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ABSTRACT

Discussing sensitive topics, such as slavery, political extremism or religion, in the history
classroom presents an interesting challenge for history teachers and museum educators. The goal
of this small-scale case study was to evaluate a domain-specific professional-development course
for Dutch history teachers that was developed in cooperation with museum educators. This course
trains teachers to explore the dynamics of and multiple perspectives on a heritage object by asking
historical questions, starting from an overarching main question. We investigated: 1) to what
extent trainee and experienced history teachers felt competent in teaching sensitive topics before
and after the training; and 2) how three experienced history teachers discussed multiple
perspectives in a follow-up lesson after the training. Results showed that teachers reported higher
self-efficacy in teaching sensitive topics and that the course offered them practical ideas about
how to discuss these kinds of topics in their classrooms. Lesson observations showed that the
teachers applied some parts of the design principles demonstrated in the course. This article
discusses how using tangible heritage objects could support history educators in negotiating
sensitive issues.
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Introduction

Teacher education and professionalisation should prepare teachers to teach sensitive topics.
However, little research has been done on how and the degree to which teachers are prepared for
this (Pace, 2019). Teaching sensitive topics offers opportunities to make students aware of
different perspectives in and on the past, which is an important skill to acquire in democratic
societies. But it also demands pedagogical flexibility with students (or communities) who respond
emotionally, causing teachers to fear and avoid sensitivity. From a pedagogical and interpersonal
perspective, teachers often know how to handle classroom discussions and how to respond to
disruptive behaviour. In addition, there are many tools and training courses that support teachers
to develop de-escalating skills (Hess, 2009; Johnson & Johnson, 1996). In our view, these
approaches could be supplemented with more domain-specific approaches that develop teachers’
pedagogical content knowledge regarding sensitive topics.

From the perspective of history education, teaching methodology theories provide
insights into historical thinking and dealing with multiple perspectives that can offer teachers
starting points and guidance to discuss sensitive topics with their students (Savenije, Wansink &
Logtenberg, 2022). Because the sensitivity of historical issues currently often manifests itself in
discussions involving concrete cultural heritage (such as statues, paintings, and objects) it could
be useful to step outside the history classroom and work together with museums (Marcus, Levine
& Grenier, 2012; Rose, 2016; Savenije & de Bruijn, 2017). Based on this idea, we developed a
domain-specific training in which we show teachers the possibilities of teaching sensitive topics
using concrete (museum) objects and multiple perspectives through time. In this article we
explain the design principles of our approach. We also explored the contribution of this training
to teacher self-efficacy in teaching sensitive topics and the extent to which teachers succeed in
discussing sensitive topics with their students from multiple perspectives through time.

Reasons for sensitivity

Sensitive topics can be characterized by the fact that the focus lies on a traumatic past, which is
told through the perspective of victims with whom students may feel a strong connection
(Sheppard, 2010). For example, history lessons on the transatlantic slave trade could strongly
emphasize the point of view of enslaved Africans, stimulating students to emotionally empathize
with this perspective. Furthermore, topics may become sensitive when students or teachers
perceive them as a threat to the image of the group they identify with (Goldberg, 2017). In the
Dutch context, ‘Black Pete’ is an example of a sensitive tradition, where one group, that regards
this figure as a symbol of a festive children’s event, feels their identity threatened by another
(growing) group, that sees this tradition as a painful remembrance and continuation of feelings of
oppression and racism. Based on their own social identifications in the present, students relate to
particular historical groups (i.e. slave traders and enslaved persons). This example also
demonstrates another factor of sensitivity; trough students’ social identifications diverse and
conflicting moral perspectives may become apparent. Teachers often refer to the social or
religious background of students when explaining the reasons for sensitivity (Savenije etal., 2022;
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Savenije & Goldberg, 2019). Taken together, trauma, social identity and moral values can give rise
to emotional responses in the classroom.

Research findings on teachers’ experiences in dealing with sensitive topics provide a rather
mixed picture. A Dutch study involving 1,117 teachers (Sijbers, 2015) reports that teachers feel
competent to deal with tensions in their classrooms, but when teaching in the lower levels of
secondary education, they do have trouble with topics such as anti-Semitism, Islam, and
fundamentalism. In a study involving 82 Dutch history teachers, it was found that teachers are
especially challenged by emotional responses and over-simplified opinions in the classroom on
topics such as Islam, the Holocaust and slavery (Savenije et al., 2022; Savenije & Goldberg, 2019).
Two exploratory studies (De Graaff et al., 2016; Kleijwegt, 2016) report that student teachers and
teachers in pre-vocational secondary education do not feel competent to teach sensitive topics
because they have not fully developed their role as moral educator. In general, teachers
experience a gap between their personal worldview and the worldview of their students. This gap
is widened due to teachers apparently having little insight into the sources of information that
students use while developing their opinions. Furthermore, teachers require support in
facilitating content-specific classroom discussions and disciplinary interaction (Reisman et al,
2018).

International research paints a similar picture regarding the reasons why teaching
sensitive topics is difficult for teachers (Nystrand et al. 2003; Saye & Social Studies Inquiry
Research Collaborative (SSIRC), 2013; Wooley, 2017). Besides fear of emotional responses in the
classroom (Goldberg, Wagner & Petrovié¢, 2019), teachers sometimes experience pressure from
parents, school boards or the local community (Misco, 2017; Girard et al., 2021). Furthermore,
teachers tend to avoid sensitive topics because of their own values or opinions (Kello, 2017).
Zembylas (2017) argues that teachers can develop resistance towards other perspectives because
of the affective dimensions of sensitive topics. Carefully creating ‘affective disruption’ and
opportunities for teachers to start questioning their beliefs and emotions with less sensitive issues
could support them in engaging with sensitive histories (Zembylas, 2017).

Characteristics of a domain-specific approach

In the Netherlands, professional development courses on teaching sensitive topics often relate to
goals of citizenship education. They focus mainly on general conversation techniques and learning
to see different perspectives (e.g., SLO & Diversion, 2016; Hess, 2009). Research has shown that it
is essential to introduce students to the fact that individuals can have different perspectives on a
particular topic due to religious beliefs, cultural background, and moral views (Oulton et al, 2004).
Domain-specific research in history education offers further directions for history teachers to
discuss multiple perspectives in the classroom. By analysing motives, values, identities, and
viewpoints of people within a specific historical context, students can learn to understand a
perspective that is different from their own (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008; Barton & McCully, 2012;
Seixas & Morton, 2013; Goldberg, 2014).

