A History of School History




THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM AND THE CHANGING FACE OF SCHOOL HISTORY 1988-2010
We have mostly been on the defensive and reacting to changes all the time. History is quite good at adapting; it has had to…. In many schools, history remains the most popular optional subject, despite everything that is thrown at it. It is resilient in that sense.

The Origins of the History National Curriculum

Prime Minister Jim Callaghan’s speech at Ruskin College, Oxford on 18 October 1976 is generally taken to mark the start of a major shift in political attitudes to the school curriculum, formerly regarded as the ‘secret garden’ of teachers and academics.
 The ‘Great Debate’ launched by Callaghan originated in global economic shifts which were by the late 1970s challenging the British economy and putting pressure on government revenues at a time when education was requiring considerable investment (the school leaving age had been raised in 1973 and university education had been expanded). As Callaghan made clear, ‘Public interest is strong and legitimate and will be satisfied. We spend £6bn a year on education, so there will be discussion.’ For the first time, a politician was addressing the ‘goals of our education’ explicitly and questioned whether ‘the new informal methods of teaching’ provided the skills school-leavers needed for employment in a British economy which needed to compete with the rest of the world. Callaghan proposed a ‘core curriculum’ and ‘national standard of performance by schools in their use of public money’. Thus the era of public accountability in education was launched. 

The ‘core curriculum’ mentioned by Callaghan would provide a basis on which the efficiency of the education system could be measured, especially in relation to certain basic skills such as literacy and numeracy. This would be done by the setting of benchmarks and testing of the subjects taught.
 Already, however, an alternative approach to curriculum reform was being developed by Her Majesty’s Inspectors of schools (HMI). This involved a ‘common curriculum’ for secondary education, which would ensure all pupils were ‘entitled’ to certain areas of experience (they identified eight such areas). The inspectors set up an experimental project with schools in 5 local education authorities (LEAs) to co-ordinate their curriculum based on this common entitlement curriculum.
 The project continued with reviews from 1977-83.
 The inspectorate was seeking to address a number of issues, including the effects of comprehensive school reorganisation, the raising of the school leaving age and the changes brought about by both the Schools Council and ad hoc local curriculum developments. The inspectors recognised that a more mobile population would lead to a lack of coherence and real disadvantage for an increasing number of children in their education, given the differences between schools’ individual curricular offering.
 The inspectors referred to ‘the bewildering diversity of practice, the problems of lack of balance within the curriculum, and the possibly adverse impact on pupils [of] unacceptable differences in the quality and range of educational experience offered .… Some common framework of assumptions is needed which assists coherence without inhibiting enterprise.’
 It could be argued that the story of the history National Curriculum and its several revisions have been an illustration of the difficulty of achieving the balance between ‘coherence’ and ‘enterprise’.

The Department of Education and Science developed the ‘core curriculum’ idea implicit in Callaghan’s speech in two documents: A Framework for the School Curriculum and The School Curriculum.
 The former listed a limited core of required subjects and even suggested the amount of time which should be spent on them. The latter laid out the Secretary of State’s interest in the school curriculum, both its content and quality, though it recognised that both the core and common curriculum ideas had validity.
 These were followed in 1985 by the white paper Better Schools, which set out the Conservative Government’s intention to reform the school curriculum and the examination system, to improve the quality of the teaching workforce by training and appraisal and to reform school governing bodies as overseers of school effectiveness.
 Speaking at a conference in Birmingham in 1986, Sir Keith Joseph, the Secretary of State, described Better Schools as a ‘far-reaching programme for improving the performance of our schools’ focused on ‘ways of identifying the expectations against which we can measure educational achievements, and ways in which educational achievements can be assessed’.
 
Joseph had already signalled the direction of policy in speeches the previous year given at the conferences of the various subject associations. Addressing the Historical Association on 10 February 1984, he confirmed the government’s aim to ‘reach widespread agreement on the objectives of the school curriculum’. Within this, he made clear the commitment to history as ‘an essential component in the curriculum of all pupils’ which should feature in primary and secondary phases up to age 16.
 Sir Keith’s speech referred positively to the role of ‘knowledge, understanding and skills’ and the importance of offering children different interpretations of the past. He even included a consideration of the value of empathy or ‘sympathetic understanding’ to children’s developing historical work in school.
 In these respects, he was reassuring the supporters of new history and the history educational establishment in training colleges and HMI. The speech also contained support for the teaching of British history and the ‘development of the shared values which are a distinctive feature of British society and culture’, though he also recognised the sensitivities involved in teaching pupils from ‘a variety of social, cultural and ethnic backgrounds’.
 The speech seems to have been well-received, but there is nothing in it to indicate how the ‘widespread agreement’ on the history curriculum would be arrived at and it seems that Sir Keith had no worked-out plan for taking a national curriculum forwards.

In May 1986, Kenneth Baker replaced Sir Keith Joseph as Education Secretary. Baker was committed to introducing a national curriculum to ensure schools reached a required standard which was testable and comparable, an idea he knew would be opposed by many in the educational establishment.
 Baker preferred a common curriculum, embracing the full range of educational experience to which all children would be entitled. This was in contrast to Margaret Thatcher, who wanted the core subjects only to be specified by government, leaving schools to decide on the rest of the curriculum. The eventual National Curriculum with its closely-specified 10 subjects was close to Baker’s conception, though he did not manage to control all of the agendas in which he had an interest once they got into the hands of the subject working groups (he had decided views on English, foreign languages, technology, history and geography). In history for instance, he ‘wanted to see essentially a timeline from whenever you started whether it was pre-Roman Britain or Roman Britain up to today … to give children an idea of the continuum of history’.

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate and the History National Curriculum

During the same period, ideas about the common curriculum and the place of history in it were being explored by the inspectorate. In 1980, HMI had published A View of the Curriculum which proposed a ‘much more explicit consensus nationally on what constitutes five years of secondary education’, i.e. a common curriculum. For this to happen, the skills and knowledge contributed by individual subjects would need to be identified and the ‘amount of common ground’ extended with a ‘substantially larger compulsory element’ in the final two years. This discussion paper did reinforce the importance of history in the curriculum – it claimed there was ‘a strong case’ for maintaining ‘some study’ of history to age 16.

Two documents published in the 1980s reflect the developing views of HMI in relation specifically to history. History in the Primary and Secondary Years: an HMI view (1985), published under the leadership of John Slater, senior Inspector for History, set out the ‘case’ for history along similar lines to the SCHP a decade earlier. Central to the study of history were ‘specifically historical skills (which are the essence of the subject)’, whereas content was a matter of selection and would differ according to the location of the school and the issues relevant to contemporary society.
 The document recognised the importance of chronology but did not elevate it above other aspects of historical understanding. Indeed, the inspectorate accepted that opinions would differ and offered three different chronological frameworks in their appendices.
 History in the Primary and Secondary Years demonstrated how far the ideas of Coltham and Fines had become the orthodoxy for the history HMIs. Pages 18-19 contain a table of detailed objectives for the development of age-related historical skills and understanding, including empathy and evidence-handling skills. In 1987, Slater left the inspectorate for academia and later became a critic of the history National Curriculum.

By 1988, on the eve of the introduction of the National Curriculum, a different view on the curriculum was put forward by senior history Inspector Roger Hennessey.
 The opening paragraphs of History in the Primary and Secondary Years stressed history’s role in preparing young people to be discerning citizens. The 1988 publication, History from 5 to 16, argued for history in schools on the basis of its role in the transmission of heritage and ‘an appreciation of human achievements and aspirations’. It also stressed the need to ensure students understood ‘the values of our society’ and learned about ‘the major issues and events in the history of their own country and of the world’.
 Skills and sources were still important in the objectives listed by the inspectorate, but chronology was noticeably more prominent at the head of the list.
 Whereas the 1985 document specified very little essential content and expected the curriculum to differ between schools, by 1988 HMI saw the selection of historical content as ‘crucial’ to the common curriculum and a long list of expected knowledge by age 16 was specified in detail.
 Attention was also given to ways of ensuring continuity in the study of history between primary and secondary school and progression in the skills developed at different stages of learning.

The History Working Group and the debate about the History National Curriculum

Thus, the expectations of politicians and the work of the HMI were both expected to inform the process of creating the National Curriculum which was enacted in principle by the passing of the Education Reform Act of 1988, the most significant piece of education legislation since the Butler Act of 1944. The full National Curriculum included three core subjects (English, mathematics, science) and seven foundation subjects, of which history was one. A task group of ‘experts’ was appointed for each subject area to agree on the required learning to be covered in programmes of study made up of a selection from the list of history study units each of which covered a particular topic. At each stage of the school career (key stages 1-4) children would be taught a mix of ‘core’ and ‘optional’ units to make up their programme of study. The teaching of the curriculum was to be tested using a standard framework of assessment across all subjects. The framework, consisting of ‘attainment targets’ on a 10-level scale, had been devised by the TGAT (Task Group on Assessment and Testing) headed by Professor Paul Black who was head of the Centre for Educational Studies at King’s College, London and an expert in science education. The 10-level scale was originally devised to reflect the progression of children’s understanding in science, but all the working groups were required to apply it to their own subjects. Benchmark tests were to be set at ages 7, 11 and 14 (at the end of the first 3 key stages) with GCSE marking the final one at age 16.

The political battles surrounding the creation of the National Curriculum, and especially history, have been chronicled by the politicians in their memoirs.
 Duncan Graham, the former Chief Executive of the National Curriculum Council (NCC)
, in his account of the troubled birth of the National Curriculum, described the competition for influence between civil servants, politicians and the NCC as the body charged with ensuring a workable curriculum was produced. He makes it clear that HMI were hardly consulted and mainly ‘out of the loop’ in terms of policy.
 Nonetheless, once the working groups were appointed, it was difficult for the civil servants and even more so for the Minister to keep control of them. 

The appointment process for the History Working Group (HWG) in January 1989 is wreathed in mystery. It appears that Mrs Thatcher vetoed initial choices which had too much of a connection with new history.
 The Chairman, Michael Saunders Watson, seems to have been chosen on the basis of a chance meeting with Baker.
 Others had also met Baker at earlier events. However, according to Roger Hennessey, there was consultation with HMI over the choices and a deliberate policy not to go for ‘the extremes’.
 Consequently, the Group were an eclectic mix of ‘lay’ members, with an interest in history, such as Henry Hobson, the Chairman of Somerset County Council who had published a popular history book, and ‘expert’ members from within the history education community. There was no representation of the Schools History Project, nor were there any of the leading supporters of new history. 
 Yet the Group was no cipher of the Right either. Tim Lomas, a local authority adviser and expert on exams, joined the group six months into the process, in July 1989:
We would hardly have represented the automatic names. I think that was deliberate …. What emerged at the end of the day was a very varied group and in some respects a quite innovative group, but it was almost as though they were starting from scratch.
 

The Working Group included only two teachers, one primary and one secondary, though the two late joiners, Tim Lomas and Chris Culpin, had also been teachers. There were also two teacher-trainers and two academic historians (John Roberts and Peter Marshall) from higher education. Saunders Watson proved an able chairman, impervious to pressures from outside, be they media speculation or civil service promptings, although the Group knew the remit had limitations which had to be observed. However, there was still room for manoeuvre, as Lomas confirmed:

Although it was anathema, I suspect, to many in the Government at the time, the Schools History Project philosophy was very influential in the History Working Group [with regard to] … the idea of combining skills, the concepts and the content … And … I don’t think, if we hadn’t shown a certain independence,… we’d have had concepts like interpretations [included].

In fact, the atmosphere in the Group appears to have been workmanlike, even intense, as they argued into the long hours about the study units and the attainment targets.

The role of the civil servants in discussions, in particular Roger Hennessey as the senior HMI, proved to be significant:

Although [my role was] meant to be Observer, I could advise them on actually what was going on [in schools] and what best practice was, what worst practice was, and why. So I suppose I had a privileged position … but I certainly tried not to dominate conversations or debates, and often would sit quietly as they went on, and produce the torpedo later on.

