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Government policy towards education and history teaching 1945 – early 1960s

Government policy towards education after the 1944 Education Act

Many of the provisions of the 1944 Education Act came into force on 1 April 1945 and local education authorities started to draw up their development plans for the new education system. The incoming Labour education ministers, Ellen Wilkinson, and after her death, George Tomlinson, supported the tripartite system, although the wording of the 1944 Act did not completely preclude establishing different schemes. In 1945 the Ministry of Education also had a new Permanent Secretary, the former academic John Maud (later Lord Redcliffe-Maud) who brought with him the “ qualities of administrative skill, persuasiveness, and enthusiasm” which the ODNB suggested were vital for the role during these years. The civil servants and the ministers remained adamant about establishing a tripartite system, and government guidance recommended that 70-75% of places “should be of the modern type”, the remaining 25-20% being allocated to grammar and technical places.
 There would be ‘parity of esteem’ between the sectors so that all would be equally attractive to parents and pupils, depending on the needs and abilities of every child. Some local education authorities continued to favour multilateral (comprehensive) schools, producing plans including them; some of their plans were accepted, although many were rejected (in 1951 0.7% of state secondary school pupils were in comprehensive schools). There was also an enormous expansion of trained teachers through the emergency scheme which ran from 1944-51.
 By the late 1940s a system of grammar schools was generally established across England and Wales (although provision varied enormously – parts of the north of England had a much lower proportion of grammar school places than in the south east). For the rest of the school population; as of April 1945 the old senior elementary schools were renamed ‘secondary moderns’ and the local authorities began to establish new secondary modern schools as well. Technical schools, which the White Paper and the Norwood Report had intended would take about half the selective intake, ie 10-15% of all pupils, in fact never catered for much more than about 3% – mainly boys. 
Little had been planned for the secondary modern sector: the Norwood Report had said:

To consider its curriculum in detail is outside our scope, but... The aim would be to offer a general grounding and to awaken interest in many aspects of life and citizenship ... It is evident that, if such general education is to spring from the actual and real interests of the pupils - interests which are to a great extent dependent on environment - the utmost freedom must exist as regards curriculum and its treatment, which can be determined only in the light of the special circumstances of the school. We may add that we look forward to much fruitful growth and many experiments in this field of education. 

Basically it was left up to teachers to design their own curriculum. And it was made almost impossible for secondary modern pupils to take external examinations – at least School Certificate and later General Certificate of Education subjects. According to Brian Simon and Peter Fisher there was dismay behind the scenes at the Ministry when the some of the secondary modern schools (at this point these were still mainly the pre-war senior elementary schools, renamed) immediately started to request to enter pupils for School Certificate.
 For now that their pupils’ leaving age was about to be raised to fifteen (1 April 1947) it was seen as perfectly feasible in some of these schools that some of their pupils might stay on an extra year to take the SC. 
This was not at all what had been envisaged for the new system. In May 1946, Circular 103, ‘Examinations in Secondary Schools’ was issued which advocated abolishing the external examination at 15 or 16, saying that as grammar school pupils should be staying on until 17 or 18, an earlier examination would not be necessary . It was also announced that there would be regulations preventing schools other than grammar schools entering pupils for any external examination under the age of 17, and even the grammar schools doing this would require special permission from the Ministry of Education. This followed on from the idea of the White Paper and the Norwood Report, supported by the Ministry of Education officials, that grammar schools would have fewer but abler and more motivated pupils who would wherever possible stay on to eighteen – rather than the pre-war situation where half left at sixteen or earlier. 
Eventually, following the recommendations of the Secondary Schools Examinations Council, the age limit for Ordinary Level was not seventeen years as had been suggested – the proposal was that no candidate might enter who was not at least 16 on Sep 1st of the examination year. However it was stated that this age limit was to be subsequently raised. And it was also recommended that to pass in the new GCE Ordinary level a pupil must reach the standard of the old credit level in the School Certificate (ie a standard well above the old School Certificate pass level). This would have the desired effect of making it very unlikely that secondary modern children would aspire to the examination, and also deter and exclude a considerable number of existing grammar school pupils. Eventually there was so much criticism of the age limit that compromises were made.
In October 1951 the Conservative Party won the general election and Florence Horsbrugh became the Minister of Education. Unlike Wilkinson and Tomlinson, she was not a member of the Cabinet until nearly two years into her three year tenure, perhaps signifying the importance placed on education in this government. Defence and rearmament were becoming increasing priorities for the British governments of the early 1950s, Labour as well as the incoming Conservative one, and to finance this the latter immediately started looking for cuts. On the domestic front, housing was the major priority, with the relevant minister, Harold MacMillan, a much more influential member of the Churchill Government than Miss Horsbrugh. RA Butler, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, saw no reason to make a special case for the education budget, despite his former stint at the Board/Ministry of Education. At first Horsbrugh accepted the need for economies and at one point it was suggested the school leaving age might be lowered back to fourteen, but eventually she refused to go any further and in fact started to suggest growth in the school building programme. This was now virtually stagnant despite the poor state of many antiquated school buildings which left many children in temporary pre-fabricated classrooms or in pre-war buildings that should have been demolished. The situation was made more critical by the growth in the birth rate in the immediate post-war years; these children were now starting school and swelling the numbers of pupils. 
The arrival of the next Minister, David Eccles, coincided with an improvement in the economy so there was more money available, but he was also more successful than Miss Horsbrugh at selling the idea of education as an economic investment to his government, and he was also friendly with the incoming Prime Minister, Anthony Eden. He also made deliberate conciliatory overtures to teachers and local authorities who had resented the lack of priority for education. Eccles understood that a Conservative government looking for future electoral wins had to be visibly concerned with the modernisation of education; by the mid 1950s a more affluent, consumerist population expected its children to be educated in a way that would enable them to move on and prosper – substandard buildings and overlarge classes were not a part of this vision. In fact Eccles’ ODNB entry suggests that “during his two terms [as education minister] from 1954 to 1957 and 1959 to 1962, Eccles emerged as the major architect of the post-war expansion of education in Britain”.
 Even in 1956 when there was again pressure for cuts by Butler, Eccles held firm, and after 1956 he was able to preside over a period of relative educational growth, particularly in terms of scientific, technological and university education. His successors, Lord Hailsham and Geoffrey Lloyd shared his enthusiasm for educational expansion. 
By the mid 1950s there was concern among a substantial number of parents about the selection process, which varied from authority to authority and depended on the number of grammar school places available (which also varied enormously). There was also growing criticism of the idea, pioneered by the psychologist Cyril Burt and other educationalists, that intelligence was an innate, scientifically-measurable quality, as it was now being shown that coaching and practice could substantially affect intelligence test results. By now the issues of selection and comprehensive schooling were beginning to become party political issues as in 1953 the national Labour Party committed itself strongly to a policy of non-selective education. Florence Horsbrugh was firmly in favour of grammar schools and against comprehensives, although she did allow some comprehensives to be established when this did not involve closing existing grammar schools. Eccles agreed with her but argued for a policy of improving secondary moderns and making the system more flexible so that children could move easily between different types of schools. He aimed at achieving the ‘parity of esteem’ between the different school sectors which had been envisaged in the 1940s so that parents would not feel so much disappointment and anger if their child failed to get a place in a grammar school. “To allow 4 out of 5 of our children and their parents to feel that the children who go to the secondary [modern] school start life impoverished in education would be to sow the seed of discontent throughout their lives”, he said.
 If there was not a measure of reform, “the grammar school, highly regarded for its success in coping with academic pupils, might face extinction”.

