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ARTICLE

Considering the past and present of Romani in Sweden:
secondary school pupils’ thinking and caring about the
history of the Romani in national tests
Olle Nolgård and Thomas Nygren

Department of Education, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In this study, we analyse 126 secondary pupils’ responses to
national test questions designed to make them think and care
about the history of national minorities in Sweden. Using a mixed
method approach we find that historical thinking and empathy as
caring are tightly interlinked in the responses. In particular, the
cognitive act of corroborating historical sources about the treat-
ment of minorities is linked to historical empathy as caring – while
sourcing seems like a separate process. We also find that pupils
struggle to link the past to the present and the future more than
they do with sourcing and corroboration. Engaging with the past
of discrimination of minorities makes pupils take critical positions
beyond established dimensions of historical thinking. Our findings
highlight how we need to better understand how to scaffold
pupils’ practical knowledge, skills and attitudes in ideologically
and emotionally charged issues.

KEYWORDS
Social studies education;
history education; historical
thinking and empathy;
global citizenship education
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Introduction

The neglect of minorities in history education has been identified as a problem since the
Second World War. To safeguard democracy and unity in diversity the Council Europe
recommended that history teachers focus more on stimulating critical mindsets in
combination with a positive awareness of minorities living in Europe (Bruley &
Dance, 1960; Council of Europe, 1995, 2001). Pupils’ critical mindsets should help
them identify propaganda and totalitarian tendencies. History teaching should no
longer promote nationalism and militarism; instead it should promote understanding
between ethnic groups and across borders (Nygren, 2016a). History lessons were to
counter prejudices between people, by concentrating on the peaceful social and cultural
history of Europe with links between people of the past and present (Bruley & Dance,
1960). Today, history education in Europe should promote pupils to learn “a common
historical and cultural heritage, enriched through diversity, even with its conflictual and
sometimes dramatic aspects” (Council of Europe, 2001).

Even if history education in Sweden has developed in line with recommendations
from UNESCO and the Council of Europe since the 1950s (Nygren, 2016a), the history
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of national minorities in Sweden did not become a compulsory aspect of the national
history education syllabus until 2011, when the history of the Romani and Sami people
was introduced (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011). This new content was
implemented after Swedish scholars of history education had stressed the need for a
more inclusive, diverse and multicultural history syllabus (HLFÅ, 2007; Lozic, 2010;
Nordgren, 2006). Following this reform, history education in Sweden was intended to
promote the understanding of national minorities, historical thinking and historical
consciousness (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011). However, implementing
values and skills in history education is not a simple top-down process. What is stated
in guidelines does not automatically trickle down and reach the minds of the pupils
(Nygren, 2016a). In this case, it is a complicated matter of implementing historical
empathy and thinking when dealing with the neglected history of minorities.

This study intends to examine the interplay of historical thinking and empathy as
caring in pupils’ writing about the history of the Swedish minority the Romani people
in the national test in history for year 9. We analyse tests designed to assess pupils’
abilities to think historically and understand the situation of minorities in the past. We
look at the national tests from 2014 and study how pupils (1) critically scrutinise
sources from the history of the Romani people; (2) corroborate sources describing the
situation of Jews, Romani and Sami people in the seventeenth-century Sweden, and (3)
reflect upon the past and present of the Romani people. In light of theories of historical
thinking and empathy as caring, we analyse what perspectives are set in the foreground
and in the background and to what extent it is possible for pupils to think and care
about the history of the Romani people.

Theoretical framework

The complexity of implementing critical thinking and understanding of minorities

International guidelines and the national Swedish curriculum state that schools should
foster citizenry and universal moral values as well as critical thinking skills. However,
the process of implementation in schools is far more complex than simply a top-down
process (Nygren, 2016a). Using John Goodlad’s curriculum theory, implementation
may be seen as a transaction, interpretations and resistance to change among the agents
bound to enact the demands of the syllabus (Ball, Maguire, Braun, Perryman, &
Hoskins, 2012; Goodlad, 1979). Samuelsson and Wendell (2016) have noted how
national tests in history can be understood as a part of a bureaucratic national
accountability system in which the classroom practice and the national tests constitute
the last link in a “delivery chain” (Ball, Maguire, Braun, Perryman & Hoskins, 2012 p.
513; Samuelsson & Wendell, 2016).

Hence, by writing about the Romani people’s situation in the past, pupils can
“perform subject-analytical tasks in a context of [national] accountability”
(Samuelsson & Wendell, 2016, p. 480) and how this may relate to the interplay of
thinking and caring about people in the past. The current Swedish national compulsory
curriculum states that a “historical perspective enables pupils to develop an under-
standing of the present, and a preparedness for the future, and develop their ability to
think in dynamic terms” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011, p. 11). What
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this means from the perspective of pupils; how they think and care about the history of
national minorities, needs to be better understood.

Historical thinking and empathy as caring

Since the 1950s, thinking and caring about people has been central in guidelines.
Scholars have debated the extent to which history education can, or should, foster
citizens or just focus on educating pupils to read like historians. In the theory of history
education, we find two approaches towards history as a school subject: historical
thinking and historical empathy as caring. Historical thinking is an approach in which
the pupil takes the role of the professional historian; embracing subject disciplinary
thinking where the ability to critically scrutinise the source, corroborate, use evidence
and contextualise historical information is central (Wineburg, 1991, 2001). British
scholars who advocate this perspective emphasise the importance of history education
in pupils’ development of cognitive skills, rather than fostering democratic and moral
values (Lee & Ashby, 2001; Foster, 1999). Accordingly, pupils should not judge events
and people in the past learn how to pay attention to historical context in order to avoid
presentism, and to separate the past from the present and the future (Davis, Yeager, &
Foster, 2001). This epistemological principle may be regarded as fundamental for the
professional historian and thus in the historical thinking approach to history education.
As an advocate of historical thinking historian Peter Lee once stated that “[i]f history is
taught so that priority is given to shedding light on the present, to pointing up origins,
to offering lessons, or to encouraging–let alone inculcating–political or moral attitudes,
it ceases to be adequate history, and fails to deliver what it legitimately offers” (Lee,
1992, p. 30). Thus, historical thinking is regarded as a cognitive act in this study. This
approach to learning about the past has been described as an inquiry into the past
where emotional involvement and imagination endangers the historical study, which
“[…] depends on a process of disciplined reasoning based upon available evidence”
(Foster, 2001, p. 170). This disciplinary approach to the historical past may be seen as a
contrast to a practical approach to the past where history should have relevance to lived
experiences in the present (Nygren & Johnsrud, 2018; White, 2014).

