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You have a wealth of fascinating sources you would love to explore with students but despair at their 
seeming inability to connect ‘source work’ with the construction of historical claims. Year 7 get stuck in 
the ‘it’s biased so we can never know’ trap again and again. Year 9 students never get beyond ‘stock’ 
comments such as ‘it was written at the time so it must be reliable.’ You suspect that a few of your 
Year 11 pupils think that ‘inference’ is a skin condition. 

How can you help pupils to see source material as a source of evidence that can be used to construct or 
evaluate a historical claim? In short, how do we help pupils make the connection between ‘source work’ 
and ‘evidential understanding’? And what does progression in evidential understanding even look like?

This page is for those new to the published writings of history teachers.  Every problem you wrestle with, 
other teachers have wrestled with too. Quick fixes don’t exist. But if you discover others’ writing, you’ll 
soon find – and want to join – something better: an international conversation in which others have 
explored, debated and tackled your problems.  This edition’s NNN problem is:

Progression in evidential understanding

The quick guide to the 
‘no-quick-fix’

Fortunately a wealth of articles 
has been written with the aim of 
helping develop pupils’ evidential 
understanding. 

Begin with McAleavy (1998) 
TH 91.  McAleavy, in tracing the 
history of how sources of evidence 
have been used in the classroom, 
identifies potential challenges when 
asking students to interrogate 
sources for evidence. He highlights 
the importance of being absolutely 
clear about the difference 
between ‘sources’ and ‘evidence’, 
emphasising that a source 
only yields evidence when it is 
understood in its historical context. 
Counsell (2000) TH 99  builds on 
McAleavy’s work by emphasising 
the importance of situating work 
with sources within the framework 
of a rigorous enquiry if pupils are 
to move beyond making superficial 
judgements about their value 
as evidence. Counsell suggests 
that progression in evidential 
understanding does not necessarily 
consist solely of developing new, 
higher-order skills or processes, 

what do you do?

New, Novice or Nervous?

but could mean using students’ 
growing substantive knowledge 
to find new layers of subtlety and 
precision.

Your next port of call should be Lee 
and Shemilt (2003) TH 113 who as 
part of the ‘CHATA project’ sought 
to developed models of progression 
in historical concepts that were 
based on empirical research. 
Arguing that progression consists 
of the acquisition of more powerful 
ideas they offer a descriptive 
hierarchy that moves from ‘pictures 
of the past’ to ‘evidence in context’. 

Finally, read Pickles (2010), 
TH 139, who also conducted 
empirical research exploring pupils’ 
evidential reasoning. She argues 
that a greater focus on assessing 
the validity of pupils’ reasoning 
and the conclusions reached from 
sources could secure progression 
in pupils’ understanding about the 
concept of evidence.

After reading these articles, 
reflect on your own professional 

judgement of what constitutes 
‘higher-order’ evidential 
understanding. What kinds of 
evidential understanding and 
reasoning would you want to 
see in a GCSE student preparing 
to study history at A-level? Then 
track backwards, thinking about 
how you can plan for progression 
in evidential understanding across 
the key stages in order to reach 
that end-point – and avoid ‘Death 
by Sources A to F’ on the journey 
there. 