Critics regarded Hennessey as too influential; however, it seems that the Group accepted and even appreciated his input.
 To some extent, anyway, the HWG was content to follow the Government’s diktats over the content of the history curriculum. There was a ready compliance with Baker’s demand for 50 per cent British history, though their perception of what ‘British history’ actually meant was somewhat different from the traditional chronological run-through of kings, queens and political history. Hennessey saw the introduction of the National Curriculum as an opportunity to address issues of gender and ethnicity which had only been tackled piecemeal by particular local authorities in the 1980s:

We thought that because history gives off messages as to what is and is not significant in schools, matters like gender and ethnicity really ought to be addressed by the History Working Group, and the group agreed with this. If you leave these things out, they are regarded as not significant; if you put them in they are controversial…. This was a chance to put right something which had been entering … confused debate outside, or was not debated at all, which is even worse, perhaps.

Despite his ‘traditionalist’ views on the primacy of historical knowledge, or perhaps because of them, Hennessey thought it was important to include social and cultural history, liberalising the content of the curriculum to reflect changes in British society, not reinforcing a 1950s version of the national narrative. In this he was in tune with members of the HWG anyway.
 He was also at one with the Group in their preference for a version of British history which respected the contributions of all four nations, rather than focusing only on the English perspective.
 On the other hand, he also put pressure on them to be pragmatic about the Government’s requirements, in particular to reflect national characteristics in their choice of British history topics.

Mrs Thatcher’s view was that factual knowledge and in particular a traditional version of British history should be pre-eminent in the history National Curriculum, whereas Baker, though agreeing on the need for more British history, took a subtler approach which accepted that imagination and sources could be useful in teaching history. However, he still thought it possible to define progression in terms of historical knowledge:
 

I would have hoped they would have been more precise and definite.  I think it is possible to define stages of progress and understanding.  I’m not saying you should know every date … but some understanding of what has happened and what happened next and you can measure what they know.

Thatcher’s reaction to the Interim Report of the History Working Group (‘I was appalled’)
 confirmed her feelings of disquiet about the teaching of history and she pushed for a greater proportion of time to be devoted to British history and more emphasis on chronology.
 Duncan Graham at the NCC considered the rift between the politicians and the Working Group to be extremely serious, ‘The interim report made history a public debate and yet again the national curriculum was in jeopardy’.
 For those on the ‘inside’ in the HWG, the pressure came from two directions at once, as Peter Marshall, the academic historian on the Group, admitted:

It was at the time pretty scary and difficult … because you always felt you were being assailed on two sides; on the [one] side by the great body of teachers who were saying you’re government stooges, you’re laying down these impossible regulations on us, and when you knew that far from that being the case, the Prime Minister would have tremendous energy [and] was obviously reading everything.
  

Baker departed in July 1989 before the Interim Report was published in the August, but his successor, John MacGregor, was under as much pressure from the PM to modify the HWG’s proposals.
 MacGregor, an arch-conciliator, asked for more attention to chronology and more British history in the compulsory units, both of which were not difficult for the Group to concede. The biggest stumbling block concerned the Working Group’s refusal to specify historical knowledge within the attainment targets (i.e. what the pupils would be tested on).
 Their rationale for this was that historical knowledge is not acquired cumulatively (unlike scientific or mathematical knowledge) and therefore there is no hierarchy of historical knowledge which could be related to the key stages and tested as such. Tim Lomas had been brought into the Group to deal with the assessment issues:

One wouldn’t have started from where we had to start from in a perfect world. We were very conscious of the fact that conventional, progressive levels one to 10 don’t work very effectively for subjects like history. Of course, this had been devised originally for science by Professor Paul Black, and for maths. … That doesn’t mean that there is no such thing as progression in history, but the idea of just moving up through a series of levels was a very difficult concept.
 

Historical knowledge would be the medium for the tests but the marks would be awarded for the demonstration of skills in history, such as ‘acquiring and evaluating historical information’ (AT3) and ‘organising and communicating the results of historical study’ (AT4).
 The HWG tried to bridge the gap between the ‘facts versus skills’ debate by arguing that the one was dependent on the other and the argument was therefore redundant since the knowledge to be taught was set out in the programmes of study, some of which were mandatory.
 

Teachers’ reactions to the National Curriculum
One of the Government’s responses to the (in their view) objectionable aspects of the HWG’s Interim and Final Reports was to insist on additional consultation, perhaps in the hope that a public preference for ‘traditional’ history would manifest itself or at least to give the PM and Secretary of State time to agree the changes they wanted in the history National Curriculum.
 History generated more public attention and professional interest than any other National Curriculum subject, even though English had also been controversial. Over 1,000 responses were received to the Interim Report, mainly from groups of teachers in schools and local authority advisers.
 Their concerns were overwhelmingly practical ones – the unfamiliar subject knowledge expected for some of the study units (e.g. Moghul India and Classical China), the quantity of time assumed to be available to teach them and the ‘waste’ of resources which had been bought to support GCSE courses which would now have to be scrapped under the Key Stage 4 (age 14-16) proposals.
 Yet many of the respondents commended the proposals for the attainment targets, in particular the decision not to specify particular historical factual knowledge which would be tested. The Historical Association organised a series of regional conferences following both reports and their outcomes were passed on to the Government.
 Objections ranged from particular issues such as the need to include a study unit on the Second World War (it had been omitted from the programmes of study in the Interim Report) to the broad philosophical objection to the restrictions the National Curriculum imposed on the autonomy of teachers to develop the curriculum they thought appropriate.
 Although ‘school designed’ topics were allowed, they were marginal to the core studies in the new curriculum.
 Concern was also expressed about the amount of content in each study unit, the costs of providing new materials and also about whether some units were just too boring.

The Public Debate about the History National Curriculum
These concerns of teachers about the trespass of government on their professional ‘territory’ and their pragmatic worries about the delivery of the curriculum were very different from the public and somewhat adversarial debate in which academic historians and politicians engaged and which was propagated by a gleeful media.
 The letters and papers produced by academics were concerned largely with the content of the curriculum, ideas about the role of school history in forming national identity and the regime of testing and assessment upon which the new curriculum was to be based. The interest of academic historians in the subject-matter of school history courses was first sparked by the intervention of Professor Robert Skidelsky in 1988 over the Lewes Priory School dispute related to new GCSE syllabuses.
 Skidelsky supported the ‘traditional’ essay-style approach to history exams which focused on recall of historical facts. The National Curriculum debate likewise embodied the long-standing tension between those who believed school history should be about learning factual content and those who believed it was primarily about thinking skills; with the Conservative government now closely involved, it seemed likely that ‘factual content’ would win. Certainly the weighty history study units suggested that the National Curriculum contained a lot of historical knowledge. However, as Chris McGovern, an outspoken critic of the work of the HWG, put it,
If you have a syllabus which seems to be knowledge based and an assessment system which is skills based, it means that the knowledge won’t get taught because what’s going to be assessed are the skills…. They will select little chunks of knowledge to fit in with the skills.
  
The delay in the publication of the Final Report, whilst Mrs Thatcher wrangled with John MacGregor, her Secretary of State, gave opportunity for an organised response by academics to the issues. Skidelsky, McGovern and Freeman had formed the History Curriculum Association (HCA) to defend history as ‘an account of what happened in the past’.
 The HCA attracted considerable support from some academic historians.
 They claimed that the picture of history teaching in the past as nothing more than rote learning of dates and factual detail was mistaken and unfair. The HCA called for the teaching of knowledge to be ‘central to school history’ and testing of it to be the basis of the assessment process. The publication of the Final Report in April 1990 was greeted with a more positive response by the ‘traditionalists’ than had been the case with the Interim Report the previous August. Skidelsky conceded that there had always been a tension between ‘“learning history” and “learning how to think”’, but he argued that recent trends had shifted too far towards the teaching of thinking skills without regard to the significance of the content taught in the history classroom. He observed that ‘factual knowledge is still essential to most kinds of thinking.’ And he applauded the HWG’s emphasis on British history (then about 75% of the content of the history National Curriculum) though he was also in favour of more flexibility for schools to select their own content. In condemning the omission of specific knowledge from the attainment targets, he accepted that this was due not to the members of the HWG, but resulted from the TGAT framework, according to which they had to set up the assessment system. 
 Other critics of new history also welcomed the HWG’s Final Report as a chance to restore the emphasis on chronology and on British history.
 However, the rational and even subtle arguments of a number of historians were somewhat undermined by the more extreme polemics of a few commentators from the ‘New Right’, especially the Centre for Policy Studies under Shelia Lawlor and Stewart Deuchar, who described the process of creating the National Curriculum as ‘a veritable Greek tragedy’.

Concern about the potential loss of a ‘national overview’ from school history teaching was not restricted to the right-wing of the political spectrum. The History Workshop organisation held two conferences at Ruskin College, Oxford, to enable historians and educationists to debate the issues, producing two special issues of History Workshop Journal with a selection of papers.
 The argument on the left was led by Raphael Samuel, who astutely observed that ‘one of the great strengths of school history, by comparison with the universities, is that it has normally been much more sensitive to changes, and tensions, in the society at large’. He warned that the testing regime of the National Curriculum might act as a strait-jacket for the future.
  Criticisms of the Conservative Government by left-wing historians was given added force by the views reported in the press and presented at the Ruskin Conference by Rob Guyver, a member of the HWG.
 Politicians of the left were, however, less involved in the debate over the history National Curriculum. Whereas the Conservatives were exercised greatly about history in schools, Gareth Elwyn Jones, the only person to sit on both the HWG and the Welsh History Committee, wrote after the event of the ‘poverty of the Labour Party’s thinking on education generally and the history curriculum in particular.’
 One could argue that at least the academics believed history was important in the school curriculum, even if they could not agree on what should be taught. The strong feelings expressed by both Right and Left in the academic community were put to one side when it appeared their squabble might lead to history being dropped as a foundation subject.

Underlying the debate was an ‘underlying unease about both the status of the United Kingdom in the world and the nature of the relationships between the four countries of the United Kingdom’.
 Samuel perceptively observed that ‘the restoration of history to the school curriculum corresponds to real changes in the national culture, which have made argument about the past, and rival attempts to appropriate it, a flashpoint of contemporary anxieties and an idiom for contemporary ideals’.
  These changes in national culture reflected internal and external influences, including New Commonwealth immigration, British membership of the EEC, Scottish and Welsh devolution and the ‘civil war in Ulster’, all of which challenged secure conceptions of national identity from the 1950s onwards. Skidelsky, the key proponent of the right-wing demand for a traditional national history, based his case on the need for socialising children into a common British heritage, a theme also dominant in the HMI publication, History from 5 to 16  (1988). Samuel, given his background on the Left and in History Workshop, might have been assumed to be a supporter of the trend towards world history and ‘history from below’ in school teaching. By contrast however, he argued for an alternative national history which embraced the wider perspective of Britain’s history in the light of the impact of European, Imperial and world developments.
 One could argue that this debate is still not resolved in the minds of politicians or historians and this is why the history curriculum in schools continues to generate controversy.

The launch of the history National Curriculum
The history National Curriculum had emerged from a bruising process of argument and consultation. As Gillian Shepard, a later Education Secretary, astutely observed:

I have always rather admired the French in a sense that they have never been bothered by these things, you know, this is French history and get on with it and that’s it folks.  I don’t think that’s good.  I think that we do these things rather better, if painfully, argumentatively, with difficulty.

The Final Report of the HWG was published on 3 April 1990 leading to a flurry of comment from ‘both sides’ in the press.
 The final ‘shifting about’ of the history National Curriculum was undertaken by the history committee of the National Curriculum Council, whose remit was to take the Report of the HWG and produce a workable curriculum. The history study units and programmes of study presented by the Group were heavy with specified content, much of it not compulsory, but nevertheless setting an expectation for teachers which was likely to be a source of much anxiety. Teachers were also grappling with the attainment targets for history which were supposed guide children’s progress in learning how to ‘do history’ whilst they were covering all of the content. As Tim Lomas recalled, ‘People took it at face value. They did not realise that large chunks were indicative or exemplars and assumed that everything listed there had to be taught’.
 The HWG had also invented the ‘PESC formula’ by which they sought to ensure that the specified content covered a range of Political, Economic, Social and Cultural history at each key stage. Whilst laudable in terms of breadth, PESC was another cross-cutting requirement which added to the complexity involved in designing and delivering the curriculum on the ground, where perhaps only two or at the most three periods of history were timetabled each week. 

