

Jiirgen Straub, ‘Telling Stories, Making History:

Toward a Narrative Psychology of the Historical

20

Construction of Meaning’, in: idem (ed.),
Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness
(Berghahn Books 2005) 23-43. Do!I: https://doi.
0rg/10.3167/9781571817778; idem, ‘Psychology,
Narrative and Cultural Memory: Past and
Present’, in: Astrid Erll and Ansgar Niinning (eds.),
A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies (De
Gruyter 2010) 215-228.

Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical
Imagination in 19th Century Europe. 40"
Anniversary Edition (Hopkins University Press
2014); Herman Paul, Hayden White: The Historical
Imagination (Polity 2011) 57-81; James V. Wertsch,
‘Specific Narratives and Schematic Narrative
Templates’, in: Seixas, Theorizing Historical

Consciousness, 49-62.
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Narrative sense of meaning and ultimate concerns

This pre-critical dimension of historical consciousness is further underscored
by Paul Zanazanian, who conceptualises history as both narrative competence
and embodied knowledge.”' Histories and collective memories offer people

a narrative framework for understanding the past. Yet, this understanding

is rarely detached or purely objective, but rather value-laden and closely
connected to one’s self-identification.?” Insights from narrative psychology
and religious studies help us to more accurately conceptualise this meaningful
element of historical consciousness. Narrativity — the human tendency to
organise experiences into stories — is central to coping with unexpected

or disruptive events. Such events often challenge our worldview and
fundamental values, creating a crisis of meaning. Through narrating and re-
narrating life stories, individuals engage in meaning-making: integrating
these experiences into a coherent plot. This process, known as emplotment,
establishes continuity and causal explanation, transforming fragmented
experiences into a unified narrative that restores a sense of normality.”3
Narrative psychology further shows that human identity is continually
(re)constructed through these stories, and that the coherence of such life
narratives matters: fragmented or unresolved narratives, where narrative
closure is absent, can undermine an individual’s wellbeing.?# Several
dominant forms of narrative closure have been identified, shaped by perceived
agency and life-course evaluation — patterns that resonate with Hayden
White’s typology (see Table 1) — and highlight the strong link between a sense
of agency and mental resilience.”®

Paul Zanazanian, Historical Consciousness

and Practical Life: A Theory and Methodology
(University of Toronto Press 2025).

Stéphane Lévesque and Jean-Philippe Croteau,
Beyond History for Historical Consciousness:
Students, Narrative, and Memory (University

of Toronto Press 2020) 3-30; Keith C.

Barton and Linda S. Levstik, “‘It Wasn't a

(University of Chicago Press 1984); Jay Winter,
‘Introduction. The Performance of the Past:
Memory, History, Identity’, in: Karin Tillmans,
Frank van Vree, and Jay Winter (eds.), Performing
the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in Modern
Europe (Amsterdam University Press 2010) 11-

23; Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember

(Cambridge University Press 1989) 42.

Good Part of History”: National Identity 23 Paul Ricoeur, ‘Narrative Time’, Critical Inquiry 7:1
and Students’ Explanations of Historical (1980) 169-190; idem, Time and Narrative; Jerome
Significance’, in: idem (eds.), Researching Bruner, Acts of Meaning (Harvard University Press
History Education: Theory, Method, and Context 1990) 47-50.

(Routledge 2008) 478-513. DOI: https://doi. 24 Bauer etal,, ‘Narrative identity’; Herman Paul, Als
0rg/10.1177/016146819809900302; Riisen, History: het verleden trekt. Kernthema’s in de geschiedfilosofie
Narration, 21-40; Straub, ‘Telling Stories’; Paul (Boom 2024) 77-82.

Ricoeur, Time and Narrative. Volume 1 (translated 25 Gerben Westerhof and Ernst BohImeijer,

by Kathleen McLauglin and David Pellauer)

Psychologie van de levenskunst (Boom 2010) 205-209.
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The plot narrates of an The plot narrates of a

improvement of growth  decline

The client acknowledges a significant Romantic Ironic
role in the process of the plot

The client acknowledges an Comic Tragic
insignificant role in the process of

the plot

Table 1. Plots in life stories. Based on Westerhof & Bohlmeijer, Psychologie van de levenskunst, 205-209.

Religious studies deepen this perspective by introducing the concept
of ultimate concerns.?® In order to make these concerns manifest in life
stories, Renske Kruizinga operationalises them as a combination of core
values on the one hand and fundamental worldviews on the other. Life feels
meaningful when these concerns are realised, when our lives cohere to what
we feel is most valuable and to how we believe the world is supposed to work.
‘Meaningful’ in this regard needs to be distinguished from ‘making sense’.
Where making sense may refer to understanding how life events were caused
or came to be, the term meaningful points to a personal understanding of
those events as being in line with how the world is supposed to work and their
alignment to what someone holds dear. Such an understanding of meaning
adds to the more historical one proposed by Riisen.

Contingent, existential events can disrupt our sense of meaning.
They tend to destabilise the narrative plot of our life stories, precisely because
they deviate from the way we thought the world should work. To better
understand this connection between plot and the narrative understanding
of alife event, Kruizinga distinguishes three different explanations of such
events: situational, existential, and spiritual (see Table 2). Especially the
spiritual understanding of an event (it influences a person’s life which gives it
atranscendent — transcending the immanent — meaning) seems to affect those
ultimate concerns and therefore requires attention. Spiritual counselling
responds by inviting clients to alter their worldviews or to reflect on their
core values. How does a specific existential event help you to think differently
about the world and your life? From these reflections, new possible plots may
arise, that help to re-tell the life story in such a way that the once disruptive
event is integrated in an altered, but coherent narrative.”’ Because ultimate
concerns and narrative identity are intertwined, critique of a person’s story
often feels like critique of their deepest commitments. This explains why
narratives — personal life stories as well as historical narratives — evoke strong
emotions when challenged.

26  Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (Harper & Row 27 Kruizinga, ‘Het Lisa-model’.

1957) 1-29; Kruizinga, ‘Het Lisae-model’.



Situational

Existential

Spiritual

The event influences the person in question in that concrete situation.

The event transcends the situational meaning and has significance for the

person’s life; it influences their entire existence.

The event transcends the situational and existential meaning and influences
a person’s worldview of the individual in question which gives the

existential a transcendent — transcending the immanent — meaning.

Table 2. Interpretation of life events. Based on Kruizinga, ‘Het LisAe-model’, 219-221.

The present article is based on a qualitative research project which
analysed the historical narratives of students to explore their emplotment and
the way in which that emplotment corresponds to their ultimate concerns.
We aim to answer the following research question: How do students in key
stage 4, year 11 (4 havo), construct historical narratives to make meaning with
the past? In order to answer this question, three sub-questions need to be
answered. First of all, which historical persons, events, and developments do
students with different social identities consider historically significant and
why? Second, how do they bring these together using a specific plot to create
a coherent and meaningful whole? And third, how is this plot related to their
fundamental norms and values, or in other words, anchored ultimate life
goals?