Advocates for a more practical approach to the past underscore that history educa-
tion in addition to historical thinking can and should hold moral and emotional
dimensions, what may be labelled historical empathy as caring (Barton & Levstik,
2004). From this perspective, not only does the past constitute a great source of analytic
examples and possibilities for discussions of cause and effect, but may serve as a
“training ground for moral response” stressing that “some aspects of morality will
vary among groups, others are rooted in the nature of the democracy we envision”
(Barton & Levstik, 2004, p. 106). This perspective on history education acknowledges
the importance of historical thinking but also finds that democratic values and emo-
tions are important parts of schooling. Learning history is described as an intellectual
and emotional act (Endacott & Brooks, 2018; Levstik & Thornton, 2018). Furthermore,
the theoretical understanding of historical empathy as caring may be enriched by
acknowledging the understanding that the past affects how we perceive our present
and what perceptions and expectations we have on our future – i.e. historical conscious-
ness (Jensen, 1997; Rüsen, 2004; Shemilt, 2009). Accordingly, history from this
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perspective can be seen a matter of emotions and justice aiming to explore and under-
stand historical perspectives: caring, not only about the lives and experiences of the
past, but also for the present and future.

Consequently, there is a divide in theory between scholars regarding the purpose of
historical studies. Some underline the importance of connecting with the past on
cognitive and emotional levels while others emphasise the importance of studying the
past as an objective and “disinterested judge” (Novick, 1988, p. 2). How this plays out
when pupils are prompted to consider the past and present of Romani in Sweden can
help us better understand the complexity of pupils’ thinking and caring about the past.

Previous research

Pupils’ thinking, writing and reasoning in history education is studied regularly: often with
a focus on pupils’ evaluating historical sources – an act that can be seen fundamental in
history as a scholarly discipline (Rüsen, 2004). Furthermore, studies have shown that the
cognitively challenging act that is reading like a historian – thinking disciplinary like the
professional historian – can be learned by practicing skills such as sourcing, contextualisa-
tion and corroboration whilst thinking of the past in the classroom (De-La Paz et. al., 2014;
Nygren, Vikström & Sandberg, 2014; Reisman, 2012). In addition, studies have explored
and examined how subjective and objective elements of historical empathy may be stimu-
lated in the classroom: suggesting that pupils are capable of both thinking and caring
(Brooks, 2011, 2014; Nygren, 2016b). In her research, Sarah Brooks has examined how
pupils and teachers reason about the past in terms of historical empathy, suggesting
perspective recognition and care as well as past-present discussion elements of empathy as
caring: giving insight into what she describes as “the complex and nuanced task of inviting
pupils to use the past to understand and act for the common good in their current world”
(Brooks, 2014, p. 89).

Previous research in a Swedish context suggests that the conflicting ideals of historical
thinking versus empathy as caring may not be in opposition in practice. In pupil essays
about the history of indigenous people’s human rights, Nygren (2016b) finds an inter-
twined relationship between the thinking and caring. A vast majority of the pupils
combined normative moral judgments with the cognitive act of perspective recognition
and this suggests that it is in fact possible to balance thinking and empathy (Nygren, 2016b).
In classrooms Swedish pupils have also been noted to think and care about the human lives
they encounter when working with digitised primary sources (parish registers). In this case
study pupils managed to think historically but moral and affective reactions were common
and not always productive (Nygren, Vikström & Sandberg, 2014).

Promoting and assessing historical thinking and democratic values have been noted
to hold challenges, in theory and practice in Sweden (Alvén, 2017a; Nygren, 2016a).
Pupils with opinions contrary to the common values of the Swedish school may write
“compelling historical narratives with the help of historical thinking skills”: a fact that
makes some teachers award a pass, while other teachers consider the moral and political
values manifested, and fail the pupil on moral grounds (Alvén, 2017b). Thus, pupils
may write in line with the value-system of the Swedish school and not be acknowledged
for their historical thinking skills if they state the wrong values, and learn to focus more
on caring than thinking.
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Furthermore, historical thinking may be a challenge to pupils. Especially contextualising
sources and evidence is a challenge in practice and in national tests (Foster & Yeager, 1999;
Kohlmeier, 2005; Nygren & Vikström, 2013; Reisman, 2012; Rosenlund, 2016; Samuelsson
& Wendell, 2016; Stolare, 2017). In a Swedish context, Samuelsson and Wendell (2016)
found that most pupils in year 6 had a hard time sourcing and contextualising historical
information in the national tests. This study finds that most of the pupils were given a
passing grade by the assessing teachers although they show limited subject disciplinary
knowledge in the assignments: suggesting that teachers “[do] not fully enact the demands of
the syllabus (Samuelsson & Wendell, 2016). Also, in upper-secondary schooling, Swedish
students at more advanced level (History 2 & 3) may struggle with test questions designed
to assess historical thinking (Rosenlund, 2016). Lack of domain-specific knowledge can
make it hard for students to contextualise historical sources, to understand temporal
dimensions of the past and critically scrutinise information in relevant ways (Nygren,
Haglund, Samuelsson, Af Geijerstam, & Prytz, 2018; Rosenlund, 2016).

