A History of School History




From new history to the GCSE 1960s-1988

‘The struggle over history teaching is only beginning. It will ultimately be won not by ministerial memo or parliamentary decree, but in the classroom and the library.’

Despite the reputation of the 1960s for radical change, in history teaching little appeared in the average classroom to ruffle the impression that the traditional approach would continue to predominate. However, undercurrents of change had been stirring even in the 1950s as teachers grappled with the changed situation of Britain in the post-war era, no longer the mother of empire but a diminished political force on the world stage. What history was most suitable for the future citizens and workers of this new era? As the sixties progressed, the challenges of international economic competition meshed with the educational needs of a new post-war generation and led to expansion in all sectors of education. New secondary comprehensive schools demanded a different ‘all-ability’ curriculum, to be taught by young graduate teachers coming out of the expanding teacher training colleges.  All of these changes had implications for the teaching of history.
Yet there were also substantial hindrances to change, some would say even including the history teachers themselves. Principal amongst the hindrances was an examination system which dictated the style of teaching downwards through the school. Teachers themselves worked in an isolated fashion – there was no culture of teamwork – which meant that individual teachers who were trying to change things had little impact beyond their own classroom. However, the chief block to change seems to have been their attachment to a long-standing national narrative outline which was commonly taught in the 1960s and even into the seventies. The ‘great tradition’ of history teaching was an outline of British history which all schoolchildren were expected to digest in note-form during their secondary school years and regurgitate in English prose essays in regular examinations. 

Gradually, during the 1970s, the ‘great tradition’ was dismantled in a feast of curriculum innovation and examination reform. In its place came ‘skills’, ‘empathy’ and ‘activity learning’ in history as teachers adopted both a new content and a new rationale for their subject. The reasons for this remarkable switch are explored in this chapter. 
The Final Stages of the ‘Great Tradition’
There is strong evidence for the claim that there was a ‘great tradition’ of history teaching which had remained ‘largely unchanged’ for the sixty years after 1900. 
 There were isolated educators who urged teachers to experiment, broaden the topics of study and try more ‘active’ methods in the classroom, but none of these exhortations led to widespread changes in the teaching of history in schools. The purpose of the Great Tradition – an unquestioned one for the most part- was the transmission of an agreed body of knowledge, usually related to a national narrative, to future generations. For many teachers entering the profession there was no debate about the history they were teaching:
We never questioned it, you just did as you were told, didn’t you? … You would teach a set content, an accepted content, a corpus, you would teach that in as interesting a way as you could find…. You had these little games and tricks that you played, the children loved them, and then they went away and learnt it and just then copied … as much [from] memory as possible, for their exams.
 

Perhaps the best exposition of this traditional approach was the Ministry of Education Pamphlet No.23 produced in 1952.
 England had no national curriculum but periodic advice on the curriculum from the Ministry of Education reflected the commonly-accepted ideas about the teaching of the subject. The Pamphlet recognised that there was in the post-war world a debate about the purpose of history and in particular its presentation to the young. Nonetheless, it contained the very traditional statement that:

It is good for boys’ and girls’ character that they should hear or read about great men and women of the past and so learn gradually to discriminate between disinterested and selfish purposes or between heroism and cowardice.

 In the fifties, history was still seen as a lesson in morality as well as a basis for citizenship, though ideas about the nature of that citizenship were changing.
 Memories of pupils at primary schools from the fifties and sixties confirm that heroes and heroines formed the dominant content for teaching history:
My memories are of learning about famous people such as Elizabeth Fry, Florence Nightingale and Capability Brown. We had no text books but listened to the teacher talking. I really enjoyed history because these people came alive to me as the teacher spoke about them. (KI, born 1952)
Mr A. really brought the stories to life, and stories of torture, murder, divorce and battles really seemed so exciting to us all (RT, born 1953)
These stories had been the foundation to a secondary school chronological overview of the national narrative in many schools. To some extent, also, the expansion of grammar schools in the 1950s extended the life of the ‘great tradition’ of history teaching. The grammar school curriculum was relentlessly focussed on preparation for O and A level, and ultimately university study. These examinations dictated the content studied in history from age 14 to 18, but their tentacles reached down to grasp pupils in the lower school, as teachers were obliged to prepare pupils for the narrow yet specific requirements of an examination based on memory, fast writing and cogent English. The typical examination paper in English (sic.) history from the University of London Examination Board offered candidates papers from 55 BC – 1939 , defined solely by sets of dates: 55 B.C. – A.D. 1216, 1216-1485, 1485-1649 and so on. Teachers were expected simply to look at past questions to work out which events candidates might be expected to refer to from the period concerned. Pupils were required to write five essays in two and a half hours, committing to paper as much factual knowledge on each question as they could remember in reasonable prose.
  
During the five years leading up to O level, pupils continued as in earlier decades to learn a chronological outline of British history, sometimes with added episodes  from British imperial history. Former pupils surveyed for the History in Education Project recorded the grammar-school diet of great sweeps of English history in the lower school, as in the following example:

First year in High School we started with the Romans and spent the next five years working through to the end of Queen Victoria. No social history, just political, and nothing European or global, except where it impinged on G[rea]t Britain. (RH, born 1942, grammar)

A comparison of two pages from grammar school exercise books nearly twenty years apart and from different parts of the country shows the way in which the story of King Alfred was studied by children in their first year at grammar school. Both teachers set the same exercise, to draw representations of Alfred’s defences against the Danes and his legal code [see illustrations from Muriel Longhurst, 1947-8 and Ian Colwill, 1960-1]. Following the line of British political history, through the Norman Conquest, the medieval kings, the growth of parliament, the Plague and the Peasants’ Revolt, plus the Hundred Years War, there was often hardly time to cover the Wars of the Roses, a common ‘blank patch’ in many children’s historical education.
  The variable pace of the teacher meant some reached the American War of Independence by the end of the third year, whilst others barely passed the Tudors. Some pupils certainly resented the inevitable gaps in their knowledge or disliked the fleeting coverage of major events of interest, such as the English Civil War.
 For those who sat O level, the fourth and fifth years typically completed the national narrative by covering British and European history from 1815-1939, or British social and economic history (essentially the story of the agrarian and industrial revolutions) from the eighteenth century onwards.
  
The O level exam engendered a remarkable consistency not only in the curriculum but also in the teaching methods endured by many children. Tedious hours of dictation, copying from the board, teacher-talk and note-taking, tests and essay-writing dominate the memories of many former grammar school pupils:

On arrival at the history classroom, which had a ‘wall’ of four blackboards at the front of the room, we would find the master busy with his chalk, writing reams of words on the fourth board. The first three were already filled. We had to desperately copy down all of the notes in ‘rough’ making sure that we had completed the first board before he finished the fourth because he would then erase the first and start to write the fifth and so on…. Once a week there was a test before we started writing. The test was to remember all of the dates copied from the previous week…. Punishment was severe for failure in the tests running from detention, through the punishment of writing out 100 dates, to being beaten with a cane! (IS, born 1945, technical/grammar)
Mostly she had her back to us, writing notes on Acts of parliament, battles, treaties etc on the blackboard for us to copy. There were no teaching aids and no enthusiasm for her subject. It became very boring, I lost interest & then made no effort. (JL, born 1946, direct grant)
There was no encouraging us to think for ourselves, no independent learning as there is now, and revision for the exams consisted of trying to memorise as much of her notes as possible. (RL, born 1948, grammar)

Pupils sometimes had the benefit of imaginative teachers who could spin a good story or win the class over by enlivening the lesson with funny anecdotes, ‘re-enactments’ or ‘games’, which won children’s enthusiasm for the subject:
I remember her giving us homework where we had to pretend that we were reporters, writing for a newspaper about early battles. Complete of course with drawings of maps with plans of attack, people fighting, etc. (JI, born 1952, grammar)
I remember a Mr P. being highly innovative and getting us to work in groups to produce newspapers of Tudor times (AF, born 1954, grammar)
I found the teacher we had for the next three years far more interesting – her delivery was more energetic and refreshing… considering the possible dryness of various Acts of Parliament etc that we had to learn it’s a great testament to the teacher that I enjoyed the subject. (SE, born 1955, grammar)

Children in secondary modern schools, who were not expected to take leaving exams or aspire to university, could be spared the rigours of the intensive note-taking and teachers had more freedom to devise their own curriculum and methods of teaching. Yet the diet of content in one London secondary modern in the late 1950s, recalled by teacher Evelyn Hinde, differed little from the grammar school:

I think I taught a bit of everything.  Certainly I’m quite sure I did the Stone Age, the Greeks, the Romans, up to the Norman Conquest in the first year and then you did, not much on the medieval period to be fair, but probably then the Tudors and the Stuarts and so on.  And in the last year you tried to do what you could to get them up to the present day.

The same was true for Eric Houlder teaching in a West Yorkshire secondary modern in the early 1960s:

I think it would be pre-historic and Roman and Saxon the first year, medieval the second, Tudor, Stuarts and 18th century the third, and the final year, as it was in those days, brought us up to the beginning of the First World War.

Some of this devotion to the traditional national narrative may have been due to the pressure to raise the status of secondary modern schools and copy the grammars. By the late 1950s, some local authorities had introduced local certification schemes for school leavers from secondary moderns. These certificates were accepted by local employers as evidence of standards reached, particularly in English and maths, but they also included the full range of school subjects, including history, which tended to be modelled on grammar school exemplars. The introduction in 1963 of the Certificate of Secondary Education for the 40 per cent of the ability range below O level (which catered for the top 20 per cent) resulted from the growing trend of secondary moderns to enter candidates for O level, and prepared the way for the raising of the school leaving age ten years later. In 1977, numbers sitting CSE history outstripped those sitting the O level.
 Organised locally and marked by teachers not university examination boards, CSEs offered an opportunity to branch out in terms of curriculum and teaching styles, which was taken up at school level by teachers who designed their own ‘Mode 3’ syllabuses and set their own exams. However, most schools followed centrally-produced syllabuses and examinations, which mirrored those of the O level. The questions were more structured than an O level essay title, with short answers required and briefer pieces of writing, but the essential requirements were the same – factual recall and prose composition. CSE was part of a quest for recognition of the attainments of a wider range of pupils, but within a framework of expectations set by the elite O level. This established a strong continuity in terms of history courses and examinations into the 1980s.
Why did the Great Tradition have such longevity in the history classroom?
Surviving school work suggests that the ‘Great Tradition’ continued in some secondary history classrooms through the 1970s [illustrations of school work of J Johnson from 70s] in some measure simply due to the career stability of the teaching profession. Some teachers would have started their teaching career before the war and would still be teaching the same content in the seventies. However, the persistence of a relatively unchanging exam system, in particular the O level exam, also contributed to the continuance of the chronological outline of British history in the lower school years.  
Where teachers did branch out with new topics, popularity with pupils might follow, though not always with colleagues, as David Burrell recalled:

I was thought to be extremely revolutionary because the syllabus was the traditional grammar school race through British history…. but in the third year, I introduced a one-term programme for all the classes that I taught on the American Civil War, because it was 1961—the 100th anniversary of the outbreak of the War. And I wrote to the American Embassy …. They sent me all sorts of materials … to support it…. Most of the other staff thought, ‘How can you possibly spend a term on one topic?’, but the kids loved it, and the parents loved it. When the parents came to parents’ evening, almost without exception they said, ‘For the first time, my child is interested in history.’
 