Research design

Understanding historical narratives of students as meaningful constructs

Similar to personal life stories, students’ historical narratives about a shared
past align with social identity and worldviews, yet their connection to
ultimate concerns remains underexplored. This study adopts a methodology
inspired by the one proposed by Kruizinga to study the meaning-making
dimension of students’ historical consciousness. Although personal life
stories differ from a narrative understanding of the past, they share similar
characteristics — their narrative nature and the way they use emplotment to
create narrative closure. Here, meaning is understood as the relationship
between one’s emplotment in the narrative understanding of the past, its
narrative closure, and one’s ultimate concerns which are operationalised as
core values and fundamental worldviews. Such an understanding of historical
consciousness relates it closely to students’ narrative identity but adds an
existential dimension through those ultimate concerns. This approach needs
to consider certain challenges.

First, the narrative competence of secondary school students is still
developing, especially in the earlier years. Integrating historical knowledge
about events and people into an overarching plot proves to be particularly
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difficult for them.?® As a result, their image of the past often remains a

less than coherent collection of facts and, therefore, not very meaningful.

When students try to bring these facts together in a narrative plot, there is a

chance that they uncritically follow the narratives used in teaching materials

and textbooks. Only in later years and on the basis of appropriate history

education do they develop critical, historical narratives, and even then

students often tend to construct narratives that reduce the complexity of the

past in order to fit rather simple, teleological understandings.?® The research

design needs to take this into account.

Secondly, identity itself, especially social identity, is a complex

phenomenon: it is constantly and narratively constructed in relation to other

people —both to perceived social in- and out-groups as well as to elements

of one’s broader environment such as family, subcultures, and historical

culture(s).3° People combine multiple identities in diverse ways.3' Moreover,

the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman stressed the liquid nature of modern

identity: it has become an unending life project in which people regularly

deconstruct and (re)construct identities.3” Identity seems to be a constant

‘work in progress’, especially among adolescent high school students.

Moreover, the relationship between historical narratives and students’

narrative and social self-identification appears to be ambiguous. Although

social identities are often based on stories of a shared past, the ways in and

the extent to which this happens differ among individual students.3? This

study considers modern identity to be fluid, multiple, and narrative in nature,

in which personal experiences, collective memory, and shared values and

worldviews are intertwined. Because of this liquid nature of identities and

their ambiguous relationship with people’s historical narratives, describing

Kate Hawkey and Jayne Prior, ‘History, Memory
Cultures and Meaning in the Classroom’, Journal
of Curriculum Studies 43:2 (2011) 231-247. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2010.516022.
Mario Carretero and Floor van Alphen, ‘Do Master
Narratives Change Among High School Students?
A Characterization of How National History is
Represented’, Cognition and Instruction 32:3 (2014)
290-312. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/07370008.201
4.919298; Lévesque, ‘History as a “Gps”™.

Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human
Development: Experiments by Nature and Design
(Harvard University Press 1979); John C. Turner
and Katherine J. Reynolds, ‘The Social Identity
Perspective in Intergroup Relations: Theories,
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students’ identities cannot be based on pre-set categories. Such categories

would not necessarily match students’ understanding of their own identities.

These challenges and the focus of the research questions call for a

qualitative, narrative approach that enables participants to articulate their

own understandings of the past. Such an approach, however, also brings

significant methodological and ethical challenges in both data collection and

analysis. Narratives are inherently co-constructed, shaped by the presence of

both real and imagined audiences.>* They are also multivoiced, containing

internal tensions, historical discourses, and ambiguities that extend beyond

the speaker’s explicit intentions.3> Moreover, narratives are influenced by

the context in which they are produced and by the questions posed.36 These

dynamics are inseparable from broader cultural power relations, which

shape how individuals experience and interpret the past.3” When students

are asked to narrate their relationship with the past, both the assignment

itself, the educational setting, the interviewer, and implicit power structures

all influence the stories they tell. Such influences must be taken seriously

throughout the research process. As an exploratory study, the goal of this

article is not to produce a universal theory but to develop a contextualised

understanding of how students use images of the past to construct meaning

in their lives. The resulting interpretations aim for theoretical plausibility and

remain open to revision in light of new data or perspectives.

Participants

Participants were drawn from a single secondary school, 4 havo (key stage 4,

year 11; 15-17 years old). The school is a Roman Catholic school located in

a diverse neighbourhood of Tilburg, a former industrial town situated in
Noord-Brabant, a province in the south of the Netherlands. The student
population reflects the cultural and ethnic diversity of the surrounding area

and the school explicitly pursues a pedagogical policy aimed at fostering an

inclusive and safe learning environment.3®

All participants were recruited from the same history class, which the

researcher followed for an entire school year — that is 2022-2023. For most

students, history was a compulsory subject as part of their final examinations.

Catherine Kohler Riessman, Narrative Methods for
the Human Sciences (Sage Publication 2008) 31.
Ibidem, 105,

Ibidem, 107.

Kathy Charmaz, ‘The Power of Constructivist
Grounded Theory for Critical Inquiry’, Qualitative
Inquiry 23:1 (2017) 34-45. DOI: https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/1077800416657105.

38

In the Dutch education system, public and
denominational schools (including religious
schools) receive equal state funding. While many
schools are formally affiliated with a religious
tradition, this affiliation generally has little direct
impact on the history curriculum or on the way

history is taught in practice.
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They had three 45-minute history lessons per week. All students had
previously followed mandatory history education, covering world history
from prehistory up to contemporary history. During the year in which data
were collected, the curriculum addressed history from prehistory up to the
industrial revolution.

The research project was presented as part of the regular school
curriculum. It consisted of an assignment and interviews with the students,
the majority of which were conducted during the history lessons. In total,
fourteen students of the total of thirty in that class participated; thirteen
took part in the interviews, while one student completed only the initial
assignment. No pre-selection was made based on social identity or cultural or
ethnic background. Instead, social identities were articulated by the students
themselves during the interviews.

Data collection tools

To explore the anchored ultimate life goals within students’ historical
narratives, two successive data collection instruments were employed: an
assignment and a semi-structured interview. In the assignment, students
were asked to select historical actors and events from the period between
1800 and the present that they personally considered to be significant. This
was a historical concept they had learnt to work with in their history class,
in line with general historical insights.3? Students were deliberately not
asked to review the entirety of human history, as selecting examples from
approximately 5,000 years would have constituted an overly complex task.
Limiting the historical scope enabled students to select a manageable number
of examples, while still allowing them to identify longer-term developments.
Students were asked to design a museum exhibition using their
selected examples. For the purposes of this research, the exhibition consisted
of two rooms: one devoted to historical actors and one to historical events. As
concrete examples, students received fifty cards — twenty depicting historical
actors and thirty depicting events (see Figure 1 for examples). The cards were
intended primarily as narrative building blocks. Some represented topics
commonly addressed in the Dutch history curriculum, while others referred
to events or figures that receive little or no attention, such as the abolition of
the Islamic Caliphate in 1924 or Magnus Hirschfeld, an early advocate for gay
emancipation. This diversity was intended to signal that the students’ own
perspectives were welcome and that they were not restricted to previously

39 Peter Seixas, ‘Mapping the Terrain of Historical and Tom Morton, The Big Six Historical Thinking
Significance’, Social Education 61:1 (1997) 22-27; Concepts (Nelson Education 2013) 12-39.

