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Abstract

At the beginning of the 19th century, history education has found its place as an independent course in formal
education institutions, since then it has undergone many reforms and revisions but none of these reforms has
solved its chronic problems. In discussions on how to solve the problems of teaching history, one of the most
important issues is whether history should be taught chronologically or thematically. The purpose of this
research is to review the discussions on this topic in Internet blogs to examine teachers’ views on the advantages
and disadvantages of these two approaches. The social media research method was applied in this research.
Required data obtained through teachers’ blogs on thematic and chronological history teaching and teachers’
comments on the subject in these blogs. The thematic content analysis carried out with the NVivo program,
which helped in-vivo codes emerged from teachers’ blogs and comments. Most of the 71 teachers whose
remarks are referenced in the research have expressed a positive view on thematic history teaching, although it is
more difficult to understand and apply. Some teachers proposed a mixed approach in which the thematic and
chronological approach is combined in different order and proportions based on students’ grades.
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1. Introduction

Even though two centuries have passed since history began to be taught in high schools as a separate
independent course (Documents upon Napoleon, t.y.), history teaching has not survived its chronic problems.
During this period, its scope, focus, teaching programs, textbooks, teaching materials have changed, and even
teaching history combined with other subjects has been re-tried. All these revision or reform attempts have
unfortunately failed to provide the desired progress in the learning and retention of historical knowledge, which
basically includes names, dates, events, and chronological order. Academic studies conducted in the last hundred
years show that the rate of recalling the historical knowledge by the students is much lower than expected
(Safran & Simsgek, 2006; Pala & Simsek, 2016; Wineburg, 1995; De Voto, 1943; Eikenberry, 1923; Bell &
McCollum, 1917). In addition to recalling names and dates, it is seen that the students are not at the desired level
in sorting the events in chronological order (Celikkaya & Kiiriimliioglu, 2019; Safran & Simsek, 2006).
Therefore, despite all the changes that have taken place in the last two centuries, we can say that one thing never
changed in history teaching is the low retention rates of historical knowledge.

One of the most debated issues when searching for solutions to the chronic problems of history teaching is
whether history should be taught chronologically or thematically. The first point that needs to be clarified before
entering deeply into this discussion is that these two approaches should not be considered as an alternative to
each other (Simsek, 2017, p. 142). When its first example was put forward by Morrison in 1926 under the name
of “Unit Plan” the aim of thematic approach was not to completely abandon the chronological approach (Smith,
1930), but rather to solve chronological approach’s focusing problem with central themes, thus making history
teaching more meaningful, logical, and psychologically appealing to students (Smith, 1930; Fabiano, 1962). This
approach, which was supported by Bruner’s meaning-centered cognitive theory in the following years, has been
applied in many countries and has been subject to many studies. The School History Project (SHP), which was
initiated in the 1970s in England, has led to the implementati on of the thematic history teaching in many schools
(Smart & Harnett, 2009, p. 113). Although the thematic approach has been around for almost a hundred years, to
a great extent, history continues to be taught within the framework of the chronological approach. The
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chronological approach is still the dominant teaching model, even in the United States, where this approach first
emerged, and in the UK (Cannadine, Keating, & Sheldon, 2011), where the focus of history teaching has been
changed to innovative teaching methodology, and historical skills by the new history initiative (Waldman, 2009;
Phillips, 1999).

The widespread use of chronological history teaching stems from two claims; first, history cannot be
comprehended without chronology, and the second, chronological approach is a more effective method in
teaching historical chronology because it is easy to understand and appropriate for all ages. The first claim has
been emphasized by many historians and even some defined chronology as the backbone of history (Simsek &
Bal, 2010). The privileged status of chronology and chronological skills is confirmed in the current Turkish high
school history curriculum as follows:

Chronological thinking is the basis of the science of history. Chronology is when and in what order events
took place. Without chronology skills, it is impossible for students to examine the relationships between
events or explain cause-effect relationships in history. Chronology serves as a mental structure that
regulates historical thinking. The prerequisite for developing this skill is teaching concepts of time (day,
month, year, period, age, etc.), calendar types and related basic concepts (BC, MS, century, etc.)
comparatively (MEB, 2018a, p. 13).

