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Abstract
According to diverse research, historical thinking and historical accounts or 
narratives contain different dimensions. At least three such dimensions can be 
found: historical methods, rhetorical forms and ethical statements. The ethical 
dimension means that historical narratives contain ethical agendas; the rhetorical 
dimension implies that historical narratives consist of certain stylistic figures; the 
dimension of historical methods signifies that history is a science with certain 
methods that must be considered when constructing historical narratives. 
Although research on history teaching and assessment has made ​​great progress 
in recent years, it almost exclusively deals with the dimension of historical 
methods. This is problematic as students’ historical narratives, test responses or 
essays, contain all three dimensions, and all three dimensions seem to be taken 
into account when the students’ narratives are assessed. This study problematizes 
what happens when teachers in Sweden are only required to assess the dimension 
of historical methods. The research is based on an empirical investigation where 
teachers, using the knowledge requirements from the syllabus in history, assessed 
four historical narratives with focuses on different dimensions of the three. The 
results suggest that teachers find it difficult to accept a historical narrative that, 
on the one hand, corresponds to the dimension of historical methods but, on the 
other hand, contains ethical statements that do not correspond with the assessor’s 
own ethical understanding. 

Keywords: Sweden; assessment; bias; curriculum; grading; historical narratives – 
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Introduction 
According to philosophers of history and history education researchers, historical 
narratives comprise different dimensions (Alvén, 2017a; Rüsen, 2004; White, 1987; 
Ricœur, 1984). Researchers and thinkers base their conclusions on different ontological 
and epistemological starting points, but at least three important dimensions in historical 
narratives can be found in their works. There is a scientific approach to history, where 
the historical production is assessed by distinct criteria of how historical narratives 
should be interpreted and understood (Rüsen, 2004). There is also a political and moral 
dimension. This entails that history and historical mediation are included in political 
projects, such as nation building, the sanctioning of established power, or as effective 
tools to criticize contemporary society. It is not historical methods that are the primary 
tools to understand and convey history; rather, the value of history is embedded in 
the political goal (Alvén, 2017a, 2017b; Wertsch, 2002). When history is used to form 
or transform contemporary society, it also involves moral and ethical aspects (Gaddis, 
2002; Rüsen, 2005). Finally, the aesthetic dimension determines that historical narratives 

mailto:fredrik.alven@mau.se
mailto:fredrik.alven@mau.se
mailto:fredrik.alven@mau.se
mailto:fredrik.alven@mau.se
mailto:fredrik.alven@mau.se


Bias in teachers’ assessments of students’ historical narratives  307

History Education Research Journal 16 (2) 2019

are clothed in a rhetorical form, which may be more or less appealing and persuasive. 
History as a subject has its own stylistic and rhetorical figures (Coffin, 2006; White, 1973, 
1978). Indeed, the philosophers Ricœur (1984, 1985, 1988) and White (1973) agree that 
historical narratives are based on narrative forms. 

In this article, these three dimensions in history narratives are termed: (1) the 
historical thinking dimension – corresponding to the scientific use of history; (2) the 
ethical dimension – corresponding to morality, and moral or political statements; and 
(3) the rhetorical dimension – corresponding to ideas of how history narratives should 
be linguistically formulated.

In the mid-nineteenth century, the subject of history became compulsory in 
many Western countries and was seen as an instrument to strengthen citizens’ sense 
of national identity (Foster, 2011). Since then, national master narratives have played 
a central role in the subject of school history (Barton and Levstik, 2004; Carretero, 
2011). These national master narratives give the public – in this case, students – insight 
into important cultural themes, heroes, values and expected ethical behaviour (Kessler 
and Wong-MingJi, 2009). This is a simplistic history without nuances or different 
perspectives, and this simplistic way of understanding the nation’s history involves 
what Wertsch (1998) calls schematic narrative templates. Such schematic narrative 
templates may not only underpin destructive nationalist ideas, but also promote ideas 
about globalism, democracy, mutual international understanding and peace, but they 
are still often without nuances and immune to different perspectives (Alvén, 2017a; 
Foster, 2011; Pingel, 2010). Nietzsche (2010: 8–9) wrote about a monumental use of 
history, reminiscent of a master narrative:

History is necessary above all to the man of action and power who fights 
a great fight and needs examples, teachers and comforters; he cannot 
find them among his contemporaries … And yet if we really wish to learn 
something from an example, how vague and elusive do we find the 
comparison! If it is to give us strength, many of the differences must be 
neglected, the individuality of the past forced into a general formula and 
all the sharp angles broken off for the sake of correspondence.

