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Abstract

This miniature offers a provocation to consider both how and why the teaching of differing per-
spectives in history classrooms is undertaken in different nations and the relationship this has
with citizenship in liberal democracies. Drawing on some initial survey data from Australian his-
tory teachers, the authors highlight the inconsistent understanding of the concept of perspec-
tive and the pressing need to maintain a focus on different perspectives at a time when far-right
conservativism seeks to establish a monovocal grand narrative that returns to a ‘history of the
victors’ approach to the detriment of multicultural, democratic societies.
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The “history from below” (Feldman & Lawrence, 2011, p. 3) approach which emerged alongside
the civil rights movements of the 1960s and second wave feminism in the 1970s in disciplinary
history has slowly found its way into secondary schooling. This has worked to counter the con-
struction of monovocal national narratives as they are “increasingly challenged from within
and without” (Levesque, 2017, p. 227). This is now recognised explicitly in secondary schooling
contexts,

in the expectation that in their study of history students consider differing perspectives and historical interpreta-
tions. The current focus of history curricula in most Western countries on teaching historical inquiry and historical
reasoning could be expected to stimulate critical engagement with the past and open discussion of sensitive histo-
rical issues. (Savenije & Goldberg, 2019, p. 41)

This more inclusive, polyvocal approach allows students to construct a more nuanced un-
derstanding of the past, by recognising that people’s motivations for, experiences of, and inter-
pretations of events are varied, and shaped by a wide range of contextual forces. This approach
works to counter historical narratives which construct singular national identities to the exclu-
sion of minority groups or those who reject the dominant view.

Historical enquiry and reasoning (Savenije & Goldberg, 2019, p. 41) underpin Peter Seixas’ in-
fluential “historical thinking” concepts (Seixas & Morton, 2013). Historical thinking is made pos-
sible when students undertake enquiry by engaging with “evidence”, “historical perspectives”
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and the concepts of “significance, continuity and change, and cause and consequence”, as well
as “the ethical dimension” (Seixas & Morton, 2013). Seixas’ work has been hugely influential in
history education, most notably in Canada, the United Kingdom, parts of the United States, and
Australia (Bedford, 2023).

In the Australian context, Seixas’ historical thinking concepts are explicitly embedded within
the national history curriculum ‘Aims’:

the understanding and use of the historical concepts of evidence, perspectives, interpretations and contestability,
continuity and change, cause and effect, and significance ... capacity to undertake historical inquiry, including skills
for questioning and research, using historical sources, historical perspectives and interpretations, and communica-
ting a historical explanation. (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2022)

While this example shows how the focus on a broader range of perspectives and interpreta-
tions from the ‘history from below’ shift in disciplinary history has been taken up in secondary
contexts, the early findings of our study (Ethics Approval UniSQ H22REA172) into how the con-
cept of perspectives is understood and taught by secondary teachers has revealed that there
is no shared definition amongst history educators. Our initial findings drew on responses from
an online survey which asked secondary history teachers in the Australian state of Queensland
to rank both how important differing perspectives were in their teaching and how they defined
and taught this concept. Of the 31 respondents, there was an even mix of public, independent
and Catholic school employees. Approximately half had been teaching for 5 years or less, most
came from metropolitan or regional urban centres and were in their 30s. An expanded study of
other Australian states and territories is ongoing, with a view to starting both a national and
international conversation about the teaching of perspectives in secondary history and its rela-
tionship to effective citizenship, particularly in settler-colonial contexts where the silencing of
First Nations' peoples was the norm in early national curricula (Bedford, 2023).

In our early findings on how teachers navigate differing perspectives in their teaching, a
number of differing foci emerged: range, point of view, argument, and ideology. For teachers fo-
cused on range, they wanted to ensure students engagement with a mix of source types, includ-
ing primary and secondary sources, artefacts, and sources written by people of different origins
or contexts. Those teachers with a “point of view focus” were more interested in ensuring that
even if the source type was the same, there was variation in the point of view conveyed. They
explained this by using language like “critical, favourable, positive, negative” (Survey respons-
es). A third group placed emphasis on how the sources might be used to construct a historical
argument, linking the perspectives directly to the resultant response. This is seen in the focus
on argument in the following response:

students will locate sources about the topic that ... have contesting evidence about the sub-inquiry question/key-
inquiry question/hypothesis. This means the student will have to deal with the reasons as to why these sources are
contesting each other, evaluate these sources accordingly and provide an explanation about why their hypothesis
is still valid despite the conflicting evidence. (Survey response, Respondent 9)