Lévesque, Thinking Historically, 39-61; Peter Seixas



taught material. In addition, students received ten blank ‘joker cards’ on
which they could include examples of their own choosing.

Students arranged their selected cards on a sheet depicting the
exhibition walls in two dimensions. They transformed the cards into a so-
called ‘living timeline’ by assigning a vertical position to them: actors and
events perceived as more positive were placed higher on the wall, while more
negative actors and events were placed lower (Figure 2).#° Thus, the historical
concept of significance was expanded with an ethical component that allows
for a discussion of underlying values.

Based on their exhibition, students were subsequently interviewed.
During the interview, which was recorded, students guided the interviewer
through their exhibition, explaining their choices and the relationships
between actors and events. When the living timeline exhibited a clear shift
—from predominantly positive to predominantly negative valuations or
vice versa — this shift was explored further through open-ended questions.
For example: ‘T see that you evaluate the Shoah very negatively, while the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which followed shortly thereafter,
is evaluated very positively. How do you understand the relationship
between these two events?’ Students were also invited to reflect on broader
developments across the period, such as: ‘Do I understand correctly that the
struggle for equal rights is a central theme in your exhibition? How do you
see this development across history? Is the situation better now than 200 years
ago? If not, why?’

In spiritual care, counsellors typically adopt an active role during
interviews in order to explore narrative plots and their relationship to
anchored ultimate life goals. Since individuals do not usually reflect
consciously on such goals, counsellors interpret the client’s narration
during the interview, ask follow-up questions when relevant themes
emerge, and offer tentative interpretations for reflection. Within
educational history, memory studies, and educational sciences, such an
interactive approach is uncommon, as researcher embeddedness is often
assumed to compromise objectivity.*' However, to access the narrative plots
and the anchored ultimate life goals embedded in historical narratives,
the interviewer in this study deliberately adopted a role akin to that of a
spiritual counsellor. This form of qualitative narrative research necessarily
involves co-creation: both the context in which the narrative is produced
(here, the assignment and interview) and the role of the interviewer shape
the resulting story.

40 The term ‘living timeline’ refers to a pedagogical over time, including shifts in evaluation and
variant of the timeline in which historical significance.
developments are not presented as a static 41 Johan Smit, Tot de kern komen. De kunst van
sequence, but as a dynamic configuration that het pastorale gesprek (Uitgeverij Kok 2013)

invites students to articulate and visualise change 81-86.
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Figure 1. Examples of instructional cards used by students in a museum-based learning assignment and a living time-
line exercise. The cards depict key persons and events discussed in the curriculum: Sojourner Truth (1797-1883), Ame-
rican abolitionist and women’s rights activist; Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966), Egyptian intellectual and leading ideologue of
the Muslim Brotherhood; the Fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) symbolising the end of German division; and the opening
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Sojourner Truth
(1797-1883)

Sojourner Truth, born Isabella Baumfree, was an
American abolitionist and women'’s rights
activist. She was born into slavery and after her
escape became known for her fight for women’s
rights and for the abolition of slavery.

TNt the St pport the Substance.
SOJOURNER TIRUTH.

Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966)

Sayyid Qutb was an important ideologue of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. He is seen as an
important thinker of modern and political
Islamism. He argued that a return to the world of
true Islam would bring about a more just society.
He also developed ideas that have been
interpreted by some as justifying violence
against rulers and societies considered un-
Islamic.

Fall of the Berlin Wall (1989)

In 1961, the GDR built a wall that separated
East Berlin from West Berlin. This wall made
travel from East to West Germany extremely
difficult and tightly controlled, and therefore
symbolised the division of Germany into the
FRG and the GDR. In 1989, pressure from the
East German population had become too great,
and the East German government opened the
border. The Soviet Union, which had long
supported the communist government of the
GDR, did not intervene. Partly due to the fall of
the wall, Germany was reunited.

First mosque in the Netherlands (1955)

On 20 May 1955, the foundation stone was laid
for the construction of one of the first purpose-
built mosques in the Netherlands. Wives of
members of the Muslim community collected
money for the construction. Initially, the
municipality of The Hague halted construction
because the design of the mosque was
considered not to fit into the Dutch streetscape,
with the planned minarets in particular seen as
problematic. The mosque was given a more
adapted design, which was later modified.

of the first mosque in the Netherlands (Mobarak Mosque, The Hague, 1955)."

'Source: Portrait of Sojourner Truth (by The Library of Congress from Washington, pc, https://commons.wikimedia.
org/w/index.php?curid=100597990); Photograph of Sayyid Qutb (Public domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Sayyid_Qutb.jpg#/media/File:Sayyid_Qutb.jpg); Photo of the Fall of the Berlin Wall (By Sue Ream, cc 8Y 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8377443); Photo of the Mobarak Mosque (By Pvt pauline — Own

work, cc BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=9398756).
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sayyid_Qutb.jpg#/media/File:Sayyid_Qutb.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8377443
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=9398756

Analysis

From constructivist grounded theory, the present study thus adopts
an emphasis on the co-constructed and socially situated nature of narrative
data.*” This perspective supported ongoing reflexivity regarding the
researchers’ interpretive role, particularly because data collection and analysis
occurred simultaneously during the interviews. Reflexivity was enacted in
several ways. Interviews allowed for probing questions when analytically
relevant and tentative interpretations were occasionally offered to participants
for confirmation or correction, for example, by highlighting recurring themes
and inviting reflection. In doing so, the interviewer sought to privilege the
students’ own words. However, the interview questions inevitably prompted
reflection on narrative elements that might otherwise have remained implicit.
Consequently, the resulting data required careful and methodical analysis.

This study combines elements of informed grounded theory and
constructivist grounded theory.*3 It is ‘informed’ in the sense that existing
theoretical insights were systematically integrated into both data collection
and analysis — an approach that classical grounded theory would reject. In

its classical form, grounded theory is a qualitative approach in which theory
is generated inductively from data through systematic coding and constant
comparison. Prior literature is deliberately set aside during the initial stages
of analysis to avoid imposing predefined conceptual frameworks. At the same
time, the research remained open to emerging insights, which prompted new
questions and the refinement or addition of codes.

The analysis proceeded in several chronological stages. It began with
an examination of the living timelines produced during the preliminary
assignment. For each timeline, we reviewed which historical actors and
events students had selected, the moral valuations they assigned to these
examples, and the overall direction of the timeline — whether it moved from
predominantly negative to positive assessments towards the present, the
reverse, or showed no clear development. These initial observations informed
the subsequent interviews and helped identify potential turning points that
required further exploration.