Whilst children were often encouraged to draw as well as write in the lower forms and some were allowed anecdotes or quizzes as a treat, for the most part, school history was as uniform in its content and delivery methods as if there had been a national curriculum. At this time there were no legal constraints on the school curriculum either from national or local level; the teacher really was ‘king of his classroom’
 but few seem to have wanted to challenge the accepted curriculum or methods of teaching, even though they seem to have led to many children thoroughly disliking history:
Mrs W. completely destroyed my love of history.  I can remember being really bored, and dreading the days when we had double history – 80 minutes of being read to.  Trying to remember the dates of inventions was a struggle, and I don’t think anything was put in perspective, or given a relevance to us at the time. (RT, born 1953, grammar)

This was the main reason why I became disenchanted with studying history. The teacher read from her notes, we copied them down, she wrote dates and names on the board so that we could copy them correctly, there was no discussion and at the end of the lesson she left the room. There was no interest sparked or encouraged and no suggestion that we should do anything but learn the facts she put in front of us and pass our exam. (JS, born 1954, grammar)

The teacher simply read long passages from books which we dutifully wrote down. No explanation was given. It felt like ‘these are the facts you must remember’. I disliked all of it because it focused on ‘war’ rather than ‘people’. (DC, born 1960, secondary modern school)

In 1965, Martin Booth completed a set of interviews with history teachers and their pupils at five different secondary schools. Booth’s research showed the schools almost all followed a traditional chronological pattern of study from year one to five with an O level exam at the end which tested mostly factual recall. Even though the teachers claimed to use local studies and sources in history, mostly the pupils remarked on the dominance of note-making and lack of discussion in class. As Booth noted, history in school appeared to be ‘a dreary desert where as far as the eye could see row upon row of school children sit, writing endless notes. But what can be done?’
 

Changes to history in the primary school 
The first place to see the ending of the Great Tradition in history teaching was the primary school classroom. Control of the primary curriculum had been firmly lodged at local level for many years, in some cases that meant the local authority, in most cases the individual school. Some primary schools still had a rigid subject-based timetable and formal learning, in history as in all other subjects. ‘Stories’ had been the traditional diet of the primary school child, but the tasks set were often exercises in drawing and copying rather than tests of comprehension or even historical knowledge, as Penelope Harnett recognised at the start of her career as a junior school teacher: 

We had these special books where you had a blank at the top of the page and then you had lines underneath.  And so I would tell them a story and then they would draw a picture of the story and then I would write on the blackboard what they had to write about the story underneath in their best handwriting.  And they were marked then, not on their historical knowledge or anything like that, but how nicely they copied from the board.

Little value was placed on the children’s historical knowledge but it was at least on the timetable and taught as a distinct subject. The advance of child-centred learning in primary schools in the 1960s threatened even that place on the curriculum but also offered new freedom within the primary school curriculum for those teachers who were confident and enthusiastic about history. Child-centred learning was most associated with the Plowden Report of 1967. Primary schools were released from the pressure of the 11-plus exam in the following decade as comprehensive education was brought in across most of the country. The rigid primary school timetables of the fifties were gradually replaced by a new mantra of teacher autonomy and curriculum freedom. The focus of the primary curriculum was henceforth to be the individual child and its needs and interests. The frequency with which history was taught and the style of learning often therefore depended on the preferences and expertise of individual teachers. The dominant orthodoxy of teacher autonomy precluded much in the way of collaboration, so children could be subjected to the same topics by different teachers even in the same school. Indeed one of the most popular ‘history’ topics (as recorded by some of our survey respondents) was the age of the dinosaurs, as confirmed by Penelope Harnett in her interview:
When I taught in Bristol once, I thought I’d do the dinosaurs because I thought my children would enjoy that and I remember going to the staffroom and saying I can’t understand why these children aren’t really getting into the dinosaurs, and this other teacher piped up, he said, ‘Ah, because we did that last term’.… We never had those conversations about what you were teaching, in the staffroom.

Most primary school teachers had no specific training to teach history at all, and even if one specialised in history on the 3-year teaching certificate course, as Roberta Wood did when she attended Redland College in Bristol, there was very little practical guidance on the teaching of the subject: 

We had a very good history tutor who taught us as a history specialist to enjoy history for its own sake.  We started off with the Beaker people and continued right up to the present day.  … the only aid she gave us on teaching history was to say, ‘If you want a day in London, I shall speak to the Principal but organise it yourselves.  You will have to organise school trips when you become teachers’.  And so we had several days in London.
 

Most schools moved away from individual subjects towards projects, often lasting days or even weeks, which cut across a number of subject domains and allowed children to do practical work, such as model-making or drama, as a means of exploring historical topics. This work was enjoyed by many primary pupils, as the survey evidence reveals:
History extended into art, where I remember painting pictures and drawing historical figures. We also incorporated sites of historical interest when we embarked on geography field trips. (GA, born1956) 

Last year of primary school – project on Ancient Egypt, many happy hours as a class painting Hatshepsut modelling Tutankhamen’s mask. (AS, born 1960)

Class projects about the great plague of London in 1665 with a day of dressing up and writing poems! (EH, born 1963)

Plowden reported that the best work in primary school history offered children the opportunity to research history topics through ‘printed source material, illustrations, film strip, photostated documents from the local record office or elsewhere.’
  These were used to study historical topics in depth, with visits to support children’s imaginative work. The Report recognised the value of stories from history for primary school children and their need to build up some understanding of chronology before secondary school. Critically, however, the Report recognised that the quality of the history teaching in primary schools depended on the continuing enthusiasm of individual teachers – here was its Achilles heel.
Lacking expertise and training in history as a subject, many teachers turned to two stalwarts of the 1960s primary school classroom for inspiration – the text book and the broadcast (radio or TV). For some survey respondents remembering their primary history, the text books most frequently encountered were known simply as ‘Unstead’. A trained teacher and primary head, R. J. Unstead’s prolific authorship in the field of children’s history books is unparalleled as were his sales, both of school texts and in the general children’s book market.
 Although derided by progressive history teachers in the 1980s
, the lavish illustrations and focus on period details as well as the doings of ‘the great and the good’ were a welcome novelty in the 1950s and well-established in primary school classrooms by the 1960s and 70s. They built on the growing idea that in order to interest young children in history, one had to excite the imagination. Although Unstead relied largely on the tried and tested stories from English history, his focus on the imagination was a significant concession to the child-centred agenda.
 The new emphasis on the use of the imagination in history was supported by historians such as the medievalist Marjorie Reeves, who wrote several of the Then and There series of books for older primary children. These combined contemporary accounts, photographs and well-researched but simple text to give children an account of life in a monastery, castle or country house.
  In contrast to the colourful artists’ impressions in Unstead, for Reeves verisimilitude was a vital part of what she called the ‘activity revolution’ in the classroom. ‘To understand is to respond, for gaining understanding is never a passive process … No learning is complete without some activity of body, mind or imagination.’
 
Radio and TV for schools offered an important spur to the role of the imagination in primary history. By 1960, 28,000 schools (i.e. the vast majority) had radios.
 BBC radio schools history programmes had occupied a significant role in the output from its inception and were well established by the sixties. However, they were soon overtaken in popularity with teachers and pupils by TV programmes around which project work in school could be planned, as both Roberta Wood and Penelope Harnett recalled: 
I think the 1970s must have been one of the best times to teach because you could do anything within reason. If she [the Head] passed the project, you could do what you liked, so I tended to do a lot of history projects, which also coincided with some good BBC programmes.… Zig Zag and then there was Watch;…. Ancient Egypt was one, I know the Angles and Saxons was another … they were based on stories.  You had a little bit of teaching and then part of a serial story and they were very good and the children enjoyed them.  And you could do a lot of work from them.

We used to watch TV programmes … Watch and Zig Zag and that was history on a plate, you know … with ideas for follow up afterwards if you wanted to do it.  But sometimes we just used to watch the programmes, never do any follow up.

Broadcasters themselves were well aware of primary school teachers’ reliance on schools radio and television to form the backbone, often the whole body, of their history teaching. By the late 1960s, the BBC reckoned to have a regular TV ‘audience’ of 15,000 schools. Most of them were primaries, since the scheduling was less of a problem in their school day, which was not divided into rigid timetable slots like secondary schools. All programmes had to be approved by the School Broadcasting Council, an ‘advisory’ body on which sat teachers and local authority representatives.
 Output and transmission were co-ordinated by the BBC and ITV and feedback was received from their own schools’ liaison personnel and from teachers themselves.
 
The philosophy of the broadcasters was to provide what the teacher could not – colourful visual stimuli, drama and authentic historical ‘voices’ brought directly into the classroom. Ideally, the teacher would prepare the topic beforehand, then follow up with questions to draw out and reinforce historical knowledge.  The supporting materials for teachers and workbooks for children were therefore as important as the programmes themselves, though the BBC’s Education Officers reported that use of these by teachers was variable.
 HM inspectorate confirmed that history programmes were only occasionally ‘part of a well planned scheme of work’, despite the fact that television provided the basis for history in between a quarter and two-fifths of primary classes.
  The reliance by non-specialist teachers in primary schools on the programme itself to provide the history curriculum placed even greater stress on broadcasters, such as Nick Whines, to provide programmes which were educative as well as engaging:
Most primary school teachers, unless they were interested in history… would know nothing about the Battle of Trafalgar or the Battle of Waterloo … It’s true to say that prior to the National Curriculum History Long Ago [and] Not So Long Ago [two BBC radio programmes] provided a curriculum of sorts … it was detailed and comprehensive and quite well supported [by materials]… It provided a railway track along which a teacher could take his class for two years and at the end of it the kids … would have encountered shall we say – a hell of a lot of history.

Interest was sparked by a good story or an exciting historical episode which would capture the emotion and excite the imagination. This meant children focused on a selection of exciting historical episodes to which they could respond, giving them a sense of period rather than a chronological understanding. As Whines recalled, 

You were always looking for a way of trying to dramatise something. You can’t go wrong with the story of the Titanic for example.  [It] … is such a dramatic story.… The story of Anne Frank … you can tell … in innumerable ways and it’ll be very good to listen to or very good to watch…. The problem I had with my consultants [teacher trainers from Bulmershe College of Education] initially was they wanted to bring in things that seemed to be quite historically worthy but where there was no story and … you would have heard me say, ‘But where’s the story?’.  Because if there is no story, it’s almost no programme.

The type of history text book being produced for primary school children also changed as a result of the appeal of TV in the classroom. For instance, in the early 1980s, Oxford University Press published its Oxford Junior History series to accompany the BBC radio series History Long Ago and History Not So Long Ago. The books were billed as presenting history ‘in a direct and exciting manner… [the series] makes history come alive for children by involving them closely with the people and periods they study.’ The focus was on social history, not political events.

An even more acute stimulus to the imagination was the history trip or themed day of history activities, when in almost all senses, children could be immersed in a historical encounter. Roberta Wood recalled her efforts to make the experience as authentic as possible:

The Head was very keen, and … signed us up for a week of the Aydon Castle experience, so everybody went from [ages] 5 – 9…. we agreed that they would bring their own lunch and … we tried to rig up all the children in something approaching medieval costume. We said they had to take a medieval lunch.  You couldn’t buy a carton of apple juice … the day after, because that was the only thing we would let them drink; that, milk or water.  And they could take boiled eggs and a chicken leg and anything that was around in medieval times which eliminated crisps, chocolate biscuits, anything like that.  And when we got to Aydon, we did a play, they could dip candles, they could write with quill pens … the whole school I think enjoyed it…. For them to experience what it was like and how cold it could be was very good.

For many former pupils the most significant recollections from their primary school history were the trips. The very rarity of these excursions from the classroom and the unusual opportunity to see and even touch ‘real’ historical places and objects make them stand out in the memory of the survey respondents:
I remember studying Ancient Egypt. We went by train to the British Museum to see the Tutankhamen exhibition. I recall making huge paintings of the artefacts found in the tomb with my friends. We were fascinated by the gory bits, of course! (AG, born 1961)

[We] learned about local history to coincide with 500 year anniversary of town’s charter and opening of town’s museum. [We] went into the forest to see traditional charcoal burning. (NF, born 1962)

I remember the school visiting the American Museum near Bath… I remember painting a picture of a totem pole after hearing what they were. I also remember bringing in some authentic American Indian moccasins to class an aunt had brought back for me from her travels and thinking I could run like the wind with these moccasins after hearing stories in class which had fired up my imagination. (AS, born 1963)

The more progressive teacher training colleges reinforced this new more active approach to learning history in primary schools. At Bulmershe, for instance, John Fines encouraged his students to write their own ‘bit of history’ using primary sources.
 Fines explored the potential for drama and role play to enable primary school children to understand historical dilemmas, although the teaching skills and historical knowledge required for this would be challenging for the non-specialist primary school teacher.
 The use of archive sources, suitably adapted, by primary school children was a more accessible step for teachers wanting to bring ‘real history’ into the classroom. John West in Dudley in the West Midlands, set out to equip teachers with the means to do that by providing a range of facsimile resources ready made for children to touch and feel as well as see, read and discuss. West was interested in the ways children interacted with historical sources and how well their ‘time sense’ was developed by exposure to a variety of pictures and objects. 