Traditional history teaching, where the teacher explains and applies a national master 
narrative, also includes the three dimensions in a natural way (Stoel et al., 2015; 
VanSledright, 2011; Lee and Howson, 2009; Seixas, 2000). The national master narrative 
contains the rhetorical form by having an explicit beginning, a middle and an end, and 
distinct content that forces the story forward (Ricœur, 1984). The ethical dimension is 
relevant because the master narrative seeks to anchor patriotic feelings among students. 
Finally, the master narrative, although carefully selected, rests upon interpreted sources 
and historical events that underpin the historical thinking dimension. The use of history 
teaching as a means to build the nation through patriotic feelings, often characterized 
as a collective memory approach (Seixas, 2007; VanSledright, 2011), has recently come 
to be questioned. Many educationalists consider that this approach to teaching history 
belongs to the past – to a time when ethnically homogeneous nations were built with 
the help of a collective national master narrative (Carretero, 2017). Unfortunately, 
however, many political elites still see history as a nation-building exercise.

Instead of favouring memorizing a master narrative, recent research has 
emphasized that the teaching of history should consider how history is constructed, 
based on sources and causal beliefs. Research such as this was influential in Great Britain 
during the 1970s. Lee and Ashby (2000: 199) write that ‘the changes in English history 
education can … be described as a shift from the assumption that school history was 
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only a matter of acquiring substantive history to a concern with students’ second-order 
ideas’, that is, the disciplinary concepts of history. Investment in a new way of teaching 
history – the ‘New History’ – was extensive, headed by the inspirational Schools Council 
History Project (1972–4) (Berger, 2012). Influential researchers such as Ashby, Blow, Lee 
and Shemilt have documented results from the evaluation of the Schools Council History 
Project, and their further development of research over the following decades (Ashby 
and Edwards, 2010; Shemilt, 2000, 2009; Blow et al., 2015; Lee, 2004; Lee and Howson, 
2009). These researchers advocate a history teaching grounded in the discipline of 
history at the universities. Students should learn historical disciplinary methods. Much 
of this research is focused on second-order historical disciplinary concepts (Lee and 
Ashby, 2000), such as source criticism, historical causation, historical significance and 
historical empathy, which are supposed to help students understand the epistemology 
of history. Lee (1991: 48–9) summarizes the radically different approach originating 
from the New History, compared to views about history education that preceded it:

… it is absurd to say that schoolchildren know any history if they have no 
understanding of how historical knowledge is attained … The ability to 
recall accounts without any understanding of the problems involved in 
constructing them or the criteria involved in evaluating them has nothing 
historical about it.

In the wake of this project, much research about history teaching has focused on 
students’ own construction of history, that is, how they can be encouraged to think 
as historians and construct historical narratives on their own (Semmet, 2012; Laville, 
2004). There are many examples of researchers participating in, and even leading, 
projects that directly strive to persuade history teachers to teach historical thinking 
skills to students, rather than to employ a nationalistic master narrative. In Canada, 
Peter Seixas, among others, developed the Historical Thinking Project from 2006 
(http://historicalthinking.ca). In Germany, Andreas Körber is involved in the project 
Hitch: Historical Thinking: Competencies in History (Körber and Meyer-Hamme, 2015). 
Ercikan and Seixas (2015a: 255) write that ‘history educators around the world have 
mobilized curricular reform movements toward including complex thinking in history 
education, advancing historical thinking, developing historical consciousness, and 
teaching competence in historical sense making’.

Other contemporary processes have also challenged the national master 
narrative as the obvious approach to the subject of history. Globalization and migration, 
for instance, challenge such narratives (Rüsen, 2011). These processes challenge 
master narratives by introducing new ways of interpreting and understanding historical 
events, in the light of globalization and through the perspective on history of different 
peoples. Today, these new perspectives on history have explicitly been introduced into 
many classrooms in the West by the inclusion of students from many parts of the world. 
According to many researchers, the answer to the challenge of the master narrative in 
the classroom is to look upon history as a subject that not only can provide different 
perspectives on the past, but actually draws its strength from this possibility (Nordgren 
and Johansson, 2015; Grever, 2012; Seixas, 2009).

