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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the role of secondary teacher candidates as student partners in 
research into undergraduate students’ historical cognition while contextualizing 
documents. It highlights the unique role of teacher candidates as near-peer interviewers 
and change agents within higher education and secondary curricula. Through using 
decoding the disciplines methodology to solicit student voice in near-peer interviews, 
teacher candidates identified areas for curricular change in teaching contextualization in 
university history courses. The involvement of teacher candidates extended beyond the 
university classroom and informed their future work in secondary education. Decoding 
experiences in university courses provided teacher candidates with insights into 
supporting secondary pupils’ abilities to contextualize historical sources. This research 
demonstrates the potential of teacher candidates as near-peer interviewers and 
curricular change agents in secondary and higher education. Collaborative partnerships 
between teacher candidates and faculty can lead to meaningful curricular changes and 
effective teaching practices in higher education and secondary education contexts. 
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Since the introduction of the paradigm, the decoding the disciplines methodology has aided 
instructors in unpacking experts’ disciplinary cognition across numerous disciplines (Middendorf 
& Shopkow, 2018; Miller-Young & Boman, 2017; Pace, 2017; Pace & Middendorf, 2004). For 
many experts, years of study and work in their respective fields have led to the development of 
tacit expertise—ingrained heuristics and seemingly intuitive conclusions developed through 
years of practice. Learners, however, often lack such tacit intuitiveness. While historians, for 
example, may find their ways of thinking quite natural, learners encountering such modes of 
thought for the first time may find historical thinking a distinctly “unnatural act” (Shopkow, 2017; 
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Wineburg, 2001). Hence, the need to decode this tacit thinking—to critically deconstruct expert 
metacognition into explicit, teachable steps. Decoding interviews, metacognitive interviews 
designed to surface and make explicit expert interviewees’ tacit thinking, form a key part of this 
process. 

When initially developed, the decoding methodology largely focused on the context of 
higher education and decoding the metacognition of experts. In the decades since its 
introduction, researchers have expanded the paradigm in new directions. In decoding 2.0 (Pace, 
2021), students have become more involved in the process as both informants and researchers. 
Students have participated as the subjects of decoding interviews that unpack their developing 
tacit disciplinary knowledge, revealing key misconceptions and other bottlenecks that require 
instructional intervention (Cameron, 2019; Khomokhoana & Nel, 2019; McBrady, 2022; Rouse et 
al., 2017). Students have also conducted and analyzed the results of decoding interviews 
(McBrady, 2022; Pelnar et al., 2020; Rouse et al., 2017). Additionally, decoding 2.0 has involved 
pressing on the barriers between higher education and secondary schooling by involving 
university students preparing to become secondary teachers (Brown, 2018; Bruno & Petrucci, 
2019; Díaz & Shopkow, 2017; McBrady, 2022; Schultz & Lovin, 2012). 

Scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) scholars have also worked to involve students 
as partners in the research process (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey et al., 2014; Matthews et 
al., 2018 ) and as change agents in the higher education learning experience (Dunne & Zandstra, 
2011; Fung, 2017; Neary & Winn, 2009). Incorporating student voice—the unique perspectives 
learners hold on teaching and learning that warrant instructors’ consideration—into the 
scholarship of teaching and learning has the potential to reveal unique and important 
perspectives on teaching and learning, including ways to change the learning experience in 
positive ways (Bovill et al., 2011; Fielding, 2001; Rudduck, 2007). This study builds on past work 
that incorporates students as partners into the decoding methodology, but does so in a unique 
way: by involving both undergraduate students enrolled in history courses and undergraduate 
teacher candidates preparing to teach secondary history classes. 

This article begins by building context. We describe how we adapted the decoding 
methodology to incorporate teacher candidates as student partners and summarize the findings 
from an analysis conducted in a recent student partnership. This recent student partnership 
investigated one aspect of historical cognition – the cognition readers use when they attempt to 
place documents into historical context. We follow this with discussion and analysis of the 
important role teacher candidates play as student partners. We argue that involving 
undergraduate teacher candidates in decoding research uniquely positions them as elicitors of 
student voice and as curricular change agents for both higher education curricula and secondary 
curricula. Engaging teacher candidates in student partnerships also affords those teacher 
candidates valuable, relevant experience that directly impacts their professional work after 
graduation. Through publishing this article in the International Journal for Students as Partners, 
we seek to engage with the community of scholars engaged in student partnerships in order to 
raise awareness of the potential that secondary teacher candidates hold for student partnerships 
in university settings. 