Research into informal museum education and heritage can offer teachers valuable insights
and tools to discuss sensitive topics with their students (McCully, Weiglhofer & Bates, 2021).
Tangible objects can help students with developing historical thinking skills, such as historical
perspective-taking (Savenije & de Bruijn, 2017; Savenije, van Boxtel, & Grever, 2014), analysing
sources (Marcus & Levine, 2011) and understanding the nature of disciplinary thinking (Seixas &
Clark, 2004). Objects, and the stories behind these objects, can evoke different emotions, which is
an important part of triggering these kinds of skills. McCully et al. (2021) investigated museum
visits of Protestant and Catholic student groups in Northern Ireland and discovered that an
affective impact of museum material, such as objects and personal testimonies, coincided with
deeper questioning. They concluded that affective disruption (Zembylas, 2017) provoked by
museum objects can stimulate critical thinking. Museum objects can render the relationship
between the past, present, and future more tangible. In addition, they can show that people (now
and in the past) can have different opinions on the meaning of the object. This understanding can
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be developed further by offering students (and visitors in general) information about why an
object is exhibited and encouraging them to evaluate these reasons (Gosselin, 2011). In this way
students are offered an accessible, inclusive, and safe opportunity to discover their own
perspectives and emotions (Gémez-Hurtado, Cuenca-Lépez, & Borghi, 2020) and those of other
people now and in the past. Concrete heritage objects within the walls of a museum could provide
a relatively risk-free opportunity to evoke different emotional responses. Therefore, they are a
valuable addition to the abstract and textual information that is often discussed in history lessons.

In order to be able to discuss multiple points of view on a museum object in a structured
manner, we suggest using a layered approach which distinguishes between different perspectives
on the object in the historical time (when the object was made/used), the present time, and the
historiographical time (the period, between the historical and present time, in which people have
written about the historical time of the object; e.g. the time the object was placed in a museum)
(Wansink, 2018). For example, a statue of the famous 17t century Dutch East India governor-
general Jan Pieters zoon Coen raised different feelings and reactions in the 19t century (when the
statue was made) than it does in present-day society. Showing students these differences and
similarities of perspectives through time may help them deal with current issues and understand
certain emotions. It allows them to gain some distance from their own opinions and stimulates
historical thinking.

Finally, in a domain-specific approach it is essential to consider the questions that could be
asked by teachers and students. Questions can be formulated from a disciplinary perspective,
based on the big ideas or concepts of the historical discipline, such as time, evidence, continuity
and change, causality, historical significance and ethical perspectives. Such questions not only can
stimulate students to examine the object from multiple perspectives and engage different
historical thinking skills, but can also reveal their own way of looking at and thinking about the
past. (Seixas & Morton, 2013; Logtenberg, 2012; Savenije & de Bruijn, 2017; Wansink, Logtenberg,
Savenije et al., 2020). Focusing on learning to ask questions could also help in maintaining a
constructive dialogue regarding sensitive issues, which focuses less on judgements and polarized
answers. Questioning from different perspectives could contribute to ‘cooling down’ hot issues,
for example by looking from a historiographical perspective in the case of a contemporary issue.
This could also provide support in de-escalating a heated discussion (Savenije & Goldberg, 2019).
In addition, questions can also ‘warm-up’ issues that are not sensitive at first glance, for example
by exploring them from a moral perspective. Both ‘warming-up’ and ‘cooling-down’ can be helpful
because these questioning activities show the heterogeneity of perspectives and stimulate
students to empathize with other perspectives (Kello, 2016).

The present study and research questions

The insights outlined above were incorporated into a professional development course for
teachers that was developed in collaboration with researchers, history teacher trainers and a
museum educator. The training takes place in a museum and starts from a concrete museum
object that can evoke different emotions and opinions (in this case the unwrapped mummified
body of a young boy from Ancient Egypt at the Dutch National Museum of Antiquities). The
educator discusses perspectives on the object from different times (historical, historiographical,
present) and poses historical questions in order to show that sensitivity changes over time.

The training is set up in such a way that teachers first experience the teaching material as
participants and reflect on the underlying design principles. After this introduction, teachers are
challenged to practice with these principles with other museum objects. Finally, they are asked to
translate them into a history lesson that they deliver in their own classroom. Research into the
professional development of teachers has shown that activating participants by walking them
through an example lesson appears to be more effective than simply offering teaching materials
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The underlying idea with this training is that teachers, having
experienced an example themselves, can use this approach when an expected or unexpected issue
emerges during teaching.
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The following research question was investigated to evaluate the outcomes of this training: to
what extent do history teachers after the training:

- Feel competent in teaching potentially sensitive topics?
- Discuss different perspectives from different times on a sensitive topic, using a concrete
object in their lessons?

Methods & data sources

In the following section we describe the participants, design of the training and the data collection
with questionnaires and an observation instrument. An overview is in Table 1

Table 1

Training and data collection

Process Instrument

Training with 3 experienced teachers Collected data on experience with and self- Questionnaire
efficacy in teaching sensitive topics before

Training with 29 trainee teachers and after the training.

Lessons of 3 experienced teachers Video-recorded and observed lesson based Observation
on the training instrument

Participants

Participants were 29 in-service student teachers and three experienced history teachers. The
experienced teachers were (to ensure anonymity, pseudonyms have been used): Ewald (33, 10
years’ experience, small town context), Nicole (41, 18 years’ experience, urban context) and
Roland (29, 8 years’ experience, urban context). All participants were teaching in the lower levels
of Dutch secondary education (vocational education, students between 12 and 15 years old). We
purposefully recruited participants teaching at this educational level because not much research
has been done with these groups (even though approximately 60 percent of Dutch students are
enrolled at this level) and teaching sensitive issues seems more challenging than with older
students in higher levels of education. The training was the same for both teacher groups but was
given at separate meetings.