Today, researchers in the field of school history ask for teaching that is characterized 
by the students’ own thinking and their construction of historical accounts, as well as 
by allowing multiple perspectives on historical events. Indeed, the curricula in some 
countries even urge teachers to develop students’ competences to make their own 
historical narratives, often via the concept of historical consciousness (Eliasson et al., 
2015; Kölbl and Konrad, 2015). VanSledright (2014: 6) interprets this to mean that the 
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students are supposed to do history. By extension, this means that history can no 
longer be taught as a single national master narrative that students are supposed 
to remember and retell in tests or in essays. Instead, students should learn how to 
make their own historical narratives. Consequently, the new ways of looking at history 
teaching and history learning require new ways of assessing students’ knowledge 
in the subject of history: students’ own historical narratives must now be assessed. 
Assessment researchers have taken this into account and have tried to find ways to 
assess students’ historical thinking skills (Ercikan and Seixas, 2015b; Seixas and Morton, 
2013). However, they have mostly focused on the historical thinking dimension, that 
is, the scientific approach to history (Eliasson et al., 2015; Ercikan and Seixas, 2011). 
In fact, when they do history, students tend to utilize all three dimensions discussed 
above (Alvén, 2011, 2017b; Alvén and Zander, 2011). 

Further complicating this approach, recent research indicates that how we 
understand and use history is strongly dependent on our identity (Ahonen, 2012; Grever, 
2012) and the historical culture in which we live: historical culture as ‘historical memory 
and historical consciousness working in its social context’ (Rüsen, 2007: 22). Identity 
and historical culture affect both the moral dimension and the rhetorical dimension 
as we construct historical narratives. Several researchers have shown how students 
react and dissociate themselves from the historical narratives that schools provide, 
due to their identity, and stemming from other historical cultures outside the schools 
(Wertsch, 2000, 2002; Rosenzweig and Thelen, 1998; Barton and McCully, 2005). On 
the whole, it is reasonable to assume that, given the opportunity, some students will 
construct historical narratives different from those presented by their schools. Stobart 
(2005: 282) argues that ‘There is no cultural neutrality in assessment or in the selection 
of what is to be assessed. This applies as much to mathematics as it does to history, 
and attempts to portray any assessment as acultural are a mistake.’ He also concludes 
that assessment processes often strive to standardize knowledge, which encourages 
assimilation. Altogether there seem to be several things challenging a reliable, fair and 
neutral assessment of students’ own historical narratives.

To summarize, in the classroom we ask for students’ own construction of historical 
narratives, and these are assessed. Further, history in general, and historical narratives 
in particular, embrace at least three dimensions: historical thinking, ethics and rhetoric. 
Furthermore, the way one understands and uses history, the building blocks for 
one’s historical narratives, is dependent on one’s identity and the historical culture 
within which one lives. A fair approach to assessment must therefore be open about 
constructs and designs (Gipps, 1999). For example, if students are supposed only to 
show knowledge from the dimension of historical thinking, their historical narratives 
should not be assessed by the ethical or rhetorical dimensions. 

This quantitative study problematizes how teachers in Sweden differentiate 
between the three dimensions when assessing historical narratives using knowledge 
requirements from the curriculum that only covers the historical thinking dimension. 
The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of the three dimensions in the 
subject of history in producing potential bias in scoring among assessors.

Research overview
Messick’s (1989) concept of construct-irrelevant variance defines assessments where 
irrelevant aspects affect the outcome. Generally, it is used to find parts in tests that 
invalidate their reliability, that is, parts that require knowledge from students that is 
not supposed to be part of the assessment. In this case, however, the concept is used 
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to analyse teachers’ grading. We can then understand irrelevance as a process where 
teachers take irrelevant aspects of students’ narratives into account when grading. 
Therefore, grading is unfair because it is not true to the knowledge domain that is 
supposed to be assessed; further, it is not transparent to the students answering the 
questions. Rater bias could thus be considered as an example of a source of potential 
construct-irrelevant variance.