The interviews were then analysed using the coding schemes
provided in the appendices. The first phase of coding focused on students’
individual choices. These were coded inductively, using the categories for
types of historical significance and values as formulated in Tables 4 and 5
(see Appendix). This open coding remained closely tied to the students’

42 Robert Thornberg, ‘Informed Grounded Theory’, (2012) 243-259. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00313

Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research 56:3 831.2011.581686.

43 Thornberg, ‘Informed Grounded Theory’.
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of the four museum rooms used in the learning assignment, as developed and
arranged by students. Each sheet represents a wall of a designated museum room and includes a stylised doorway
and the assignment’s zero-line, which served as a temporal and conceptual reference point. The photograph was
taken prior to the collective discussion of the assignment and documents the initial spatial configuration of the living

timeline exercise. Photograph by the principal investigator.



own formulations but allowed us to understand the underlying core values
as elements of the students’ ultimate concerns and their relations with the
students’ narrativity.

The second phase concerned the interpretation of major shifts within
the timelines. Turning points — moments where the evaluative direction of
the narrative changed — were coded using the categories from Table 4 (see
Appendix), distinguishing situational, existential, and spiritual explanations,
based on the work of Kruizinga, and complemented by intentional and
structural causation drawn from historical theory.** This allowed us to
determine what kinds of explanatory frameworks students mobilised when
accounting for historical change: how does change happen, how is historical
change related to history in general and to human nature? These insights in
turn helped us understand the students’ (historical) worldview, as the second
element of their ultimate concerns.

To ensure consistency, a selection of interviews was independently
coded by multiple researchers; discrepancies were discussed and resolved,
after which the principal investigator, Gijs van Gaans, systematically reviewed
all coding decisions. For each student, an analytical vignette was compiled
combining the coded significance, explanatory frameworks, narrative
direction, and the student’s own articulation of social self-identification.

Based on this full dataset, each vignette was used to determine
the narrative plot that was most characteristic of the student’s historical
understanding. This involved assessing both the overarching development
expressed in the timeline or articulated in the interview, and the degree to
which agency was attributed to members of the student’s own social in-group.
Because the plots examined in this study concern two centuries of world
history and relate to social identities, they extend beyond individuals’ own life
stories. Since the plots presented in Table 1 were originally formulated with
reference to such personal life narratives, they were, on the basis of a pilot study,
reformulated for the analysis of the data collected in this research.*> These
reformulated plots are presented in Table 3. Together, these steps enabled a
coherent reconstruction of the ways in which students narratively organised the
past and connected it to their own identities and fundamental values.

Results

Some remarks on student self-identification
Students were invited to reflect on their own identities either spontaneously,
when explaining their choices, or more explicitly at the end of the interview.

44 Kruizinga, ‘Het Lisa-model’. verkennend onderzoek onder hbo-studenten
45 Gijs van Gaans, ‘De zingevende functie van geschiedenis’, Dimensies. Tijdschrift voor didactiek

historische narratieven van studenten. Een van de mens- en maatschappijvakken 11 (2023) 48-52.
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Romantic  The plot tells of an Concrete indications: The student expresses that the

improvement or
growth in history,
but the actors of
the significant in-
group have little

influence on it.

The plot tells of a

deterioration or
decline in history,
but the actors of
the significant in-
group have little

influence on it.

The plot tells of a

deterioration or
decline in history,
but the actors of
the significant in-
group have a lot

of influence on it.

The plot tells of an

improvement or
growth in history,
but the actors of
the significant
in-group have a
lot of influence

onit.

world/humanity is in a better position now than

it was 200 years ago, for example by describing a
clear progress in the timeline or by confirming this
progress after further questioning. The student
does not explain historical changes that led to this
progress, whether structurally or intentionally (see
Table 2), through the agency of historical actors

from their own social in-group.

Concrete indications: The student expresses that the

world/humanity is in a worse position now than

it was 200 years ago, for example by describing a
clear decline in the timeline or by confirming this
decline after further questioning. The student
does not explain historical changes that led to this
progress, whether structurally or intentionally (see
Table 2), through the agency of historical actors

from their own social in-group.

Concrete indications: The student expresses that the

world/humanity is in a worse position now than

it was 200 years ago, for example by describing a
clear decline in the timeline or by confirming this
decline after further questioning. The student does
clearly explain historical changes that led to this
progress, whether structurally or intentionally (see
Table 2), through the agency of historical actors

from their own social in-group.

Concrete indications: The student expresses that the

world/humanity is in a better position now than

it was 200 years ago, for example by describing a
clear progress in the timeline or by confirming this
progress after further questioning. The student
does clearly explain historical changes that led to
this progress, whether structurally or intentionally
(see Table 2), through the agency of historical

actors from their own social in-group.

Table 3. Adapted codes on plots.

These reflections revealed a heterogeneous group of students, not only in
terms of cultural or ethnic background, but also in how they themselves
conceptualised ‘identity’. Some students articulated their identity primarily
in social or cultural terms, while others foregrounded personal traits,
interests, or everyday practices. Four students explicitly voiced a non-Dutch



cultural or ethnic background: Turkish, Kurdish, Somalian, and Ghanaian.
The first three also expressed an Islamic identity. One Dutch student stressed
her female gender identity. The other students described their identities in
terms of hobbies and personal identity traits, such as ‘I like to party’,‘ITam a
diabetes patient’ or ‘T am a social person’.

Importantly, identity appeared to be articulated relationally and
contextually. The interviewer’s (Gijs van Gaans) perceived cultural and social
position may have contributed to differences in how students expressed
shared or divergent identities, suggesting that self-identification functioned
as an interactive and situational practice rather than a fixed attribute. For
example, student 3, who is Ghanaian, was asked by the male, white, middle-

Aa73A¥3LSI19 ANV “13LX08 NVA ‘A[INIAVS ‘SNVVD NVA

aged and Dutch interviewer to describe her identity.
109
[Interviewer] ‘If you had to describe yourself and your identity, what are things

you think about? What describes you, who you are?’
[Student 3] ‘Erm. | am Ghanaian. | hold on to that very much.’
[Interviewer] ‘Yes...’

[Student 3] ‘I think it’s important that you, um, are proud of where you come

from and | also like, um, to be very expressive about that.’

[Interviewer] ‘I'm obviously not Ghanaian. Then tell me what makes that so
special, what makes you say: that’s the beauty of being Ghanaian, I'm proud of
that!’