By December 1990 the History committee of the NCC had reduced the amount of prescribed content in the study units but had not removed the HWG’s requirement that ‘understanding’ rather than just ‘knowledge’ should be the basis of assessment. The two were combined in Attainment Target 1 (AT1).
 Within each of the four eventual Attainment Targets there were the ten statements of attainment outlining the progress children were expected to make in history during their 11 years of compulsory education. Andy Reid, a member of the NCC History Task Group recalled the uncertainty felt by many over these ‘official’ measures of progress:
I think we were all acutely conscious that they relied on … projecting back from GCSE experience, because there just wasn’t an evidence base about the learning of history by younger children…. There was very little to draw on to put together statements of attainment and I think probably everybody would have accepted that those would have to be reviewed in the light of experience. It … was a terribly slim and fragile basis on which to enact something that was going to be as important and influential as National Curriculum statements of attainment. 

Before the National Curriculum for History finally emerged in the form of Statutory Orders in March 1991, there had been a further change of Secretary of State, to Kenneth Clarke (appointed November 1990). Clarke’s two late-stage interventions were both controversial and seen to be damaging.
 Firstly, he decreed that history must finish twenty years before the present (originally various dates for the ‘ending of history’ had been discussed and Clarke originally wanted 1945 as the cut off date). His decision had arisen following a visit to a history lesson on China which turned out to be more current affairs than history. Recalling the issue, Clarke insisted he was not trying to restrict discussion of contemporary issues in the history classroom:

I didn’t go along with Margaret [Thatcher’s] slight inclination to want to teach patriotic enthusiasm; I was actually very much against the curriculum being used to impart political views.  I’m a libertarian on all those things.  But it was ludicrous, there was no background it was just giving a not a very good lesson on explaining … what had happened in Tiananmen Square only a year or two earlier.

The discussion about end dates for National Curriculum history, as recalled by Roger Hennessey, links the issue to the ongoing concern of the government to strengthen the study of British history:

It was seriously suggested by some that 1900 would be a good end to the course, at the time when Britain was, presumably, the top imperial dog of the world. … So there was a meeting, at which this vexed question was discussed [involving] … the Secretary of State, some ministers, some senior civil servants, a political advisor or two, and the consensus was moving towards 1939, and I … said, if this were the case, then you would not have the Second World War or Winston Churchill in the curriculum, and that would run into a lot of opposition…. I suggested that history ended twenty years ago, for practical purposes in schools…. Kenneth Clarke thought that was an ingenious and practical suggestion, and that was where it was left.

 Historians pointed out the ludicrousness of this arbitrary decision about content, leaving the ‘story’ unfinished. However, not all schools did modern history up to the present day and there was no actual prohibition on teaching contemporary topics – they were simply not included in the National Curriculum and so would not be tested. Clarke’s second decision had a much greater impact on history in the National Curriculum. This was his decision not to include history as a compulsory subject to the age of 16; instead pupils would be obliged to choose between history and geography.
 The HWG had designed the curriculum chronologically to run from 5 to 16. It was immediately obvious that the history of the twentieth century, originally in Key Stage 4, would have to be moved into Key Stage 3 or some pupils would leave school without covering what were deemed essential topics of contemporary history.
 The coherence of the history National Curriculum was now somewhat compromised as the study units were moved about to accommodate the change. Twentieth century history, particularly the Second World War and the Holocaust, which campaigners had fought to get in there, had now to be taught at 14 instead of 16.
The Dearing Review 1993-4
Two key issues emerged over the succeeding 18 months as the National Curriculum was implemented – these were overloaded content and the problem of assessment.
 Many teachers, especially in primary schools, were confused about how to assess pupils against the attainment targets and training was necessarily rushed.
 To some extent, this had been foreseen by the HWG.
 Teachers had to relate what pupils did in the classroom to the statements of attainment – there were 51 for history, but many more for other subjects (e.g. 159 for English and 295 for Maths).
 Key Stage 3 (ages 11-14) was particularly loaded with content, since topics had been transferred from Key Stage 4 to accommodate the Clarke changes. It was expected that children would be tested in history at the end of Year 9 (age 14) which added to pressure on teachers to cover everything in the mandatory history study units. 

The edifice of the new National Curriculum was already therefore ‘shaky’ when John Patten became Secretary of State for Education in April 1992, following the election of John Major’s Conservative government. Critics of new history were now promoted to positions of influence in Government quangos dealing with the National Curriculum. Skidelsky and Freeman of the HCA were appointed to the History Committee of the Schools Examinations and Assessment Council (SEAC) and the Chairman of the Centre for Policy Studies was made chief executive of its successor, the Schools Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA). At the same time, teachers were becoming increasingly disgruntled with the Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) administered and reported on under the National Curriculum, though they had not yet been used to test history. Phillips sums up the tensions which built up under Patten in the following words: ‘His period in office saw the relationship between the teaching profession and the government plummet new depths of antagonism and distrust, culminating …. in the infamous boycott of National Curriculum testing arrangements in 1993.’
 Patten responded by appointing Sir Ron Dearing as the new Chairman of SCAA and asked him to conduct an immediate review of the National Curriculum. Dearing’s Interim Report published in July 1993 recommended the SATs be limited to the core subjects (English, maths and science) and be much shorter. The Final Report by Dearing, published in January 1994, proposed a ‘slimmed down’ National Curriculum, especially outside the core subjects. This would be achieved by scrapping the requirement to study history or geography post-14 and it was these two subjects which would be reduced most to make space in the curriculum for more choice, including vocational subjects. To some extent, Dearing was moving the National Curriculum nearer the ideal of Mrs Thatcher who had preferred a core curriculum to the Baker model of a ‘common curriculum’.
 Dearing also recognised that the ten-level scale for assessment was problematic but suggested it be retained as there was no feasible alternative.
 New subject working groups of teachers and other interested parties were set up to revise the curriculum, taking no more than nine weeks to complete their task.
 Dearing also appointed ‘key stage’ oversight groups to ensure the requirements for the whole curriculum were manageable across all the subjects teachers and pupils were expected to cover.
 

Dearing was a born conciliator, but the working groups were not always easy to handle and history once again became the locus for bitter arguments over content and testing.
 McGovern had been appointed to the history group, along with a right-wing philosopher, Anthony O’Hear. It was not surprising then that ‘SCAA’s history review group was characterized by profound controversy, recrimination and conflict’.
 McGovern saw the review as an opportunity to redress a deficiency of British political history in the National Curriculum. He argued that the requirement to include social, cultural, religious and ethnic diversities within the topics studied amounted to ‘a great deal of sociological baggage’ which ought to be removed.
 
Dearing had decided to retain the TGAT assessment system for the National Curriculum, but McGovern was determined to fight it to the last. He recalled his final meeting with Lord Dearing shortly before his Report was made public:

[Dearing had] been told by civil servants… history could be assessed on ten levels, which was all nonsense, for each attainment target. And it was clear to me I wasn’t going to get anywhere so I came out of that meeting and thought well, I’ve got to do something, and I knew the report was coming out within three weeks so I decided to write my Minority Report, which I wrote and I published it … about two or three days before the National Curriculum was published.  And it caused a huge row of course.
 
McGovern fundamentally objected to the testing of thinking skills rather than simply children’s factual knowledge of history. The School Examinations & Assessment Council (SEAC) was at the time trialling tests for history at the end of Key Stage 1 (age 7) and had issued guidance on the planned tests for the other key stages.
 The Key Stage 1 tests were based on pictures, invited imaginative writing about historical stories and focused on assessing children’s thinking skills, such as their understanding of change in history.
 They were everything McGovern disliked about new history. 
The outcome of the Dearing history review group, as with other subjects, was a slimming down of the curriculum, including both compulsory content and attainment targets. There was now only one attainment target and a series of ten ‘level descriptions’ by which pupils’ progress was to be judged.
 Some saw this as a ‘watering down’ which would inevitably squeeze the position of history on the secondary school timetable and reverse the ‘gains’ in history teaching at primary level seen since 1991.
 However, it was now a curriculum which could be taught in the time available. Despite the Dearing changes, Phillips concludes that the history National Curriculum ‘retained the essential features’ of the original History Working Group Report of 1990 and was also ‘remarkably similar’ to the 1988 HMI publication, History 5-16.
 
None the less, the original conception of the history National Curriculum had been whittled away by subsequent decisions. Crucially, the Dearing Report’s decision to remove history and geography from the National Curriculum after the age of 14 meant that GCSE would be untouched and in particular the SHP syllabus, which would not have conformed to the Key Stage 4 proposals, could continue to be taught.  In addition, the dropping of SATs for all foundation subjects meant more freedom for teachers over teaching methods, even though they would still be following the prescribed content. This meant that the assessment of GCSE, which was informed mainly by the concepts of new history, could continue to dominate the style and purposes of history teaching lower down the school.
New history and the National Curriculum
It is perhaps inappropriate to talk of ‘winners and losers’ in relation to the National Curriculum but the debate which raged over the history curriculum certainly offered up the vision of two hardened points of view sharply divided and irreconcilable. For the proponents of new history, the National Curriculum should have been a disaster. If the Government had, as the Prime Minister had wanted, imposed a requirement for the testing of historical knowledge, then the teaching of history would certainly have had to change, both in primary and secondary schools. However, in the view of the Right wing critics, the history National Curriculum was a pale shadow of the knowledge-based curriculum they wanted.
 But this did not mean it was any sort of victory for new history either; instead it turned out to be a typical British compromise.
 
Proponents of new history in the teacher training colleges assessed the position in the early 1990s. John Slater, a former-HMI who had given support to the spread of new history in schools through the SHP, gave the Final Report a cautious welcome.
 ‘National Curriculum History, with all its many defects has in fact had a remarkably good effect on the education of young children’, declared John Fines in the pages of Primary History in 1994. ‘Quite simply, young children are doing an enormous amount more history than ever before.’
 For Fines and his colleagues, the upgraded status of history in the primary school offered more opportunities to support teachers along new history lines because this also reflected what was required by the attainment targets. The Nuffield Primary History Project was one manifestation of the increased confidence that history now had a better footing in primary schools. The Project, running from 1991-6, explored ways of delivering the history National Curriculum in primary schools using small-scale projects with individual schools. However, the ethos was far from compliant with any return to ‘traditional’ teaching methods – in Jon Nichol’s words, ‘We were so fed up with the wretched National Curriculum that we [said] “let’s try and get something else going on primary … history”’.
 Thus they were insistent that children explore topics in depth, using authentic historical resources and sites, with the work focused on ‘doing’ history by investigating and questioning.
 If anything, the National Curriculum had provided the opportunity for new history approaches to spread in primary schools, backed by a wealth of high-quality resources and encouraged by more expert attention.
At the secondary level, after the upheaval of the first two to three years ending in the Dearing Report, there was time for reflection on the way ahead. The complexity of the National Curriculum attainment targets with their levels of progress in learning history were themselves a challenge to, but also extension of, one of the inherent ideas in new history; that the development of children’s thinking about history could be described and then nurtured by teaching in particular ways. What had started with the SCHP Evaluation, was continued, for instance, by the CHATA research project at the Institute of Education in London.
 