There is, however, research on bias in grading. It has shown that bias in grading 
can be both conscious (Malouff, 2008) and unconscious (Malouff et al., 2014). Malouff 
and Thorsteinsson’s (2016) meta-analysis (representing 20 studies and a total of 1,935 
graders) concludes there are certain groups of students that are exposed to biased 
grading to a high degree. These are mostly students with negative educational labels, 
students belonging to specific ethnic groups, students who are already known to 
perform poorly, and students who are regarded as less attractive by the graders (ibid.). 
Students from minorities may get both higher and lower grades than other students 
due to bias (Fajardo, 1985). Gender also affects graders (Spear, 1984). Malouff and 
Thorsteinsson (2016) suggest that keeping students anonymous when possible during 
grading may be a way to counteract bias in grading (see also Brennan, 2008; Kahneman, 
2011). Although this can help when bias stems from students’ characteristics, it will 
not help if the construct-irrelevant variance assessment is located in the students’ 
responses and not in the students themselves. 

Limited research investigates grading bias regarding the content of responses. 
Some researchers note that graders sometimes take into account aspects that are 
not part of the construct to be measured (Davidson et al., 2000; Howell et al., 1993; 
Bennett et al., 1993; Diederich, 1974; Hogarth, 1987). For example, Davidson et al. 
(2000) have presented statistically significant results indicating that raters graded non-
violent content in essays higher than violent content, although neither were aspects 
of the construct to be measured. Researchers using verbal protocol methodology and 
anonymous and coded student responses identify that graders show strong emotions 
while assessing students’ responses (Crisp, 2008, 2012; Alvén, 2017b). In such cases, 
graders expressed feelings of pleasure, dislike and sympathy. In addition, they were 
found to have talked to or imagined a stereotype student congruent to the response 
while assessing (Crisp, 2012; Alvén, 2017b). A small study indicates specific problems 
for graders assessing a certain knowledge domain, namely knowledge in history as it 
is described in the Swedish curriculum for the compulsory school (Alvén, 2017b). The 
results show that graders used not only the knowledge requirements in the curriculum 
when grading students’ responses, but also ethical statements and rhetorical qualities 
that were not described therein. As the study was built upon a small sample of graders, 
it contains no statistical significance for construct-irrelevant variance. 

As a consequence, this study problematizes grading bias in history in the 
compulsory school in Sweden in a quantitative manner. 

Research design
An authentic, well-developed student response, graded high by several teachers, was 
used as an original answer to be assessed. With this answer as a point of departure, 
three other answers were constructed: one without any historical evidence, one with 
a poorer form of rhetoric, and one with an ethical standpoint not in line with the 
schools’ fundamental values (however, these were aspects that were not supposed 
to be assessed or graded). Except for the manipulated dimension, each constructed 
answer was true to the original answer. According to the knowledge requirement, the 
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only answer that was required to receive a lower grade was the one without historical 
evidence. Neither the students’ rhetorical skills nor the ethical aspects in their historical 
accounts were supposed to be assessed in history. The four answers were then graded 
by random samples of active history teachers, with different groups for each answer.

Research question
According to the Swedish curriculum for history in the compulsory school Years 7–9 
(ages 13–15), students are required to develop their own historical thinking (in fact, 
historical consciousness). Four competences are expected to be developed. These 
are their ability to:

•	 use a historical frame of reference that incorporates different interpretations of 
time periods, events, notable figures, cultural meetings and development trends

•	 critically examine, interpret and evaluate sources as a basis for creating historical 
knowledge

•	 reflect on their own and others’ use of history in different contexts and from 
different perspectives

•	 use historical concepts to analyse how historical knowledge is organized, created 
and used. (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011: 163)

The italicized words emphasize that it is the students doing history that is to be at the 
centre of history teaching. These actions, formulated through the four competences, 
connect to the historical thinking dimension. However, the curriculum does not request 
any aesthetic or rhetorical expressions when the students do history. This is also evident 
from the ‘knowledge requirements’ that are to be used by the teachers when assessing 
students’ knowledge. This can create difficulties when assessing students’ historical 
accounts, as they contain all three dimensions (Alvén, 2011). To address this problem, 
the following question was formulated for the study:

How do different teachers, using the same knowledge requirement, assess 
similar responses, but with different emphasis on the three dimensions: 
historical methods, rhetorical forms and ethical statements?

