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This paper refers to the concept of “historical critical thinking” as it appears in the three versions of the recent Greek
History Curriculum for primary school. It is a comparative study of the discourse of the three versions of the recent
history curriculum for primary school, which were published during three consecutive school years, in the pilot phase
of their implementation. The method of analysis of this study is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). The main purpose
of this paper is to explore the meaning and context of this term as presented in the three versions of the history
curriculum and to compare the findings of the study with corresponding references in international literature. The
main conclusion of this study is that this term refers much more to the development of general skills and competences
with cognitive characteristics and much less to the critical understanding of the historical past.
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Introduction

In 2021 in Greece a “new” curriculum for history in primary school was published. This curriculum
replaced the previous one after the 2019 national elections in which the central government changed, with the
result being a shift from a left-wing party (2015-2019) to a conservative one (2019 to date, even after the new
national elections in 2023). The reference to the last two elections is of particular importance and cannot be
omitted because in Greece it is common political practice when the leadership team of the central government
changes to also change ministers and legislation in important ministries such as the Ministries of Education,
Religion, and Sports. Related changes also occur in the curricula, especially those of history in primary and
secondary education.

The 2021 curriculum for history in primary school was published in three official versions: (a) OGG/ 1963/v.
2/14-5-2021, (b) OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022, and (c) OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23 (OGG: Official Government Gazette
of the Hellenic Republic). The reason for these changes was because the period from 2021 to 2023 served as a
pilot period for the implementation of the curriculum in a few selected schools in the country, the so-called
“experimental” schools. The school year in which the implementation of this curriculum will be generalized in
the country is the current one in which this article is being written (2023-2024). This means that this curriculum
is now the official curriculum for history in primary school. During the pilot implementation of this curriculum
from the first year of its publication, it was criticized by scientific institutions (academics, scientific journals,
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workshops, etc.) who were not involved in the creation or pilot application of this curriculum but who have
specialized knowledge about history teaching and history education (Mavroskoufis, 2022; Fardi, 2022). In spite
of the absence of a statement from the official bodies in charge of the Greek curriculum, such as the IEP
(Institution of Educational Policy), the study of the three different versions of the curriculum reveals the existence
of significant changes between the different versions.

Since 2022, a research is being conducted by the author of this article entitled “Historical thinking in the
history curricula (HC) 2021-2022 for primary school: Critical Discourse Analysis in institutional and non-
institutional texts”. In the context of this research, all three versions of the history curriculum for primary school
were studied in detail, as well as the Greek and international literature of the last fifty years regarding the concept
of Historical Thinking, in order to provide a comparative approach between the discourse of the curriculum text
(the three versions) and the scientific meaning of the concept “Historical Thinking”. Also, the discourse of this
curriculum in all three versions was studied and investigated in detail using the method of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA). Interesting observations emerged from this study which will be commented on in the main part
of this article. Before that, however, we should mention some interesting facts about the teaching of history in
Greek primary schools in order to understand the Greek educational system and the content of history teaching
in Greek schools.

In Greece, children are introduced to history education since kindergarten at the age of 4-5 years (OGG
5961/v 2/17-12-2021). Attendance at primary school begins at the age of 6, but duly constituted history teaching
begins in the third year of primary school. The autonomous curriculum for the teaching of history, which is
taught as a separate subject, the history course, is in effect from the third year of primary school. History
textbooks are written for the last four grades of primary school (third, fourth, fifth, and sixth). The content of
history in the Greek primary school curriculum (declarative knowledge, content knowledge) according to grade
is as follows: (a) in the third grade: Mythology and Prehistory, (b) in fourth grade: Ancient times—Ancient
Greek history, (c) in fifth grade: Byzantine period—Byzantium, and (d) in sixth grade: Modern and
Contemporary Greek History.

