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Abstract: The principal objective of the present study is to analyze the representations of Primary
Education trainee teachers (n = 232) involving the end-purposes of teaching History and, in particular,
their views on the didactic treatment and curricular inclusion of social problems at this educational
stage. A mixed investigation method is applied, which combines both qualitative and quantitative
approaches. The results pointed to a predictive influence of the degree of importance attached to the
didactic treatment of social problems and the frequency with which they were covered on the Degree
Course, for the assessment of their explicit inclusion in the Social Sciences curriculum. Likewise,
the educational potential of the social problems appeared to be unconnected to the most highly
assessed end-purposes, which are related to the development of social, critical, and creative thought
for participation and social intervention.

Keywords: end-purposes of history teaching; relevant social problems; teacher training; Primary
Education; social thought

1. Introduction

Reflecting on the end-purposes of teaching History and the Social Sciences allows teachers to
guide decision-making, promote certain student models, and establish coherent connection links
between their thinking and their own teaching practice. Teachers, as agents of social change, should
reflect on what are the end-purposes of the Social Sciences that they impart in order to promote this
coherence (Hernández 2013). Therefore, defining them during the university education of future
teachers, and analyzing the results of its educational practice, constitutes indispensable knowledge for
didactic change (Abellán 2014).

The end-purposes of teaching History and the Social Sciences would have to be directed
towards critical comprehension of the reality and social democratic intervention. On that point,
teacher training programs would be fruitless without the curricular incorporation of social
problems (Benejam and Pagès 1997), which would offer the necessary results and instruments for
decision-making and social commitment (Pagès 2002; González 2013). From this perspective, a training
in social, critical, and creative thought, and education for the practice of democratic citizenship would
have to constitute the fundamental foundation of the end-purposes of teaching the Social Sciences at
school. Curricular inclusion of social problems yields precisely the right material for training in social
thought, critical positioning, and student decision-making.

There is no doubt that education for democratic participation appears linked to training in social
thought (Canal et al. 2012). This thought “is development when people are confronted with social
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problems, which are those that take up most of our lives, but are given little attention at school”
(Pagès and Santisteban 2014, p. 26). Social and environmental problems are, in effect, the ones that
have to be proposed as relevant educational objectives, in such a way that academic knowledge is
placed at the service of their treatment and analysis (García-Pérez 2014), with the purpose of thinking
through reality and developing the social and historical conscience of students.

The end-purpose of covering social problems in the teaching of Social Sciences therefore begins
with the need to gain a critical understanding of reality in increasingly heterogenous societies
(Kello 2016) of the inescapable educational promotion of social justice, and to learn and to teach active
participation, in a committed and responsible way in the construction of responses and alternatives
(Ten Dam and Volman 2004; Levstik and Tyson 2008; Pagès and Santisteban 2014). Education for
social intervention and precise participation, in consequence, of the curricular incorporation and the
didactic treatment of social problems and socially alive questions (Evans and Saxe 1996; Hess 2004;
Legardez 2003; Santisteban 2012; Pagès and Santisteban 2011), and the acquisition of necessary
professional competences for teaching in and for democratic citizenship (Martínez and Moreno 2012).

Indeed, international scientific literature has been demonstrating that the teaching of social
problems and controversial issues constitutes one of the most powerful tools for the promotion of
active citizenship, the development and acquisition of critical-reflexive thinking skills (Misco 2013),
and education for democratic citizenship (Pollak et al. 2017; Misco and Lee 2014), which are the main
purposes of teaching Social Sciences. It has also evidenced, however, the complexities, risks, and
interferences of emotional reactions in the learning of sensitive, delicate, controversial or controversial
historical, geographical, or social issues (Jerome and Elwick 2019; Reiss 2019; Ho and Seow 2015;
Washington and Humphries 2011; Swalwell and Schweber 2016).

Recent studies have advanced in the analysis of the strategies used by teacher educators in the
teaching of controversial subjects (Nganga et al. 2020; Pace 2019), and in the curricular decision making
of teachers on this teaching (Hung 2019; King 2009). In these advances, the adequacy of the discussion or
the development of deliberative skills and conversational learning is confirmed as the most appropriate
strategy for the didactic treatment of social problems or controversial issues (Claire and Holden 2007;
Oulton et al. 2004; Hand and Levinson 2012; Ezzedeen 2008). The promotion of the discussion on
specific social justice problems has also been approached from the use of controversial images or
documentary in teacher training contexts, in order to question what happens or has happened in
present and past societies (Hawley et al. 2016; Marcus Alan S. 2009).