Research method
An authentic test response from a student in the final grade in the compulsory school, 
age 15–16, was chosen as a point of departure (see Appendix for the original response). 
Three anonymous history teachers had already assessed the response, which they 
deemed a high-quality answer, and thus awarded it the highest grade, A. The response 
was from a test task completed in the autumn of 2009. The class had studied the history 
of migration to and from Sweden, after which they sat an examination paper. To solve 
the task, which was built as a scenario, the students had to act as the Swedish Minister 
for Migration at a future date, namely the year 2011. In Russia, a group of soldiers had 
seized power by force and had started to annex territories that had once belonged to 
the Soviet Union. In Afghanistan, jihadists had seized power. As a consequence, tens of 
thousands of refugees from both Finland and Afghanistan sought asylum in Sweden. 
As the Minister for Migration, the student had to: (1) consider how she wanted Sweden 
to act in this extreme situation; and (2) support her arguments with examples from 
history, mainly from the history of immigration (Alvén, 2011).

With the original response as a starting point, three fictitious responses were 
constructed (see Table 1). These responses were constructed to be inferior to the 
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original one. Therefore, the working hypothesis was that the original answer would 
get the highest grades. Thus, one response contained very few historical examples 
and facts to strengthen the arguments. This response is called No evidence in the 
study, and it lacks much of the historical thinking dimension. One response used less 
rhetorical and appealing language, and it is called No rhetoric. The last response 
constructed contained values that were not congruent with the values explained in 
the first chapter in the curriculum, ‘Fundamental values and goals’ (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2011), and it is called Another ethic. The moral content in this 
response opposes two learning goals in the curriculum: that students realize the value 
of a multicultural society and that they learn to stand up for vulnerable people. This 
response was more difficult to construct because the same history examples contained 
in the original response could not be used to strengthen the arguments. The solution 
became a variant, where the moral content and the history examples from another 
student response to the same examination paper were used. The response, however, 
still adhered to the form of the original response. All the responses are given in the 
Appendix, translated from Swedish.

All the responses were also tested in LIX (www.lix.se). The LIX readability index 
(LIX – Läsbarhetsindex) is used as a way to assess ​​ how easy or difficult a text is to 
read. LIX is based on the average number of words per sentence and the proportion 
of long words (words with more than six letters) expressed as a percentage. Both the 
original answer and the constructed answers received a readability index <30, which 
corresponds to a very easy to read text. 

The number of words and sentences in the No evidence response was, for 
obvious reasons, not as high as in the other responses. The structure of the other three 
responses was similar to each other, except that the response Another ethic had more 
historical arguments and slightly fewer other relevant facts than the original response. 
All in all, the responses were similar to each other, except for the focuses on different 
dimensions.

Table 1: The form of the responses 

Response Word 
count

Number of 
sentences

LIX 
index

Number of 
historical 
examples

Number 
of other 

relevant facts

Causal 
reasoning 

or not

Original 332 28 28 3 7 Yes

Another ethic 296 28 29 6 5 Yes

No evidence 184 14 26 1 0 No

No rhetoric 217 28 29 3 7 Yes

The knowledge requirement from the curriculum that the teachers had to use to assess 
the responses are shown below:

•	 Grade E: Pupils can study some trends where cultures interact, and in migration, 
politics and living conditions, and describe simple relationships between 
different time periods. Pupils also give some possible extrapolations of these 
trends, and justify their reasoning with simple and, to some extent, informed 
references to the past and the present.	

•	 Grade C: Pupils can study some trends where cultures interact, and in migration, 
politics and living conditions, and describe relatively complex relationships 
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between different time periods. Pupils also give some possible extrapolations 
of these trends and justify their reasoning by developed and relatively well-
informed references to the past and the present.

•	 Grade A: Pupils can study some trends where cultures interact, and in migration, 
politics and living conditions, and describe complex relationships between 
different time periods. Pupils also give some possible extrapolations of these 
trends and justify their reasoning by applying well-developed and well-informed 
references to the past and the present. (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2011: 170–1)

Grade E corresponds to a pass grade, while A is the highest grade. Grade F is a non-
pass grade; therefore, it has no place in the knowledge requirements. If a response 
does not reach the requirements for the pass at level E, it is considered as an F. The 
knowledge requirement the teachers used to assess the answers calls for assessing 
the descriptions of relationships between time periods and references to historical 
events and the contemporary. However, there are no requirements regarding ethical 
or rhetoric dimensions.