Historical time in the Greek primary school curriculum follows a linear form, from Prehistory to Modern
times. The reference to the teaching of Ancient Greek Mythology precedes Prehistory. At first sight, we can see
that Mythology and Prehistory are both taught in the third grade, the former after the latter, such that the narrative
time of Mythology precedes the historical time of Prehistory. According to the information available at present,
none of the previous or current curricula provide for a distinction between these two forms of time. The possibility
of making this distinction exist only in educational practices and school textbooks. This linear approach is
traditional in Greece and is in accordance with the central national comprehensive narrative regarding the
connection between the different periods of life in Greece from Ancient Times to the present and by people of
the same genealogical base with roots in the Ancient Greeks. The methodological and epistemological validity
of this approach is not examined in the Greek history curriculum.

In the following, we will mention the theoretical framework of this study, the working hypothesis and
research questions as well as the method of investigating these questions. Then a section is devoted to the analysis
of key discourse elements of the three versions of the curriculum and key conclusions of this study are formulated.
Finally, limitations and suggestions for further research are discussed.
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The Significant Character of Contemporary Historical Thinking

The questions “how do we think about the historical past” and “how do we think about history” have created
fields of study and “schools of thought” that have been expressed in numerous articles and books in international
academic literature. Issues such as the themes and aspects we illuminate from the past, the documentation of
versions and interpretations of historical narrative, the search for, use, reading, and integration of historical
sources in combination with the historical narrative, the perspective from which we look back in time, and many
others have influenced the orientation of scholars of historical thinking.

The 1970s was a milestone in the study of historical thinking. From its beginning, countries such as Britain
(especially England), Canada and the USA (Lé&vesque & Clark, 2018), as well as countries such as France (Moniot,
2002) and Germany (Brecher & Gl&er, 2018), were distinguished for developing research programs and
theoretical studies specializing in historical thinking. Significant contributions to the study of the relationship
between historical thinking and historical education and culture have been made by scholars and researchers such
as Shemilt (1983; 2009; 2018), Lee and Shemilt (2003; 2004; 2007; 2009), Ashby and Edwards (2010), Barton
and Levstik (2008), Seixas (1994; 2017a; 2017b), and Chapman (2021). Themes such as historical understanding,
historical empathy and historical consciousness have come to the forefront of global literature. A large number
of scholarly articles and books have made the interest of contemporary scholars in the relationship between
culture, society, education and history known to the global community.

Other issues addressed included children’s perceptions and understandings of the historical past and the
limits of their knowledge as children develop (von Heyking, 2004), historical conceptions, the methodical
documentation of historical narratives, the use and integration of historical sources into the educational process,
and other issues related to history, history writing and history education. There was a connection between the
development of historical education, culture and citizenship, especially the cultivation of democratic awareness
and the pursuit of the formation of the behavior and thinking of active citizens (Barton & Levstik, 2008; Wilschult,
2019).

The German historian Jérn Riisen (2004; 2008; 2012; 2017) has influenced the study of historical thinking
in his country and internationally by approaching the human relationship with the past through philosophical
lenses (Lévesque & Clarke, 2018). By providing a definition of historical consciousness, he linked it to an
awareness of the three dimensions of time (present, past, and future) and the interactive relationship between
them in people’s thinking and formulated a model for the types and forms it can take in human culture and
historical education. For RUsen (2012; 2017) there are four types of historical narrative: traditional, paradigmatic,
critical, and genetic. The decisive criteria for changing the model of historical narrative are: (a) historical time
and (b) the patterns of human thought as expressed mainly in the social sphere. In traditional historical narrative,
time is perceived and expressed as fixed and unchanging in all its three dimensions (past, present, and future). In
paradigmatic, time has the same meaning as in traditional, that is, it is fixed and immutable, but past patterns
serve as examples for the present and the future; in critical there is a questioning of past patterns. In critical, time
is altered and changed in its three dimensions and past patterns are questioned. In genetic, historical narrative
(the “genetic” from “genus”), time is altered but perceived, as are its patterns, through the judgments and filters
of scientific approaches to history.

Reflecting on Risen’s analysis of the forms of historical consciousness, we can draw an analogy between
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the forms of historical narrative and the nature of historical consciousness that each of them shapes. For the
purposes of this article, we agree that there are four corresponding forms of historical consciousness—traditional,
paradigmatic, critical, and genetic—which are shaped by criteria similar to those of historical narrative. RUsen’s
schema of forms of historical narrative and consciousness offers us a network of concepts with which we can
create patterns of study of historical thinking as expressed in the discourse of historians and in institutional texts
such as curricula.

