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Juan Carlos’ strategy – Studying the history of 
ideas to learn about continuity and change – re-
quires students to use key skills involved in 
historical thinking – chronological and geo-
graphic placement of important events – to 
contextualise the evolution of influential ideas 
that have shaped history. Chronologically and 
geographically locating events related and/or 
integral to the evolution of an idea could help 
students understand influences, relations, and 
exchanges that determined, and continue to 
determine, the complex construction of ideas 
that currently prevail on the continent.

Juan Carlos 
Ocaña

This lesson plan is part of a five-part teaching 
strategy series designed and tested by teach-
ers for teachers. The overall aim of Sharing 
European Histories is to help young people 
understand the complexity, multiplicity, and 
transnational character of European history 
and recognise how history can engage every-
one in understanding Europe. For more infor-
mation, go to sharingeuropeanhistories.eu.
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Studying 
histories of ideas 
to learn about 
continuity and 
change
JUAN CARLOS OCAÑA

The ‘histories of idea’ encourages students to 
contextualize ideas that have influenced Eu-
ropean history and challenges them to dis-
cuss complex and divisive issues surrounding 
these ideas.   
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OVERVIEW OF THE STRATEGY
The strategy requires students to use key 
skills involved in historical thinking – chron-
ological and geographic placement of impor-
tant events – to contextualise the evolution 
of influential ideas that have shaped history.

Chronologically and geographically locating 
events related and/or integral to the evolu-
tion of an idea could help students under-
stand the influences, relations, and exchanges 
that determined, and continue to determine, 
the construction of ideas that currently pre-
vail on the continent. 

The study of these ideas’ evolution, quite of-
ten characterized by conflict and controversy, 
offers a great opportunity to engage students 
with history from the perspective of differ-
ence and diversity. The proposed strategy also 
allows students to discuss complex and divi-
sive issues that have informed the evolution 
of ideas on the continent. 

 

WHAT IS THE AIM OF THE 
STRATEGY?
The strategy is primarily aimed at teaching 
the evolution of widely-shared ideas. Chron-
ological thinking and geographic placing will 
help students to contextualize contemporary 
prevailing ideas.

The strategy also allows the students to dis-
cuss some controversial issues that have 
marked the development of the main ideas 
that are prevalent in Europe nowadays.



What do you 
need to do 
to use this 
strategy 
in your 
classroom?



STEP 1: CHOOSE AN IDEA
We cannot understand the present-day with-
out considering the influential ideas that have 
shaped it. An idea can relate to an economic 
and/or political system – capitalism, com-
munism, authoritarianism, autocracy, democ-
racy, meritocracy, federalism, unitarianism, 
populism, liberalism, etc. – or belief system 
– pacifism, militarism, humanism, theism, etc.  

An idea can be presented as aforementioned 
– a political, economic, or other belief system 
– or it can be something more specific that 
falls under the larger umbrella of a system or 
serves as one of its core tenets. For example, 
‘European unity’ falls under the umbrella of 
federalism. Examples of core tenets/under-
lying ideas are ‘property is privately owned’ 
(capitalism) or ‘use of violence is never justi-
fied’ (pacifism). 

An idea should be:
• Influential – play a role in the shaping of 

the present-day. 
• Widely-held – of relevance to many coun-

tries, not just your own.
• Easy to define – not rely on extensive 

prior knowledge of political or eco-
nomic theory.

• Traceable by events across time – able to 
point to distinct moments when the idea 
might have evolved.

Choosing an appropriate idea is essential to 
the strategy. Select an idea that is of interest 
and engaging to your students and adaptable 
to your curriculum. 

STEP 2: CHOOSE EVENTS AND DATES
To carry out this activity, you must first under-
stand for yourself how the idea evolved, for 
whom it evolved, and what factors influenced 
or triggered changes in thinking. Following 
this, you need to carefully select key events 
that students will arrange chronologically 
and place geographically. 

To compile an effective collection of events or 
influences (publications, inventions, etc.), con-
sider the following criteria:
• They must relate to the development 

of the idea.
• When possible, they should have an inter-

national reach. 
• Where possible, they should affect a 

diverse range of actors (socio-economic, 
ethnic, gender/sex, etc.).

Ideas – such as economic and political systems 
like capitalism and communism – will have 
geographically diverse roots from the very be-
ginning as they took hold in a wide range of 
countries at similar points in time.  Other ide-
as might not offer as great a variance at the 
beginning of their evolution, rather diverse 
interpretations will be seen and geographi-
cally dispersed across the continent later on.