Thinking socially about reality and its teaching requires a conscious and reflective selection of
social content, capable of allowing its problematization by teachers, and its reconstruction and critical
treatment by students. This selection would transcend/apply potentially acquired knowledge from
the most everyday contexts to the most remote and provide alternatives, or open exploration paths,
to problems (creative thinking).

The predominance in Spain and other Latin-American countries of a History based on the
national hegemonic narrative is so overwhelming that not even those who claim changes in teaching
and teacher training have raised this debate and developed strategies so that history ceases to
be led by the leading minorities and becomes open to the common people, to the others, to the
different (Villalón and Pagès 2013). According to the research of Ortega-Sánchez (2019) for the Spanish
context, a strong curricular standardization is evident in teaching practice, similar to that indicated by
Misco (2013). This didactic positioning coincides with other studies such as Pollak et al. (2017), who
demonstrate the resistance of teachers to complex and relativize curricular content through controversy.
The treatment of social problems in teacher training appears to be linked to the development of social
criticism, to the acquisition of social competences and to education for a democratic and participative
culture (Santisteban 2012). The social problems, controversial topics, and socially alive questions
are presented as indispensable elements for the integral development of civic and citizen-based
competences (De Alba Fernández et al. 2012), through their relation with training in social thought
(Pagès and Santisteban 2011, 2014). The conflict as a key concept for the selection and sequencing of
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social content in schools offers an excellent opportunity (Huddleston 2005; Santisteban 2015) for the
acquisition of social and citizen-based competences transferable to any contemporary social problem,
from the past or in the future (Ortega-Sánchez and Pagès 2017a).

The most recent scientific literature on the treatment of social problems or controversial social
questions in the Social Sciences classroom and their curricular inclusion emphasizes the need to
“introduce students into large-scale social debates where different points of view exist, different
interests are at stake, and where it is desirable that they construct their own opinions in that respect
from a critical and reasoned perspective” (Díaz and Fuente 2017, p. 26). In this sense, there are
pioneering investigations such as those of Martínez and Pagès (2017) and Martínez (2017) on the
design and the implementation of didactic sequences on the basis of songs for the didactic treatment
of relevant social problems in basic secondary education. In accordance with the results obtained
in these investigations, teaching actions should be oriented towards reflection on present problems,
and towards methodological change are positive. Songs, included as socio-cultural sources on the
problematization of content, are proposed as good resources for both teaching and learning relevant
social problems and, in consequence, for training in social thought.

The absence of social problems in the curriculum and in editorial publications limits the approach
of students both to integral knowledge of social contents and to its usefulness for the comprehension
of the world, as well as limiting its possibilities for interpretation and responses to the complexity
that characterizes it. Work with social problems “permits a typology of analysis that includes the
relative experience of the past and the expectations for the future in a present that is lived, and to
consider the temporal relation on the basis of the analysis of changes and continuities observable
from a comparative perspective” (Grau 2016, p. 59). The didactic consideration of social problems as
content and curricular strategy will, all in all, favor the development of social thought on social reality
in the form of reflection and analysis (Segall and Gaudelli 2007), decision-taking, and the proposal of
solutions (Pagès 2015; Santisteban 2009).

In the comprehension and interpretation of the historicity of the present and in planning the social
future, social problems would have to represent a fundamental curricular tenant, giving relevance to
the contemporaneousness of the student (Pagès 2007). We agree with Pagès and Santisteban (2014)
in considering the need to prioritize investigation into historic-social thought, and reflection and
proposals for solving social problems. However, investigation is still scarce on “the formation of
creative, alternative and divergent thought, or on capacities to seek solutions to social problems”
(Pagès and Santisteban 2014, p. 26).

The investigation evidences the advantages of studying social problems in teacher training and their
impact on the representations of students. Ascertaining the social representations of trainee teachers on
contemporary social problems, and the type of social thought that they experience, constitutes one of the
first supports with which to define the criteria that have to guide the teaching of Social Sciences thought
out to instill an understanding of social reality and intervention (Ortega-Sánchez and Pagès 2017a).
Nevertheless, “not only should we make known the social problems that are relevant to our students,
but the way we do so and the way the students contemplate their representations in the practice of
teaching are fundamental” (Santisteban 2015, p. 390).