From 1957-59 Eccles was at the Board of Trade and his successors, Hailsham and Lloyd, followed a similar policy. Lloyd issued a White Paper on secondary schools in which he sought to reassure parents about their children’s chances even if they did not pass the eleven plus. It admitted that there were “too many children of approximately equal ability who are receiving their secondary education in schools that differ widely both in quality, and in the range of courses they are able to provide…this means that a number of these children are not getting as good opportunities as they deserve”.
 However the solution was not to impose a uniform solution of comprehensivisation and the abolition of good grammar schools – rather the government was aiming to encourage a variety of schools across the country according to the different needs of each area and to ensure that all secondary schools provide “a full secondary education for each of its pupils in accordance with his [sic] ability and aptitude”, and “the widest possible range of opportunities for boys and girls of different capacities and interests”. 
 With this in mind, the government announced an expanded school building and improvement programme. The paper lauded “the remarkable growth” in the number of pupils staying on in modern schools and said the Government would do everything it could to encourage extended courses and facilities for them. 
Increasingly children in secondary moderns were taking public examinations, including O Levels  even though this had not been the intention when they were set up. The idea had originally been that secondary modern schools would be free to develop their curricula without the constraints of external examinations and indeed, as described earlier, they would not be allowed to enter pupils for such examinations. However by 1949 the official view on this was changing, and by late 1950 Fisher showed that Ministry policy had settled in favour of allowing secondary modern school pupils to stay on to take GCE examinations “provided that the curriculum for the remaining pupils of the school did not become distorted.
 Fisher states that 1952 “marked the start of substantial growth in demand both for the introduction of the GCE into modern schools and for a more appropriate external school-leaving examination for the majority of secondary school pupils”.
 Throughout the 1950s there was continuing debate about the merits of bringing in external examinations for a wider range of pupils and if so, what form they might take. There were concerns about imposing regulation and uniformity on schools, stifling the lively courses found in the ‘best’ modern schools. And if an examination was designed for a wider group than those just below GCE level it might result in a dilution of standards. However the Association of Education Committees which represented local authority education committees, and to a lesser extent, the NUT, were actively engaged in campaigning for a wider set of examinations. 

Although in theory ‘modern’ schools were being given unprecedented freedom to create their own innovative curricula designed for the particular needs of their individual pupils; in practice many were still housed in the dilapidated buildings of the old senior or senior elementary schools and were seen in much the same way as those schools had been. Val Brooks comments that: “In retrospect, a dereliction of duty seems to lurk just beneath the surface in this championing of freedom”.
 Many secondary modern schools used external examinations to booster morale and give their pupils a sense of purpose. Ironically many of their pupils faced more external examinations than grammar school pupils as many local authorities ran 12+ and 13+ examinations to re-consider pupils for grammar and technical schools. As an example:

PR Heaton, a head teacher at a boys’ secondary modern in Harrow, described in an IoE lecture in early 1957 the demoralisation left in the wake of this continuing ‘creaming off’ process but showed how, almost by accident, a few boys, having done some of the RSA examinations [Royal Society of Arts – see next paragraph] at the end of the fourth year, stayed on and did some GCE O level exams in the fifth year. Some of them passed, and the following year a much larger group took them. The resulting change in the school psyche was marked: “whereas a few years ago every boy in the first year wished to take the over-age twelve-plus test, the candidates now are less than 4 per cent of the intake”.
 The fifth year now included up to a third of the original intake. Heaton  said: “I get the impression that the children feel that the door is open to them”.
 The possibility of taking the GCE examinations opened up expectations and possibilities to the pupils where previously they had seen only a dead end in their education; parents who once had given up on their sons’ education once they had exhausted the 12+ and 13+ now really wanted them to stay on.  Homework was now done by virtually every child in the school despite not being compulsory. 