Sampling
To achieve a random sample of 320 teachers that could assess the responses, a list of all 
Swedish municipal schools and a random number generator were used to randomize 
320 schools. Thereafter, history teachers at the schools were contacted via email. The 
email asked if they wanted to assess the historical account that was enclosed, with the 
task the student had answered and the knowledge requirement they were supposed 
to use for assessment. Each teacher was only assigned one of the four responses. The 
teachers answered the email with a letter F if they thought that the response they 
had assessed did not reach the minimum pass level, and gave a grade of E, C or A 
if they thought the response corresponded to one of those levels in the knowledge 
requirement. 

Data collection
In total, 320 emails were sent to 320 different teachers (80 for each of the four test 
responses). From these, 150 teachers replied (47 per cent). The reply rate for the 
different responses corresponded to approximately half of the emails sent, with the 
exception of the response to No evidence, which was lower (see Table 2).

Table 2: Reply rate

Response n Reply rate (%)

Original 42 53

Another ethic 39 49

No evidence 33 41

No rhetoric 36 45

Because the reply rate is low, this must be taken into account when interpreting 
the results. However, it is a randomized sample, and there are no signs of a skewed 
distribution of the sample, such as towards urban or rural schools, schools with a high 
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or a low proportion of students with a nationality other than Swedish, or high- or low-
performing schools. The only possible reason for an uneven distribution might be 
responses coming only from interested and committed teachers. However, a sample 
skewed on that basis would not bias the study.

Findings
The assessments for the different responses differed in that the Original response 
received the highest grades, which means that the working hypothesis was confirmed. 
The response Another ethic was awarded the lowest grades. As Figure 1 shows, only 
the Original response and the No rhetoric response got grades that corresponded 
to the knowledge requirements at the level of A. The responses Another ethic and 
No evidence were the only responses that received grades that did not meet the 
knowledge requirement at all, that is, the grade F.

Figure 1: Grades awarded to each response (%)

Figure 1 reveals major differences between the assessments of the four responses. In 
order to determine whether there were statistically significant differences, a Kruskal-
Wallis test was done. The result shows that there was a statistically significant difference 
between the assessments of the responses: H (3) = 51.24, p < 0.000.

Pairwise comparisons showed that there was no statistically significant difference 
between the assessments of the Original response and the response No rhetoric: 
p = 0.729. There were, however, statistically significant differences between the 
assessments for the Original response and the response Another ethic (p < 0.000), and 
between the assessments for the Original response and the response No evidence 
(p < 0.000). The assessments for the response Another ethic differed significantly from 
the response No rhetoric (p < 0.000) and from the response No evidence (p = 0.015). 
Assessments of the response No evidence and the response No rhetoric also differed 
significantly (p = 0.002). 
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Table 3: Pairwise comparisons, Kruskal-Wallis test

Pairwise comparisons Test statistic 
(H)

Adj. Sig. Hierarchical
conditions

Another ethic – No 
evidence

-23,413 ,015 No evidence assessed as the better

No rhetoric – Original 3,190 ,729 No significative difference

No evidence – No 
rhetoric

-30,152 ,002 No rhetoric assessed as the better

No evidence – Original 33,342 ,000 Original assessed as the better

Another ethic – No 
rhetoric

-53,564 ,000 No rhetoric assessed as the better

Another ethic – Original 56,755 ,000 Original assessed as the better

Seemingly, the Original response satisfied all the criteria from the three dimensions, 
and this was also the response that was awarded the highest grades by the teachers. 
This was in accordance with the working hypothesis. The assessment of the response 
that was constructed to have a less convincing aesthetic dimension, No rhetoric, did not 
differ significantly compared to the Original answer. Both the response constructed to 
have a less convincing historical thinking dimension and the one with Another ethical 
content were awarded significantly lower grades than the Original response. However, 
the most startling result is that the response Another ethic received significantly lower 
grades compared to the No evidence response, although the latter was constructed 
without any informed references to the past and the present, which is required by the 
knowledge requirement. According to the knowledge requirement in the curriculum, 
the No evidence response cannot be regarded as a valid solution to the task, while the 
response Another ethic should be. The teachers seem to penalize a morally dubious 
use of history with lower grades, as compared to a use of history without factual 
knowledge.