New history was still a widespread influence at the classroom level after the National Curriculum and has itself been shaped by the way the National Curriculum has developed. New history had greatly influenced GCSE, which had been untouched by the National Curriculum and the underlying (or second order) concepts of evidence, continuity and change and causation had been included in the National Curriculum as ‘skills’. Preparation for GCSE continued to influence teaching methods in the lower secondary years, even though the content of courses was prescribed. Yet GCSE, a nationally-regulated exam, had also ‘systematised’ the skills approach far more than had been the case with the SHP. There was the suspicion that, in some history classrooms, ‘skills’ meant a formulaic approach whereby pupils learnt a few ‘rules’ for judging evidence, ‘is it biased? Is it a primary or secondary source?’ just to pass the exam. This impression that source analysis had been stripped of its ‘discovery’ and ‘enquiry’ elements was reinforced by the use of brief extracts or heavily edited sources in GCSE examinations. Some felt the idea of detective work and investigation of ‘big questions’ at the heart of the SHP had been watered down in other GCSE courses.
  Others had gone overboard on depth studies using sources without sufficient historical background. Ian Colwill, working as an Advisory Teacher in the 1980s, recalled in one school they spent the whole of the summer term on the assassination of President Kennedy, yet pupils had no idea who Kennedy was:

This was pure skills-based history; it might as well have been Sherlock Holmes… That’s the kind of thing that worried me about those who had taken the skills-based approach and lost the idea that it was actually about teaching history.

On the other hand, the SHP grasped the opportunity to expand its influence into the lower school years, by producing teaching materials on the National Curriculum topics but founded on the SHP ‘skills-based’ approach. Today SHP produces textbooks covering the National Curriculum for Years Seven to Nine and A level, as well as for GCSE. The decline in local authority support advisory services for history also left the field of teacher support more open to the SHP, which began its annual teachers’ conferences in Leeds in 1989. The conferences were particularly aimed at supporting the teaching of history at Key Stage 3 (ages 11-14) which gave them a much wider reach than just the SHP schools.

The division of the history National Curriculum into history study units (as opposed to an outline chronological course) made it possible to pick out topics which could then be studied in depth using a sources and evidence approach.
 To some extent, however, the squeeze on time for history has contributed to the problem identified by Ian Colwill when he started introducing evidence work into lessons in the 1970s:

I narrowed the syllabus, in part to do things in greater depth. That is the tension that you were experiencing throughout the whole of the 70s and 80s. If you were going to do more on sources, you were going to do more on causation, you ended up doing less, but you did it better. So it’s a question of whether you give them this very thin veneer of knowledge …’

From the 1990s, given the quantity of historical knowledge in the National Curriculum and an assessment system based on pupils’ ability to weigh the importance of different types of evidence, understand causation and appreciate different interpretations of history, this became every history teacher’s dilemma. Since the early 2000s, the use of lengthy ‘enquiries’ has become popular at key stage 3 (ages 11-14). Instead of treating historical content as a series of topics, a whole period might be defined by one question or historical puzzle which the teacher uses to cover the whole topic.
 The ‘enquiry approach’ has become more sophisticated as teachers and textbook authors have learned to set questions which ensure pupils look at interpretations of a period as well as the significance of historical events and personalities.
 There are potential hazards however. Peter Lee, of the Institute of Education, believes that some teachers have adopted this approach without planning a coherent course of history:

What’s happened in this country as a result of the National Curriculum and the top down reforms which often have not been properly understood is that much history now [taught is] about internal skills – in terms of activities, in terms of disparate fragments … sometimes dignified with the name, ‘an enquiry’.  And of course everybody can see, who stands back just for a moment, that this does not add up to a history education, that knowing a bit about the Tudors and a bit about Jack the Ripper and a bit about the Victorians is really not a history education.

The implementation of the National Curriculum in the history classroom
In the classroom, the National Curriculum represented a major shift in the focus of schools and teachers to meet the requirements of a central authority, although GCSE had been something of a precursor for the secondary sector. Schools received a large binder for each subject, detailing the curriculum and the attainment targets. Roger Hennessey thought that, ‘when receiving the document, people probably blanched at the sheer detail and size of it’.

The transition to the National Curriculum was felt most sharply in the primary classroom where teachers had to move from a relatively unstructured approach to the teaching of ten distinct subjects all specified in detail. Teachers were also expected to assess pupils’ progress in history; for many this was the most challenging aspect of the National Curriculum requirement. Some of the support offered to teachers was from within the profession, for instance via the setting up of the Primary History Association, which held conferences for teachers. The atmosphere was a mixture of anxiety and excitement, as Penelope Harnett recalled:

They wanted more resources, they wanted more guidance, they wanted support about how to teach it, how to assess it.  Also how to fit it in with the curriculum as well.  So it was like starting from scratch and that was why it was so exciting.

Soon, however, considerable financial resources were made available to support training, especially for primary school teachers. Alan Farmer, then a history tutor at St Martin’s College of Education in Lancaster, organised several training courses for primary teachers:

For at least four years, we did courses at St Martin’s for primary teachers to try and get them up to speed with the National Curriculum…. Hundreds of teachers … went through that training … Most of the first courses would get three or four weeks … then they reduced it to two weeks… There was so much money… So we thought, Romans and Saxons and Vikings – York.  So … we’ll take all the teachers to York for three days.  And then modern stuff, … we’ll go to London for a couple of days.  And this was apart from the time that they were coming to the college.

Teachers were also clamouring for textbooks and other resources
 which would guarantee they would cover the content and get the assessment right. It was an opening for publishers – at least those who could find authors able to convert the, at times, jargon-ridden, attainment targets into practical tasks for the classroom.

Penelope Harnett produced a range of resources for Key Stages 1 and 2 (up to 11 years old) – ‘translating’ the attainment targets for teachers was the biggest challenge:
Teachers didn’t know what the attainment targets were, so you had to explain.  They didn’t know what the programmes of study were and how they related to what children learnt. It all looks so obvious now but it wasn’t then…. And there was just so much history as well, … and this was just one subject, so they’d get another nine subjects … and they had to record it all… So the idea of the Ginn history was that it was a complete structured approach; they had everything there that they needed.
  
To some extent the National Curriculum was restoring traditional history content to primary teaching, such as the Romans, Anglo-Saxons and Vikings, but with a new debate about the meaning of the old ‘stories’ for primary children, as Harnett recalled:

We had this big debate about who to have as famous people.  And King Alfred was a very interesting one because there was a lot of debate about him with the editors because we don’t know whether he burnt the cakes.… I said that we had to put the cakes in because … whether it was true or not, it was part of English heritage.  And so if we were creating reading books that we would perpetuate that, but there were other views that you ought to provide children with the truth and make sure that people knew what a great king he was and about the navy and the English laws.  So we tried to combine the two.

Some teachers, however, used the new books in traditional ways:

They bought whole classroom sets and they were teaching it just as they used to teach the Unstead – …read a page and you talk about it and you draw a picture which of course wasn’t what you were meant to do at all.
 

There were some topics on the curriculum for which there were very few resources, such as a unit on the history of the African kingdom of Benin, which was added as an optional unit by the NCC History Task Group.
 Where there was less likelihood of a commercial publisher tackling the topic, local authority advisers sometimes stepped in to provide training and even organise the production of materials on a collaborative basis amongst local primary teachers.
 For Maggie Wilson, starting in a middle school in 1993, the National Curriculum provided a welcome structure and support group:
I found it very helpful having that kind of structure. The levelling bit was perhaps the most restrictive and the most difficult element of it. I think laying out the chronology was useful and it made sense…., and it actually was really nice … when you met up with colleagues.… At that stage in Bradford there was still a history advisor in the local authority and she would organise meetings of middle school history teachers where we could exchange ideas, and because we had the National Curriculum we had so much in common, we could share resources and share ideas and talk about things that were useful.

Advice on primary history teaching had always been part of the remit of local authority advisers – the introduction of the National Curriculum gave many of them a powerful lever to improve the quality of provision in history. Experienced teachers undoubtedly found the new curriculum restrictive, but for younger teachers, new to the classroom, it was a boon.
 Andy Reid, an Adviser in Staffordshire at the time, gradually realised its potential for ‘levelling up’ standards of teaching in history in his area:
If you prescribe a national curriculum, hopefully you’ve got a basis for eliminating the mediocrity as well and you’ve got a common basis for raising standards….  I was persuaded over the following three years, partly just through having to be a participant and then embracing being a participant, that a national curriculum can bring huge benefits.

By 1992, Primary History, a new journal for primary school teachers, was established to support the delivery of the National Curriculum. Already it could talk of ‘growing confidence in teaching the subject’ at primary level and the increased status which the National Curriculum had given it.
 More schools were allocating specific curriculum time to history and teaching it separately rather than within integrated topics.
 Jon Nichol, who worked in primary teacher training before and after the National Curriculum could see its influence on the teaching of history across the south-west of England:

But the real impact on primary schools is [that] they put it on the primary curriculum…. And just talking very loosely,… we only knew of two examples of good primary history practice in the whole south west of England [before the National Curriculum]. … And when you look at all the stuff we did on our GEST [teacher training] courses, there was a major change which took place … and the National Curriculum was a catalyst for that.
  

The 1990s seem to have been the zenith of primary school history teaching, as publishers, museums and heritage sites all started to focus on supporting the core units which the majority of schools were now teaching. The economies of scale were obvious. The survey responses of pupils born in the 1980s reflect the common topics remembered from Key Stage 2 (ages 7-11), the Ancient Egyptians (chosen as a non-European civilisation by many schools), the Romans and Vikings and most vivid of all, the Victorians:
We learned about early railways, and were encouraged to imagine what it would be like to travel on a train for the first time. It was hands on, with a dramatic element – some roleplay. On the train “journey” – in reality, all huddled together in the corridor with the windows open, as, since none of us were rich, we were told we were travelling third class in an open carriage – we were asked if we had brought umbrellas. When we said no we were briefly squirted with water! (AW, born 1980)
 
Myself and all my school friends still talk about sitting in a Victorian classroom and writing on a slate, going down the mine in pitch darkness, and buying barley sweets with old money. (AH, born 1982)

I remember going on a trip to Holdenby House in Year 3-4, where we were given Victorian jobs to do – I was a Laundry Runner. (ET, born 1986)
We had a class assembly where we all dressed in Victorian clothes. We also had a visit to Shugborough hall, where we all participated in role playing. We had a lesson in the school room, everyone wanted to be the dunce and wear the dunce’s cap!! We washed a handkerchief in the laundry, then ironed it with a flat iron. We helped make cakes in the kitchen. All the staff were dressed in period costume. One boy was allowed to collect the coal for the fire. (AG, born 1990)
It is apparent from these memories that trips, role play and activity-based learning were thriving just as much, possibly even more, during the first decade of the National Curriculum than they had in the 1980s. 
Despite the abandonment of the SATs for history, from 1994 a new inspection service, Ofsted, reviewed the performance of schools in delivering the National Curriculum. In 1998, after its first ‘cycle’ of inspection of primary schools, Ofsted summarised the progress in history, noting that it was ‘prospering’ with a ‘modest but steady improvement in standards’ and ‘steady improvement in the quality of teaching’. However, schools were still concentrating more on knowledge rather than enquiry skills and teachers often missed opportunities to stretch the pupils by ‘playing safe’ and asking questions which required only factual answers. The inspectors believed these weaknesses were rooted in a lack of planning for progression and continuity between years, with subject leaders ‘restricted to being providers of ideas on request’ rather as they had been before the National Curriculum. Mainly this lack of progress was due to the fact that only one in five schools had had access to the 10 and 20-day courses of training for primary teachers.

Whilst secondary schools had less of a ‘shock to the system’ there was more at stake in terms of a potential loss of teachers’ professional autonomy over their subject as they also faced a new regime of accountability under Ofsted inspection, which in the 1990s was focused mainly on improving the delivery of the National Curriculum. Some sought safety in the textbook, as Chris Culpin, a textbook writer, recalled:
The early nineties were quite extraordinary in terms of teachers thinking that they had now to teach a very conventional curriculum.  This was seen in the extraordinary rush for textbooks, which obviously I was involved in…. Suddenly, I think because there hadn’t been a National Curriculum and it was a legislated order, [they] felt, ‘My God, what am I going to do?  Well at least if I teach from this textbook, when the inspector calls I’ll be able to say, “Look, I’m doing it because it’s been cooked up by somebody else”.’