Historical thinking has been studied as a complex cognitive phenomenon, as a way of perceiving human
activity in the past (Anglo-American school of thought) and as an experience of existing historically through
human activity and the way it is expressed in the three dimensions of time (past, present, and future) (European-
German school of thought) (Albornoz & Sebastian, 2022). In both cases, the critical dimension of historical
thinking is mentioned, discussed, and studied. In the first case, through the knowledge of how to approach and
document the historical past, resulting from the research and study of historical sources (Seixas, 2017b), and in
the second case, through the development of critical historical consciousness, that is, the questioning of given
patterns of thinking from the past, through the study of opposing views on the historical past and historical sources
with different or opposing perspectives and interpretations.

In the first case (historical thinking as a cognitive phenomenon), the Anglo-American school of thought
(Wineburg, 1998; Lee & Shemilt, 2003; Seixas, 2017b) focused, in particular, on historical concepts. Indeed, the
concepts were divided into “first-order concepts™ that are incorporated into the historian’s discourse by culture
and society (such as the concept of “nation”) and second-order concepts that organize historical discourse and
run through it in all its manifestations (such as “historical time” and “historical space”, “historical significance”,
“causes” and “effects”, “continuity” and “change” over time, “ethics”, “interpretation”). In addition, the same
school of thought focused on historical narrative and the use of sources as evidence of historical discourse,
rhetoric, and interpretation (Seixas, 2017a, 2017b). In the second case (RUssen, 2017; 2012) in which historical
thinking is studied in relation to human experience both as an experience and as a way of being in the past and
in the present, critical historical thinking develops when the perception of the historical past is shaped through
questions about it and through reflection and study on patterns of human behavior over time.

In the following study, in order to be able to orient ourselves in the extensive international literature on
historical thinking, we will focus on the data that these two schools of thought (Anglo-American and German)
give us about it. Specifically, for the concept of critical historical thinking, we will focus on the use of evidence
in the teaching of primary history, that is, historical sources and their integration into the educational process
(historical research and documentation in history lesson). We will also look at the four forms of historical
consciousness, particularly critical historical consciousness, as it is, by definition, closer to critical historical
thinking. Next, we will examine the way in which critical historical thinking is expressed in the discourse of the
Greek history curriculum for primary schools in all three versions (2021, 2022, 2023). In particular, we will
examine its references to historical sources and the documentation of historical narrative, as well as the form of
historical consciousness it cultivates. The following sections formulate the research questions of our study, its
methodological approach, which is critical discourse analysis (CDA), the presentation of the research findings,
conclusions, limitations, and suggestions.
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Research Questions

This paper examines the working hypothesis that the recent history curriculum for primary school attempts
to incorporate the concept of “critical historical thinking” into its discourse, but in a peculiar way, as if to
formulate it from the beginning (ontogenesis). In order to examine this working hypothesis, the following
research questions are formulated:

(2) Is the term “critical historical thinking” mentioned in the recent history curriculum for elementary school?

(2) Is it mentioned in all versions of the history curriculum for elementary school, and if not, in which,
specifically, is it observed?

(3) How is the term referred to in the history curriculum for elementary school? (Definition and context).

(4) What form of historical consciousness is fostered in the history curriculum for elementary school in all
three versions of the history curriculum?

(5) What is the relationship between the historical consciousness which is formed by the curriculum and
“critical historical thinking”?

(6) What is the relationship between “historical critical thinking” in the primary school curriculum and the
meaning of the term in contemporary literature?

In order to respond to the previous questions, the three versions of the history curriculum for primary school
were read very carefully and repeatedly. All the passages referring to the term “critical historical thinking”,
“historical thinking”, and “critical thinking” were extracted. The definitions and contexts of the term were studied.
In addition, the curriculum in all three versions was studied in detail in order to form a view of the form of
historical consciousness that this curriculum advocates. For the purposes of this study there are recordings,
qualitative analyses of the discourses and reflective notes in special files kept in the research protocol. This article
will summarize part of this analysis. The method used for this study is Critical Discourse Analysis which will be
presented below.