Despite these oases of exciting innovation, history teaching in England’s primary schools was described in an HMI report of 1978 as ‘superficial’ in 80 per cent of classes inspected. ‘In many cases it involved little more than copying from reference books’ and ‘few schools had schemes of work in history, or teachers who were responsible for the planning and implementation of work in history’.
 Only 36 per cent of the primary schools surveyed had any written guidelines for history. The evidence from our survey and interviews confirms this picture. Once the curriculum in a primary school was ‘freed up’ from a rigid timetable, history was taught within cross-curricular projects constructed by the individual teacher. The historical knowledge gained could be disjointed and superficial because the key aim was to develop literacy or numeracy skills. For many teachers, history simply did not figure, and there was no compulsion to include it. At a time when reading and science were the key interests of primary teacher training, history was hardly at the top of most teachers’ curricular agenda and this was reflected in the text books used in class by Penelope Harnett: 

Children’s reading books had stopped including history stories. The idea was misplaced.  You had to have stories about children’s everyday life, it was all children’s child-centredness. 

History, especially the history of ‘heroes and heroines’, seemed inappropriate for a curriculum planned around the immediate interests of the child, which were necessarily local and personal. This is not to say that most primary school children were not exposed to history in some form during the primary years. Perhaps because it was unstructured and not labelled history; few of the survey respondents going through primary school in the seventies and eighties recall anything like a structured history curriculum throughout their primary years, though many recall interesting trips.
 Some learned to enjoy history when it appeared, even if the knowledge gained was eclectic and disparate. For others, however, recalling their primary years triggered no awareness of learning history at all.
 
Following the disappointing conclusions about history by HMI in 1978, it was only a matter of time before ideas for the revival of history at primary level started to appear. In Teaching History to Younger Children, Joan Blyth and Ann Low-Beer, both teacher trainers with an interest in primary schools, recognised that history’s place in the primary curriculum had become ‘uncertain’. They proposed a systematic school-wide approach with a return to a regular dedicated history lesson focusing first on local and recent history, then topics with a ‘chronological coherence’ supported by the use of time charts. These traditional elements were to be part of a plan for teaching history from ages 5 to eleven ‘which encourages the progressive development of skill and understanding together with knowledge’. The content of the primary history curriculum was more challenging. The local and the personal (such as family history)  were the obvious routes into the subject, supplemented by topics rarely covered in secondary schools, such as ancient history or world history in the top years, though they recognised that schools would select from these to suit their own tastes.
 
In 1985, HMI published a recommended framework for the history curriculum in primary as well as secondary schools, however, it was still offered as ‘best practice’ examples without any compulsion on schools to adopt them.
 Local authorities, with perhaps more power to force change in schools, also responded by issuing their own guidelines on the teaching of history, both at secondary and primary level.
 These documents placed a gentle but increasing pressure on primary schools to adopt a school-wide planned approach not only to history but to the curriculum as a whole. However, the effect of such initiatives was minimal in the 1980s. At the end of the decade, a further HMI survey of 285 primary schools confirmed that standards of work in history were ‘disappointing’ and that history was ‘under-emphasised’ or not taught at all in half of the sample inspected. Less than a third of the schools had a teacher responsible for history across the school and most teachers ‘chose topics autonomously’ making it very difficult to achieve any sort of co-ordination or progression in the children’s learning even within the same school.
 It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that without a centralising measure like the National Curriculum, history would have remained a marginal or non-existent subject at primary level, the province of the enthusiast and confident teacher and experienced only as an occasional ‘extra’ by most primary school pupils.
The changing history curriculum in the secondary school
While the traditional history curriculum disappeared into the post-Plowden melting pot in primary schools, it also came under scrutiny from teachers in some secondary schools. In a modern touch to its 1952 Pamphlet on history teaching, the Ministry of Education commented that ‘the motive of history teaching as the conveying of tradition had not radically changed; what had changed … was the notion about what the tradition was and what was important to us within it.’ 
 This emergent uncertainty about what should be taught in the history classroom was hardly perceptible at the school level, but nonetheless, there were stirrings of change by the late fifties, at least amongst the teachers of the London History Teachers’ Association, where a 1959 discussion included introducing ‘American, Commonwealth and other History of Contemporary Significance into our Syllabuses’.
 Britain’s position in the post-war world had changed and the narrow focus on British history characteristic of the O level syllabuses no longer seemed appropriate. Ideally, they wanted to move away from English history, to give it not a European context, but ‘a Commonwealth and Empire background’. The group summarised the obstacles to new courses on contemporary international history – ‘Empire’ and ‘Imperial’ were already ‘dirty words’, they themselves had little background knowledge of Soviet or Commonwealth history and also there were few text books or exam syllabuses available for O or A level.
 By 1964, even C.F. Strong, a doyen of the traditional national narrative, while putting the case for the teaching of national history conceded that the growth of the nation had to be put within a world and contemporary setting. Indeed, Strong justified this further by claiming ‘Thus may we induce in them [the pupils] both a sense of proportion and an attitude of tolerance.’ 
 These cultural currents in school history reflected a general shift in popular culture, indeed one could argue they followed behind changes in attitude towards Britain’s past and present position internationally, which were reflected in the mass media and in public policy. 
The obstacles to curriculum change at O level were gradually overcome as new syllabuses were introduced in the sixties, such as the London Board’s World Affairs syllabus. Many CSE boards also introduced syllabuses which attempted to cover ‘themes’ in world history, some of them unmanageable in practice as it required a good chronological understanding before pupils could reasonably tackle a topic such as the following:-

War 
(a) Its causes. A basic pattern in a changing setting.

(b) Pre-20th century – Social implications, weapons, geographical limitations.

(c) 20th century – widening social implications, mass produced weapons, geographical extent.

This was only one of nine wide-ranging topics listed in a CSE syllabus entitled ‘World Problems’.
 History teachers wanting to move to a more ‘modern curriculum’ like this faced the challenge of selecting from a very broad range of potential content. They also had to cover the topics chosen in sufficient depth to enable students to understand trends over time, whilst also giving pupils a coherent understanding of events in different parts of the globe. Not surprisingly, many were content to stick to the traditional British history course through the lower school and at O level and CSE, although twentieth-century world history courses gradually grew in popularity for the 14-16 age group. The main alternative was the increasingly popular social and economic history of Britain from 1700 to the twentieth century. Academic history had developed new specialist branches in the post-war period, particularly in social, economic and cultural history, some of it based on extensive local studies. Thus undergraduates entering teaching in the grammar schools and increasingly in comprehensive schools seem to have been keener to teach social and economic history as well as local history. By 1976, 22 per cent of O Level history entries and 27 per cent of CSE history entries were related to British social and economic history.
 
The emergence of ‘new history’
Though secure as an academic subject for the top 20 per cent of children, especially in grammar schools, in other parts of the school system, history faced a series of challenges to its historic position. Changes in content of history courses were not of themselves sufficient to guarantee it a place on the curriculum of the new comprehensive schools. New subjects, such as social studies, appeared on the curriculum which were more ‘modern’ and seemed appropriate to pupils with a wider range of ability, who needed to gain qualifications and were staying on at school longer. Over two decades from the late sixties, history teachers responded gradually to this challenge, helped by a national initiative over the curriculum and technological advances in the classroom. In essence, this was a defensive reaction to ‘save their subject’, but it was also a reflection of the wider cultural context of British society, where iconoclasm and creativity were promoted within higher education. The response by history lecturers in the colleges of education was a ‘re-think’ of the rationale of the subject in schools, which has proved a powerful and long-lasting influence on the teaching of history to the current day.
If one had visited two history classrooms twenty years apart, in 1968 and 1988, there would be some significant differences. Out had gone the incessant note-taking, along with great chunks of the chronological syllabus, to be replaced by ‘patch’ and thematic studies, the analysis of historical sources and the fostering of the ‘skills’ of the historian. Many children were learning ‘actively’ in group discussions, through drama and simulations and on field-trips. They were also working individually using worksheets or materials designed and put together by the teacher from a multiplicity of original sources with the aid of the photocopier or banda machine. By 1988, electronic media such as the video recorder had been embraced by teachers and here and there enthusiasts were starting to devise ways of using the emergent computer technology in class. Textbooks had changed out of all recognition, as had the examinations which governed the final two years of compulsory schooling. Perhaps the one area where there had been little change was in the sixth form. 
In 1960, less than 5 per cent of secondary school pupils were educated in comprehensive schools. This changed radically after 1965 with the circulation to local authorities of Circular 10/65 which declared the Government’s intention to ‘end selection at 11+ and eliminate separatism in secondary education’.
 By 1980, 82 per cent of secondary state-school pupils in England were being educated in comprehensive schools catering for the whole range of ability.
 Although initially the comprehensives adopted the grammar school curriculum, in which history had traditionally held a strong place, the needs of the less able could not be ignored and by the early 1970s, schools had started to devise a curriculum more suited to a wider range of ability and for which examination accreditation could be provided by the CSE and a range of technical qualifications. In the secondary moderns, however, history was not generally seen as important, even when students had enjoyed the subject, because it did not relate directly to their employment aspirations. This was especially the case for those leaving after the fourth year (at age 15) without taking external examinations.
  
A new curriculum started to take shape in the larger comprehensive schools, with a wide range of choice and new subjects which seemed more ‘modern’, such as social studies. Social studies offered to incorporate history within the social sciences and enable the student to view contemporary issues with a degree of hindsight. The potential impact of social studies on traditional history courses had been recognised in the 1950s but comprehensive reorganisation brought it onto the curriculum agenda for many more schools by the seventies.
 Integrated humanities (confusingly sometimes also called social studies) offered different advantages to the curriculum planners. If other new subjects were to come onto the weekly timetable, there was an incentive to push similar-looking subjects together and history, geography and religious studies looked likely candidates for a cross-curricular approach. To some extent, this was simply continuing in the lower school (ages 11-13) the type of work experienced in many primary schools, where projects could combine history, number work, art, even science, in one topic study or project. The introduction of humanities was not necessarily a trend resisted by younger history teachers like John Hite who started teaching at an East Sussex comprehensive school in 1977:
We had social studies in [the] first two years.  And that was great because it was taught as teamwork…. you had lead lessons, so someone came in and gave a presentation to about four groups and then you went off for two weeks developing ideas from a common task sheet [or] work booklet.  That was very handy obviously, coming in as a new teacher, with resources there because I was teaching geography, RE and history, so I had to teach things that I hadn’t got much of a background in, but because of the structure it was fine…. You taught that to your tutor group – so you taught them a lot. … [It was] largely chronological but relating it to the geography and RE. So I thought it was a very well designed course.
  

Two head teachers of comprehensive schools, Michael Hinton and Evelyn Hinde, were more aware of the staff rivalries excited by the combining of subjects:
In the first two years we had what we called humanities.  We parcelled up RE, history and geography into humanities, had a head of humanities and that meant that we had to provide resources for the staff … it was a co-operative effort and people had to teach to material which their colleagues provided.  They hated it, a lot of them.

There was an attempt by three of the staff; the history teacher, the geography teacher –… I think it was the RE teacher … to do some joint work… but the geographer took the lead and… in fact their subject outweighed the others and … it had a geography bias and it became more of a geography project with a bit of history tacked on. And I suspect that’s what happened, basically, in a lot of places.