The training

The training was developed within the context of a museum. To enable transfer to other contexts
and museums, the design principles that formed the core of the training were made explicit:

e start from an overarching main question around a concrete heritage object;

e explore, by asking historical questions:

o multiple perspectives on the object over time (historical time, historiographical time,
present time) and
o the dynamics of the object’s sensitivity over time.

By focusing on one object and starting from a central question, the sensitivity of the subject
becomes immediately visible and tangible, so that possible tensions do not arise unexpectedly.
The second principle aims to create or maintain some distance from the sensitive subject by
historicizing it. At the same time, explicit focus on multi-perspectivity ensures that the different
perspectives that people can have on a subject are not avoided (Wansink et al., 2020). Working
with concrete heritage objects is easier to achieve in a museum. In a classroom it will often be
necessary to work with images or with indirect representations of material culture that cannot
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always be physically present. In this research we decided to give the training in a museum and
allow teachers to experience the added value of working with concrete objects and a museum
educator. This museum context provided tangible insights into the dilemmas and complexity of
conserving and presenting cultural heritage.

The training, given by a teacher trainer and a museum educator, started with a case about the
choice not to exhibit the unwrapped mummified body of a young boy from Ancient Egypt in the
museum. This case touches on an ethical issue about the handling of human remains in three
different times (Ancient Egyptian times, the nineteenth century and the present). The overarching
question was: ‘how do we deal with human remains? The educators discussed different
perspectives on this issue through time, based on the questions why and how the boy was
mummified in the ancient Egyptian past (historical time), why the mummy was purchased by a
Dutch museum in the 19t century (historiographical time) and why the museum has recently
decided not to display the unwrapped mummy (current time).

During the training, the design principles were explained and discussed using this case as an
example. Next, teachers were given the opportunity to practice with the principles by applying
them to a different object in the museum. Finally, teachers were instructed to design a lesson on
a sensitive topic based on the design principles.

The training was given for the first time to the three experienced teachers and was
subsequently repeated with the 29 trainee teachers. Only the three experienced teachers were
asked to design and give a lesson at their own schools.

Instruments and analysis

Before the training took place, data on teachers’ and student teachers’ experiences with teaching
sensitive topics were collected through a questionnaire used in international research that aims
to explore which topics are considered as sensitive, the reasons for sensitivity and the teaching
approaches that are applied to deal with these sensitivities (Goldberg et al., 2019).

A self-efficacy questionnaire on teaching sensitive topics (adapted from Zee et al., 2016) was
administered before and after the training. Self-efficacy can be defined as an individual’s
perceived ability to influence the environment despite external factors (Bandura, 1997). In this
study, it was defined as confidence in teaching sensitive topics. Compared to what teachers say
they do in their lessons, confidence in their own abilities offers a more reliable picture of their
actual approach in the lesson. For example, if a teacher is confident in his/her own ability to get
students to listen to each other in a class discussion, this is a relatively reliable indication of
whether the teacher manages to accomplish this in his/her own practice (Tschannen-Moran,
Woolfolk Hoy & Hoy, 1998). Participants were asked to rate their performance through a series
of questions, such as: how well do you manage to limit disruptive behaviour in the classroom?
These questions were supplemented with items from a questionnaire specifically aimed at
measuring the extent to which teachers consider themselves to be able to involve students from
different backgrounds (Siwatu, 2007). This questionnaire consisted of 20 items (o = 0.86) on a 7-
point scale. An example question is: to what extent are you able to create a learning community
when the class consists of students from different backgrounds?

After the training, teachers’ and student teachers’ experiences were collected through the same
questionnaire, which now included a series of open prompts (e.g., the training has/has not offered
me support in dealing with sensitive topics, because....). The answers to these questions were
analysed based on the design principles of the training.

The three experienced teachers were instructed to design and teach a lesson on a sensitive
topic, using the design principles of the training. The teachers were given free choice in choosing
a sensitive subject and teaching context. All three teachers prepared a lesson for a lower
secondary vocational class. The three lessons were video-recorded and observed by two
researchers who were present during the lessons. An observation instrument for analysing
history lessons (Gestdottir, 2018) was used during the lesson observation (see Appendix). It was
adjusted for this study based on the model of multi-perspectivity (Wansink, 2018) and a study on
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the use of cultural heritage for historical reasoning (Baron, 2010). The analysis focused on the
following criteria:

1) thelesson is built around a concrete object or phenomenon

2) an explicit central question is asked

3) multiple perspectives in the past, present, and historiographical time are discussed
4) historical sources are used

5) thelesson includes interaction between teacher and students and between students.

While the observations focused on the actions of the teacher, the analysis also provided us with
some information on interaction between the teacher and students and the questions students
asked.

After the lesson, the teacher briefly evaluated the lesson with the observing researchers.
Subsequently, the lessons were reviewed in a meeting with all researchers, teachers, and the
museum educator. Data were analysed by two researchers: data from the questionnaires was
calculated and categorized, while the lesson observations were used to provide a systematic
description of the lessons given by the three experienced teachers. In the presentation of the
results, we provide a detailed description of the cases, so that they can also serve as concrete
practical examples of working with the design principles set out above.

Results

Perceptions of sensitivity before the training

The 29 student teachers indicated that they experienced the following topics as sensitive:
slavery/colonialism, Holocaust /WWII, terrorism, Islam, and immigration/refugees. The reasons
for sensitivity mainly lay in the controversial nature of these topics in the public debate. They also
reported feeling worried about hurting students’ feelings and dealing with students’ emotions in
general. Furthermore, teachers indicated that they sometimes experience a knowledge deficit
when it comes to discussing current issues in the public debate. In response to the open question
about who might be sensitive to these issues, most student teachers referred to the cultural or
religious background of students (migrant, Dutch, Surinamese, Moroccan, Muslim, Christian).
However, several teachers also indicated that some subjects could be sensitive for everyone.

The three experienced teachers also reported their experiences with sensitive issues. Teacher
Ewald, who teaches in a small-town context, mainly referred to religious subjects, because many
of the enrolled students had parents with a Christian background, and migration, because of the
political preferences of the students. He indicated that he was always trying to point out the
‘beauty of these differences’ to students and to create a safe atmosphere in the classroom but he
did not always succeed. Ewald testified to the fact that he has sometimes avoided teaching human
evolution theory, because of the discomfort he felt about conflicting with parental opinion and
because he was unsure whether he would be able to remain neutral himself.