In this context, the principal objective of the present study consists of analyzing the representations
of Primary Education Spanish trainee teachers on the end-purposes of teaching History and, in particular,
the didactic treatment of social problems and their inclusion in the curriculum at that educational stage.
Likewise, it seeks to confirm the existence of a predictive relation between the representations of the
students on the degree of importance attached to the didactic treatment of social problems, and the
frequency with which they are covered in their Degree courses, for the assessment of their explicit
inclusion in the Social Sciences curriculum for Primary Education. Finally, the research seeks to note
potential differences in the assessment of the curricular inclusion of social problems as a function of
the sex and the age of the students.
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On the basis of these objectives, the study seeks to contribute to the training of critical Social
Sciences teachers capable of articulating reflexive practices adopting active and committed positions
(Bronckbank and McGill 2007; Perrenoud 2011) on relevant social problems and socially alive questions.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample was composed of a total of 232 students (women: f = 135; 58.2%; men: f = 97; 41.8%),
enrolled on the fourth course of the Degree of Primary Education teacher at the University of Burgos,
with an average age of 22.67 years (SD = 0.64; range 21–22). Its frequency and percentage distribution
by age groups was as follows: group 1 = 21–22 (f = 99; 42.7%); group 2 = 23–24 (f = 111; 47.8%); and
group 3 = 25–26 (f = 22; 9.5%).

Intentional criteria guided the selection of the sample, in accordance with the adaptation of the
characteristics of the participants to the set objectives of the investigation: having enrolled on the
fourth year of the Degree in Primary Education Teaching at the University of Burgos; and having
completed the first phase of teaching practice contemplated in the teaching plan of the Degree course.

2.2. Instrument

The ad hoc design of the instrument that was applied consisted of a questionnaire with fifteen
items: eleven scalar items with a response interval of one to ten points, one scalar item of measurement
(age), and two categorical nominal items of measurement (sex and curricular mention). With the object
of triangulating the quantitative results, the instrument was completed by an open question included
in the questionnaire “Contents, procedures, objectives, end-purposes, and protagonists of History
teaching at school” (Ortega-Sánchez 2017) (Table 1).

Table 1. EpHT Questionnaire and scale. Source: Authors.

EpHT Questionnaire and Scale

Sociodemographic characteristics
Sex
Age
Degree course
c.1 Values the frequency with which current social problems have been covered on the Degree course.
c.2 The social problems have to be explicitly included in the curricular area of Primary Education Social Sciences.
c.3 What level of importance do you attach to the didactic treatment of social problems in Primary Education?

EpHT (End-purposes of History teaching)
c.4-1 Help students to construct their own view of people and things (critical capacities of social analysis).
c.4-2 Awaken and develop (critical and creative) social thought in children.
c.4-3 Educate for social intervention and transformation in a process of continuous improvement of democratic life.

c.4-4 Encourage learning, from a critical and reflexive point of view with the capacity for social comprehension
and analysis.

c.4-5 Educate for the practice of democratic socialization, training students so that they can and wish to participate
in the problems of social reality.

c.4-6 Socialize students for their adaptation to the society in which they live.
c.4-7 Know the past for the construction of national identities (History as magistra vitae).
c.4-8 Obey the rules and norms established by the society in which the students live.

Open question

c.5
According to your criteria and the training on the Degree Course, what social end-purpose and what
objectives would have to be selected for the teaching of History in Primary Education at school? Give
your reasons?

The preparation of the EpHT scale began with the review of the scientific literature and, in
particular, the works of Pagès (1994, 2002), Santisteban (2012), Ortega-Sánchez (2017), Abellán (2014),
González (2013), and Hernández (2013).
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Both Cronbach’s α and the coefficient of composite reliability and internal consistency,ω, were
determined, to check the reliability and internal consistency of the scale, and assuming the circumstance
of normality and consistency of the data. The indices yielded satisfactory results (α = 0.917;ω = 0.967).

In a first phase, an exploratory Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with varimax rotation was
performed, in order to test the validity of the construct and the goodness of fit of the data. The type
of factorial rotation in use applied the Kaiser rule to eigenvalues greater than 1. This model permits
the identification of correlative levels or theoretical relations between the variables that have been
established, to reduce their number and to summarize the data in view of the objective under study.

With a view to understanding the factorization possibilities of the matrix, and prior to the analysis,
we examined the matrix of correlations/covariables between variables, by applying Bartlett’s test of
sphericity, and the Kaiser, Meyer Olkin measurement index of sampling adequacy. The results obtained
in the KMO test (0.797) and in the sphericity test (χ2

(28) = 4057.975; p = 0.000) indicated the adequacy
of the matrix to be factorized. The exploratory factor analysis identified two factors that explained
94.94% of the total variance. Values below 0.40 were used for the validation of the scale (Table 2).

Table 2. Rotated component matrix for the EpHT.