Methodology

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a method of analysing, reading, and understanding the discourse of a
text, and has a qualitative character. It is an in-depth study of discourse as a socio-cultural phenomenon and in
relation to its deeper meanings and contexts. CDA looks at the relationship between words and the representations
and ideological patterns of the time and society to which a text belongs, and examines the meanings of words,
phrases, and contexts, especially when they have meanings and symbols that are intended to manipulate the reader,
that is, to exercise “power” over him. The purpose of critical discourse analysis is to identify, analyse, and critique
these elements in the discourse of a text in order to reflect on specific themes and issues.

Furthermore, CDA is a way of thinking, understanding, and interpreting the world, a perspective on our
perceptions of how the world is expressed in human discourse. It is aligned with other theories including Critical
Social Research and Critical Theory (M. Bloor & T. Bloor, 2013; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Fairclough,
2013a; Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002; Wodak, 2001). Scholars such as Foucault, Habermas, Freire, and Moniot
(Moniot, 2002; Segall, 1999; Tyson, 2006) have influenced theoretical approaches and research processes of
CDA (Fairclough, 2013; Wodak, 2001).

This method of analysis is appropriate for the study of institutional texts such as history curricula because it
allows deepening the discourse and linking it to social phenomena such as educational policy and its ideological
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nuances. It is also an appropriate method of analysis, especially for the Greek case, because it allows comparisons
between the three different versions of this curriculum. The analysis of this article (CDA) following the three-
dimensional model proposed by Norman Faircloud (2013b), which distinguishes between text, discursive practice,
and social practice.

An initial open coding phase identified all references to “historical thinking”, “critical thinking”, and
“critical historical thinking” across the three version of the primary school history curriculum, including related
conceptual formulations. At the textual level, the analysis focused on vocabulary, semantic use, and the
construction of the “critical historical thinking”, examining whether it appears as a coherent concept or as a loose
combination of “historical” and “critical” thinking. At the level of discursive practice, the data have been
organized into thematic categories (e.g. skills, knowledge, citizenship, interculturalism, multiculturalism,
historical consciousness) in order to explore how the terms are articulated and recontextualized within the
curriculum discourse. At the level of social practice, the findings were interpreted in relation to broader
educational and ideological frameworks. In this context, “critical historical thinking” was approached as a
concept associated in contemporary literature with the critical investigation of the past, the analysis of sources,
and the development of reflective historical consciousness. The coding process was iterative and comparative,
supported by detailed data collection memorandum that informed the interpretation of the data.

Critical Analysis

In this section, the term “historical-critical thinking” is critically analyzed using the method of Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA), as it appears in the three versions of the “new” history curriculum (OGG/ 1963/v.
2/14-5-2021, OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022, and OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23) for primary school. The first observation we
can make without reservation is that the term does not appear in all versions of this curriculum, and not in the
same way.

The term “historical-critical thinking” appears in the second version of the History Curriculum for Primary
School (OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022) and in the third version (OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23) the reference to it is repeated,
identically as in the second version. In particular (OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022, 13859 and OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23,
4837):

...the teaching of history aims to cultivate and develop historical-critical thinking and historical consciousness among
students. Through its teaching method (formulation of questions and critical approach to sources), it also contributes to the

formation of autonomous and democratic citizens, with the ability to reflect, critically approach the past, understand the
present and act and participate in contemporary events.

In the previous example, we notice that the term “historical critical thinking” is mentioned next to the term
“historical consciousness”. However, the second term “historical consciousness” is mentioned in general terms
without specifying its type, a fact that is of great importance and will be commented on in the concluding part of
this paper. The notion of “historical-critical thinking” is related to the teaching process, that is, the formulation
of questions and the critical approach to sources, as well as to the formation of democratic consciousness and the
preparation of children for active participation in the public sphere as active and democratic citizens.