STEP 3: PREPARE FOR DISCUSSION
After chronologically and geographically lo-
cating key events related to the evolution 
of the idea, consider the phases or shifts in 
thinking involved in the idea’s evolution. 

For example, what was the interpretation of 
‘inalienable human rights’ in the 16th cen-
tury versus the 18th versus the 20th? Which 
groups qualified as ‘human’ in these different 
interpretations? White elite males, all white 
males, all white people regardless of sex, all 
people regardless of religion, all people re-
gardless of race, all people regardless of sex-
ual orientation? 

This part of the strategy allows students to 
deepen their comprehension of the idea and 
its evolution through discussion. If it makes it 
easier, consider creating a guide for yourself, 
like the one seen at the end of this strategy 
(Figure 1), to assist with unpacking the idea’s 
evolution. Tie these changes back to events 
that have been arranged in the timeline and 
discussed. 
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STEP 4: USE THE MATERIALS IN THE 
CLASSROOM

Activity 1 

This activity gets students to familiarise 
themselves with the basics of the idea 
and understand how others might in-
terpret it.

Divide the class into groups of four or five and 
provide each group with one large worksheet 
and a marker each. Each area radiating from 
the centre (below) is a space for each group 
member to write down their responses.

Ask the students what comes to mind when 
the idea is mentioned. Provide time for each 
student to share their recorded responses with 
their group without discussion or debate from 
the other students. Ask groups to collectively 
decide on the five most important/significant 
responses and record them in the centre of 
the worksheet. All group members must agree 
on the top five items.

Repeat the exercise on a class-scale. Each 
group’s representative will record their group’s 
top five responses in an area radiating from 
the center of the master sheet and share their 
reasoning. Ask for the class to come up with a 
final top-five and develop a definition of the 
idea collectively. 

Activity 2

This activity gets students to familiarise 
themselves with specific events related to 
the idea in-depth.

Pairs or small groups of students are each giv-
en a different event from the past. The pairs/
groups are asked to research the event they 
have been given and prepare five-minute 
presentations to be given in front of the class. 

Activity 3

This activity gets students to arrange 
events on a timeline and create a visual 
contextualisation aid.

Pairs/groups draft on a piece of paper basic 
information on their respective key event (in-
cluding the date and location) and arrange 
themselves chronologically to construct a 
“human timeline” that allows the class to 
visualize the idea’s evolution. This timeline 
should then be transferred and written down 
in timetables on a worksheet.

Following this, students will locate where 
these key events affecting the evolution of 
the idea took place on a blank map on their 
worksheets. In this way, students will create 
a visual aide that they can use to contextu-
alise the idea’s evolution across time and 
space throughout the remainder of the teach-
ing strategy.
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Discussion
This discussion gets students to deepen their 
comprehension of the idea and its evolution 
through debate.

Class discussion will follow the evolution of 
the idea. The aim of the discussion is to en-
able students to understand what influenced 
the evolution of the idea. It is also an oppor-
tunity to identify the different phases of the 
idea’s evolution. Some topics to discuss:
• Key events and turning points;
• Phases of the ideas evolution;
• Pace of change – Gradual or expedient?;
• Various actors involved – Who gained? 

Who lost?;
• Various philosophies or movements that 

might have influenced the idea; etc.

Throughout this exercise, ask students to ex-
plain what might have accounted for the dif-
ferent phases or shifts in thinking and encour-
age them to tie these changes back to events 
that have been arranged in their timelines. 
Teachers should help students using question 
prompts. For example:
• If you had to choose just one event as the 

most important for this idea’s evolution, 
which one would you select?  

• Which of these events could be deemed 
not significant enough and non-essential 
to understanding the spread of the idea?

• How popular is the idea in the pres-
ent-day? What might account for its pop-
ularity or lack thereof?
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WHAT ObSTACLES COULD A TEACHER 
USING THIS STRATEGY FACE?

Reading ability
Students need to be reasonably confident 
readers to do the work as exemplified here. 
Alternatively, less confident readers could 
be paired with more confident peers and/
or stories could be translated, reduced in 
length, read as a class, or turned into sound 
recordings.

Conceptual understanding
Teachers will need to review events and 
sources bearing in mind the prior knowledge 
of their students. There may well be terms and 
concepts that need explaining or simplifying 
to make sources accessible to all.

Question prompting
Some students will be able to analyse sourc-
es without prompt questions. Others will 
need prompt questions. Examples of these 
are given throughout the strategy and in the 
exemplar material. They should give teachers 
an idea about the detail required of question 
prompts and can be adapted to suit other 
ideas/topics. 