End-Purposes of History Teaching (EpHT)
Component

1 2

c.4-1 Help students to construct their own view of people and things (critical capacity for
social analysis) 0.960

c.4-2 Awaken and develop (critical and creative) social thought of the child 0.958

c.4-3 Educate for social intervention and transformation in a continuous process of
improvement of democratic life 0.956

c.4-4 From a critical and reflexive point of view, promote learning of capabilities and
understanding of social analysis 0.942

c.4-5 Educate for the practice of democratic socialization, training students so that they can
and wish to participate in the problems of social reality 0.910

c.4-6 Socialize students for their adaptation to the society in which they live 0.979
c.4-7 Know the past (History as magistra vitae) 0.964
c.4-8 Obey the rules and the norms established by the society in which the student lives 0.958

In accordance with these results, in a second phase, we completed a confirmatory factor analysis.
Having linked two errors of observation in factor 2, the goodness of fit values were acceptable for the
following indices: NFI (=0.931), IFI (=0.935) and CFI (=0.935) (Figure 1).
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The results uphold the dimensional correspondence of the instrument designed with the two
factors from both analyses:

1. Socialization (three items): The items linked with this dimension point to end-purposes in the
teaching of Social Sciences oriented towards socialization, integration, and adaptation of the social
environment to the students. Educational opportunities are not needed for active participation and
social commitment towards relevant social problems or socially alive questions in the social reality of
the students. It corresponds to a technical conception of the Social Sciences curriculum (Pagès 1994),
in which a definite curricular model is explained, and to the maintenance of its status quo for education
in good citizenship.

2. Social transformation (five items): The items linked with this dimension are oriented towards
education for democratic citizenship, on the basis of the development of critical capacity for social
analysis, (critical and creative) social thought, critical reflection and social participation in social
reality. This dimension corresponds to a critical conceptualization of the Social Sciences curriculum.
Its approach begins with constructivist principles and the development of critical thought, and considers
the relevance of the analysis of the social problems of Humanity and daily life today. It values the
ideological nature of the curriculum and teaching practice, problematizing the contents, and facilitating
their construction and learning among students. From this approach “the complexity of the problems
and explanatory concepts constitutes one of the principal articulations of teaching both for learning
what is known and what is unknown” (Pagès 1994, p. 42).

2.3. Design and Procedure

A mixed investigation method that combined both qualitative and quantitative approaches
was selected, employing different types of questions, techniques, and compilation, and data analysis
procedures (Creswell and Plano 2007; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). The investigation subscribes, on the
one hand, to quantitative methodological principles and to transversal ex-post facto non-experimental
designs (Hernández et al. 2010). On the other hand, it is positioned among the interpretative qualitative
designs through the application of content-analysis techniques, the definition of aprioristic categories
(Cisterna 2005), based on the questions and the objectives of the present investigation, and the
case study, the interest of which lies in the capability and depth of explanation of specific contexts
(Cohen and Manion 2002).

A questionnaire was completed that was applied during the first week of the start of the study
unit Investigation and Innovation in the learning of Environmental Studies (academic years 2015/2016,
2016/2017 and 2017/2018), an obligatory study unit in the fourth year specifically programmed from
a critical-emancipatory curricular approach towards the teaching of History and the Social Sciences
(Abellán 2014; Pagès 1994).

After the explanation of the purpose of the investigation, participants were reminded of the
data privacy laws and the anonymous way in which the quantitative and qualitative data would be
processed and interpreted. The qualitative information was faithfully transcribed by the investigators
in the way it was expressed, avoiding any textual or discursive correction.

2.4. Data Analysis

Having confirmed the normal distribution of the variables of the instrument with the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov (p ≥ 0.73) test, we completed a descriptive analysis (averages and SD) of
the total data obtained and an inferential analysis (contingency tables, Pearson correlations, the student
t-test for independent samples, single-factor ANOVA for independent groups and post hoc analysis
), with the object of confirming the existence of statistically significant differences in the scores, as a
function of sex and the age groups, given the need to include social problems in the Social Sciences
curriculum (dependent variable c.2). Following the atypical distribution of this variable, a logarithmic
transformation was performed that reached the necessary assumed level of normality (p = 0.89).
Likewise, this variable was also re-coded at three levels, in order to generate the contingency tables,
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in accordance with the scores that the students gave them: negative curricular necessity (1.00–4.99);
low-positive curricular necessity (5.00–5.99); medium-curricular necessity (6.00–7.99); high-positive
curricular necessity (8.00–8.99); and very-high-positive curricular necessity (9.00–10.00).

Finally, having confirmed the positive correlation between variables c.1–c.2 and c.3–c.2, we
completed a multiple linear regression to test the influence and the magnitude of the two independent
variables in the explanation of variable c.2. Likewise, we calculated the size effect of both variables on
the dependent variable through a covariance analysis (ANCOVA). We used the statistical package
SPSS v.24 for the treatment and analysis of the quantitative data.