In the current Social Studies curriculum for primary and middle schools, chronology has been handled under the
perception of time and chronology skill, and it has been set as main skill in many learning domains (MEB,
2018b). However, in the 8th-grade T.R. Revolution and Kemalism course curriculum, which is another middle
school history course, chronology knowledge or skill was not mentioned at all (MEB, 2018c). Current
curriculums also promote moving away from traditional chronology teaching. For example, the high school
history curriculum in Turkey emphasizes the development of chronological thinking skills and suggests teachers
over and over avoiding memorization (MEB, 2018a).

The claim that the chronological approach is the most effective method to improve the perception of
chronological order or historical time, has been criticized by some researchers. These researchers argue that
children’s perception of chronological order or historical time does not develop by sequential information but by
comparing people, events, and periods with specific reference points (Stow & Haydn, 2000; Barton, 2009, p.
267). Again, although many researchers have suggested that the chronological approach is suitable for all ages, it
cannot be said that a full consensus has been reached on this claim either. Some of the research on chronology
knowledge or skills support Piaget’s cognitive developmental stages and suggest teaching of chronological
knowledge and skills in the formal operations stage (age + 11). Some other researchers claim even young
children can grasp chronology knowledge and skills with appropriate methods and approaches (Simsek, 2006).

According to academicians who support the thematic approach, chronological approach, which they see as the
main actor of traditional history teaching, does not meet today’s needs and lags behind the current understanding
of education. For this reason, some researchers advocate the thematic approach and blame the chronological
approach for the current state of history teaching. Tanaka, one of these researchers, describes the current
problems of history teaching and the effect of the chronological approach on this situation in his book titled
“History Without Chronology” as follow:

This centrality of historical thinking contrasts with the current worries in the discipline of history about a
decline in interest and attention (and significance?) as well as a rise of a presentist mindset. Historians have
generally blamed external factors, especially the denigration of humanistic understanding in favor of
science and technology. While there is a good reason for such a view, historians have ignored internal
issues; we have so naturalized our processes that we have overlooked how history itself is a part of the
problem. I agree with Ermarth (1992, 2011), who suggests that the history that developed over the
twentieth century no longer matches changes to our societies conceptually, practically, or scientifically... A
naturalized chronological time is the foundation of this disconnect (2019, pp. 52-53).

In the same work, Tanaka refers to Voltaire and Hegel, founders of the philosophy of history, and argues that
these two pioneers pave the way for the separation of the metric chronological system from the knowledge of the
past. According to Tanaka, when this is done, history will not be separated from chronology but a more
understandable and natural chronological time will continue to be included in the knowledge of the past (2019, p.
93). Tanaka foresees “a richer, complex interaction between things before” if the current “chronological
structure is decentered” (2019, p. 53).

The view that the thematic approach is more appropriate to learning theories than the chronological approach is
basically based on the new findings on learning and memory. There are two ways in which the human brain can
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remember new information: memorization and meaning-making (linking with other information). The first of
these, the information obtained through memorization is less persistent and the acquisition of this information is
not accepted by many contemporary educational scientists as learning. According to contemporary learning
theories, the human brain creates a complex network of connections (schema) between newly acquired
knowledge and related information. In this process, information is connected to the old and relevant information
and increases exponentially. The thematic approach allows students to see these connections by addressing many
similar events and phenomena around a central theme (Hopkins, Peters, & Schubeck, 1995, p. 633). Teaching
with themes chosen from among the common concepts and events that students encounter in daily life could
increase the probability of remembering new information (Proust phenomenon) as well as provide meaningful
learning that focuses on the main ideas, in other words, the big picture.

Besides the association, the effect of narrative on memory should be discussed as well. In a thematic approach,
events that occurred in different times and regions are taught interconnected. Contrary to what the chronological
approach claims, the sequential arrangement of events is not a system that makes it easier to remember. Because
often the only thing these events share in common is that they occur one after the other. Although the story told
in the thematic approach is temporally and spatially disconnected, it still develops around a certain theme. In the
thematic approach, a more familiar narrative is used which is arranged in the order of introduction, body, and
conclusion with a certain beginning and end. This approach increases the likelihood of recalling historical
knowledge with the exception of the date and maybe the sequence of events.

Unlike the chronological approach which focuses on facts, events, names, dates, and order of events in specific
time periods, the thematic approach focuses on the main ideas. This approach examines a series of events under
a particular concept and helps students develop questioning skills and a better understanding of cause-and-effect
relationships. The identified theme or concept serves as a lens to identify, analyze, redefine, test and reassemble
the relevant events to develop theories that will make it easier to understand new events (Zevin, 2000, p. 244).