Partly, of course, teachers bought textbooks because they were given the money to fund the new curriculum and even when the topics they were teaching did not differ much from what they had taught before, it was a good opportunity to acquire resources. Publishers leapt to meet the demand with more than 15 versions of books covering the mandatory Key Stage 3 (age 11-14) units, such as Medieval Realms. The result was that teachers could choose a book which, whilst dealing with a common topic, affirmed the style of teaching they had felt comfortable with before the National Curriculum. [Illustration here, depending on copyright permission, of pages from the two books] For the ‘traditional’ teacher, R. J. Cootes produced a dense narrative text, broken up by photographs and headings. He also included sources and questions to develop the pupil’s understanding of interpretations in history (by including short quotes from secondary sources). For those preferring an SHP-style approach, Ian Dawson’s book was focused on questions (e.g. Was religion important in the Middle Ages?) supported by a bigger selection of sources and a section entitled ‘Historical Skills and Ideas’.
 
On the other hand, the former local support networks for history in secondary schools were gradually removed. The role of the inspectorate as leaders and promoters of change in history teaching was much reduced with the advent of Ofsted inspection. Gentlemanly nudging of schools was replaced by the publication of judgements about each school’s performance. By the early 1990s, the writing was on the wall for teachers’ centres as well. In London, the demise of ILEA led to the break-up of its network of subject support centres and elsewhere local authorities lost money as devolved funding to schools meant pooled resources were less available.
 Resources and equipment were increasingly provided on a school basis rather than as a shared and scarce LEA resource to be borrowed. The national programmes of training for a time co-existed with local initiatives, but as more materials, schemes of work and lesson ideas were placed on the internet from the late 1990s, teachers had less need as well as less opportunity to find them locally.

Looking back at his rather sceptical view of the National Curriculum, John D. Clare recognised the benefits which came with it:

There was this dreadful mess of children coming from different schools, not knowing anything about any history before the Tudors. And of course, many children then would drop history in Year 4 in those days, is Year 10, knowing nothing of history after the Fire of London. And this was the justification for the national curriculum, and, in fact, it was absolutely correct.

Chris Hinton had become committed to the Schools History Project early in his career but felt happy with the way the National Curriculum worked out:

In history the outlined British themes through years seven to nine made sense for developing a background on our cultural heritage.  It was also important with lots of students finishing history at the end of year nine, that we did the twentieth century unit.… I always remember that children in the factories during the industrial revolution had been a popular topic with children, but before this new assessment regime the students would tend to write long and highly motivated pieces all based around how dreadful it was in the factories.  After the new National Curriculum assessment procedures we ensured that what they wrote included this, but also other perspectives, such as Robert Owen’s factories or why children actually might have wanted to work in the factories, the point of view of the parents and also the impact of Parliamentary debates.  In this way the students got a much better historical appreciation of children working in the factories, rather than just knowing that their fingers were chopped off in the machines…. a lot of this came from SHP but the National Curriculum put it through the whole system for the first time.

At the classroom level, teachers were grappling with the assessment of progress in National Curriculum history through the primary and secondary years. Whereas the first three years of secondary schooling had been seen merely as the preliminary to the GCE and then from 1986 the GCSE, they now acquired an interest in their own right, as teachers were required increasingly to measure progress and ‘level’ their pupils’ work. Linda Turner found this particularly challenging:
Yes, but it was awful to begin with…  doing levels where we had levels within levels … We used to spend hours marking a piece of work and … we took it too seriously…. We tried to make it work.

Rob Snow agreed, ‘Levels are so vague.  It’s not a maths subject, where you can just measure something like that.’
 Even the pupils felt the pressure in those early years, as Darren Hughff, now a teacher himself, recalled:
When I first came into teaching, I had probably the most negative view of the National Curriculum that you could possibly have, because I think I was the first or second year to go through it when I was at school myself.  And it seemed to be [that] teachers didn’t spend the time teaching, they’d spend the time ticking boxes, and that put me off it.

The National Curriculum placed much more stress on organisation and less on individualism in history departments and even across local authorities. It forced teachers to construct detailed schemes of work, an aspect of history teaching which had been weak before the 1980s. The National Curriculum ‘justified’ the position of history in the curriculum. Some felt it as a constraint, whereas others did not:

In conjunction with the liaison panel that I chaired from the early 1990s, the schools in the area developed an agreed curriculum covering years 7-9 that ensured continuity and compatibility in level assessment across the middle-upper school divide using an agreed common task.  This ensured that at the beginning of Year 9 all students in the area had covered the same topics (not just the NC) plus some flexibility to allow schools to pursue special interests: one school, for example, had a teacher passionate about teaching WWI. (RB, comprehensive school) 
 
1988 Attainment Targets was a big change. Before this we had bog standard factual recall mostly but we made it interesting through drama, story AV aids etc. .. I had been dissatisfied with this and was constantly trying to justify the subject to other teachers and to children. (JTS, comprehensive school)
I have never felt constrained by the National Curriculum, because the support in Suffolk has always been so good. Throughout its time, the main, influential Adviser always told us “…that the National curriculum is a hypothesis. It tells you what to teach, but not what they children have to learn, or how long you have to spend teaching it. If you don’t like a topic, cover it quickly, even in 1 lesson, and do what you’re comfortable with. Just make sure you cover the key skills areas”. I’ve tried to do this through my career. (AF, middle school)
[the] National Curriculum made us think harder about what topics we taught and how we justified their inclusion.’ (BH, comprehensive school)
The Labour Government and the History National Curriculum
On entering office in 1997, David Blunkett, the first of six Labour education secretaries over the ensuing 13 years, invited his former university tutor, Sir Bernard Crick, to chair the Citizenship Advisory Group. They produced the Crick Report which led to the introduction of citizenship as a mandatory element of the National Curriculum.
 From 2002, Citizenship became a compulsory subject in the National Curriculum to age 16. The impact of this requirement has been to squeeze time for the ‘optional’ subjects such as history, which is something Blunkett regrets:

All the pressure was to relieve the curriculum and particularly the 14+ and I’ve got this niggle inside me that we really ought to have said that everybody should study history through to 16.

History teachers have been reluctant to become involved in teaching citizenship, fearing perhaps the competition of a ‘similar’ subject on the curriculum might threaten the position of history. The addition of Citizenship to the National Curriculum was only the first of several augmentations which might be characterised as the products of a ‘social’ education agenda. For instance, Every Child Matters was superimposed on the National Curriculum with an obligation that schools focus on five key broader aims for children (‘be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve’, etc.) as well as delivering the curriculum.
 At primary level, the literacy and numeracy ‘hours’ were introduced, occupying for most schools each morning and relegating the humanities to the sidelines. David Blunkett accepted that history and other non-core subjects had lost out:
There was never really a contradiction between putting emphasis on literacy and numeracy in primary and actually being able to have a much broader curriculum because we should have been able to use the literacy curriculum, as a way of getting into subjects like history and bringing them alive, making them something that would inspire youngsters to have an enquiring mind.

Reviews of the National Curriculum since 1994 have concentrated on reducing listed content and allowing flexibility for teachers to construct their own courses within very broad chronological and topic guidelines.
 The trend has been for government to respond to ‘issues’ in wider society (such as youth crime or declines in voting participation) by loading up the school curriculum with new priorities – for instance, schools had to respond to the childhood obesity issue by providing opportunities for learning cookery and healthy eating.
 One significant priority which they were called on to promote through the curriculum was ‘community cohesion’, an obvious response to the impact of immigration in recent years.
 This suggests not that the Labour government loosened its control over the curriculum, but that it bent the National Curriculum towards different ‘social’ purposes. 

The 2007 revision to the history National Curriculum (Key Stage 3 only was revised at the end of 2007 by a committee of history specialists) included a new concept called ‘Cultural, ethnic and religious diversity’ which had to be delivered within the topics of study between ages 11-14.
 The curriculum was also amended to give more prominence to topics such as ‘the impact through time of the movement and settlement of diverse peoples to, from and within the British Isles’.
 Some have seen the changes as ‘political’, especially since the key events and personalities which are specified in the 2007 Key Stage 3 National Curriculum for history focus on two highly controversial and emotive events – the Slave Trade and the Holocaust.
 These were both specified in the 1991 original National Curriculum – yet their stark emphasis in the 2007 history National Curriculum highlighted the fact that teachers were being asked not only to teach momentous events in history but to teach them with an eye to current concerns about genocide and racial discrimination. The specific changes of emphasis in the history National Curriculum stemmed from a desire to encourage history teachers to tackle emotive and controversial topics. In 2007, the Historical Association issued a report claiming that some teachers avoided dealing with such tricky issues in the classroom, for fear of causing offence in local communities or, conversely, because in an ‘all white’ school there was thought to be no need for discussion of them.
 
In some ways, this is something of a revival of concerns about the ‘moral’ role of history from the 1960s,
 re-woven to meet a new humanitarian agenda. In between, in the seventies and eighties, the ‘moral’ role of history received little attention and indeed might have been scorned by history teachers intent on removing all ‘agendas’ from history in the classroom.
 A recent study of the teaching of the Holocaust found that history teachers approached the topic with a mixture of aims. Not surprisingly, for history teachers more than any other subject specialist involved in teaching about the Holocaust, a major concern was for pupils to understand an important and catastrophic event of the twentieth century, in addition to their considering the transcendent moral lessons for the present.
 Maggie Wilson’s comments illustrate well this desire to communicate the ‘lessons’ of the Holocaust without wishing to be didactic about the response of pupils:

It ties in very, very much when I was in Bradford because there is this kind of underlying racism and … I encouraged them to try and see that allowing underlying racism was like underlying anti-Semitism in Germany and it means that if things get much, much worse then turning a blind eye is going to be the easy option if that’s what you’ve always done. If you’ve allowed racism to creep in then at what stage do you stand up to be counted? … I think it’s right that they’ve made the Holocaust compulsory but I don’t want the government to start saying exactly how it’s got to be taught and using it as a kind of moral tool, I really don’t want that kind of political interference.
 

The responsibility for teaching a topic laden with symbolic and moral meaning has created something of a double bind for history, faced with squeezed time on the timetable at key stage 3. An event as important as the Holocaust demands time and must be taught in detail for pupils to appreciate its import as well as its moral value, yet often it is touched on in other subjects so there is a risk of duplication and even over-familiarity by the pupils. Rob Snow and Linda Turner reflected on this conundrum, given the one hour a week for Key Stage 3 history in their school:
Rob: [We spend] too long, I think, because other subjects do it as well. 
Linda: we spent … about six or eight weeks on it.
Rob: But then you’ve also got it in PSHE/Citizenship… , and RE does it, and so the same theme is being hammered home, whereas they’re not doing so in the other dimensions about 20th century issues that we used to perhaps cover in more depth.

The National Curriculum – Twenty Years On
Several commentators have confirmed their view that, despite its designation as a ‘foundation’ not ‘core’ subject, the position of history in the school curriculum was strengthened by the National Curriculum.
 This was especially the case in primary schools, where the 1960s and 70s had seen an erosion of the teaching of history or its disappearance within the amorphous study of ‘topics’ and ‘projects’.
 The National Curriculum had a number of positive effects at primary level (KS 1 and 2) since there was little discretion left to the teacher about what to teach and little scope for integrating the history topics with other subjects, so history had to be taught as a discrete subject and after 1994 for a specified number of hours.
 Although many teachers floundered at first and the training for the primary sector was rushed, it was worthwhile for commercial publishers to produce good-quality resources to support the primary history curriculum and these strengthened the delivery of history to children aged 5-11.
 The development of internet-based resources has added to the scope of primary history in the National Curriculum.