[Student 3] ‘Erm... ... erm... yes... what should | say? In other words, our
culture. We belonged to the British before we became independent. So erm...
For a very long time, we have not been able to express our culture, so to speak.
When we became independent, that became more and more, our music

became a bit more extensive. It went all over the world. Afrobeats became

1SVd 3HL HLIM DONINVIW IXNVW SLNIANLS HOLNA MOH

more popular; our food became more famous. And | think that, um, that, that

we want to do that to this day so as not to feel that oppression.’46
Within the context of the school and that of the interview, the student felt that
her ethnic background characterised her identity best; while connecting that
identity with a past she did not share with the interviewer and with cultural
traits she felt proud of.

Selection of historical actors and events

Tables 7 and 8 (see Appendix) present an overview of the historical events
and actors selected by students, along with the mean value assigned to them

46 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 3.
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(where 1 =very negative and 5 = very positive). The analysis of students’
exhibitions shows a marked convergence in the selection of actors. A limited
number of figures recurred across most timelines, most notably Martin
Luther King Jr. and Napoleon. Their prominence can be largely explained

by curricular exposure: King’s ‘I Have a Dream’ speech had been discussed
extensively in Dutch language classes, while Napoleon featured prominently
in history lessons. Other actors had not yet been addressed during the school
year itself, and some had not been discussed at all over the preceding years.

Although students often selected the same actors — 57 out of the 9o
selections in total were at least shared by seven students — their evaluations
were not uniform. Most figures were positioned positively on the timeline, yet
asmall number elicited more ambivalent or negative judgments. Adolf Hitler
and Ho Chi Minh were consistently placed at the bottom, whereas Winston
Churchill was generally positioned more neutrally. Greta Thunberg provoked
the most divergent responses, ranging from strong admiration to explicit
rejection, indicating that contemporary figures could evoke conflicting moral
interpretations. Notably, students occasionally used a limited number of
‘jokers’ to include actors they considered indispensable, particularly Hitler.
Three actors were not selected by any student: Pim Fortuyn, Els Borst — two
prominent Dutch politicians from the late twentieth century —and Marie
Curie./

A similar pattern emerged in the selection of historical events. While
most students chose examples that overlapped to a large extent, the meanings
attributed to these events varied more than those attributed to actors. Events
were more frequently evaluated in neutral or negative terms. The Holocaust,
for instance, was not always selected as a separate event, as some students
understood it as part of the Second World War. Nevertheless, all students
referred to it during the interviews, indicating its implicit significance within
their historical understanding.

Ultimate concerns 1: values and motivations for assigning significance
We operationalised ultimate concerns in historical narratives as a

combination of core values and world views. During the interviews, students
were invited to explain why particular actors and events mattered to them.

Pim Fortuyn was a well-known Dutch politician, for Health, Welfare and Sport, she pursued a
widely considered to be one of the main populists progressive policy, including the legalisation of
in contemporary Dutch politics. Although euthanasia. As a woman she may be considered
murdered in 2002, his political legacy is often significant for Dutch history and was added to
referred to today. It was expected the students the given set of examples to allow students to
would have selected Fortuyn more often. Els incorporate more women in their timeline.

Borst was a politician and professor. As Minister



Their responses rarely drew on formal criteria of historical significance;
rather, they articulated meaning through a small set of value-laden themes
that recurred across accounts — most prominently freedom and equality,
alongside peace, technology, and the environment. A small number

of statements referred only to general effects of these events without
further specification, and some resisted neat categorisation. The detailed
distribution of these themes over all interviews is available in Table 6

(see Appendix), but the analysis below privileges how students narrated
significance in their own terms.

Students commonly expressed a sense that the present is, in important
respects, ‘better’ than the past, especially in the social domain. Ten students
spoke of growing freedom and equality, while acknowledging persistent
inequalities and uneven access to these gains. Technological change, by
contrast, elicited ambivalent evaluations: six students appreciated increased
convenience and connectivity but worried about social consequences
— particularly the effects of the internet on social relationships and
everyday interaction. Environmental concerns were also voiced, often as a
counterweight to narratives of improvement.

Although progress was a powerful frame, it did not monopolise
students’ thinking. All students integrated elements of decline into their
accounts, and one student developed a distinctly pessimistic plot in which
power holders repeatedly exploit crises — citing, for example, the coviD-19
pandemic — to scapegoat others. In general, students’ accounts reveal a
dynamic interplay between optimism about social advances and caution about
technology and ecology.

Across interviews, students tended to argue for significance by direct
reference to their fundamental values rather than by embedding choices
within a larger, architectonic narrative of historical development. Freedom
and equality were mentioned by almost all, but the mode of justification
varied. Students who explicitly articulated a minority identity within
the Netherlands more often connected their selections to personal lived
experience, family histories, or ongoing inequities. Other students, who
did not explicitly articulate a minority identity, justified choices in more
general terms — what might be described as textbook formulations of impact
—emphasising scale or consequence without specifying concrete mechanisms
or personal resonance. The inclusion of same-sex marriage by student 1
illustrates this contrast, as discussed below.

Student 1, identifying as a Somalian Muslim, first discussed
Sayyid Qutb, an influential Egyptian Islamist thinker associated with
the Muslim Brotherhood, whose writings have been central to the
development of modern political Islam. The student acknowledged limited
prior knowledge of this actor and framed his interest through religious
identification:

Aa73A¥3LSI19 ANV “13LX08 NVA ‘A[INIAVS ‘SNVVD NVA

m

1SVd 3HL HLIM DONINVIW IXNVW SLNIANLS HOLNA MOH



ARTICLE — ARTIKEL

‘Well, yes, | could relate to that a bit because | am Muslim. Therefore, | found
it interesting. | did not think it was really historically significant, though.[...]
Islam is not something that you merely learn, it’s something that you do in
daily life, even in the smallest of things. For example, nowadays, alcohol and

drugs are legal, but our faith does not allow that.48

Later, he argued for including the legalisation of same-sex marriage within a
broader commitment to equal rights across all groups:

‘Well, 1 am not gay. | am just straight. That doesn’t really matter. But | believe, so
to speak, just like the others [referring to other social struggles, including African
Americans and the Civil Rights Act] that everybody should have the same rights,
everyone should be able to be themselves. So gay marriage. .. that should also be
possible. | am also a Muslim myself, if a mosque must be allowed and women can

have rights, then gay people can also marry whoever they want, right?"49

In this formulation, the event of the same-sex marriage acquires significance
as a testament to civil liberties that benefit society as a whole, including the
speaker himself. So, on this specific topic, he says that his identity as a Muslim
does not matter, but his understanding of equality before the law does, which
is indirectly influenced by his identification as a minority that is not always
treated equally. Student 2, who likewise self-identifies as a Muslim, engages
in a comparable line of reasoning when he justifies his selection of the first
mosque in the Netherlands by adopting a collective ‘we’ perspective.

‘Of course, that brings a lot of positive [things] for me. It is the first mosque in
the Netherlands, which means that we can live in the Netherlands in a normal

world.’°

A similar pattern of linking historical developments to personal experiences
appears in the reflections of Student 5, who emphasised her identity as a
woman. When discussing the introduction of universal women’s suffrage in
the Netherlands, she draws on her own experience of women’s opinions being
taken less seriously than those of men.