Finally, some teacher responses touched on the underpinning ideologies or theoretical lens-
es used, particularly in historical interpretations, but this was infrequent. One example included
a teacher who listed “political ideology or historians whose views differ because of when/where
they are writing; their historiographical school” as an element of “different perspectives” (Sur-
vey response, Respondent 7). No respondent talked about teaching ideological or sociological
concepts like revisionism, Marxism, feminism and so on as a means of identifying the historian’s
approach. This does make sense, as it is not a part of the national curriculum requirements for
students to identify the ideological lens through which the historian has produced their interpre-
tations, and ideological and theoretical stance is conceptually challenging for younger learners.
This also highlights a key difference between disciplinary history (in which teachers have some
training, which may account for their responses which discuss theoretical lenses) and second-
ary history, where understanding of the historian’s ideology or theoretical lens is outside the
scope of the curriculum.

There was a degree of overlap between these thematic foci in many of the responses, which
only further highlights the absence of a clear and shared definition of what it is to understand
and teach the concept of perspectives. Yet taken as a whole, it is clear that our respondents con-
sider differing perspectives to be drawn from a range of source types, contain different points
of view on the topic at hand, can be used to inform a historical argument, and are reflective of
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different beliefs, values, or interpretations (although they don’t articulate this in the same way
as historians through the identification of theoretical positionality). Thus, this miniature serves
as a provocation for readers to consider how historical perspectives are understood and taught
by teachers in their own secondary schooling systems and what the implications of this are for
both the dominant and minority cultural groups within society as the norms of liberal democ-
racy face substantial challenges.

This call for a renewed focus on the teaching of different perspectives is timely, as the last
fifteen years has seen increased efforts to silence and exclude minorities by a rising tide of far-
right conservatism globally. Just a few examples highlight how widespread this effort to restore
asingular, dominant cultural narrative is. In the United States, Governor of Florida Ron de Santis
has overseen legislation which prevents the teaching of gender and sexuality in schools, referred
to as the ‘Don’t Say Gay’ laws (Fla. Legis., 2022). Further legislation has banned the teaching of
Critical Race Theory and any negative representation of minority experiences, with De Santis
suggesting that slavery had “benefits” for enslaved peoples (Planas, 2023). These efforts to si-
lence and exclude have also found traction in Australia, with neo-Nazis in Melbourne supporting
anti-trans activist Posey Parker (Yu & Hosier, 2023) and an Australian anti-Islamic gunman killing
51 worshippers in New Zealand (Garrison, 2019). This massacre was directly inspired by another
anti-Islamic white supremacist attack that killed 77 in Norway 7 years prior (Smith-Spark, 2021).
In Europe, the rise of far-right rhetoric underpinned some aspects of the Brexit debate and has
been used to foster anti-immigration sentiment in a number of nations. In this increasingly hos-
tile ‘us vs them’ landscape, it is more pressing than ever that young people engage with differing
perspectives to counter these attempts to construct singular, exclusionary national narratives,
and use evidence critically to make informed decisions as young citizens.

As Drerup eloquently explains,

Democratic education can be understood as the initiation into basic values, norms and practices that are conducive
for the intergenerational reproduction of liberal democracies. Among the central values that are constitutive of
democratic education are the acceptance of the validity of basic liberal and democratic principles and procedures
(such as basic human rights, the rule of law, pluralism, division of powers). Central aims of democratic education
are, among others, personal and political autonomy as the capacity and willingness to critically question one’s
inherited convictions and perspectives as well as the capacity to participate in public discussions in an informed
and reasonable way. (2021, p. 253)