With hindsight, history seems to have gained from the National Curriculum – its place in the school curriculum was secured in 1990 and the imposition of common content across all state schools in England made the production of high-quality materials and on-going professional training for teachers of history feasible and affordable. Some would argue that the position of history in the NC has been won at a cost. Firstly history teachers have lost their traditional responsibility for choosing their own curriculum, although they still have discretion over GCSE and A level syllabuses. It should be borne in mind, however, that probably only a minority of keen and talented teachers designed their own curriculum or produced their own materials before 1990. Defenders of the National Curriculum argue that teachers still have a lot of flexibility in how they deliver the curriculum in the classroom and this can be a focus for their professional expertise. Moreover, the trend since 1995 has been to progressively ‘ease up’ the content and assessment requirements and allow for local discretion over what is taught. The cumbersome elements of earlier versions of the NC have gone, though the problem of fitting the content into a diminishing share of school time is still an issue.

On the other hand, the increased flexibility offered to schools under revisions to the NC by Labour since 1999 has opened up another Pandora’s box as history has now been pushed into a smaller space to allow room for vocational qualifications (the new Diplomas from 2008 were preceded by BTEC and other vocational courses which schools offered to lower-ability pupils).
 Discrete citizenship courses, specialist GCSEs (where the school has accessed ‘specialism’ funding) and even the resurgence of humanities courses have also cut into the time allowed for history at KS3 (ages 11-14) and added to competition post-14. 
 The HMI staff inspector for history recently suggested that more pupils are choosing religious education as their sole ‘humanities’ GCSE as it is a compulsory subject for KS4 anyway.
 History is seen as a ‘hard’ subject suitable for the above-average pupil – schools can secure their league table position by putting pupils in for ‘easier’ courses.
 The fate of ‘hard’ subjects which slip off the National Curriculum can be illustrated by the dramatic decline in modern foreign languages at GCSE which the Labour Government allowed schools to drop post-14 in 2003.  The HA argues that history has held its ground well against these ‘threats’ through the efforts of teachers to make their subject popular, especially at the end of KS3 (age 14) when pupils choose their GCSE. 
	Twenty Years on….

Looking back on twenty years of the National Curriculum, members of the Working Group viewed their work positively. Ann Low-Beer had joined the Working Group in an optimistic frame of mind, but found the eventual National Curriculum somewhat different to what she had expected:

My basic view was that a National Curriculum could be a very good thing, largely because it was some kind of guarantee of entitlement for all children.  And there were still schools which did pretty awful teaching.  But I must say that I also thought of it initially as being … a sort of scaffolding, a very broad framework, and I have to say that as it turned out, and perhaps it was foolish not to foresee this, added to the assessment system it became far too detailed, far too prescriptive.
  

Chris Culpin’s views were altered by the experience of being on the Working Group. He believes it reconciled the two ‘sides’ of history teaching but also allowed them to continue:

The balance between British and international history was something that we argued long and hard over.  And indeed it should be said that by requiring a European and an international topic to be studied, we were going far beyond what most schools taught between 11 and 14 at that time.  We were innovatory in that respect…. I think what that working group did was to move forward and away from the apparent dichotomy between – … old-fashioned courses that were memory based and new history courses – which would be caricatured as knowledge v skills…. But what the National Curriculum did was to say of course you need both.  I think if you had asked me in my radical youth - in about 1970, I would have said history’s about skills and the content is neither here nor there.  By 1990 I think we could see … that not all content is of equal value. But at the same time also [children need] to apply a wider range of skills than just to know the dates of all the kings and queens.  So I think those are perhaps the two things that I think the first National Curriculum ought to be given credit for, really.  I know everyone loved to hate it but really it didn’t do any harm to history.
   

There is as much creativity in history teaching as there ever was…. There was a lot of very conventional history teaching before the National Curriculum.

Tim Lomas considers the First National Curriculum has continued to have a resonance despite the many revisions and that its influence on history teaching has been positive:

What finally emerged was reasonably pleasing to those of us that had set the original National Curriculum up. What has happened subsequently with the Dearing review and everything else of course, in some respects, has been … a chipping away. … But a basic philosophy – despite the fact that some people think that they’ve radically overhauled it, the basic philosophy is still there from the original working group.

Despite the views of the purists and a lot of the people who wrote on it, teachers actually quite enjoyed teaching it and the pupils enjoyed national curriculum history in some respects.  We might not have agreed with the way it was taught very often, but the idea that the national curriculum had ruined history was not evidenced at all in many of the schools.  I think teachers partly rose to the occasion, and also the national curriculum did offer scope for teaching some quite exciting history.

Things have moved on considerably. The ability of some students to put together historical discussion … is rather better you know. I learned a tremendous number of facts to pass my GCEs … and A-level, but I don’t think there was any sort of ability. I knew how to answer an A-level essay question, but I don’t think that I could have stood up in a debate and engaged in a class argument, which some of them can do now. I think there is better quality debate in a lot of classrooms. 

And I think that there is more personal autonomy. One of the things that pleases me—it’s quite a humbling experience at times— where pupils genuinely even from working class estates will go back and go and do some oral history interviews with their families in the evenings. I don’t remember that sort of thing when I was at school, going through grammar school as it did not exist…. There have been gains.
   


The History Classroom 1990-2010
After the upheavals in the history curriculum of the years from 1985-95 (from GCSE to Dearing), there has been a period of relative constancy in terms of curriculum content. Despite the progressive slimming of the curriculum in the revisions implemented from 2000 and 2008, many teachers have continued to teach broadly the same curriculum. Partly this has been due to prior investment in materials from earlier incarnations of the National Curriculum – perhaps also because many history teachers stick with schemes of work which have engaged pupils’ interest. There have been considerable pressures on teachers from other school initiatives, so relying on what works in the day –to-day teaching of the history curriculum can hardly seem problematic. Teaching styles too have not changed significantly, with most teachers still relying on a mix of teacher-led exposition or question and answer, group discussion and individual work. This section therefore concentrates on two areas where change have made, or have begun to make, a significant impact on pupils’ learning of history in the classroom – the development of Black and multicultural history and the increased use of technology in the teaching of history.

 The National Curriculum broadened history teaching, luring more teachers to tackle subjects they would not have felt comfortable with before – this particularly applied to topics such as the Aztecs in primary schools and Native Peoples of the Americas in secondary schools.
 It could be argued that the inclusion of ‘world history’ topics in the National Curriculum spread a more multicultural approach to the history curriculum than had hitherto been the case. Although 50 per cent of the National Curriculum had to be British history, and even more so after the Dearing reductions of content, all primary schools were required to do a non-European history unit and in lower secondary, optional units covered both European and world history topics. Significantly the latter focused on civilisations before European contact in order to ‘focus on the ‘history of other societies from their own perspectives and for their own sake’, not as a means of understanding them in a colonial context. Despite the burst of enthusiasm for creating resources to accompany topics like the history of Benin (see above), the most popular topic in primary history under the ‘non-European’ heading has been Ancient Egypt, as it is well supported by resources and museum collections. At secondary level, world history, multicultural themes and the study of Empire and slavery have become more prominent than they were in the earlier versions of the National Curriculum. Partly this is because of the re-shaping of the curriculum in 2007 to emphasise the study of slavery in the context of the British Empire as a major topic and the inclusion of ‘diversity’ as a key concept in the curriculum. The British Empire and slavery are now well-represented in textbooks for Year 8 (ages 12-13).
 Kay Traille found in her research, however, that some black pupils felt alienated by the negative stereotypes they encountered when being taught about the Empire because the topic was concentrating on ‘the history of enslaved people’.
 The topic is taught within its eighteenth-century context but, in an effort to address the negative stereotypes, it is often followed by the Civil Rights movement in the USA as a logical sequence, as Simon Bishop, teaching in a Cumbrian comprehensive school with virtually no ethnic minority pupils, explained:

We do the Slave Trade in year 8 but after half term we will move into Civil Rights in the USA, so there’s actually a break from the chronology, but that’s because this is a very interesting topic that has to be finished, you know, for it to make sense.

Few schools, however, teach the end of Empire and British history since the arrival of the Windrush, as John D. Clare realised when he wrote series of textbooks on ‘sensitive’ topics, including A Nation of Immigrants, for key stage 3:

These [books] are selling appallingly, but actually they’re some of the best books I’ve ever written … they allowed me to address some really hot potatoes through the medium of history…. You study the Windrush period, and then, out of that, you look at what’s happening now.… I’ve tried to do it in a responsible manner which allows children to come out at the end of it with the opportunity to have formed some sensitive, sensible conclusions, based on facts and based on the history.
 

This is not to say that multicultural themes were absent from the curriculum in the seventies and eighties, although more commonly they were covered in anti-racist materials, which were intended to counter stereotypical images in history.
 Textbooks produced for the first National Curriculum (and certainly still in use in its second incarnation from 2000) also failed to mention the Black presence in British history.
 Undoubtedly the 2007 revision to the history curriculum reflects the wider impact of the Macpherson and Ajegbo Reports of 1999 and 2007 respectively. Following MacPherson’s recommendations, a new statutory requirement was added to the National Curriculum requiring history teachers to use materials which reflected social and cultural diversity.
 Ajegbo in particular, though ostensibly concerned with the citizenship curriculum, called for pupils to study the historical context to the subject as a means of affirming different ethnic identities as well as enable pupils to appreciate diversity.
  Recently, teaching about Black British history and the experience of Empire in a wider context than the Slave Trade has been encouraged by the availability of new materials via the internet.
 Greater flexibility in the history curriculum over the past 10 years has also allowed schools to choose to concentrate on themes they consider more likely to have meaning to students with a variety of different ethnic and cultural heritages, for instance the study of the history of Islam. However, much of the Black history studied relates to events in other parts of the world and does not serve to enlighten pupils about their shared communal history. This is a problematic area for teachers because there is flexibility in the history National Curriculum to respond to pupils’ interests. Should the history curriculum be shaped by the ethnic and cultural heritage of the pupils in the class or offer a ‘history of place’ – the place in which they have been born and are growing up? Maggie Wilson, working in a Bradford secondary school in the early twenty-first century, reflected on her own experience:

It was quite noticeable that there were very, very few of the Asian children who were interested in doing GCSE history…. They worked hard and they would go through the motions but I don’t think that they really engaged with … the national curriculum history that we were offering them…. I did do a unit on immigration into Bradford in the 1950s and ‘60s and I got the audiotape that the Bradford Heritage Unit made and we did some work on that, … but I don’t feel it was really, honestly engaging the Asian children in school, not really honestly.
 

A survey of teachers in Northamptonshire (not a county with a numerous black and multi-ethnic population) in 2005 found that three-quarters of the teachers surveyed hardly ever or never taught Black British history.
 Their reasons were largely related to lack of resources and gaps in their own historical knowledge leading to a lack of confidence to teach it. Despite criticism from QCA in 2004/5 that too many school history departments taught Black history only as part of particular topics such as the Slave Trade or during Black History Month,
 it is probably fair to say that far more Black and Asian history is being taught in English schools than 20 years ago, though whether it is ‘mainstream’ in many school history courses is doubtful.

From the teacher’s point of view, there has been much continuity of content in the past 10 years – though reductions in time available have tended to lead to an ‘episodic’ approach to the curriculum with teachers hopping from one major topic to the next without the time for an overview of themes; thus in Year 7 (age 11-12), pupils start with the Norman Conquest, then maybe Henry II and Becket or the Crusades,  followed by King John and Magna Carta and then a skip to the Black Death and Peasants’ Revolt. Year 8 (12-13) can be even more hectic, including such momentous events as the ‘voyages of discovery’, Tudors monarchs and English Civil War, plus the British Empire and Slave Trade. The 2007 revision of key stage 3 attempted to tackle this disjointedness by describing themes around which teachers could plan an overview – the development of political power, the relationships between the peoples of the four nations of the UK and ‘movement and settlement’ in and out of and within the British Isles. However, it is possible that this has complicated the teaching of the key stage 3 curriculum rather than provided it with more coherence and continuity. As one head of department wryly noted:
Last year (2008-9) we went through the themes of: Empire; Power, Parliament and Protest in Yr 7 and then Life and Times in Year 8. However, the Yr 7s went from 6 weeks of Romans to 6 weeks of the British Empire. Lots of the work I saw had Roman centurions travelling to Australia and the Roman army using guns to impose its rule in Britain. The concerns of staff – most of whom believed it was wrong to teach thematically anyway – were such that I was forced to re-draft the Scheme of Work.

