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 ABSTRACT 

 

COURTNEY MARIE HERBERT 

I SAW THAT IN A MOVIE: A HERMENEUTIC STUDY ON STUDENTS’ 

HISTORICAL THINKING ABILITIES 

Under the direction of VINCENT W. YOUNGBAUER, Ph. D. 

 

 

 With the reliance on digital technology as the newest form of 21st century pop 

culture, students have virtual access to multiple resources that influence their cognition. 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how high school students 

construct historical knowledge and meaning using film and media as a medium, how 

historical thinking and literacy skills impact student perceptions of history, and the 

possible disconnections that exist between the skills used in document resources and 

film/media sources.  Data was collected using an online questionnaire, semi-structured 

interviews, and document analysis of information processing skills used on historical 

documents used in high school social studies classes.  Using Gadamer’ s hermeneutic 

lens, the researcher incorporated thematic and content analysis.  Three themes emerged: 

Let’s Watch a Movie, Excogitation, and Utilization facilitating Gadamer’ s spiral of 

fusions.   

Overall, the results of this case study revealed that teacher usage and student 

viewing of film and media provide a conduit for understanding historical content.   

xiii



 

 

Students have difficulty identifying film and media as trustworthiness and accurate. 

Employment of historical thinking skills are viable yet inconsistently used by students. 

There appears to be a strong disconnect in student skill sets based on varying mediums.  

Further recommendations for research on student’s construction of historical knowledge 

include but are not limited to evaluation of teacher instructional practices using HTS, 

how professional development in social studies is utilizing inquiry based techniques to  

facilitate HTS, and possibly how teacher education preparatory programs are addressing 

media literacy and use of HTS in the 21st century classroom.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Pop culture is unique to every generation.  It is historical and culturally bound by 

time and place.  It reflects the traditions, customs, and praxes of every generation.  The 

20th and 21st century has given birth to a new pop culture infused by digital technology of 

the sorts. The modern pop culture is inundated with a reliance on digital technology.  The 

convergence of technological mediums and pop culture has become increasingly 

important and relevant more so in the 21st century.  Xu Hong (2005) describes pop 

culture as a sphere of exchange where diverse cultures have common ground.  These 

exchanges have increased due to heavy digital technology.  This century has witnessed a 

revolution of digital technological advancement rarely seen in past generations as a 

characteristic of pop culture.  Both old and innovative technologies have infiltrated into 

education. 

Much has been written about the impact of technology on education.  Education 

has had to rectify its traditional positions and incorporate the newest forms of digital 

technology.  Textbooks, once seen as the sole dictator of knowledge, are now often 

considered antiquated.  Computer labs, cellphones, laptops have replaced those textbooks 

once held as valued mediums.  Classrooms are now equipped with interactive 

whiteboards instead of traditional chalk or dry-erase boards. 
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Students no longer depend on antiquated card catalogs to find information. 

Students of the 21st century have access to virtually multiple of resources of information 

using their cellphones, computers and laptops, and connections to the world-wide web/ 

internet.  Visual media along with the newest realm of social media and the technological 

venues has had its considerable influence on education.  

This technological age as a part of the modern pop culture has also notably 

transformed nations’ educational systems along with content as well as content delivery.  

Curriculums highlight and create standards in which technology is mandated to be used 

in the classrooms.   

Since the early 1990s, the importance of an information-based economy that 

requires knowledgeable and technically skilled workers has been promoted in the media 

and by  legislation.  Policy makers believe that creating abundant access to new 

technologies in schools will lead to increased teacher use in classrooms, which will lead 

to better teaching and learning (Cuban, Kirkpatrick, & Peck, 2001, p.  816).  Teachers 

must disseminate and plan lessons applicable to this ever changing sphere of influence.  

Walsh (2008) believes the effects of technology “holds immense potential for teachers of 

history and all other subjects which make up the curriculum” (p. 4).  Giroux and Simon 

(1989) also believe education and its pedagogy has virtually changed as a reflection of 

technological advancement and globalization thus reflecting more political and economic 

interest as opposed to intellectualism.  Whereas the technological age has facilitated 

profound change, its discourse has done very little to educate society about its construct 

and indifference to cognitive abilities and initiatives.  
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Research Questions 

 

This qualitative case study will seek to examine how visual technologies in 

Hollywood film format impact high school students’ understanding and construction of  

historical knowledge.  It will also seek to understand the disconnection between students’ 

use of historical thinking skills on primary documents and the transference of those skills 

for film.  This study will aim to answer the following research questions:    

1. What perceptions do students have about historical films used in history  

  classes? 

2. To what extent does media literacy and historical thinking skills assist  

  students in constructing meaning through historical films used in history  

  classes and outside of history classes?   

3. What disconnections, if any, exist between student application of   

  historical thinking skills on primary and secondary documents and  

  historical films and media? 

Statement of Problem 

Technology has always been a form of pop culture.  This culture is amplified by 

the newest mediums of technology.  Despite the integration of technological mediums as 

a norm of social context, education is faced with multiple issues.  Students are 

demonstrating very little critical historical thinking skills or media literacy in the newest 

 mediums of technology as a vehicle for the transmission of culture.  
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Hobbs and McGee (2014) stress “…the importance of teaching critical thinking skills as 

a way to respond to the barrage of information and entertainment available” (p.61).  This 

essential and viable skill helps to facilitate knowledge and its construction.   

Students do not demonstrate skills that facilitate their knowledge in the accuracy 

or authenticity of these mediums especially film.  Vetrie (2004) believes many educators 

welcome pop culture into the classroom but wise educators are using these forms of 

culture to enhance literacy and engage in thinking skills.   

To become fully literate in today’s world, students must become proficient in the 

 new literacies of the 21st century-technologies.  As a result, literacy educators 

 have a  responsibility to effectively integrate these new technologies into the 

 curriculum, preparing students for the literacy they deserve. (IRA, 2009, n.p.) 

Whereas educators are imploring a variety of different technologies into the classroom 

setting, students’ passivity has led to a sharp decline in rational thinking and assessment 

of information.  The prevalence of cognitive operation has greatly diminished especially 

in the social studies classroom.  Students rely on the vast amounts of information via 

technological mediums for their construction of knowledge.  Media literacy, if not taught 

with fidelity, paves the way for blatant ignorance and illiteracy as blind faith.  It serves as 

a cognitive defense. 

 Giroux (2014) explains a sort of illiteracy now exists as a systemic problem with 

pop acculturated technology. 

 It is a form of illiteracy that points to less to the lack of technical skills and the 

 absence of certain competencies… one that subverts both critical thinking and the   



 

 

5 

notion of literacy as both critical interpretation and the possibility of intervention 

 in the world. ...  The distinction between illusion and reality is lost.  (pp.  88-89) 

Students are failing to use critical thinking skills as part of their shared interpretation of 

societal media and their outlets especially those that are ambiguous and “devoid of 

tedious complexity” (Carnes, 1995, p.9).  This especially reflects in students’ viewing of 

multimedia formats such as film.   

In 1976, Saul Bellow, Nobel Prize winner for literature stated, “A great deal of 

intelligence can be invested in ignorance when the need for illusion is deep” (p.127).   

Because Hollywood’s historical films and videos emit an ambiguous form of illusion, 

students simply do not implore the same proficiency of skills to disseminate film 

information as part of their skill set or toolbox.  Much of the technological mediums (i.e.  

films, internet websites, virtual newspapers, social media) used today within educational 

settings as well as outside the school emphasize a means of communication and 

entertainment but rarely are considered valuable sources of knowledge.   

Personal Connection to Problem 

 As a veteran teacher, I have witnessed the lack of historical thinking and critical 

thinking skills in my own social studies classes.  For example, my United States history 

classes were reviewing the details of the assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy.  After 

viewing the famous Zapruder film excerpt and watching Parkland, the story of the Dallas 

hospital’s role on the day of JFK’s and Lee Harvey Oswald’s death, students were moved 

to ask multiple questions about the most intricate details of that day.  A male student, 

who sat close to my desk, proceeded to comment about an article he read on social media  
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about the preservation of JFK’s brain.  As a teacher and researcher, my first question to 

him was to cite the source that of which he obtained his argument and information.  His 

answer was direct and explicit, “Facebook”, he explained.  After repeated times of 

inquiring about his source and its accuracy, I started to ask questions indicative of critical 

and historical thinking.  After the series of questions, the student quickly demonstrated he 

had limited skills in trying to contextualize the information.  Although we had practiced 

many of these skills on primary documents and political cartoons, it occurred to me that I 

had failed at relaying and implementing those same skills with film (i.e.  historical 

documentaries, Hollywood movies, etc.)  as well as social media.  There was a strong 

disconnect between the skill sets of critical thinking and questioning of documents and 

the visual media.  My assumption that he knew the source and its validity caused me to 

re-evaluate the importance of teaching and implementing skill sets that can be used with 

all historical sources, mediums, and research.  This was not only my only experience with 

this issue.  Students often construct their knowledge from the sources they use.  Students 

are inundated with media and film outside of the classroom that also shapes their 

knowledge base.  When discussing topics in United States history in past years, I have 

witnessed students constantly referring to some Hollywood film they have seen as frame 

of reference.  They use these sources as the sole construct of their knowledge and rarely 

evaluate or synthesize the information or source at hand.   
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Professional Connection to the Problem 

  

With growing curricular changes, more so focused on career and college 

preparedness, and in an era of hypermedia, critical thinking skills and a sense of historical 

consciousness are essential to students’ development.  Due to lack of interest, knowledge 

or even understanding, and the modeling of critical thinking skills by students is minimal 

at best.  Instructional practices rarely include real-life simulations or active learning that 

promote the use of critical thinking skills especially in social studies classes.  Students 

have been accustomed to rote memorization of foundational knowledge with little 

demonstration of skill and understanding. 

Through exploring and cultivating real-life situations, social studies students 

could better focus on metacognition and critical historical thinking skills that will 

enhance learning.  With the expansion of technological mediums, students need to 

understand and situate meaning through a variety of sources (Gee, 2003).  Levstik and 

Barton (2001) believe historical thinking classrooms are places where:  

Students have to learn what it is to ask and answer historical questions—how to 

 find information, how to evaluate sources, how to reconcile conflicting accounts, 

 how to create an interpretive account.  And students certainly must learn what the 

 authentic application of historical knowledge looks like.  They must see how 

 history can explain the present and they must see this in the most authentic of 

 ways—through the comparison of conflicting ideas about the nature and 

 significance of the past.  (p.  14) 
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Hobbs and Jenson (2009) believe media literacy and historical thinking are pertinent to 

students growing up in the digital age. 

Learning to analyze news and advertising, examining the social functions of 

music, distinguishing between propaganda, opinion and information, examining 

the representation of gender, race and class in entertainment and information 

media, understanding media economics and ownership, and exploring the ways in 

which violence and sexuality are depicted in media messages continue to matter 

as important life skills.  (p.  9) 

Educators must learn how to respond to a quickly growing and diverse pop culture that 

has impacted their classrooms.  By recognizing how students construct their knowledge 

using visual technology, teachers can respond to the increasing needs of the 21st century 

student.   

In conclusion, digital technology as a unique medium has left a strong impression 

upon the pop culture of the 21st century and education.  This newest and latest vehicle of 

transmission creates several disputes regarding students’ perceptions of history.  Students 

grapple with illusion and reality in regard to accurate and valid resources especially film 

and movies, thus distorting their perception and construction of knowledge.  Educators 

currently are witnessing the lack of media literacy and critical thinking skills 

demonstrated by such media sorts.  In chapter 2, the researcher continues with a literature 

review encompassing media’s roles in social studies education, the lack of historical and 

critical thinking skills demonstrated by students, as well as students’ construction and 

perceptions of historical knowledge.  In chapter 3, the researcher explains the case study  
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methodology as used in this research.  An analysis of the data will be presented in chapter 

4.  Chapter 5 will reveal the research findings and provide ideas for further research.   



             

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

…it is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of things just so 

far as the nature of the subject admits 

 Aristotle-  

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 Pop culture, in its many forms, has greatly defined generational ethos and variable 

ways of thinking for societies.  The 21st century has seen major innovations in digital 

technology.  Due to ubiquitous nature, it is reasonable to assume that digital technologies 

have a cognitive effect on people’s’ cognition of all ages.  Inevitably, some facets of pop 

culture as identified through technological mediums currently has diffused into the world 

of academia.   

 Students and their use of technology have fostered much debate about students’ 

inabilities to implore critical thinking skills.  As discussions by educators and researchers 

continue to expand on technological mediums and their impact in the classroom, media 

literacy skills have also become a major topic in directing curriculum and instruction.  

Beyer (2008) states, “helping children become skillful thinkers, in effect, requires 

continuing instruction in thinking-skill procedures over an extended period of time in a 

variety of contexts” (p.  225).  It seems executing critical thinking skills is a new but 

pertinent wave in education.  
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In particularly, social studies students in the 21st century have demonstrated limited 

critical thinking skills in their content field. With more classrooms infusing more digital 

technology, the need for both media literacy and historical thinking is greater than ever. 

 This chapter will serve as a literature review examining relevant information 

pertaining to the rise of digital technology medium of pop culture in 21st century.  This  

review will also explain how technology, particularly film and media, has impacted 

students’ construction of historical knowledge and their ability to think critically and 

historically.   

Theoretical Framework 

 A theoretical framework is a vital portion of the research process that helps to 

guide and support a researcher’s methodology.  Grant and Osanloo (2014) define the 

theoretical framework as, 

 The foundation from which all knowledge is constructed (metaphorically and 

 literally) for a research study.  It serves as the structure and support for the 

 rationale for the study, the problem statement, the purpose, the significance, and

 the research questions.  The theoretical framework provides a grounding base, or 

 an anchor, for the literature review, and most importantly, the methods and 

 analysis.  (p.12)  

Crotty (1998) acknowledges that one methodology often connotates assumptions.  These 

assumptions are viewed dependent upon how research is created.  A theoretical 

framework, perspective, or lens helps to study phenomena in a unique way.   
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In this qualitative study, the researcher will use an interpretivist framework, more 

specifically hermeneutics.  Muganga (2015) asserts that hermeneutics may serve to some 

extent the reason for the development of qualitative research. 

Interpretivism helps to identify, understand, and rationalize human realities.  

Schwandt (2015) characterizes interpretivism as a way to study social life.  Interpretivism 

is a theoretical perspective that offers approach on understanding human reality.  Crotty 

(2015) assesses that interpretivism is based on Max Weber’s “Verstehen” or 

‘understanding’.  This understanding is based on historical and real-life experience and 

its constructed meaning.  One’s interpretation of how the understanding process is 

created is just as essential as the interconnection between the acknowledgement, 

perspective, and judgement of construction of knowledge.  Ornstein and Hunkins (2013) 

view the interpretivist approach in education as viewing “the meaning and significance of 

people’s actions” (p.  250).  To further comprehend understanding, interpretivism is 

uniquely divided into different philosophies based on a subset of agreed upon meanings. 

Interpretivism serves as the focus for more acute theories such as hermeneutics.  

Hermeneutics is best defined as the art of interpretation or the study of understanding 

and/or meaning (Crotty, 1998; Grondin, 1997; Kerdeman, 1998).  This perspective is 

deeply rooted in one’s ability to understand and expose new meaning while 

acknowledging bias and fuses of several factors.  Elliott and Timulak (2005) believe that 

education serves as one the leading disciplines where hermeneutical research is best 

suited.   
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Since hermeneutics implores an interpretative nature, research is “concentrated on 

historical meanings of experience and their developmental and cumulative effects on 

individual and social levels” (Laverty, 2003, p. 27).  Hermeneutics initially began as an 

interpretative art of methodology during the seventeenth century as basis for studying 

biblical text and interpreting holy scripture (Crotty, 1998).  It is deeply rooted in the  

methods of the Greeks and their beliefs in the omnipotent gods’ message to the people.  

Hermes, the messenger god, served as the intercessor between the people and various 

higher gods.  He was the interpreter and bearer of knowledge to the vast believers of the 

time.  His messages often helped believers to maintain their principles on Earth at the 

behest of the gods.   

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, German philosophers took 

hermeneutics into another dimension by applying it to human social science research.  

Hermeneutic epistemology changed in its’ discourse with the foundations of 

Enlightenment philosophies.  Friedrich Schleiermacher is often accredited as the creator 

of what researchers’ term hermeneutics today.  Hermeneutics, prior to Schleiermacher, 

consisted of a mere tool or technique to help readers to decipher texts with difficult 

language (Prashad, 2002).  Schleiermacher’s goal was to “illuminate all human 

understanding and not just offer principles and rules for interpreting particular texts” 

(Crotty, 1998, p.  93).  Schleiermacher believed understanding and interpretation to be 

contingent.  Meaning and interpretation serve as the foundations of what constitutes 

understanding.  Both factors serve to emphasize a strong relationship between a whole-

part dyad within the use of language (e.g.  texts, video, media, newspapers, etc.).   
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He inadvertently moved past simple biblical textual interpretation to include the vast 

meaning of what constitutes human understanding.  Paul Ricœur took Schleiermacher’s 

work and extended the hermeneutical process “to a more general level of human 

understanding” (Pinar, 2008, p.  642).  

In modern history, hermeneutics emerged as a form of interpretative inquiry in 

qualitative research.  Albeit, philosophers in the modern age have “developed variations 

of hermeneutical philosophy as well as the subsequent methodologies” (Paterson & 

Higgs, 2005, p.  342).  Wilhelm Dilthey extended Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics to 

include the epistemology and methodology as a distinctive field in human social sciences.  

Dilthey, along with other philosophers of his time believed hermeneutics to encompass 

not only interpretation but also strong regard for historical and cultural context as well as 

intended meanings of the author (Patton, 2002).  Crotty (1998) believed Dilthey to 

originate the term “historical consciousness”, thus creating a “social phenomena” that is 

created by humans (p. 94).  These notions of empathy lent to understanding on multiple 

levels in varying degrees.  Dilthey and Jameson (1972) consider understanding to be 

linked to a person’s interest and human nature.  If someone lacks interest, respectively 

their understanding is null.   

Philosophers such as Heidegger, Habermas, and Ricœur opened the door to 

application of hermeneutics’ role in the classification of ontology, experience, and again 

historical consciousness.  Hans-Georg Gadamer went a step further in his application of 

hermeneutics and its link to history.  Hermeneutics is thus relevant in its persistence of 

interpretation and intellectual rigor within a classroom setting associated with social  
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sciences.  Per Gadamer, understanding and knowledge are involved with everyday 

experience that involve people and events.  Gadamer clarifies that for people to  

“understand”, one must consider the holistic attributions that would indeed influence the 

ability to grasp what knowledge is constructed.         

The understanding and the interpretation of texts is not merely a concern of 

science, but obviously belongs to human experience of the world in general.  The 

hermeneutic phenomenon is basically not a problem of method at all.  It is not 

concerned with a method of understanding by means of which texts are subjected 

to scientific investigation like all other objects of experience.  It is not concerned 

primarily with amassing verified knowledge, such as would satisfy the 

methodological ideal of science–yet it too is  concerned with knowledge and with 

truth.  In understanding tradition, not only are texts  understood, but insights are 

acquired and truths known (Gadamer, 2006, p.  xx). 