Studies of textbooks and teaching materials have noticed an apparent lack of
historical narratives about national minorities. Mattlar (2014, 2016)) describes the
history of minorities as a silent historiography, suggesting that the Swedish commitment
to follow The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities1 may not
be fulfilled in classroom practices (Indzic Dujso, 2015; Mattlar, 2014, 2016).

The Swedish history syllabus has a long tradition of following international guidelines,
promoting international understanding and a moulding of attitudes (Nygren, 2011). In
recent years, Sweden has seen what can be described as an epistemological shift in the
curriculum. Whereas the previous syllabus stressed interdisciplinary perspectives and the
weight of taking pupils’ personal interests into account, the current curriculum focuses
more on stimulating disciplinary thinking in subjects (Nygren et al., 2018; Wahlström &
Sundberg, 2015). Ideals of universal values and critical thinking are evident today, but how
pupils think and care about the history of national minorities is so far not researched.

Data and methodology

In this paper, we analyse the answers to three questions from the national test in history
from 2014. The analysed sub-section was called The Development Line of Intercultural
interaction and had a special focus on the Romani peoples’ situation in the past and
present. This sub-section of the national test was built upon a handful of multiple-
choice questions and three essay questions. The guidelines to teachers scoring the tests
tells us that one essay question was designed to test primarily pupils sourcing skills, a
second was designed to assess sourcing, perspective recognition and corroboration, and
a third question was designed to test pupils’ abilities to connect historical events to
present society: for example identifying, discussing and linking present-day problems
and political debate to the past, and discussing future development in light of the past
(see Table A1). Considering the nature of the test and the aims of this study, the pupil
answers to the three essay questions serve the object of this study, since they were
designed to test and stimulate pupils’ historical thinking and empathy about the history
of Romani and other national minorities in Sweden.

The test was taken by circa 25% of all Swedish year 9 pupils, age 15 or 16. Our data, a
total of 126 tests, comes from three different public secondary schools with pupils of
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diverse cultural and socio-economic backgrounds, where all pupils in year 9 took the
national test in history (see Table A2). The pupils’ history grades were on average just
above national average. Each test varies between 7 to 12 handwritten pages in length.
[First-author] collected and copied the tests at respective schools’ archive and tran-
scribed the handwritten texts manually. The quotes presented in this article are selected
to be representative for the whole cross-section and reflect more general standpoints of
the pupils that we find in the data. The study is limited to pupils written responses and
it is not possible to link their responses to different teachers and classroom practices.

The coding scheme was adapted from previous research on historical thinking and
historical empathy as caring to fit the aims and materials of this study (Nygren, 2016b). In
the coding scheme (Figure 1) historical thinking was constructed as a cognitive matter of
sourcing, corroboration and perspective recognition (Lee & Ashby, 2001; Reisman, 2012;
Wineburg, 2001).

Codes for historical empathy as caring relate to processes of values and emotions,
namely judgment and compassion (see Figure 1; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Brooks, 2011).

Figure 1. Coding scheme adapted from Nygren (2016b, p. 8)
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Noting how advocates for historical empathy as caring find it important to link history
education to the present and the future, we also include codes stemming from theories of
historical consciousness (Rüsen, 2004). Coding was conducted by [first-author] using
qualitative and quantitative data software. Attention was paid to the research aims, and
the audit coding trail was documented through digital and analogue memorandums, in
order to avoid falling into what previous researchers have described as the coding trap
(Bazeley & Jackson, 2013; Johnston, 2006). In a bid to strengthen the validity and reliability,
an inter-coder reliability test was conducted by a colleague familiar with the theories, who
coded randomly selected tests and passages. The agreement of coding was 90% on the level
of phrases. The uncertainty was a case of differences in coding sourcing and corroboration,
which was noted, discussed and addressed to safeguard reliability.

Setting and context

Romani people in public debate

Several studies have shown that the Romani in Sweden have been disadvantaged and
discriminated during the twentieth and twenty-first century (Rodell-Olgac, 2006; Selling,
2013).

The national tests were designed and taken by the pupils in this studywhen the history and
present situation of the Romani people in Sweden was brought to the front of public debate.
At this time, the government had introduced A coordinated and long-term strategy for Roma
inclusion 2012–2032 to safeguard the welfare of this minority (Gov. 2011/12:56). The
government also initiated an investigation of historical abuses and human rights violations
of Roma in the twentieth century resulting in the white paper, The Dark Unknown History,
presented as an act to promote reconciliation (Government offices, Department of Culture,
2015).

Unjust treatment and sufferings of Romani people was also covered in the national press.
Journalists revealed that the Swedish Police in the county of Skåne held an unofficial, and
illegal, register of Romani families with approximately 4700 people of all ages and genders in
order to “trace family ties” (Radio Sweden, 2016). A case of discrimination where a munici-
pality had refused to fly the Romani flag on the International Romani Day also made the
headlines (TT News Agency, 2013). While this news was new, a public debate on vulnerable
EUcitizens (EU-migrants) andbegging arose in nationalmedia. This debate, talking about EU
citizens in terms of ethnicity (Romani people) reached first peak a few months prior to the
European Parliament Elections in 2014 (Hansson, forthcoming). Perspectives shifted from
one group of Romani people (the Swedish national minority) to another (vulnerable EU
citizens).

This series of detrimental events made the public consider the past and present of the
Romani in Sweden. Thus, it is of interest to see whether these morally, emotionally and
ideologically charged present eventsmade an imprint on the social sciences subjects in school.

National minorities in curriculum and national tests

Today, Swedish pupils are supposed to obtain knowledge “about the cultures, lan-
guages, religion and history of the national minorities” (The Swedish National
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Agency for Education, 2011, p. 15). Pupils should “empathise with the values and
conditions of others” and learn “critical thinking and [to] independently formulate
standpoints based on knowledge and ethical considerations” and “critically examine
facts” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011, s. 9, p. 11).

Historical thinking is explicitly and somewhat archetypally captured in one of the aims of
history teaching, namely: that pupil should be able to “critically examine, interpret and
evaluate sources as a basis for creating historical knowledge” (Swedish National Agency for
Education, 2011, p. 163).