Among the most criticized features of the thematic approach are the weakness in teaching chronology and the
cause-effect relationship, and the idea that it teaches less history by making a selection within grand historical
knowledge. According to the proponents of the thematic approach, nowadays this selection has become a
necessity. History teachers cannot continue their efforts to teach all events from the big bang to the present day.
Contrary to popular belief, however, the thematic approach does not teach less history by discarding certain
subjects. The thematic approach is to teach children more on less topics to ensure that children have an in-depth
knowledge of history (White, 1994, p. 58). Due to the limitations (some define it as a gift) of the brain (Borges,
1999), it is only possible to see the big picture by sacrificing less important events and facts for the sake of more
important ones.

Examining the literature on the thematic and chronological history teaching reveals that there are many studies
advocate both approaches and explain how to plan and implement appropriate teaching according to these
approaches. In recent years, it is possible to say that the studies on the thematic approach have increased rapidly
and the interest in the thematic approach has increased among both academics and teachers. According to a
survey conducted by EUROCLIO among history teachers in 2003, thematic curricula in chronological order are
becoming more common in European countries (Koren & Najbar-Agicic, 2007). For example; resent history
programs in the UK have made it necessary to teach local, national, European and world history through specific
thematic units (Harnett, 2019, p. 150). This is not an indication that one of these two methods is better than the
other (as discussed earlier these two methods are not alternatives to each other), but a change in the goals of
history teaching.

It will be useful to examine the attitudes and views of the teachers who will have the most impact on the
outcome of such a change process which supposed to alter the scope, focus, and method of history teaching.
Theoretical or empirical studies on the subject may explain how the thematic approach can radically change
history teaching when appropriate conditions are met. On the other hand, only teachers can explain whether
these so-called appropriate conditions can be achieved in practice. They can reveal the problems experienced
during the implementation of the thematic method, and determine whether the possible outcomes are worth the
effort by doing the labor-benefit comparison.

Unfortunately, there is no study in the literature directly examining teachers’ views on thematic and
chronological approaches. This issue has only been partially addressed in some studies. Harris and Burn (2016),
asked a similar question to British history teachers and 71% of them rejected the claim that the chronological
history teaching strengthens students’ chronological perceptions of the past. Altinyelken (2010) found that after a
switch from chronologic curriculum to thematic, teachers in Uganda experienced great difficulties in the
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implementation of the new program due to structural problems, lack of materials and teacher training. In Turan’s
(2018) study, 11 of the 22 history teachers who participated in the study supported chronological approach in the
curriculum, 10 supported partly chronological partly thematic approach, and only one teacher supported thematic
history curriculum.

2. Method
2.1 Aim of the Study

The aim of this research is to reveal the teachers’ views on chronological and thematic history teaching by
examining the discussions on the topic in different blogs, through social media research.

2.2 Research Questions

1) According to teachers, which approach is more effective in teaching history/social studies?
2) According to teachers, what are the advantages and disadvantages of both approaches?

2.3 Design of the Study

The design of the study is Social Media Research. In its simplest definition, social media research refers to tools
and techniques for extracting and analyzing data from social media channels and the Internet. Social media can
be defined as platforms that allow users to share and communicate on the internet. Social media platforms
include blogs (WordPress. Blogger, Blogspot, etc.), microblogs (Twitter, Tumblr, etc.), Social Networks
(Facebook, MySpace, etc.), Content Communities (YouTube, Daily Motion, Pinterest, Instagram, Flickr, Vine,
etc.), Joint Projects (Wikipedia), Virtual Gave Worlds (World of Warcraft), and Virtual Social Worlds (Second
Life, Farmville) (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).

The reason why blogs were chosen among the other social media tools as a data source of this study was the fact
that compared to other social media tools, blogs allow sharing content in various formats (pictures, videos, audio
files, Word documents, PDFs, etc.) and without any character limitation. Also, blogs are environments that allow
link sharing and mutual and confidential communication with blog followers. Nowadays, many teachers are able
to share their experiences on blogs as an online diary and receive feedback from colleagues and experts about the
methods, tools, or problems they encounter.