Adapting this strategy to the national 
curriculum
Depending on the national curriculum, it 
might be easier or more difficult for teach-
ers to adapt this strategy totally or partially. 
Teachers should consider choosing ideas that 
overlap in whole or in part with the existing 
curriculum or that can be contained to a cer-
tain period or geographic area to incorporate 
into the existing curriculum.

HOW COULD YOU MAKE THIS 
STRATEGY MORE INCLUSIVE?

Supporting lower attaining students
Some students might struggle with the 
amount of reading involved in the research of 
an event related to the chosen idea. You could 
provide pre-written packets of information on 
the key events to substitute organic research 
to tackle this. Equally, pairing a lower attain-
ing student with a higher attaining student 
could support them with the research and 
reading requirements.

Challenging higher attaining students
For your higher attaining students, you can 
add an additional activity and discussion. Pair 
the groups and assign each pairing a tension 
related to the idea. The groups in the pairing 
will be given materials that support oppos-
ing views on the tension. For example, for the 
idea of ‘European unity’, a tension up for de-
bate is the merit of a single currency. One of 
the groups in the pairing will be given mate-
rials that support the use of a single currency 
while the other will receive materials against 
the use of a single currency. You can either 
give each pair of groups different tensions 
and opposing positions to read about or give 
all pairings the same. Other examples of ten-
sions related to ‘European unity’ could be the 
merits of a common army, common borders, 
and common healthcare.

After the pairings have received their respec-
tive materials, ask  them to read them and 
outline their groups position. The groups can 
then either (a) debate amongst themselves or 
(b) present their positions and debate in front 
of the class. This activity and discussion set 
will require students to skim for information, 
think more critically, and develop persuasive 
arguments.

10 STUDYING HISTORIES OF IDEAS TO LEARN AbOUT CONTINUITY AND CHANGE





Example 
of the strategy 
in action
FEDERALISM: EUROPEAN UNITY



This example uses a collection of events and 
sources from the last century. It covers a peri-
od from the 1920s up to today.

WHY ‘EUROPEAN UNITY’?
It is one of the core examples of the differ-
ence of political and economic ideas that 
characterize contemporary Europe. While it 
falls under the umbrella term ‘federalism’, it 
necessarily incorporates other ideas, such as 
liberalism and democracy. This idea is:
• Influential – it is a key issue in current Eu-

rope political and economic debate.
• Widely-held – a growing number of 

Europeans have opted for defending this 
idea instead of nationalist ideas that con-
formed Europe since the 19th century.

• Easy to define – the idea of economic and 
political integration is easy to be defined 
and understood.

• Traceable by events across time – there 
are distinct moments that can be selected 
to track the idea’s development.

The idea of European unity can be traced back 
to the Middle Ages. During the Carolingian dy-
nasty to Podebrady, in 1464, a Hussite King 
of Bohemia proposed a union of European, 
Christian nations in opposition to the Turks 
who had taken Constantinople. The Abbot 
Charles de Saint-Pierre proposed the creation 
of a European league of eighteen sovereign 
states with a common treasury, an economic 
union, and no borders. Marquis de Lafayette 
(France) and Tadeusz Kościuszko (Polish-Lith-
uania), defended the idea of a United States of 
Europe, similar to the recently created United 
States of America. In the nineteenth century, 
intellectuals such as Mazzini, Saint-Simon, 
and Victor Hugo imagined variations of a 
United States of Europe. Napoleon’s imperi-
alistic ideas for Europe also bore notions of 
European Unity.

However, we will focus on events beginning 
with the First World War leading up until the 
present day. In this period, the idea of Europe-

an Unity developed in a way that is recogniz-
able to us today.

Before the lesson, you must understand how 
the idea evolved and what factors influenced 
or triggered evolution or changes in the idea. 
To carry out this lesson, students will ar-
range events chronologically and place them 
geographically.

Activity 1
Students will get to know about the idea of 
European unity. Most probably, different con-
ceptions about this notion will turn up among 
the students. This will be a good occasion 
to clarify the main features of the idea. The 
teacher will gain a better understanding of 
students’ knowledge of this issue, which will 
help in the adaptation of the strategy to their 
level of comprehension.

The class is divided into four or five groups. 
Each group is provided with a large work-
sheet and a marker. 

Ask the students what comes to mind when 
they think of European unity. Provide time for 
each student in the group to share their re-
corded responses with the group without dis-
cussion or debate from the other students. Ask 
groups to collectively decide on the five most 
important/significant responses and record 
them in the center of the worksheet. All group 
members agree on the top five items.