[student 5] “Yes, | also included [the card of] universal suffrage for women in
1919. Yes, it has just been very important for women and history. | put it a bit in
the middle [of the vertical axis of the timeline]. Yes, as a guideline because it is a

positive thing, but women still didn’t have much say in it.’

48 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 1, 50 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 2,
22 June 2023. 22 May 2023.

49 Ibidem.



[Interviewer] ‘Not yet, you mean?’
[student 5] “Yes.

[interviewer] ‘Do you think that women are still not fully participating? Not

equal?’

[student 5] ‘Yes, because | feel, [that], if you ask a man for an opinion and that of

awoman, [they] usually listen to the man’s.’>"

Ultimate concerns 2: explanations of change and worldviews
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Because students generally did not frame their choices within a larger
narrative structure, explicit causal links between events and actors were 13
initially thin. When prompted to explore connections, the explanations

they presented were diverse but could be clustered around two modes. Some
students referred to a proximate context (direct causes and immediate effects),
while others appealed to general, more existential, tendencies in human
behaviour (Table 9, see Appendix). This more existential explanation is visible
when student 7 was asked to explain why World War I started:

‘Well, some people believed that some people did not get the same thing as
others anyway and that countries were not equal, and that some people wanted
to have stuff from other people, which was not possible. And, yeah, | believe this

is why these things happen. People think that others are unfair.’>?

Here, great power rivalry and grievance are translated into recognisable
interpersonal motives of envy and perceived unfairness rather than into
structural accounts of imperial competition or alliance dynamics. Notably,
no student referenced their social self-identification to support their causal
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reasoning.

Emplotment and the question of the ‘spiritual’ and the primacy of the existential

The emplotment codes used in the analysis of students’ narratives were
derived from two criteria: the perceived direction of historical development
(progress or decline) and the degree of agency attributed to the social in-
group (see Table 1). The timelines produced for the assignments did not
follow a clear linear trajectory; instead, they moved back and forth through
time, alternating between high and low points. Only in the interviews did
more coherent narrative patterns emerge, when students were prompted

51 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 5, 52 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 7,

23 May 2023. 24 May 2023.
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with the question: “‘When visitors leave your exhibition, how would you like
them to look back on history — with a sense of progress, decline, or neither?’
However, even though most students verbalised that the world had improved
during the last two hundred years, they did not hold a specific social group
responsible. Although respondents explained the role the historical actors
they selected had played in history, it seems that they did neither include them
to their own social in-group nor connect them to historical events. This may
relate to the predominance of existential explanations: for most students,
events seemed to have happened because that is who humans are, or what
human life is (see Table 9: Appendix). The preference for such explanations
indicates a distinctly historical worldview in which human nature is seen as
immutable and therefore regarded as a reliable causal factor.

The datainvited, but ultimately resisted, a spiritual reading of
students’ explanations. In pastoral or spiritual care, notions such as calling,
sin, grace, or abandonment may frame experience; these terms did not
appear in students’ historical reasoning and are arguably ill-suited to their
understanding of the past. A more promising approach was to ask whether
students construed history as a growing manifestation of fundamental values
—equality, for instance — with individual actors and events contributing to
an overarching moral trajectory. Yet, even with this broader interpretation,
the interviews yielded little evidence of a spiritualised narrative of history.
Students’ accounts remained primarily existential, emphasising recurring
human dispositions over teleological moral progress.

Student 15 exemplifies this tendency. Discussing Sojourner Truth, he
reflected on the discrimination faced by his non-white friends while shopping:

[Student 15] ‘I just think people just don’t trust them [his friends] and think that
people don’t change, and that it will always stay that way.’

[Interviewer] ‘Ok, what are they [the shopkeepers] afraid of then?’

[Student 15] ‘Of aggressive behaviour, and it’s just that they change and take over

the world at once. Taking over the world in one go, that they become dominant.’3

This reasoning is existential: discrimination persists because fear persists.
Later, when asked about a causal connection between the Shoah and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, he answered:

‘Uh yes, just uh, they noticed how bad it was that human rights were not the
same, and yes, something had to be done about it. And then such a statement
that just puts it, — how do you phrase that? — just puts an end to it. Like: we think
this should be done!’>4

53 Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 15, 54 Ibidem.

22 May 2023.
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His timeline gives pride of place to Martin Luther King Jr. and Sojourner
Truth and elevates the Dutch constitution, the abolition of slavery, and

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, while placing the Shoah at

the bottom as the paradigmatic negation of equality. Yet, when invited to
characterise the overall trajectory of history — progress, decline, or ups and
downs —he opted for the latter. Despite his strong commitment to equality, he
did not perceive history as a story of its improvement. The absence of a stable
plotanchored in a collective agent (a social in-group, for instance) recurs across
interviews: students typically refrained from attributing large-scale change

to groups they identified with, preferring instead to speak of humanity in
general.

How ultimate concerns affect students’ historical narrativity: the example of student 3

We will now examine in greater detail the narrative understandings of
student 3, whose narrative understanding of the past was the most personal
and therefore provides the best insight into the role that ultimate concerns
may play in students’ historical narrativity.

Student 3 self-identified as Ghanaian, and thereby African, and
articulated a sense of connection to themes of justice and equality through
an intergenerational memory of enslavement. In discussing her choice of the
abolition of slavery, she stated:

‘Yes, of course, that must be added anyway, sorry. But [...] we had Ghanaian
slaves. Surinam. All those people, all slaves. Me, | think that um... Look, for
me, that has less impact, because | have not experienced it, but for example
this subject, for my parents and grandparents, is very heavy. | don’t think that’s
something to forget.’>

She compared slavery to the Holocaust, emphasising that both should

be remembered. When asked whether she feels slavery receives sufficient
attention at school, she argues that it receives very little attention and that

it is discussed ‘too carefully’. She believes the same is true for the Holocaust.
She would like to emphasise that the effects of slavery did not end with its
abolition. Her explanation for selecting the abolition of slavery and the Berlin
Conference is explicitly tied to her own identity. About the Berlin Conference,
she says:

‘Africa itself was not even here, | think, was it? Yes, that’s why | put it at negative,

because why do you talk about Africa, but Africa is not there at all! That’s not okI’>®

Interview between Gijs van Gaans and Student 3, 56 Ibidem.