Advantages of blogs as a data source include: full protection of participant privacy, the minimum risk for the
participant, honest and sincere answers, affordability, access to a wide range of participants from different
geographies, and the ability to select purposeful samples (Hewson, 2014; Jainson & Payne, 2007). All these
features have made blogs a fast and reliable source of information for academic research which seeks solutions
to current problems (Powell, Jacob, & Chapman, 2012). Therefore, today, many social scientists use blogs as a
data source in their research (Wakeford & Cohen, 2008). On the other hand, the reliability of this method and the
generalizability of the research findings are questioned.

2.4 Data Collection and Analysis Process

A quantitative thematic content analysis was used in this research. According to Bardin (2009, cited in Oliveria
et al., 2013), a thematic content analysis consists of three stages: pre-analysis, exploration, and treatment. On the
pre-analysis stage, first, a very general search was made both in the Turkish and English languages using the
keywords “thematic history, chronological history” on the Internet. Examination of the Internet search results
was used to determine and select relative blogs consistend with the objectives of the research.

The pre-analysis of the Internet search results showed that there is no web-blog created by Turkish history or
social studies teachers on the subject of thematic or chronologic history teaching. However, 14 blogs were
identified in English language which were created by teachers on eight blog sites: Blogspot.com, Wordpsess.com,
Reddit.com, Teachers.net, The Civic Educator, Teachinghistory.org, A to Z Teacher Stuff, and MiddleWeb Blog.
Along with the blog contents, the reader comments were also pre-analyzed to identify comments written only by
teachers. Of the over a hundred readers’ comments, only those assured to be written by teachers are considered
for evaluation. These blog contents, discussions and comments were transferred to the NVivo program and
subjected to thematic content analysis in which the codes were not pre-determined but they emerged from
teachers’ blogs and comments as in-vivo codes.

3. Results

The majority of the 14 blogs examined within the scope of the research were written by teachers who applied the
thematic approach in their classrooms and wanted to share their experiences with other teachers. A small portion
of these blogs can be classified as (neutral) that try to find out which of these two approaches would be more
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appropriate in history teaching by asking experienced teachers. However, no blog promoting or explaining the
chronological approach was encountered.

The findings in this section were obtained from the analysis of blog contents and comments of 71 history and
social studies teachers in 14 blogs. Only small portions of the teachers in the study group clearly stated the
country or city in which they live in their blogs or comments and those who did so live in the USA, Canada, and
Australia.

Table 1. Teachers’ preferences by type of approach

Approach f

Thematic 40
Practitioner 12
Thinking to Practice 28
Chronological* 15
Mix (Chrological + Thematic) 12
Other + Undecided 4

Total 71

Note. * Including back-chronology.

Within the scope of the research, firstly, teachers’ views toward thematic and chronological approaches were
examined. Thematic content analyses show that more than half of the 71 teachers in the study group are in favor
of the thematic approach. However, these numbers do not reflect the actual implementation rate of the thematic
approach. In-depth analysis shows that the number of teachers applying the thematic approach already in their
classrooms is lower than the chronological approach. Although the majority of the teachers prefer the thematic
approach, the low rate of implementation of this approach seems to be due to two reasons. The first in some
schools teachers are not granted autonomy in curriculum development, and the second teachers who wish to
adopt a thematic approach remain in the minority in their schools. A teacher nicknamed StrangerintheAlps stated
this situation as: “I have always wanted to teach history through the thematic method. Unfortunately, in the
school where I work, all teachers are asked to strictly follow the same program.”

When the application rates are examined, it is seen that the number of teachers practicing the chronological
approach in their teaching is slightly more than the teachers practicing the thematic approach. In fact, the actual
rate of use indicated for the chronological approach is actually greater than what is shown in Table 1. The
difference between preference and application rates is caused by both external internal reasons for teachers. The
external reason as explained before is that teachers’ obligation to use a chronological approach other than their
own preferences. The internal reason is the teachers’ unfamiliarity with or in other words the low level of
knowledge on the implementation of this approach. Those teachers with a positive view of the thematic approach
but cannot apply it due to external or internal reasons are coded under the “Thinking to Practice” group in Table
1. It also should be noted that the majority of the blogs examined within the scope of this research were created
by teachers who advocate thematic approach and the majority of those who visited these blogs were also the
ones who are interested in this approach and therefore seeking information about it. Perhaps this is why the
largest group is turned out to be the teachers who are “Thinking to Practice” thematic approach in the near future.
Another interesting finding is the majority of those who desire to try the thematic approach are newcomers to
teaching. Some experienced teachers are also thinking of moving to a thematic approach because of the problems
they face in the chronological approach. These teachers express their reasons as follows:

“Hey, found your blog randomly through a google search about teaching history thematically and love what
you’ve written about. This will be my first year teaching and I think teaching history thematically makes
way more sense and o[ Jers more possibilities for really engaging students...” (Caitlin)

“...I have been looking for a different way to teach my world history course other than chronological, and
this speaks to me...” (Cody)

“...I too struggled with this decision. Typically, I went with chronological order, but I think thematic
would have been more beneficial due to the importance of social factors in cognition...” (Dave)

Within the scope of the second research question, the advantages and disadvantages of both approaches in
practice were tried to be determined by examining the history teachers’ justifications when specifying their
teaching approach preferences.
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Teachers have expressed the same number of disadvantages (f = 13) for both approaches but stated that the
thematic approach provides more advantages (f = 14) in comparison to the chronological approach (f = 4). The
advantages and disadvantages expressed by teachers for both approaches can be seen in Tables 2 and 3.

3.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Thematic Approach According to Teachers

Table 2. Advantages and disadvantages of thematic approach expressed by teachers

Advantages Disadvantages

1. More appropriate for the use of student-centered methods 1. Difficult to learn how to implement

(project-based learning, cooperative learning, group work, etc.) 2. Not suitable for all ages

2. Good for teaching with multiple perspectives (examining history 3. Not suitable for teaching chronology

with multiple perspectives) 4. Not successful in teaching cause-effect relationship

3. Fun/Not Boring 5. Themes are subjective (not natural, coercive)

4. Provides meaningful learning 6. Not a real solution, but a superficial solution to content density
5. Allows students to be more creative 7. Difficult to understand by students because it is a nonlinear
6. Supports a deeper understanding of the events teaching

7. Provides an opportunity to see the big picture 8. Contains repetition

8. More effective in teaching historical thinking skills 9. Disconnection: Difficult to establish a connection between
9. Makes recalling easy themes

10. Enables catching up current issues 10. Themes do not make sense to students

11. Provides an opportunity for historical learning beyond the 11. Requires uninterrupted attendance of students

textbook 12. Serves for hidden curriculum program (propaganda)

12. Focus on skill rather than knowledge 13. Difficulty to determine the content, (decide what to

13. More suitable for citizenship education include/exclude)

14. Saves time

3.1.1 Advantages of the Thematic Approach According to Teachers

Teachers whose opinions were consulted within the scope of the research specified thirteen advantages of the
thematic approach. According to teachers, the thematic approach allows students to see the interconnections
between events which helps them to develop a more holistic knowledge of history, and this was the most
frequently mentioned advantage of the thematic approach. It is also often emphasized that thematic teaching
makes students enjoy history by going beyond traditional history teaching. A teacher with the nickname Brian
stated: “... The students are enjoying it. Many have said history is their favorite class this year and some said it’s
the class they are looking most forward to every week. That’s strange? Isn’t it? Isn’t it usually the class people
generally say is the most boring? One of the issues frequently raised is that the thematic approach does not
neglect current issues. According to the teacher named Dlaufenberg; “I believe that a thematic approach moves
away from the march of chronology which invites a more fluid inclusion of current events in the study of history.
Those that run out of time are trying to teach a timeline...”

Another finding that emerges in this research is that some teachers think the thematic approach changes the
protagonists and the audience of history. Referring to the use of multiple perspectives and the use of social
history rather than political and military history in the thematic approach they claim ordinary people can become
the protagonists of history so that history education can appeal to students from the different socio-cultural
background.

“When you sell a brand or a product to a customer, the goal is not to make the customer a part of your
brand or product. It is the other way around. You make your brand/product a part of your customer’s story.
There is no better storyteller than the main character themselves. Let’s put it this way. Most people like to
talk about themselves. People are more passionate when it comes to talking about themselves. When you
tell someone else’s story, you’re most likely not as enthusiastic about it than when telling your own
experience.” (Brian)

3.1.2 Disadvantages of Thematic Aapproach According to Teachers

According to the teachers whose opinions were examined within the scope of the research, the biggest
disadvantage of the thematic approach that it is a new, little-known and therefore seems more difficult method.
Since history books and traditional history teaching are chronological, many people, as well as teachers, have
quite limited knowledge of the thematic approach. Therefore, it is not easy for even teachers who are facing the
issues of the chronological approach to switch to thematic in a snap. Teachers who wish to practice the thematic
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approach are having problems in determining the content, themes, the order of themes, appropriate teaching
methods and materials to use with this approach. As they see the success stories of thematic teaching, they are
interested in this approach, but they are also aware that they need support. For this reason, many teachers are
visiting these blogs and requesting programs and materials from their experienced colleagues.