This sort of experimentation had been encouraged by the publication of the Newsom Report, which concluded that the needs of the cohort (in fact the majority) of children who would not be expected to reach O level standard would be best served by integrating the humanities subjects and dealing with contemporary topics, which were of more immediate interest.
Geography and perhaps even more frequently history lessons are expendable as far as boys, and to a less extent girls are concerned. They cannot buy anything with this kind of knowledge as they can with physics and shorthand; they are not always willing to pay for it with hard work as they will for the skills of handicraft or dressmaking. Henry Ford's 'history is bunk', did they but know it, expresses exactly what they feel; but, of course, Henry Ford is as dead to them as Queen Anne - or history.
 
This ‘utilitarian’ view of history offered little prospect for the future of traditional history teaching in English secondary schools. The Schools Council in its publication Humanities for the Young School Leaver, urged teachers to ‘find more successful methods of making history in its own right meaningful and attractive’ to pupils; otherwise it risked disappearing from the curriculum altogether.

It was at this point that Mary Price’s article ‘History in Danger’ appeared in the journal of the Historical Association. A rallying cry to save school history, it brought together succinctly the growing concerns of the ‘history community’ in schools and teacher training colleges.
 She believed the ‘danger’ stemmed from three aspects of school history; out-dated syllabuses, outdated methods of teaching and elitism. Price’s prescription was the sharing of good and varied practice in teaching. She complained ‘No one has “done a Nuffield” for history’ (the Nuffield Foundation had funded innovative curriculum projects in maths, science and French). She did not expect it to happen and called for ‘massive self-help’ and the establishment of a ‘real forum for the exchange of experiment and thought in the teaching of history’.
 The response of the Historical Association was the founding of its teaching practice journal, Teaching History in 1969. The ‘history in danger’ theme has recurred as an important motif in recent discussions about history in the school curriculum.

Price’s view that history faced imminent extinction proved the catalyst for a series of critical changes to history in England’s schools. The ‘leading edge’ of change in history teaching in the 1960s was located in the teacher training colleges, in particular in new foundations recruiting younger staff who had graduated since the War.  College of education lecturers were already looking to offer an alternative rationale for history teaching more suited to the demands of the comprehensive school and to the ‘utilitarian’ requirements of its curriculum. David Burrell gives an impression of his feelings on being appointed, still only in his late twenties, to the staff of Bulmershe College in Reading:

Quite fortuitously … I was appointed at Bulmershe College of Education in Reading, which I’d never heard of—totally new college. I went in 1966, and it had been open for two years. Totally new – new site, new buildings – everything was new. … Both of … [the principals] were really determined that this college was going to be at the forefront of teacher education. And for the first time, I was working in an institution where the resources were available, the equipment was available. … At Bulmershe, most of the people—not all of them … were new. They’d come straight out of schools, and they were eager, committed, industrious, and they wanted to effect change. And it was a wonderful climate to be in. It was also the time when there was money. I look back now and I think, ‘How the hell did we manage to do all that?’ We could only do it because the local authorities, not just in Berkshire but across the country, were putting a lot of money into it. So it was a wonderful place to be.
 

Likewise, Gareth Elwyn Jones recalled the excitement of teaching at Cardiff’s college of education in the same period:

I …joined an expanding department of history which had jumped to eight by the time I started …It was responding to the 1960s bulge …and also to the fact that the teaching degree was coming in, of course the BEd, at that time.… I was in a group of relatively young, new history lecturers who were all interested in the theory of history teaching, because obviously we were now teaching teachers of history.…  John Fines, for example … his reputation there was phenomenal.  We were …now … actively involved in discussions all the time about children’s thinking and marrying education theory of the time with ideas about history teaching.  So that was a very stimulating environment indeed.
Interest amongst educationists in children’s thinking was not new at this time, but the application of child psychology to the teaching of history certainly was.
 Perhaps the most influential educational theorist in the latter half of the twentieth century was Piaget, who had defined stages of development according to the capacity of children to think in logical and abstract fashion. Under the age of 11, children struggled to understand abstract ideas or concepts, but beyond that they were gradually developing the skills of systematic thought and problem solving. 
Unfortunately, research on the stages of development in their understanding of history appeared to show that most children were not capable of systematic abstract thought and problem solving until the age of 15.
 Of course, this did not matter much if one aspired only to drill students in factual information for exams based largely on memory recall. Abstract thinking was done at A level and that was for the select few in the 1960s. The research seemed to substantiate the view that history was an elitist subject more suited to the able student and also supported the idea that complex topics (mostly assumed to be those nearer in time to the present) were best taught in the final two years of secondary schooling. It seemed possible that in comprehensive schools, history, suited only to an elite few, might fall off the curriculum as Latin had done. 

That it did not was in some measure due to the impact of the popularisation of ideas which married child development theory and the study of history. In 1971, the Historical Association published a pamphlet, Educational Objectives for the Study of History by Jeanette B. Coltham and John Fines which is generally regarded as the seminal work which led to the wider development of what has been called ‘new history’.
 Coltham and Fines set out a series of attitudes, skills and abilities which they expected learners to display at all stages of learning history, though the sophistication of the learner’s response would depend on age and ability. They were influenced by the American psychologist, Benjamin Bloom, whose ‘taxonomy’ invited the teacher to focus not on the substantive knowledge gained, but the development of the child’s capacity to think, feel and act in response to what is being taught. A traditional history syllabus specified content (topics and periods to be taught/learned) and not much else. In contrast, Coltham and Fines stated ‘It is not possible, and is probably undesirable, to stipulate that certain facts are the essential ones pertinent to the discipline’.
 Instead they tried to identify the characteristic practices associated with doing history as an educational activity. Ironically, Coltham and Fines were adapting ideas which had already gained ground in the teaching of Social Studies in the US in the 1950s.
 They also drew on the work of another American psychologist, Jerome Bruner, whose core idea was the ‘spiral curriculum’, whereby any concept could be taught with integrity at any age, as long as the material was structured in a fashion suited to the learner’s stage of cognitive development.
 Bruner’s ideas had been formulated to meet the needs of science teachers, who were encouraged to get children to ‘mimick’ the procedures and thinking processes inherent to the scientific method in the classroom and laboratory.
 Coltham and Fines introduced their framework in Educational Objectives in the following terms, ‘only as he masters the relevant skills will the learner come to know what historical method is (learning by doing)’.
  
The importance of all this was not the specific list of skills, but the idea that one could teach children to ‘practise history’. The emphasis was taken off acquiring historical knowledge towards ‘imagining’ as a means of understanding human actors in the past and the use of many different types of historical source to produce ‘truly their personal versions of history’.
 In the early 1970s, even if history teachers were aware of these ideas, it was clear that they sat very awkwardly with the demands of O level examinations.
 As Coltham acknowledged, the Framework was a ‘working document’ which she hoped would be used by teachers as a sort of ‘check-list’ for planning pupils’ learning.
 However, the constraints of the examination system, the traditions of the curriculum and the perennial lack of any culture of collaboration amongst teachers suggested its impact might be limited to a few enthusiasts.
New History in the 1970s and early 80s

The Coltham and Fines pamphlet, however, came to assume totemic significance in the development of history teaching in England, due to the emergence of what might be described as a cultural movement called ‘new history’ which by 1988 had established a strong influence in the classroom, the textbook and in the new GCSE examination. New history did not appear as a fully-formed theory of teaching history, but over time it gradually developed from the efforts of teachers and teacher trainers to re-think the rationale of their subject as a means not only of ‘saving’ it on the school curriculum but also out of a conviction that the integrity of the subject lay in introducing children to the way in which it was constructed as well as its finished form. Its position was secured gradually over the seventies and eighties by means of its widespread published materials and the grassroots influence of teacher networks. The approach was also spread by proponents to positions of influence over the school curriculum and teachers as a body of professionals. They were prominent as teacher trainers, textbook authors, examiners, local authority advisers and as school inspectors (HMIs). 
 New history’s capture of the commanding heights of the ‘school history world’ was by no means a certainty, but its success was (ironically) secured by the actions of the Thatcher government, when in 1986, it agreed at last to the introduction of a nationally-regulated 16+ examination – the GCSE.

Earlier in the century, there had been a minority voice in universities and schools in favour of promoting thinking skills and the use of sources in the teaching of history.
 However, these ideas did not reach far and most secondary schools still in the early 1970s followed a broadly chronological syllabus which was delivered by the teacher from the front of the class with limited additional resources.
 If one goes by the content of Teaching History, the emerging problem for teachers of history in the 1970s was how to select content from the growing range of alternatives, each of which had merits, and having selected, decide how to deliver that content in the classroom, given the ever-widening range of materials and technological aids available to put it across to children.
 The ‘new history’ responded to a different and more fundamental question – which was ‘how should children be learning to think about history?’ In this respect, it could be argued that the ‘new history’ marked a paradigm shift in thinking by focusing on the methods of teaching history in schools rather than the content of courses.
Even in the fifties and early sixties, some teachers had tried to diversify their teaching by using local archaeological or historical sites or archive packs supplied by local archive services to enliven the ‘story’ of history and allow children to discover things about the past for themselves.
 For the most part, however, these materials and activities were not central to the lessons, but accessories, to make them exciting and enjoyable for children. Along with these new materials went innovative methods (such as the use of drama or model-making) which suited the study of a particular period or event in depth rather than a long chronological outline. The secondary modern and then comprehensive schools provided much more fertile soil for these innovations than the grammars, as pupils did coursework, often on local history topics, as part of their CSE courses. These changes did not amount to a new approach to history but they did mean that where innovation was already happening, teachers were prepared to consider a new type of course altogether. This ‘spirit of adventure’ was most evident amongst the many young history graduates emerging from the expanded university sector in the sixties and seventies, including Chris Culpin:

I got a job in Devon at Exmouth School, which was the largest comprehensive in England at the time with 2,400 students…. There were twelve NQTs [teachers on their first appointment] in the school the September I started.  It was a time of huge excitement and we really thought that the world was going to change.  It was 1969 … there was going to be peace and love and better history and I expected and hoped to be part of that movement…. I think it was a reaction, we all had a reaction to the O level and A level history that we had been taught, and to be fair, been very successful at, which was heavily based on factual recall.

Ideas for ‘better history’ were coming from another expanding sector in the 1960s, that of the teacher training colleges, where theories of child psychology had led to research into ways of enabling children to ‘think historically’. Fuelled by the need to establish their academic credentials, younger college of education lecturers participated in a ‘pedagogical ferment’, the outcomes of which were not always appreciated at the grassroots in schools.

New history would have consisted of little more than a series of isolated experiments in particular schools without the initiative of the Schools Council.
 The Council had been formed in 1964 from an earlier body, the Curriculum Study Group, set up in 1962 by the Conservative government. The Schools Council worked by awarding funding to groups of teachers and higher education lecturers who then produced new courses for schools. This initiative was partly a copy of the US curriculum programmes of the sixties, which had been initiated in response to fears stirred by Soviet achievements in space in the late fifties.
 Comprehensive school arrangements in England were still developing and some local authorities were experimenting with middle school structures, creating an age group for which little specialist curriculum material existed and also crucially for which there was no external examination. The Nuffield Foundation funded an integrated humanities project for children aged 8-13 covering history, geography and social studies under the leadership of Lawrence Stenhouse at UEA in Norwich and the Schools Council supported the Place, Time and Society 8-13 Project under the leadership of Alan Blyth at London University.
 These curriculum development projects adopted evidence-based approaches to topics of study which were integrated across the subject areas concerned. 
In 1972 the Schools Council decided to support a project in history alone for the older age group of 13-16 year-olds following lobbying by Roy Wake, the leading HMI for history.
 Wake approached David Sylvester to lead the project and he assembled a team of experienced teachers who worked on secondment to produce a new history syllabus.  Wake had spotted Sylvester, then working as a teacher trainer in the education department of Leeds University, because he had published a book about the teaching of history to less-able children, a matter of concern to those who wished history to survive as a subject on the comprehensive school timetable.
 Sylvester had never found traditional teaching methods congenial: ‘I thought it can’t be right.  I’m going into teaching, I’m going to do all the work and the pupils are going to do nothing.’