The national syllabus of history in secondary school underscores historical empathy by
addressing several aspects of how history and historical concepts can be used: among them
that pupils should develop an understanding of “their own identities, values and beliefs, and
those of others,” “[h]ow history can be used to understand how the age in which people live
affects their conditions and values” and pupils should meet “[h]istorical narratives from
different parts of the world” and draw conclusions from them (Swedish National Agency for
Education, 2011, pp. 163–175). Furthermore, the weight of historical consciousness is being
highlighted through the process of understanding “that the past affects our view of the
present, and thus our perception of the future” (Swedish National Agency for Education,
2011, p. 163). To safeguard the implementation of the syllabus, national tests have been
introduced in social sciences and history. Each year, all secondary schools are randomly
assigned one of four national tests in the social sciences subjects of history, civics, religion or
geography. National tests are primarily constructed with the purpose of giving teachers
support in assessing a pupil’s knowledge in line with the national syllabus and come with
detailed assessment instructions (see Table A1). The history test was constructed by Malmö
University on behalf of the National Agency for Education and was tested at a group of
diverse schools in collaboration and dialogue with teachers and pupils prior to examination
day. The test itself should reflect all knowledge requirements in the secondary school syllabus
of history. Making pupils write the history of national minorities and reflect upon the past
and present of the Romani may be interpreted as a way for the authorities to direct attention
to this in history education. For us as researchers this provides authentic data telling us what
pupils may think and care about when they write history about national minorities.

Data analysis

Below, our analysis of the 126 tests is presented. First, we present the representation of
thinking and caring elements in pupil responses. In the following section, the three analysed
essay questions are discussed under sub-sections with headings reflecting what each question
in the national test prompts. In the final sub-section, the potential interplay of thinking and
caring is discussed.

The representation of thinking and caring elements

Most pupil responses were coded for content identified as historical thinking and
historical empathy as caring (see Table 1). Categories connected to historical empathy
as caring were given more room than those related to historical thinking, 86,142 and
38,961 words respectively. Compassion and judging stands out as the two most frequent
codes. Almost all pupils connect the past to the future while the act of sourcing
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evidently constitutes the least salient category in the analysed tests. Corroboration
stands out as the only historical thinking category matching the quantity of the
categories related to historical empathy as caring (see Table 1).

These results alone suggest that there is a complex interplay between historical thinking
and empathy. To better understand when and how pupils think and care about the history
of national minorities we need to separate the three essays asking pupils to respond to
questions designed to test their historical thinking and empathy as caring in different ways.

Pupils sourcing an oral narrative of Romani history

One task in the national test was designed to test pupils sourcing abilities. Pupils were asked
to scrutinise trustworthiness of the story of Hans Caldaras growing up as a Roma in 1950s
Gothenburg. Pupils were asked to discuss one advantage and one disadvantage with using
this source in order to tell about how living conditions for Romani people were.

In Figure 2 (below) it is obvious how the task stimulated sourcing. Some pupils used
corroborative approaches and referred to other sources in the test in order to contrast
the trustworthiness of the oral account of Hans Caldaras about his childhood.

Most pupil responses received a passing grade (E) or a better grade (C) (Table 2).
Passing marks were given to pupils that scrutinised or reasoned about the source in a

Table 1. Summary of coded categories in students’ tests in relation to average of words per node
and student.

Elements Category
In number
of tests

Number of coding
references

(N words in
total)

Average words per
student and node

Historical thinking Sourcing
Corroboration
Perspective
recognition

88
114
84

106
157
133

7732
19,432
11,797

87
170
140

Historical empathy
as caring

Judging
Compassion
Present-past
Future-past

105
109
98
114

231
260
171
156

17,533
31,104
17,038
20,467

166
285
173
179

0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1

 Judgment

 Compassion

 Future-past

 Present-past

 Corroboration

Perspective recognition

 Sourcing

Grade F (failed) Grade E Grade C

Figure 2. Presence of thinking and empathy elements in question 15 (average coding references per
pupil and grade)
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more general sense rather than sourcing as a historian. Pupils given a C considered
tendency and time aspects more (Table 3).

A failing grade (F) was given to 23 pupils (19%) failing to refer to the oral source in a
narrative. In this group we find pupils who engaged in perspective recognition, linked
the past to the present or made normative judgements; seemingly speculating because
they did not manage to engage in the cognitive act of sourcing. The common denomi-
nator for E- and C-level answers is, on the other hand, that they are concise and focus
on time and generalizability aspects, here captured in the words of a pupil:

Hans is a primary source since he’s a Roma and this happened to him, that’s why you could
believe him. The text is only from his perspective and about his family’s situation. This
excludes all other Romani people and gives no insight into how Romani people in general
experienced it. And not all Swedes treated Romani people in that [good] way either.

Thus, historical thinking may be a challenge to a pupil in year 9 and historical empathy
as caring was in this case not a constructive approach to get a passing or good grade.

Pupils and their corroboration of sources discussing national minorities

With the help from three sources – The Gypsy Law from 1637, The Royal Letter 1685
on the expulsion of Jews and A declaration from the governor of Västerbotten county,
Hans Kruuse 1668 the pupils’ were assigned the task to draw conclusions about how the
Swedish state look upon Jews, Romani- and Samí people in the seventeenth century.
Noticeable is that historical thinking elements are far more prominent than the
historical empathy ditto in pupils responses (see Figure 3).

The cognitive act of critical thinking or sourcing was not as evident in the answers:
merely two of the pupils who achieved the highest grade engaged in scrutinising
sources. In other words, the question stimulated historical thinking abilities in general
and especially corroboration and perspective recognition. The fact that the empathy
elements, such as compassion, judgment and present-past were present suggests an
interplay of thinking and caring in the pupil answers.