Many teachers acknowledge that the thematic approach might not be particularly appropriate for young children.
Those who have this view suggest that the thematic approach should be applied to high school students.
However, for some teachers, this approach can be practiced in the 8th grade American History course with a few
minor measures to help students to overcome aforesaid difficulties. However, according to one teacher, it is
difficult to apply this approach at 10th or 11th grades:

“I go chrono but with some flexibility, so for example, I’m not covering the Monroe Doctrine until we get
to imperialism at the turn of the century. I tried a more (but not purely) thematic approach last year and
students complained and got confused. I think for students who don’t already have a sense of the sequence
of things, it can be a challenge. I teach generally unprepared 10th graders in an urban setting and they have
no idea, by and large, what happened before what, so I think that’s healthy, especially in the 20th century,
because things are so closely linked from WWI to the depression to WWII to the cold war and the
counterculture/civil rights movement to Nixon and the war on drugs and Reagan, etc.” (WillPE)

Another common frequently stated disadvantage of the thematic approach was its failure to teach chronological
knowledge and skills. It was stated that students have difficulty in keeping important dates in mind, and putting
events in their order because the thematic approach does not focus sufficiently on the order of dates and events,
and also it follows a non-linear, forward-backward (zig-zag) path.

“My main worry about thematic teaching was that students may get confused about when events occurred.
Sure, a date can be attributed to a certain event when teaching, but students may have dillculty keeping
track of dates if they’re not emphasized...” (Claire)

Some teachers who oppose this claim argue that with the help of some simple and not time-consuming activities
such as timeline, the thematic approach can teach chronology. According to teachers, there are even student
workbooks created only for this purpose. Some teachers have indicated that by using these books, besides
chronology, students will be able to make connections or comparisons between events on a global scale.

Some teachers who oppose the thematic approach have argued that this approach is not a real or useful but rather
a superficial solution which was introduced just to solve the intensive content problem:

“... I feel like the thematic form only came about because states required teachers to cover an insane
amount of material in short spans and rather than taking the time to plan out how ideas grow over time...
This leaves students with absolutely no context for topics. For instance, a commonly taught theme is
Genocide and Human Rights... Yet mostly this turns into killing is bad and we shouldn’t allow it, here’s
the Holocaust... And again, it’s because you have to know how all those ideas grow in order to teach it
chronologically well and that takes time. Thus “Themes!” become this great idea.” (Derpy Spelling)

Another important criticism of the thematic approach is that the identified themes are subjective or coercive, in
other words, they are not natural:

“... I also have a tendency to feel that “themes” are somewhat dubious. The people who experienced the
events of the past had no idea or way of having an idea that they were living a “theme”. They were simply
reacting to the problems they were experiencing at the time.” (Lynde)

“An issue with the thematic approach is that it requires a further argument about what constitutes similarity
between two or more events. The concept of linear time and of cause-effect is widely-held and therefore
requires little argument...” (rozumiesz)
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3.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Chronological Approach According to Teachers

Table 3. Advantages and disadvantages of chronological approach expressed by teachers

Advantages Disadvantages

1. Easy to understand

2. Successful in teaching chronology

3. The familiar method

4. Successful in teaching cause-effect relationship

. Requires memorization

. Cannot catch up current issues

. Tries to teach everything

. Teaches nothing while trying to teach everything

. Tries to teach information that cannot be measured
. Does not provide meaningful learning