Brooks quotes similar experiences from other head teachers. There was criticism that the concentration on external examinations would disadvantage those who would not be able to attempt them but the heads were adamant that this was not the case. Heaton said: “If that began to happen the very first people to cry out about it would be the teaching staff”.

By 1958 over a quarter of secondary modern schools were entering candidates for the GCE Ordinary Level examination and over half were entering pupils for some kind of external examinations (ie including GCE, but also those run by a range of organisations including the Royal Society of Arts, the College of Preceptors,  regional bodies linked to further education colleges, the Pitman Examinations’ Institute , the General Nursing Council and others.
 In fact Brooks comments that by the late 1950s, “the situation was becoming as chaotic and bewildering as that found by the Consultative Committee [on Examinations] in 1911!”.
). The educational establishment at the Ministry of Education remained unenthusiastic about external examinations in secondary modern schools although it did not actively obstruct them. However  clearly the reality of the situation meant that the growth of such examinations could not be ignored and there was pressure for an official response. In 1958 the SSEC appointed a sub-committee to advise and report on the possibility of establishing alternative examinations (the Beloe Committee). 

In 1959 the Crowther Report was published on education for girls and boys aged 15 to 18. This was the report of the Central Advisory Council for Education (CACE) which had been established under the 1944 Education Act as the successor to the Consultative Committee which had previously advised the Board of Education. It called for the school leaving age to be raised to sixteen (which finally happened in 1972), for compulsory part-time education for early school leavers (as had been promised in both the Fisher and Butler Education Acts but never implemented), and a widening of the scope of sixth forms so that they did not just concentrate on pupils intending to go to university. It did not endorse comprehensive schooling as such but recognised that changes must be made to ensure more opportunities for more children. It pointed out that society was changing and people’s expectations and standards of living were rising; educational provision must improve in line with this.
Four years later another CACE report was published; this was known as the Newsom report, commissioned by David Eccles in 1961, and chaired by John Newsom, “to advise him on the education of pupils aged 13 to 16 of average and less than average ability”.
 This also called for more resources, financial and other, to be put into their education. Again it said that it did not necessarily recommend reorganisation of the pattern of secondary education but improvements in education must be made, including raising the school leaving age. It pointed out that:

there is some evidence that young people of the same ability who attend recognised private schools and remain there in small classes until well beyond the statutory leaving age can achieve standards very different from those normally found...From this we deduce that it is not possible to generalise about the capacity of the average and below average until we have had an opportunity of keeping them at school for a longer period and in smaller classes.

By 1961, although a number of local education authorities had introduced comprehensive schools when they could get permission from the minister, the percentage of all 13 year olds in maintained schools attending them in England and Wales was 5.9%, compared to 73.2% in modern schools, 19.7% in grammars, 3.2% in technical schools and 3.8% in all-age schools (those elementary schools still waiting to be re-organised, usually in very poor premises). 
 However by now the move towards comprehensivisation was beginning to gain momentum among local education authorities, including some Conservative ones in underpopulated rural areas where an effective fully tripartite system was hard to attain; middle schools for 9-13 or 14 year olds were also introduced in some areas. The Minister of Education from 1962-64, the liberal conservative, Edward Boyle, who had already been a junior education minister in the late 1950s, recalled that in 1963 his officials estimated that 90 out of 163 local education authorities had either completed or were working on reorganisation in all or part of their areas – and not all of these were Labour-controlled.
 Boyle’s foreword to the Newsom Report in 1963 is famous for what was seen as a rejection of fixed intelligence levels, the concept which had underlaid so much of educational policy in the 1930s and 40s, and for the encouragement of potential in all children:
Their potentialities are no less real, and of no less importance, because they do not readily lend themselves to measurement by the conventional criteria of academic achievement. The essential point is that all children should have an equal opportunity of acquiring intelligence, and of developing their talents and abilities to the full.

