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A Patterned Past?

Framing and keying in history textbooks
Tina van der Vlies, Erasmus University Rotterdam
Some historical events can become important anchors in the narration of the past as well as in
discussions about the future. While discussing the EU referendum, for example, David Cameron
referred to the English defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. This ‘event’ was also evoked during the
Napoleonic Wars and the two World Wars. Historical events provide frameworks for observing and
understanding the present. In this process of framing, the mechanism of ‘keying’ plays an important
role: in order to make sense of the world, people can ‘key’ present experiences or more recent
episodes to specific past events by way of historical analogies. Van der Vlies explores these processes
of framing and keying in English and Dutch history textbooks, published for students between the ages
of 11-14 in the period 1920-2000, in order to gain more insight into possible patterns while narrating
and interpreting the past. Textbook narrations that combine different histories, places and times in a
productive way generate meaning from historical combinations. The study of these cross-references
between histories in textbooks can reveal widespread frames of references and possible schemata in
the narration of (national) history.
Tina van der Vlies works as a lecturer and PhD candidate at the Centre for Historical Culture, Erasmus
University Rotterdam (The Netherlands). Her research project on National Narratives in English and
Dutch history textbooks in the period 1920-2000 is funded by The Netherlands Organisation for
Scientific Research (2011-2016). Recently, she was awarded with the ISCHE Early Career Paper Award
for her paper ‘Multidirectional War Narratives in History Textbooks’.
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