Given the many layers of teaching and learning present in this work, we employ deliberate 
terminology in an effort to distinguish the many interlinking roles. We use learners and 
instructors to refer generally to those roles in any classroom (although we acknowledge that 



International Journal for Students as Partners   Vol. 8, Issue 1.  Spring 2024 

DiCostanzo, R., Discenza, A., Langone, J., & McBrady, J. (2024). Teacher candidates as student partners in decoding the 
disciplines research: Decoding how university students contextualize historical documents. International Journal for 
Students as Partners, 8(1), 125-143. https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v8i1.5559 

127 

instructors can and should learn a good deal from the learners in their classroom). The term 
faculty refers to instructors who teach in the context of higher education. Teachers refer to 
instructors at the secondary-school level. In the state of New York, secondary-school levels 
include seventh grade through twelfth grade. We use students when referring to learners in the 
context of higher education, and pupils to refer to learners in the context of secondary education. 
Finally, teacher candidates refer to those undergraduate students studying in a professional 
program that prepares them to become secondary teachers. Teacher candidates take university 
coursework. They also act as student teachers, spending time teaching secondary pupils under 
the mentorship of a secondary teacher. 

 
METHODOLOGY 
 
One of the most essential historical thinking skills for reading like a historian is contextualization, 
which involves weaving together an interpretation of a document that situates it within its 
historical context. As such, it involves more than just basic reading comprehension; 
contextualization requires asking questions and applying relevant external background 
information to a document to create an interpretation of the document within the context of a 
historical time and place. Yet teaching this crucial historical thinking skill remains a persistent 
problem in history education, as learners encounter bottlenecks to developing contextualized 
thinking (Baron, 2016; Britt & Aglinskas, 2002; Mosborg, 2002; Nokes et al., 2007; Reisman, 2012; 
Shemilt, 2000; Wooden, 2008). With few recent studies published on how learners develop the 
skills of contextualization (Reisman & McGrew, 2018), the cognition learners display while 
attempting to contextualize historical documents warrants further decoding. Our research with 
student partners aimed to enhance our understanding of how undergraduate students 
contextualize historical documents, including the challenges they encounter in their efforts, and 
potential instructional interventions to help address this ongoing problem in history education. 

This work involved multiple types of student-staff partnerships designed to delve into 
learner cognition, suggest curricular reform, and provide teacher candidates with authentic 
applied learning experiences. Instructors included faculty partners teaching general education 
history coursework and a faculty member teaching a course preparing secondary history 
teachers. Learners included undergraduate students enrolled in the faculty partners’ courses 
who acted as informants and key contributors of student voice and undergraduate teacher 
candidates who worked as interviewers, research co-analysts, and curricular change agents. 
Research took place at SUNY Cortland, a public university within the State University of New York 
(SUNY) system, and data came from three undergraduate courses offered at SUNY Cortland: (a) 
HIS 399: Teaching and Learning of History, a course on SoTL for the discipline of history offered 
to upper-level undergraduate teacher candidates preparing to teach secondary history; (b) HIS 
100: The World to 1500, an introductory world history course; and (c) HIS 200: United States to 
1877, an introductory United States history course. Students took HIS 100 and HIS 200 as either 
part of the requirements for a history major or to satisfy parts of a general liberal arts education 
for students of any major. 