. Provides only superficial knowledge

. Fails in knowledge retention

. Students cannot see the big picture

O 00 N N L AW~

10. Targets historical knowledge, not skills

11. Its protagonists and audience varies from thematic history
12. Is boring

13. Fails to make connections between past and present

3.2.1 Advantages of the Chronological Approach According to Teachers

History teachers stated that the chronological approach was effective in teaching chronology as well as an
easy-to-understand method for both teachers and students. This intelligibility stems from the teaching of subjects
according to a timeline, starting from O to the present. Another advantage of the chronological approach is that it
has been practiced for a very long time so that almost everyone is familiar with it. Most of the textbooks and
academic history books are designed chronologically, and this increases familiarity with the chronological
approach. A teacher expressed this familiarity as follows:

“...being a person who doesn’t really know my history that well, I have had to rely on the texts and learn
everything myself before teaching it. So, I’ve taught it chronologically because that is how I tried to learn
it.” (Canadian Teacher)

Another advantage of the chronological approach, which is frequently mentioned by teachers, its effectiveness of
teaching the cause and effect relationship. This is reflected in teacher statements as follows:

“I think taking the chronology completely away confuses students and makes it harder for them to follow
cause and effect.” (HeloisePemmefume)

“As much as I love the ideas that have emerged from the past two years of teaching 8th-grade history
thematically, I still can’t say definitively whether it’s a better approach. We are able to span more eras and
focus on high-interest topics, but we miss the rat-a-tat excitement of chronological history. As the year ends,
I do know that the 8th graders in my class need more help realizing the importance of cause and effect.”
(Sarah)

3.2.2 Disadvantages of Chronological Approach According to Teachers

Teachers who give a negative opinion about the chronological approach defined it as a knowledge-oriented and
boring approach that requires memorization, does not teach anything while trying to teach history as a whole. If
it teaches anything it could only do so superficially, without examining the events in depth. Teachers supported
these claims with the following statements:

“...This turns the entire subject into a matter of memorizing names, dates, and facts of dead people...
There is an endless amount of facts out there. Is it possible to teach everything? ... Another problem with
this traditional structure is that there is an overwhelming amount of pressure to teach as much content as
possible. As a result, we can easily forget to make connections between the past and the present.” (Brian)

“...1 feel as though the chronologic method only scratches the surface of understanding history. Students
may learn what happens, when it happens, why it happens, and who is involved, but they may not develop
a deeper understanding for the history they are learning...” (Claire)

“I teach 8th grade U.S. History (up to 1877). Last year I taught it chronologically and stressed constant
themes throughout such as movement of people, etc... but it seemed that students didn’t comprehend the
big picture like I wanted or they needed. I am considering moving to thematically organized rather than
chronologically based...” (kyblue07)
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3.3 Mixed Approach

Teachers practicing both thematic and chronological approaches realized that in practice both approaches have
weaknesses in some respects. Therefore, teachers proposed to use the synthesis of two approaches which would
compensate for their deficiencies. For example, a blogger history teacher Mark Lukach uses thematic approach
but to “create a certain degree of chronological literacy” for his students he spends first two weeks reading David
Christian’s book “This Fleeting World”, also for the rest of the year they “adhere to basic chronology” within
each thematic unit. Other examples of mixed approach are explained in teacher statements as follows:

“Having done both, I’ve finally settled on a combination. I think taking the chronology completely away
confuses students and makes it harder for them to follow cause and effect. So basically, I keep with the
chronology, but instead of covering everything, each week I pick a major theme to cover, while still
keeping with chronology.” (HeloisePemmefume)

“We do the content first half of the year (Post Revolution to Civil War) and thematic the second half. I
personally prefer the thematic approach because I think you can have more direction and purpose but I see
the value in both. The first half of the year provides more context and tell the story more, whereas the 2nd
half is more about seeing the common threads.” (th3 Dotard)

As can be understood from the teacher statements, the mixed approach is applied in different ways:
¢ Using a chronological approach while identifying a main theme for each week, unit, period, or century;
¢  Using a chronological approach while doing group work and project assignments on thematic issues,
e  Using a thematic approach while arranging the themes in chronological order;

e Using a thematic approach while carrying out additional activities such as a timeline to teach
chronology;

e Using both approaches, in turn, for example, the first few weeks or first period chronologically then
thematic;

¢ Changing approach based on topic, for example, using a chronological approach on political and
military history, and thematic on social, cultural and civilization history;

e Using a chronological approach in the first years of each education level and thematic approach in the
following years (e.g., Turkish high school history curricula).