Roland, teaching in an urban area, explained that emotions in the classroom, which in his view
obstruct deeper learning, pose a challenge to him. He tries to ask many questions, whilst avoiding
passing judgement. At the same time, he indicated that he did not evade any subject. Nicole, who
teaches in a metropolitan context, pointed out that the Palestinian conflict, slavery, and the
phenomenon of the multicultural society are sensitive topics among her students. They may
become angry and get caught up in their own emotions. When this happens, she is used to de-
escalating before she goes back investigating the matter through dialogue.
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Self-efficacy to teach sensitive topics

After the training, 29 student teachers showed a slight increase on the self-efficacy-scale of
teaching sensitive topics. Two of the experienced teachers showed an increase, while Nicole
showed a slight, but negligible, decrease (see Table 2).

Table 2

Mean scores on the self-efficacy scale before and after the training (Likert-scale 1-7)

Before After
Student teachers (n=29) 4.98 5.25
Ewald 4.25 4.60
Nicole 6.35 6.15
Roland 4.85 5.15

This increase is partly explained by clearly higher ratings on items related to dealing with cultural
diversity in the classroom. Although it remains unclear to what extent the training contributed to
this rise, its focus on exploring multiple perspectives on a concrete object did offer tools for
dealing with cultural diversity.

Lesson observations

Teacher Ewald used ‘Mussert’s Wall’ as a heritage object in his lesson for a group of first-year pre-
vocational secondary school students (12 years old). This wall, together with the meeting place in
front of it, is the only remnant of a complex used by the Dutch National Socialist Movement (NSB)
and their leader Anton Mussert for large party rallies during the 1930s in the Netherlands. When
a local heritage association submitted a request in 2015 to include the wall on the list of national
monuments, a fierce debate arose about whether this remnant of a difficult history should be
preserved or not. The sensitivity here arises from the fact that this site was built and used by
national socialists and, hence, represents a perpetrator perspective. In addition, there was
concern that such a historical object could provide a platform or become a ‘pilgrimage site’ for far-
right sympathizers, potentially fueling antidemocratic and antisemitic ideas.

The central question in the lesson was whether Mussert’s Wall should be demolished (criterion
1 and 2). Using a worksheet and classroom instruction, students were offered several different
perspectives on this question, acknowledging the three different time layers (criterion 3). The
period of historical time comprised the construction of the wall and its use for political meetings
between 1936 and 1940 (During WWII, the German occupier prohibited political meetings).
Further lesson material dealt with how the wall was used for other activities after the war and
how, in fact, it had been ‘forgotten’ for a long time (historiographical time). Most of the lesson
focused on the present-day discussion about whether the wall should be demolished or listed as
a historic monument. The sources used were mainly contemporary and provided conflicting views
about the wall (criterion 4). Students completed assignments on a worksheet and there was some
interaction between individual students and the teacher, but little interaction between students
themselves (criterion 5).

None of the students seemed to experience the subject as sensitive at the start of the lesson.
Students mainly thought the wall could be removed for pragmatic reasons: its removal would
provide space for the camp site that was built on the site after the war. By the end of the lesson,
some students had become more aware of the sensitivity of the issue. The teacher had clearly
applied the design principles of the training and introduced his students to different perspectives
on a sensitive topic. The question remains whether the relatively indifferent reaction of the
students was a consequence of this approach, and thus increased the negotiability of the subject,
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or was a result of the students not having any strong opinions on this subject at all. After the
lesson, the teacher acknowledged that interaction between students had been largely absent, but
that it had worked well to structure the lesson around one object.

Teacher Roland gave a lesson about the ‘Black Pete’ debate in a second-year pre-vocational
secondary education class (13-14 years old students). This debate featured prominently in the
news at that time and concerned the controversial black-faced companion of St. Nicholas, an
annual children’s feast that is celebrated in December. This topic is sensitive on a national level
and can be regarded as a ‘hot topic’ (mainly at certain times in the year). An increasingly larger
group of people regards this tradition as a painful memory of colonial history and a continuation
of feelings of oppression and racism, while another group sees this figure as a harmless symbol of
a festive children’s event, experiencing criticism of this tradition as a threat to their identity. From
a students’ perspective, however, the sensitivity regarding Black Pete could be regarded as ‘hot’
and national compared to, for example, the more ‘cooled down’ and ‘local’ debate about Mussert’s
Wall.

The lesson started with a discussion on the current debate about Black Pete, with most
students taking the position that the Black Pete tradition is not racist. The lesson did not include
an explicit central question or concrete object (criteria 1 and 2). After the discussion, students
were instructed to study sources (pictures of Black Pete) from different periods of time between
1880 and the present (criterion 3 and 4). The purpose of this exercise was to nuance their views.
The sources were deliberated in a final round of discussion. The lesson included a lot of interaction
between students, with the teacher passing on questions and answers and asking open questions
(criterion 5).

After the lesson, teacher Roland indicated that he had not expected most students to appear to
be in favour of keeping the Black Pete tradition. Compared to the lesson on Mussert’s Wall, in
which students at first glance did not understand why the topic could be seen as sensitive, this
lesson seemed to contain little sensitivity because of all the students indicating that they had the
same point of view. However, sensitivity did arise later in the lesson, when a student of Polish
descent reacted emotionally after reading a comment made by someone on the Internet that
stated that Black Petes should be replaced by Polish people. Afterwards, the teacher indicated that
this needed a follow-up discussion.

In this lesson, the teacher only applied the design principles of the training to a limited extent.
He clearly addressed interpretations of the Black Pete tradition that have changed over time, using
different sources, but he did not use a concrete object or a central question. Nor did the teacher
fully apply the principle of addressing multiple perspectives in three time-layers. It is possible that
applying these principles would have brought sensitivities on the subject to the forefront earlier.
While evaluating the lesson afterwards, Roland explained that he had started the lesson with a
current and actual discussion and not with events in the past because he first wanted to know
exactly what was going on in the minds of his students.