Gadamer believed understanding as a “fusion of horizons” (p.  xx).   Kinsella (2006) 

interprets Gadamer’ s horizons as a way for individuals to call attention to their own 

prejudices when trying to interpret and construct knowledge.  In doing so, a horizon of 

prior knowledge is fused with the current knowledge; therefore, constructing and 

interpreting new understanding.  Wiercinski (2009) believes, 

 Interpretations are dependent upon the historical conditions in which they take 

 place and on the context within which interpretation is happening.  Since there is 

 no absolute interpretation, different interpretations can remain justifiable by   
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providing conclusive arguments for justifying one interpretation over another. 

  (p.  5) 

Hermeneutic ontology diverges in its conception of “horizons” in its respective 

perspectives.  Whereas as traditional schools of hermeneutic beliefs promote knowledge 

as central object independent of social and situational interaction, more modern schools 

of hermeneutic belief advocate a constructionist/constructivist perspective where social 

interaction, prejudices, and tradition play a role in interpretivist meaning and structure 

(Patterson &Williams, 2002).  This serves as an acute difference in how knowledge is 

formed.  By reading a situation, interpretation plays a vital role in both being singular and 

open to a generative sense that signifies a person’s role in their own metacognition.  

Linear thinking is tested and requires a “circular interplay” of already constructed 

knowledge (Bérci & Griffith, 2006, p.  47). 

The need for hermeneutics and its historical inquiry in the social studies 

classroom is a vital methodology that would help students become innovative thinkers.  

In the “quest for understanding and self-understanding includes the quest for knowing 

present history, the historical present, our own society as ourselves” (Heller, 1989, p.  

291).  This quest is best acknowledged in the social sciences as they are taught in 

education at all respected levels.  By teaching students to become historically 

conscientious, their understanding is best constructed.    

Schools are positioned as transmitters of a sole interpretation.  Freire (1974) 

believed schools served as democratic spheres where educators, parents, students, and 

communities influenced how interpretative action was negotiated and divulged.  By  
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comprehending and confronting the processes of understanding, education could cultivate 

more self-awareness and clarity.   

By merely incorporating historical and critical thinking methods into the 

education system, students engage in subjective and objective cognition as a natural 

process thus acquiring true knowledge that epitomizes human existence.  Gadamer 

identifies this process as historicity or historical consciousness.  Historicity, in this case, 

would be considered “…understanding is that we are thrown into a world that has 

historical context” (Regan, 2012, p.  298).  Being historical conscientious epitomizes the 

nature of Gadamer’ s hermeneutic interpretation.  Students are inevitably in and of the 

world.  They are engrained in the process of interpretation as suited in the past and the 

present.  This lends to what is defined as the hermeneutic circle.   

The hermeneutic circle “reads the situations, events, phenomena, and attempts to 

understand what is at play” (Bérci & Griffith, 2006, p.  47).  It is much like Gestalt 

psychology in its understanding of the parts and whole as a continuum.  Altman and 

Rogoff (1987) illustrate this analogous perspective: 

Understanding the game requires that instead of focusing on elements or attributes 

taken out of context, for example, one player's skill or the speed of the pitched 

 ball, one must study the game as a behavior setting ...  in which patterns of 

 behavior become understandable only when viewed in the context of places, 

 things, and times that constitute whole setting".  (p.  29) 

Kerdeman (1998) argues the current educational system promotes just the 

opposite.  Interpretation has been merely reduced to rote memorization of fact negating  
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the true nature of the hermeneutic framework especially in secondary education.  The 

American Enterprise Institute as cited by Ross and Marker (2005) readily agrees social 

studies education is in a major crisis.   

In most U.S.  schools, the serious study of history and civics has been replaced by 

 a nebulous, content-light, and morally shaky “social studies” curriculum.  As a 

 result,  American school children today know little about our nation’s founding 

 principles, how the government functions, or what our forebears had to overcome 

 over the past two centuries to establish and preserve freedom.  Such historical 

 illiteracy is particularly worrisome as our nation faces challenges fueled by 

 historic ethnic and religious divisions emerging from corners of the world about 

 which Americans know little.  (p. 143) 

Gadamer would likely agree that historicity is an intricately woven process that 

reflects one’s interpretation.  This process in educational settings could better promote its 

ability to delve into the inquisitive process and actively engage in the construction of 

meaning holistically.  The nature of interpretation is rooted in tradition and the 

construction of past experiences.  He would most likely be concerned with social science 

curriculums lack of evaluation and definition that negates new inquiry and meaning in the 

present tense.     

Often, students’ construction of knowledge is unequivocally derived from the 

mediums used in history or social science classes.  For example, Yarema (2002) claims 

traditional history classes were dependent upon textbook compiled with vast information.  

Interpretation of these textbooks were limited to the teacher’s perspective and student  
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interpretation was not considered cogent due to their lack of experience in history.  In the 

beginning of the 21st century, textbooks are still used but considered to be a primitive tool 

in many cases.  Conversely, the emphasis of student interpretations now focuses on the 

growing emphasis in understanding the process of constructed knowledge as well as the 

means of those constructions.  These means include new accrued mediums that 

inadvertently influence construction.    

Because of technological advances, students have more access to information via 

the internet, media, and social media.  It seems as if interpretation or what is labeled as 

Gadamer’ s fusion of horizons has not amalgamated but seemingly rotated.  Students are 

currently “present-oriented” but lack links to the past in their construction of meaning 

(Yarema, 2002, p.  392).  To acquire meaningful knowledge, students must combine the 

past and present as a construction that solidifies Gadamer’ s hermeneutic historicity.  

Yilmaz (2009) argues the construction of meaning as well as the interpretation of 

knowledge must permeate historical learning and application.   

The 21st century has witnessed a surge in technological advancement.  Students 

do not have to comb through antiquated card catalogs or textbooks to find resources 

readily available at the touch of their fingers.  The creation of the internet, digital media,  

gaming systems, social media sites, and enhanced film have allowed students the 

availability to access more information than any prior generation.  These new mediums 

have presented a way to illuminate history in innovative ways.  To its detriment, it has 

also promoted a rather narrow scope of history.  Students often lack a general sense of 

connection to previous generations (Yarema, 2002).  Their perceptions about history are  
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vital in the comprehension of their construction.  Student prejudices (contextualization) 

signal the delimitations and potentialities of their own historical understanding.   

The newest of these technological mediums have posed a widespread problem 

met by teachers of all content, accuracy, and authenticity.  Judging the accuracy of 

statements, events, and problems these mediums openly demonstrate lends to conflicting 

views, opinions, and overall lack of validity for students’ interpretation.  In Gadameric 

terms, students are slow to recognize historicity or fuse any horizon because no 

understanding has taken place in its primitive sense.  Because student experiences are 

limited and often permeated by “present-oriented” thinking, their construction of 

knowledge is in fact slighted.  

 In education, historicity is better recognized as the process of applying critical 

historical thinking or acutely known as historical thinking skills.  The need for critical 

historical thinking skills application to these new mediums only lend to more reliable 

approaches in the construction of knowledge as well as initiating pertinent questions that 

contribute to vast understanding.   

 Gadamer would argue: 

A person trying to understand something will not resign himself from the start to 

relying on his own accidental fore-meanings, ignoring as consistently and 

stubbornly as possible the actual meaning of the text [technology] until the latter 

becomes so persistently audible that it breaks through what the interpreter 

imagines it to be. … The important thing to be aware of one’s own bias, so that 

the text [technology] can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own  
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truth against one’s own fore-meanings. … It is not all a matter of securing 

ourselves against the tradition that speaks out of the text [technology] then, but, 

on the contrary, of excluding everything that could hinder us from  understanding 

it in terms of the subject matter.  (2013, p.  282) 

Students in and of the world must grasp the alterity of their conception of 

knowledge and learning.  Although the mediums by which learning is vastly changing, 

critical thinking skills are still relevant in the construction of knowledge.  More recently, 

historicity has readily been replaced with complacent yet traditional acceptance and 

limited understanding.  Reluctantly, teachers are tasked to essentially teach historicity as 

a skill mandated by curriculums not as a natural thinking occurrence. 

Collins and Halverson (2009) deem technology as more than “dispensers of 

content”, but an important gage to help students analyze information and interact in their 

own creation of knowledge (p. 40).  This reflects hermeneutic thinking as described by 

Gadamer.  The hermeneutic approach to studying history provides opportunities to step 

out of conventual ways of thinking and allow “us to harmonize discrepant information”  

(Wineburg, 1999, p.  496).  Retz (2015) relates Gadamer’ s historicity to historical 

empathy.  “Without some effort to see the world through the eyes of others, our attempts 

to understand and explain their actions are bound to the first-person perspective (Retz, 

2015, p.  214).  

As a researcher, it would be prudent to use the hermeneutic approach and circle to 

comprehend students’ perceptions and construction of reality in relation to their historical 

thought especially faced with various technological mediums.  Hermeneutic theory  



 

 

22 

facilitates building a bridge where the nature of application of theory transmits into 

practice.  By using this approach in data analysis, the researcher becomes part of the 

hermeneutic process.  

We are not stuck in a particular way of seeing the world; our anticipations of 

meaning do not preclude us from being sensitive to the newness of what a text 

[research] has to tell us, so long as we aware that in attempting to understand a 

text [research] we are  always projecting something prior. … we are able to free 

our reason to question authority ˗˗˗ and re-enact our thoughts of past agents by 

giving priority to the historical horizon of which they are part ---recognizing past 

tradition serves to distinguish the historical horizon that is the object of our study 

from that of our own horizon.  (Retz, 2015, pp.  222-223) 

By adopting hermeneutics as a practice to disseminate collected data by the researcher, 

clarity on how students’ construction of history is best realized.  Hermeneutics’ 

interpretive nature allows for opportunities to focus on understanding the students’ world  

and the recognition of its attribution on their current ways of thinking.  By linking 

historicity and technology, the researcher can better lend to educational implementation 

of instruction and its engagement of definitive learning in its situated case and content.   

The theoretical base of interpretivism, hence hermeneutics, serves as the best 

theory to understand how students form their own meaning of history via media.  By 

incorporating a sense of hermeneutic circles or spirals as a distinctive everyday practice 

of cognitive practice for students and researchers alike, old and new horizons of 

knowledge profoundly will impact thinking and interpretative natures when assessing  
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new constructs of meaning.  This theoretical framework will provide explanation of 

historical understanding while presenting recent research on digital technology and its 

relevance to construction of historical knowledge.  

Pop Culture via Digital Technology 

 

Every generation of youth is influenced by the latest trends in pop culture.  Often, 

these trends and culture usually represent a stark contrast to the previous generations’ 

experience of pop culture.  Traditionally speaking, education witnesses the revolving 

door of pop culture daily in the classroom.  Giroux and Simon (1989) describe the 

influence of pop culture as important “sites and social practices outside of schools that 

actively shape student experiences and through which students often define and construct 

their sense of identity, politics, and culture” (para 2).  This outside spoken influences 

inevitably filter into educational settings in some manner.   

For students of the 21st century, computer and media technology venues greatly 

influence pop culture.  One must situate and understand the importance and impact 

technology has had by looking at its history in the classroom.  Cuban (1986) outlines the 

history of technology in the classroom as a revolving door with succession.  Textbooks 

and chalkboards served as the sole medium of technology used by teachers especially in 

the 19th century.  The early 20th century witnessed the inception of radio and film 

revolutionizing instruction in the classroom.  Thomas Edison as cited by Cuban (1986) 

believed:  
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…the motion picture is destined to revolutionize our educational system and that 

 in a few years it will supplant largely, if not entirely, the use of textbooks.  I 

 should say that on an  average we get about two percent efficiency out of 

 schoolbooks as they are written today.  The education of the future, as I see it, 

 will be conducted through the medium of the motion picture…where it should be 

 possible to obtain one hundred percent efficiency.  (p.90)   

Little did Edison know that his belief in film would inevitably stretch technological 

innovation across a century and influence most peoples’ lives in some form or fashion.  

Hence, the world came alive for students with the invention of the television in the mid -

1950’s.  In 1957, Alexander J. Stoddard, superintendent of schools in Philadelphia and 

Los Angeles, went as far as to suggest every public school needed to be equipped with 

televisions (“TV in Schools”, 1957).  He believed that televisions would raise the quality 

of instruction for teachers.  The Ford Foundation Fund for the Advancement of 

Education, the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), and the launching of Sputnik 

influenced the United States government to appropriate monies for placement of 

television in schools in the 1960’s (Cuban, 1986; Urban & Wagoner, 2015).  Televisions 

served not only to inform students of the news surrounding the Cold War but also to 

entertain.   

During the early 1980’s, IBM introduced the first personal computer.  By the mid-

eighties, classrooms facilitated teaching by allowing student use of computers for 

simulations.  They could manipulate scenarios thus providing for inquiry learning.  
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A Nation at Risk, at the behest of politicians in 1983, recommended curriculum changes 

reflecting technology use. 

The teaching of computer science in high school should equip graduates to: (a)  

 understand the computer as an information, computation, and communication 

 device; (b) use the computer in the study of the other Basics and for personal and 

 work-related purposes; and (c) understand the world of computers, electronics, 

 and related technologies.  … New instructional materials should reflect the most 

 current applications of technology in appropriate curriculum areas, the best 

 scholarship in each discipline, and research in learning and teaching.  (United 

 States Department of Education,1983) 

These recommendations along with the birth of the World Wide Web in the 1990’s 

brought students into the advent of the digital age or what many term the information age.   

Technologies’ Role in Education 

 At the turn of the 21st century, the digital age revolutionized education.  

Information technology allowed students to be “granted direct access to facts, ideas, and 

primary sources; by linking images and concepts to sound and film, …produce creative 

and professional presentations rather than collages on poster board.  … and demonstrate 

their knowledge (Cuban, Kirkpatrick & Peck, 2001, pp.75-76).  This promoted yet 

another change in education. 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) signed by President George Bush in 2002, 

appropriated federal monies that assisted in expanding technology usage especially for 

low-income schools, software purchases, teacher training, and internet filters (2011).   
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Majority of this technology expansion was thought at the time to improve student 

achievement or increase standardized test and assessment scores.  Although this statute 

allocated funds for helping impoverished schools to acquire more computers and 

otherwise unaffordable programs, these technologies in curriculum and instruction 

changed minutely.  Schools struggled not so much with purchasing technology but more 

so with integration into instruction and professional practices.  NCLB paved the way for 

professional development for training educators in effective usage of instructional 

software as well as integrating these new sources into curriculum development.  

Instructional decisions during the NCLB era would virtually impact students as they 

entered 21st century work place.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2006) propose the NCLB  

statute made clear the connection between economic business and politicians interest 

with education shoved in the middle.  

As of 2009, most public schools’ focus on technology has been misrepresented in 

the public eye as an initiative to help student preparation for the workforce but in all 

honesty, high-stakes testing was the driving motivational factor.  NCLB was a program 

that focused on AYP or annual yearly progress as mandated in standardized testing 

instead of children’s learning.  Increasingly states appropriated funds to enhance 

technology in their school systems but not with curriculum and instruction in mind.  

Schools were inundated with modern technologies at an alarming rate but with rare 

implications of the effectiveness it would promote in education.  Academic growth 

models, proficiency, and accountability testing stood out as the single most initiative 

procured by NCLB.  The accomplished means would enhance using more technology in  
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the classroom while trying to bridge the gap in education by initiating rigorous standards 

for teachers and students as well as increasing parental involvement (Simpson, LaCava, 

& Graner, 2004).  NCLB served as a caveat for the next generation of learners and 

educators.  

Bitner and Bitner (2002) allude to these prompt technological changes impact.  

Such quick changes promoted growing fear especially among educators.  Teachers often 

see technology as a replacement of their once valued roles delineating from their 

expertise.  Collins and Halverson (2009) agree that curricula demand of technology  

integration often challenge teachers’ authority and crowds their content as something 

extra added to an already overwhelming and rushed schedule.   

With technological advancement and integration in education today, curriculum 

and instruction discourses in all content areas have had to adjust.  The use of media has 

raised many seminal questions for educators about student cognition and their ability to 

assess these resources.  Educators also question how these recent technologies will 

impact learning, the construction of knowledge, and the rapid dissemination of 

information.  Pea (1985) acknowledges the digital or information age as a promotion and 

fundamental shift for all stakeholders in its ability to reshape all human cognition.  This 

would hold true especially for students in their critical developmental stages.  Uggla 

(2008) suggests the Internet and World Wide Web transformed technology and 

communication providing a vast interpretation of knowledge with one simple click.  
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Digital Technologies Impact on Student Cognition 

Cognition and the construction of knowledge reflect in the “what societies 

remember, when they remember, and –most important—how they remember” (Bellino, 

2008, p. 99). It is commonplace that popular culture influences media presentation inside 

and outside the academic environment.  Schwarz and Dunlop (2011) contend these new 

mediums role is oblivious to most people outside the field of education. 

Popular culture remains removed from school life, and the everyday experiences 

of American citizens remain disconnected to much of the school curriculum, 

particularly in regard to media literacy---the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, 

and create messages in diverse media (p.  314). 

Ignorance of this role has slowly dissipated.  The spotlight on media literacy now serves 

as a vital cross-curricular conversation now occurring in curriculum and instruction 

discourses.  The connection between literacy skills and technology is supplemented by 

Walsh’s (2008) research.  

Although young people are generally more confident and competent with 

technology than their parents or their teachers they are not generally more worldly 

wise or sophisticated in terms of assessing the validity of the information which 

reaches them on a daily basis…young people want quick and easy answers in 

history and in every aspect of their life which involves processing information.  

(pp.4-5) 

In an era where technology amplifies instant gratification, a new illiteracy has formed.  

Giroux (2014) credits this new illiteracy as an “inability to see outside of the realm” 
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 (p.  88).  The notion of literacy has changed.  Being literate today denotes embracing 

various skills that reflect upon a quickly infused society and culture infiltrated with 

technology.   

Historically, “media literacy education was understood as a ‘cognitive defense’ 

against the most overt and disturbing forms of sensationalism and propaganda pouring 

out of the rapidly growing culture industries” in the early 20th century (Hobbs & Jenson, 

2009, p.3).  With growing propaganda at the behest of the world wars, students were 

flooded with day to day experiences of radio and the inception of Hollywood film in 

society.  Films often included footage of the wars, news reels, and lavish propaganda 

portraying details of the enemies.  It also proved a far-reaching escape from the hectic 

lives of people affected by the wars.  More importantly, film reshaped people’s thinking.  

Bernays and Miller (1928) cited the use of propaganda as a major source of persuasion 

for societies of the time and warned of its ability to spread ideologies.  Visual 

propaganda, especially, was used as a device to influence civic duty and responsibility as 

well as character extensively beginning with World War I.  In its initial beginnings, 

visual propaganda was used to “rally the home front and soldiery in support of the war, 

maintain or boost morale, weaken the enemy’s will to fight, and win over public opinion” 

(Bachrach, Phillips, & USHMM, 2009, pg. 2).   