While enrolled in HIS 399: Teaching and Learning of History, teacher candidates learned 
how to conduct decoding interviews (Pace, 2017; Middendorf & Shopkow, 2018). In a decoding 
interview, interviewers solicit from interviewees explicit metacognition regarding the steps they 
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take to work through a cognitive task, such as contextualizing a historical document. Although 
originally designed for faculty, Rouse et al. (2017) have adapted the decoding interview for 
undergraduate students, who can act as interviewers and interviewees. Teacher candidates 
interviewed each other to decode how they created contextual interpretations of documents. 
Additionally, they read SoTL literature describing the historical thinking heuristic of 
contextualization (Reisman & Wineburg, 2008; Wineburg, 2001). In the latter part of the 
semester, teacher candidates conducted decoding interviews with students enrolled in HIS 100 
or HIS 200 to gain insight into how students generated interpretations of a document’s historical 
context. Teacher candidates worked with historical documents appropriate to either the content 
of HIS 100 or HIS 200. In HIS 100, teacher candidates interviewed students based on the primary 
source students had selected (from a list the instructor provided) as the subject of a required 
essay. In HIS 200, teacher candidates used an 1870 illustration titled Montcalm Trying to Stop the 
Massacre during the interview. This illustration depicts French General Louis-Joseph de 
Montcalm’s attempt to prevent his Native American allies from killing British soldiers and civilians 
captured at Fort William Henry during the Seven Years’ War in 1757. For this illustration, we 
adapted a historical thinking assessment available at the Digital Inquiry Group’s “Beyond the 
Bubble” (Digital Inquiry Group, n.d.). In interviews with students, teacher candidates started by 
asking students to describe how they analyzed the historical context of their document. From 
there, teacher candidates followed decoding the disciplines interview protocols to elicit more 
metacognition from students on how they contextualized. Forty-three teacher candidates 
conducted interviews with 50 students; each teacher candidate interviewed one to two students. 
During these interviews, teacher candidates took field notes. After each interview, teacher 
candidates wrote reflective memoranda that captured their initial interpretations. If the student 
consented, teacher candidates also recorded the interview for transcription. 

After concluding their decoding interviews, teacher candidates worked in small groups to 
consider subsets of the larger body of interview data. Each small group considered roughly seven 
student interviews. Teacher candidates analyzed those data to identify both areas of student 
strengths and student bottlenecks. Decoding uses the metaphor of a bottleneck to describe areas 
where learners seem to struggle to develop disciplinary thinking and progress in their 
understanding. Decoding does not seek to identify and explicate learner bottlenecks for the 
purpose of denigrating or criticizing learners. Rather, explicating bottlenecks both empowers and 
implicates the instructor in making changes to address bottlenecks and improve the learning 
experience. 

In this spirit, teacher candidates followed identifying student bottlenecks with 
suggestions for possible teaching strategies (rooted in the pedagogical scholarship they studied 
in their professional preparation program) that faculty partners could implement to address 
those bottlenecks. Each teacher candidate then prepared their own individual report based on 
their work in small groups. In those individual reports, teacher candidates described patterns of 
student cognition, provided suggestions for faculty partners to adjust their instruction in HIS 100 
or HIS 200, and reflected on how they might use decoding in their own practice as secondary 
teachers. 

Following this collection of interviews, the authors of this article (three teacher 
candidates and the faculty instructor of HIS 399) formed a research lab to further analyze the 
decoding interviews. We compiled a comprehensive data set from teacher candidates and 
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students who consented to include their data in the analysis for publication purposes. Twenty-
nine out of 50 undergraduate students consented to include their interview data, and 42 out of 
43 teacher candidates consented to include their individual reports in this comprehensive data 
set. We conducted a systematic analysis of the data using grounded theory, starting with 
independent open coding (Emerson et al., 2011), to identify emergent themes. The following 
research questions guided our open coding examination of students’ cognition while 
contextualizing documents: 

 
• How do students in history courses approach contextualizing a document? 
• What cognitive bottlenecks inhibit students from more expert contextualized thinking? 
• How might faculty address these cognitive bottlenecks? 

 
 Following open coding, we developed categories for focused coding (Charmaz, 2006). 
These focused codes included codes that addressed sourcing (the historical thinking heuristic of 
identifying the origin of a document), building and using background knowledge, reading 
strategies, types of contextualizing interpretations, and approaches to bias. We independently 
coded the data, with at least two members of the lab reading each piece of data. To establish 
inter-rater reliability, these two lab members conferred over their independent coding of the 
data and reached a consensus through deliberation in any area where assigned codes disagreed. 
After reaching consensus, we collated these focal codes to analyze how students enrolled in 
undergraduate history courses approached contextualizing historical documents, which 
generated both quantitative and qualitative findings. 

One main limitation of this study involves the self-reported nature inherent in decoding 
interviews. Despite the use of probing questions to elicit tacit thinking, interviewed students may 
have hesitated to report shortcomings or points of confusion, leaving their unexamined 
disciplinary thinking unsaid. The use of near-peers as interviewers, however, partially addressed 
this limitation. Keeping the interviewed students anonymous from the faculty partners also 
partially addressed this limitation; participation and comments made during interviews could 
have no impact on students’ course grades. The small sample size of this study limits us to 
providing descriptive and suggestive, rather than definitive, findings. These findings reach the 
level of internal generalization only. Despite these limitations, readers may recognize similar 
bottlenecks in contextualized thinking among learners in their own institutional contexts. We 
first present our findings on how undergraduate students contextualize historical documents, 
which emerged from analysis of data, and follow with a discussion of our experience engaging in 
decoding research and collaborations for instructional reform that involved undergraduate 
students, teacher candidates, and faculty. Given the focus of the project and this manuscript on 
using teacher candidate student partners to drive curricular improvement, we focus on the 
student bottlenecks identified, even though our work identified many strengths that students 
demonstrated when approaching the task of contextualizing historical documents. 
 