The qualitative information in question c.5 was initially subjected to a careful
exploratory-comparative reading of the available content, with both the object of reducing the
units of analysis to significant registry units and to identify the thematic lines and the possibilities for
saturation of the established aprioristic categories (Rodríguez et al. 2005): a positivist and technical,
humanist and practical, and emancipatory perspective (Abellán 2014). This categorization system
makes an acceptable contribution to the analysis of didactic sequences and programs and their
orientation, to the observation and analysis of teaching practice, and to the promotion of critical,
autonomous, and committed attitudes. Subsequently, on the basis of constant data comparisons, a
deductive process of codification was conducted by which the contents were assigned to one of the
three categories central to the analysis.

The students, their qualifications, their age-groups, and academic courses were all
identified alphanumerically, for the identification of the participants, the organization
of the registry units, and the presentation of the qualitative results: Ex-Tgroup

[student(identification number)-qualification([group]-academic course)].
ATLA.ti software (v. 7.5.4) was used for the analysis of the qualitative data, because of its

capacity for encoding, categorization, informative saturation, and interpretation of the information
that was obtained.

3. Results

3.1. Quantitative Descriptive Study

Situated in a medium range (6.00–7.99), the students evaluated the frequency with which social
problems were discussed on their Degree course, with a score of 7.1 (SD = 1.20). Likewise, the score
given to ‘necessity to include social problems in the Social Science curriculum’ is also situated on this
parameter in the area of Primary Education Social Sciences (M = 6.7; SD = 1.16) and the importance of
its didactic treatment at this educational stage (M = 6.9; SD = 1.74) (Table 3).

Table 3. EpHT Scale. Descriptive statistics by variable. (M=Mean and SD=Standard Deviation).

Variable N M SD

c.1 232 7.1 1.20
c.2 232 6.7 1.16
c.3 232 6.9 1.74

c.4-1 232 7.5 1.30
c.4-2 232 8.1 0.63
c.4-3 232 8.1 0.59
c.4-4 232 9.0 0.51
c.4-5 232 8.1 0.69
c.4-6 232 7.4 1.04
c.4-7 232 7.3 1.03
c.4-8 232 7.2 1.06

With regard to the EpHT scale and the scores given, the trainee teachers considered that ‘promoting
learning, from a critical and reflexive point of view, of comprehension capacities and social analysis’
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constituted the principal end-purpose of teaching Social Sciences in Primary Education (M = 9.0;
SD = 0.51), followed by ‘awaken and develop the (critical and creative) social thought of the child”
(M = 8.1; SD = 0.63); ‘educate for social intervention and transformation in a continuous process of
improvement of democratic life’ (M = 8.1; SD = 0.59); and ‘educate for the practice of democratic
socialization, training the students so that they can and wish to participate in the problems of social
reality’ (M = 8.1; SD = 0.69). The other remaining end-purposes that were proposed received scores in
a medium range of 7.2 and 7.5.

3.2. Inferential Quantitative Study

Having confirmed the homogeneity of the variances of the groups through the Levene statistic,
the results informed us of statistically significant differences between the scores given to the necessity
of incorporating social problems in the curriculum of Social Sciences as a function of sex (t(230) = −2.431;
p = 0.016), and the non-existence of significant differences between the age groups of the students
(F(2, 229) = 2.813; p = 0.062), a circumstance confirmed in the results of the post hoc Schefee analysis
(Table 4).

Table 4. Comparison of averages between groups-age.

I J I-J Std. Error Sig.
Interval of Confidence at 95%

Lower Limit Upper Limit

1
2 −0.210 0.102 0.121 −0.46 0.04
3 0.081 0.173 0.897 −0.35 0.51

2
1 0.210 0.102 0.121 −0.04 0.46
3 0.291 0.172 0.240 −0.13 0.71

3
1 −0.081 0.173 0.897 −0.51 0.35
2 −0.291 0.172 0.240 −0.71 0.13

As may be seen, 30.6% of the sample scored at very low levels (Table 5). At that level, the majority
were men who gave the lowest scores to the necessity of including social problems in the Social Sciences
curriculum. A majority of both men and women scored at medium levels (men = 48.5%; women = 52.6%).
Nevertheless, women fundamentally gave high scores with 21.5% (high positive necessity).

Table 5. Contingency table for the two variables Curricular inclusion of social problems (c.2) and Sex.