There are two threads here which need to be taken up. The first is the maintenance of liberal
and democratic principles, including human rights. Thus, recognition of the human rights viola-
tions of the past, including those perpetrated by each nations own dominant (usually colonial)
cultures, is a necessary element in any national history curriculum, despite the discomfort this
may cause. In the Australian context, this is reflected in the Uluru Statement from the Heart
(2017), which calls for voice, treaty and truth (Marshall, 2022). Secondly, developing in students
a capacity for challenging their own perspectives and participating in public discussion can
be achieved through the rehearsal of the skills of disciplinary history, supported by teachers
motivated by a desire to promote critical citizenship (Savenije & Goldberg, 2019, p. 47). That is
not to say however that all perspectives, like those of De Santis or the perpetrators of massa-
cres, deserve a place in the discussion as valid. As Savenije and Goldberg point out, “the act of
opening a topic to discussion and giving voice can itself be a double-edged sword in terms of
promoting a democratic, inclusive climate, at times leading to the opposite effect” (2019, p. 58).
However, when historical debate is undertaken using historical thinking concept of evidence,
which includes consideration of the source’s reliability (Wineburg & McGrew, 2019), it becomes
easier for teachers to challenge and highlight the flaws in spurious or biased, unevidenced
claims. This remains a difficult task, but a vital one, in which teachers must “make clear to stu-
dents that they deserve respect as persons but that respect is not owed to statements that do
not respect the rights of others, [and]... always try to address all students as agents capable of
critically reflecting on their believes and objections” (Drerup, 2021, p. 264). It is here that Sexias’
ethical dimension plays a vital role, as teachers must draw a line between discussion of con-
testing perspectives (e.g. Arab and Israeli interpretations of their ongoing conflict), compared to
the discussion of perspectives which do not adhere to liberal democratic values of respect for
others (e.g. anti-Semitic or anti-Islamic views). One simple way to do this is to challenge those
students who make such statements by asking them for evidence to support their assertion. If
they can do so, these sources can then be assessed by the class for reliability, where they are
often found lacking. This maintains respect for the student while applying the disciplinary skills
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of historical study to challenge their views, and so the discussion of perspectives, even when
difficult, supports students to

acquire and cultivate a variety of epistemic, communicative and political attitudes, skills and virtues as well as as-
sociated bodies of knowledge on which democratic societies depend. These include, for example: knowledge about
and interest in political issues, critical thinking skills, motivation for political engagement as well as acceptance of
basic democratic values and principles (equality, tolerance, pluralism, etc.) and the ability to deal with conflict in a
civil and peaceful way. (Drerup, 2021, p. 256)

As the increasing body of work on democratic education emphasises, our students need to be
equipped with the skills to navigate a range of perspectives within a pluralistic, multicultural de-
mocracy (Bedford & Kerby, 2024), and the study of history is particularly well-suited to this goal,
with its emphasis on the use of evidence from a range of perspectives to construct interpretation
and argument. Yet it is not clear how consistently teachers do this, and what strategies they use.

In closing, we pose two questions to our readers:

1. How is the concept of perspective understood and taught in your nation’s secondary
schooling context?

2. How might the effective teaching of different perspectives help counter the promotion of
a monovocal, exclusionary national narrative by far-right extremism?

Our early work suggests that a more consistent or shared definition of what ‘different per-
spectives’ actually encompass within a secondary history context needs to be established, con-
sidering the range of source types, variation in points of view and arguments, and range of ideo-
logical positions that should be addressed. This will in turn facilitate a better understanding
of how these differing perspectives might be taught and discussed with students in ways that
promote the values of our liberal democracies, striking a balance between hearing from a range
of perspectives while recognising some perspectives are not reflective of liberal democratic
values, which most settler-colonial western nations aim to strengthen through their curriculum.

We aim to explore these questions further in our own context and hope to engage with oth-
ers asking similar questions of their own history education systems.

To Cite This Article

Bedford, A. & Barnes, N. (2024). A call for different perspectives. Historical ThinRing, Culture, and
Education, 1(1), 110-114. https://doi.org/10.12685/ htce1317

Review

This miniature has been reviewed by the editors of the HTCE journal.

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands on which this research was
undertaken, the Giabal and Jarrowair peoples and the Turrbal and Yugara peoples.

Historical Thinking, Culture, and Education 113



Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Alison Bedford https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6708-9896
Naomi Barnes https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4049-1866

References

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA]. (2022), Australian Curricu-
lum Version 9: History 7-10. https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/teacher-resources/un-
derstand-this-learning-area/humanities-and-social-sciences#history-7%E2%80%9310

Bedford, A. (2023). The ABC of history education: a comparison of Australian, British and Canadi-
an approaches to teaching national and First Nations histories. History of Education Review,
52(2/3), 99-114.