Discussion
The purpose of teaching history is changing in many countries, and many researchers 
call for education that allows students to use history to develop historical thinking skills. 
In Sweden, curriculum developers have heeded this request, and have thus created a 
curriculum that is supposed to develop four competences that require the students to 
do history in different ways.

However, the Swedish history curriculum for the compulsory school, and other 
models developed both for teaching and for assessing students‘ use of history, focus 
on cognitive skills reminiscent of the scientific use of history. On the whole, ethical 
and rhetorical dimensions are forgotten in the models for assessment. Nevertheless, 
this small study suggests that teachers also take into account aspects other than the 
historical thinking dimension when assessing student responses. This is problematic 
from the point of view of students‘ rights and a fair and reliable assessment. It is 
important for students to know what is to be assessed before they begin to study 
history in the classroom. It is also important that assessment is not made of criteria other 
than those outlined from the outset of a task. Otherwise, the subject of history suffers 
from what Samuel Messick (1995) calls construct-irrelevant variance, which means that 



316  Alvén

History Education Research Journal 16 (2) 2019

for students to get good grades, they must use competences that are not supposed 
to be assessed. These may be competences that the student does not have or is not 
aware of, which may therefore lead to the student failing (ibid.). In the case of history, 
we should not assess ethical positions or rhetorical forms if we do not inform students 
about them or teach students to handle them. The hypothesis that students outside 
the majority culture are discriminated against by such a non-transparent teaching 
model is not unreasonable. Indeed, research demonstrates that such students have 
difficulties agreeing with schools’ history teaching (Harris and Reynolds, 2014; Traille, 
2007; Grever et al., 2008; Epstein, 2009), as well as experiencing discrimination against 
them in grading processes (Cumming, 2000; Stobart, 2005; Baker and O’Neil, 1994a, 
1994b). This discrimination may, however, be due to different views of how history can 
be used, emanating from people coming from different historical cultures, and not 
from the fact that the students represent a minority. If so, research about transparency 
in assessment processes in the classroom is highly needed to ensure justice. Without 
such transparency, it is difficult to use assessment to provide ‘powerful messages about 
what learning is valued’ (Peck and Seixas, 2008: 1018).

More studies are needed to investigate whether teachers’ assessments of 
students’ historical accounts also contain aspects of ethical and rhetorical dimensions. 
Research must also address in what ways rhetorical and ethical dimensions in history 
teaching are compatible with the historical thinking dimension. In Historical Discourse: 
The language of time, cause and evaluation, Coffin (2006) argues for the inclusion of 
the rhetorical dimension, while in Teaching History for the Common Good, Barton and 
Levstik (2004) outline ideas for history teaching based on a political/moral dimension, 
grounded in human rights.

Whatever the answer to the dilemma, transparent criteria are a question of justice 
for the students. As Stobart (2005: 275) notes, ‘Fair assessment is a sociocultural issue 
rather than a technical one’ (see also Sutherland, 1996; Gipps, 1999). Not showing 
students all of the dimensions that are assessed in their historical narratives is unfair, 
and it does not meet the requirements that Gipps (1999: 385) proposes:

The best defense against inequitable assessment is openness. Openness 
about design, constructs and scoring, will bring out into the open the 
values and biases of the test design process, offer an opportunity for 
debate about cultural and social influences, and open up the relationship 
between assessor and learner. These developments are possible, but they 
do require political will. 
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Appendix: The original response and the three 
constructed responses
The responses are marked up as follows:

•	 underlined text contains facts
•	 bold text contains historical examples
•	 blue text contains causal reasoning.

The teachers in the study did not have access to the marked-up text.
The responses are translated from Swedish, which means that the number of 

words and sentences is not congruent with Table 1. The number of facts, historical 
examples and instances of causal reasoning are intact.