Boyle’s ODNB entry says that following this, “he naturally therefore welcomed comprehensive schools, but at the same time, as a staunch believer in academic standards, could not also accept the demise of the grammar school”. So at Conservative party conferences in 1962 and 63 Boyle gave a cautious welcome to the new schools and sought to allay the fears of the faithful about losing their grammar schools. Slightly ironically, on the other side, the Labour Party, while officially embracing a move to universal comprehensive secondary education, was not quite as keen about it at all levels of the party as appeared, although Anthony Crosland, the Labour Government’s second Education Secretary of State (from January 1965), was a complete enthusiast. In the short, first Labour government with a small majority it was anyway politic to go fairly softly on the issue and Michael Stewart, the first Labour Secretary of State for Education, from October 1964, was firm on the need for change but conciliatory in his approach to it. 
Although there was much popular support for the new system there was also a strong and vociferous body of opposition, particularly where setting up a comprehensive system meant the demise of long-established grammar schools. Crosland too, avoided a heavy-handed approach; there was no legislation proposed at this stage to compel change, and Circular, 10/65, issued on the subject in July 1965 by what was now the Department of Education and Science, did not prescribe a set system although it made various suggestions and requested rather than required local authorities to submit plans “for the reorganisation of secondary education in their areas on comprehensive lines”. The Circular declared that the Government’s “objective [was] to end selection at eleven plus and to eliminate separatism in secondary education.” It quoted the motion passed in the House of Commons endorsing this policy on 21 January 1965: 

That this House, conscious of the need to raise educational standards at all levels, and regretting that the realisation of this objective is impeded by the separation of children into different types of secondary schools, notes with approval the efforts of local authorities to reorganise secondary education on comprehensive lines which will preserve all that is valuable in grammar school education for those children who now receive it and make it available to more children; recognises that the method and timing of such reorganisation should vary to meet local needs; and believes that the time is now ripe for a declaration of national policy.

Government policy towards history teaching after the 1944 Education Act

The 1944 Education Act gave control over the administration of all state schools (except voluntary aided secondary ones) to the local education authority. Decisions about curriculum content and teaching methods were left to the headteacher and staff, under the theoretical oversight of the school’s governing body. Inevitably the teaching staff did not act in a vacuum; they were influenced  and advised by HMIs and local authority inspectors, examination requirements, university entrance regulations, the ability and preferences of teachers, and the wishes and ability of the pupils. There was, as Clyde Chitty emphasised, no specific guidance from central government.
 In practice this did not change things: as we saw in earlier chapters, recommendations and suggestions had been made in various reports and circulars in the first half of the twentieth century about how history should  be taught in the different types of post-primary or elementary school but none of these had been enforced except through the comments in HMI reports.
So there were no official moves on directing the curriculum until the Curriculum Study Group was set up by David Eccles in 1962 during his second stint as Minister of Education. This was a small group of officials and HMIs which would bring in outside ‘experts’ to advise on the curriculum. The manner of its establishment, without prior consultation with teachers, educationalists or local authorities, led to considerable controversy and in October 1964, it was replaced with the Schools Council for the Curriculum and Examinations which was established in line with recommendations of the Lockwood Committee which Edward Boyle as Minister of Education had set up in May 1963 to devise a more acceptable formula. The Schools Council had considerable teacher input and was jointly financed by the ministry and the local authorities. It would prove extremely influential in modernising many subjects including history.

However there had been occasional earlier forays into guidance from the ministry – just as there had been before the Second World War. In 1952 it produced a substantial (89 pages) pamphlet on ‘Teaching History’, aimed at teachers in all sectors – primary, modern, grammar and sixth form. It was reprinted several times up to the early 1960s so was presumably quite widely circulated. Its first chapter included a description of how the Ministry believed history was currently taught in the early 1950s: the younger child was,
introduced at the junior school stage to some history, though the name of the study may be avoided. Acquaintance is made with some of the great characters and stories of all ages. Explorations are made and something of the story lying behind what is discovered comes to light. Models, puppets, charts of an historical character are constructed. But there is less stress than there used to be upon any fixed content.

In ‘modern’ schools:

we find to-day that more remains of the traditional belief that there is knowledge, of an objective kind, which should be acquired by pupils in the study of history. Practice varies widely, but it is common still to find that some attempt is made to cover in outline the political history of Britain, with at least some reference to that of Europe, the Commonwealth and the United States. Indeed, attempts to cover the entire history of the world are to be found. On the whole, however, the tendencies of the times are away from any formal political outline. Much more social and economic history is taught, often against little or no background of political outline. There is a strong disposition to treat of separate topics, such as the histories of clothing, trade, food or government. There is a similar disposition to study distinct phases of historical development: feudalism, the industrial revolution and so forth. But it should be noted that the traditional idea of history as an evolution, as bestowing a heritage, survives and is generally at least implicit in the syllabus. And with it there survives the idea that this heritage is something it is right and valuable to study.

And in the grammar schools, it said the development of history teaching was similar but inevitably university entrance requirements, especially after the establishment of the school certificate in 1917, “tended to create a pattern of well-defined historical periods amongst them clearer than was to be found in the senior or modern school”. Although there was variety in grammar school syllabuses, especially in the first three years of the course, “a sequence has emerged which in general outline is unmistakeable, and it is being followed by some three-quarters of these schools today. It runs somewhat as follows:
Age 11-12.
Pre-History, Ancient Civilisations, or Medieval History.

Age 12-13.
The Tudors and Stuarts.

Age 13-14. 
The Eighteenth Century in England, with some American and Empire History and sometimes the Eighteenth Century in Europe.

Age 14-15 & Age 15-16

Nineteenth-century English and European History(occasionally American) to be

taken for the certificate examination.
 
As far as the amount of time devoted to history in secondary schools was concerned– this had remained remarkably constant throughout the century: “it is still uncommon for pupils in any kind of secondary school to receive less than two periods a week of history”.