In her second-year classroom (13-14 years old students) teacher Nicole also chose the topic of
Black Pete, partly at the request of some of her students. She started the lesson by making an
inventory of the reactions to a photo of a Black Pete in the present; students were asked to put
into words their associations with and questions about the photo. Thus, Nicole used a central
object, namely a photo (criterion 1), but no central question to start off the lesson (criterion 2). In
the discussion that followed, the teacher gave the floor to all students. Then students started
working on the question of whether Black Pete is appropriate for the present day or not (criterion
2). To answer that question, they were given a text describing the probable origin of Black Pete.
They could also look up information themselves on the Internet. This meant that attention was
paid to one perspective from the past based on a historical source (partly covering criteria 3 and
4).In a closing debate, students were divided into groups tasked with arguing for or against using
Black Pete in St. Nicholas festivities. The teacher ensured that students articulated their
arguments (criterion 5). The students did not always adhere to their roles as supporters or
opponents but tried their best to articulate their arguments and respond to each other.
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In this lesson the teacher applied various design principles of the training, but did not
incorporate a discussion of different perspectives from the past and present and in
historiography. As a result, it was mainly the present-day debate that defined the lesson. However,
the use of a historical source ensured that students also brought arguments into the discussion
that revealed some insight into the dynamics of perspectives over time. In addition, the fact that
proponents and opponents in the discussion did not always adhere to their assigned roles showed
that there were more views on the subject in the classroom than the first inventory of associations
suggested. If the teacher had addressed different perspectives in the three time-layers more
strongly, these views might have been explicated earlier, so that they could have been discussed.
Afterwards, the teacher indicated that she was very satisfied with the input from the students,
precisely because she had allowed a lot of room for it at the beginning.

Experiences with the training

In the follow-up meeting with all three teachers, the fact that the students generally did not regard
the topics discussed as sensitive was noted as a striking feature of the lessons. The teachers
indicated that students do not always appear to see the sensitivity of a certain subject and noted
that they sometimes stick to their own view, although they do develop a greater understanding of
other perspectives. Partly for this reason, Roland expressed his intention to pay more attention to
the feelings and experiences of his students in the future, while also devoting less time to present-
day contexts. Nicole specifically related this to the use of an object, which she highlighted as a
useful insight from the training. She thought it would be valuable to initially ask students what
feeling this object evokes in them.

The teachers were interested in the historiographical approach of the museum working with
sources about the time when an object was placed in the museum. However, teachers also
indicated that they had difficulty in applying the concept of historiographical time to their specific
topic. This had to do with difficulties in determining what time between the historical time and
the present would be most interesting as a historiographical context. In addition, the teachers
indicated that they were afraid that including multiple perspectives from all time-layers would
make the lesson too complex for students. Ewald specifically mentioned the difficulty of not
offering students too many sources while also wanting to do justice to as many perspectives as
possible.

Overall, the three experienced teachers were positive about the tools offered by the training.
This can be illustrated by their statements: ‘Especially the apparent simplicity of the examples
provided, to see what you can do with something so small’ (Ewald). ‘Practical tips that can be used
at all levels. It also provides you with enough scope to interpret it in a way that suits the group’
(Nicole). ‘By experiencing a lesson on the ‘developed’ mummy myself, | have gained more self-
insight. The PowerPoint slides provide a framework for lesson design and types of questions that
can stimulate depth in the lesson’ (Roland).

The student teachers reported that they regarded the principle of discussing multiple
perspectives over time as a useful insight that they could apply in their lessons. Some indicated
that they had become more aware of the sensitivities surrounding a subject and that the training
had contributed to expanding their didactic repertoire. The idea of providing more space for
students’ opinions by discussing them in a safe and respectful way, the use of a concrete heritage
object, and setting meaningful questions was seen as useful and lead to intentions to introduce
multiple perspectives in their lessons.

To sum up, our results indicate that the training contributed to a sense of self-efficacy in
teaching sensitive topics. In the observed lessons, teachers applied various design principles that
were offered in the training. They used (heritage) objects and partly succeeded in exploring
multiple perspectives trough time. Moreover, teachers appreciated the tools offered during the
training and indicated that they gained more insight into discussing sensitive issues from multiple
perspectives.
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Conclusion and discussion

Research has shown that teaching about sensitive topics and acknowledging multiple
perspectives is and remains challenging. Various training courses and interventions exist, but
little is known about how they work in the classroom and whether a domain-specific approach
could help history teachers to deal with sensitive issues proactively. In collaboration with
museums and teachers, this study attempted to develop guiding principles for open discussion of
sensitive issues, which were then tested in a teacher trainer course. The training focused on
exploring multiple perspectives (of students and over time) related to a heritage object that
reveals different and changing points of view in a tangible way. We evaluated this training in a
small-scale monitoring study, to find out whether teachers and student teachers experienced self-
efficacy when teaching about potentially sensitive topics. We also observed whether teachers
applied the design principles of the training in their lessons.

Confidence to teach sensitive topics

Teachers indicated that the training provided them with insights and practical tools for discussing
sensitive topics and they reported becoming more confident in teaching sensitive subjects. They
mainly pointed to the design principles of showing multiple perspectives over time and using a
concrete object as powerful tools to achieve this. Furthermore, the approach of allowing
participants to first experience the design principles themselves appeared to generate greater
awareness of the sensitivities surrounding historical topics.

Teaching practice

Some use of the principles demonstrated in the training was observed in the lessons of the three
experienced teachers. Notably, only one teacher used a concrete object, while the other two
teachers used different images. The lessons also differed in the use of a central question. All three
teachers addressed different time periods in the lesson (by using sources), but multiple
perspectives within these time layers were less represented. In particular, perspectives from
historiographical time remained undiscussed. Probably because there was a lot of room for input
from and interaction between students, the emphasis was mainly on the present time: how people
in the present deal with the past.

The focus of this study was primarily on the experience and professional development of
teachers. However, the ultimate goal is that through this process, students become more adept at
taking a historical perspective, for which no data were collected in this study. What is notable, is
that the precise nature and sensitivity of the topic discussed makes teaching historical
perspective-taking challenging in various ways. From the approaches of the teachers we observed,
it is evident that a subject like ‘Black Pete’ demands a more student-driven approach, where
perspectives in the present, due to the contentious nature of the topic, require more time and
attention, and the transition to the past is somewhat more challenging. In the case of a topic like
national socialism, which seemed less sensitive to students, we observe a somewhat more
teacher-driven approach and more room for historical contextualization.