Table 2. Grade distribution in question 13. How did the Swedish state
view Jews, Roman and Sami in the 1600’s?
Question 13
Grades N = 126 Male (N = 66) Female (N = 60)

A 13 5 8
C 59 30 29
E 48 27 21
F (failed) 6+ 4 2

Table 3. Grade distribution in question 15, Gothenburg in the 1950’s.
Question 15
Grades N = 126 Male (N = 65) Female (N = 61)

C 54 24 30
E 49 25 24
F (failed) 23 16 7
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Most pupils managed to get a passing grade on this assignment (Table 2) and we find
that corroboration was needed in order to attain a passing mark in the assignment.
Characteristic for several of the grade A answers is a pattern where corroboration was
followed by an instant moral and judgmental reaction and affective response towards
the state’s actions. Pupils would often describe past events in terms of it being a
violation of present day human rights. This is by all grade A pupils and most grade
C pupils followed by perspective recognition, where they drew parallels between the
seventeenth-century legislation and orders to kill and expulse Jews-, Roma and Samí
people and other historical events in past and present.

Noteworthy is that well-substantiated perspective recognition seems to be key in
order to achieve the best grade in this assignment. Alongside with reasoning about the
Romani peoples’ situation in the past in light of present-day antiziganism, i.e. manifest-
ing historical consciousness and empathy in terms of a present-past discussion, the
extent of perspective recognition constitutes a clear divide between pupil grades.
Noticeable is that more than 30% of pupils, regardless of grade, emphasised the
similarities between seventeenth-century Sweden and the Holocaust (without being
told to do so).

Evident in the pupil answers were that affective stances and compassion may
compensate for a deficiency in corroboration: this phenomenon is judging by the
coding references what differs an answer graded C from an answer graded A. This is
illustrated in the pupil answer (graded C) below:

During the 17th century they were tough on non-Christian ethnic groups. “We want to
preserve the Christian religion in Sweden”, the king wrote in 1685. A few years earlier in
1637 they wanted to kick all gypsies out from Sweden and threatened to kill all of those
who weren’t gone after the 8th of November. It seems like people throughout all times
want to get rid of things that isn’t like themselves. Hitler wanted to get rid of Jews and
Romani people almost 300 years after the law was written. It shows that humans pay more
attention to religion than the person behind her god, praying, just as you do. To be able to
live together we have to see beyond our differences, whether it’s about religion, skin colour

0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1 1.2 1.4 1.6

 Judgment

Compassion

 Future-past

 Present-past
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Figure 3. Presence of thinking and empathy elements in Question 13 (average coding references per
pupil and grade)
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or something else and instead focus on our similarities. We are all humans of flesh and
blood. We live on the same planet. We have to take responsibility together.

Paying little attention to corroboration and engaging in perspective recognition briefly, the
pupil ends with a seemingly normative predication in human rights and universal moral
values. It is quite common for pupils to take a personal stance in their responses stating for
instance: “I personally believe that.”, “When I read that I felt.”, and “Being a Swede, I feel
embarrassed”. Pupils’ may, in line with historical empathy as caring, make judgments and
show compassion explicitly, but this seems in these cases to come at the expense of the aspects
of historical thinking implicitly asked for in the assignment.

Pupils reflecting upon the past and present of Romani people

In today’s Sweden Romani people live in huge alienation and to many of them, discrimi-
nation and prejudice is the reality they live in every day. We have a past and a present to
feel ashamed for concerning the Romani people. Now, it’s about doing what’s right, so we
don’t need to have a future to be ashamed of too.

With the words of Minister of Integration Erik Ullenhag above (as quoted in Dagens
Nyheter in 2012) as a backdrop, the pupils were assigned to describe some possible
continuances for the situation of the Romani people in Sweden and use past and
present events in order to strengthen their argumentation and reasoning.

In stark contrast to the previous test questions, the coded elements point in one direction:
historical empathy as was stimulated by this question (see Table 4 and Figure 4). All pupils
with a passing grade linked the history of the Romani people to the present and future. A

Table 4. Grade distribution in question 18. The Minister of Integration
reflects on the future.
Question 18
Grades N = 120 Male (N = 64) Female (N = 56)

A 21 7 14
C 36 15 21
E 39 25 14
F (failed) 24 17 7
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Figure 4. Presence of thinking and empathy elements in question 18 (average coding references per
pupil and grade)
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majority of them did so with compassion and judgments intertwined – caring for the Romani
people of the past and present by highlighting and reacting to suffering and oppression. 79 of
120 pupils explicitly mentioned and addressed the problem of old prejudices. As on pupil
stated: “In the 19th century, one believed that the Romani were thieves and it has been a
continuance since. Even today some people think of the Romani as thieves and believe that
gypsies (women) hide things under their big skirts.” Frequently, these statements were
interwoven with a discussion on how prejudices hinder integration and harmony in society.
Another theme discerned in the responses was a worry about current xenophobic and
nationalist leanings in society (23 of 120 pupils). Some pupils described nationalist party
Sverigedemokraterna (The Sweden Democrats) and neo-Nazi party The Nordic Resistance
movement as potential threats for the national minorities, stating for instance: “With the
growing public support for SD, you’ll never know what will happen. […] It’s important that
you’ll never let such parties set the agenda and get what they want.”Another pupil suggested a
ban on xenophobic parties, a proposal made by several other pupils to address the issue of
growing racism, stating that:

Nationalist parties such as the Sweden Democrats show a strong tendency of making it
harder for other ethnicities. One concrete example is the Sweden Democrats’ idea about
scrapping free health-care for non-Swedish citizens. My suggestion is therefore to ban
these parties so that development for the Romani peoples can be safeguarded.

In addition, a vast majority of the pupils not only expressed a wish to aid and help people in
the past and present but also called to action on an individual level, for instance:

It IS a continuance that the Romani are treated worse. And it HAS been a continuance in
which the Romani have lived under oppression and threat. It is time for a change. It has
gone too far for a too long time. WE shall change their present situation in Sweden. It is
being stated that we’re a very peaceful country free from racism. We are not. Racism is
virulent and blatant. Because where there are different views, there will always be xenopho-
bia. The most likely future and continuance is that the situation for the Romani people
slowly turn to better seen to what has happened since the 17th century, but I don’t care
about this statistical observation. I believe it’s time for each individual to shape up.