At the sixth form stage “the picture, of course changes”. Half cease to take it; those who take arts courses usually include it as one of their three or four subjects or at least receive some historical background in studying English or foreign languages. Although ‘Teaching History’ did not say a great deal about it, by then there was actually quite a wide range of pupils in the sixth form studying history despite the overall small numbers involved; there were obviously those doing A level history who might or might not plan to study it at university; those aiming for a university scholarship who usually stayed on to a third year in the sixth form, those doing science A levels who were taking a side course in history, and those who stayed on one year in the sixth form to do a secretarial or commercial course or to await the start of a course such as nursing who did civics or current affairs courses during the year. 
 There was increasing guidance from history educators and the Historical Association on how to deal with these different clienteles for history teaching.

The pamphlet discussed the various ‘new’ ways of teaching history – ‘lines of development’, ‘patch’ and period history and ‘tracing history backwards’ – exemplified in one of the BBC’s schools radio broadcast series where a contemporary issue or theme was traced back to its origins. It was quite positive about all these methods as it felt that a very ‘dry’ exposition of outline chronological history was often difficult to make interesting. Bringing children an understanding of heritage and morality were two of the reasons it cited for teaching history but it also emphasised a third – what it called the ‘imaginative experience’ in which the child was given “practice in that most salutary art, the art of entering into an entirely different atmosphere and point of view from one’s own”.
 This was the particular virtue of the ‘patch’ method which the pamphlet was especially enthusiastic about. The pamphlet also tentatively called for history – especially for those leaving at fifteen and sixteen – to be brought up to the present day rather than ending at 1932, or even 1914 as many schools in fact continued to do for many years to come. If the schools did not do this, history often seemed irrelevant and remote, and ending the syllabus so early meant that the crucial history of modern Asia and the Commonwealth would probably be omitted. 
The rise of ‘social studies’ also meant that some modern phenomena would be studied with no historical context at all. In the last years of some modern schools, “history itself (is) on the defensive; it is not uncommon to find it abandoned in the fourth year of the course in favour of some kind of civics or social studies of a more or less contemporary kind”.
 However ‘Teaching History’ was much more concerned about the rise of the social studies courses which were sometimes substituted for history and geography right through a school. The pamphlet gives an example: 
In the first year homes are studied. (Every child has a home, so the syllabus is ‘starting from the known’. Costume, food , furniture and so on will all come in.) In the second year communications; in the third year agriculture and industry; in the fourth year citizenship.
 
The pamphlet agreed there was much “that is logical and sensible about this”, with “real and solid advantages”, but it felt that what was lost was “undeniably important”: the loss of the story, of showing the way things came about and even the re-creation of the past.
 In a later chapter the pamphlet encouraged close co-operation between history and other subjects – English, geography, religious instruction, even art and music – it is the substitution of social studies for history that it is concerned about.
 The idea of merging history and geography and introducing elements of civics and economics had been mooted in the later interwar years, particularly in the discussions around citizenship initiated by the Association for Education in Citizenship and the history teacher FC Happold had favourably discussed the teaching of ‘social studies’ in the early 1940s. 
In the years immediately after the War the teaching of humanities subjects as ‘social studies’ was again fashionable, and a number of schools, particularly secondary moderns, tried it, although by the mid 1950s, “this period of post-war enthusiasm and experiment had faded” and by then “many schools appear to have returned to a traditional curriculum”.
 Writing in 1964, Charmian Cannon argued that this was partly because of “the social and economic pressures which led to an increasing concern for standards, and in particular to their expression in examination qualifications” in the secondary moderns which had been the schools most interested in introducing social studies.
 There were also problems with the vague nature of the subject and the fact that very few teachers were trained specifically for it. Historians and history teachers (and geographers) were often extremely critical of the new development, seeing both a threat, and a dilution of their subject.
 In fact the substitution of social studies, or a general programme of ‘humanities’, instead of separate humanities subjects, would be an issue which would emerge time and time again over the following fifty years.
As far as guidance for actual teaching in secondary schools was concerned, the pamphlet made the usual suggestions – the use of blackboard and chalk for the basic exposition and explanations – then also aids; textbooks, pictures, radio, film-strips, lantern slides, model-making where it was appropriate although not to the domination of the lesson even in modern schools. It also suggested a dedicated ‘history room’, although this remained much less common than for geography. Limited use of original sources was suggested – a few local records offices were already making copies available either by ‘photostat’ (a form of copying – the first Photostat machine was produced in 1907) or photography.
Evidence of the actual teaching done in the various kinds of schools suggests that the kind of suggestions in ‘Teaching History’ were those generally followed. An exhibition of the work of secondary modern schools which was held in Bristol in 1949, “showed the attempt to make school history something more appropriate to the needs of the children than an attempted simplification of adult ideas. The two most fruitful types of approach seemed to be the study of a topic through the ages, or a local survey. Inevitably in an exhibition of this kind the emphasis was on work that could be visually represented in charts, diagrams, models etc.” although the report of the exhibition somewhat obliquely finished by saying that it was of value, “not only because it suggested to some teachers ideas that they would like to introduce in their own teaching but also because it suggested some of the things to be avoided at all costs”.
 It seems clear from reports and articles about secondary modern schools (including the Newsom Report – see below) that pictorial and handcraft work was often used in history lessons with the less academically able children although the more academic, as we have seen, were increasingly directed towards examinations and syllabuses not dissimilar to the grammar schools. 
Turning to the syllabus in secondary modern schools , in 1956 the BBC carried out a postal survey of history teaching in a sample of schools on its register of listening schools in England and Wales. This obviously meant that it was not a completely random sample but being on the register by no means meant that a school regularly listened to Schools Programmes, let alone history ones. 300 replies from secondary modern schools were received. Nearly 80% spent at least 70 minutes a week on history and over 10% spent over 100 minutes a week on history. In the first year about 80% of them took a chronological approach, most starting either with prehistoric man or with the Romans and going up to not later than 1485. The other 20% used ‘lines of development’ or ‘topics’. In the second year 78% still used a chronological approach but the periods studied were much more diverse. In the third year nearly a third of schools were adopting a less formal method than chronological – usually ‘patches’, ‘topics’ and special subjects such as the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions, the French Revolution and the History of the Commonwealth. 69% of schools still used a chronological approach in the third year with starting dates ranging from 1485 to 1900 and closing dates from 1485 to 1956 but nearly a third of all the schools were covering the 19th century, many of these continuing into the twentieth.
In the fourth year, 59% of secondary modern schools had non-chronological syllabuses, mainly Civics or Citizenship, usually combined with other features such as Social Studies. This bore out what the Ministry pamphlet had said in 1952 about the fourth year, although 36% of secondary modern schools in the survey still had a chronological framework in the fourth year, mainly covering the 19th and all or most of the 20th century. 24% of the modern schools mentioned that they had fifth year classes (ie pupils staying beyond the statutory leaving age of 15), about half of which were studying GCE history. As far as textbooks were concerned the returns on this topic suggested there was very little tendency for teachers to base their teaching on these although many teachers had some available for use for reference purposes. There had been a similar survey eight years before which had come only two years after one in 1946. The 1948 survey had shown how much growth there had been in special schemes of work for the newly established fourth year, showing particular development in civics, citizenship or social studies and in looking at the history of foreign countries such as the USA or USSR. Between 1948 and 1956 the main change that the authors of the survey noted was the increase in the variety of history syllabuses. Overall, “a general impression given by the descriptions of the syllabuses is one of diversity and experiment; many of the teachers...appear to attach great importance to preserving the distinctive features of the school’s own syllabus”.