Meanwhile the study of local history in secondary schools has declined, partly because there is so little room for local history in key stage 3 and also because GCSE syllabuses in social and economic history have declined in popularity, although the new GCSE pilot syllabus has re-invented the local study with a heritage focus.
 And despite the adjurations of the National Curriculum originators and more recently the 2007 Curriculum revision, there appears to be little enthusiasm to teach British history as the ‘history of four nations’, by giving more prominence to Scottish, Welsh and Irish history.
 
Beyond the content of the history curriculum, how much change has there been in the way in which history is taught in the classroom? Despite the great expectations of enthusiasts who eagerly embraced the BBC computer for which many simulation ‘games’ were designed in the eighties, history departments were less likely than almost any other in school to make use of computers.
 Neither was there much change in this when rooms full of PCs were installed in schools during the 1990s. Indeed, even those producing the computer simulations on historical themes realised that paper materials were often more of a selling point for teachers and were more widely used than the programme itself.
 Much of the conservatism over computers was due to a lack of accessible provision and teachers’ own awareness of their lack of expertise with the technology, but a critical problem also was how to apply the use of the computer to the subject discipline – unlike science, there was no need to process data (although some teachers developed social history topics using census data)
 – at best, word processing was often the most used application.
 Even more fundamentally, the individual nature of the computer interfered with the interaction between the teacher and the class, rather than facilitated it. Whereas video had been taken up quickly as a way of supplementing history teaching ‘from the front’ in ways the teacher controlled, the computer distracted pupils from class learning. In most cases, history classrooms would be provided with one computer only, which only tended to emphasise its redundancy apart the production of individual coursework. Arguably the break-through came with the union between video and computer technology, via the ceiling-mounted data projector, which again quickly became a sine qua non of the history classroom.
By 2002, Ofsted could conclude that progress in the use of technology in history was limited, although teachers were starting to realise the potential, and the perils, of the internet as a source of historical information for pupils to use in their work.
 The internet has had a transformational effect on some aspects of history teaching, for instance, increasing teachers’ access to materials and teaching ideas, whether from government, examination boards, publishers, professional networks, teachers’ own websites or blogs with each other.
 Many schools have virtual learning environments (VLE) which allow teaching materials to be available outside lesson time and at home to support homework. This has proved especially useful for A level history, where pupils are expected to do more work in their own time. Chris Hinton, despite nearing the end of his career, invested time in making a VLE to help with his sixth-formers’ essay writing and encourage collaborative learning:

Virtual learning environments have great potential, particularly at A level…. they can co-construct pieces of work, they can read and evaluate each other’s work.  I also built a self-evaluation tool … where the students could evaluate the elements which were and were not in their essays. They used to do this after each essay to see if they managed to eliminate previous weaknesses.  There’s also a tool where students could email me to ask questions.  We had a forum where they could for example write paragraph answers and all see each other’s offerings.

The latest gadget, the electronic whiteboard (IWB) has become rapidly the most popular tool of history teachers, but it has had much less impact on the experience of learning than might have been expected. 
  This is because it potentially re-focuses teaching on the teacher at the front leading to a more didactic approach to teaching rather than group projects or individual work by pupils.
 Projectors, interactive white boards and the internet have also put the emphasis in learning history on the visual rather than the written word. Partly this is because visual sources are so much more available – the teacher is no longer dependent on the textbook (and increasingly textbooks come with additional electronic or web-based visual resources).
 Even the video, most beloved of history teachers, now vies with YouTube for most effective teaching aid in the classroom. Recently, major collections of historical source materials have been made available online – some of them suitable for topics on the history National Curriculum.
 Moreover, pupils are often motivated to respond by images, video, interactive sites and other electronic media which invite participation, discussion and even allow pupils to make their own collaborative podcasts or websites – a very different way of communicating their historical knowledge from the individual handwritten essay.
  
Although many older history teachers consider their ICT skills under-developed, especially by comparison with their pupils, younger history teachers have by and large, embraced the new technology and have been trained to incorporate it into lessons. A selection of comments from teachers all born in the 1980s makes clear the importance of ICT in their teaching of history:
[I use] worksheets, TV documentaries, e.g. ‘Days That Shook the World’; David Starkey’s ‘Monarchy’, film clips, music/speeches, textbooks, paintings/ pictures/ photos, Powerpoint presentations. The students are particularly captivated by visual resources, especially TV/film footage.
 (CG, comprehensive school)

[I use] books, videos, Powerpoint, SMART (interactive white board)
Most used: Powerpoint Least used: Textbooks (FB, comprehensive school)
[I use] DVD – Magic Grandad & BBC Learning Zone video clips, plus artefacts are used almost every lesson. Always use interactive white board, always build flip charts. (RB, primary school)

Textbooks/ sheets, films, CD recordings, digital projector, are all commonly used … I find that work on the digital projector is best appreciated by the students. (RW, comprehensive school)
[I use] textbooks some of the time – mostly to steal resources, but use with classes to look at why the authors have put topics [in]. Worksheets all the time. SMARTboard [electronic white board] all of the time – especially good at annotating sources. (JW, comprehensive school)
Although history teachers are now usually competent, and some of them expert, users of ICT, the traditional elements of history teaching are still significant to them. Trips are still important as ‘highlights’ in the history course, although becoming scarcer again, due to the costs and the problem of getting cover for missed lessons. Many of the teachers we interviewed still valued their role as story-teller, especially in the lower secondary years. The enjoyment of story-telling is palpable in Darren Hughff’s description of his customary rendering of the Battle of Hastings to the Year 7s in his Hartlepool comprehensive school:

I tell the story of the Battle of Hastings, where they’re marching up on horses [Darren thuds on the wall].   Clash against the shield wall, ‘Run away, run away!’  That type of thing.  And it gets the kids enthused, and – we end up doing an essay on, Why did William win the Battle of Hastings?

John D. Clare, though an enthusiast for active learning, summed up the pre-eminent value of story-telling in history:

Children love stories… I can sit down a set of the naughtiest and least able Year 9 pupils … and I can talk to them for an hour about the murder of Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo, and I won’t pause for breath and … not one of them will glance sideways; I can keep them absolutely thrilled. The story side of history is, I think, still the big power over children.

Examinations
See separate paper, ‘History Examinations from the 1960s to the present day’. Includes long section on A level changes since 1980s.
Contemporary Challenges for School History

The fact that history is not tested as part of the National Curriculum both increases its vulnerability and adds to the flexibility open to teachers. At the same time, there has been contraction of the time available for teaching the history National Curriculum and more pressure on teachers to get good results at GCSE and A level. All of these pressures are likely to lead to conservatism in the choice of topics. History teachers have also learned to ‘market’ their subject in a way science and maths teachers never have, simply because they are competing for pupils at age 14 and this competition has become fiercer as more options post-14 have appeared. Less time has tended to focus attention on the necessary and the popular, such as the World Wars (the Nazis and the Holocaust) and the Tudors have predominated on GCSE and A level syllabuses, though recent changes to A level have afforded schools more choice of topics, including more British history.
 
Since 2007, the suggestion has crept back into public parlance that history is again ‘in danger’.
  The threats this time seem to come from changes external to the subject, in contrast to the late sixties, when the subject appeared threatened not only by structural and curriculum changes in comprehensive schools, but also by its unpopularity with pupils, especially those of average ability or below. Then, history teachers took the initiative to re-form their subject, aided by the Schools Council and by the CSE exam which provided a meaningful course for those not up to O level standard. In 2007 and 2011, Ofsted noted trends in the school curriculum which were restricting opportunities for pupils to study history in English secondary schools – more integrated humanities in year seven or even the substitution of a subject-based curriculum by ‘competence-based’ learning,
 as well as the contraction of key stage 3 into two years and addition of other subjects, such as citizenship and vocational courses. Time for history teaching has been reduced, contributing to an ‘episodic’ treatment of the National Curriculum in some schools and a lack of chronological overview. The number of pupils continuing with history beyond the compulsory phase has also reduced due to the growth of vocational qualifications post-14 and a focus on English, maths and science (the core subjects) so as to raise the proportion of pupils achieving five GCSEs at grades A*-C.
 History GCSE, deemed ‘interesting but hard’ by many pupils, has been losing ground to ‘easier’ subjects which deliver more ‘points’ for the school’s league table position.
 Despite this, history has remained a strong subject in many schools:
We have mostly been on the defensive and reacting to changes all the time. History is quite good at adapting; it has had to …. In many schools, history remains the most popular optional subject, despite everything that is thrown at it. It is resilient in that sense.

At primary level, the trend has been for greater integration of subjects and a return to ‘topics’ cutting across subject boundaries, though the recent rejection by the Government of the Rose Report suggests this will be limited in the future.
 The demands of the literacy and numeracy agenda have reduced the time explicitly for history teaching but history has crept back in as an effective vehicle for developing children’s literacy skills, as in this example from Kent adviser Ian Coulson’s interview:

One of the teachers was on our Bayham Abbey project which is running currently, and her eyes lit up because she’s got reluctant writers… We had them on site at Bayham Abbey for a full day and they’ve obviously been completely grabbed by it. They’re wanting to be historians and archaeologists, which is wonderful, but the other side of it is that their writing’s improving… going up leaps and bounds in a very short period of time, sometimes two sub-levels, if we use the jargon.
 
None the less, the amount and standard of history teaching in primary schools is probably more variable than was the case in the 1990s, especially as younger primary school teachers receive little specialist training in history either before they qualify or as serving teachers.

Much of the concern expressed by history teachers seems to boil down to its status, both in schools and with the public. In independent schools and grammar schools, history flourishes because it is regarded as a rigorous subject at both GCSE and A level, requiring a strong grasp of detail and depth of understanding as well as testing literacy skills through complex writing tasks. To an extent, this is a reprise of an old argument from the sixties about history’s relevance to the full spectrum of pupils across all abilities. History as a subject only fitted for the elite was a position strongly rejected by the new history movement and is still opposed by most history teachers.
 Deputy Headteacher, Chris Hinton summarises the challenges in his school:

History’s a popular and successful subject in my school … because the department is well qualified, bright, hard working, stable and innovative.  Students know they get a good deal with the history teachers.  It’s the most popular option at GCSE; five classes from a ten form entry.  However, such is the hold of exam league tables that the pressure is now on to not let students who would get below a C do it.  Unless the league table madness diminishes soon, I can see a whole category of child being disenfranchised from history after year nine.
  

In the late sixties, the answer was to recast history as a ‘thinking skills’ subject which would respond to the ‘needs’ of adolescents of the 1970s. Today all subjects have become ‘thinking skills’ subjects, with discussion, enquiry and ‘hands-on’ approaches to learning. None the less, there is an important gap between the perception of politicians, the public and even pupils of what history is about in schools and what teachers and educators have relied on as their justification for teaching it. A recent school survey found pupils justified their study of history as a body of knowledge which can give insights on the present rather than as a contestable form of knowledge.
 That is to say, most politicians, parents and pupils, when asked about the value of history as a subject, will refer only to the content of history learned – the periods studied and the key events and personalities. Teachers, meanwhile, appear to concern themselves about the pupils’ abilities to think sceptically about the historical evidence, to appreciate how the narrative is constructed and to consider alternative views of the past. 
Nevertheless, the new (or rather very old) ground on which history is being called to fight its corner today is its role in deepening pupils’ understanding of their own and others’ identity.
 Of course, in most other nations, the role of history as the key educational source for awareness of the national narrative is uncontested, though the issue itself is now increasingly under review.
 In England, it has been otherwise since the decline of the old narrative approach between the late sixties and the eighties. Since the National Curriculum did not impose on teachers any duty to deliver a single narrative of the nation’s past, history has retained its flexibility, its ambivalence and its focus on ‘questioning and argument’ rather than received narrative. 
Recent political discussion about Britishness and the role of history in reinforcing a particular common identity has thrown a new spotlight on the role of school history. It is the challenge of pupils with different heritages which has provided a new opportunity for history as an affirmer of many different identities as well as the venue for sharing different versions of the past. Yet, this begs a lot of questions about the role history can play in identity formation and whether it is clear what knowledge is relevant to the formation of a person’s identity. There is a strong assumption by politicians and also by teachers (not unnaturally), that teaching history does affect the way pupils see their own identity, though the way this happens is less clear. David Blunkett summed up his view of this rather unspecific role of history:

What history does is enable people to root how they feel and think and the relationships they have with others into the past.  But it’s a living thing, I think what’s wrong with the way that it’s often debated in terms of identity is to see somehow history as teaching us what we should be now, whereas actually it shows us how we’ve grown and flourished and developed into that mongrel race ... We are not static, we are all of us influencing both our own identity and how people feel around us and my only worry is that glue, that sense of mutuality, is disappearing and I think we’ve got to find ways of bringing that alive again, perhaps in different forms.