22 May 2023.
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This focus on equality also affected her selection of events and actors that are
not specifically related to slavery. For example, she selected two actors, Simone
de Beauvoir and Mohammed Hatta, and one event, the Berlin Conference, that
were less frequently chosen by other students (Tables 7 and 8). She explains
selecting Simone de Beauvoir, together with Aletta Jacobs, by arguing:

[student 3] ‘I am very outspoken! I'm telling you...’
[interviewer laughs]

[student 3] ‘’'m very honest. Not necessarily, no one can do anything to me, but
I think when | say something, | think it's important that everyone should be able
to say it. And | also think, um, they were also the first women who, let’s say...
Aletta Jacobs strived for the equality for women. And those women... She was,
so to speak, not the contemporary woman, or, yes, the woman who was not
really expected, [...] not something a typical woman had to be. | think that’s

important.’>7

In discussing her selected events, student 3 referred to three core values:
equality, justice, and freedom. The first two were especially important to
her. For example, with regard to 9/11, she acknowledged the suffering in
the United States but emphasised that specific social groups — which she
did not specify — were cast in a bad light and denied a fair chance in society.
Later in the interview she also explained how former classmates with an
Indonesian background were affected by the very brief discussion in class of
the decolonisation of Indonesia and its effects on their families, something
she considered unfair. At one point the interviewer asked:

[interviewer] ‘Well, hey, we have seen a number of people, many people who
also fought for equal rights. We also see a number of events at the top of your
timeline, in which those equal rights are emphasised in some way, magnified
you could say. Erm. And in the bottom row, we often see people and events that

limit that equality. Is equality, is that also an important value for you?’

[student 3] ‘I wouldn’t even argue about that. For me, equality is just very
important. Because, erm [student 3 pauses for a short while]. Well. How am

| going to put it? Well. Back in elementary school and about until the second
grade [of high school], | wasn’t as outspoken as | am now. | was quite, erm. ..

| was very much on my own, so all the feelings and stuff [| kept to myself] and

that was mainly because | was bullied a lot in primary school.58

Here we see how both individual and ethnic aspects of the personal interact
with her historical narrativity. She shared a story about slavery that she

57 Ibidem. 58 Ibidem.



considered important to remember and insufficiently addressed at school.
She recognised similar experiences among students from other migrant
backgrounds. At the same time, she has experienced inequality and injustice
in her own personal life. These experiences made her value justice and
equality, values she used to orient herself in time.

Student 3 primarily used intentional explanations to make sense of
the past, with an existential character. For example, when asked why the 9/11
attacks occurred, she argued:

‘Erm... | think many people look much more at the ‘me’ than at the ‘them’

[other people] or something. Erm. | am talking about, erm, not only about
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Muslims or religion or something, but | also talk about other groups, for
example Christianity, Black people, or Asians. For example, after the coronavirus 17
or something, there was also a certain view of Chinese and Asians. [...] I think a

lot of people don’t realise, erm, how bad it is until it happens to themselves.?

Later in the interview she explained how the Civil Rights Act could have
passed while racial discrimination still existed in the United States:

‘I don’t think it was one person who did that. There are several events that
evoke a realisation in people of “Hey, this is actually not possible!” | think that’s
why democracy is very important, that you can cast your vote, erm that you can
vote at all, that you can say something. If those people hadn’t said anything, |

wouldn’t have been here.’6°

Although she recognises structural causes, she focuses on people who
protested and enacted change. Interestingly, she also connected this American
event to her own life.
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In student 3’s interview, we see how personal experiences — both
individual and ethnic —interact with her historical narrativity. These
experiences are closely related to this student’s ultimate concerns: her core
values and worldview. First, she values justice and equality, and uses these
values to orient her understanding of history. These values were used to
select actors and events, which were often explicitly linked to her personal
experiences. The past showed her that these values were not always upheld,
but also that people actively fought for them. Figures such as Aletta Jacobs and
Martin Luther King served as examples.

Second, student 3 used intentional explanations, linked to an
existential view of human nature. Negative events occur because people are
inherently egoistic; positive change is driven by people striving for equality

59 Ibidem. 60 Ibidem.
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and justice when they have had enough. We would therefore still classify
her narrative as one with a romantic plot (see Table 3): there are existential
challenges — visible even during the covib pandemic— but significant
progress has been made thanks to people who stood up for justice and
equality.

Student 3’s narrative supports the idea that for some students, history
is personal, bringing together collective memories, personal memories, and
historical knowledge. Her understanding of history not only helps her make
sense of the world, but also to attribute meaning to it: history tells her that we
must continue to work for equality and justice.

Conclusions and discussion

This article examined how Dutch secondary school students narratively
make sense of the past through a lens of ultimate concerns, operationalised
as a combination of fundamental values and historical worldviews.

Across interviews, equality and freedom emerged as the dominant values,
consistent with longitudinal findings on the values of Dutch youth.61
Students used these values to justify their selection of historical examples,
indicating that their historical understanding is value-laden; they
understood history as a manifestation of those values or as a ground for their
moral validity.

Historical worldviews were identified in the students’ emplotment
of change over time and in the causal explanations they offered for turning
points. Change was commonly explained in intentional and existential terms:
past actors, individually or collectively, acted in ways deemed fitting to human
nature. History seemed to be a source of these kinds of existential worldviews,
in which human actions based in this human nature were a decisive factor.
Ten out of thirteen students adopted a predominantly comic plot (see Table
3), construing history as gradual improvement in civil rights, technological
capacity, and living standards, while they also acknowledged ambivalences.
Two students used a more tragic plot, and one student’s narrative could not be
categorised.

Assalient difference appeared among students with explicitly
articulated social identities. These respondents made direct connections
between historical examples and their personal experiences and self-
understandings, rendering history more personally consequential. As
the example of student 3 shows, for some learners, history is inherently
personal, intertwining collective memory, individual recollection, and

61 Monique van Dijk-Groeneboer and Briene van en samenleving 14:2 (2019) 144-173. DOI: https://doi.

Herpen-de Regt, ‘Jongeren en hun waarden’, Religie org/10.54195/RS.11577.
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formal historical knowledge. This student’s conception of history not only
enables her to interpret the world around her, but also to ascribe meaning to
it: for her, history conveys the imperative to continue to strive for equality
and justice. Her narrative serves as the best example of how history is used
to make meaning, to reflect on what it means to be human, what is valuable
and what to expect from life, but in this she was not unique. Other students
also connected their images of the past to their core values and worldviews,
including through existential explanations.

Because students did not differ significantly in their selection of
specific historical topics, or in their expressed core values, our findings
offer a possible explanation for the varied responses to sensitive topics:
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these divergences may stem less from differential knowledge or even value
commitments than from personal relationships with the past. 19

The limited sample of our study, the interviewer’s embeddedness, and
the school-based context of data collection do not allow for any generalisation
of our results. For example, the ways in which history had been framed in
class likely shaped the students’ reasoning. For instance, the prominence
of Martin Luther King in course materials may have influenced the more
common selection of this historical actor, and the school’s inclusivity ethos
may have affected the dynamics of the interviews. The embedded design did
however enable an exploration of anchored ultimate life goals within student
narratives, a dimension that receives little attention in studies of historical
learning. These findings resonate with prior research.

Several studies already have underlined the link between social
identities and student engagement with sensitive history: teachers report
ethnic and cultural identity as central concerns, and studies show that
students’ comprehension of the past varies with social position and
background.62 The present article adds to this picture by demonstrating how
ultimate concerns — values and historical worldviews, together with personal
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experiences — shape narrative emplotment and, thereby, historical meaning-
making.