With the onset of World War II, visual and media propaganda relinquished the 

epitome of what constituted civic duty.  Unlike WWI, technology was much more 

advanced.  This technology coupled with propaganda served to create a civic-minded 

public that implored effective democracy and its will to win to win the war.  During  
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WWII, visual and media propaganda not only were used to promote duty and character, 

but it also created negativity imploring and inciting racial tensions, segregation, and 

derogatory slogans among multiple groups affiliated with the war.  Per Collins (2012), 

propaganda of all sorts serves to emit the values each society cherishes and treasures as 

well as passing those given principles to the next generation.  Per Virta (2007), literacy 

configures not only as forms of reading and writing, but also the ability to interpret and 

act within the realm of one’s society and culture.  By using critical thinking and literacy 

skills, academia and students can cognitively assess propaganda no matter the medium 

vehicle and weigh its worth in the future.  Curriculum and instruction discourses must 

now incorporate these literacy skill sets as technology and media penetrate education at 

an alarming rate.   

Media Literacy and Education 

Much like today, technology and propaganda in its numerous forms have heavily 

influenced students and their learning by influencing their cognition and metacognitive 

abilities.  In Experience and Education, John Dewey (1938) expressed his pedagogical 

thoughts in how learners where shaped by their environment and how academic 

curriculums and schools could strategically use those opportunities to help facilitate and 

improve society.  Given the immense flood of information to which students are exposed 

via technology and digital technology, media literacy plays a vital function in shaping 

and constructing their thought processes.  Although Gee (2004) characterizes schools as 

suitable places situated to teach students how to think especially in varying content fields, 

they lack the ability to teach student cognition as it applies in a broader spectrum.   



 

 

31 

Because schools have traditionally focused on overt drills and rote memorization, 

students have mindlessly accepted any given information as truth and fact without the 

slightest regard for accuracy and authenticity.    

This lack of skills has spawned great debate among curriculum and instruction 

discourses regarding emphasis of media literacy and critical thinking skills in classrooms.  

Critical thinking skills and media literacy have not always been the topic of fervent 

conversation especially in education.  Hobbs (1998) views much of the bickering about 

media literacy spawning from diverse groups with various goals and definitions.  Lack of 

cohesion about media literacies are relatively an ongoing debate even today.  Crenshaw, 

Hale, and Harper (2011) credit much of these conversations due to remarkable emphasis 

on globalization in learning.  This constant stressing of global learning at the behest of 

outside forces (i.e.  politicians, corporations, special interest groups, etc.)  irrevocably 

filtrated into cross-disciplinary boundaries where it was not traditionally prevalent.  Life-

long learning skills beset by globalization and economics have transformed the way 

cognition and construction of meaning influence adaptation and application as indicated 

by Uggla (2007).  The acquisition of knowledge in today’s world must be cultivated by 

challenging students to use their cognitive abilities and open the door to reshape their 

traditional perspectives through new experiences.  

Gee (2003) cites situated meaning as a start to figuring out how media literacy can 

be better established and defined.  Students need to be able to evaluate information and 

its situated meaning as distributed across different technologies and environments.  

Buffington (2007) warns that “rethinking and refining what we do to involve technology  
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and contemporary ideas will not help prepare our students for their future roles in 

society” but teaching students critical thinking skills will facilitate those roles.  Paul 

(2005) suggests a strong connection between critical thinking skills and student’s 

construction of knowledge and experiences.  Elder (2011) maintains education should 

aim to promote critical thinking as a fundamental skill across all content disciplines. 

[The] main focus should be the cultivation of intellectual virtues.  When one 

 ignores these traits while teaching intellectual skills, we unwittingly foster 

 sophistic thinking, or the opposites of the intellectual virtues-intellectual 

 arrogance, intellectual hypocrisy, intellectual cowardice, intellectual conformity, 

 narrow mindedness and the like.  (para.10) 

What is clear is that education has slowly shifted from many of its traditional 

perspectives and pedagogies regarding technological integration and skill sets indicative 

of the 21st century. 

In 2009, the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the 

Council of Chief State School Officers developed and suggested the adoption of the 

Common Core for K-12 public schools.  Forty-two states in the U.S.  adopted these 

standards with hopes to increase student cognition and working competences for the 

future.  With skills that reflect real-life and globalization, state school boards widely 

stressed the importance of these skills and advocated that these standards be infused into 

content curriculums.  Since literacy skills permeate all major content fields, the Common 

Core isolated these skills based on core knowledge and content alignments in specific 

standards. 
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Social Studies and Media Literacy Converge 

Social studies/history content developers, curriculum designers, and instructional 

facilitators began to consider latest changes as an effort to facilitate collaboration and 

align curriculums with English/Language Arts.  This merging of sorts sought to help 

students engage in literacy regarding the Common Core in a more unified manner.  

Traditionally, the quality of historical/social education has not been given much attention 

in the past century because of the emphasis on high stakes standardized testing and the 

general lack of what some may call relevance to student learning.  Many state social 

studies curriculums set marginal requirements for what they consider proficiency.  

History and social studies standards have readily been ignored or mired by argument over 

historical pedagogies. 

  Consequently, social studies and historiography are re-emerging as a viable layer 

of academic programs of study.  The National Council of Social Studies generated the C3 

framework in alignment with situated Common Core goals in 2013.  This framework 

adoption calls for students to be culturally attentive to their environments and “know the 

past; read, write, and think deeply; and act in ways that promote the common good” 

(National Council of Social Studies, 2013, p.  vii).  These newest approaches and 

pedagogies are slowly reflecting in social studies curriculums.  Currently, social studies 

on multiple educational levels are being restructured to make history a more real and 

meaningful experience for students.  Construction of knowledge customarily relied on 

memorization of facts and very little inquiry on the shaping of the present.  Interpretive 

abilities severely lacked much, if any, historical thinking abilities.  Now, these  
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curriculums focus on interrelated processes and student engagement more than previous 

generations.  Knowledge construction and meaning reverberate around inquiry-based 

instruction with a goal of student engagement.  

Because of these newest changes, social studies educators often struggle to 

facilitate engagement and promote relevancy especially in a technologically advanced 

classroom.  Historical interpretation is often left to textbooks as a sole source.  Students 

regularly view history as a “single story to be committed to memory and that text[books] 

speak for themselves” (Martin & Wineburg, 2008, p.  317).  For history to come alive, 

educators often use media or film to enhance historical reference.  Youngbauer (2014) 

maintains film as one of the most “dominant and useful medium[s]” used in social studies 

classes (p.184).  Today’s popular culture films about historical events are increasingly 

exploited by moviemakers and Hollywood.  Students “know” their history not so much 

from textbooks or teachers but from media, video, and films (Marcus, Metzger, Paxton, 

& Stoddard, 2010).  Students usually view film for entertainment but undertake the 

claims and elucidations with little historicity (Woelders, 2007).   

Albeit being inundated with visual imagery via film, television or media outlets, 

students often lack media literacy and historical thinking skills.  Kirkton (1971) surmises 

that students are “visually illiterate” (p.833).  They often look at films but rarely engage 

in what Woelders (2007) considers inquiry-based strategies that could virtually enhance 

higher-order thinking skills.  The “medium becomes confused with the message, and the 

message gets ignored” (Walker, 2006, p.31).  When historical thinking skills are acquired 

and implemented with fidelity, students can learn to separate and disseminate “the    
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content of a message from the techniques that are used to convey the message” (Merkt & 

Sochatzy, 2015, p.  55).   

Historical understanding and thinking must first be defined to understand its 

impact on student cognition.   

 Some might argue that the term “thinking historically” has become nothing  

more than educational jargon, that educators use it as a metaphor for a 

 significantly broad range of activities that occur in any given social studies 

 classroom.  Others might say that the term means different things to different 

 people.  As a result, it can be difficult to know what it means to teach it.  

 (VanSledright, 2004, p.  230)  

Historical thinking skills are best described as a set of skills that promote history’s 

syntax, form, and shape.  “Syntactically history fosters the ability to question, to 

investigate, to process evidence, to hypothesize, to debate, to create an understanding, to 

explain and to justify” (Nichol, 1999, p.6).  Lovorn (2014) and Bellino (2009) suggest 

students need to utilize a variety of skills much like a historian.  They are encouraged to 

“evaluate judgements of historical sources they study” (Lovorn, 2014, p.  370).  These 

skills dictate a new experience and require new habits of mind, a nuance in our thinking 

abilities.  Higher order thinking is relative for educators as well as students.  

The role of historians as storytellers we commit ourselves to the task of judging 

 the consequences of human actions, trying to understand the choices that 

 confronted the people whose lives we narrate so as to capture the full tumult of  
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their world.  In the dilemmas they faced we discover our own, and at the 

 intersection of the two we locate the moral of the story.  (Cronan, 1992, p.  1370) 

VanSledright (2004) also characterizes historians as investigators. 

 Historians by definition spend most of their professional lives engaged in  

 historical thought.  In the initial investigative phases of their work, they occupy 

themselves with reading and digesting the residues of the past left behind by our 

ancestors.  Much of this residue remains in the form of documents or sources. 

 (p. 230) 

The skills used by historians are often not reiterated or observed in pedagogies among 

public schools.  Many social studies teachers are not trained in their traditional program 

of study in universities.  They have limited constructs and disposition of habits of mind 

for critical thinking skills.  This carries over in their lack of understanding in how to 

implement these vital skills as well as how to instruct students.  Seixas (1998) assesses 

the completion of post-secondary education is no guarantee of inherent depth of 

understanding of how to work with historical thinking skills.  Many teachers do not 

recognize the value-laden perspectives of historians and their skills as an objective 

rationale for students to employ.  Because of excessive material to cover in social studies 

as well as standardized assessment demands, history educators regularly feel as if 

teaching these skills require more time on their part in an already full schedule as well as 

a lack of planning time to fully incorporate these skills.  They are overconcerned that 

students lack the abilities to apply historical thinking skills and feel uncomfortable in 

their own abilities to teach these skills (Hoefferle, 2007).  
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Students are often taught history through adult’s eyes using primary sources such 

as documents, photos, and paintings as absolute knowledge in authoritarian forms.  Films 

are often used in lieu of primary documents.  Marcus (2005) believes films are 

representations of historical sources much like document content.  Majority of students 

have had limited experience with primary documents in their academic career so their 

construction of knowledge may emerge differently regarding films as sources.  Primary 

documents rely on the language of narratives.  They often have extensive vocabulary, 

difficult syntax, and can be lengthy for students to disseminate.  Films are also narratives 

but students are drawn differently to these sources for information as well as 

entertainment unlike text documents.  Because of lackadaisical effort, students look for 

the path of least resistance in using their cognitive tools.  They prefer watching the 

historical movie alternative instead of using documents.  Their assembling of historical 

truth is limited as is their construction of factual history when they revert to using film as 

the sole reference of their knowledge.  

Retz (2015) deems history much like the theoretical framework of hermeneutics.  

Students can only truly comprehend history holistically if they dissect it into parts.  To do 

so, students must be able to use the same critical thinking skills strategies incorporated in 

document analysis in films.  By possibly implementing hermeneutic circles that are 

fundamentally used with document analysis, students can apply critical historical 

thinking skills in film.    

It is time for the historian to accept the mainstream historical film as a new 

kind of history that, like all history, operates within certain limited boundaries.  
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As a different endeavor from written history, film certainly cannot be judged by 

the same standards.  Film creates a world of history that stands adjacent to written 

and oral history; the exact location of the understanding and meaning it provides 

 cannot  yet be specified.  (Rosenstone, 2001, p. 65)    

Dissecting historical films present an exponential opportunity for students to 

demonstrate historical inquiry while developing sound critical thinking skills and 

historical empathy.  Using film also helps to develop students’ schemata and prior 

knowledge.  Schemas are inherently our abstractions and interpretations of knowledge.  

Hence, we decipher our world by building schema and adapting it to our experiences.  In 

discovering how students’ schema are built based on their viewing of films, educators can 

indeed enhance cognitive abilities by applying critical historical thinking skills.   

Educators who refuse to acknowledge popular culture as a significant basis of 

knowledge often devalue students by refusing to work with the knowledge that students 

have and so eliminate the possibility of developing a pedagogy that links school 

knowledge to the differing subject relations that help to constitute their everyday lives 

(Giroux & Simon, para 5).  

Schemas serve as interpretative frameworks.  They help us to interpret our 

experiences but can also distort our sense of experience (Martinez, 2010).  These 

schemas aid in our cognitive abilities to enhance memory and communication.  Film 

strongly fits with student experience and shapes schemas.  Their schemas are built on 

these films but they have limited skills in understanding the world from what they already 

know.  While placing greater emphasis on cognitive and intellectual development, social    
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studies can orient their classrooms to expand self-awareness and strengthen social 

thinking abilities with the use of historical film.  However, it would be prudent to 

mention that “educators must be aware that popular films often contain historical 

inaccuracies and should recognize the detrimental effects that can result from exposing 

students to such misinformation” (Butler, Zaromb, Lyle, & Rodieger, 2009, p. 1167).  By 

using and implementing sound historical thinking skills and habits of mind, students will 

not be subject to propaganda techniques, misled by cinematic ploys, or even notions of 

radical or racial problematic medias.  Wineburg (2001) advocates the use of film as a 

medium to better recognize how students construct historical consciousness and 

understanding.  These skills exponentially become part of a student’s repertoire for 

assessing any medium of information.   

 Emphasis of media literacy is knocking on the door of education.  Here lies an 

opportunity to help student cognition and develop life-long metacognitive abilities.  By 

providing opportunities for students to reason about historical events, position themselves 

within history past and present, construct new meanings about history, and facilitate 

meta-cognition, history education will endorse a new wave of learning relevant to 

different mediums in the 21st century.  Film and media can be processed and utilized 

with sound judgement by students with fervor and relevant meaning situated in their pop 

culture.  

Summary 

This literature review examined literature related to digital technologies impact on 

student construction of knowledge.  The role of digital technology and critical thinking  



 

 

40 

and media skills inadvertently influence students’ perception of history.  The theoretical 

framework was identified in order to help understand the lenses of the researcher.  This 

research will be guided by hermeneutic interpretivism.  This study attempts to address 

how digital media technologies and student cognition are linked.   

In the next chapter, a discussion on the methods used to collect the data is given.  

The methods in this study provides an opportunity to place this study into the larger body 

of research on historical understanding, perceptions, and influence of new technological 

mediums. 

  



             

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

  Molnar (1997) states “there has been a confluence of changes that have 

significantly impacted the direction of modern education” (p.  63).  One of these changes 

best explains how technology has adherently impacted the 21st century classroom.  During 

the 21st century, widespread innovations in media technology serve as a new medium 

allowing student access to virtually look at historical references at the click of a button.  

These new technologies have formed a popular culture to which students are now privy.  

Technology in the 21st century classroom has brought history alive to students in a profuse 

fashion.  The use of media in the educational setting includes not only computers but also 

the integration of film, television, the internet, and printed media (e.g.  social media, 

gaming networks, media on demand, etc.). Per Marcus (2005), researchers indicate 

students have access to and view mass media, an average of about three hours a day.  Thus, 

students are subjected to increased amounts of visual images in media, particularly film.  

With an increase of technological usage in classrooms today, the usage of technology has 

directly impacted student understanding of historical events.  Thus, student construction of 

knowledge is often based on popular culture of their generation.   
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Giroux and Simon (1989) believe, 

Pedagogy demands an attentiveness to how students actively construct the  

categories of meaning that prefigure their production of and response to    

classroom knowledge.  By ignoring the cultural and social forms that are 

 authorized by youth and simultaneously empower or disempower them, educators 

 risk complicity silencing and negating their  students. This is unwittingly 

 accomplished by refusing to recognize the importance of those sites and social 

 practices outside of schools that actively shape student experiences  and through 

 which students often define and construct their sense of identity, politics, and 

 culture.  (p. 2)   

Students often accept film images as historical fact hence demonstrating difficulty 

in separating reality from storylines (Marcus, 2005).  Students are often left to create 

historical meaning by themselves with trivial application.  To establish significance, 

students must be able to deliberate and establish a frame of reference and determine what 

is considered worth being known and expressed.   

In the past, students have understood and interpreted history by using documents 

or textbooks as the main source of historical images.  In the 21st century, teachers use 

multiple sorts of media as a substitute for documents in historical context as an 

instructional practice.  Film, in particular, is used as a form of instruction to entertain and 

capture attention; yet, teachers practice limited skill in instruction of teaching historical 

thinking skills that relate to historical understanding in film.   
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Per Marcus and Stoddard (2007), there is a strong need to understand how media 

influences student understanding and construction of history, especially in analyzing and 

interpreting films. Rosenstone (2002) states,  

It must be clear to even the most academic of historians that the visual media have 

become (perhaps) the chief conveyor of public history, that for every person who 

reads a book on an historical topic about which a film has been made…many 

millions or people are likely to encounter that same past on the screen.  (p. 466)   

Marcus, Paxton and Meyerson (2006) agree that whereas historians may use the essence 

of historical documents as their source of knowledge, students more so use film.  This is a 

direct reflection of pop culture and may explain some relationships between 21st century 

technology and its impact on society.  

 Film in various forms is frequently used as a form of instruction by social studies 

teachers to amuse and capture attention in students that frequently complain about their 

dislike of history.  Time and again teachers use film as a ‘nonteaching break’.  “The 

worst application of all is to use a feature film as an entertaining reward between the 

conclusion of a teaching unit and a holiday” (Vetrie, 2004, p. 40).  Students habitually 

accept film images as historical fact thus demonstrating difficulty in separating reality 

from storylines (Marcus, 2005; Wilson & Herman, 2002).  Students also have access to 

more films at home with the wide expansion of media streaming via the internet.  Their 

interpretations and construction of history are often formed by these films whether used 

in the classroom setting or for personal entertainment viewing.  
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Although many media sources are rooted with historical context in mind, they are 

limited in promoting a single interpretation of historical matter.  Thus, student 

construction of knowledge is often based on those singular sources.  Myers (2006) even 

poses the question, “how can students recognize that there are different perspectives or 

ways of looking at people, events, or ideas unless they can actually see the differences in 

the form of competing interpretations, voices, assumptions, and values?” (p.4).  Although 

access to viable historical references has increased through technology, students give 

little attention and thought to the reliability and validity of such sources and demonstrate 

minute cognitive ability.  “Merely seeing [a] movie-even though we know it is based on a 

great deal of sound historical research- does not allow us to tell which details are accurate 

or even which aspects of its interpretation are plausible” (Gutting, 2012).  Marcus (2005) 

argues students often “accept historical sources at face value” thus demonstrating a lack 

of use of critical thinking in their judgement of sources as trustworthy or distorted (p. 63).    

Students have become, in a virtual sense, lackadaisical in their ability to use 

critical historical skills to disseminate plausible sources of history even in media 

especially in film format.  Wineburg (1999) argues,  

Presentism---the act of viewing the past through the lens of the present ---is not 

 some bad habit we’ve fallen into.  It is instead our psychological condition at rest, 

 a way of thinking that requires little effort and comes quite naturally.” (p. 496)   

Metzger (2007) describes presentism as a problem that films often negate.  Although 

students have a general conception of the historical storyline, they merely do not 

demonstrate the same cognitive skills as they would with primary/secondary text sources.   
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Students need functional historical literacy skills that help them to disseminate 

information with historical consciousness.  Students can create their own frameworks and 

basis of construct by being taught media literacy and historical thinking skills.   

Historical content often requires an understanding of culture and a time far 

 different from today’s with participants and events alien to today’s students.  The 

 motives, values, beliefs, perspectives and experiences are all vastly different, and 

 ignoring those differences is detrimental to learning to think historically. 