The observations also suggest that allowing room for students’ input could result in less
diversity in perspectives in the lesson. Regarding ‘hot’ and somewhat abstract issues, students
may be less inclined to ventilate an alternative opinion, resulting in less diversity of voices. This
demands culturally responsive teaching, by teachers who know what emotions and stereotypes
exist below the surface of a classroom (Siwatu, 2007; Tribukait, 2021). We assumed that focusing
the discussion on a specific concrete object, in accordance with the design principles of the
training, would have helped to facilitate the expression of more diverse perspectives, but further
research with more teachers using concrete objects is needed. Additionally, future studies would
need to include students’ perspectives, and their learning outcomes regarding historical
perspective-taking, as the handling of sensitive issues is to a large degree defined by the
interaction between teacher and students.
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Although historiographical points of view are difficult to teach, they are seen as valuable and
domain-specific perspectives because they can ‘take the sting’ out of dichotomies that often
characterize discussions (past/present; sensitive/not sensitive) by showing how the sensitivity
of a topic changes over time. Teachers indicated that they wanted to practice more and give more
lessons based on these principles to become more familiar with them. Adding more concrete,
worked-out examples to the training could also help teachers to get a better idea of what is meant
by perspectives from the historiographical period. Finally, teacher knowledge plays a major role,
and it requires research skills to determine what objects could form an interesting starting point
for discussion of a specific sensitive topic and what period would be interesting as
historiographical time. The expertise of museum staff is of great value in this regard, because they
often are more familiar with the story behind specific objects.

Opportunities and obstacles

The results of this small-scale case study appear to support previous research findings. Teachers
sometimes have little confidence in their own knowledge when discussing sensitive topics,
although they do not always avoid teaching them (Kleijwegt, 2016; Savenije & Goldberg, 2019). In
addition, this study provides a direction for further research into the implementation of didactic
approaches in practice.

Collaboration between museum educators, teaching methodology experts and history teachers
seems promising, especially when it comes to sensitive topics and the use of concrete objects.
History teachers and museum educators could make much more use of tangible heritage objects
when discussing abstract and difficult themes. Concrete objects can evoke a response in every
student and make differences between the perspectives of individual students visible and open
for discussion (Savenije et al., 2014). If a teacher makes substantive and concrete choices, there is
also more scope for students to reason historically and reveal their perspectives. In this study, a
relatively short and simple domain-specific training appeared to offer teachers a handhold and to
encourage them to teach lessons based on multiple perspectives in lower secondary vocational
education.

Because of the small scale of the study, we should be cautious about drawing conclusions about
the effectiveness of the training. It is uncertain to what extent this training would have substantial
effects on teaching, especially when a teacher is taken by surprise by unexpected emotions and
sensitivity in the classroom. Further research could investigate whether this approach (in which
the teacher takes the initiative to raise a potentially sensitive issue) also offers tools for moments
in lessons when teachers/students are confronted with sensitive issues.

The design principles of the training could be expanded into a powerful hybrid approach that
could be used in different educational contexts: in museums, on location and in the classroom.
Museums are not neutral participants in engaging with the past, which makes them excellent
venues for showing students that multiple perspectives can converge and clash, even within these
institutions. Other contexts could also be found through collaboration with other school subjects.
Tangible and less tangible objects related to sensitive issues can, for example, be viewed from
multiple domain-specific perspectives (Janssen, Hulshof & Van Veen, 2018). Themes such as
dealing with death and homosexuality could, for example, be approached cross-curricular from a
biological and historical perspective, while ideas about the role of women could be discussed from
the perspectives of classical languages, social studies, and history. In addition, it would be
interesting to investigate with students how the same information or facts are sometimes used as
arguments for completely opposing perspectives. This broad approach could help students to
become proficient in understanding the sensitivity of topics and in making an informed
contribution to discussions themselves.

HISTORICAL ENCOUNTERS | Volume 11 Number 1 (2024)



Teaching sensitive topics 55

References

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. W H Freeman/Times Books/ Henry Holt
& Co.

Baron, C. (2010). Encouraging historical thinking at historic sites. Boston University.

Barton, K. C., & McCully, A. (2012). Trying to “see things differently”: Northern Ireland students’
struggle to understand alternative historical perspectives. Theory and Research in Social
Education, 40(4), 371-408. https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2012.710928

Darling-Hammond, L., Hyler, M. E., Gardner, M. (2017). Effective teacher professional
development. Learning Policy Institute. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606743

De Graaff, D., Pattipilohy, K., Heidweiller R., & den Otter, M. (2016). Dialoog als
burgerschapsinstrument: verkenning van gevoelige burgerschapskwesties in het onderwijs in
samenwerking met lerarenopleidingen. [Dialogue as a citizenship tool: exploring sensitive
citizenship issues in education in collaboration with teacher education]. Diversion.

Gestsdottir, S. M., Van Boxtel, C. & Van Drie, J. (2018). Teaching Historical Thinking and
Reasoning: Construction of an Observation Instrument. British Educational Research Journal,
44(6), 960-981. https://doi.org/10.1002 /berj.3471

Girard, B., Harris, L., Mayger, L. K., Kessner, T. M., & Reid, S. (2021) “There’s no way we can teach
all of this”: Factors that influence secondary history teachers’ content choices, Theory &
Research in Social Education, 49(2), 227-261.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2020.1855280

Goldberg, T. (2017). Between trauma and perpetration: Psychoanalytical and social
psychological perspectives on difficult histories in the Israeli context. Theory and Research in
Social Education, 45(3), 1-29. https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2016.1270866

Goldberg, T. (2014). Looking at their side of the conflict? Effects of single versus multiple
perspective history teaching on Jewish and Arab adolescents’ attitude to out-group narratives
and in-group responsibility. Intercultural Education, 25(6), 453-467.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14675986.2014.990230

Goldberg, T., Wagner, W., & Petrovi¢, N. (2019) From sensitive historical issues to history
teachers’ sensibility: a look across and within countries. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 27(1), 7-
38. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2019.1566165

Gémez-Hurtado, 1., Cuenca-Lépez, ]. M., & Borghi, B. (2020). Good educational practices for the
development of inclusive heritage education at school through the museum: A multi-case
study in Bologna. Sustainability, 12(20), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12208736

Gosselin, V. (2011). Open to interpretation: Mobilizing historical thinking in the museum [Doctoral
dissertation, University of British Columbia]. Open Collections.
http://hdlLhandle.net/2429/39863

Hess, D. E. (2009). Controversy in the classroom: The democratic power of discussion. Routledge.