Decoding student approaches and bottlenecks while reading documents 
Interviews with students revealed that most students demonstrated some level of the sourcing 
heuristic as they read historical documents. Wineburg (1991) named and described historians’ 
sourcing heuristic as their inclination to preface reading a document by first identifying attributes 
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of that document’s creation, such as the author, intended audience, date and location of the 
document’s creation, and its genre. Over 86% of all interviewed students spoke about identifying 
at least one sourcing attribute in their interview. Students most commonly identified the date of 
the document’s creation (76%); identifying the document’s author followed (59%). Students gave 
the least attention to the location of a document’s creation (41%), and only six students identified 
sourcing attributes beyond date, author, or location. Further, while most students vocalized the 
need to pay attention to either the date, author, or location of a document, many struggled to 
answer those questions correctly or did not make interpretations of historical context using those 
attributes. 

In the decoding interview, students used documents adapted and edited for student use 
(Wineburg & Martin, 2009). This included editorial headnotes providing background information 
and context for the document and an attribution footnote providing sourcing information. A 
significant number of students did not utilize these aids despite having access to them; we coded 
that only about 38% of students mentioned using the contextualizing headnote or the sourcing 
footnote in their interviews. A gap existed between the percentage of students who 
demonstrated awareness that they should identify the author of a document (mentioned in 
about 59% of student interviews) and students who knew to use the sourcing attribution to do 
so. For example, in the sourcing footnote for the illustration Montcalm Trying to Stop the 
Massacre used in interviews with HIS 200 students, the sourcing footnote clearly identified Felix 
Octavius Darley, an American illustrator from the mid-1800s, as the creator of the source. 
However, several students speculated that the author of the document came from France or 
Britain, without naming anyone specifically. 

Even students who did use editorial interventions lacked awareness of their origins. One 
student hypothesized that the contextualizing headnote, which the faculty partner from HIS 200 
had adapted from a document available at the Digital Inquiry Group website, actually came from 
a British person involved in the French and Indian War, “because it’s explaining what happened 
and it doesn’t really seem like it’s from either [French general] Montcalm’s point of view and it 
doesn’t seem like it’s from the Native American point of view either.” This raises at least two 
important considerations in the use of edited primary sources in the history classroom: the 
authors of editorial annotations often remain invisible (Paxton, 1997) to students, and learners 
often do not use these editorial annotations or do not know how to use them to aid historical 
reading of documents. 

Students in the study described reading approaches that tended to fall into two distinct 
categories: gist reading to seek a general overview of the document (discussed in approximately 
80% of student interviews) and fact-mining to scour the document for specific details in support 
of an argument (discussed in approximately 60% of student interviews). While seemingly 
diametric approaches, both of these reading approaches converged on the same outcome: a 
priori interpretations of documents. One student described employing gist reading to determine 
if a document “fit” the argument of her essay. Another student described looking across multiple 
documents to find “specific facts” that could provide “information to help support” her 
argument. In both approaches, rather than assessing available evidence and developing a 
posteriori claims based on that evidence, students described reading sources in a way that 
allowed them to sift through documents to identify information that aligned with their 
preconceived notions. This runs contrary to developing expert contextualized interpretations of 
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documents, as it entails approaching a document first on its own terms rather than selectively 
reading the document to fit it into an existing claim. 

 
Decoding bottlenecks in making interpretations of historical context 
While many students knew to describe some sourcing information, such as the author, date, or 
location of a document’s creation, fewer students actually used that information to make 
interpretations of historical documents’ temporal or spatial context. While 86% of students 
mentioned some aspect of the sourcing heuristic in their interviews, we only coded roughly 75% 
of students as making some form of contextualizing interpretation. Of the 29 interviewed 
students, only 15 (51.72%) spoke about interpreting the author of a document, compared to 16 
students (55.17%) who discussed interpreting the date of a document. Additionally, only seven 
students (24.14%) based their interpretations on a document’s location, compared to 41.38% of 
students who identified a document’s location. As an example of such interpretations, one 
student used information about the author and the author’s likely worldview to make a 
conjecture about the document: “The author may have made this source for a purpose that 
doesn’t represent the full perspective. So I need to know who the author of this source is, and 
since the author’s names are European-sounding (Felix and Albert), they are probably pro-
European.” The student used information about the author to place the document in context. 