Michael Riley, the current Director of SHP, believes, ‘history has a huge role to play in developing … understanding of multiplied identities and complexity.  What I have been struck by and disappointed by really in terms of history in Britain is the way in which we continue to exclude lots of groups from their and our history’.
 At the same time, teachers fear political interference in this area, as John D. Clare explained:

Many of the people who want us to teach national identity have a hidden agenda that they want to teach Englishness, which they see as being under siege from an influx of immigrants, and I think they see Englishness as something which is dying, and they want to use history to protect it, to get across a certain political agenda with the children. And if that is the thing, then I instinctively revolt against that; that is not my job as a teacher.
 

What evidence is there that history can bear this weight of expectation? How much does school history contribute to a sense of national identity or ‘Britishness’? Recent research has suggested that in fact, children bring many assumptions from home and community with them into the history classroom and that this particularly applies to pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds, where community perspectives may well contrast with those of teachers. Hawkey and Prior found that pupils sought to reconcile home and community stories with those they encountered in history lessons, sometimes becoming more critical of the former or rejecting the latter.
  This complex process of filtering and accommodating different influences on children’s views of the history they are learning comes through in the interviews with pupils who are now adults. One, from a Catholic background, commented on the way his interest in Irish history had developed:

I’m not saying we were being, you know, taught Nationalist or Republican views from, at the crib or anything, but, I just remember my Grandma saying to me about the English being cruel to the Irish … Looking back now, and having studied Irish history I can see where that view must have come from, and what obviously must have sparked it.
  

Another interviewee, Bridget Phillipson (now an MP), growing up in a strong Labour Party supporting community, recalled her study of British history at school in the following terms:


I don’t think it made me feel proud to be British. Probably the reverse … I don’t think that was necessarily the intention, but you looked at the conditions that people lived and worked in during the Industrial Revolution. You were sat there as a 14 year old being told you might have been down the mines for three years by this point. It did bring it home that, actually it was quite a hard life for a lot of people, and that there were massive differences between the lives of the ordinary people versus the lives of a privileged elite at the top, and I didn’t like that. Equally slavery, the expansion of the British Empire. I didn’t, it wasn’t taught in a judgmental way, but I just couldn’t help but feel that it … there was something not quite right about it all.

This suggests that the cultural background and family interests which children bring into the classroom are as important as any history they learn there in forming a sense of national identity. Yet one should certainly not discount the power of school history to inform the future careers, enliven the leisure and enrich the cultural understanding of pupils. What children learn in the history classroom has always had a powerful potential to affect their adult thinking, their imaginations and moral sensitivities, as Sarah Ensor’s experience confirms:

In 1972 we went to Germany on holiday, and we visited Dachau Concentration Camp.  Mum and dad wouldn’t go in because they’d lived through the war and they said they couldn’t go in.  And I think it, in some ways, brought to life my history…. That was after I’d done O level and had given up history…. we’d been told about the gas chambers and all this.  And then to see them, you think, ‘Ah yes … that’s what she was telling us about’; so that was good.

To enable all children to make the connection between history and their own experience has been the ongoing challenge for school history throughout the twentieth century and continues to be so in the next.
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� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Smith</Author><Year>2010</Year><RecNum>215</RecNum><record><rec-number>215</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Smith, Neil</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>The History Teacher&apos;s Handbook</title><short-title>Handbook</short-title></titles><dates><year>2010</year></dates><pub-location>London</pub-location><publisher>Continuum International Publishing Group</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Neil Smith, The History Teacher's Handbook (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2010).� p. 103. 


� History in Education surveys, CG/T80/HiE111, FB/T81/HiE115, RB/T81/HiE125, RW/T82/HiE116, JW/T83/HiE108.


� Hughff interview, p. 24.


� Clare interview, p. 10.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Ofsted</Author><Year>March 2011</Year><RecNum>218</RecNum><record><rec-number>218</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ofsted, Office for Standards in Education</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Education, Department for</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>History for all</title></titles><dates><year>March 2011</year></dates><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ofsted, "History for All."� p. 40.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Ofsted</Author><Year>March 2011</Year><RecNum>218</RecNum><record><rec-number>218</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ofsted, Office for Standards in Education</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Education, Department for</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>History for all</title></titles><dates><year>March 2011</year></dates><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ibid.� p. 45.


� The RSA’s ‘Opening Minds’ is widely used. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.rsaopeningminds.org.uk/" �http://www.rsaopeningminds.org.uk/� (accessed 30.03.2011).


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Ofsted</Author><Year>July 2007</Year><RecNum>120</RecNum><record><rec-number>120</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ofsted, Office for Standards in Education</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>DfES, Department for Education and Skills</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>History in the balance: history in English schools 2003-07</title></titles><keywords><keyword>National curriculum, ofsted, primary</keyword></keywords><dates><year>July 2007</year></dates><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted), "History in the Balance: History in English Schools 2003-07," ed. Department for Education and Skills DfES (HMSO, July 2007).� pp. 28-30; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Ofsted</Author><Year>March 2011</Year><RecNum>218</RecNum><record><rec-number>218</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ofsted, Office for Standards in Education</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Education, Department for</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>History for all</title></titles><dates><year>March 2011</year></dates><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ofsted, "History for All."� p. 46.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Culpin</Author><Year>Autumn 2007</Year><RecNum>217</RecNum><record><rec-number>217</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Culpin, Chris</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>What kind of history should school history be?</title><secondary-title>The Historian</secondary-title><short-title>School history</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>The Historian</full-title></periodical><pages>6-13</pages><volume>95</volume><dates><year>Autumn 2007</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Chris Culpin, "What Kind of History Should School History Be?" The Historian 95 (Autumn 2007).� p.9; 


� Lomas interview, p. 29; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Harris</Author><Year>March 2009</Year><RecNum>125</RecNum><record><rec-number>125</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Harris, Richard</author><author>Haydn, Terry</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>30% is not bad considering...</title><secondary-title>Teaching History</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Teaching History</full-title></periodical><pages>27-34</pages><number>134</number><dates><year>March 2009</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Harris and Haydn, "30% Is Not Bad Considering..."�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Rose</Author><Year>2009</Year><RecNum>220</RecNum><record><rec-number>220</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Rose, Sir Jim</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Department of Children, Schools and Families</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum: Final Report</title></titles><dates><year>2009</year></dates><pub-location>London</pub-location><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Sir Jim Rose, "Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum: Final Report," ed. Schools and Families Department of Children (London: HMSO, 2009).�; ‘We can’t stomach yet another curriculum review, heads warn’, Times Educational Supplement, 11 June 2010.


� History in Education Project, Ian Coulson interview 3 July 2009, transcript p. 12.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>HA</Author><Year>2011</Year><RecNum>219</RecNum><record><rec-number>219</rec-number><ref-type name="Report">27</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>HA, Historical Association</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Primary History Survey (England): 3-11</title></titles><dates><year>2011</year></dates><pub-location>London</pub-location><publisher>Historical Association</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Historical Association HA, "Primary History Survey (England): 3-11," (London: Historical Association, 2011).� p. 5; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Ofsted</Author><Year>March 2011</Year><RecNum>218</RecNum><record><rec-number>218</rec-number><ref-type name="Government Document">46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Ofsted, Office for Standards in Education</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Education, Department for</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>History for all</title></titles><dates><year>March 2011</year></dates><publisher>HMSO</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ofsted, "History for All."� p. 5.


� See No. 1 of the Core Principles of the SHP at � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolshistoryproject.org.uk/AboutSHP/principles.htm" �http://www.schoolshistoryproject.org.uk/AboutSHP/principles.htm� (accessed 28.03.2011); Christine Counsell, ‘Time for a new crusade’, Times Educational Supplement, 17 February 2006.


� Chris Hinton interview, p. 27.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Haydn</Author><Year>2010</Year><RecNum>226</RecNum><record><rec-number>226</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Haydn, Terry</author><author>Harris, Richard</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Pupil perspectives on the purposes and benefits of study history in high school: a view from the UK</title><secondary-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</secondary-title><short-title>Pupil perspectives</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</full-title></periodical><pages>241-61</pages><volume>42</volume><number>2</number><dates><year>2010</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Terry Haydn and Richard Harris, "Pupil Perspectives on the Purposes and Benefits of Study History in High School: A View from the UK," Journal of Curriculum Studies 42, no. 2 (2010).� pp. 253-4.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Culpin</Author><Year>Autumn 2007</Year><RecNum>217</RecNum><record><rec-number>217</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Culpin, Chris</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>What kind of history should school history be?</title><secondary-title>The Historian</secondary-title><short-title>School history</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>The Historian</full-title></periodical><pages>6-13</pages><volume>95</volume><dates><year>Autumn 2007</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Culpin, "School History."� p. 11.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Wilschut</Author><Year>2010</Year><RecNum>223</RecNum><record><rec-number>223</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Wilschut, Arie H. J.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>History at the mercy of politicians and ideologies: Germany, England, and the Netherlands in the 19th and 20th centuries</title><secondary-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</secondary-title><short-title>History at the mercy</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</full-title></periodical><pages>693-723</pages><volume>42</volume><number>5</number><dates><year>2010</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Arie H. J. Wilschut, "History at the Mercy of Politicians and Ideologies: Germany, England, and the Netherlands in the 19th and 20th Centuries," Journal of Curriculum Studies 42, no. 5 (2010).�; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Clark</Author><Year>2010</Year><RecNum>224</RecNum><record><rec-number>224</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Clark, A.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title> Teaching the nation&apos;s story: comparing public debates and classroom perspectives on history education in Australia and Canada</title><secondary-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</secondary-title><short-title>Nation&apos;s story</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</full-title></periodical><pages>745-62</pages><volume>41</volume><number>6</number><dates><year>2010</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�A. Clark, " Teaching the Nation's Story: Comparing Public Debates and Classroom Perspectives on History Education in Australia and Canada," Journal of Curriculum Studies 41, no. 6 (2010).�


� History in Education Project, David Blunkett interview 3 November 2009, transcript p. 6.


� History in Education Project, Michael Riley interview 22 September 2009, transcript p. 24.


� Clare interview, p. 28. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Hawkey</Author><Year>2011 (forthcoming)</Year><RecNum>221</RecNum><record><rec-number>221</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Hawkey, K.</author><author>Prior, J&gt;</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>History, memory cultures and meaning in the classroom</title><secondary-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</secondary-title><short-title>History, memory</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Journal of Curriculum Studies</full-title></periodical><volume>43</volume><dates><year>2011 (forthcoming)</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�K. Hawkey and J. Prior, "History, Memory Cultures and Meaning in the Classroom," Journal of Curriculum Studies 43 (2011 (forthcoming)).�


� History in Education Project, C1371/60 interview 2 July 2010, transcript p. 8.


� History in Education Project, Bridget Phillipson interview 8 April 2010, transcript p. 16.


� Ensor interview, pp. 16-17 (cited in Chapter 4).
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