Johnson, D., & Johnson, R. (1996). Conflict resolution and peer mediation programs in
elementary and secondary schools: a review of the research. Review of Educational Research,
66(4), 459-506. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543066004459

Kello, K. (2016). Sensitive and controversial issues in the classroom: teaching history in a
divided society. Teachers and Teaching: Theory and Practice, 22(1), 35-53.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2015.1023027

Kleijwegt, M. (2016). 2 werelden, 2 werkelijkheden. Hoe ga je daar als docent mee om? [2 worlds,
2 realities. How do you deal with that as a teacher?].Den Haag: Ministerie van Onderwijs,
Cultuur en Wetenschap.

HISTORICAL ENCOUNTERS | Volume 11 Number 1 (2024)



Teaching sensitive topics 56

Logtenberg, A. (2012). Questioning the past: student questioning and historical reasoning.
Enschede: Ipskamp.

Marcus, A. S., & Levine, T. H. (2011): Knight at the museum: Learning history with museums, The
Social Studies, 102(3), 104-109. https://doi.org/10.1080/00377996.2010.509374

Marcus, A., Levine, T. H., & Grenier, R. S. (2012). How secondary history teachers use and think
about museums: Current practices and untapped promise for promoting historical
understanding. Theory and Research in Social Education, 40(1), 66-97.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2012.649466

McCully, A., Weiglhofer, M., & Bates, ]. (2021). “But it wasn’t like that”: The impact of visits to
community-based museums on young people’s understanding of the commemorated pastin a
divided society. Theory and Research in Social Education, 49(4), 510-539.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2021.1899090

Misco, T. (2012). The importance of context for teaching controversial issues in international
settings. International Education, 42(1), 69-84.

Nystrand, M., Wu, L., Gamoran, A., Zeiser, S., & Long, D. A. (2003). ‘Questions in time:
Investigating the structure and dynamics of unfolding classroom discourse. Discourse
Processes, 35(2), 135-198. https://doi.org/10.1207/5S15326950DP3502_3

Oulton, C., Dillon, ., & Grace, M. (2004). Reconceptualizing the teaching of controversial issues.
International Journal of Science Education, 26(4), 411-423.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0950069032000072746

Pace, . L. (2019). Contained risk-taking: Preparing preservice teachers to teach controversial
issues in three countries. Theory & Research in Social Education, 47(2), 228-260.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2019.1595240

Reisman, A., Kavanagh, S. S., Monte-Sano, C., Fogo B., Simmons, E., & Cipparone, P. (2018).
Facilitating whole-class discussions in history: A framework for preparing teacher
candidates. Journal of Teacher Education, 69(3), 278-293.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2018.12.014

Rose, ]. (2016). Interpreting difficult history at museums and historic sites. Rowman & Littlefield.

Savenije, G. M., van Boxtel, C,, & Grever, M. (2014). Learning about sensitive history: “Heritage” of
slavery as a re-source. Theory & Research in Social Education, 42(4), 516-547.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2014.966877

Savenije, G. M., & de Bruijn, P. (2017). Historical empathy in a museum: uniting con-
textualization and emotional engagement. International Journal of Heritage Studies, 23(9),
832-845. https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2017.1339108

Savenije, G. M., & Goldberg, T. (2019). Silences in a climate of voicing: Teachers’ perceptions of
societal and self-silencing regarding sensitive historical issues. Pedagogy, Culture and Society,
27(1), 39-64. http://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2019.1566162

Savenije, G. M., Wansink, B. G. ., & Logtenberg, A. (2022). Dutch history teachers’ perceptions of
teaching the topic of Islam while balancing distance and proximity. Teaching and Teacher
Education, 112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103654

Saye, ]., & Social Studies Inquiry Research Collaborative. (2013). Authentic pedagogy: Its
presence in social studies classrooms and relationship to student performance on state-
mandated tests. Theory & Research in Social Education, 41(1), 89-132.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2013.756785

Seixas, P., & Clark, P. (2004). Civilization in British Columbia. American Journal of Education,
110(2), 146-171. https://doi.org/10.1086/380573

HISTORICAL ENCOUNTERS | Volume 11 Number 1 (2024)



Teaching sensitive topics 57

Seixas, P., & Clark. P. (2004). Murals as monuments: Students’ ideas about depictions of
civilization in British Columbia. American Journal of Education, 110(2), 146-171.
https://doi.org/10.1086/380573

Seixas, P., & Morton, T. (2013). The big six: Historical thinking concepts. Nelson.
Sheppard, M.G. (2010). Difficult histories in an urban classroom. University of Minnesota.

Sijbers, R, Elfering, S., Lubbers, M., Scheepers, P., & Wolbers, M. (2015). Maatschappelijke
thema’s in de klas: hoe moeilijk is dat? [Social themes in the classroom: how difficult is that?].
Nijmegen: ITS, Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen.

Siwatu, K. O. (2007). Preservice teachers’ culturally responsive teaching self-efficacy and
outcome expectancy beliefs. Teacher and Teaching Education, 23(7), 1086-1101.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2006.07.011

SLO & Diversion (2016). Dialoog als burgerschapsinstrument: Methodiekbeschrijving voor
(toekomstige) docenten in het VO en MBO. [Dialogue as a citizenship instrument: Methodology
description for (future) teachers in secondary education and senior secondary vocational
education].

Tribukait, M. (2021) Students’ prejudice as a teaching challenge: How European history
educators deal with controversial and sensitive issues in a climate of political polarization.
Theory & Research in Social Education, 49(4), 540-569.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2021.1947426

Tschannen-Moran, M., Woolfolk Hoy, A., & Hoy, W. K. (1998). Teacher efficacy: Its meaning and
measure. Review of Educational Research, 68, 202-248.
https://doi.org/10.3102/003465430680022

Uztemur, S., Dinc, E., & Acun, [. (2019). Teaching social studies in historic places and museums:
An activity-based action research. International Journal of Research in Education and Science,
5(1), 252-271.