Sex
Total

Men Women

Curricular inclusion
of social problems

Low-positive necessity
(5.00–5.90)

f. 38 33 71
% 39.2% 24.4% 30.6%

Medium-positive necessity
(6.00–7.90)

f. 47 71 118
% 48.5% 52.6% 50.9%

High-positive necessity
(8.00–8.99)

f. 9 29 38
% 9.3% 21.5% 16.4%

Very high-positive necessity
(9.00–10.00)

f. 3 2 5
% 3.1% 1.5% 2.2%

Total
f. 97 135 232
% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

The scores by age groups are specified in Table 6. It is notable that 50.9% of the total sample
was concentrated around medium scores on the ‘Curricular inclusion of social problems’, all of them
situated in the majority age group of the whole sample (group 2 = 22–23 years; f = 66, 59.5%). 30.6%
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were distributed between groups 1 (21–22 years) and 2, while group 1 had the highest frequencies in
low-positive scores (f = 38) as opposed to group 2 (f = 24).

Table 6. Contingency table for the variables Curricular inclusion of social problems (c.2) and Age groups.

Age Groups
Total

1 2 3

Curricular
inclusion of social

problems

Low-positive necessity
(5.00–5.90)

f. 38 24 9 71
% 38.4% 21.6% 40.9% 30.6%

Medium-positive necessity
(6.00–7.90)

f. 42 66 10 118
% 42.4% 59.5% 45.5% 50.9%

High-positive necessity
(8.00–8.99)

f. 19 16 3 38
% 19.2% 14.4% 13.6% 16.4%

Very high-positive necessity
(9.00–10.00)

f. 0 5 0 5
% 0.0% 4.5% 0.0% 2.2%

Total
f. 99 111 22 232
% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

The remaining scores were distributed between the high and very high levels, especially
highlighting the frequencies of groups 1 and 2, with a level of representativeness of 18.6% of the
total sample.

Having confirmed the existence of a high and a moderate correlation between ‘The importance
of covering social problems’ and ‘Curricular integration’ (r = 0.811; p = 0.000), and the frequency of
their treatment on the Degree course and their curricular integration (r = 0.556; p = 0.000), we tested
the causal goodness of the model and obtained satisfactory values (F(2.229) = 242.922; p = 0.000). It is
evident that the independent variables c.1 and c.3 yielded an optimum value for the variance of c.2 of
68% (R2 = 0.680).

The levels of linear dependence, intensity, and the relation effect confirmed that both the variable
c.1 (t = 3.922; p = 0.000; β = 0.173) and the variable c.3 (t = 16.267; p = 0.000; β = 0.719) jointly revealed a
statistically significant effect and therefore influenced the explanation of the assessments given by the
students to the necessity for the curricular inclusion of social problems. This circumstance is confirmed
when assessing the analysis as control variables, sex, and age, considering that they could affect the
study of the dependent variable (Table 7).

Table 7. Correlation coefficients and size effect for the variables c.1 and c.3 on the dependent variable
c.2.

r P t P β η2
p

c.1. Frequency 0.556 0.000 ** 3.922 0.000 0.173 0.063
c.3. Importance 0.811 0.000 ** 16.267 0.000 0.719 0.536
c.1. Frequency. CV (sex*age) 3.382 0.001 0.147
c.3. Importance. CV (sex*age) 14.068 0.000 0.687

** p < 0.01 (bilateral). CV = control variable.

It may therefore be confirmed that the greater the recognition of the necessity to include social
problems in the Social Sciences curriculum, the greater the perceptions on the frequency with which
it was covered on the Degree Course and the assessment of its importance. Likewise, we confirmed
that the independent variable that had the most influence on the assessments given to the dependent
variable was the importance attributed to the didactic treatment of social problems in Primary
Education (β = 0.719). Equally, this variable recorded a significant effect size on the dependent variable
(η2

p = 0.536). As a consequence, the variability of the degree of curricular pertinence of social problems
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is fundamentally explained by the level of importance given to the didactic treatment of social problems
in Primary Education.

3.3. Qualitative Study

The responses given to the open question c.5 (‘According to your opinion and Degree Course,
what social end-purpose and objectives would have to be covered in the teaching of History in
Primary Education?’) were explained from two or three established aprioristic categories (positivist
and technical perspectives, as well as critical and emancipatory perspectives), without obtaining
adequate definitions for the humanist and practical category. Exactly 48% of the responses attributed
an instructive social function, in the current social panorama, to the teaching of History at school.