In the first version of the History Curriculum (OGG/ 1963/v. 2/14-5-2021) for primary school, the term
“historical thinking” and the term “critical thinking” are mentioned distinctly, namely there is no term “historical
critical thinking”, but each of the strands of “historical” and “critical” (thinking) corresponds to distinct content.
In particular, the following are mentioned:
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The development of historical thinking involves the knowledge of significant historical events, phenomena and
developments and the understanding of the changes that human societies experience in the passing of time. (OGG/ 1963/v.
2/14-5-2021, p. 22777)

and

...the teaching of history aims to foster the cultivation of critical thinking, self-awareness, communication and research
skills, as well as the activation of students’ emotions and imagination. (OGG/ 1963/v. 2/14-5-2021, p. 22777)

From the above it is clear that in the last two versions of the History Curriculum there has been a revision
of the concepts. However, this revision is not based on the relevant epistemological approaches to the concepts.
This is not mentioned anywhere in the curriculum, nor is it consistent with the meaning of “historical thinking”
as briefly presented in the theoretical part of this paper, namely historical thinking as a cognitive phenomenon or
as an expression of human experience and its philosophical dimensions.

In the second and third versions of the history curriculum for primary schools (OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022
and OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23), in which the term “critical historical thinking” is revised and merged, it is associated
with the cultivation of students’ skills and abilities in general and not specifically with the historical past and
historical consciousness cultivated in the context of history teaching in primary schools.

Elsewhere in the two revised versions of the history curriculum for primary schools, among the aims of
history teaching are:

...(the purpose of the history lesson is to enable children) cultivate their critical thinking by developing correlations of

evaluation, analysis of causes and generalizations, under the guidance of the teacher and at the level of maturity and
perceptive capacity of their age. (OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022, p. 13860 and OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23, p. 4838)

From the way in which the concept of historical thinking is outlined in the three versions of the History
Curriculum, it is evident that it is more related to the development of skills and abilities in children’s thinking
and personality and less to the development of a critical attitude in the study and formation of knowledge about
the historical past. That is, “critical historical thinking” is associated with the development and cultivation of
cognitive processes, in general, in children’s thinking and personality, without this necessarily being
accompanied by a historical orientation and a critical approach to the historical past. The difference and
distinction between the two different kinds of thinking, namely between “critical thinking” and “critical historical
thinking”, does not seem to emerge in any of the versions of the Curriculum for History in Primary School.

The same conclusion is reached if we examine the kind of historical consciousness that the curriculum aims
to cultivate. There is no mention of the kind of historical consciousness that is sought to be cultivated in any of
the versions of this curriculum, so that we can clearly understand what it is. Instead, there are only minimal
references to the term “historical consciousness”—namely a simple reference to the term, next to the term
“historical thinking”—(as we saw earlier). However, we can still understand the kind of historical consciousness
by observing other elements of the curriculum.

Indicatively and briefly, within the scope of this article, we can mention the following:

* the perception of historical time using linear and measurable characteristics

* the unchanging patterns from the past (e.g., the behavioral heroic patterns as an example for the behavior of
the people in the future and not as a reason for study, critical approach, and reflection)

* the correlation of elements between history and folklore

* the ignoring of the history of other people
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* the failure to incorporate the concept of historical time as a method of approaching the historical past and
other second-order historical concepts.
And the general reference that:
The cultivation of historical consciousness involves understanding the actions of people in specific situations and the

formation of values and attitudes that lead to responsible behavior in the present and the future. (p. 13860/0GG 23-5-22, p.
4838/0GG 2-2-23)

These and many other references incorporated in the discourse of the last two versions of the history
curriculum for primary school demonstrate that the form of consciousness that is sought to be cultivated is the
traditional and paradigmatic historical consciousness.

This means that the development of a critical historical consciousness, in which children are taught to ask
questions, to examine historical sources critically and, where appropriate, to criticize and dispute patterns of the
past, is not sufficiently encouraged. Furthermore, the primary history curriculum’s focus on cultivating a
traditional and exemplary historical consciousness tends to weaken the development of “critical historical
thinking”, resulting in a hierarchical relationship between the two concepts, namely between “historical thinking”
and “historical consciousness”, each of which has a different orientation.