One of our own survey participants, a male teacher born in 1927 who taught in secondary modern schools from 1951-1967 described the early years of his career:

In 1951 every secondary modern school I knew had one teacher responsible for drawing up a history scheme of work and ordering books for it. In small schools, most sec mod schools were 2-3 form entry outside cities, that teacher could combine 2 periods of history a week with being a form teacher. Most of those teaching history in these schools had some degree of interest in the subject, few had any extensive knowledge of it and none, myself apart, had a degree.

We saw the purpose of the history course as giving pupils an outline, especially of English history. A typical course was Year 1 - Stone Age to Ur, Egypt, Rome and Roman Britain (or perhaps Greece instead of Egypt – but there were 3 terms); Year 2 - Saxons – Middle Ages; Year 3 - Tudors & Stuarts; Year 4 - The Industrial Revolution to today. World History & Politics were largely omitted and war was too close for comfort.

Most textbooks came in Books 1-4 and mirrored the school syllabus. Lines of development were talked about – I heard Professor Jeffries talk persuasively – but not adopted except perhaps at the end of a term when a class in groups might be charged with researching lines of development on different topics and bring them together in a voluminous timeline for the school open day/parents’ evening.

Such ideas demanded library access, class movement and discussion and a teacher able to cope with multifarious questions off the cuff. Not all teachers had the knowledge and many schools were reluctant to let pupils out of desks. Because I was in a new school I had been able to have tables and was allowed to arrange them in groups like a modern primary school. I was also the school librarian which made access easier.

Those teachers whose knowledge of history was wider than the textbook saw that teaching an outline was not enough. We had to arouse interest and feed it when aroused. I found the best way was to make people live and encourage pupils to use their imagination. These might be real people like Florence Nightingale or an imaginary medieval peasant living in their village...

A couple of illustrative examples -The first lesson on the Tudors: start with pupils’ own family tree and how to set it out. Move on to the Tudors and set questions like ‘who was Queen Elizabeth’s granddad?’

As part of work on Middle Ages [I would] take pupils to a (ruined) monastery or abbey. Start in the dormitory and imagine it is dark and cold as we walk in file carrying (imaginary) candles to the first service in the church. Eat sandwiches in the refectory in silence except for monkish sign language they have been told about. Sit in the chapterhouse to give out worksheets that demand looking and drawing not just reading notices. Later include a day’s timeline with their day and a monk’s day. (One year  [I] managed to get the guest master of an abbey to visit the school. He caused a riot by arriving on a motor scooter in full habit plus a motor cycle helmet.)