By the late sixties, he had come to a new understanding of the way history could be taught, influenced by the work of the philosopher, R.G. Collingwood and by classroom innovators such as Keatinge, Happold, Jeffreys and Reeves.
 
That the first stage in the teaching of any subject should be to show the pupils what that subject is so that they may relate it to their personal needs seems fairly obvious and yet rarely do history teachers begin in this way. Rather the stuff of history is produced and the pupils wade into it as into a haystack…. If pupils – and this applies particularly for those who are less able – are to follow their courses of history with interest, they must see what it is all about, they must see the point of it…. The suggestion here is that the first and main method of teaching history is to teach it as it is known to historians … [for them], history is not the recitation of memorized facts, the reliance on one text-book account, or the supplying of relevant missing words to some emasculated accounts. Yet this is what it can become in school. The consequence is that many pupils dislike history without, paradoxically enough, ever having known it.

Sylvester called the resulting course a ‘journeyman project’ which would be accessible to the ordinary teacher. He considered Coltham and Fines too complex – instead he set out a short list of ‘pupils’ needs’ which he felt the course could address. 
 The new history course was designed to work within contemporary classroom constraints and offer a well-regarded alternative to the traditional O level and CSE.
 Sylvester was acutely aware of the pressure on teachers to prepare pupils for O level: ‘I said, “… we’ll have to produce an O level exam, because … I don’t think any history teacher worth his salt is going to take on new ideas if his children can’t get an O level out of it”.’
 Four years of pilot work with a selected group of 50 schools followed with ‘experimental’ O Level and CSE examinations starting in 1976. It was this pragmatic approach and the network of support groups set up by the team in Leeds which enabled teachers easily to adopt the Schools Council History Project (SCHP). The books produced to support the course were attractive and well-illustrated and included a unit of materials which could be used as a free-standing introduction to the novelty of ‘detective work’ in history, with children in their third year, critically before they decided on their options for O level or CSE.
 The topics of study, though light years away from any other O level syllabus available at the time, were effectively a coalescence of all the curricular trends of the previous 30 years, rolled together into one course: a modern world ‘crisis’ study (e.g. the Arab-Israeli Conflict), a narrower depth study bringing in social and cultural history (e.g. Elizabethan England or the American West), a themed study of a development over a long period of time (Medicine Through Time) and a local study with fieldwork devised by the teacher.
 However, this is to underplay the truly innovative aspects of SCHP, which revolved around the ‘detective’-style approach to learning history, based on four underlying (or second-order) ‘concepts’ – evidence, change and continuity, causation and empathy.
 Children were required to ‘investigate’ historical questions, interpret ‘clues’ from adapted original sources and appreciate that historical explanations were a matter of debate. They were encouraged to try to understand the perspective of people in the past in order to explain their actions and views and thereby avoid anachronistic thinking. Thus, SCHP enabled the ideas about children’s historical thinking in the sixties and early seventies which were circulating in colleges of education to be tried out in the classroom. By 1976, the SCHP course had been fully developed and has continued in roughly the same form for the last thirty-five years, supported by refreshed published materials from time to time.
 Research did, however, continue in teacher training colleges leading to an increasingly sophisticated conception of children’s thinking skills in history by the late 1980s. For instance, P.J. Rogers used maps and diagrams of sixteenth-century castles in Northern Ireland to get children aged 10-13 to study the notion of ‘strategic importance’ in its historical context. His work demonstrated it was possible to engage even young children in building up their own complex view of the past, examining ‘both sides’, even where sectarian divides would be expected to hinder the study of alternative views of the past.

The SCHP course was not designed only to make learning history ‘more authentic’. Its raison d’être sprang from the utilitarian demands of the comprehensive schools with their wide ability range. History had to justify its place in the curriculum for all children. The SCHP attempted to do this on the basis of history’s wider social benefits rather than its academic (or nationalistic) merits. One of the needs listed by SCHP was pupils’ need ‘to find their personal identity’, a development thought necessary for all young people to which history could contribute: ‘If adolescents need to widen their experience in order to find themselves, history offers them the opportunity to experience vicariously an immense range of real human life and endeavour’.
 However, this was no unambiguous study of ‘heroes’; instead, the Project adopted the more critical stance of the wider culture emerging in the sixties by clearly advocating a relativistic approach to the making of moral judgements.
 Alongside this decidedly sixties approach to the past, the course promoted a more collaborative approach in the classroom, with teachers, though still ‘experts’ (or even prepared to admit they were not experts!) in the classroom, ‘supporting’ pupils in their learning. This new approach was supposed to begin with a discussion between teacher and pupils about the purpose of history which would set the tone for the remainder of the course. SCHP proposed that teachers use a variety of teaching methods and a much wider range of resources than normal in traditional teaching, including games, simulations and drama, explaining that ‘since the outcomes hoped for are attitudes and abilities rather than the memorisation of facts, classroom methods should be favoured which create an active learning situation for the pupil, rather than those which cast the teacher in the role of transmitter of information’, although this did not exclude the teacher telling a good story in the right place.
 

Although courses for the 8-13 age range had paved the way for learning of this type, Sylvester and his team had to persuade history teachers, traditionally quite a conservative professional group, to adopt the new course for their O level classes. They toured the country, using basic visual aids to illustrate to teachers the theory underlying the SCHP approach to history. Sylvester recalled the success of these meetings as teachers seemed receptive to the ideas:

I developed the view that history was a heap of materials which survive from the past and which historians can use as evidence of the past, and this heap, they either tunnel down into it like a line of development or they go in from the side like a patch and do the Tudors, or they cut off the top and do contemporary history, or they go in a little spot and they do local history…. And we produced this visually and I used to carry it around and go off to lectures and put it up on the board.
  

The SCHP team were well aware that their course represented a complete break from the traditional O level course. They had deliberately set out to challenge the dominant view of appropriate assessment in history:

[SCHP] is at once more and less ambitious than traditional syllabuses at this age level. It is less ambitious because it does not set out to cover in detail the mass of content usually demanded. It is more ambitious because it gives pupils the opportunity of sampling in some depth a range of historical content and adopting a wide variety of approaches to history…. It should promote some re-thinking of the whole question of syllabus in history at the secondary level.

The coursework element, in particular, was controversial as it was taken from CSE practice, which implied it was less rigorous. This created difficulties when it came to finding an O level examination board to take the SCHP course. At length the Southern Universities Board agreed, but reluctantly, and the relationship was never an easy one.
 To some extent, the course was developed as it was taught, with feedback from the pilot schools shaping the eventual published materials.
 
The whole scheme was vastly ambitious – essentially to introduce children of all abilities to divergent thinking about history at a stage when most child development experts would have said they would struggle to cope. Yet many teachers were attracted by the ideas of the Project and some were overnight ‘converts’, like John D. Clare who as a young teacher in 1974 went to an SCHP presentation:

It was an epiphany for me, because … basically, I realised that I had been up through O level, A level and I’d studied history at Oxford, and I didn’t have a clue … the concept of history being based on sources was a radical, exciting idea for me, and then the idea that we might give sources to children and that they may study them … for themselves.… Well, my life as a history teacher was changed…. I went home a different man….. I went away and I began to understand that what we need to do as history teachers is to give them the bricks and let them begin to try and … build their own history out of this.

Scott Harrison recalled as a young teacher, the mixed response at the meeting he attended to hear about SCHP:

I remember, probably around 1974—going to the Lancashire Teachers Centre to hear … another Harrison, coming to talk to us from Leeds about this new development called the Schools History Project.… I remember thinking, ‘We’re on the right lines then because they are putting up a structure for a course that is not too far removed from our little CSE modular Mode 3’. The thing about the meeting was the overt hostility of a large part of the audience to what this chap was proposing. This sort of encapsulated the tension of the early years when the Schools History Project came in.

Of course many teachers, like Alan Farmer teaching in Sheffield comprehensives in the 1970s, did not subscribe to all of the ideas in new history:

Some of its materials were a bit too didactic, i.e. you will all teach this, and I think it did itself a disservice by almost ignoring content.  At one stage Mark Pullen [a fictional character in the What is History? unit] was probably better known than Winston Churchill and that could not in any respect be right.  There was a danger that … the baby would go out with the bathwater …. Schools History could forget the story side [of history teaching] which is sad. … The less able kids found a lot of the materials difficult.  
  

However, most teachers liked some aspect of it, especially perhaps the ‘detective’ approach to studying history in the introductory materials. In addition to the supporting materials and the availability of an O level exam, the long-term success of SCHP was reinforced by the teachers’ networks set up to ensure mutual support, which, as Chris Culpin recalled, often met at teachers’ centres locally. 

Certainly in Suffolk and I think also in Cambridgeshire, Essex, probably Norfolk, certainly in East Anglia, the local authority adviser decided to really go for the project in a big way. … David Penrose in Suffolk decided to promote this.  He arranged meetings for schools that were taking on the course, quite regular, like once a month we’d have a twilight in the teachers’ centre…. It was very convenient, you know, you’d turn up, have a cup of tea…. It perhaps accounts … still accounts for the heavy take-up of SHP in some areas and the non-existent take-up of SHP in other areas. 
   

SCHP also drew a strong following from local authority advisers (sometimes also called local authority inspectors), many of them new appointments in the sixties and seventies. Some were very keen for all of the schools in their area to join the Project, though not always with good results, as Denis Shemilt (Director 1978-82) confirmed:

We did get a bandwagon effect… we did get people coming in for the wrong reasons and we did get advisers instructing all their … schools … that they ought to join the SHP and I can remember offering support to those who didn’t want to.  Because … you can’t dragoon people into something like this.  It’s the hearts and minds thing.
 
Even enthusiastic teachers could struggle to master the unusual content of the course – the History of Medicine topic proved particularly challenging as most teachers had not covered history of science at university and most had not taught a ‘themed’ course before.
 Despite this, there was a suspicion amongst traditional teachers, especially in the grammar schools, that including less content made SCHP easier than the outline chronological courses.
 Critics claimed that SCHP was sacrificing the coherence of the traditional history course in order to chase after the chimera of historical skills. There were plenty of critics amongst research academics in the leading education departments, such as the Institute of Education in London who believed that it was not possible to train the majority of children to ‘think historically’. Sylvester recalled the opposition:

I suppose in a way our materials were our message….  But there was a worry … that teachers just handed them out, didn’t get pupils to discuss evidence or interpretations …. we knew it was happening.  There was much criticism from traditionalists…. Burston at London Institute, Batho at Sheffield – Professor of History.  And my own colleagues at the University of Leeds were lukewarm…. And of course G R Elton’s article of 1970
 - that was very anti the idea.

Sylvester believed the Project needed to prove its worth by means of some research of its own. He recruited a sociologist, Denis Shemilt to test the ‘concept development’ of children who had been taught using the SCHP as compared with a control group which had not. The results did not show conclusively that many children could think in abstract terms about history at the age of 14, however it did show that children taught through the SCHP course were able to understand the limitations of sources and discuss historical questions, though often in simplistic terms. The Study identified a series of stages in thinking about evidence as children’s thinking matured. Different levels of reasoning ability were evident in their responses. In the view of one of the Project’s later directors, Chris Culpin, the Evaluation helped establish the SCHP as an attractive alternative to traditional history:

Denis … was able to prove that people who had done the course were better at explanations, better at evaluating sources, better at understanding historical thinking than people who hadn’t.  And I think … that was really important for giving it respectability.  I mean there had been over the years lots of innovatory courses, but the big Evaluation Study I think gave it a strength to say, you know, you’ve got to take this seriously, students on this course are able to do things which they can’t do on more orthodox pre-GCSE courses.