 (Russell & Pellegrino, 2008, p.5) 

Whereas students have been taught to disseminate images in textual and document 

constructs, cinematographical literacy is just as important (Mathias, 2007).  These skills 

may help students to emphasize new points of views and historical perspectives as well as 

construct meanings.  The purpose of this study is to understand how students construct 

historical knowledge and meaning using film as a medium, how historical thinking and 

literacy skills impact student perceptions of history, and the possible disconnections that 

exist between these skills used in historical documents and media sources.  

Rationale for Research Study 

 The rationale for qualitative research is understanding phenomena.  

 Qualitative research is conducted when the variables of a problem or issue are not easily 

measured (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002).  The qualitative inquiry approach begins with 

assumptions of theoretical frameworks to address the understandings groups or 

individuals give to a social problem (Creswell, 2013).  
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 It serves as a 

Situated activity that locates the observer in the world.  Qualitative research 

 consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world 

 visible…attempting to make  sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the 

 meanings people bring to them…[and] hoping to get a better understanding of the 

 subject matter at hand.  (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, pp. 3-4) 

 This study seeks to help teachers understand how students construct meaning 

through film specifically in social studies classes and their application of historical 

thinking skills in schools in the 21st century.  By understanding the construction of this 

knowledge, teachers can implement better instructional practices that incorporate 

historical and media skills.  With an increase of technological usage in classrooms today, 

the teacher is held responsible for the usage of technology and how it lends to student 

understanding.  Students are often left to create historical meaning by themselves with 

trivial application of historical habits of mind (Kirkton, 1971).  To establish significance, 

students must be able to deliberate and establish a frame of reference and determine what 

is considered worth being known and expressed.   

Historical thinking skills help to foster extraordinary sense-making abilities and 

construction of new knowledge (Wineburg, 1999).  Per Lewis and Smith (1993), higher 

order thinking promotes students with challenging ways to interpret, analyze, and 

manipulate information for construction.  Once students are taught historical thinking and 

media literacy skills, they can use metacognition to sort historical relevancy and construct 

new meaning.  These skills help students to disseminate multiple sources of information  
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and thus, construct their own meaning.  In this construction, students can disseminate 

types of media, specifically film, which reflects positivity in their own behavior.   

VanSledright (2004) provides insight to the rationale use of historical thinking skills.  

Students who think historically are: 

Careful, critical readers and consumers of the mountains of evidentiary source of 

 data that exists in archives and that pours at us each day via the media.  Good 

 historical thinkers are tolerant of differing perspectives because these perspectives 

 help make them make sense of the past.  At the same time, such thinkers are 

 skilled at detecting spin hype, snake-oil sales pitches, disguised agendas, veiled 

 partisanship, and weak claims.  They also know what it means to build and defend 

 evidence-based arguments because of practice enterprises, know good arguments 

 when they hear them and who engage their constructing interpretations rooted in 

 source data.  In short, they are informed, educated, thoughtful, critical readers, 

 who appreciate investigative world with a host of strategies for understanding it. 

 (p. 233) 

This study adds to the literature on the student construction of historical knowledge based 

on the use of film and media.  It also helps to facilitate educators in helping students to 

decipher different types of resources and their accuracy and application.   

Research Questions 

 The related research questions for this study include: 

1. What perceptions do students have about historical films used in history 

   classes? 
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2. To what extent does media literacy and historical thinking skills help 

   students to construct meaning through films used in history classes as  

  well as outside of class?  

3. What disconnections, if any, exist between student application of   

  historical thinking skills on primary and secondary documents and   

  historical films and media? 

In answering these questions, students and teachers can better assess and judge 

film and possible other formats of media, its frameworks in construction of memory, and 

knowledge about the actualization of known historical facts.   

Research Design 

Per Crotty (1998), four elements exist in creating a qualitative study: 

epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods.  These elements are 

essential in conducting social research.  They likewise serve as the foundation of the 

research design.  Each element connects and supports the plan of how a qualitative study 

will be thoroughly investigated and completed.  

 Crotty (1998) defines epistemology as “a theory of knowledge embedded in the 

theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” (p.3).  This theory is justified by 

the connection between a person’s knowledge and how that knowledge is created 

(Schwandt, 2015).  This qualitative study will follow a constructivist epistemology.  One 

of the facets of constructivism is the focus of the individual and the individual’s ability to 

actively engage in their own cognitive abilities.  The learner or individual is the key to 

understanding metacognition (Ornstein and Hunkins, 2013).  It is through this  
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metacognition students often draw upon perception and construction of contexts.  

Epistemological constructivism implores the study of how an individual makes sense of 

their world (Crotty, 1998).  Schwandt (2015) acknowledges that epistemology ultimately 

serves as “justification for particular methodologies” (p.90).  This epistemology further 

supports an interpretivist theoretical perspective. 

Interpretivism is a theoretical perspective that offers approach on understanding 

human reality.  Crotty (2015) assesses that interpretivism is based on Max Weber’s 

“Verstehen” or “understanding.”   This understanding is based on historical and real-life 

experience and its constructed meaning.  To understand, interpretation of how 

understanding is created is as essential as the causation of knowledgeable understanding.  

Ornstein and Hunkins (2013) views the interpretivist approach in education as viewing 

“the meaning and significance of people’s actions” (p. 250).  To further comprehend 

understanding, interpretivism is uniquely divided into different philosophies based on a 

subset of agreed upon meanings.  A major interpretative approach for understanding texts 

is hermeneutics.  Hermeneutics permits the researcher to evaluate and interpret an array 

of sources thus enhancing understanding (Patton, 2002).   

 Once the epistemology and theoretical framework have been established, a 

researcher then creates “a plan of action” or methodology (Crotty, 2015, p. 7).  Once the 

methodology has firmly been determined, Crotty (2015) states the researcher will then 

introduce the methods incorporated to find evidence and collect data.  A case study is 

utilized to provide an in-depth understanding of a small number of cases in their real-life 

context (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009).  This hermeneutic case study utilizes survey  
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questionnaires with open-ended and closed questions, individual student interviews, and 

document analysis as the primary methods.   

The surveys or questionnaires serve as a way for the researcher to understand 

participant responses within their cultural and social experiences without constraint 

(Creswell, 2015).  Open ended surveys or questionnaires serve to obtain information such 

as biographical and/or demographical information as well as attitudes on specific matter.  

Surveys are often used to obtain relatively clear and simple meaning and answers from a 

group of tailored respondents (Phellas, Bloch, & Seale, 2011).  As a valuable source, 

these surveys provide a basis of the respondents’ point of view.  There is no interviewer 

to intervene; therefore, communication is exact and concise.  But, the researcher must be 

aware that the respondents may not be motivated to complete the survey without 

incentive (Reja, Manfreda, Hlebec, & Vehovar, 2003).   

Per Codó (2008), administering surveys onsite usually in groups such as schools 

usually yield higher response rates.  Open-ended surveys about film and historical 

thinking skills will serve as a method with subsequent questions.  Questions should be 

indicative of the population the researcher is addressing.    

Interviews function more explicitly to expand on the survey to gain more depth 

into the respondents’ perspectives.  Kvale (2006) believes qualitative interviews 

 attempt to understand the world from the subjects’ point of view and to unfold 

 the meaning of their lived world.  The interviews give voice to common people, 

 allowing them to freely present their life situations in their own words, and open   
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for a close personal interaction between the researchers and their subjects.  

 (p. 481)  

The qualitative interview serves “to contribute to a body of knowledge that is conceptual 

and theoretical and is based on the meanings that life experiences hold for the 

interviewees… [and serve] to gain a rich description of the phenomena” (Di-Cicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006, p.314).  Interviews are a living source of qualitative studies’ 

roots and its ability to describe unique situations.   

Patton (2002) also acknowledges that interviews serve to understand an 

individual’s perspective.  Seidman (2013) goes a step further by calling interviews a 

method of substantial inquiry.  “Interviewing is most consistent with people’s ability to 

make meaning through language.  It affirms the importance of the individual without 

denigrating the possibility of community and collaboration” (Seidman, 2013, p.14).  In 

creating rich conversations with interviewees, the transformation of information changes 

to reveal more breadth and depth of a phenomena.   

Fontana and Frey (1994) list possible strengths and weaknesses of interviews.  By 

providing a subset of guidelines that reflect ethical standards, Fontana and Frey (1994) 

spotlight building rapport, framing pertinent questions, as well as collecting detailed 

notes will help the researcher later in their processing and interpreting data.  They also 

call attention to the development of levels of power that might develop as an interview 

commences.  Interviewers should also take precaution in their spoken language, 

contextualization, and non-verbal cues in order not to coerce interviewees into not being 

able to speak with confidence about the topic at hand (Puebla, Faux, & Mey, 2004).   
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Questions in the interview should always be consistent with the paradigm of the study.  

The interview is a valuable source to seek more thorough information when it has 

purpose and is reflective of the chosen researcher’s paradigm.  In the same respect, 

questions in the interview should remain consistent with the epistemology of the study.  

Interviews serve as the best way to assess understanding of student construction of 

knowledge in my research study.  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) reiterate the importance 

of how interviews reflect constructivist epistemology. 

The research interview is a production site of knowledge.  Interview knowledge is 

 socially constructed in the interaction of the interviewer and interviewee.  The 

 knowledge is not merely found, mined, or given, but is actively created through 

 questions and  answers, and the product is coauthored by the interviewer and 

 interviewee.  (p. 63) 

The interview is a valuable resource of qualitative inquiry.  

Another form of data collection is document analysis.  Marcus (2005) believes 

that films are representations of historical primary and secondary sources much like 

document content.  Document analysis will also serve to understand the connections or 

disconnects of skill that students have with documents in comparison to film and media.  

Miller (1997) maintains in studying and analyzing texts, researchers can view the 

“practical social contexts of everyday life within which they are constructed” (p.77).  

Bowen (2009) also concurs. “Documents contain text (words) and images that have been 

recorded without a researcher’s intervention” (p. 27).     
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Documents allow the researcher to be fully emerged in the language of the 

participants in written form based on their respective states or conditions.  Types of 

documents include but are not limited to publications, public records, personal 

documents, as well as popular visuals (i.e.  film, video, photography, online/internet 

visuals).  No matter the type, documents potentially serve to enhance the qualitative 

research process.  In accordance with Bowen’s (2009) research, documents serve to: 

• provide data on the context within which research participants operate, 

• suggest questions that need to be asked and situations that need to be  

  observed as part of the research, 

• provide supplementary research data [whereas] information and insights 

  derived from documents can be valuable additions to a knowledge base, 

• illustrate means of tracking change and development, 

• verify findings or corroborate evidence from other sources (pp.29-30). 

 Document analysis is a valuable source of research that many researchers negate and 

disregard as “unscholarly” (Butin, 2010, p.10).  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) believe this 

is largely due to initial ethnographers, Glaser and Strauss, lateral definitions of what 

constituted sound qualitative research and how data collection needed to be more 

concrete in the mid-twentieth century.  Researchers have also shied away from document 

analysis because of its’ subjectivity of interpretation.  

 Whereas document analysis usually serves as an invaluable counterpart to other 

forms of data collection and triangulation, limitations exist in this research method.  

Researchers must first consider whether documents and their relevancy serve to provide   
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insight in their study.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) note document analysis can be 

difficult because most documents are not produced with research in mind.  The accuracy, 

authenticity, and the distortion of many documents often lend to misinterpretation for 

research.  Researchers must determine validity of their sources and consider whether they 

are effective in the developed study.  Yet, another limitation of document analysis lies in 

what Yin (1994) considers to be “biased-selectivity” (p. 80).  When choosing documents, 

the researcher must address their own bias not only in the selection of documents but also 

in how they report bias in their findings regarding those choices.   

Participants 

The sample for this case study included roughly 100 high school students 

currently enrolled in history classes tenth through twelfth grade.  Students were selected 

from a single high school within one school district.  The high school houses roughly 

1325 students.  Demographically, students are 51% Caucasian and 49% African-

American with less than 1% Hispanic or other.  The school district resides roughly 15-20 

miles from a large metropolitan area.  This district is considered a rural community with 

Title One status.  50.1% of the students of this community are considered lower 

socioeconomic statuses based on free and reduced lunch.  Title I status has no bearing on 

this study withstanding the school’s description.  

The participants for this study were chosen based on the method of purposeful 

sampling.  Because the nature of this research is a qualitative case study, purposeful 

sampling seems appropriate per Patton (2002).   
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Patton (2002) describes purposeful sampling, 

The logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich 

cases for study in depth.  Information-rich cases are those from which one can 

learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry, 

thus the term purposeful sampling.  Studying information-rich cases yields 

insights and in-depth understanding rather than empirical generalizations. 

 (p. 230)  

This type of sample typically constitutes a homogenous group (Patton, 2002; Suri, 2011).  

In this case study, the students live in a rural community with limited resources.  Majority 

of the students are considered low in socio-economic statuses.  Students were chosen 

from the whole student body enrolled in social studies or history classes in tenth through 

twelfth grade.  Students’ ages will range anywhere from 14 to 18 years old.   

After completing the questionnaire, the researcher asked six students to volunteer 

for individual interviews as well as demonstrate their skills of document analysis and 

information processing.  The Georgia Performance Standards and the Common Core 

Standards both set the specifications for student mastery of a wide range of historical 

thinking and literacy skills that correspond to every academic year.  These served as the 

guiding tool for data analysis of student document analysis skills.  To ensure anonymity 

and confidentiality, the researcher purposefully omitted the name of the school and its 

location.  The researcher assigned pseudonyms to all participants involved in the study to 

protect their privacy and anonymity. 
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Subjectivity Statement 

 Qualitative research seeks to understand subjective experience, researchers must 

attempt to divulge their own thought process, bias, and stereotypes to reveal the lens for 

which the research topic is better understood.  My biases are based on my own 

experiences as a social studies teacher and my experiences in the classroom as well as a 

history student.  As a teacher, I have seen a paradigm shift in the need for more 

metacognition and use of historical skills.  Because of this shift, I have intentionally 

redesigned lessons in all my classes to include more metacognition and fluid historical 

thinking processes in which students would incur over time.  As a student of history, I see 

historical thinking skills as an aide to help disseminate historical text, meaning, and 

decisions made by past generations.  In those understandings, I hold these valued skills a 

means to linking the past with the future not only in history but also in other content areas 

to which I am exposed.  Recognition of my own bias and their limits helped to facilitate 

analyzation of my research data.  

Validity 

In conducting qualitative research, the researcher must be aware of how validity 

frameworks guide their lens.  In solidifying validity, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest 

four standards.  Confirmability, transferability, dependability, and credibility help to 

validate qualitative research (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  Schwandt (2015) surmises these 

conventional criteria help to define the trustworthiness of the research under 

investigation.  Confirmability helps to ensure that the study’s findings are not shaped by 

researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher used  
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triangulation which serves as a “convergence among multiple and different sources of 

information to form themes or categories in a study” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p.126).  

Triangulation also serves to support credibility of the findings as a source of criteria using 

an open-ended questionnaires, interviews, and document analysis.  The researcher also 

used thick description to serve as a means of transferability.  This can best be defined as a 

strong detailed account of the participants’ experience.  It serves to connect patterns and 

relationships while putting them in to context (Geertz, 1973; Holloway, 1997).  To ensure 

dependability, the researcher used an external audit to systemically analyze the 

procedures and narratives presented in the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000).   

Data Collection 

In a qualitative study, the researcher must collect data and analyze the data 

concurrently.  Creswell (2015) suggests after the researcher identifies and selects its 

participants, the researcher will need to obtain from the following:  

• informed consent from the parents of students 

• informed consent of the students  

• permission from the school district 

• permission from the school and principal. 

The researcher contacted the Board of Education of the school district for the 

necessary approval in accordance with the IRB for the school and for consent by parents 

for their child to participate.  After initial approval, the researcher scheduled a meeting 

with the principal to explain the research and asked permission to meet with students at a 

convenient time and place.  
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Grady (1998) stresses the importance of qualitative research lies within data 

collection and analysis.  After approval, the researcher asked students to volunteer in 

seven of her own social studies classes.  The researcher asked students to participate in an 

opened-ended and closed questionnaire using Survey Monkey, an online survey complier 

and developer used by Mercer University.  The questionnaires, given to students 

electronically, elicited understanding of their perception of historical thinking skills in 

relation to film.  Since students have access to BYOD (bring your own device) and Wi-Fi 

connections, they were able to access Survey Monkey at their leisure within a 10-12-day 

timeframe.  Laptops and computers were provided for students that did not have personal 

devices in the school library.   

Questionnaires included open-ended questions (see Appendix A).  Responses 

were judged by researcher based the intensity, quality, and amount of thorough thought. 

The researcher asked six students to volunteer to participate in an interview before or 

after school.  Students who volunteered received incentive “bucks” implemented by the 

school in which they redeemed for prizes at their convenience for their participation.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using a mixture of both structured, 

predetermined, and open-ended questions that build upon the initial responses of the 

questionnaire.  As part of the interview, students were asked to look at primary and 

secondary sources and demonstrate their historical thinking skills (see Appendix B and 

C).   
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Institutional Review Board Approval 

The researcher obtained approval from the Mercer University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) and then approval from the campus through which the qualitative 

research occurred (see Appendix E).  Because this type of research incorporates the use 

of personally held beliefs by the participants as well as gathering information directly 

from human subjects, an institutional review board’s approval must be met (Creswell, 

2015).  As part of the process, the researcher created a proposal that included the research 

purposes and description as well as benefits and potential risks to those involved in this 

specific study.  The institution reviewed the proposal as well by the local school board for 

the implementation of the study.  All collected data is kept in a password-protected 

computer and encrypted external drive.  All participants were given a pseudonym to 

protect privacy. 

Data Analysis 

 After collecting data, the researcher organized the information for analysis.  

During this process, the researcher imported the results of the questionnaire into 

qualitative software for analysis.  Data analysis is a process in which the researcher 

constructs meaning out of the data collected.  The researcher becomes an instrument and 

interpreter of data by making research decisions throughout the process.   

After the data was collected, the researcher then transcribed student interviews.  

Once transcribed, the researcher used a systematic inductive and deductive iterative 

thematic analysis to sort data into themes as well as incorporating a hermeneutic circle/ 

spiral strategy.  Bakir and Todorovic (2010) describe the hermeneutic circle by using a    
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part to whole dialect to understand the “form of rationality” that reflects meaning to 

emerge in the data (p. 1039).  The goal of this strategy is to move from part to whole to 

part while remaining open to possible divergent interpretations while understanding prior 

bias and experiences in part of the researcher’s interpretation.  Within the hermeneutic 

tradition, thematic analysis was used to sort and analyze data.  Schwandt (2015) describes 

thematic analysis as an: 

Exploratory approach, the analyst codes (marks or indexes) sections of a text 

 (e.g., a  transcript, field notes, documents) per whether they appear to contribute to 

 emerging themes.  What constitutes a “theme” is subject to debate; it can mean a 

 topic,  subject, category, fundamental concept, and so on.  Themes can come 

 from inspecting the data (an inductive approach) or from prior theoretical 

 understanding.  (p. 65) 

The researcher used a hermeneutic circle strategy in conjunction with thematic analysis.  

After identifying key themes, a thematic analysis network was created to “explore the 

understanding of an issue or signification of an idea” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 387).   

Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006)) agree that inductive and deductive constructs of 

coding best represents conceptual interpretation.  Fereday and Muir-Cochran (2006) also 

suggest six stages that help to facilitate thematic data coding:  

• develop a code manual 

• test the reliability of codes 

• summarize and identify initial themes 

• apply template of codes  
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• connect the codes and identify new themes  

• corroborate and legitimatize coded themes (p.84). 

By applying this systematic development of codes, the researcher assessed the initial 

themes and codes and reflected on their raw data as they continued their research.  

Hermeneutically, each of these steps was reiterated until the final themes were 

legitimatized.  Grbich (2013) suggests different processes in processing data dependent 

upon the researcher’s goals.  The researcher used a form of conceptual mapping and 

block file for analyzation of themes.     

Using conceptual mapping or clustering provides an advantage using short 

summary of the themes that are constantly emerging whereas block and file helps to keep 

the original data intact as the researcher uses quotes in their analysis.  The researcher 

used content analysis in disseminating participants’ responses and documents analysis.  

Underlying meanings and ideas are revealed through assessing elemental patterns of the 

text, such as words or phrases (Yang & Miller, 2008).  Participants were handed a 

combination of primary and secondary source documents and asked to demonstrate 

historical thinking skills or what is also termed as ‘information processing skills’ 

expected by high school social studies.  The documents chosen represented a multitude of 

different types of historical content presentations that students could possibly see in a 

social studies class but are not limited to specific historical content or a time period.  In 

social studies classes, students are often given a multitude of varying sources to 

demonstrate a wide range of skills.  Students were merely asked to demonstrate their 

skills for disseminating the information per the Social Studies Georgia Standards of  
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Excellence and the Common Core Literacy Standards.  These standards contain skills 

such as but are not limited to:  

• identifying primary and secondary sources 

• distinguishing between fact and opinion  

• analyze graphs and diagrams 

• draw conclusions and make generalizations  

• determine adequacy and/or relevancy of information 

• check for consistency of information  

• interpret political cartoons and photos   

• cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 

  sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an   

  understanding of the text as a whole 

• evaluate various explanations for actions or events and determine which  

  explanation best accords with textual evidence, acknowledging where the  

  text leaves matters uncertain 

• determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text,  

  including analyzing how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key  

  term over the course of a text 

• evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or  

  issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence 

• evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or  

  challenging them with other information 
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• integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary,  

  into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies  

  among sources.  (Georgia Standards.Org, 2016, pp. 152-155) 

Student document analysis was assessed and coded accordingly based on the skills of the 

document framework. Skills were also assessed in accordance with the type of document 

format. 

Summary 

The focus of this chapter is to understand the specific research design to be 

applied in this case study.  This qualitative case study inadvertently utilized its research 

findings to help teachers understand how students construct meaning through film 

specifically in social studies classes with high school students as well as any 

disconnections in their usage of historical skills in primary and secondary sources.  By 

understanding the construction of this knowledge, teachers can implement quality and 

sound instructional practices that incorporate historical and media skills and encourage 

metacognition.   

Per Crotty (1998), the researcher should include an epistemology, theoretical 

perspective, methodology, and research methods.  Using a constructivist epistemology, 

the researcher used hermeneutics as it theoretical perspective.  This study included a 

convenient sample of high school students currently enrolled in social studies classes 

tenth through twelfth grade from a single high school in a single school district labeled as 

Title I by the state.  As a qualitative study, the researcher used open-ended survey 

questionnaires, single student interviews, and document analysis to collect data.  The    
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researcher used thematic analysis and content analysis with a hermeneutic lens to 

systematically code the data.  Themes will be established, reviewed, and reported in a 

narrative format in Chapter 4.



 

 

 

   CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

This research study has its foundations in frameworks of historical thinking skills 

and their relationship to student cognition and perception.  The purpose of analyzing 

qualitative data is to determine the categories, relationships and assumptions that inform 

the respondents’ view of the world in general, and of the topic (McCracken, 1988).  A 

social constructivist epistemology provides the interpretivist nature for which data was 

assessed and analyzed.  This chapter will begin with the procedures used to collect data, 

followed by a case description of the study’s participants and self-reports of their social 

studies classes.  Finally, data analysis will be presented regarding each research question. 

Procedures 

Through qualitative analysis, the data collected respectively shows the 

researcher’s findings by using thematic and content analysis using inductive and 

deductive coding techniques through the lens of hermeneutics (Fereday & Cochran, 2006; 

Attride-Stirling, 2001; Saldana, 2016).  The researcher collected data using three sources: 

survey questionnaires, six single student interviews, and student document review and 

analysis.  A CAQDAS program, NVIVO, assisted the researcher in organizing and 

analyzing survey and interview text formats.   
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This form of software “stores, organizes, manages, and reconfigures” data that enables 

the researcher to code quickly as well as make connections throughout multiple data 

formats (Saldana, 2016, p. 30-31).  The researcher manually coded the documents as 

reviewed and assessed by chosen students.  After initial review of the data sets, the 

researcher incorporated a hermeneutic examination system reflecting George Hans 

Gadamer’ s spiral of fusion through a constructivist lens.  

Research Questions 

The researcher used a qualitative case study of a rural high school seeking to 

investigate and understand how film and media impact high school students’ 

understanding and construction of historical knowledge.  It also examined the possible 

disconnection between students’ use of historical thinking skills on primary documents 

and the transference of those skills for film.  This study sought to examine the following 

central questions:   

1. What perceptions do students have about historical films used in history 

classes? 

2. To what extent does media literacy and historical thinking skills assist 

students in constructing meaning through historical films used in history 

classes and outside of history classes? 

3. What disconnections, if any, exist between student application of historical 

thinking skills on primary documents and historical films and media? 
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Case Description 

In this qualitative case study, participants were chosen using purposeful and 

convenient sampling.  Participants included students from a single high school within one 

school district.  This rural high school roughly has 1325 students and is considered a Title 

I school where more than 50 % of its’ students are on free or reduced lunch as defined by 

the United States Department of Education and Department of Agriculture. This status 

was not directly related to the research questions but it gives description to the case study.  

Students are currently enrolled in social studies/history classes ranging from 10-12th 

grades. Students’ ages range from 14-18 years old.  Students were verbally asked to 

initially participate in a voluntary survey during their respective social study class and 

were then directed to pick up informed and assent forms from the researcher if interested.   

After students completed and returned the informed consent and assent permission forms 

to the researcher, students were then instructed to complete a survey questionnaire 

generated by Survey Monkey via the internet (see Appendix A).  Students had 10 days to 

complete the survey on their own time.  Students had access to their own devices as well 

as the school’s computers.    

Out of 100 students asked to volunteer, 67 responded, and 53 students completed 

the survey.  In the survey, students were asked if they were interested in volunteering for 

an interview.  The first six interested students gave their consent to participate in an 

interview.  As shown in Table 1, the interviewees’ grade levels are listed with respected 

enrollment in multiple social studies classes throughout their high school career.   
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This presented the researcher with student background knowledge while somewhat 

alluding to the expected associated skills with those particular courses that are usually 

taught.  

 

Table 1 

 

Table containing interviewees’ grades level and respected courses taken  

 
Interviewed 

Students 

Grade Level Social Studies Classes Taken 

Helen 11th  Government/Civics  

US and World Affairs 
World History  
US History  
 

Constance  11th Government/ Civics  
US and World Affairs 
World History  
US History 

 
Aloysius 12th  World History  

US History 
Economics  
 

Diogenes 12th  Honors Government/Civics  
Honors US and World Affairs 
Honors World History  
AP US History  

AP Macro Economics  
AP Psychology 
 

Cornelia 12th  Honors Government/Civics  
Honors US and World Affairs 
Honors World History  
AP US History  
AP Macro Economics 

AP Psychology  
 

Linnaeus  11th  Government/Civics  
US and World Affairs 
World History  
US History 
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Interviewees choose a day afterschool at their convenience to complete the 

interview.  Interviews lasted roughly about 30 mins.  Once the one to one interview 

began, the researcher reviewed the interview process along with how they would be audio  

recorded.  Next, the researcher stipulated that the student could stop the interview at any 

time along with the assurance that a pseudonym would be used to ensure their 

confidentiality.  The beginning questions reverberated around historians’ skill sets and 

the resources used to find information they are researching. The next questions gave the 

researcher an idea of how students defined HTS along with their conception of reliable 

and trustworthy resources (see Appendix B).   Lastly, interviewees were asked to 

demonstrate their HTS by assessing a variety of historical documents on paper (see 

Appendix C).  

Description of Social Studies Activities 

 Respondents were asked in the survey to describe their social studies classes 

(Survey Question # 3).  Codes were reflected in this analysis as the number of times a 

code occurred which established a greater understanding of the hermeneutic unit 

(Bergman, 2010).  Of the 53 responses, 22 participants used the word “fun” while 10 

described their classes as “interesting”.  Nine reported their class as “easy.”  The 

associated meanings of non-numerical text may never be described with certainty; 

however, the number of times a code occurs may establish further understanding of a 

hermeneutic unit (Bergman, 2010).  When asked to describe the activities in their social 

studies classes, respondents referred to group activities, document-based questions, and 

class discussions 46 separate times.  Only five participants mentioned video and media as  
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part of their class activities.  For example, respondent 15 stated, “…watch occasional 

videos” while respondent 58 stated, “watch videos on the curriculum we are learning”.  

Respondents also were asked which activities they preferred in those classes.   

The term ‘group’ appeared 38 times for different participants as a core preference among 

students whereas the term ‘video’ only was referenced five times.   

 Survey respondents were questioned about their access to watch movies or media 

outside of the school environment (Survey Question #7 and #8).  Students revealed their 

usage of cellular devices as a prime factor followed by computers in accessing film or 

media (see Figure 1).  Forty-three of the 53 (81.43%) response divulged their use of 

varied streaming applications via computer and cellphones.  The possible access of 

technology outside of the classroom revealed varied access to resources that students 

readily use.  For example, 11 students still reported VCRs as a source of access even 

though films and media have been digitized for downloading via internet use.  Thirty- 

five respondents also divulged DVD and Blue-ray as source accessibility.  Forty-nine 

students attended local movie theaters. 
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Figure 1.  Student Self-Report of Access to watch Film and Media Outside of School 

Environment 

 

 

Research Question and Data Collaboration           

         The researcher used a systematic inductive and deductive iterative thematic analysis 

in conjunction with interpretive hermeneutics.  By incorporating a hermeneutic circle 

strategy with thematic analysis, the researcher used part/whole dialectics.  This provided 

a better understanding of the interpretation of student conceptions of history through film 

and media.  Gadamer’ s theory of hermeneutic fusion theory takes place within a circular 

motion.  The fusion of prior understanding moves between the whole text while 

disseminating its parts with a certain expectation thus fusing a new horizon of 

understanding.  Kerdeman (1998) alludes to Gadamer’ s fusion as understanding “that  
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consists in circular tension between the familiar and strange” (p. 247).  In this case study, 

students experience with film, media, primary and secondary documents drive 

Gadamer’ s theory by illuminating the tensions between familiarity and strange regarding 

their prior knowledge of history possibly learned in the classroom and their perceptions 

and understanding of film and media as a conduit.  

In assessing the research questions, the themes created a unique hermeneutic 

spiral (see Figure 2).  Gadamer speaks to the constant and persistent fusion of 

information and experience.  When watching historical films, students begin to facilitate 

their own excogitation.  Excogitation, in this sense, is defined as thinking thoroughly or 

carefully about a specific topic.  In this case, student exposure and experience to 

historical people, places, and things have roughly shaped their conception within and out 

of the classroom.  Students cognitively draw upon a prior horizon (knowledge) in 

Gadameric terms about the topic of discussion once presented in class.  Thus, utilization 

comes into play.  Teachers utilize film and media as an aid to facilitate their content.  

These mediums draw attention to what is known and what is inferred by students’ relative 

cognitive reasoning.   

The picture [film/movie] is not just an image…it belongs to the present or to the 

  present memory of the man represented. …  It not only recalls something whose 

 meaning is already familiar, but it can say something of its own, and thus it 

 becomes independent of the prior knowledge that it coveys.  (Gadamer, 2013, pp. 

 148-149)  
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Prior experiences and knowledge, the teacher and classroom utilization of HTS, and the 

said medium’s representation have limited cohesion in an infantile state.  Students must 

then respectively fuse the parts to form a whole new horizon through excogitation 

continuously.   

This process is infinite throughout the course of continuous experience.  These 

created hermeneutic horizons are never set or fixated.  “They constitute, then, the horizon 

of a particular present, for they represent that beyond which it is impossible to see” thus 

creating a manifold of understanding (Gadamer, 2013, p. 316).  These newly derived 

understandings further lend to historical consciousness or historicity.  Students 

inadvertently become aware of their inadequate conventional ways of thinking and 

reevaluate their prior interpretations possibly enabling historical thinking skills and 

critical thinking.  
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Figure 2. Spiral of Fusion Themes 

 

RQ1 Student Perception of Historical Films used in Social Studies Classes: Let’s Watch a 

Movie Theme 

Students were given a survey that encompassed an array of closed and open-

ended questions regarding their experiences with film and media and current social 

studies classes (see Appendix A).  Fifty-three students fully completed the survey.   

Questions three through five were used to illustrate student encounters and descriptions 

within the social studies classes taken.  Classes offered for 10th -12th grade at this rural 

school include World History, United States History, and Economics.  Some students 

were enrolled in the Advanced Placement version of these subject content areas as well  
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some are registered for the Move on When Ready (MOWR) program where students 

attend an actual college campus for the course.   

Interview questions were structured as well as open-ended.  Questions one 

through four were used to gauge students understanding of a historian’s role, use of 

historical resources, and perception of historical skills (see Appendix B).  These questions 

provided context to assist students’ thought processes as the interview commenced and 

focused upon critical thinking about their own level of skills and construction of meaning 

addressed in research questions two and three.   

Table 2 illustrates the categories that support Figure 2 and how films created a 

new horizon for new understandings for students to see.  
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Table 2  

 

Table containing RQ1 Survey and Interview Codes and Categories for Open-Ended 

Questions: Let’s Watch a Movie  

 

 
 Question 

Reference  

 

Question  Initial Codes Categories 

Survey Q 6 Explain how your 

teacher has used film 

or media in your 

social studies 

class(es). 

 

In-depth Detail 

Visual Image 

Introduction  

Further Explanation  

Teacher 

Strategies 

Survey Q9A Name any historical 

movie that you have 

seen recently in or 

out of your social 

studies classes. 

 

Presidential Clips 

War 

Slavery/Civil Rights 

Literature Class 

Do not watch/Have not seen 

Movies Used 

in SS 

Survey Q9B  Describe what you 

think of this historical 

movie/film? Give an 

example of how this 

movie changed your 

thinking about a 

topic.  

 

Better Understanding  

Contextualization 

   Connections  

Generic Information  

Clarity 

Impact the Topic 

Thinking 

Interview Q6 Have you ever seen 

any historical 

films/media in your 

history classes or 

outside of school?  

 

War 

USA 

Civil Rights/Slavery  

Movies of 

Interest 

 

 

Interview Q7 Do you think 

historical films and 

media are reliable 

sources?  

Mixed Assessment 

Teacher 

Hollywood vs Academic  

Trustworthy 

Solidity  

 

 

 

Teacher Strategies 

Questions six through nine given via the survey readily relate to students’ 

perceptions about the films and media used in their classes whereas interview questions 

six and seven further specify acuity of perceptions.  Eighteen students acknowledged 

their teachers’ use of film/media as a medium for providing in-depth detail.  Respondent 

eight stated,  
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Every now and then we will watch a documentary on a historical figure to learn 

 more about how they played a role in history, where they are from, how they were 

 raised, what makes them different from other people, etc. 

Respondent 16 also referred to their “social studies teacher shows[ing] us videos from 

different sources about the material we’re learning”.  Students also noted teachers’ use 

was significant in providing visual images to enhance the lesson or meaning.  Respondent 

37 indicated, “Some teachers use more videos and some use none.  However, neither of 

these options have really helped me personally.  A balance between the two has always 

been the most efficient.  Receiving the information and seeing it put in action.”  Based on 

the type of film/media and its regularity of teacher usage may have a strong influence on 

student impressions of this medium.  How important or influential the subject content 

may also play a role.  Respondent 38 denoted,   

I have often watched clips of film or media in SS classes as a way for the teacher  

 to make the past more realistic rather than some distant thought.  The clips are 

  usually used during a power point presentation and tie directly to the topic of 

 discussion of that day.  We rarely have time in classes for a full movie, even  

multiple days, due to  scheduling so if a teacher thinks it would benefit is to 

 watch they will usually recommend we watch it outside of class if we can. 

According to the given survey data, it would be a reasonable assumption that teachers’ 

use of film/media may be concise and limited because of time constraints, relevancy, or 

even curriculum demands. 
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Movies Used in Social Studies 

While students acknowledged teacher use of film/media, they revealed the types 

of historical film or movies.  Thirteen respondents verified the clips used presented 

presidential information.  Respondent 65 stated, “Well, we have seen a film lately, but I 

do not know the name for it, but it gives us a brief back story of the president.   

My opinion on the film is indifferent because it is just informational.”   Nine students 

mentioned the use of war footage such as seeing movies recently released in 2017 in 

theaters such as Dunkirk and Hacksaw Ridge.  In contrast, five students revealed they had 

not seen any historical films or could not recall the last time they watched one.  Survey 

respondent 41 went as far as to assert,    

In my opinion, I would rather watch a documentary about the topic than just a 

  remake of the events.  I know the movies are staged and that’s always in the back 

 of my mind.  I know not all of the things mentioned in the movie are actual 

 events.  But in documentaries it’s FACTS about history. 

When interviewed, students’ responses yielded comparable results to survey responses.  

Movies referenced war and items dealing with United States history.   

Interviewee Aloysius stated,  

I've watched a lot of military films and World War II films.  Those help with why 

  people fought in those wars and why individuals wanted to go into the draft or 

 fight for their country and that kind of thing.   

Linnaeus also had watched military films but elaborated on movies pertaining to US 

history. 
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Last year in ROTC, we seen Red Tails.  Would that be history? We seen The 

 Crucible in AP Lang.  I know in ROTC we watched a bunch of historical movies, 

 I just don't ...  Major Payne, would that be one? About when everyone, because 

 they're  talking about the military and how does it run in a sense…. I seen 

 Hacksaw Ridge.  That could be historical.  It's based on a true story.  I seen, like I 

 said, The Help.  Twelve Years a Slave. Abraham the Vampire Slayer, even 

 though that has nothing to do with ...  Even though it's like, two different things 

 coming to one, it makes you want to look up Lincoln and what has he done, and 

 stuff like that.   

This illustrates how students perceive motion pictures as a reflection of a time that they 

were not able to experience in a live presence.  These movies serve as an intermediary 

between these limited experiences and nostalgic representation.  Since students mainly 

referred to war and United States history themed films, their perception of these 

particular themed films persuades their construction of that particular historical event.  