4. Conclusions

This study was aimed to reveal teachers’ views on chronological and thematic history teaching by using social
media research. Based on the discussions and comments on related blogs it can be concluded that the majority of
history teachers think that history should be taught by the thematic approach. Although the number of teachers
practicing the thematic approach is lower than chronological, those who wish or planning to use a thematic
approach (n = 28) is actually higher than all other groups. This finding supports the claim that the interest in the
thematic approach has increased in recent years among teachers (Koren & Najbar-Agicic, 2007; Harnett, 2019, p.
150). This increasing interest in thematic approach stems from intensive content, increasing focus on skill
development, lower students’ interest in history, and new findings in educational psychology as well as learning
theories.

Despite increasing interest, the actual application rate of the chronological approach is still higher than the
thematic approach, and this finding is also inconsistent with the previous studies (Cannadine, Keating, &
Sheldon, 2011). This study, based on teacher views, reveals that external reasons are more effective than teacher
attitudes on low use of the thematic approach. External reasons include the limited authority of teachers in
curriculum development and schools’ regulations that requires all teachers to apply the same curriculum.

Teachers identified a great number of advantages and disadvantages for both approaches. In fact, the teachers
mentioned almost all the advantages and disadvantages discussed in the related literature. This reveals that
teachers’ theoretical and practical knowledge of the subject is quite high. However, Turkish history teachers
participated in Turan’s (2018) study were only able to list a few advantage and disadvantage for each approach.
The difference between these studies can be explained by teachers’ direct experience of these approaches. Many
of the teachers participating in this research have the chance to experience both approaches in different schools
they teach.

The thematic approach has been widely criticized for being weak in teaching chronological knowledge and skills
and as well as cause and effect. However, in an experimental study, Thacker (2007, p. 81) claims the opposite
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that the theme-based curriculum improves students’ academic achievement by 17% on College Board (CLEP)
U.S. History I Practice Test compared with chronologically ordered textbook-based teaching. Further empirical
research is needed to establish the validity of these opposing claims.

Another claim comes from teachers practicing the thematic approach in their teaching that its weakness in
teaching chronology could be overcomed with additional activities such as a timeline. This claim of the teachers
coincides with the studies on using timelines in history and social studies teaching (Altun & Kaymakei, 2016;
Simsek, 2007). The current high school history curriculum in Turkey suggests the same activity to the teachers,
in which a long chronology of important events is given in almost every unit even for the upper high school
grades where the thematic approach is applied (MEB, 2018a).

This shows that both teachers and curriculum developers and experts in the field agree that the deficiencies of
both approaches can be overcomed or reduced by using these two approaches together. Stradling (1997) argues
that a balance must be established between the thematic and the chronological approach:

The debate on this issue sometimes seems to be based on the assumption that the two approaches are
incompatible with each other. In practice, it seems to me that it is wholly possible to combine the two
approaches quite effectively... What is important is that when looking at these themes and processes they
are still set into the context of a broadly chronological framework not just so that they grasp the broad
sequence of events but also because they can then see, for example, how apparently distinct political, social,
economic, cultural and intellectual developments were actually influencing each other and may have been
interdependent (1997, p. 17).

Stradling suggested teaching history in a partly chronological and partly thematic historical framework (1997, p.
18) but he also argues that the thematic approach might be more effective especially when the aim is to enable
students to understand the present, or teaching historical thinking, continuity and change, and also historical
research skills (2003, p. 47). We see that the mixed approach has been adopted by the Turkish Ministry of
National Education in recent years so the current high school history curriculum is organized with an approach
that brings together chronological and thematic approaches (MEB, 2018a, p. 11).

The success of new approach (whether mixed or pure thematic) depends on the elimination of structural
problems and deficiencies, and the training of teachers. Altinyelken (2010) found that in Uganda where a
thematic approach was adopted with a sudden decision, the reform initiative could not achieve the desired
success due to structural problems and teacher training issues were not adequately addressed. In this study, we
see that many teachers who are considering to adopt a thematic approach accept their own lack of training.
Another challenge in this area is to determine the content, in other words, to identify issues to be rejected or
included. In countries where teachers’ academic autonomy is recognized; this decision is left to teachers in
whole or in part (framework program). However, this creates a gap between schools in terms of historical
knowledge and makes it difficult to carry out national tests, including the ones aiming to measure the status and
quality of education. Although it seems more practical that the content is determined by field experts,
unfortunately, it will not be possible to reach a consensus as long as academics see their work as more important
than others.
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