However after the initial enthusiasm of the ‘early joiners’, the progress of the Project was very gradual. There were various reasons for this – some teachers preferred to do modern world history in the final two years of compulsory schooling. Others were deterred by the cost of re-stocking text books and other resources for the unusual combination of topics in the Project. Alternative more general textbooks were often not well-suited to the Project’s approach.
 By 1986, just over twenty per cent of schools (800 secondary schools in England and Wales) were teaching the Schools History Project (Schools Council funding came to an end in 1983 and the Council itself was abolished in 1984).
 Many more history departments used What is History? to provide a lively introduction to the use of sources for their 13-year old, or even 11-year old, pupils.
 Even where there was no use of the materials, it seems that the ideas associated with SHP, such as evidence and empathy, were influencing both teacher trainers and history teachers in schools.
 Ian Dawson (SHP Director 1982-9) believed that SHP was a slow-acting catalyst for change in history teaching in the seventies and eighties:
The great thing about SHP was it … created a national community of SHP teachers.… It did bring examiners together from different boards.  It certainly brought teachers together within authorities, but there was this great sense of being part of a movement…. of something that was new and refreshing and changing, changing the nature of what was happening, even if in practice what was happening was necessarily moving a bit more slowly than we thought we’d like it to happen…. The ideas were there but … change in education takes decades, not years.

By the late 1980s, the history taught in most English state schools had changed dramatically. The content of the history taught had diversified to such a degree that the traditional national narrative described at the start of this chapter would have been the exception. In its place, a thousand flowers (and some weeds of course) bloomed as teachers, spurred on by both national and local curriculum projects, exploited their autonomy over the curriculum to customise the content in an unprecedented fashion. Teachers, sometimes working in collaboration with each other or teacher trainers, wrote their own courses for the lower years, often with a strong thread of local history.
 The content of history courses from age 14-16 was more constrained by the exam syllabuses available, but even so, the traditional British history course had been superseded for the most part by syllabuses focusing on contemporary world history (the world wars and international diplomacy since 1900) and social and economic history (the industrial revolution and social/franchise reform in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries). 
The diversity of history curricula in the lower school by the late seventies and early eighties is well illustrated from the survey evidence:
I remember the first year was more about history research – how we know what happened. I remember learning about the Piltdown man and Roman artefacts, but not much else from that year. In the second year we concentrated on the history of communication, - postal service, smoke signals, telephone etc. The only thing I remember about the third year was learning about Christopher Columbus, although I’m sure we must have done more than just that. (CH, born 1967, comprehensive school) 

In what is now called Year 9 I studied History for 1 year at Upper School. We studied the Tolland Man and the Boys in the Tower. We … had to look at evidence to decide who the Tollund Man or Peat Bog Man had been. I remember writing about his stomach contents and guessing his last meal. We also had to decide if King Richard locked the boys in the Tower and killed them. (KM, born 1970, comprehensive upper school)
The topics I remember touching on from the third year onwards were … local history: there was a coach trip visiting local points of interest. … I remember being taught how to recognise the lay of the land as an indication of there having once been a fortification there. The Witch hunts were the only other subject that I remember us all studying as a class. (ZB, born 1971, comprehensive school)
The survey respondents at school in the seventies and eighties remember their history with more fondness than the earlier generation – none claimed to be bored and there was more time for reading in depth about a topic and writing one’s own projects. A significant proportion did integrated studies, humanities or some form of social studies in the first year or two of secondary school. As a consequence perhaps, fewer of them than those at school in the fifties and sixties remember as much about the history they learnt. 

Teaching methods in the history classroom from the 1960s to 1988
In addition to its impact on the content of history taught, comprehensive education had a significant though gradual effect on the history classroom between the sixties and the eighties. The challenge of teaching lower-ability pupils brought to the surface the issue of engaging students in the classroom – how should one capture the interest of the less academically-minded students? Before 1973, this concern was sharpened somewhat by the fact that at least 20 per cent of students were not taking an exam in the subject, therefore the teacher could not rely on this as a motivation for them to put up with ‘chalk and talk’ or extensive note-taking in class. Some, like Eric Houlder, saw this aspect as beneficial to the teaching:

And the great thing was that with no exams at the end, if you got a red herring that was relevant, you followed it.  The kids thought they were leading you astray, and they were learning something.  I loved that.

History teachers had to develop more imaginative ways of engaging such students – using practical projects, such as model making, or a local history visit, a class project or creating pictures and diagrams – methods which demanded less writing or perhaps shorter focused pieces of writing more suited to the pupils’ levels of literacy.
 Some were even more adventurous – for instance, Houlder transferred his love of archaeology to his students:

We were lucky … because the school was very close to a Roman road and I made sure we went out looking at the crops as they grew over the Roman road, or didn’t grow where the paving was…. And we had a good time, actually.  I hope the kids enjoyed it.  I’m sure I did.… They suddenly realise that where they are actually has a history, in some cases going back 2,000 years, in the case of a Roman road. It went across the fields behind the school and I could show them it on aerial photographs.

The use of a variety of resources and ‘active’ methods received attention in Teaching History – these ranged from discussion of documents, the use of stories for younger children to the development of drama and re-enactment which became popular (especially in primary schools) in the 1970s. One of the key writers for TH on new methods of teaching was John Fines, who collaborated with a drama teacher to produce The Drama of History: an experiment in co-operative teaching (1974). The use of drama in primary schools and the early years of the secondary school chimed with the imaginative writing many children were asked to do. For Pat Dawson, a teacher in a secondary modern school in Whitehaven, drama was a means of keeping her most challenging pupils active and interested in history:

You’ve got … last two lessons on a Friday afternoon, and you’ve got … these naughty, mischievous little boys, and … they’re your extroverts. … They’re the ones that would love the drama and the acting, particularly the murder of Beckett or The Peasants’ Revolt and Wat Tyler…. and they become involved.  They will bring to school, you know, a cloak or a dagger, because, ‘We’re doing this play next week!’  And then … we performed them for school assemblies, and it gave these children such confidence…. Sometimes, particularly for the Beckett one, I wrote the play with the children because I said to them, ‘So what do you think happened next?  … What did you think Beckett would say?  What would Henry II say?’ … Sometimes, also, I got them to sit in groups and write a section of the play, and then come back with it and form it together.  

This kind of approach came within the SCHP idea of empathy – the attempt to understand the perspective of people in history. Before the mid-1980s, empathy was not controversial, mainly because it was not generally assessed at O level or CSE, except in SHP exams.
 
The use of artefacts or documents to give children more of an experiential historical experience was supported in the 1950s and early 60s by a few museums and county archives, but facsimile documents were rarely available for use by schoolchildren in the classroom. Visits to museums and historical sites (at least in the UK) by school parties increased as funding of secondary schools improved in the sixties and seventies but were by their very nature occasional treats rather than a regular feature of the teaching of history. However, local history societies working at a grassroots level started to publish collections of documents which were available to support local history projects.
 University departments (such as Newcastle) and then educational publishers started to produce commercial packs of facsimile documents for schools (most famously the Jonathan Cape Jackdaw series) from the mid-1960s. These focused on common topics in the history curriculum, e.g. The Gunpowder Plot.   
The publication of text books for the school history market expanded significantly in the 1970s and 80s as school budgets for materials grew. This meant publishers could continue to cater for the traditional O level courses with pages of blocked text unrelieved by more than a few black and white cartoons or maps, whilst also developing more graphically-based books for the CSE pupil, such as the History Alive series by Peter Moss, which used line diagrams and cartoons to depict historical events.
 Chief amongst the educational publishers for history were Longmans who by the sixties had introduced black and white photographs and simple exercises for class use. By the eighties, there were many more new publishers in the market, such as Wayland, with plentiful illustrations as well as documentary extracts and suggestions for classroom activities.
 Cheap printing technology encouraged new and experimental teacher-publishers to get into the market, like John Simkin, who together with other teachers and Sussex University staff, helped set up a co-operative venture, Tressell Publishing, to produce books which would be written by teachers for the new style of classroom work on sources:
We formed Tressell Publications. The sales were immense and it became a major problem because the whole thing was based in my house and we would meet once a week where we would discuss [what to produce]… Teachers started sending in materials to publish…. There was another member of the group who used to go on trips to the Western Front – school trips – and he had produced a series of worksheets and put them together to turn into a book … They again sold very well … And then I produced a whole series of books on this approach – contemporary accounts of the Second World War, contemporary accounts of the Industrial Revolution … and they were all highly successful.

More schools had photocopiers allowing teachers to produce their own worksheets and booklets customised to the history course devised by the teacher. Probably the single most transformative piece of technology for the teaching of history in the 1970s, the photocopier launched a ‘worksheet revolution’ allowing teachers to adapt their teaching to meet the very varied needs of the all-ability class fashionable in comprehensive schools at the time. 
Worksheets, where each pupil worked individually, were the complete opposite to the teacher-talk which had dominated traditional history lessons, but they also had their hazards, as Andy Reid reflected when considering his early career in a comprehensive school:
When I started [in 1972] I guess my practice, like so many people, was very much worksheet dominated.  You came in with worksheets – that was the standard way of managing and structuring a lesson: a short introduction and then a worksheet.  And when I look back on some of the materials from that period now I do cringe because it wasn’t good.
  

Some history teachers went further and created their own ‘home-made’ text books or work books, by combining photocopied pages from a variety of published text books and documentary packs, to which they often added their own questions and activities for pupils to complete.
 By the 1980s, teachers’ own materials were also customised to accompany TV programmes or parts of them from video collections which many taped from mainstream as well as schools broadcasting.
During the seventies, BBC and independent broadcasters were producing a wealth of schools programmes (e.g. History in Evidence for radio and History on the Rack for TV) designed to fit the history curriculum in schools, though this was difficult given the variety of topics studied in schools. There were important innovations in history programming for the middle school age range (8-13), particularly the widely watched and expensively produced How We Used to Live, the ‘soap-opera’ style historical drama produced by Yorkshire TV between 1968 and 2002.
 Almost 90 episodes were shot, covering the experiences of a family caught up in momentous historical events from the Elizabethan to early-Victorian eras and even up to the 1970s. The impact of broadcasting on secondary school history was less significant than in the primary school, due to the timetable constraints which hindered viewing during lessons. The spread of video machines into most schools by the early 1980s marked a major turning point, however, as the medium was now flexible and programmes could be shown in timetabled lessons, either as a whole or as selected short clips to illustrate. Video made the medium the servant of the teacher rather than dictating the format of the lesson, as the use of scheduled programmes had tended to do in primary schools. From the 1980s onwards, video became an important tool for most secondary history teachers and may well have persuaded many to offer GCSE courses in twentieth century world history, for which there is a huge reservoir of documentary film which can be exploited for teaching history.
Although graduate student teachers took with them into schools the new ideas they had encountered on their one-year PGCE course, there was no guarantee that existing teachers were changing their teaching methods, even if they changed their curriculum. Sussex University’s education department in the 1970s had one of the earliest link schemes to involve school staff in acting as ‘teacher tutors’ to student history teachers during their teaching practice. This was viewed as an opportunity to introduce new ideas to the teacher tutors as well, as David Burrell, by then working in the Education Department of Sussex University, recalled:
We used to run the university seminars in the evening between half past 5 and half past 7…. so the teacher tutors could come from the school and take part in the discussions. So we were actually saying to the teachers, ‘You should be learning on the job as well.’ … I think being a teacher tutor for some people was quite an eye-opener…. Some people, of course, didn’t do that…. What you could do in some schools, was quite different to what you could do in another school…. And in fact, several of the teachers did … take up part-time MA work.
 

Some museums and county archive services (Essex in particular) started to produce special materials to support history in schools – some even took artefacts out to schools for children to handle.
  Local authorities were starting to commit more money to museum education, then a career in its infancy, as David Anderson recalled when he started working as Education Officer for five Brighton museums in 1979:

I worked with the curators to get objects that could be handled by kids, [and] discussed … [to help them find] ways of talking about and analysing pictures at first hand.  I was … partly revelling in the opportunity to work with kids with primary sources…. but I could also see that many teachers were rather nervous about using museum collections [so I tried]  to produce resources which … came out of the expertise of a small group of teachers who were interested and between us … develop material that could be given to other schools.  At this stage there were far, far fewer museum educators in the country than there are now…. It was an embryo profession really…. There were no training courses in museum education at all.  
  