Thinking 

When asked how historical movies and films changed their thinking about a 

specific content topic in survey question nine, students referred to changes in their 

perspectives especially about war themed movies.  Respondent 32 stated, “This changed 

my perspective of some POWs in time and that maybe some were treated as humane 

people and not, well, prisoners” and respondent 14 stated, “It changed how I thought the 

relationship between the Vietnamese and the Americans was.”  Respondent 54 also 

provided a clue to change in perspective maintaining, “It changed my view on the topic  
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by giving an insider’s view of what the soldiers fighting went through during the battle.”  

Student exposure may be somewhat limited to documentaries and films in the classroom; 

therefore, any dramatic Hollywood film on the aforementioned topics they view outside 

of class may have greater impact on how they recollect changes in their thinking.   

Data likewise indicated that students were able to decipher many of these movies 

through contextualization.  Contextualization defined for this study is defined as student’s 

ability to interpret and analyze historical information within the time of the historical 

event.  Respondents expressed a repeated understanding to the time or given content of 

the film.  For instance, respondent 64 declared, “It helped me understand the conflicts in 

that time better.  Such as how jealousy for land and hatred for trivial things that people 

had done could lead to death.”.  Interviewee Constance alluded also to contextualization, 

“It really made me feel like I was back in that time where a war figure was a big thing.”   

Rosenstone (2001) stated that films frequently,  

Provide a window into two (or more) worlds….  A film must be judged in terms 

 of knowledge of the past that we already possess….  Films want to make us think 

 they are reality.…we conveniently forget it in order to participate in the 

 experience that cinema provides.  (pp. 54,62)    

Students had previously learned about much of the content in class, yet movies gave them 

a different perception in and of the period they watched.  

Trustworthiness and Solidity of the Resource 

             To explore whether they thought films and media were trustworthy, interviewees 

were asked whether they felt historical films and media were considered reliable sources  
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(Survey Question #7).  Responses were mixed.  Whereas some revealed their lack of 

distrust in these mediums, others had mixed feelings about the reliability and 

trustworthiness.  For instance, interviewee Cornelia stated, “Okay, well I say it's 

definitely somewhere in between.”  Interviewee Helen agreed saying “[movies] not all of 

it is true.  It's based on true facts, but not all of it is true” but then alluded to teacher use 

as the source for reliability.  If the “teacher gave it to us so if they trust it then if they ask, 

it might be true or something if they trust it”.   Aloysius agreed.  “I would say ‘yes’ 

because the information that's portrayed in that is taken from the actual events.  They can 

occasionally be twisted or rewritten to show a certain person's viewpoint or what they 

want people to believe about it”.  Diogenes questioned their reliability.   

No, not always.  In Hercules, they were like hey, let's go to heaven, or not heaven, 

but ...  [Elysium], is that what it is? Elysium, all right, and we'll meet the souls of  

Achilles and Odysseus, but that's kind of backwards, because Hercules was before 

Battle of Troy and all that.  It wasn't the most reliable thing, I don't think…. It’s 

not totally true, probably, but I think it gives a decent outlook for the typical 

person on what we found, so I don't think they're hurting society, but they're not 

completely truthful to whoever's intelligent or knows a lot about the subject. 

Students often grapple with reliability because of their recognition of historical facts they 

have previously learned but recognize that those mainstream facts clash with movie 

portrayals.  For example, Linnaeus displayed this in the following dialogue. 

Researcher:  Okay.  You said you say for instance, Hacksaw Ridge. Would you  

  consider that to be a reliable source? 
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Linnaeus:  Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Researcher:  Okay.  Can you tell me how? 

Linnaeus:  It was based on a true story, and the guy at the end ...  You know how, 

 when it's based on a true story, they'll give you what they're doing now 

 and how their life been.  Anything like that.  I guess he had to be there, or 

 he had to like give, okay it, or his family or whatever.  They just okay the 

 movie and what it was like. 

Teacher’s choice of medium does play a substantial role in student experience.  O’Connor 

(1988) suggested, 

Understanding a film as artifact requires a consideration of its production 

 background, the complex collaborative process involved in its creation, and the 

 political or other purposes a film may be meant to serve. ...  All are carefully  

 structured creations that present a particular point of view.  Far more important 

 than the type of film are the questions we ask of it, for the questions invariably 

 determine the relative importance of  certain methodological concerns.  (pp. 

 1205-1206)  

Given the essence that students still rely heavily on teachers as a consistent resource of 

information and transmission, any mediums presented in the classroom would most likely 

seem a trustworthiness source for students as a reflection of their confidence in the 

teacher.   
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RQ 2 Historical Thinking Skills Assistance in Construction of New Meanings through 

Film: Prior Experience, Let’s Watch A Movie, and Excogitation Fusion 

Research question two addressed how historical thinking skills (HTS) and media 

literacy lend to the construction of meaning through student viewing of historical films 

(see Table 3).  Student surveys indicated the relationship of their classroom experience 

and the knowledge they obtained to the said films they watched.   

 

Table 3 

  

Table containing RQ2 Survey and Interview Codes and Categories for Open Ended 

Questions: Excogitation Theme 

 

Question 

Reference 

Question  Initial Codes Categories 

 

Survey Q10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Q8 

 

 

Explain how the 

information you have 

learned in social studies 

class helped you to 

understand history in 

film, movies, or media 

you have seen?  

 

Do these films or media 

help you to understand a 

historical event? How?  

 

 

Application  

Context 

Background 

Visualization 

Perspective  

Nope  

 

 

General Knowledge  

Building Blocks/Stepping 

Stones 

Background  

Context 

 

 

HTS Definitions 

 

Utilization  

  

Interrelation  

 

Survey Q11 

 

 

 

 

Interview Q5 

How would you define 

historical thinking or 

critical thinking skills in 

your own words? 

 

How would you define 

historical thinking? 

Relation to Today 

Skills/ Processing 

Fact/Memorization  

Just plain thinking 

 

Application 

Relevancy  

Cohesion (hermeneutics) 

 

HTS Definitions 

Survey Q 12  Do you use the same 

skills in social studies 

classes when you read or 

watch historical movies 

or media outside of 

school? 

Please explain.  

Yes 

No 

Contextualization  

Background 

Application  

Evaluation 

Skills Used 

 

Utilization 
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Skills and Knowledge Interactions   

The historical information obtained in class aided students in multiple ways.  28 

out of 53 students used the term “understand” to connect classroom knowledge and 

movies.   Respondent five reported, “It helps me know who everyone is and what’s 

actually going on” while respondent 52 stated,   

we learn things and then we sometimes watch a video on it or we watch a video as 

 she is teaching us, and this has given me a better understanding of everything.  I  

now can watch a film on this or these topics and actually understand it and 

 comprehend it. 

Students mentioned making connections as they watched these films.  Respondent 18 

explained, “By knowing the background behind the movie I am watching I understand 

the plot more”.  Respondent 15 revealed, 

In many movies, they don't tell you about what was happening in the world at the 

same time, they are more focused on specific occasions.  History class helps to 

place the events in with other major events and to solidify why it happened. 

Students referred to context as a standard mechanism revealing their link to 

understanding.  For example, respondent 24 asserted “The information I learn in social 

studies class helps me understand historical movies and film because it gives me a better 

understanding about what is happening and gives background information”.  Respondent 

43 believed the information in class and films “helps me tie time periods together” and 

respondent 36 alluded to analyzing and evaluation of both the classroom information and 

movie representations.  



            

 

 

 

85 

AP World has given me a load of new terms that connect to the world around me.  

 I've also learned about how to analyze how people are affected because of the area 

 around them and what may be going on in that time period.  So, in historical 

 movies, I can better understand the context and why things may be different from 

 what I'm used to on a daily basis. 

When asked the question whether films help their understanding of a historical event, 

interviewees revealed equivalent results.  Linnaeus declared, “Yeah, it makes it click.”  

This student also exposed his understanding of validity of the information.    

Even though sometimes it may not be accurate, just on the dot accurate, but it 

makes it like, okay I understand it a little better.  Now, I just need to be more 

realistic.  I need it to be more accurate.  It's like a stepping stone, and then that's 

when you get into the real stuff. 

Constance also revealed “I believe they help me because if I have seen a movie and it is 

referenced in class, it helps me make the connection in my head and see what I seen in 

the movie in class”.   Aloysius provided a more in-depth link to his prior knowledge. 

For example, Schindler's List again, I already had a basic understanding of World 

 War II  and Nazi Germany and that kind of stuff.  I didn't really understand how it 

 would be to be a person during that time that was not a Jew and how trying to live 

 everyday life under that would be so difficult and watch your neighbors or your 

 best friend taken from you. 

Although four survey respondents said they did not believe viewing historical films lent 

to their understanding, there appeared to be more consensus among students that these  
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films provided a link to their comprehension of the content.  The use of background 

knowledge obtained in the classroom creates an opportunity to decipher familiar content 

that is known and which is strange once presented in movie format.  An understanding 

that is an ongoing negotiation situates meaning for student cognition.  

Historical Thinking Skills: Linking Excogitation and Utilization Themes  

 Historical thinking skills (HTS) or what some may deem as critical thinking or 

historical literacy skills facilitate student construction of historical knowledge and 

meaning.  Students were asked to define historical thinking (see Figure 3 and Figure 4).  

Students used both HTS and critical thinking to have the same meaning.  The terms were 

used interchangeably.   

 

 

Figure 3. HTS Self-Reported Definitions 
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Respondents defined HTS in reference and relevancy to the current time.  

Eighteen students referred to a relationship between the past and the present.  For 

example, survey respondent six disclosed, “Historical thinking is using knowledge about 

things that happened in the past in order to improve or prevent things in the future.”   

Respondent 41 described HTS as “tying together things that you have learned in the past 

to something that may have happened recently and what you learned helped you figure 

out why the recent event happened, like puzzle pieces.”  Some students depicted HTS 

more so as an application or skill.  “Historical thinking is using what you know from 

history and applying it to the matter at hand,” said respondent 48.  HTS definitions were 

closely identified as ‘critical thinking’ by many participants.  Survey respondent 36 cited 

HTS as, 

Critically thinking requires[ing] being able to break down material given and  

 being able to analyze it.  To think critically, one has to be able to place   

 themselves inside of the topic, literally thinking as if they are in the time period or 

 the setting of the topic.  It is basically the process of digging deeper, past just the  

 words read or  what is being seen on a screen, but into the true intent of whatever 

 is being said. 

Respondent 60 saw “critical thinking skills are thinking logically, reasonably, and 

rationally.” 

Students likewise expressed HTS in terms of responses to questions in class.   

Critical thinking was thinking “before you answer and not just yell out an answer” and  

 



            

 

 

 

88 

“all solutions or things that could happen before you answer or do it” (Respondent 21 & 

57).   

 

  

Figure 4.   Student HTS lending to Excogitation Theme  

 

HTS definitions plausibly examined the importance of comprehension and problem 

solving.  For example, respondent 30 believed HTS was “using your brain to break down 

problems and to think deeply into a problem.”  Respondent 23 also understood HTS as a 

“way to show how you comprehend a certain topic on paper.”   

Interviewees identified very comparable responses to those in the interviews.  

Helen believed HTS was a form of introspection.  

You have to actually think about it, dig deeper about it, you gotta get out your 

 comfort zone, and actually think about it.  …I got to get out of my comfort zone 

 and think more about it. ... By just thinking about that ...  yeah, and blocking 

 everything else out. 
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Aloysius described HTS in relative terms of contextualization.    

Historical thinking is being able to think about it in the day that it happened and  

 not in the same situation that you're in today.  You have to be able to think about 

 the people that wrote it and then the situation that they are in or they were in. 

Ironically, students revealed the use of hermeneutical interpretation in their responses.   

“You have to be able to break it down into pieces and be able to study each piece on its 

own and then be able to reassemble it into one concise topic” (Aloysius).   

Cornelia stated, 

Historical thinking to me is being able to compile all of the different parts of  

 what's going on into one cohesive picture of the past. Being able to look at each 

 component of what's going on and use it all to analyze any specific thing that 

 you're  looking at. 

Diogenes similarly alluded to a more simplistic form of hermeneutics.    

 If you can piece together the events of history cohesively, I think you can think 

 pretty historically.  Like I said, if you can think of it like a story, then I think that's 

 better than just memorizing facts.  I don't think you know the history if you just 

 know the facts, but the facts are the history. ... If you can piece the facts together.  

 You've got to know facts, and you've got to know history, we'll go for that. 

Research question two reveals scaffolding on the students’ part.  This  type of 

scaffolding builds upon students’ use of historical thinking skills and how it lends to their 

construction of historical meaning within their own prior experiences and formed 

knowledge and watching film and media (see Figure 5).   Students are exposed to more  
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historical depth of information in a classroom setting as they progress in each given 

academic year.  This exposure entails a persistent re-evaluation of what prior 

understanding of history has been presented by given various means and methods (i.e.  

previous teachers, film, media, parents, books, etc.).  

 In social studies classes, students are usually tasked to assert some form of 

historical reasoning or thinking.  These ‘skills’ provide a technique for students to use 

whenever encountering resources.  Consequently, each student defines HTS based on 

their own experiences.  These skills are grounded as part of their toolbox or skill set for 

utilization in some fashion.  Student self-reports in this research study indicated their 

comprehension of how HTS is defined by providing simplistic as well as cultivated 

definitions.  These said ‘skills’ assist in the direction for which an indirect or given 

strategy is formed and utilized consciously and unconsciously.  This stratagem provides a 

distinct pattern or edifice for which construction is built. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  HTS Cohesion for Utilization Fusion Themes 
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The generation of insight and sapience promotes an integral part of Gadamer’ s historicity 

or “rise to many thoughts” about interpretation of prior knowledge and newly constructed 

meanings (Gadamer, 2013, p.  191).  This scaffolding reiterates and further substantiates a 

collective fusion of horizons that repeat with each new experience for which the 

hermeneutical process implores.  Hence, the more exposure students have to assorted 

mediums, their interpretations and construction of new meanings are non-existential but 

significant in metacognition and intellectual excogitation. 

RQ 3: Connections and Disconnects of Application of HTS via Documents and Films: 

The Quality of HTS-Excogitation and Utilization Fusion 

Whereas films and media play a significant role in student’s construction of 

knowledge, primary and secondary source documents also contribute.  Farrell (2014) 

gives explanation to why students need to define and consider primary and secondary 

sources.   

Understanding the sources that provide evidence of history is an important skill 

 for historians.  Being able to assign correct value and importance to different 

 sources and different types of sources is also important, otherwise a historian may 

 be led down false paths through his poor understanding of how to balance, value 

 and approach his sources. (para 21)   

Research question three resonated around finding connections as well as any 

disconnects between students use of HTS on written sourced documents.  Student 

viewpoints and document assessment afforded an opportunity for evaluation.  Survey 

respondents were asked to identify whether they knew the difference between a primary  
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and secondary source.   Fifty-two survey respondents answered ‘yes’ while only a single 

student stated ‘no’.  When asked to explain the difference between a primary and 

secondary source during the interviews, some students had difficulty, yet some could still 

give examples and vice versa.   For instance, Linnaeus stated,  

A primary source is like, the first written copy almost.  A secondary source is, 

 you're getting it from someone else, I guess paraphrasing it.  I don't know.  The 

 difference between the primary source and the secondary source.  The primary 

 source is the exact thing, just put it into your writing.  Then I guess you can 

 annotate it.  For instance, if something was in 1856, and then we bring it up now.  

 We put it in our writing.  If it's word  for word, it would be a primary source.  If 

 we paraphrase it, I guess it could be a secondary source. 

Here is a dialogue where Diogenes also appeared to be apprehensive about explaining 

examples but clearly knew their definitions.   

 Researcher: Can you explain to me the difference between a primary source and a  

  secondary source? 

Diogenes: Primary source.  Someone who experienced it.  I'm going to go with  

  that.  I'm going to go to secondary source as someone who's writing on the 

  account of someone else who experienced it. 

Researcher: Okay, can you give me an example? 

Diogenes:  How close was that? 

Researcher: Can you give me an example of a primary source? 
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Diogenes: Primary source? Did anyone write on the Battle of Troy, because  

 Homer wrote about it but he wasn't at the place.  Oh no.  Eli Wiesel in his 

 book, Night.  He went through the Holocaust. Then- (thinking)    

Researcher: Any secondary, could you give an example of a secondary source?  

Diogenes: I'm trying to relate it to the Holocaust.  I don't know. 

Researcher: It doesn't have to be about that specific topic, just in general, an  

  example of a secondary source. 

Diogenes: I guess could say Wikipedia, but Wikipedia can kind of be all three.  

Researcher: Can you explain that? 

Diogenes: Wikipedia, the author isn't one person.  It's a generic.  Could be anyone 

  on the internet, so it could be a primary source.  Could be secondary.   

  Could be tertiary, but I don't really know about that one.  There is a third  

  source I believe out there….   

 Interviewee Constance mentioned specific examples with no unequivocal 

definition.   

  Researcher: Can you please explain the difference between a primary source and a 

   secondary source? 

Constance:  A primary source is like a letter written from when the President's  

   term in the country.  A secondary source is like a text book    

  referring the information. 

Researcher: Okay.  Can you maybe give me an example of maybe a primary         

   source?   
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Constance: A primary source would be a speech given by Abraham Lincoln. 

Researcher: Okay.  A specific secondary source? 

Constance: A text book or encyclopedia 

Cornelia was able to give both definition and examples.  

 

Primary sources are directly from a person who's experienced an event or 

something of the sort.  But a secondary source is a retelling.  A secondary source 

is often taking a primary source and elaborating or another secondary source and 

going off of that.  … Diaries are a good example of primary sources. 

Helen, on the other hand, could not give either.   

 Helen: Primary source would be something that you would go first who knows  

  more about it than secondary source would be something that comes  

  second or something.  They don't really know much about it, it has little  

  information on the topic. 

Researcher: Okay.  Can you give me maybe an example of a primary source?  

Helen: No. 

Researcher: Okay.  Can you give me an example of a secondary source?  

Helen: No.  I just know what it is, I don't know an example of one. 
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Table 4 

 

Table containing RQ3 Survey and Interview Initial Codes and Categories for Open-

Ended Questions: Utilization of Source Type and Assessment Connect Theme 

 

 
Questions 

Referenced 

Question  Codes Categories 

 

Survey Q13  

 

 

 

 

Interview Q9 

 

 

Do you know the 

difference between a 

primary and secondary 

source? 

 

Can you please explain 

the difference between 

a primary source and 

secondary source? 

 

 

 

Primary 

Secondary 

 

 

 

Examples 

 

Affirmation 

 

 

 

 

Specific Credits 

Interview Q10 How would you use 

HTS to decipher or 

dissect a 

primary/secondary 

source? 

Who 

When  

Context 

Relevance 

HIPPO 

HTS Application   

Interview Q11 Do you think there is a 

difference in assessing 

film/media than a 

primary or secondary 

source document? 

If so, how? 

Yes 

No 

Visual 

Highlights 

Producer gain 

Weight 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students seemingly had difficulty in expressing acute definitions of what 

constitutes a primary or secondary source, but could cite examples with relative ease.  

This disconnect provides a gap in the structure or framework and interpretation.  Students 

absorb and rehearse tedious facts as a plausible way of learning.  When given a 

constructed definition with little examination, it is feasible to assume students form an 

intellectual contract with the teacher.  What the teacher defines as primary or secondary 

source, students accept as blind definition.  This blind definition becomes the singular 

construction of meaning.   
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This does not align with the constructivist epistemology.   Airasian and Walsh (1997) 

believe  

 …the teacher who is sole determiner of standards and criteria is likely to have the 

 primary influence on the nature of classroom constructions.  Students may not 

 construct meaning on their own, for they know high grades derive from meeting  

  the teacher's standards and criteria.  Constructivism is thus compromised.  ( p. 