The original response

I definitely think we should accept all refugees coming to Sweden. It’s not that they do 
not fit, right? Just take the UK as an example! A smaller country than Sweden with more 
than 9 times larger population! Yes, space here is. And so it was with this thing with 
jobs ... There will inevitably be built up several new communities when the refugees 
come here. More people and communities = many more new jobs. It weighs up itself. 
Of course the costs will be great to build houses etc but most of it will of course be 
taken back by gaining more taxpayers. Furthermore – Have we not been taught that 
a human life is priceless? Just think, how many lives can we save from an otherwise 
grim fate. In addition to this, we would create great contacts and future cooperation 
possibilities that can be very good for Sweden. Now that we welcome so many people, 
we must of course also take advantage of their skills and learn from them, things that 
will help us towards a better development. We should learn from the 1600s when we 
recruited Walloons to work for us. It was them who led Sweden to faster and more 
positive industrial development. Or the Germans in the 1100–1500s. Was it not those 
who helped us on the road when it comes to business? We should learn from this. But 
also learn from our mistakes. How many people were not killed in World War II? Many 
of these people we could have been able to save, but once we decided to act, it was 
too late. We do not want to make that mistake again, right? Moreover, if we refuse to 
take in refugees, it can also be interpreted as we place ourselves on the wrong side. 
For sure, we all agree on what side we are on? I think we must open the border for the 
Finnish population and use boats and planes like an expedition with the goal to bring 
all the Afghan refugees here. We must save them!

The another ethic response

I definitely think we should not accept the refugees coming to Sweden. Just take 
the UK as an example! A smaller country than Sweden with more than 9 times larger 
population! Yes, space here is. And so it was with this thing with jobs ... There will 
inevitably be built up several new communities, when refugees come here. More 
people = many more who need jobs. So, clearly there will be some new jobs when 
these areas will be built. Not everyone can get a job from this. We also already have a 
high unemployment rate and a financial crisis. We should learn from the 1990s when 
Sweden went into a recession. We then got big problems with racism. We had the 
Lazer man, the party New Democracy and refugee camps, which were burnt down. 
We should learn from this. How many refugees weren’t ill treated then? Many people 
experienced terrible things in Sweden. We do not want to make that mistake again, 
right? Furthermore – Have we not been taught that a human life is priceless? People 
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should not have to escape from the atrocities only to face new ones here. It is cruel 
to let in refugees here who then will be badly treated. That would give Sweden a bad 
reputation internationally, and our contacts would be damaged. We should also learn 
from our mistakes. When Visby was dominated by the Hanseatic League, the Swedes 
felt sidelined and there were conflicts. So it can be again. Also, if racism increases in 
Sweden, it will give strange signals abroad. For sure, we all agree on what side we are 
on? I think we have to be very careful about how many we can welcome in to Sweden 
without suffering from severe racism again. Sweden can not rescue everyone! 

The no evidence response

I definitely think we should accept all refugees coming to Sweden. It’s not that they 
do not fit, right? Yes, space here is. Just think, how many can lives we save from an 
otherwise grim fate. Now that we welcome so many people, we must of course also 
take advantage of their skills and learn from them, things that will help us towards a 
better development. We should learn from the 1600s. But also learn from our mistakes. 
How many people were not killed in World War II? Many of these people we could 
have been able to save, but once we decided to act, it was too late. We do not want 
to make that mistake again, right? Moreover, if we refuse to take in refugees, it can 
also be interpreted as we place ourselves on the wrong side. For sure, we all agree on 
what side we are on? I think we must open the border for the Finnish population and 
use boats and planes like an expedition with the goal to bring all the Afghan refugees 
here. We must save them!

The no rhetoric response

I think Sweden should receive those who come here. They will fit. Britain is smaller than 
Sweden, with more than 9 times larger population. There will be no problem with jobs. 
There will be built new communities when people come here. More people and more 
communities provide more new jobs. The costs will be great to build houses etc. Most 
of it will be taken back while the country gets more taxpayers. Everyone has the right to 
life. Many can be saved. Sweden would create great contacts and future cooperation. 
It may be good for Sweden. When the country is bringing people here it must take 
advantage of their knowledge. Learn from them. Things that will help Sweden to a 
better development. Sweden should learn from the 1600s when it recruited Walloons. 
It was them who led Sweden to faster and more industrial development. Or the 
Germans in the 1100–1500s. They helped Sweden. Sweden should learn from this. But 
also learn from mistakes. Many of the people who died during the Second World War, 
Sweden had been able to save. When Sweden decided to act, it was too late. If the 
country refuses to take in refugees, it can be interpreted as Sweden places itself on the 
wrong side. I think that the country should open the border for the Finnish population. 
Using boats and flights to bring all the Afghan refugees.
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