Repeat the exercise on a class-scale. Each 
group’s representative will record their group’s 
top five responses in an area radiating from 
the center of the master sheet and share their 
reasoning. Ask for the class to come up with a 
final top five and develop a definition of the 
idea collectively.
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Activity 2
This activity aims to make the students fa-
miliar with the main events that marked this 
idea’s evolution. The teacher shows the stu-
dents a presentation with all the events they 
are going to work about. The students are as-
signed an event to research. They then give a 
short three-minute presentation to the class 
on their findings.

Activity 3

This activity gets students to arrange 
events related to the idea of European 
unity on a timeline and create a visual 
contextualization aid.

 
Pairs/groups draft on a piece of paper basic 
information on their respective key event (in-
cluding the date and location) and arrange 
themselves chronologically to construct a 
“human timeline” that allows the class to visu-
alize the idea’s evolution. This timeline should 
then be transferred and written down in time-
tables on their respective worksheets. See ex-
ample worksheet used in the exemplar. Follow-
ing this, students will locate where these key 
events affecting the evolution of the idea took 
place on a blank map on their worksheets. In 
this way, students will create a visual aide 
that they can use to contextualize the idea’s 
evolution across time and space throughout 
the remainder of the teaching strategy.

 
Discussion

This discussion gets students to deepen 
their comprehension of the idea and its 
evolution through debate.

 
The teacher should organize the debate fol-
lowing the chronological evolution of the 
idea. This is a way to obtain a discussion that 
could be relevant for the students’ histori-
cal thinking.
 

Once the students have achieved in the previ-
ous activities a chronological and geographi-
cal understanding of the evolution of the idea 
of the European unity, the debate will help 
them to understand what factors influenced 
the evolution of the idea. Once we know what, 
when and where, this strategy must deal with 
the why and what reasons explain the  idea’s 
evolution.
 
The discussion will help the students identify 
the historical circumstances that marked the 
evolution of the idea and identify the differ-
ent stages of this evolution. Some points that 
could be discussed are:
• Which were the key events and turn-

ing points in the progression of the 
European unity idea? Which were the 
main setbacks?

• In which phases could we divide the evo-
lution of the idea?

• In which historical moments did the pro-
gression accelerate? In which moments, 
did the idea spread over the continent? In 
which periods did the idea go into crisis?

• How did the great historical events af-
fect the evolution of the idea of Europe-
an Unity (World wars, economic crises, 
cold war, end of the Soviet bloc, pan-
demic, etc.)

• What social agents were supportive of 
the idea? Which ones were reluctant to 
dump all nationalisms?

• In which ideologies is the idea of Europe-
an unity sustained? Which political ideas 
are enemies of the European integration?

• Who were the main personalities that 
promoted or opposed the idea?
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Throughout this exercise, ask students to ex-
plain what might have accounted for the dif-
ferent phases or shifts in thinking and encour-
age them to tie these changes back to events 
that have been arranged in their timelines. 
Teachers should help students using question 
prompts. For example:
• If you had to choose just one event as 

the most important for the European 
unity idea’s evolution, which one would 
you select?

• If you had to select a period (interwar 
period, Cold War, etc.) as the most rele-
vant for this idea’s progression, which one 
would you choose?

• If you had to select a setback (De Gaulle’s 
rejection to British access, Brexit, eco-
nomic crisis, etc.) as the most harmful to 
this idea’s progression, which one would 
you choose?

• Which of these events could be deemed 
not significant enough and non-essential 
to understanding the spread of the idea?

• How popular is the idea in the pres-
ent-day? What might account for its 
popularity or lack thereof? Which are the 
main points that might be behind the 
idea of European unity nowadays?
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ADDITIONAL SUITABLE 
TOPICS FOR THIS STRATEGY

• Inalienable human rights
• Property is privately owned
• Use of violence is never justified
• Separation of Church and State
• Equality
• European unity
• Corporate social responsibility
• Suffrage
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EXAMPLE WORKSHEET  
– TIMELINE

Seventeen events that show the evolution of European unity as an idea.

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL  
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EVENT HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

> YEAR

EVENT HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

> YEAR
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EXAMPLE WORKSHEET 
– BLANK MAP

Locate these eleven events on a map of Europe. This can be done in two ways:

• Students use a single contemporary map of Europe
• Students use three maps of Europe that correspond to the three

great historical period this example covers:
- The Interwar Period (1919-1939)
- Cold War (1945-1991)
- Europe after the Cold War (1991-present day)
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