 66) 

This blindness or lack of real construction lends to the belief that experience is limited to 

personal situation as well as perception and interpretation.  Patterson and Williams (2002) 

take this blindness and its relation to hermeneutics citing, 

much of our everyday experience occurs in the ready-to-hand-mode of 

engagement, as practical activity in which actions and emotions are structured by 

1) the situation, 2) cultural practices, and 3) current projects and concerns that 

include habitual responses that are so familiar they are taken for granted.  (p. 17) 

A horizon of meaning is limited thus a horizon of understanding in not plausible.  No 

insight occurs and cannot be extended to other contexts in a significant way.  

Construction of meaning and behavior are not integrated to facilitate a negotiated 

understanding.  Student interpretative behavior becomes prescriptive.  They can grasp 

‘the whole’ as outlined by Gadamer’s hermeneutics, yet not logically or analytically, 

based on the teacher’s sole construction.  

 When asked how to they would use HTS to decipher primary and secondary 

sources during the interviews, respondents referred to common social studies terms used  
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for analyzation and dissemination in the high school setting (see Figure 8).  Aloysius 

stated,    

In order to be able to tell between a primary and a secondary source, you have to 

 be able to read between the lines and be able to tell when it was written or  by 

 whom it was written and how that relates to the event or timeframe.  Yeah.   

…I guess a good skill would  be able to link one event to similar events during 

 that time or other sources to be able to link its relevancy. 

Constance alluded to using to different skills.  

 I would first look at when the date was written.  If it was written by a President or 

 what, or somewhat.  I would look at the context of it and see ... For the secondary 

 source, I would look through the text book and read the facts and stuff that is 

 given me and  referring to that time period.   

Linnaeus merely referred to using HTS as “just use[ing] common sense and put[ting] two 

and two together, and just infer.”  Cornelia used HTS terms associated with Advanced 

Placement history classes.  These terms are part of the College Board’s curriculum and 

standards disciplinary skills.  She specified,   

…you use your historical thinking to try to weed out the bias and look at it from 

more of a ...  My mind went blank, I'm sorry.  From a more objective standpoint.  

I know in APUSH [AP United States History], we do HIPPO a lot…. Hippo is H-

historical context ...  I don't remember what the I stood for.  P was point of view 

and the other P was purpose.  The O was for other important things around the 

piece context. 
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Although terminology slightly differed, students denoted similar process of skill usage.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Student Source Affirmation and Employment of HTS- Utilization Theme  

 

Although interviewed students cited how they would employ HTS on the primary or 

secondary sources, the researcher discovered a disconnect in the dichotomy of film/media 

and document source relations.  Hence, a lack of discrimination existed.   Respondents 

were asked whether there was a difference in assessing film/media and document sources.  

Responses were mixed.  Aloysius stated,  

I don't think there's really much difference.  … both a written document and a 

 movie both have an author or a producer.  They both have a time that they were 

 produced, so you both, you have to be able to look at that in both.  You also have 

 to be able to look at the body of it. 
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Diogenes referred to assessing as a matter of convenience and visual effect. 

 I think it's a matter of how easily I can go back to a certain point I want on a piece 

 of paper.  I can pinpoint a part that I'm having trouble with, and just go back to it 

 at any  point in time while on the time, if I were watching a movie online and I 

 wanted to understand something more about that, I'd have to pinpoint the part, and  

 I'd have to rewind.  That's a lot of work. ... Meanwhile, on a piece of paper I 

 could  just look up the page and it's kind of there.  I can study it, underline it, 

write around it, while on a movie I would just have to visualize it all. 

Helen believed, “it’s the same.  It's just you have a visual on one, and the other one you 

just read about it”.  Constance had a similar response.  “I feel like it is because in a film 

or a movie, it is showing you pictures of what happened and still describing it.  But in a 

document, you have to read it for yourself and understand what it's saying.”   Linnaeus 

believed otherwise.  “It is a difference.  Film, it takes time and the document is like right 

there, just annotate and just break it down, and get the source and everything.”  

 Film and media mediums convey a visual framework that changes construction.  

Documents and films/media, in many cases, provide separate experiences for students.  

Their experiences reflect two separate constructions of meaning.  One ‘horizon’ (film and 

media) elicits a clear distinction with little fusion with the other ‘horizon’ (written 

primary/secondary resources).  Gadamer refers to this as aesthetic experiences.  This 

aesthetic experience is one that affects people immediately.  Films and media illicit more 

of an aesthetic experience since they have more far-reaching visual and dramatic 

appearances.  This horizon as it is “retains a separate existence” (Gadamer, 2013, p.138).   
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Film/media exemplify a version or copy of history while primary documents emit an 

original sense.  HTS and media literacy help to distinguish the copy from the original. 

Utilization of HTS on Primary and Secondary Written Documents  

As part of the interview process, students were asked to demonstrate their use of 

HTS and analyze nine documents (see Figure 7 and Appendix C).  Students were  

instructed to write on the documents.  These historical document types were not 

limited to a specific time, historical content, or type.  When asked to demonstrate their 

HTS, the researcher found an array of student analysis types.  Every student annotated 

and coded their documents differently as they saw fit.  Only two of the six students 

respectively labeled documents as primary or secondary.   
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Document #1 Count Brockdorff- Rantzau 
German Delegation to Versailles Peace Conference  
Narrative  

Document #2 French Estates during the Old Regime 
Visual Graph 

Document #3 Henry Cabot Lodge  
Literacy Act Debate 
Narrative  

Document #4 American Immigration by Decades  
Bar Graph 

Document #5  Niccolo Machiavelli  
The Prince  
Narrative 

Document #6 If Grandpa could only return with some of discipline 
Political Cartoon  

Document #7  Imperialism in Africa 1914 
Coded Map 

Document #8  American Industrial & Agricultural Power Sources 
Pie Chart 

Document #9  Diary of George Templeton Strong 
Narrative   

Figure 7.   Document Assortment 

 

Narrative Document Analysis.  Five of the six students underlined key phrases in 

the narrative document formats (see Appendix C, Figure 7, and Figure 8).   Student 

annotations included generalized statements about the topic as well as short one sentence 

descriptions where they had summarized the content.  Four students underlined who had 

written the document as well as key words in the description given prior to the document.   

Helen, Constance, and Aloysius simply underlined key phrases or words with little 

interpretation.  They provided little, if not marginal, explanations.   
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Cornelia used the acronym HIPPO to disseminate the information.  She had 

indicated in the interview earlier when asked about HTS skills that she could not recall  

what the O meant.  In her document analysis, she only used HIPP as her analysis tool.  

Linnaeus, on the other hand, demonstrated a hermeneutical process.  He underlined key 

phrases and dissected these narratives with comments of his understanding along with 

questions he was thinking as he interpreted the documents.  He also included ‘a whole” 

statement or general idea of the passage with contextualization.  Referring to document 

three, he wrote, “This whole passage sort of connects with what’s happening now.  The 

Muslims wearing burkas over their heads can arise danger. I know it’s stereotypical, but 

it’s true.”   

 
INITIAL CODES BY STUDENT 

HELEN CONSTANCE ALOYSIUS DIOGENES CORNELIA LINNAEUS 
Summarize 

Descriptions -1 

sentence 

Simple Annotations 

Underlining 

Dates -1 Doc   

Summative 

statements   

 

Summarize 

Descriptions -1 

sentence 

Simple Annotations 

Underlining 

Dates-1 Doc 

Summative 

statements   

 

Summarize 

Descriptions -1 

sentence 

Simple Annotations 

Underlining 

Dates-All docs  

Identify Who 

Summative 

statements   

 

Background 

analysis 

Contextualization 

Makes me think of 

Relations 

Grouping 

Relevancy 

Connections 

DBQ 

Description 

Simple Annotations 

Underlining 

Background 

analysis 

Circle dates  

Identify Who 

Contextualization 

POV Decipher 

Summative 

statements   

Connections 

DBQ 

 

Summarize 

Descriptions  

Simple Annotations 

Underlining 

Background analysis 

Circle dates  

Identify Who 

Contextualization 

POV 

Makes me think of 

Relations 

Grouping 

Relevancy 

Primary/Secondary 

Decipher/Evaluation 

Summative 

statements   

Connections 

DBQ 

Categories 

HTS Strategies      HIPPO          Contextualization         Limited Analysis         

Hermeneutic Analysis 

 

Figure 8.  HTS and Utilization of Sourced Documents Assessment: Utilization of 

Primary and Secondary Source Theme 
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Social studies teachers use document-based questions (DBQ) to help facilitate 

inquiry-based learning.  Although no overarching question was given, and the 

researcher’s directions did not include the term ‘DBQ’, Diogenes sought to make 

connections between all the given documents.  He put his interpretation of said correlated 

document numbers together as a grouping.  On document one, he put the number seven 

and five whereas on document five he listed one, two, three, six and nine.  This is a skill 

usually associated with DBQ’s.  This student also used a form of contextualization as 

well as connection over time with each document.  He used the phrase ‘makes me think’ 

on each document.  For example, he wrote in reference to document three (Henry Cabot 

Lodge debate), “makes me think of: terrorism, red scare, Trump administration.”  The 

researcher found students tended to generalize, summarize, and annotate the narratives 

using their interpretation of HTS. 

Graphs, Charts, and Political cartoons.  In the graphs, charts, and political 

cartoons, students merely summarized their meaning with little analysis although two did 

circle dates in the pre-document description.  For example, referencing document two 

(the French Estates) , Diogenes wrote “question of what’s fair and inequality’.  Aloysius 

underlined the dates in every visual and made summative statements displaying his 

interpretation.  Although document seven gave historical information about imperialism 

in Africa, Aloysius reported, “very disorganized, 7 or more languages spoken, many of 

these countries don’t get along.”  His interpretation mentioned nothing about the 

‘scramble for Africa’, but he instead referenced languages as the dividing factor.  

Constance just gave a brief description of what she saw with little interpretive skill.   
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 On document four, she wrote, “immigration levels were steadily increasing until 1890’s 

and dropped but then rose again in the 1900’s.”  She did not write any questions or 

appear to delve into asking why there was an obvious drop in populations.  On document 

seven, she simply wrote, “Most of Africa is controlled by a different country.” The 

researcher continued to find generic yet descriptive statements.  Helen, for instance, in 

document two, wrote on panel one “the rich”, panel two “the kind-of-sort of rich, and on 

panel three “not so rich but has money”.  On the same document, Cornelia wrote “uneven 

distribution of resources”.  Again, only summative statements appeared. 

On the singular political cartoon provided (document six), students presented 

similar analysis.  Aloysius provided a single sentence of consideration.  “This generation 

is not thankful for what they have when they should be”.  Diogenes only described the 

cartoon in terms of “greed, desire”.  Cornelia went a step further and boxed the term 

“frugal.” Her analysis stated “Americans (+ people in general) want more, the more they 

have, are spoiled.  ‘Frugal Forefathers’ knew the value of having less.”  Linnaeus broke 

the cartoon into parts and circled distinct aspects of the cartoon such as a washing 

machine, vacuum, phonography, a light, and a billboard for a movie.   He also provided 

comments such as “people are getting into the arts more,”, “throwing money, have it 

laying around,” and “America really started advancing and becoming more ‘futuristic’.  

Throwing out the old, and letting the new come in.”  He illustrated seminal and logical 

evaluation while practicing HTS while others only provided singular concise statements.   

While students did use an array of formats to disseminate the documents, 

Linnaeus demonstrated more depth of skill which would indicate strong understanding by  
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hermeneutical processes (see Figure 8).  Gadamer would assess the consistent use of the 

hermeneutical process by Linnaeus as a systematic inquiry.  This inquiry creates “the 

concretion of historically effected consciousness” that provides a “unique opportunity to 

change and widen its horizon, and thus enrich its world by a whole new and deeper 

dimension” (Gadamer, 2013, p. 407).  By using foundational HTS analysis and imploring 

strong systematic inquiry by interpreting each part of the information given, Linnaeus 

could acquire a stronger grasp of history.    

Whereas some students demonstrate a ‘whole’ to ‘part’ inquiry, others only 

consider a ‘whole’ speculation with little or no interpretation (see Figure 9).  Thus, 

historical consciousness or historicity is plagued by an ongoing prejudice that does not 

yield true understanding.  Schemata and interpretation are reduced to oversimplifications 

and generalizations to historical content.  Grasping an issue of historical significance 

requires an extended process of thought until understanding is reconciled and authentic.   

Because of the inconsistency of critical thinking, application of HTS as well as 

active habits of mind, finding meaning is limited to a holistic prejudice.  This prejudice 

refers to a basic judgement given without the examination of the elements.  Thus, a 

horizon has already been formed in advance but can be changed with a whole-part- whole 

circular and analytical process.  The fusion of multiple horizons produces understanding 

and construction of meaning that is unique in time and space and affords reasoning that 

haphazardly never ends.  These fusions provide students to work much like historians in 

the field and practice skills in their infantile state.  Bass and Rosenzweig (1999) believe, 

“These kinds of activities ˗searching, examining patterns, discovering connections among  
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artifacts˗ are all germane to the authentic thinking processes of historians and scholars of 

society and culture” (p. 46).  

 

Figure 9.  Whole Speculation vs.  Whole-Part Interpretation using HTS: Utilization 

Fusion Theme  

 

 

Summary 

This chapter included how the researcher analyzed the data collected for this research 

study.  The researcher collected data using open and closed ended questionnaires, student 

interviews, and student document analysis.   Using a hermeneutic lens, thematic and 

content analysis provided a systematic technique for which the researcher established, 

reviewed, and reported the collected data.  For research question one, a hermeneutic 

spiral was created to explain how students perceive historical films and media used in 

their history classes.  Research question two offered insight to how students use HTS and  
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media literacy skills to construct meaning while watching films and media in and out of 

history classes through scaffolding.  In accordance with research question three, high 

school students demonstrated a variety of HTS while disseminating a variety of 

documents possibly like those in their history class.  In the concluding chapter, the 

researcher will discuss the implications of the findings of chapter four.  This will 

postulate greater understanding in recognizing the distance and continuity between the 

use of HTS on varying mediums.  



 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

When a fact appears to be opposed to a long train of deductions, it invariably proves to be 

capable of bearing some other interpretation.  …Sherlock Holmes in A Study of Scarlet 

 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND SUGGESTED RESEARCH  

 

Pop culture in the 21st century in the form of digital technology has infiltrated the 

classroom in alarming amounts.  Teachers’ traditional pedagogies have had to merge 

technologies and their various format thus impacting student learning.  Students are 

inundated with copious amounts of information via digital format that are rarely 

questioned or authenticated.  Kirkton (1971) cites, 

 We literally live in a ‘mediatmosphere’ and we have accepted nonchalantly this  

 phenomenon without really perceiving it because it part of our environment…. 

 We have become aware of the omnipresence of the various media and of their 

 pervasive influence.  With that awareness comes a conviction….   (p.831)   

The information presented by these mediums often construct knowledge which students 

use as their frame of reference and to facilitate meaning.  Seixas and Peck (2004) explain 

how these mediums construct history and meaning.  

Historical film, historical reconstructions, and historical fiction are all designed to 

 sweep  their audiences into an apparent past.  
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 When successful, the audiences imagine, as do the people mentioned above, that 

 they are experiencing history as historical actors experienced it, that they a direct 

 window into what the past looked like, felt, like and what it meant.  (p.109) 

Most students tend to rely heavily on superficial facts presented in film and media as the 

sole signifier of knowledge.  Students fail to demonstrate historical thinking skills (HTS) 

or critical thinking skills to extend depth and breadth of historical context and 

interpretation.   

The goal of this qualitative study sought to explore the extent to which reliance on 

film and media in today’s social studies classes inform construction of historical 

meaning.  Using surveys and student interviews, the researcher wanted to know how HTS 

and critical thinking facilitated historical meaning through films and media along with 

exposing any disconnects in those skills using high school document analysis.  Fifty-

seven students completed the survey.  Of those 57 respondents, six students were 

interviewed.  Following the interview, those same six students were asked to demonstrate 

their HTS on nine selected historical documents with varied content and types.   

Using a hermeneutic lens, the researcher examined students enrolled in a small 

rural school and currently taking social studies classes to understand how these 

constructions were created and integrated into their current knowledge.  This research 

provided insight to student thinking, foundational skill sets, and habits of mind but also 

served inadvertently as a testimony to current instructional practices in high school 

settings.  The researcher extracted three themes that aligned with Gadamer’ s fusion of 

horizons theory: Let’s See a Movie, Excogitation, and Utilization.  These themes lend to  
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comprehending Gadamer’ s concept of historicity thus constructing knowledge and 

meaning as an infinite fusion that changes with each new experience.  

This case study considered several components illustrating film and media 

influence on students’ conception of history.  It also provided disconnects between self-

reports and student behavior.  Students described their social studies classes in a 

favorable way.  Students preferred group activities and class discussions.  This comes as 

no surprise since students tend to prefer any content class where they can socialize and 

distribute the workload once assigned.  Teacher instruction was not evaluated.  Group 

activities and class discussions assist students to learn and guide peers in their respective 

application of HTS.  The success of group work and class discussions encourage not only 

social development, but they also permit hermeneutic applications to forge new 

constructions of historical meaning by creating new experiences with the said content 

from different perspectives.  

The researcher wanted to seek insight to into student experiences prior to 

configuring and understanding perception of student historical meaning.  Students 

identified which technological mediums they used to watch film and consume media.  

Ninety percent of those surveyed stated that they used a cell phone.  With budget cuts and 

lack of appropriated funds, many schools depend on BYOD (bring your own device) to 

lend to classroom experience.  These devices no longer serve for only mobile telephony 

but offer opportunities where students have access to a variety of applications that lend to 

their education and entertainment.  Students use these applications (i.e., Netflix, Hulu, 

Amazon, Xbox, YouTube, etc.) to view unsurmountable amounts of film and media.   
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Students did not report use of any educational apps for viewing purposes.  Computers and 

cellphone devices emerged as the main sources of exposure only second to classroom 

information.  Some students also reported the use of VCR’s.  

Implications: Discussion of Major Findings 

Research Question One: What perceptions do students have about historical films used in 

history class? 

Analysis revealed teachers occasionally and minimally use film although 

“teachers may be drawn to the pedagogical potential of using movies to teach history” 

(Metzger, 2007, p. 67).  Explicit strategies on how to effectively use film or media as part 

of instruction may be the reason for teacher’s limited use.   

Students reported teachers used film and media as an instructional tool to assist in 

their understanding.  Respondents identified common movies themes they had viewed.  

Repeatedly, students acknowledged war, U.S history topics, and issues reverberating 

around the U.S.  Civil Rights Movement and slavery as the most common films seen.  

These specific themes changed student perceptions of the said content.  These themed 

films and media experiences provided an experience for which students may have little or 

minimal exposure.  These visuals in a sense assisted formation of heuristics through 

which interpretation can be formed.  Note, this is not about whole/part diffusion, yet a 

mere formation of experience to be used in the future for possible linkage as description.  