The end-purposes of teaching and learning History linked with this category are directed at
offering a representation of the past as an explanatory axis of current political realities, which is,
History at school as magistra vitae in the management of contemporary societies. From this perspective,
the teaching and learning of History is oriented towards the acquisition of objective historical and
social knowledge, neutral and universalist, the identification of the principal ideas of historical and
social discourses, and the preparation of an “enunciative, descriptive, and schematic discourse”
(Abellán 2014, p. 104). History that is taught in the scientific field is articulated around reproductive
mechanisms of the curricular regulations and the fundamental figures and processes for the construction
of the national identity. Likewise, this approach is founded on the recognition of the existence of a
single past, explaining a common cultural inheritance:

Knowing the historic past, analyzing historic events to learn about the success and not to repeat mistakes
(E34-Primary4[1]-15/16)

The main end-purpose would be to know world history with its great conflicts thinking about the
reasons and the consequences, in such a way that, when you know your history, you’re not condemned
to repeat it (E25-Primaria4[2]-15/16)

Those contents that are picked up with the intention of social progress [which] we are capable of
reflecting upon so as not to repeat the mistakes of the past (E78-Primary4[2]-16/17)

The end-purpose of History is to understand the present through knowledge of past events and their
evolution. This will avoid committing the same mistakes in the future [ . . . ] (E152-Primary4[3]-16/17)

The social end-purpose and the most important objective is that the students always know how to
improve as people, taking as an example what has happened in the past (E 181-Primary 4[1]-17/18)

Sensitivity to children with the education of 21st century and guidance to improve that education
taking into account all the mistakes made in History (E203-Primary4[1]-17/18)

Along these lines, there are significant affirmations (32%) in support of a scholarly History,
understood in terms of traditional chronological, political, and hegemonic parameters. In
these responses, the selection of content and the formulation of objectives is dependent on
technical-reproductive proposals oriented towards “knowing the facts that have meant we are
who we are” (E96-Primary4[2]-16/17):

The primary objective would be that students know the passage of the different economic and political
historical events until passing on to the current ones, and that they understand and properly construct
the historical contents of the curriculum of the study unit (E65-Primary4[1]-15/16)

Students must understand the events that have marked the History of our past and its societies, so
that they can understand current history and behave as good citizens (E44-Primary4[2]-15/16)
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Explain where we came from (characteristics, stages . . . ). Recognize differences between stages. Study
regional communities, provinces, capitals, rivers . . . of Spain. Describe political, economic, social, and
cultural characteristics of Spain (E121-Primary4[2]-16/17)

Know the most important facts of History, above all, in Spain, and the stages through which we have
passed throughout our time (E198-Primaria4-[3]17/18)

From among the responses, 20% of the students also supported the social function and the objectives
of History teaching in education for democratic, global, egalitarian, and inclusive citizenship, which
begins with the assumption of Human Rights. A social function that, the students point out, guarantees
the “training in critical thought [ . . . ]” (E75-Primaria4[1]-15/16), and the development and acquisition of
“[ . . . ] social and civic responsibility before the problems of the present” (E83-Primary4[2]-16/17).

In the critical and emancipatory category, education for the democratic exercise of a plural
and diverse citizenship is defined as one of the principal end-purposes of teaching and learning
History. Through this approach, the aim is “create a willingness in the student, so that, through critical
comprehension of the present reality, the student will wish to think and to intervene in the construction
of the future” (Abellán 2014, p. 105). Democratic values and the development of historic thought,
empathy, imagination, and historic creativity have to be useful to approach social problems, and to
apply social and historic knowledge to the proposals for the resolution of social problems.

To construct your identity as a citizen from various perspectives: the individual, the collective, and
globally, in order to conduct ourselves properly in the diversity of the current world, respecting the
rest and knowing that we also should be respected (E13-Primary4[1]-15/16)

To train active citizens with a commitment towards an inclusive society. To train critical people
capable of relating what happened before with what is happening now and not only learn it without
any discussion (E5-Primary4[2]-15/16)

Education directed towards the edification of democratic and free people, with social, human, and
civic values. People who respect rights and obligations, as well as the identities of the other; people
who respect and tolerate plurality and globality. In addition, History teaching should be based on
developing the capabilities of students, in order to [ . . . ] understand geographic, sociological, and
historic aspects and, by doing so, they can interpret the reality in which they live and they can intervene
in it (E90-Primary 4[2]-16/17)

Education for citizenship with critical thought, knowledge of Human Rights and of social problems, so
that solutions may be put forward (E142-Primary4[1]-16/17)

To develop the critical capability [of the student] and to promote an active consciousness. To promote
an inclusive democratic society, where no differentiations exist between classes and where the whole
world has the same rights and opportunities, whether men or women (E170-Primary4[2]-17/18)

To prepare the student as an active citizen in society, educating for democratic and inclusive citizenship,
in which Human Rights are respected, as well as having a critical capacity [for the analysis] of
social events (E169-Primary4[3]-17/18)