Conclusion

As we mentioned in the theoretical part of this paper, contemporary international literature has highlighted
two paths through which historical thinking can be expressed in history education: one is cognitively oriented
(Anglo-American school of thought, Wineburg, 1998; Lee & Shemilt, 2003; Seixas, 2017b) and the other is
oriented towards human experience and philosophical considerations of the historical past.

According to this paper’s brief analysis, the concept of “critical historical thinking” appears in the last two
versions of the History Curriculum for Primary School (OGG/1367/v. 2/23-5-2022 and OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23).
This term is associated with the development of cognitive processes such as questioning and problem solving,
reflection, and evaluation, processes that do not necessarily focus on the development of critical historical
consciousness, a fact that orients them more towards the concept of “critical thinking” (Halpem, 2013; McPeck,
2016).

The development of historical thinking is limited to fixed patterns from the past and to a mechanistic,
process-oriented approach to historical knowledge. This is a situation in which children’s creative thinking is
trapped and is only liberated by the teacher. The role of the teacher is important, because depending on the
learning objectives he sets on his initial training and education, on the available teaching time, and on the abilities
and skills he himself possesses, he can shape his lessons in such a way that the elements of critical and historical
thinking are increased in his lessons. In addition, the factor of freedom that the teacher has in relation to the
history curriculum is also important. In Greece, the whole educational system is centralized and guided either by
the general educational policy, by the curricula or by the textbooks, so that the teacher is very limited in his/her
work.

Based on the example of the three different versions of the new History Curriculum for primary school, the
Greek educational system understands the importance of introducing the concept of “historical thinking” and
“critical historical thinking” in the history lesson for primary school children. Nevertheless, the way of integrating
the concept into the educational process needs to mature. It seems that the Greek History Curriculum tries to
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formulate the concept of “critical historical consciousness™, straddling the line between the development of
critical thinking abilities and skills in children and the preservation of tradition by cultivating traditional and
paradigmatic historical consciousness. The relationship between the term “critical historical thinking” and the
term “historical thinking” as it appears in contemporary literature is cognitive and, indeed, is not so much oriented
towards knowledge of the historical past and the formation of a perspective on the historical past as towards the
development of general abilities and skills.

The Greek primary school History Curriculum in effect at the time of writing this paper (the school year
2025-2026) is the third version of this curriculum (OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23). In fact, in May 2026, new textbooks
for primary and secondary education were posted on the official digital platform for textbooks, “Melispi”
(https://ebooksdl.cti.gr/, retrieved 27/4/2026) following a process of writing and evaluation by specialized teams
of scholars. These textbooks follow the “multiple textbook™ principle, which is based on offering several
textbooks for a given school subject, so that teachers have the opportunity to choose between two or three
textbooks. These books have been created based on the current history curriculum for elementary school. Some
innovations in these books, such as the use of hypertext with the inclusion of QR codes and their enrichment with
numerous historical sources, the use of timelines, modern graphic elements, and contemporary child-friendly
language do not undermine the basic conclusions of this study regarding the elementary school history curriculum.
These innovations align with the principles and ideas of this curriculum (OGG/507/v. 2/2-2-23). The new
textbooks will be used starting next school year. We hope that future studies and research will illuminate how
they are taught in the classroom.

Regarding the limitations of the present study, we will mention the following: (a) there are no published
results from the pilot implementation of the History Curriculum before its generalized application and after the
widespread use in Greek education, (b) the new books have been uploaded to the digital textbook platform
(“Melispi”) based on this Curriculum were only recently made available and the scholarly community has not
yet had a change to study them, and (c) the new books have not yet been taught. In coming years, we hope to see
new studies and research so that we have the opportunity to study how the concept of “critical historical thinking”
is perceived and how it is diffused in the school environment. We hope new studies and research will investigate
the elements of historical thinking that are developed in relation to the development of critical thinking, critical
historical thinking, but also in relation to the forms of historical consciousness and, especially, critical historical
consciousness.
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