These visuals are thus another form of an added encounter students make and form as 

part of their experiences.  
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The researcher also discovered that the films viewed by students prior to the 

surveys and interviews provided a venue for students’ ability to use contextualization 

skills.  In deciphering meaning in relation to the films viewed, contextualization gave 

shape to the films representative state that became real in some sense to students.  These 

films and media present a visual representation that seems to impact students’ ability to 

recall information without the use of HTS.   

The nature of the film “serves to heighten representationally a context of life with 

which is decoratively consonant” and is a reconstruction of an original event (Gadamer, 

2013, p. 157).  Marcus and Stoddard (2007) also allude to this contextualization.  Use of 

film, “help[s] students reach a deeper understanding of what it might have been like for 

the people in the past to experience events” (p.312).   However, these films provide a 

sense of presentism where, “historical novelists, filmmakers, alas, history 

teachers…attempt to make their characters ‘come alive’ for their contemporary audiences 

by giving them familiar behaviours, motivations, assumptions, and conventions from 

their own culture.  The resulting anachronisms are pervasive in the popular media” 

(Seixas & Peck, 2004, p.113).  Singer and Singer (1998) cite that many people “retreat 

from reality through popular media so that when watching television, they may not be 

inclined to analyze media content… ignores[ing] many of the perceptually salient cues” 

and paying attention to features that are interesting or pertinent to them (pp.165-6).  This 

virtual presentism provides, in many cases, a perverted context where students 

haphazardly report understanding yet cannot truly disseminate fact from fiction.  
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Educators must consider the trustworthiness of their choice of resources or 

mediums used in class.  Teachers may choose film or media for mere entertainment 

purposes; however, this concept is rarely revealed to students.  This transmission of 

choice alludes to students’ belief in trusted resources when accuracy or legitimacy is not 

exposed.  Marcus’ research (2005) reveals the authority of teachers’ usage of film and 

media sorts further legitimize their trustworthiness by students.  There is no eradication 

for error or distinction between what students witness in the classroom because they 

‘trust’ the teacher.  Facts presented by film or media are accepted fanatically since the 

visual presentations are more so convincing.  There is a cognitive disparity between what 

students interpret between film and media and what they are actually learning.  Although 

when interviewed, some students fervently admitted that film was just for entertainment 

and pleasure, their conception of history was plagued by elaborate images and storylines 

that lent their interpretations and construction of meaning.  This again offers insight to 

the aforementioned concept of presentism. 

These representations or films cause students to have difficulty in identifying 

historical reliability, accuracy, and trustworthiness of these sources as these are not 

original but historical representations.  Students had mixed reviews about these sources 

during the interviews.  Students realized that some movies were inherently a work of 

fiction but did contain some actual historical facts they had previously learned.  These 

preceding facts established with a prior experience often create a dichotomy for 

meaningful construction.  VanSledright (1997) alludes to this construction, “how students 

were[are] able to construct a variety of utilitarian connections between the history they  
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were [are] learning and other aspects of life” provide a connection that otherwise would 

cease to exist (p.538).  A cognitive dissonance appears per se separating two clearly 

defined experiences in the students’ mind.  These, in turn, create a separation of 

Gadameric horizons where students must employ critical thinking to merge or endorse 

this division.  

The researcher also found students tend to perceive the meaning of films and 

media used in class to virtually enhance what they already learned or learning in class.  

Dependent on teachers’ choice of medium also lends to questions of reliability and 

trustworthiness.  Recall in Chapter 4, interviewee Helen mentioned that if a teacher had 

chosen the source, its reliability/trustworthiness was valid.  This instance suggests 

teachers are often seen as the gatekeepers of their content knowledge.  Because teachers 

are viewed as authoritarians of the content and the solitary holder of information they 

teach, students do not question the reliability of the source or any deviation from the said 

content presented in class.   

Teachers often contend with what resources in the classroom would be the most 

beneficial to their students as well as which ones are the most effective.  Teachers’ use of 

film and media may be limited to variety and time constraints.  Teachers are frequently 

pressed to cover copious amounts of information in a brief time span to meet testing 

accountability measures.  This quantity of content information may come as a form of 

barrage to the students.  Some schools require extensive procedures for viewing ‘non- 
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school’ resources whereas some schools are extremely liberal in their allowance of using 

whatever resources are available to enhance learning.  Vetrie (2004) implies that school 

districts are often afraid to use Hollywood film.  Teachers and administrators require 

extensive lesson plans and individual release permission forms as well as limitation to 

excerpts.  Teachers must weigh the option of showing excerpts of a movie while 

observing school and system policies with using another medium that would be quicker. 

Some teachers face firewalls and internet exclusions based on what holistically school 

systems deem appropriate or inappropriate materials.  Whereas some schools’ districts 

may be liberal in permitting teachers to use these sources without mediation, others may 

be more conservative. Some school systems often provide professional development that 

enhances classroom practices with technological usage but minimally expound on content 

use or relevance.   

Research Question Two and Three: To what extent does media literacy and historical 

thinking skills assist students in constructing meaning through historical films used in 

history classes and outside of history classes?, What disconnections, if any, exist between 

student application of historical skills on primary and secondary documents and historical 

film and media? 

Due to the nature of the student responses, it became evident that research 

questions two and three should be analyzed together.  The analysis illustrated film and 

media along with students prior and classroom knowledge aided in their construction of 

new meanings with little propensity for accuracy.  Students reported film and media 

enable connections with the content learned in class.  Half of the students surveyed  
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conveyed a better ‘understanding’ of or ‘connection’ to history when films were used in 

their classes.  For a truer understanding in Gadameric terms to occur, students would 

have to implore the use of some HTS or critical thinking skills.   

After being asked to define HTS, students provided an array of skills ranging 

from point of view, contextualization, providing background information to acronyms 

such as HIPPO used in Advanced Placement classes.  Employment of these skills require 

some effort on the part of the student although definitions were not standard.  While 

students can explain HTS or critical thinking in their own perspectives, a visual literacy 

was minimal at best.  Students are quick to find cumbersome and easy solutions negating 

cognitive skills or HTS.  

Once respondents established their perspectives on films and media along with 

their ‘understanding’ of HTS, the researcher wanted to find how HTS was used on 

primary and secondary sources in a written format.  Again, students were asked to define 

and describe primary and secondary sources along with assessments of these sources.  

The researcher found varying definitions and attributions.  Students never demonstrated a 

specific formula for disseminating documents.  Whereas some identified the type of 

source, others would circle dates and write summative statements.  This alludes to a 

possible disconnect between skill sets.  Students verbally described what process they 

would use, yet their demonstration yielded inconsistencies.  The question now arises as to 

whether students misunderstand what constitutes HTS or a possible lack of teacher 

understanding as well as limitations of proper instructional practices imploring HTS.  
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HTS and critical skills must be taught will greater fidelity to assess how student 

interpretation constructs meaning.  The Common Core and National Council of Social 

Studies have employed the use of more inquiry-based teaching and learning where these 

skills are implemented.  They have provided a list of skill standards that students should 

be able to master correlating with grade levels.  Common Core standards are presented in 

a fashion that reiterates English Language Arts with a little focus on historical thinking.  

It is assumed that ELA skills are related and conducive with all historical studies, 

sciences, and technical subjects.  This alone shows the lack of integral respect for each 

given content subject and their respective inquiry-based practices.  The National Council 

of Social Studies takes these standards a bit further incorporating those skills indicatives 

of HTS for each respected social science field.  Yet, they still provide educational jargon 

fused with Common Core verbiage with narrow examples for teachers to understand 

much less for them to teach with assurance of understanding.  

Unfortunately, many of these standards for the given skills are somewhat vague 

and provide little, if any, explanation as to why students would need these skills in a 

globalized and technologically advanced society much less demonstration of teacher use.  

Explanations, if given, are elusive and serve only as a measure to gauge student’s 

mastery.  If standards were more indicative of what is holistically being promoted with 

examples and clarity, teachers could possibly facilitate more acute instruction that 

stimulated more cognition and possible greater understanding.  As a result, students could 

haphazardly exercise these skills with greater ease and with regularity on all mediums of 

technology.   
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When students have difficulty in defining what these source types are and even 

more so difficulty providing examples with fidelity, instructional practices are thus called 

into question.  More important questions arise as to what resides as quality instructional 

practices.  Students must be provided with extensive opportunities to demonstrate a 

plethora of skills that have been taught with fidelity and clarity.  Reisman and Wineburg 

(2008) believe,  

the historian’s skills are invisible unless a concerted effort is made to surface 

 them…students need multiple examples and guided practice to understand...  a 

 more sophisticated understanding of the past. Today’s young people have grown 

 up in a world of screens; for them, print is something that flashes by and 

 disappears.  Fed a diet of endless moving test, they need to slow down and learn 

 to savor words and meaning with sensitivity and nuance.  (pp. 204, 206)  

Students obviously demonstrate some use of HTS but with limitations.  This 

indicates that teachers are teaching the skills even if not effectively to facilitate cognition.  

If HTS skills are taught whilst engaging students cognitively, proving explanation, with 

both film/media and sourced documents, classroom dynamics will change the way 

teachers and students construct knowledge thus encouraging inquiry and solidarity of 

experience.  Hence, hermeneutics becomes a circular interplay for binding new and old 

experience and promoting fusion emanating understanding and meaning for all 

stakeholders.  

 



 

 

 

119 

Students are somewhat convinced film or media used in the classroom are truthful 

because the visual representation is more ‘real’ and convincing than an actual narrative 

document. This could also be said of mediums viewed outside of the classroom.  A 

review of literature reveals students look for the path of least resistance in utilizing 

cognitive efforts.  By negating critical thinking or HTS, Wineburg (1999) believes 

students tend to “contort the past to fit the predetermined meaning we have already 

assigned to it” while promoting the past as irrelevant (p. 490).  This posits that students 

are eerily swayed and impacted by varied sorts of propaganda (film and media drama) 

subsequently promoting limited construction of meaning.    

Although designed for entertainment purposes, many films and media conduits 

foster meta-inoculation strategies whereby persuading interpretation of historical 

meaning as original.  A lack of appreciation for the conflict within the respective 

mediums indicate students’ inability to decipher the information in a manner conducive 

with historical practices (Cunningham, 2001).  Prospective meaning and fusion are 

disassociated; therefore, students proverbially take the “easy way out” and accept films 

and media as the sole constructor of history.   

As mentioned earlier in this section, the concept of presentism surfaces again.  

The presentism concept creates disassociation in construction of meaning and true 

understanding.  This presentism may be largely due to student encapsulation of the school 

environment.  Students unequivocally show a distinct approach to learning in and out of 

the school environment.  Resnick (1987) alludes to this encapsulation.  
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…knowledge acquired outside of school is not always used to support in-school 

 learning.  … out of school, because they are continuously engaged with objects 

 and situations that make sense to them, people do not fall into the trap of 

 forgetting what their calculation or their reasoning is about.  Mental activities 

 make sense in terms of their results in a specific circumstance.  (p.15) 

As a result, with historical content, historical consciousness is abated, and conventional 

thought patterns linger.  Engstrom (2005) alludes to a simple explanation for changing 

this construction of knowledge and its link to encapsulation.  He alludes to changes in 

instructional practices based on VV. Davydov’s theory of learning via deduction and 

abstraction where students can assimilate concepts from multiple mediums of 

information.  

 The Davydov solution to the encapsulation of school learning is to create such 

 powerful intellectual tools in instruction that students can take them into the 

  outside world and grasp its complexities with the help of these tools.  (Engstrom, 

 2005, p.174) 

This may hold the key to even the most fundamental critical thinking strategies where 

student construction of historical knowledge could be transformed.  By utilizing 

fundamental HTS and critical media literacy skills on a regular basis, students can 

conceive, determine, corroborate, and assess information in a way that essentially 

promotes cognition and inquiry for any given medium.  

 



 

 

 

121 

Further Considerations and Recommendations for Research  

Accessibility is often called into question when discussing technology.  Students 

in this case study identified VCRs as a viable source yet when confronted with questions 

of technological use, most people consider VCR’s to be antiquated.  The nuances of 

traditional viewing films via older mediums need to be also considered.  Yet, another 

issue may be the transformation and conversion of full libraries of previously owned 

VCR films.  Newer digitized formats can be costly.  Again, the most available mediums 

in students’ homes may be the only form of accessibility.  

This alludes to a possible gap in accessibility for students.  As a teacher in a rural 

community and Title I school, the researcher has first-hand opportunities to witness 

student struggles with variable access.  Much research has been written on the topic of 

Title I schools and technological accessibility.  Financial limitations may be the reason.  

Many parents in these communities will pay for cellular devices and home computers for 

their children yet cannot afford many of the utilities associated with these technologies 

(i.e. data plans, internet charges, bandwidth, streaming networks costs, operating systems 

upgrades, applications, etc.).  Smartphones and their data plans have expanded each year 

to include multiple features as have their costs.  Video streaming and social media has led 

to more data usage (Leonhardt & Mulhere, 2017).  As newer cellphone technology 

becomes available, data plans for these devices also increase.   “People have spent more 

on phone bills over the past four years, even as they have dialed back on dining out, 

clothes, and entertainment” (Troianovski, 2012, para.  3).   For instance, internet usage in 

residential homes and cellular devices can be extremely costly thus causing students to  
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find other means of access.  Students must rely on public facilities to have access such as 

businesses promoting free wi-fi and even libraries where access may also be limited 

because of time constraints and allowance for patrons.  

Yet, another consideration may be the shifting of teacher roles.  As more 

technology becomes available for student use in terms of educational settings, teacher’s 

roles as the dispensers of knowledge may be modified.  With the increased shift in 

traditional paradigms about school settings and the development of online classes, 

teachers now serve more so as facilitators bridging knowledge instead of dispensing 

knowledge.   

Granted this research lends to the body of knowledge on historical thinking and 

hermeneutic construction of history, future studies may require a different approach.  A 

comparative or action research may provide more evidence on how students are 

disseminating internet information with sourced written documents.  Addressing the 

phenomenon of hermeneutics using more mediums of technology could foster different 

ideas about the construction of knowledge.  Further research on how HTS are presented 

in class may also assist researchers and teachers alike contributing to better understanding 

of instructional practices and their effectiveness.  A study of how national, state, and 

local standards along with disconnects may provide insight to how better unite and 

facilitate information processing skills while using a variety of resources.  With a shift 

from conventional historical education of rote memorization of facts to more inquiry 

based historical education, it would be prudent to research how social studies 

professional development is being implemented to enable teacher instructional practices  
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and their use of HTS.  Yet, another recommendation would be to review higher 

educational preparatory teacher programs and their how HTS is utilized in these settings 

and extended into current classrooms.  Curriculums, created for ELA and social studies 

alike, must include more media literacy and HTS to better foster cognition as well as 

metacognitive abilities. By possibly introducing these skills in the earlier years of 

education as well as facilitating its use as an everyday process, students have 

compounded experiences that will possibly lend to greater understanding and depth of 

knowledge.  

Limitations 

The researcher recognized and identified the limitations in this case study.  A 

major limitation in this study was majority of the students were currently taught or had 

been taught by the researcher.  This could have had an influence on their reasoning for 

participating.  Students may have wanted to impress, find favor, or even possibly build a 

relationship with the researcher.  Another limitation was students knew the researcher 

was enrolled in a PhD program and could have wanted acknowledgement for their 

participation once completed.  The willingness of participants may have been changed if 

students were not familiar with the researcher.    

Whereas some researchers may find the use of convenient sampling a limitation, 

some may not.  Since the researcher knows the students, curriculum and expected 

standards, as well as the social studies department of the school, convenient sampling 

may be suitable in providing quality research to assist and facilitate pertinent changes  
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within this particular school.  These changes can serve to supplement teachers’ 

understanding of student perception and construction of historical knowledge.  Another 

limitation was in data collection.  The researcher did not require the participants of the 

study to disseminate films or any media format.  Questions were asked in regard to their 

experiences with these mediums.   

Final Thoughts  

The purpose of this study was to understand how students perceive historical 

films used in their social studies classes.  In providing insight to how students perceive 

these films or media, the question of applying critical thinking and HTS arose to better 

identify how students construct meaning using these resources.  The researcher also 

sought to find what disconnections existed between students use of HTS on primary and 

secondary resources and films/media respectively.  The analysis of the data from this 

study concluded students enjoy the use of film used in their social studies class and 

employ some form of HTS or critical thinking skills.  Their self-reported partial use of 

HTS on film and/or media also reverberated on their own assessment of 

primary/secondary resources.  Their construction of historical knowledge is considered 

restrictive at best.  Gadamer’ s fusions have yet to transpire unequivocally to a degree 

where understanding is intellectually unique.  Students ultimately ration the 

interrelatedness of knowledge.  Researchers and educators should seek ways to advance 

and articulate cognitive promotion in an advanced technological society.  This study 

shows that historical content knowledge is manifested through different technological 

mediums and meaning is wrought through that construction.   
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Survey Questionnaire Protocol 

1. How would you describe your social studies class? 

2. What are some of the activities you do in your social studies classes? 

3. What activities do you like best? 

4. Explain how your teacher has used film or media in your social studies class(es)? 

5. Do you have access to watch movies or media outside of school? Yes or No 

If so, how? - Check all that apply 

 - VCR 

 - DVD/Blu-ray 

 - Local Movie Theaters 

 - Computer 

 - Cellphone 

 - Streaming apps -Netflix, Hulu, Amazon, Xbox, etc. 

 - Other ______________ 

 

6. Name any historical movie or historical film that you have seen recently in or out 

of social studies class. Describe what did you think of this historical 

movie/film(s)? Give an example of how this movie changed your thinking about 

a topic.  

7. Explain how the information you have learned in social studies class helped you                        

to understand history in films, movies, or media you have seen? 

8. How would you define historical thinking or critical thinking skills in your own 

words?                                                                                                                                                                                                              

9. Do you use the same skills in social studies classes when you read or watch 

historical movies or media outside of school?  Yes or No 

Please explain how.  

10. Do you know the difference between a primary and secondary source? Yes or No  
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Interview Questions Protocol 

1. How would you describe a historian? 

2. What activities would you see a historian doing? 

3. What qualifications do you think a historian has? 

4. What resources and skills might a historian use? 

5. How would you define historical thinking? 

6. Have you ever seen any historical films or media in your history classes? Outside 

of school? 

7. Do you think historical films and media are reliable sources? Explain.  

8. Do these films or media help you to understand a historical event? How? 

9. Can you please explain the difference between a primary source and secondary 

source? 

10. How would you use historical thinking skills to decipher or dissect a primary or 

secondary source? 

11. Do you think that there is a difference in assessing film/media than a primary or 

secondary source document? If so, how?  

12. I am going to hand you nine documents. I would like you to demonstrate your 

historical thinking skills by assessing these documents. You may write on these 

documents.  
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Primary and Secondary Document Analysis Set 

All documents used in student document analysis was granted copyright permission for 

reprint and use from Social Studies School Service publications (see Appendix D): 

 

Hilton, Kenneth. Document-Based Assessment for U.S. History. Culver City, CA: J. 

 Weston Walch, 1999.  

Noonan, Theresa C. Document- Based Assessment for Global History. Culver City, CA: 

 J. Weston Walch, 1999.  

 

 

Document 1 

 
 

Document 2 
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Document 3  
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Document 5 
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Document 7
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Document 9  
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