All pupils showed compassion and judged people, events and institutions of the past
when asked to reflect upon this question. However, answers show that they are torn on
present society and politicians. Where one group of pupils painted a picture of Sweden
with equity, freedom of religion, democracy and human rights as a fact for all citizens,
another group presented a grim picture with racism and xenophobia growing rapidly.
This gap between appreciation and judgment of the national state and politicians was
evident in different attitudinal stances towards the state and government where, for
instance, a critical pupil found that:

He who “sits behind the wheel” seems to have some good thoughts on a better future for
the Romani, but as seen in the sources the municipal authorities in Växjö refused to raise
the [Romani] flag on their day. This happened a year after Ullenhag publicly announced
that the Romani would get a new start. This shows that Ullenhag as most other politicians
are full of empty words.

In contrast to the answer above, other pupils praised Minister of integration Ullenhag
and showed great faith in the revised 2010 framework convention and laws for the
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protection of National Minorities and their languages as well as the country, high-
lighting how: “[t]oday, Romani people might live in houses, might go to school and are
by law equal and have the same rights as any Swedish citizen.” Similarly, another pupil
wrote that “Sweden is a good country which always do its best for the people when
needed,” a statement which captures the essence of answers with a positive attitude
towards the state.

Topics on vulnerable EU-citizens and Romani people of today were part of 38 pupils’
responses. The discussion in all cases but one related to begging. What most of the 38
pupils shared was a great extent of compassion and judgment, but the values conveyed in
their analyses and judgments stemmed from different positions of the political spectrum:
ranging from a faith in the strong and interventionist state to the aforementioned
discourse of individual good-will. Many of the pupils discussed integration and inclusion
in terms of job-possibilities, for instance: “I don’t think we should give them stuff.
Perhaps we should offer them jobs, not hiring them, but let them run errands for a few
bits or something like that.” Another pupil wrote: “[g]ive them a chance, a job as a cashier
at an ICA supermarket! A seat in the parliament or in local politics would give them a
possibility to become a part of society. A chance to show that they’re people.” While the
first pupil expressed thoughts in line with a neo-liberal ideology of letting the EU-citizens
live out of alms and upholding present dichotomies, the second pupil appealed to both
the state and the individual, in a wish to include the Romani people of EU in the societal
community. A third pupil addressed the same topic by saying: “I’m of the impression that
they don’t stand up for themselves and fight for their rights. If they want welfare they
have to participate and engage in the work themselves,” meaning that the state has done
enough and that it is up to each individual to work for their own future. Moreover, one of
the pupils addressed a phenomenon where the existence of the Romani beggar makes
feelings of guilt filter through the leaky bucket of social norms and ethics:

In today’s society there are Romani people begging at almost every grocery store and in the
streets too. Most people look at the Romani with contempt in their eyes and there are very
few giving the beggars anything. A common topic of conversation here in [the town] is
how annoying it is that there are beggars everywhere. That is just awful! It is the Romani
people that are being driven to begging that are suffering. Not we who glance at them
while we go shopping for a week’s worth of food.

The pupil answer might be interpreted as questioning whether it is reasonable for a
citizen to hold negative feelings when facing their own repressed impulses of taking
moral responsibility for other humans. Thus, the pupil sheds new light on the difficul-
ties and attitudes towards meeting and including the other: meeting vulnerable EU
citizens forces the grocery shopping citizen make moral decisions in his or her everyday
life. In addition, the answer holds elements of perspective recognition and judgment,
and therefore display what dimensions’ and possibilities history education may hold.

The relationship of thinking and caring

A statistical analysis of categories of historical thinking and empathy as caring across all
pupil responses to questions designed to assess thinking and caring makes evident that
they are intertwined when pupils reason and write about the national minorities in a
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national test. A calculation of the interplay of the presence and absence of different
categories, using Jaccard’s correlation coefficient,2 highlights links between aspects of
historical thinking and caring. Figure 2 shows how primarily the categories of judging,
compassion and corroboration were evident in pupils responses when they considered
the past, present and future of national minorities using primary sources. Evidently
pupils did not spend much time on sourcing in their responses even though they faced
primary sources in the assessments.

In Figure 5 edges are sized with regard to calculated weight using Jaccard’s correla-
tion coefficient. Nodes connected to historical thinking are blue, whilst those related to
historical empathy are red. Overlaps and cross-references are mixed and therefore
purple. What we see in this network is a mix of aspects of historical thinking, especially
corroboration, with aspects of historical empathy as caring on a more aggregated level.
This is also evident on a more detailed individual level. When close reading the pupils’
answers it can be seen how corroboration stimulates compassion and normative judg-
ments within the same question. Following is a pupil answer to the question How did
the Swedish state view Jews, Romani and the Samí in the 17th century?

The state hated all of these groups in the 17th century. In both source 1 and 2 they’ll expulse
ethnic groups from the country, which is a very serious violation and in that way these groups
were looked down upon. I think this is absurd and I think it looks like a mini-holocaust since it
[the letter] states that all must leave the country within two weeks’ notice. The message
couldn’t possibly have been read by all Jews in two weeks, and within that timeframe they
should, accordingly, be out of the country. In the 17th century, communication and transpor-
tation aspects made it impossible to escape within that timeframe. The state must therefore
have planned on killing, i.e. mass-exterminating, them.