In coding for contextualizing interpretations, we did not discriminate against the quality 
or accuracy of an offered contextualizing interpretation. We merely noted if a student had 
attempted such an interpretation. For example, one student inaccurately placed the 1870 
illustration Montcalm Trying to Stop the Massacre in the context of the Seven Years’ War, which 
took place over a hundred years prior. Still, this student used his knowledge of that time period 
to attempt to better interpret the document: 

 
The French-Indian War, they’re allies at the time, and the Native Americans at the time 
were fed up with land being taken, with children being stolen, being raped, crops being 
burned by the British. And so when the British were captured, [the Native Americans had 
no] reason to stop themselves, they had been already tormented for so long. 

 
Although not a wholly accurate interpretation, we still coded this student as attempting to 
interpret the historical context of the document. 

Despite the interviews’ focus on how students contextualized documents, only around 
three-quarters of the students actually discussed interpreting documents. This gap reveals that 
a subset of students did not recognize contextualizing as an interpretative act but rather 
incorrectly conceptualized contextualization as a mere factual identification of a document’s date 
and location. This further suggests that some students approach documents in the history 
classroom as sources of information to memorize and comprehend rather than as sources of 
evidence used for crafting interpretations. This finding suggests that instructors may need to 
explicitly define contextualization as creating an interpretation based on the historical context of 
a document, not just factual identification of the date and location of a historical document. 
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Decoding bottlenecks in using background knowledge to contextualize documents  
To contextualize a document, historians must first source the document, then apply relevant 
background knowledge to the document in order to generate an interpretation of its meaning. 
We coded the sources of background knowledge students mentioned in their interviews. 
Students most commonly mentioned the internet as a source of background knowledge 
(mentioned in about 45% of student interviews). A crucial bottleneck emerged in students’ use 
of the internet. Although many students mentioned their awareness of using library databases 
and internet domain endings as indicators of credibility, their comments often revealed an over-
reliance on these as guarantors of credibility. For instance, one student incorrectly assumed that 
“anything that comes from a history website, anything from a .org or a .edu is always a safe 
source to use.” Such an overreliance on domain endings echoes an earlier decoding study on how 
students select sources for history papers (McBrady, 2022). Around 30% of the interviews 
mentioned the faculty member teaching the course, the second most common source of 
background knowledge for students. Students mentioned the course textbook as a source of 
background information the least of all (in only about 7% of interviews). Such findings reveal that, 
although faculty may intend their course lectures and textbooks as sources of background 
information to help prepare students to contextualize primary sources, students rely more often 
on the internet than these sources. 

In coding how students used their prior knowledge to make interpretations of 
contextualization, we found that many students (nearly 70%) made contextualizing comments 
that used prior knowledge accurately and positively to interpret historical events. However, a 
significant number (nearly 50%) also made presentist (Wineburg, 1999) comments, which we 
considered inaccurately attributing present-day values, ideas, and frames of reference to 
historical actors. For instance, one student interpreting an illustration of French general 
Montcalm in the French and Indian War commented, “So it feels like the Native Americans are 
just trying to protect their land and their people, whereas [Montcalm], whatever his name is, just 
kind of invaded it for his own personal gain.” The student used her present-day frameworks to 
understand interactions between indigenous peoples and European settlers in North America, 
incorrectly attributing those motivations to the historical actor Montcalm. Although certainly 
European settlers and indigenous peoples did conflict over land use, this did not accurately reflect 
Montcalm’s interactions with his Native American allies at the Battle of Fort William Henry 
(Anderson, 2000; Nester, 2000; Starbuck, 2002). We came to identify an additional bottleneck in 
students’ contextualizing interpretations, which we came to call tunnel vision. In this bottleneck, 
students continued to concentrate on aspects of their own background knowledge even after 
identifying sourcing information indicating a different time period. Although the illustration of 
Montcalm depicts an event that took place in 1757 during the French and Indian War, the 
illustration actually dates to the 1870s or 1880s, during a period of post-Civil War western 
expansion and conflicts between the United States military and Indigenous peoples. Even when 
identifying that sourcing information, students’ interpretive gaze often remained fixed on the 
French and Indian War rather than considering the context of Western Expansion and ongoing 
American Frontier Wars between indigenous peoples and the United States Federal Government. 
This tunnel vision prevented students from interpreting the illustration in its correct historical 
context. Nearly 80% of students made tunnel-vision comments in their interviews. 
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Decoding student thinking using near-peer interviews 
This project involved undergraduate students in two different but interconnected roles. One 
group of undergraduate students, those enrolled in HIS 100 or HIS 200 courses, took on the 
important role of informants. Where much of decoding focuses on expert thinking, in this project, 
student cognition became central to the work, embracing the innovation Rouse et al. (2017) 
introduced. However, rather than having faculty researchers conduct interviews, a second group 
of students—undergraduate teacher candidates—interviewed these informants. These teacher 
candidates took on the role of near-peers during these interviews. 