The next quote is from a lady attended a modern school. She was born in 1930 and left school just before the Second World War ended, but her account shows the more eclectic syllabus of some of the modern schools:
I have found that I still have my old history book from this time. My first written page... was headed Prehistoric Britain. The ‘Ancient Civilisation’ then Romans which took us up to 410AD. This used all of 6 pages of the book. We then jumped to William Shakespeare and I had stuck a picture of Elizabeth 1 on the page. The Pilgrim Fathers warranted a page and a half, then it was the Plague and the fire of London. There is a family tree from Henry Seventh to James the First of England. Then an Appreciation of Sir Robert Walpole. Causes and effects of the war of American Independence got two whole pages and then we were on to the French Revolution. The next heading is Admiral Nelson. There are several places where we must have had tests of some sort as I have answers to short questions. After ‘Transport through the ages’ we are on to Robert Owen and Florence Nightingale. Bismarck and the German Empire is followed by Louis Pasteur and Cecil Rhodes, Marie Curie and The Growth of the Co-operative Society.

At the start of the autumn term 1944 we reached the Twentieth Century and ‘From bicycle to aeroplane’. And the Women’s Suffrage Movement. I left school at Christmas as I was 14 in the October.

As far as the grammar school syllabus was concerned, almost everyone who completed the History in Education Project survey form who attended grammar school from the 1940s to the early 60s reports a syllabus similar to the one described in ‘Teaching History’ for grammar school children – chronological through to the GCE Ordinary level years when usually the nineteenth century was studied. In the sixth form a much wider range of periods was studied. Adrian Elliott’s research on grammar schools in the 1950s showed that beyond the minority of famous academically outstanding grammar schools there was a mass of small schools, many of which had poor facilities, overburdened teachers and pupils who often struggled with the GCE Ordinary Level examinations (which were set at a higher standard than the old School Certificate) and left early.
 Elliott was discussing grammar schools generally but the experience of many of our respondents in their history lessons bears this out. The style of teaching was almost invariably ‘chalk and talk’ – pupils’ opinion about this is enormously dependent on the quality of the teacher, although for David Newham who was born in 1938, the problem was the content – and possibly a change in culture. He was one of those who was moved to a grammar school after two years in a secondary modern. At the secondary modern, Mr Newham, “ liked all topics of history as I was fascinated by the different style/expectation of life during the different periods of history”. However:

When I was 13 years old in 1951 I passed my 13+ exam and moved to a well-respected Grammar School. There I was disappointed to find that our work consisted of learning about the Corn Laws and all of its ramifications on English life. This took up a whole term and was exceedingly boring, something that the whole class was agreed upon. Worse was to come as all of the subjects chosen for history for the rest of my school life were of the same level of boredom. I am afraid that I cannot remember what those subjects were after all these years as my mind has blotted them out. No Wars of the Roses, no Civil War, No Dissolution of the Monasteries. In those days the teachers in all subjects discouraged questions during the lesson and quickly disappeared at the end of the lesson.”

I endeavoured to enjoy the extremely dull subjects but I found it a hard struggle... I feel the grammar school curriculum in all subjects was chosen especially for the esoteric nature of the subjects with no consideration given for our needs in the real world”.

Other respondents remember an intensive use of the blackboard in their grammar school: this lady, born in 1937 said: “The history teacher used to walk into the form at the beginning of the lesson and immediately started to write notes on the double blackboard at the front of the room. Once both boards were full, she would wipe the first and continue to write notes so you had to be quick! We did have a textbook as well but my most vivid memory is of the scribbling on the blackboard”.
 And another correspondent, born in 1945 recollected even more intense use of blackboard technology:

On arrival at the history classroom, which had a ‘wall’ of four blackboards at the front of the room, we would find the master busy with his chalk, writing reams of words on the fourth board. The first three were already filled. We had to desperately copy down all of the notes in ‘rough’ making sure that we had completed the first board before he finished the fourth because he would then erase the first and start to write the fifth and so on… His style was to underline names in red, significant places in green and dates in blue. We were expected to write up the notes in our ‘best’ books as homework and he expected his style to be copied meticulously. Once a week there was a test before we started writing. The test was to remember all of the dates copied from the previous week. (I think we had three lessons a week!) Punishment was severe for failure in the tests running from detention, through the punishment of writing out 100 dates, to being beaten with a cane!

Not surprisingly he “hated the whole process of learning history and dropped the subject as soon a school procedures allowed me to. (I always failed the tests and in my last annual exam scored a lofty total of 9%)”.
Sadly many others also had a negative memory of history lessons although corporal punishment in conjunction with them is unusual. In the 1940s and 50s simple boredom is the most common problem; this lady born in 1940 typically remembered: 
Always sitting in rows and taking copious notes from the board. Very little explanation of the notes was given and I understood very little. 
Our History teacher swept into the room, her gown was always covered in chalk where she had rubbed against the board, and she told us which page in the book we would be working from. We wrote notes until the bell went and then she swept out. I do not remember discussing any of the work we did.”
 
And this woman, born in 1946, attended a direct grant grammar school:

[I] only took history for 1st three years then [was] forced by timetabling and choices to drop it. I remember vividly each lesson commenced with the whole class standing by their desks reciting , with dates, the kings and queens of England from 1066. (Think I could probably still do it!)

The only other thing I remember is being taught about battles (no idea what century). We were thrown (literally) these badly copied (pre photocopiers) ‘maps’ (if you could call them that!)The teacher then scribbled loads of arrows on the board which we had to copy onto the maps. I believe they were the opposing troop movements but half the time we didn’t even know which country we were looking at. It’s rather sad really, the teacher was old and overweight and was just the laughing stock of the whole school (including some of the other teachers who would just roll their eyes when she was mentioned).