Figure 5. Categories presented and clustered by coding similarity
Note: The calculation is based on pupils’ answers to questions “How did the Swedish view Jews,
Romani and the Sami in the 1600’s?” and “The Minister of Integration reflects on the future.
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In this rather short extract, the pupil corroborates and expresses negative feelings and
judgment towards the state’s actions, as well as engages in the act of historical consciousness
in a subtle way: drawing parallels to the Holocaust and connecting the past to the present.
This answer, holding both corroborative elements and judgments, show us what grasp of
history a 15-year-old pupil might possess and illustrates how a pupil can respond and react
morally when they are presented to past events, processes or primary sources. In addition, a
spatial and temporal contextualization is being made considering the transportation
endeavours in the seventeenth century: something that is not mentioned explicitly nor
implicitly in any of the attached sources. This pupils response shows how thinking and
caring may be intertwined when the curriculum is enacted.

Concluding discussion

In a time of political efforts to promote the Rights of Roma in Sweden and EU, the
national test was designed to prompt pupils’ abilities to think and care about the history
of the Romani people. Pupils’ responses showed moral reactions to treatment of
minorities in both in the past and present. They engaged with intercultural by combin-
ing historical thinking and empathy. We find a strong positive correlation between
judging and present-past, suggesting that past abuses and discrimination from the state
can strike a chord so vibrant it resonates through 400 years of history. Many pupils’
moral foundations are shaken and the self-image of Sweden as a country free from
racism and discrimination is questioned.

In pupils responses we find categories of historical thinking and caring separated
and, more often, tightly interlinked. Sourcing is something the adolescents engage in,
with few exceptions, when it is explicitly asked for. When pupils critically scrutinise an
oral source from the history of the Roma, they do nothing but sourcing. Pupils using
historical empathy as caring to respond to this fail this question designed to assess
sourcing. The separation of sourcing from caring dimensions is, however, not just a
matter of the design of the specific test question. The absence of sourcing elements in
other essay questions indicates that sourcing is not an integrated part of pupils’
historical thinking and caring. Even when they are asked to scrutinise primary sources,
they do not use sourcing without a specific prompt. Although striking, this does not
mean that the adolescents are uncritical or unable to demonstrate a critical faculty. On
the contrary, they take ideological, critical and moral positions when discussing the
present and future in light of the past. Learning from the past also resulted in a critical
stance towards the state as an agent upholding human rights in the present.

The most common category of historical thinking is corroboration. When close
reading the answers to a question asking pupils to corroborate sources describing the
situation of Jews, Romani- and Sámi people in the seventeenth-century Sweden it is
evident that corroboration stands out as a springboard for further comparison, judging
and compassion, present-past discussion as well as perspective recognition and more
general conclusions. In contrast to previous research (Nygren, 2016b; Nygren et al.,
2014; Wineburg, 1998, 2001), scrutinising sources in terms of corroboration not only
stays an “inner cognitive process” and a habit of mind, but is being reflected in textual
coverage as well. Even if the current national syllabus for history underlines the
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importance of evaluating sources we find that this is not part of pupils’ corroboration
and of sources. Also, on an aggregated level we find that corroboration is tightly
interlinked with categories of historical empathy as caring, not sourcing and perspective
taking, (see Figure 2) in contrast to the theoretical separation between thinking and
caring. In individual responses we find, instead, the cognitive thinking skills of corro-
boration and perspective recognition are often followed by pupils’ moral judgments.
Also, in questions designed to prompt historical thinking we find a knee-jerk moral
response to corroboration.

A strong focus on corroboration and historical empathy as caring intertwined seem
to be key for pupils in order to score well on this test. While too much compassion
without contextualising the source and supporting conclusions, i.e. a lack in using
historical evidence, may result in a lower grade. This result constitutes a contrast to
the Swedish national syllabus in history, which is emphasising the importance of critical
thinking (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011). The amount of pupils failing
the assignment prompting historical empathy as caring, and categories of present past
and future, is significantly higher than the assignment assessing historical thinking (see
Tables 3 and 4). This indicates that historical empathy as caring may be a greater
challenge than historical thinking for pupils. This raises the question of how history
teaching of an ethnically, politically and morally charged topic of citizenry, such as the
history of the Romani, may be operationalized in order to implement and control what
thinking and caring processes are being stimulated.

While one test question evidently prompts corroboration, a correlation can be seen
between high grades and more frequent normative statements and historical empathy as
caring. This can be interpreted as teachers taking moral stances into account, in
contrast to the rigorous assessment framework at hand, when historical thinking skills
are supposed to be assessed (Alvén, 2017b). If this is the case, it may be an issue of
lacking equivalence considering theories of national accountability (Ball et al., 2012;
Samuelsson & Wendell, 2016). It may also be interpreted as an enactment of a
democratic value system, where teachers implement values stated elsewhere when
assessing pupils’ responses. It is also likely that a response corroborating primary
sources may become more qualified if the pupil reflects upon the findings in light of
relations to values and linking the data to the present and the future.

It is also evident that reflecting upon the past and present of the Romani people
made pupils reflect upon the values that constitutes the moral foundations of Swedish
identity, namely that of Sweden being a standard-bearer in human rights and democ-
racy. Some pupils question current politics while other find the current politics promis-
ing for the future. At first glance, this might seem like an issue of different ideological
leanings (left-right) in politics, but apparent in the pupil answers is that there is a firm
belief that each individual is a part of this attitudinal shift and that immense structural
change can be achieved by “looking to the future – being kind, inclusive, respectful and
generous to others. What can be interpreted as a matter of clashing ideologies can be
interpreted as a tendency towards egalitarian individualism in society, where there is an
on-going shift (or opposing views) in agency wherein the state and its role in upholding
democracy and human rights is becoming less visible in relation to individual alms and
good-will. The history of national minorities stimulated pupils to consider issues of
inequality and political challenges and possibilities, which may be interpreted as a
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potential for history education to be a moral training ground for civic agency in line
with advocates for historical empathy as caring (Barton & Levstik, 2004). In light of a
historical thinking approach, we find that pupil responses go way beyond the academic
tradition of studying the past like a historian. It is evident how contemporary press and
media breaks through when pupils consider the present and future of the Romani – a
fact that underscores the importance of multiperspectivity and stresses a need for
contextualising when discussing recent history and citizenship issues in times of alter-
native facts and think-tanks with ideological interests. What pupils encounter are issues
that are important and hard to navigate in a neutral manner. It is possible that history
education is in need of a new, broader, definition of critical thinking than what
historical thinking entails. The results of this study makes visible that the theoretical
divide between historical thinking and empathy as caring is not a divide in practice.
Instead we find that pupils caring and thinking about the history of national minorities
may stimulate them to write history in nuanced ways. Pupils treat the past as historical
but also practical. However, the practical approach often lacks sourcing aspects, which
is a challenge in a world where history may be used in deceitful ways, not least online
(Wineburg, 2018). Scrutinising the source also become important when dealing with
debated topics like the history of minorities. The design of the national test may also
separate sourcing from other aspects of historical thinking and caring, but this split
need to be further investigated since it is also evident in some previous research
(Nygren, 2016b; Rosenlund, 2016). Noting the credibility of the source is central
when navigating the past and present.