With its roots in Vygotskyan learning theory (Vygotsky, 1987), much of the work on near-
peers has focused on using more experienced peers as instructors, tutors, or mentors, 
particularly in a medical school setting (Akinla et al., 2018; Bulte et al., 2007; de Menezes & 
Premnath, 2016) but also in the context of secondary teacher training (Hatch & Grossman, 2009). 
Recent studies in decoding research (Cameron, 2019; Rouse et al., 2017) and other research on 
teaching and learning (Baggett et al., 2022; Cook-Sather, 2014) have demonstrated an emerging 
trend of using near-peers as interviewers. A near-peer interviewer offers the benefit of a reduced 
power imbalance. Power dynamics constitute a persistent consideration within faculty-student 
partnerships, particularly if the faculty member also occupies the role of evaluator and 
determiner of course grades (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Delpish et al., 2010). However, in our near 
peer interviews, interviewees have the benefit of anonymity, as the faculty partner never learned 
their identities. Further, interviewees often perceive and identify with their interviewers as fellow 
students closer to their own lived experiences and status in the university. As one teacher 
candidate noted in his memorandum after completing an interview: 
 

Heading into the interview, I was a little concerned that the interview would consist of 
awkward dialogue, both due to potentially my inabilities as an interviewer and S116’s 
potential awkwardness in answering questions. I was surprised to find out that I actually 
share an upper-level history class with S116, so the awkwardness was instantly squashed 
with some discussion and jokes about our shared class. 

 
Such camaraderie and a reduction in the power imbalance also led to perhaps more honest 
metacognition than a faculty partner would have achieved in an interview. Another teacher 
candidate reflected that her interviewed student “has no filter whatsoever. They were incredibly 
casual during this interviewing and always seemed to say immediately what came to mind.” The 
transcript of the interview made this evident, as the student freely made comments like “I don’t 
know how to write a thesis statement for a bullshit essay. . . . I’m going to go have my ass handed 
to me.” Perhaps the student would use such uninhibited language in a conversation with a faculty 
member, but we suspect not. The anonymity and reduced power imbalance afforded through 
near-peer interviewing facilitated a more comfortable sharing of metacognition on the part of 
the interviewed students. 

Indeed, one of our faculty partners mentioned that participating in this process benefitted 
her because she gained access to student thinking that they had not previously shared with her. 
“It was very helpful,” she said of the project. She continued: 
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I had no idea that my students didn’t know what historical context was because they don’t 
tell me and they don’t ask . . . and that’s just like so basic to history. It didn’t even occur 
to me that they wouldn’t know what it was.  

 
Near-peer interviews provided a crucial perspective on the metacognition of this faculty partner’s 
students, one she had not otherwise accessed. The use of near-peers in decoding interviews 
provided another avenue to elicit and engage with student voice. 
 
Teacher candidates as change agents for the university curriculum 
Undergraduate students have acted as curricular change agents within several institutional 
contexts (Bovill et al., 2014; Cook-Sather, 2014; Freeman et al., 2014). However, the use of 
secondary social studies teacher candidates as change agents within this system provides a 
unique advantage. As undergraduate students, teacher candidates begin the process of 
developing expertise for teaching the discipline of history. As such, they occupy a distinctive 
liminal space between history faculty and undergraduate students. This third space (Bhabha, 
1988; Moje et al., 2004; Rutherford, 1990; Zeichner, 2010) empowered teacher candidates to act 
as both translators and transformers of disciplinary and pedagogical knowledge. 