4. Discussion and Conclusions

While the students highlighted the development and learning of comprehensive and analytical
skills and the analysis of social reality as among the most prominent end-purposes in the teaching of
the Social Sciences, students also attached average scores to the importance of the didactic treatment
of social problems and the need to include them in the Primary Education curriculum. Likewise,
these results informed us of statistically significant differences between the scores as a function of sex.
According to the studies by Ortega-Sánchez (2017, 2019) and Ortega-Sánchez and Pagès (2018), one of
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the possible interpretations of this difference can be found in the explicit female recognition of gender
inequalities as a social problem and in the identification of the invisibility of women in the traditional
historical narrative. Their educational potential appeared to be unconnected to the most highly valued
end-purpose: the development of social, critical, and creative thought. In contrast, the research of
Souto (2015) on the attitudes and the competences of Primary Education teachers and Geography
and History teachers states that, in their majority, trainee teachers selected the affirmation that “the
teacher must have, above all, an attitude of knowing the great social problems of the contemporary
world so that they are the object of scholarly analysis” (p. 41), and the capability “to select social and
environmental problems that will be studied in the educational contents”. These affirmations can also
be found in the research of Byford et al. (2009) on the attitudes of teachers towards the teaching of
controversial questions in the classroom. Likewise, the studies on the recent standardized evaluations
of the Organic Law for the Improvement of Educational Quality (LOMCE) confirm the possibilities of
the students giving mature explanations, on the basis of evaluative designs that consider capabilities
for solving social problems (Souto et al. 2014).

The results of the open question, however, point toward the need for History teaching at school as
magistra vitae, one of the end-purposes with the lowest scores EpHT (M = 7.3; SD = 1.03). In fact, 80%
of students adopted the position of a positivist-technical curricular approach towards the teaching of
History, as against the 20% that adopted a critical-emancipatory approach. This last approach to the
teaching of History is directed towards education for good citizenship that helps students move towards
the critical analysis of information (Ross 2004) and to follow the construction of social knowledge
from its unfinished structure. Nevertheless, this proposed approach appears not to be having a real
impact in practice (Vázquez 2014), in that the social problems could make the management of social
reality possible. Along these lines, the investigation of Harris and Clarke (2011) was developed on the
challenge of approaching cultural diversity and ethnicity in the British History curriculum and, more
recently, the study by Woolley (2017), in which the need to promote the diversity of interpretations
and the presence of multiple perspectives is affirmed in response to the teaching of controversial and
polemical topics in the history classroom.

The results obtained in the present investigation reaffirm those obtained in the investigation
of Abellán (2014), where the dependence on school textbooks is noted, and the persistence of
representations on the meaning of teaching and learning linked to a technical curricular model.
Likewise, the conclusions reached in the investigation by Canals (2015) in teacher training contexts
consider that “the quality of social thought that students construct, when they present their points
of view talking of current social problems related with the contents of the study unit, is quite poor”
(Canals 2015, p. 452).

In this sense, the investigation by Castellví (2018) on the construction of stories about relevant
local social problems among Primary Education students from the final phases affirmed their
difficulties over constructing stories on relevant social topics in a coherent, reflective, and critical
way. Teacher training from the principles of critical literacy could be the impetus for action, social
commitment, and intervention in social problems, and the development of democratic consciousness
(Ortega-Sánchez and Pagès 2017b).

Likewise, the assessment of the degree of importance of the didactic treatment of social problems
and socially alive questions during Primary Education, in a predictive and prominent way, influence
their explicit integration in the Social Sciences curriculum. These results coincide with those obtained
in the investigation of Ortega-Sánchez and Pagès (2016). Along those lines, the investigation of
De Alba and Navarro (2017) on education in History and good citizenship among students completing
their Bachiller studies shows the need to consider the curriculum as a dynamic construction, which
is necessarily adapted to social change. The strengthening of democratic learning would therefore
move on to “organizing the curriculum through socially relevant problems” (p. 93). A need was
also found in the investigation by González and Sant (2014), where the affirmation of both active and
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trainee-teachers was noted of the importance of working content linked to socially relevant problems
of good citizenship.

The reproduction of traditional curricular approaches in teaching practices hides the daily social
problems that confront participative citizenship. The end-purpose of teaching History and Social
Sciences has therefore to lead to perspectives based on controversial topics, relevant social problems, and
socially alive questions, which are at the foundation of our daily life and that sustain the development
of social and citizenship-based competences (Éthier and Lefrançois 2008; Heimberg 2010; Hess 2004;
Pagès and Santisteban 2011).
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