The number of history trips, whether to museums, archives or for outdoor fieldwork increased significantly in the 1970s, fuelled again by better school budgets, but even more by the changes in the curriculum, especially the popularity of CSE history and the spread of the SHP, which both included coursework. The fullest expression of the ‘home-made’ history course was the Mode 3 version of the CSE (modes 1 and 2 were conventional exams set and marked externally) which became very popular in some parts of the country.
 Essentially the teacher devised the complete course, set the exam and marked it, the marks being externally moderated by a visiting examiner or by samples of work being sent to a local centre for scrutiny. Work on Mode 3 was influential in a number of areas – teachers’ expertise in devising their own courses grew, giving them confidence to design lower school courses as well; materials, often for local studies, had to be researched first-hand, so many became familiar with archives. Mode 3 marking also led many teachers into examination work for CSE, O level and A level generally as their confidence in judging standards of work increased. In this way, enthusiastic teachers, like Andy Reid, became involved in curriculum development in an unprecedented way: 
I developed a mode three, I mean that was in many ways reflective of an SHP- type approach, but in some ways took it further because it was a course that was based on the systematic use of local source material: documentary, visual, fieldwork and so on, so it was like an extended ‘History Around Us’ within a broad social and economic history context. … It involved a lot of investment of time in developing the sources.

This creativity had its spin-off in building teachers’ confidence to organise trips and use a wider range of resources across all the school years. Furthermore, such teachers were supported by a network of local authority teachers’ centres providing courses, resources which could be borrowed, and expert staff who assisted with the production of materials for use in class.
 

How much effect did all of this activity have on the experience of pupils in the classroom? Were history teachers really putting the subject across in a new way and how much effect had there been from new text books, home-made resources and technology in the classroom? A selection of responses from the survey forms gives an impression of a mix of old and new, a varied pattern of experience as teachers grappled with new technology, course design and new methods of teaching history:
It was the days of the overhead projector, with the teacher’s spidery handwriting and wobbly maps. The lessons went into tedious detail of each movement of the Maginot Line, for example. The teacher simply read long passages from books which we dutifully wrote down. No explanation was given. It felt like ‘these are the facts you must remember’. (DC, born 1960, secondary modern school) 

The … colour-card system was an inefficient use of pupil time.  Its intention was to develop research skills but time was often wasted in the library, the experience could be frustrating and you would often have to wait for a teacher’s attention if you had a problem. (KS, born 1961, junior high school)

The teachers mainly used the Blackboard and BBCTV for Schools. In the early seventies, they would plug a big speaker into the wall for the radio and we would have some lessons delivered like that. (JY, born 1962, comprehensive school)
[I] loved the field trips and felt this enhanced the classroom tuition. (FM, born 1965, comprehensive school)
At times we were asked to imagine ourselves living in the period of time being studied and to relate our thoughts, reactions and experiences to our imagined surroundings. (CH, born 1966, comprehensive upper school)
I enjoyed the “History through Architecture” CSE very much. I also loved anything to do with the Ancient World particularly Egypt.  I remember being asked to do a project on “Explorers and Exploration “in Secondary School that I also liked. (SH, born 1966, comprehensive school)
Teachers would describe situations and I remember lots of group discussion. (JH, born 1967, comprehensive school)
As pupils we also felt the coursework element was fun – but easy (having had yearly exams as focus before). (RA, born 1969, grammar school)
I can remember the fourth years (who would be in year 8 by today’s reckoning) doing a play on the First World War at an assembly.  The charge over no-man’s land was very moving as they all died in slow motion.  We then sang a rendition of “Where have all the flowers gone”. We did an assembly of “This is Your Life” in which we chose Henry VIII.  The Eamonn Andrews character would say “…and here she is, the love of your life, Ladies and Gentlemen, Anne Boleyn” and a headless student carrying a papier mâche head would walk onto stage, slap him in the face and sit down. (JD, born 1971, middle school)
The ‘imaginative turn’ first nurtured in primary school history from the sixties had reached the secondary school. Drama and trips helped bring history alive and historical questions were discussed by pupils and teacher together. History was still a factual subject requiring a lot of memory work, but classroom exercises had become more varied as exams had allowed for a wider range of assessments (see below). The two decades preceding the implementation of the National Curriculum saw an unusual flowering of creativity in school history flowing from the enhanced autonomy of teachers who could devise their own courses or choose new alternatives such as the Schools History Project and assisted by the technology and the money to create their own materials. Andy Reid’s career illustrates the way in which creative and enthusiastic history teachers could extend their influence over the teaching of the subject through the new career opportunities which emerged within local authorities in the seventies and eighties
The Norfolk History Teachers’ Association … met always at Norwich Teachers’ Centre; that was its spiritual home.  And through that … [I became] interested in a broader view of history education, teaching and learning of history.  Also through the GCSE training, I mean that was a process that took you out of your own school and led to engagement with other history departments [and] history teachers, and I found that I thoroughly enjoyed that.  It was also a way of having influence; you could feel that you could make a difference to more than just the youngsters in your own school. Crucially important as they were, it was nice to feel that you could have a wider influence…. There was more scope for creativity as an Adviser.  I remember actually in 1987-88 when I was a history adviser in a purer sense really than I ever was before or subsequently … It was just wonderful, being able to be evangelical about history education across a whole county.

History exams and the decline of O level
Although there was limited change in O level syllabuses by the 1960s, the progress of comprehensive education and the raising of the school leaving age to 16 in 1973 dramatically expanded the population of pupils sitting examinations. By the early 1960s, the ambitions of secondary modern schools had risen and parents and students wanted external accreditation to put before a prospective employer. O level (introduced in 1951) provided accreditation for the top 20 per cent of ability, whilst the CSE introduced in 1963 and first examined in 1965 catered for a further 40 per cent of the 16+ cohort. For the remaining 40 per cent, no provision was made until the GCSE was introduced in 1986.

More diversity in O level and A level syllabuses was forthcoming from the generally conservative examination boards by the late 1960s. The Associated Examining Board, for instance, retained its conventional examination syllabuses covering British history from 55 B.C. through to 1939, but also offered ‘Britain and World Affairs’ and ‘The Growth of the Commonwealth and English-speaking Peoples’ as alternatives for the adventurous teacher. In both these cases the factual content to be covered was laid out in detail – the chronological national history syllabus defined simply by its dates was still available but gradually its dominance declined as new syllabuses were introduced.

CSE examinations were organised and controlled in a very different way to the university-led O level. CSE history exams were set and marked by regional consortia of local education authorities who involved teachers in the process at every stage. It was to some extent a ‘bottom-up’ organisation whereas O level was decidedly ‘top-down’ in its relationship with the school and the pupils. History teachers benefited from learning how to assess work with reference to set standards. However, the setting of standards across a number of schools always presented challenges, as Pat Dawson remembers:

In CSE the teachers were setting the papers, they were setting the syllabus, and I saw that there certainly was not a standard in CSE from school to school.  I was appalled at some of the standards in some of the schools.  Although we had moderators, certainly the standards were not high in some of the schools, not as high as I would have expected anyway.
 (Patricia Dawson, p. 20)

O level boards were far more secretive about their marking procedures, but in fact, marking was often impressionistic, with little guidance being given to the examiners. Eric Evans, a senior examiner with two different boards, considered ‘the mark schemes [for O level] were so risibly deficient as hardly to qualify as mark schemes at all’.
 Teachers gleaned from the examiners’ reports on the papers information on the pitfalls some students had fallen into – this was the only advice available to help prepare for pupils in the future. Some, like Sarah Ensor felt their preparation was lacking:

About a month before I took my O level, my history teacher said to my parents, ‘Sarah is not a historian.’ … Because I couldn’t write the essays that were required, I couldn’t do the analysis and so on.  But on the other hand, she never taught us how to and what she wanted.  She just marked it, you know, B minus or something.  But it was never a case of how you go about constructing an essay.

In format, CSE was to a large extent simply a more structured version of the O level, with students required to regurgitate memorised historical knowledge in response to simpler questions, giving shorter answers with more guidance on what was required. The main exception to this was Mode 3, where the examination was set by the pupils’ own teacher.
  

Despite some similarities in approach and content, in most cases it was necessary for pupils to opt for either the O level or CSE at age 14 and groups were often taught separately. Where dual entry took place, it meant the teacher had to cover any differences between the syllabuses so that pupils could cope with both exams. One of the attractions of SCHP was the fact that it offered both an O level and CSE exam on the same syllabus, so pupils could be taught together and only opted for one or the other towards the end of the course. This undoubtedly assisted the spread of SCHP, but it was not easily achieved in the first place. As David Sylvester recalled, no O level board was keen to take on a syllabus at O level which included 20 per cent coursework:

The only reason we found [an O level board] is that … I’d been senior examiner in A level history for the Southern Universities Joint Board for some years so I knew the secretary there but he was a very conservative man.  But they agreed to do it with some reluctance … No O level board had thought about using documents, this was the worry. After all, ninety per cent of teachers found this very hard to stomach. They were used to giving notes to children and giving them facts and they got good O level results.

SCHP exams were also controversial because they included an unseen paper, that is questions based on documentary sources about a topic with which the candidates would have no familiarity. They were expected simply to use their ‘skills’, testing the evidence and drawing what conclusions they could from their knowledge of how sources were shaped by time and circumstance. Some claimed it was no more than a comprehension exercise and even the original team at SCHP had been doubtful about the value of the unseen exam.
 Yet it survived until revisions were made to all history GCSEs in the late 1990s.


A level and sixth form history
By contrast, there was far less change in the content, teaching or assessment of history post-16 than in the main school. Sixth-form history lessons had always provided teachers with an opportunity to go beyond the factual level in history and engage in discussion and research activities. Michael Hinton, teaching in grammar schools in the fifties, treated his sixth form lessons as if they were university seminars:
I tried to conduct it on a seminar basis.  I tried to teach them how to take notes without having notes dictated to them.  I made them write an awful lot of essays and it was really a watered down university teaching….

What I was trying to do was to make them think all the time.  In a way it wasn’t the best way to teach them to pass examinations, but it was the best way I thought to give them an education.… I made them discuss things [for instance], the saying that the Royalists were wrong but romantic and the Roundheads were right but repulsive…. I think it was an intellectual training.

For pupils in what would usually be a small class, the teacher was even more crucial to enjoyment of the subject and hence success in the exam. The survey showed that choosing to continue to study history at A level was often the result of the experience at O level:

I was lucky enough to have an interesting, inspirational history teacher ...[who] was eccentric, disorganised but passionate about her subject with the result that large numbers of us opted to study History ‘A’ level for the joy of being taught by her. (ZM, born 1944)

I loved history, my ‘A’ level teacher in particular (was) inspirational and made the subject ‘live’. (SD, born 1949)
Despite … appalling teaching I considered doing history at A Level but chose Geography as it used a variety of ways to present information, eg. maps, diagrams, graphs and at that time history was all writing. (JL, born 1949)
‘O’ level was all C19th Acts of Parliament – Great Reform Act, Poor Laws, Corn Laws – and very boring!! Because of that I chose not to do History at ‘A’ level. (AR, born 1960) 
In the late 1960s, more than 20% of A level candidates (35,000) took history, making it the fourth most popular A level after English, maths and (perhaps surprisingly today) physics, although it was more popular with girls than boys. Numbers taking the subject stagnated in the seventies, however, as new subjects were added to the sixth form curriculum in many schools, for instance economics and sociology, which competed with history in the social science/humanities field. In 1983, just over 38,000 A level candidates took history but history’s ‘share’ had shrunk to only 12.5% of a much expanded sixth form population, which had doubled in size since 1968. By the early eighties, A level history was only the eighth most popular subject amongst boys and the fourth amongst girls, having been overtaken by A level maths in popularity amongst the latter.
  Partly this was an inevitable result of the changes which affected lower school history, with the absorption of history into integrated humanities in some schools and this led to fewer pupils taking the subject at O level and hence at A level. Comprehensive reorganisation added to the challenge for history in those parts of the country where comprehensive schools were unable to establish sixth forms of sufficient size to warrant the teaching of A levels. Where this was the case, local authorities established sixth form colleges or absorbed sixth form work into further education colleges catering for 16-19 year olds and a much wider selection of courses could be offered.
 A level history faced competition for students from subjects such as psychology or computer science, which seemed more ‘modern’ and ‘applied’ in content and teaching method.
Although new history had made impressive inroads into the traditional curriculum and the way history was taught in the classroom through all five years of secondary school, its impact on A level was very limited before the late 1980s. This was not because the idea of using ‘skills’ in handling evidence or considering causation, etc. as concepts in history were deemed too complex for sixth-formers. In fact, the reverse – many teachers relished teaching their A level groups because they were able to cope with difficult issues and ambiguous historical questions. Many teachers and not a few examiners considered the demands of doing this within the chronological range of an outline course the best test of sixth-formers’ analytical skills.
 The formal essay remained, until 2000, the commonest form of assessment at A level and for this reason, teaching in the post-compulsory years remained focused on the traditional skills of prose writing and essay construction, largely from secondary sources.  