In order to do so, teacher candidates first analyzed the findings from their near-peer 
decoding interviews. They collaborated with each other to identify bottlenecks the interviewed 
students experienced as they contextualized historical documents. Following that analysis, 
teacher candidates then turned to their next task: providing suggestions for how faculty partners 
could improve teaching contextualized thinking. Each teacher candidate wrote their own 
individual report that provided suggestions for the faculty partner. As an example of this work, 
the suggestions teacher candidates provided to our faculty partner in HIS 100 coalesced around 
six themes: 

 
1. Students lacked a clear definition of contextualization and its relevance. The faculty 

partner should explicitly define contextualization as an interpretive act and not just 
the identification of the appropriate date and location of a document’s creation. 

2. Students would benefit from having contextualized thinking explicitly modeled to 
them, breaking it down into steps, and having the faculty partner verbalize thoughts 
through the think-aloud technique. 

3. Students needed more explicit guidance in connecting the background knowledge and 
themes provided in class lectures to the historical documents they read. 

4. Guided questions or annotation guides could better support students’ contextualized 
thinking while reading documents. 

5. Students needed more opportunities to practice contextualized thinking in class 
before working on their papers. 

6. The prompt for writing assignments could more clearly emphasize expectations for 
putting documents into historical context. 

 Furthermore, as teacher candidates preparing to teach secondary history courses, they 
had spent the last two semesters studying scholarship on the teaching and learning of history. 
Their suggestions came not just from the position of an undergraduate student but from a novice 
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professional in the field of teaching history. Teacher candidates based their recommendations 
on this scholarship and frequently pointed faculty partners to helpful articles that might help 
them better teach contextualization to their students. For example, one teacher candidate 
suggested that the instructor for HIS 100 read Chapter 4 of Sam Wineburg’s (2001) book 
Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts. “I think she will find an easier time modeling 
contextualized thinking for her students following this reading,” he wrote. This partnership with 
teacher candidates helped disseminate pedagogical scholarship to faculty partners. Indeed, given 
the somewhat uneven pedagogical preparation afforded to doctoral students of history (Bender 
et al., 2004; Pace, 2004), in some cases, teacher candidates might have more exposure to recent 
scholarship in the field of teaching and learning history than the faculty partners they advise. 

Equipped with an in-depth understanding of the student experience from near-peer 
decoding interviews and a burgeoning understanding of the scholarship of teaching and learning 
history, teacher candidates held a unique position as change agents for undergraduate history 
courses. Their suggestions led to meaningful changes in course design. After partnering with the 
teacher candidates in HIS 399, one faculty partner discussed the changes she made to HIS 100 in 
response to the feedback of the teacher candidates. “I decided to, I believe, I think I changed the 
wording on the assignment to explain context more,” she said. “But what I did was redesign the 
class [laughter].” Part of that course redesign included far more explicit modeling and scaffolding 
in primary source work to prepare students to better contextualize primary sources and connect 
them to course themes. The faculty partner incorporated more explicit primary source work 
through frequent in-class learning experiences for her students. Students prepare for this source 
work by reading the source ahead of time and taking a comprehension quiz. Then, in class, they 
worked in small groups to answer the faculty partner’s guiding questions that helped them not 
only understand the factual information contained in the document but also prepared them to 
contextualize the document by linking the document to broader course themes. Our faculty 
partner sequenced these primary sources and the guiding questions of in-class document work 
so they became more complex as the semester continued; the complexity of the final document 
considered in class exceeded that of the independent contextualizing analysis she expected 
students to complete in the written paper for HIS 100. Using feedback from teacher candidates 
based on decoding interviews with her students, our faculty partner radically redesigned her 
course. 

As the case of HIS 100 demonstrates, teacher candidates acted as real curricular change 
agents. Teacher candidates gained access to the metacognition of their near-peers through a 
decoding interview. Pairing that with their own burgeoning expertise in SoTL scholarship for the 
discipline of history allowed them to meaningfully identify student bottlenecks and suggest 
pedagogical interventions for addressing these bottlenecks that were rooted in SoTL literature. 
Faculty partners then changed their university curriculum in response to these suggestions. 