Bedford, A. & Kerby, M. (2024). Australia’s national(ist) history curriculum: history education as
a site of attempted de-democratisation. Curriculum Perspectives. https://doi.org/10.1007/
S41297-024-00248-9

Drerup, J. (2021). Democratic education and the limits of toleration. How to respond to extre-
mism in the classroom. Pedagogiek, 41(3), 251-271.

Fla. Legis. House Bill 1557: Parental Rights in Education (2022). Retrieved November 9, 2022, from
https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2022/1557/BillText/er/ PDF

Feldman, D. & Lawrence, ). (2011). Structures and Transformations in Modern British History.
Cambridge University Press.

Garrison, J. (2019, March 15). Violent terrorist: Who is the white supremacist suspected in
New Zealand Mosque shootings? USA Today. https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/
nation/2019/03/15/new-zealand-christchurch-mosque-shootings-who-brenton-tar-
rant/3172550002/

Levesque, S. (2017). History as a ,GPS": On the uses of historical narrative for French Canadian
students’ life orientation and identity. London Review of Education, 15(2), 227-242.

Marshall, C. (2022, May 26). The Uluru Statement from the Heart: Voice, treaty, truth. Australian
Geographic. https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/history-culture/2022/05/
what-is-the-uluru-statement-from-the-heart/

Planas, A. (2023, July 21). New Florida standards teach students that some Black people benefited
from slavery because it taught useful skills. NBC News. https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-
news/new-florida-standards-teach-black-people-benefited-slavery-taught-usef-rcna95418

Savenije, G.M. & Goldberg. T. (2019). Silences in a climate of voicing: teachers’ perceptions of
societal and self-silencing regarding sensitive historical issues. Pedagogy, Culture & Society,
27(1), 39-64.

Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson.

Smith-Spark, L. (2021, July 23). A far-right extremist killed 77 people in Norway. A decade on,
‘the hatred is still out there’ but attacker’s influence is seen as low. CNN. https://edition.
cnn.com/2021/07/22/europe/anders-breivik-july-22-attacks-norway-anniversary-cmd-intl/
index.html

Uluru Statement. (2017). Uluru Statement from the Heart. https://ulurustatement.org/the-
statement/view-the-statement/

Wineburg, S. & McGrew, S. (2019). Lateral reading and the nature of expertise: Reading less and
learning more when evaluating digital information. Teachers College Record, 121(11).

Yu, A. & Hosier, P. (2023, May 13). Federal government labels neo-Nazis ,political lunatics’ follo-
wing violent clash at anti-immigration rally. ABC News. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-
05-13/anti-immigration-rally-neo-nazis-violent-clash-melbourne /102342632

Historical Thinking, Culture, and Education 114


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6708-9896
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6708-9896
https://www.fhnw.ch/Plone/de/die-fhnw/hochschulen/ph/institute/institut-forschung-und-entwicklung/forschungszentren/zentrum-politische-bildung-und-geschichtsdidaktik
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4049-1866
https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/teacher-resources/understand-this-learning-area/humanities-and-social-sciences#history-7%E2%80%9310
https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/teacher-resources/understand-this-learning-area/humanities-and-social-sciences#history-7%E2%80%9310
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-024-00248-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-024-00248-9
https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2022/1557/BillText/er/PDF
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/03/15/new-zealand-christchurch-mosque-shootings-who-brenton-tarrant/3172550002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/03/15/new-zealand-christchurch-mosque-shootings-who-brenton-tarrant/3172550002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/03/15/new-zealand-christchurch-mosque-shootings-who-brenton-tarrant/3172550002/
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/history-culture/2022/05/what-is-the-uluru-statement-from-the-heart/
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/history-culture/2022/05/what-is-the-uluru-statement-from-the-heart/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/new-florida-standards-teach-black-people-benefited-slavery-taught-usef-rcna95418
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/new-florida-standards-teach-black-people-benefited-slavery-taught-usef-rcna95418
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/07/22/europe/anders-breivik-july-22-attacks-norway-anniversary-cmd-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/07/22/europe/anders-breivik-july-22-attacks-norway-anniversary-cmd-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/07/22/europe/anders-breivik-july-22-attacks-norway-anniversary-cmd-intl/index.html
https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement/view-the-statement/
https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement/view-the-statement/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-13/anti-immigration-rally-neo-nazis-violent-clash-melbourne/102342632
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-13/anti-immigration-rally-neo-nazis-violent-clash-melbourne/102342632

