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Meta-Conceptual Understanding for Developing Historical Thinking: An exploratory case study of disciplinary 
teaching and learning in an 11- to 12-year-old classroom in an English school.

 

Abstract 
For more than six decades, the Japanese National Curriculum has required teachers to cultivate 

pupils  capability to think historically, the so-called historical thinking ability [ ].  

There is, however, a lack of common understanding of what the capability is among educators in 

Japan. This has caused teachers serious problems in planning, teaching, and assessing pupils’ histor-

ical learning. In contrast, English history education has the idea of second-order concepts at the heart 

of “historical thinking.” A minority of Japanese research papers refer to English history education to 

understand what “historical thinking ability” means. They do not, however, look at the theory of 

“historical thinking” and practice in the classroom, but at the English National Curriculum and his-

tory textbooks. Drawing on data collected in English classroom contexts where disciplinary ap-

proaches to historical teaching and learning are cultivated, this paper reports an exploratory case 

study of the teaching of the second-order concept “Interpretations” in a Year 7 classroom (11- to 

12-year-old pupils). The paper aims to understand what second-order concepts mean in the context 

of disciplinary history as well as to understand how pupils are taught the meaning of concepts such 

as “Interpretations.” The data sets analyzed in this paper arise from the observation of one lesson 

taught to one class in one English secondary school. The paper also reports an in-depth analysis of 

the teacher’s support for pupils’ understanding of the idea of “Interpretations,” which helps pupils to 

understand history conceptually, at the start of a historical inquiry. Data were analyzed qualitatively. 

The study highlights the challenges of learning second-order concepts like “Interpretations” which 

can be very abstract to understand in the context of the past. The importance of the explicit study of 

the nature of interpretations before starting historical inquiries is highlighted as the use of strategies 

that aim to develop pupils’ conceptual understanding of the term, “an interpretation,” using visual 

sources and materials related to learners’ lives in the present. This paper presents one of the peda-

gogical aspects of fostering meta-conceptual understanding—developing explicit knowledge of 

second-order concepts. This aspect appears to be fundamental knowledge for pupils to develop, in 

order to advance historical thinking and inquiry-based learning. 
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