 
Teacher candidates as change agents in the secondary curriculum 
The experiences that teacher candidates gained through their student partnership did not just 
remain in the university classroom. Decoding how undergraduate students contextualized 
documents and developing curricular interventions for helping students overcome those 
bottlenecks also informed teacher candidates’ future work in secondary classrooms. 
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One teacher candidate, for example, already began to notice how his host teacher 
decoded contextualizing thinking for her pupils while observing in a secondary classroom 
following the decoding project. In his field journal, he described the activity, which involved 
charting out historical events and connecting them to course themes, as a potential support that 
“may alleviate bottlenecks that students may have when contextualizing sources.” The teacher 
candidate’s work with undergraduates and suggestions for improving teaching contextualization 
in an undergraduate course prepared him to analyze the secondary classroom. 

During student teaching, some teacher candidates began to uncover similar bottlenecks 
with secondary pupils as those they had observed with undergraduate students. For example, 
one teacher candidate noticed secondary pupils falling into a bottleneck of tunnel vision as he 
witnessed students focus only on “one part of history or one narrative. . . . That’s all they’ve 
known.” Secondary pupils also faced a similar bottleneck as undergraduate students in failing to 
recognize contextualization as an act of interpretation; rather than “making claims” and 
interpretations, students “just regurgitated information that they were given.” As this teacher 
candidate found, many of the bottlenecks we had enumerated with undergraduate students also 
applied to secondary pupils. 

Given that secondary pupils displayed parallel bottlenecks to those displayed in 
undergraduate students, teacher candidates could then begin to adapt suggestions made to 
improve university curriculum into their own secondary classrooms. For example, knowing that 
many students failed to attend to contextualizing headnotes or sourcing footnotes, a student 
teacher implemented the metaphor of buying a book to prepare secondary pupils to read 
historical documents in his classroom: 

 
The first thing you read in a book is the cover. Then you see the table of contents, and 
then you actually get into the chapters. So I think what I told students was just read this 
article as if you’re reading a book for the first time, try to learn more about it. You know, 
before you buy the book in a bookstore, you always look at the back of the book. You read 
the summary of [the book] similar to [the header of a document]. 

 
Having already discussed undergraduate students’ penchant for skipping over editorial scaffolds 
when reading historical documents, this student teacher had a teaching metaphor already 
prepared for his secondary pupils. 
 Teacher candidates also left with an understanding of the importance of incorporating 
student voice into teaching, whether undergraduate instruction or secondary instruction. 
Following his experience with the decoding project with undergraduates, one teacher candidate 
started the first day of his new job teaching secondary pupils by eliciting their voice. He had them 
share what they did not like about studying history or what they liked about studying history: 
 

So I think being able to just at least talk to the kids before actually starting the content 
and seeing where they are. . . . I can say that I talked to every single one of the students, 
and I got their own opinion and their own perspective on it. 

 
Eliciting that student voice charged this student teacher with a goal: at the end of the semester, 
could he shift their perspective on history so the study of that subject becomes more tolerable 
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and more enjoyable for pupils? Shifting perspectives and deepening learner engagement and 
understanding within the discipline is, of course, an important goal for any work of curricular 
change. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Our small study examines the unique position secondary teacher candidates can hold as 
interviewers and researchers in decoding the disciplines research. Situated within a liminal space 
between historians and undergraduate students, teacher candidates can uniquely work as 
intermediaries between these two. Teacher candidates’ status as undergraduate students allows 
them to elicit authentic student voice from near-peer informants. Further, their own developing 
expertise in the scholarship of teaching and learning enables teacher candidates to channel this 
student voice into curricular change at the university level. Faculty partners changed their 
university courses in response to teacher candidates’ suggestions—suggestions that paired 
student voice with pedagogical scholarship. All these enabled faculty partners to better attend 
to students’ developing abilities to contextualize historical documents. 
 Teacher candidates’ roles as curricular change agents extended across the divide between 
secondary and higher education. Teacher candidates also adapted their own secondary 
instruction to enhance the teaching of contextualization to their pupils. To do so, they drew on 
decoding methodologies, the student voices they had elicited from student interviews, and the 
suggestions they had provided to faculty partners for improving the teaching of 
contextualization. 
 This study also suggests the need for further examination of the role secondary schools 
play in student partnership and SoTL research. Pace (2017) has suggested decoding might 
develop “a new language of teaching and learning that would lessen the negative impact of the 
current dysfunctional chasm between secondary and higher education” (134). Teacher 
candidates, as current students in higher education and future teachers in secondary education, 
form an important linkage between secondary and higher education. More research into their 
role may bring additional perspectives on the effects teacher candidate partnerships have on the 
secondary realm and on the preparation of secondary pupils for higher education. 
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