Van Boxtel, C. (2014). Insights from Dutch research on history education: historical reasoning
and a chronological frame of reference. In M. Koster, H. Thiinemann, & M. Ziilsdorf-Kersting
(Eds.), Researching history education: international perspectives and disciplinary traditions
(pp- 236-262). (Geschichtsunterricht erforschen). Schwalbach: Wochenschau Verlag.

Van Drie, J., & van Boxtel, C. (2008). Historical reasoning: Towards a framework for analyzing
students’ reasoning about the past. Educational Psychology Review, 20(2), 87-110.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-007-9056-1

Wansink, B. G. ., Logtenberg, A., Savenije, G., Storck, E., & Pelgrom, A. (2020). Come fare lezione
su gli aspetti ancora vivi e sensibili della storia passata? La rete delle prospettive. [How to
design lessons about the sensitive past? The web of perspectives]. Novecento, 2020(14).
https://doi.org/10.12977 /nov342

Wansink, B., Akkerman, S., Zuiker, 1., & Wubbels, T. (2018). Where does teaching
multiperspectivity in history education begin and end? An analysis of the uses of temporality.
Theory and Research in Social Education, 46(4), 495-527.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2018.1480439

Wooley, M. (2017). The attitudes and perceptions of beginning teachers in relation to teaching
controversial issues in the history classroom. Revista Electrénica Interuniversitaria de
Formacién del Profesorado, 20(2), 1-16. http://doi.org/10.6018/reifop/20.2.284561

Zee, M., Koomen, H. M. Y., Jellesma, F. C., Geerlings, ]., & de Jong, P. F. (2016). Inter- and intra-
individual differences in teachers’ self-efficacy: A multilevel factor exploration. Journal of
School Psychology, 55, 39-56.

Zembylas, M. (2017). Teacher resistance to engage with ‘alternative’ perspectives of difficult
histories: The limits and prospects of affective disruption. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural
Politics of Education, 38(5), 659-675. https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.1132680

HISTORICAL ENCOUNTERS | Volume 11 Number 1 (2024)



Teaching sensitive topics 58

About the Authors

Albert Logtenberg is an assistant professor in history education at the Leiden University
Graduate School of Teaching (ICLON) and also works as history teacher educator at Amsterdam
University of Applied Sciences, both situated in the Netherlands. His recent research addresses
controversial topics in history education, history teacher education and learning and
epistemology. Recently he published “Dutch history teachers’ perceptions of teaching the topic of
Islam while balancing distance and proximity” (with Geerte Savenije and Bjorn Wansink, Teaching
and Teacher Education, 2022).

Email: a.logtenberg@iclon.leidenuniv.nl
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4111-2899

Geerte Savenije works as an assistant professor in the research group 'Domain Specific Learning’
of the Research Institute of Child Development and Education at the University of Amsterdam. She
conducts research in the learning and teaching of history in secondary education. Her key
interests are: sensitive historical topics, the skill of historical perspective taking and learning
history in museums and heritage institutions. Next to her research activities, she work as a teacher
trainer at the Graduate School of Child Development and Education at the University of
Amsterdam.

Email: G.M.Savenije@uva.nl
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1774-8771

Pieter de Bruijn is an assistant professor in cultural education and cultural heritage in the
Department of Humanities at the Open University of the Netherlands. His research interests
include the use of cultural heritage in education, the representation of history in museums and
sites, particularly on slavery and World War II, and the relationship between citizenship and
history education. He also coordinates a project that facilitates the exchange of knowledge and
expertise between academia and heritage (education) professionals.

Email: pieter.debruijn@ou.nl

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6246-8392

Timo Epping is a museum educator at the National Museum of Antiquities (Leiden, The
Netherlands). He has published several articles in journals for history teachers and museum
education, is editor of the volume Classical Controversies. Reception of Graeco-Roman Antiquity in
the Twenty-First Century together with dr. Kim Beerden (November 2022, Sidestone Press) and
wrote his first children’s book Noeja het nijlpaard. Avontuur op de Nijl (January 2023, Clavis). Since
2009 he has been developing educational programs, (online) sources, audiotours and podcasts for
a wide range of target groups and training programs for museum teachers. In addition, he
regularly participates in research groups that focus on the development of innovative resources
and training for museum teachers and school groups and/or families visiting the museum.

Email: t.epping@rmo.nl

Guido Goijens is a teacher trainer at the Rotterdam University of Applied Sciences. His main
activities include teaching in prehistoric and ancient history, civics and pedagogical content
knowledge. His educational design focuses on teaching historical thinking skills, especially
historical perspective taking and recognition. Currently he is working on a couple of courses in
which historical and Dutch pedagogical content knowledge are integrated.

Email: g.p.h.goijens@hr.nl

HISTORICAL ENCOUNTERS | Volume 11 Number 1 (2024)



Teaching sensitive topics 59

APPENDIX 1: Observation Scheme

The lesson is built around a main question that is central to the lesson, namely:

This question has been made | By the teacher
explicit:

By the student(s)

on the event / on the actor / Perspectives of different historical actors (past)
on the phenomenon:

Different historical interpretations over time
(historiography)

Different interpretations in the present

One perspective from the past, through time and
in the present

A single perspective or interpretation

Shows that interpretations change over time

Makes clear that the perspective presented is only one of many

Asks historical questions to clarify the mutability of perspectives over time, namely:

Uses 1 source at a time > what time(s)?

Uses the same source over time

Uses the source to illustrate a perspective

Uses the source to substantiate a perspective

Contextualizes the source

Evaluates the usability/reliability of the source in relation to a specific question

Compares different perspectives on the source over time

Problematizes the current use of the source in a museum

Asks historical questions regarding the source, namely:

Encourages interaction: Between students in class

Between teacher and student
(Contributions from more than one)

By asking open questions

Geared to getting the students to put their own
arguments into words

Gives assignments that Name/compare perspectives or interpretations
demand historical thinking
and reasoning activities

Analyse/evaluate historical sources

Ask historical questions

The students do not work on assignments

Method: Tick each item that you observe and use the space on the right to add comments
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