Partly this stasis reflected slow change in university courses, for few students would encounter documentary sources before their third year on an undergraduate course. But this is not the whole story. It is instructive to see what happened to the syllabuses which did offer students a SCHP-type approach to learning at A level. One of the earliest and longest-lasting examples of this was the AEB ‘Pilot’ 673 syllabus, first examined in 1977. The 673 retained some traditional features – half of the assessment was a traditional outline paper requiring the pupils to cover a long chronological period of British, European, American or world history.  However, the other half of the assessment consisted of an exam with questions on unseen documentary sources and ‘historical method’, plus a piece of coursework in the form of an individually-chosen and researched long essay. The syllabus was also novel in having a set of objectives which brought it close to the SCHP – these included ‘personal experience of historical study’, ‘empathetic response to historic (sic) material’ and ‘interpretation of both primary and secondary sources’.
 However, the AEB 673 course captured no more than a fraction of the A level History market. By 1988, only 1251 candidates out of 27,000 taking A level History in England as a whole were entered for the 673 course.

Why did such courses not take off in the way SCHP had done? John Hite had a mixed response to the AEB 673 course he was teaching in the early 1990s:
I felt that at A Level, although I fully applauded the use of sources, [it] was a bit false and not necessary in that one could naturally just use the sources to illustrate the topics they’d learnt, because obviously no historian analyses sources in isolation from their context.… On the other hand, the great thing about the AEB was the personal study – which was very stimulating. A whole range of students, who might not do that well on timed exam essay questions – could actually put a lot into their [personal] studies.

Such syllabuses attracted teachers who supported SCHP and could see the value of research work by sixth formers, but the take-up for these courses was never large, partly perhaps due to the additional demands they made on the teacher for a relatively small number of students. Besides, many regarded the traditional A level as a worthwhile introduction to academic scholarship, whereas O level has been described by one former examiner as ‘fraudulent’ because it did not stretch pupils intellectually.
 

History and the GCSE
Examinations have exercised a significant influence over the content and teaching methods of history taught in the final two years of schooling but they are difficult to change due to the vested interests of those administering and benefiting from them, in this case the universities and to a lesser extent, employers. The credentials of qualifications such as O level and A level depended on maintaining a reputation for demanding testing and high standards of external impartial marking. It was therefore always going to be difficult to introduce a new qualification to replace O level and CSE with one for the full ability range. Despite this, the GCSE was introduced in 1986 (although care was taken not to disturb the A level). A number of factors, general and particular, can be seen to have led up to this change. 
Dissatisfaction with the O level exam had been expressed by teachers almost since its inception partly because examination boards were secretive, no mark schemes were available and the syllabus was very briefly described, giving no guide to teachers on what was required. Examination boards were viewed as conservative, insensitive to teacher opinion and unwilling to reflect new teaching methods in the type of questions they set. Many teachers felt that the final two years of history teaching in secondary school were hampered by the need to prepare students to disgorge large amounts of factual information in response to a series of essay questions. They complained about the dominance of factual recall (or the recall of pre-prepared arguments) as a means of assessing learning.

The introduction of the CSE in 1965 was a response by the Department for Education and Science to grassroots demand for accreditation of pupils below O level standard.  The CSE rapidly became popular, especially following the raising of the school leaving age to 16 in 1973. CSE was a ‘looser’ form of accreditation with much more teacher input to its development and assessment. Locally-devised courses proliferated, assisted by government funds under the Technical and Vocational Education Initiative (TVEI).
 This ‘flowering’ of many different courses and subjects caused some confusion about the value of the CSE because, despite the use of moderation procedures, it was difficult to believe (or to prove) that standards across the whole country in particular subjects were uniform. The top grade (1) was considered equivalent to an O level pass but this ‘overlap’ was difficult to measure or standardise. 

CSE introduced new types of assessment, such as coursework and individual projects, reflecting the more ‘active’ methods of teaching used for courses for the less able. O level assessment remained focused on writing essays, which some teachers believed limited the range of activities they could afford to spend time on during the final two years of schooling. The SCHP offered both O level and CSE papers as part of its ‘all-ability’ approach to the teaching of history.
 Comprehensive schools in particular wanted to be able to decide on which examination their pupils sat at the end of the two years, rather than at the beginning which was necessary if the CSE and O level courses differed in content or assessment methods. SCHP’s combined approach allowed history teachers in comprehensive schools to co-teach O level and CSE groups and make the choice of exam later in the course. In addition, SCHP offered an ‘unseen’ paper, for which no specific historical knowledge was required. It was a radical departure in terms of assessment in history because it tested thinking skills rather than memorised knowledge and was perhaps more accessible to pupils who found writing essays of memorised material difficult. The SCHP exams (both O level and CSE) on the taught historical content from the course were also different in that they focused not only on factual recall, but also included analytical questions requiring shorter answers, in which candidates were required to use their background knowledge. The SCHP exams also tested empathy as a ‘skill’ but it was assessed only as part of structured questions by applying historical knowledge or information given in sources.
By 1970, the Schools Council was already proposing a common system of examinations at age 16 for schools. This would obviate the need to administer two types of exam in one school (particularly an issue for comprehensive schools) and reduce the confusing nature of two sets of certificates for parents and employers.

The Schools Council embarked on a series of studies and pilot joint examinations to test the feasibility of a common system covering the whole of the ability range.
 In 1976, they recommended that a common system should be introduced. The examination boards were less confident that common examinations could discriminate at the extremes of the ability range and favoured common syllabuses with different examinations. Commercial and administrative competition underlay some of this resistance, since it was unclear whether the university examination boards or the regionally-based CSE boards would dominate and whether schools would be restricted in their choice of board. CSE also had a high proportion of schools using internal assessment, about which university examination boards had suspicions. Shirley Williams, the Secretary of State for Education, was cautious about a common system given the public confidence in the O level. She set up the Waddell Committee on School Examinations which reported in 1978 in favour of a new common system of examinations at 16.
 Although Sir James Waddell thought it feasible for the new GCSE examination to be introduced from 1983, the introduction took a further three years due to the caution of the new Conservative Secretary of State, Sir Keith Joseph.

How did the GCSE differ from its predecessors and why?
It appeared that the GCSE had been heavily influenced by the CSE and the Schools History Project approach. Short answer questions dominated rather than essays and the long outline syllabuses were for the most part removed. AEB for instance, offered the following GCSE syllabuses in 1988:

1. British Social and Economic History since 1750;

2.  World Powers since 1917;

3. British History, 1485-1714;

4. British History, 1815-1983;

5. Britain, Europe and the World, 1848-1980.

The biggest difference in the new exam was the use of edited historical sources – often cartoons or short quotations – as the basis for segmented questions. This was taken directly from SHP practice, though often the questions asked required recall of factual information rather than deductive thinking as was the case with those on the SHP O level and GCSE papers.
A minimum of 20 per cent of the assessment in all subjects was to be based on coursework which was entirely novel for most teachers with an O level background, though not those who had taught SCHP. New forms of assessment were tried in the early years of the GCSE, including multiple choice questions. An attempt was made to describe the knowledge, skills and understanding of students at different ‘levels of attainment’. Most controversially, the examination included assessment of ‘empathy’ as a skill.
 This was made more difficult because most teachers opted to assess empathy in the coursework, but many had little idea how to set ‘empathy’ questions and often pupils responded with superficial unhistorical work or just factual recall.

Empathy questions were dropped by the Southern Examining Group in 1991 as the evidence for attainment had proved too difficult to isolate or measure.
 Empathy was the most criticised aspect of the GCSE
 despite the attempts of its supporters to set out the rationale and the levels of sophistication which could occur in children’s work.
 The assessment of other historical skills, such as the interpretation of evidence, was also complex and uncertain because children’s work could exhibit ‘thoughtfulness’ in a variety of ways. In many ways, GCSE was a bold experiment and a huge change for those teachers who had stuck with traditional O level syllabuses. It was also a change for examination boards which now had to collaborate to approve syllabuses and use national guidelines for the setting of their examinations. Scott Harrison was working as an examiner for London Board when the GCSE was introduced:
Each board nominated one of their chief examiners to sit, and they acted like a court. They were given the specimen papers and the specifications for every syllabus, and together they met—sometimes two, three, four long sessions—and called in the chief examiner, who was not on the board…. What this meant was that when the first GCSEs came in, they were indeed standardised to a very large degree … in terms of approach, expectations and the sorts of questions that they’d ask…. It meant that when the GCSE came in, as historians, whether we were with the Southern Board, London, North or whatever, we were all speaking the same language and knew each other. 

In one sense, GCSE might be considered a ‘triumph’ for the principle of teacher control over the curriculum.
 It was also a triumph for SHP, many of whose ideas had been incorporated into the national criteria for GCSE and applied to all history syllabuses and examinations.
 Some of these ideas were not well understood by teachers and examiners without experience of SHP and this contributed to difficulties over the use of sources in exams and especially over the setting and assessing of empathy questions. The setting of exam papers in history was also complicated by the fact that, unlike the joint O level/CSE examinations of the pilot phase, the GCSE was supposedly designed for the whole school ability range. Although different (tiered) papers had been introduced in some subjects, notably maths, in history there was only one paper, which had both to stretch the most able and also still be comprehensible and answerable by the least able. 

Yet, the GCSE can also be seen as a step along the road to the National Curriculum. 

It was a nationally-organised curriculum revision applying to all English and Welsh schools. Its content and assessment were closely governed by national and subject criteria and regulations.
 GCSE also marks the beginning of close government involvement in the school curriculum and shows how political considerations had already started to affect the nature and pace of change in the curriculum and its assessment. In these respects it pre-figured the National Curriculum.
The question of teacher reactions to the GCSE is a complex one. Probably a majority was still teaching a chronological course of sorts in the first three years of secondary school. Over half chose to teach modern world history for GCSE and most of the rest taught SHP or social and economic (British) history. Surveys carried out during the early stages of GCSE implementation in the late 1980s showed that teachers were broadly positive, although they were ‘confused and unsure’ about assessment.
 However, it is clear that some teachers had doubts about the GCSE exam as shown most publicly by the Lewes Priory School debacle. The school’s history teachers (Anthony Freeman and Chris McGovern) decided to enter a group of pupils for the Scottish Ordinary Certificate in history, as private candidates, because they considered the GCSE to be a less rigorous examination than the O level. McGovern’s opposition to the exam was initially focused on the issue of empathy:
What was most worrying … was that … in order to get a high mark, [the mark scheme] required children to show something called differentiated historical empathy, which meant that in a good answer on your GCSE paper you had to show differing points of view, so as a Palestinian terrorist you had to give the point of view of the Palestinian terrorist and also the point of view, a recognition of the point of view of the people you were blowing up…. Do you give them a grade A or send them to a psychiatrist? … When I read it, I said, ‘This is awful’.
  
The case became a cause célèbre when it was taken up by Prof. Robert Skidelsky, whose children had attended the school and opposition to GCSE History was publicised in the Sunday Times and Independent.
 This case can be seen as the beginning of the ongoing ‘school history’ debate in the media.
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