We see a need for further research in history education to explore in-depth how
current history teaching may stimulate the interplay of thinking and caring; how
practice can scaffold pupils’ critical thinking in combination with an understanding
of diversity and human rights, not least in ideologically and emotionally charged issues
in the history classroom. Noting how we only start to map some aspects of this in
pupils’ tests we call for more practice-based research. We ask: If history education is to
promote thinking and caring about the past, then what does this mean for the complex-
ity of practice? If sourcing is separated from a more practical approach to the past, then
how may this divide be overcome? How can teachers in on-going teaching promote
corroboration and nuanced judgements in hot historical topics? In what end should
education start to best promote empathy and thinking – is a starting point in the
practical past more engaging than a start in the historical past? Further naturalistic
investigations and experimental design studies would be helpful to better understand
how different methods and materials may stimulate pupils to consider the past and
present of people previously unknown to them.

The pupils in this study show a great extent of caring, compassion and empathy
towards the past and present. Pupils being surprised by historical facts, and their
affective and normative responses, may serve as an indicator that our national mino-
rities and their past are usually given little room in secondary school history practices.
The national syllabus of history might therefore not be fully enacted; thus, failing to
fulfil its role in a national accountability system. It is evident that this historical
encounter truly holds a political and ideological dimension, which pupils think and
care about in many ways. This study of a cross-section of adolescents taking the
national test in history shows that the pupils, in line with the recommendations of
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international and national guidelines, perhaps for the first time in their lives, are
considering the past and present of the Romani in Sweden.

Notes

1. The Framework was signed in 2000.
2. Jaccard’s similarity coefficient is used for comparing similarity (or diversity) between two

sample sets. Thus, this similarity metric enables us to calculate and see non-linear correla-
tions between our different sets of nodes, i.e. to what extent the different elements of
thinking and empathy as caring occur at the same time and how they interplay.
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Appendices

Table A1. The analyzed essay questions as found in the English language version of the national
test.
Title Instruction Grading criteria

Gothenburg in the
1950’s

Below, Hans Caldaras recalls his upbringing
at a Roma camp in Gothenburg during
the 1950’s.

An older couple who did not have children of
their own visited my mother every day.
They brought food and fruit, they bought
clothes for me and my brother that my
mother could not afford. I will never forget
their tenderness and care. Acts like these
are the reasons I haven’t lost faith in
humanity and “Swedes”.

Assignment:
Reason about the trustworthiness of the
source if it is supposed to be used in
order to tell about how conditions for
Romani people could be in Gothenburg
in the 1950’s?

E – You present an advantage or a
disadvantage with the source in terms
of its trustworthiness.

C – You present an advantage and a
disadvantage with the source in terms
of its trustworthiness.

How did the Swedish
view Jews, Romani
and the Samí in the
1600’s?

In the reading guide there are three sources
from the 1600’s that deal with Jews,
Roma and Sami. .

Assignment:
Using the sources, what conclusions can
you draw about the Swedish
government’s view on these peoples in
the 1600’s?

E – You use one source in order to draw
a conclusion about the government’s
view of these peoples.

C- You use some of the sources in order
to draw some conlusions about the
government’s view of these peoples.
You support one of your conlusions
by using examples from history.

A – You are able to show how two of the
sources support each other in order to
draw some conclusions about the
government’s view of these peoples.
You support some of your
conclusions by using examples from
history.

The Minister of
Integration reflects on
the future

(1) Use the reading material to the
tasks 13–17 when you solve this
task!

(2) Task:
(3) Use the concepts of continuity and

change, and reason about possible
extrapolations fo the situation for
the Roma people living in Sweden.

(4) Provide examples from the past
and present to support your line
of reasoning.

E – You describe a possible extrapolation
of the situation for the Roma people
living in Sweden. You connect some of
the sources to the given extrapolation.
You use either the concept continuity
or change in a correct way.

C – You describe a possible extrapolation
of the situation for the Roma people
living in Sweden.You connect several
of the sources to the given
extrapolation.You use both the concept
continuity and change in a correct way.

A – You describe some possible
extrapolations of the situation for the
Roma people living in Sweden. You
connect several of the sources to the
given extrapolations. You choose the
most reasonable extrapolation and give
reasions for your choice. You use both
the concept continuity and change in a
correct way. You show what these
concepts mean by making use of
examples from the past or the present
that relate to the task at hand.
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Table A2. A description of schools through demography.

Demography variables School A School B School C
National average

%

% of pupils with one or both parent(s) with foreign backgrounda High Low Average 24
% of pupils with parents with post-secondary educationb Average High High 55
Average history grade year 2013/2014 (scale 10–20) Average Average Average 13,5/20 points

The figure is based upon NAE statistics published on the Swedish National Agency for Education website). To prevent
identification of the schools, numbers are replaced by the rough indicators of high, average, and low (in relation to
national average the same year).

aA measure for the proportion of pupils either born abroad or where both parents are born abroad.
bA measure for the proportion of pupils with at least one parent holding a tertiary education degree or post-secondary
diploma.
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