Other studies have implicitly targeted ultimate concerns and
worldviews. Tadashi Dozono argued that conventional disciplinary norms
can constrain meaning-making for students whose social identities are not
reflected in dominant epistemic frames.%3 Pedagogically, Fredrik Alvén’s idea
of the third-order ontological concepts of morality, ethics, and contested
notions of good and evil offer possibilities for connecting disciplinary

62 Peck, ‘Intersections’, 231-246; Seixas, ‘Historical 63 Tadashi Dozono, ‘Race and the Evidence of
Understanding’, 301-327; Epstein, Interpreting Experience: Accounting for Race in Historical
National History; idem, ‘Deconstructing Thinking Pedagogy’, Critical Studies in Education 63:4
Differences’, 397-423; Grever, Pelzer, and Haydn, (2022) 468-484. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/175084

‘High school students’, 207-229. 87.2021.1899951.
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history to students’ concerns.? The present article strengthens the case

for integrating these dimensions into teaching practice by creating space

for students to narrate their own understandings of the past. Narration is
necessary because ultimate concerns are highly individual and often tacit;
guided support helps students surface and organise the implicit structures by
which they make meaning.

The results both support and extend approaches to historical
consciousness that emphasise narrative competence, particularly Riisen’s
account of linking past, present, and future to produce meaningful
continuity.65 While narrative competence is often framed in civic or identity
terms, our data show that students’ historical narration also expresses deeper
existential orientations. Students did not merely situate themselves socially;
they articulated what they considered meaningful, valuable, and worth
striving for.

Research by Johannes Meyer-Hamme and Lale Yildirim demonstrates
that cultural background shapes the plots and exempla through which
students make historical sense and that history becomes personally relevant
when it helps situate one’s place in society.66 Our findings affirm these
insights while highlighting an underlying layer: implicit commitments
to ultimate concerns, operationalised here as a combination of core values
and (historical) worldviews, inform which narratives feel intelligible and
legitimate. Friedemann Scriba’s application of Hartmut Rosa’s resonance
concept offers a helpful interpretive frame in this regard.67 If resonanceis a
mode of being-in-the-world activated by meaningful contact with history,
then students’ narratives can be read as attempts to align ultimate life goals
with perceived historical dynamics of continuity and change.

This suggests that historical consciousness operates simultaneously
on several planes, including the cognitive, the social, and the existential.
Recognising the existential dimension broadens both research and pedagogy
by acknowledging that historical narratives mediate orientation towards
what ultimately matters. In this respect, the findings are compatible with
Zanazanian’s view of historical consciousness as embodied and culturally
practical, while they also point towards narrative-analytic methods for
studying such embodiment.®®

Because these embodied and often subconscious dimensions of
historical consciousness are difficult for students to recognise, many are

64 Alvén, ‘Controversial Issues’, 543-545. Geschichtsbewusstsein und Identitdt bei Jugendlichen

65 Riisen, History: Narration, 9-19; idem, Historik, 34-48. mit tiirkeibezogenem Migrationshintergrund der

66 Johannes Meyer-Hamme, Historische Identitdten und dritten Generation (transcript Verlag 2018).
Geschichtsunterricht. Fallstudien zum Verhdltnis von 67 Friedemann Scriba, Historicus*. Wie Wir geschichte
kultureller Zugehérigkeit, schulischen Anforderungen erleben: Resonanz — Verstehen — Begegnung (wbg
und individueller Verarbeitung (Schulz-Kirchner Academic 2023) 40-49.

Verlag 2009); Lale Yildirim, Der Diaspora Komplex. 68 Zanazanian, Historical Consciousness.



unable to articulate them, let alone grasp how they shape their understanding
of the past. New approaches, such as the one presented here, may therefore

be required to help students become aware of these underlying elements.

A key recommendation in this regard is to train teachers to recognise the
personal character of historical consciousness and students’ understandings
of the past, and to develop the pedagogical skills needed to invite students

to narrate history in their own terms, to listen attentively to these narratives,
and to stimulate them to identify the ultimate concerns and personal
experiences embedded within them. Such an approach would require a set of
competencies distinct from conventional historical skills.

For some history teachers, such an approach to historical narratives
may seem undesirable because it does not align with disciplinary epistemic
rigour. However, we suggest, in line with White’s work, that every
historical understanding is grounded in some prior, mostly subconscious,
understandings of the world, understandings that are value-laden.
Understanding our own biases may strengthen the disciplinary approach,
because it makes it possible to confront them in (scholarly) debate.

A narrative perspective helps clarify why history can be experienced
as sensitive. Drawing on Nathalie Heinich’s model of self-perception,
presentation, and attribution, alongside narrative psychology, this sensitivity
becomes more intelligible.69 Competing historical narratives assign
agency and meaning unevenly, potentially marginalising people whose
identities are narratively formed and tied to ultimate concerns. Because the
dominant cultural narratives, which are often embedded in curricula and
textbooks,’® carry normative authority, they may conflict with students’
prior understandings of the world and thus be felt as challenges to the self.
When historical narrativity contributes to meaning-making and experiencing
asense of belonging, competing narratives may be felt as a denial of those
foundations and, by extension, as misattributions of identity. Perceived
negation can generate emotional distress, which can help explain strong
reactions to certain topics. These dynamics underscore the need for further
research on how ultimate concerns shape narrative understanding and
reception in classrooms.

Future studies, finally, should examine larger and more diverse
cohorts, varied school contexts, and longitudinal developments in students’

69 Nathalie Heinich, Wat onze identiteit niet is Directions in Psychological Science 22:3 (2013) 233-238.
(Prometheus 2019) 51-66; Phillip L. Hammack, Dol: https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721413475622.
‘Narrative and the Cultural Psychology of 70 Tina van der Vlies, Echoing Events: The Perpetuation
Identity’, Personality and Social Psychological of National Narratives in English and Dutch History
Review 12:3 (2008) 222-245. DOI: https://doi. Textbooks, 1920-2010 (Brill and Vandenhoeck &
org/10.1177/1088868308316892; Dan P. McAdams Ruprecht Unipress 2022).

and Kate C. McLean, ‘Narrative Identity’, Current
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narrative competence, including how instructional designs that explicitly
engage ultimate concerns affect learning outcomes. Our conclusions also call
for teacher education that prepares practitioners to recognise and responsibly
engage the existential layer of historical consciousness without collapsing
disciplinary standards.

In sum, students may use historical narrativity, consciously or
unconsciously, to make meaning of history. These narratives guide selections
of exempla, organise plots of change, and provide moral orientation.
Recognising this dimension clarifies why sensitive topics evoke intense
responses and offers actionable avenues for pedagogy: to invite narration, to
scaffold emplotment, to engage third-order concepts, and to attend to the
resonance between students’ life worlds and the historical record.
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