However there were also of course many excellent teachers: Ceril Little who was born in 1938 attended a small grammar school in Nottinghamshire: 

We had one history teacher only from 1950-1955. She introduced each topic by talking to us. We had history text-books, but did not follow them slavishly. We were encouraged to find things out for ourselves. The homework our teacher set often involved us in imagining ourselves in a particular historical event/period/scenario...I especially enjoyed medieval architecture and the Tudor and Stuart periods. Along with a fair proportion of my class-mates I really enjoyed the ‘Imagine yourself living in the Civil War’ type of homework. Fourteen-year-old girls in the 1950s were not sophisticated young ladies! 

Even very traditional teaching methods could be inspiring with a good teacher: this lady born in 1943 wrote that “We started with the Babylonians & worked through chronologically, learning important dates. Had a fantastic teacher – had a good degree & loved her subjects – made lessons fun and interesting.” In her classroom, “we sat in rows, facing the teacher. Kept quiet, listened, asked questions. We had text books and homework &, I think, weekly informal tests on what we had been studying”. 

Perhaps even more enthusiastically, this woman, born in 1944, wrote; 

This was when the real love of History as a subject began. At Grammar School in the Cotswolds we had an absolutely inspirational teacher... He made all of it come alive, so much so that I took my O level a year early and then once in the VIth form, went on to do A level History. It was a small Grammar School, and [he] taught us all the way through from the First Year. Although we were made to learn dates, it was mainly to hang the facts on and we had discussions rather than lessons from him...His success rate was excellent mainly because he just loved the subject. He made us think in the discussions we had, not just take down facts and learn them...We were not taught in topics. More flowing than that. We learned to ask why things went the way they did rather than just learn facts.

Overall, for those of our respondents born in the late 1930s and 1940s, at secondary school during the 1950s and early 60s, there is a fairly even split between those with positive, and those with negative memories. And it should be said that many of those who remember lessons negatively have gone on to love history in adult life, some going on to take A levels, degrees, even a PhD in late middle age. Of course our respondents are a completely random self-selected group but most of their descriptions of their lessons bear out the idea that the quality of the teacher was enormously important. This lady, born in 1949, became a teacher herself, though not of history. She wrote:
No textbooks or other materials used. Teacher did not speak, nor were we allowed to. She wrote tiny notes, at speed, across three blackboards which we copied into our exercise books quickly so that she could keep going on the boards all lesson...We learned the notes and used them to answer essay questions in tests and exams...
I have always wished I'd covered more 'interesting' topics. However, a few years ago my daughter did the History of Medicine for GCSE, which I thought was wildly exciting, but which she hated. Possibly we worry too much about interesting pupils; perhaps it's the personality of the teacher etc which counts. 

The Government’s 1952 publication ‘Teaching History’ had concentrated mainly on secondary school teaching. In 1959 the Ministry of Education produced what was a kind of update to its pre-war ‘Handbook of Suggestions for the Consideration of Teachers and others engaged in the work of public elementary schools’ which it stated had last been published in 1937.
 It stressed the continuity since 1937. 
The 1937 Suggestions stressed the change in emphasis in educational thought and practice from the subjects of instruction to the child. Primary education today is deeply concerned with children as children, with their great diversity of aptitudes, abilities and temperaments, with their many, but interdependent and changing needs. The present book calls also for a more critical consideration by teachers of the quality and substance of what is offered to the children for their learning, and for a firmer realisation that children’s capacities, whether they be small or great, should be exercised to the full.

By now of course the 1944 Education Act had abolished the term ‘Public Elementary Schools’ so where the earlier Suggestions are concerned with the whole schooling of many children, the 1959 ones were the first to concern themselves only with younger children. As far as history was concerned, the 1959 Suggestions were fairly negative about history; the chapter on it was entitled ‘The problems of teaching history to the young’, and began by stating that, “Its position in English education has never been very secure”.
 They described the changes in the perception of young children; 

Whereas in the past the stress had been placed on finding out what was objectively important and teaching it, now much more attention was being given to children’s interests. The belief was becoming widespread that adult generalisations must not be forced too soon on children who would only be stimulated by what they understood and for whom learning must have a ‘here and now’ value.

And if children were only stimulated by what they understood, the best way to introduce them to history was, once again, via “the magic of a well-told story”.
 Much was claimed for such stories; they stimulated the child’s imagination and, “in putting himself [sic] in another’s place sympathy is born”. They presented the idea of change; provided inspiring companions in “the heroes and geniuses of mankind”, and showed a different life which was “yet worthy of respect” and in turn developed “humility and tolerance”.
 It was for teachers to choose these stories, according to their own enthusiasms and their knowledge of their pupils, but the Suggestions described a process moving from myth and legend in the last year of infant school and early years of junior school, to stories of real people by the time children were eight or nine. These stories could then be focussed on “a person or a period…so that even juniors can get some intuition of ‘period’”. Then, “on occasions, a concentration of stories can be centred not on a period of time but on a movement such as the Crusades or the Discoveries. The story may then turn into what is a historical narrative and children may learn how a common impulse has cut across national boundaries”.
 
For those who developed a sense of connections in history and a sense of time, “a sequence of stories, mainly about our own country and arranged in chronological order, might be provided for the last year in the junior school. A time chart will be useful at this point and may be supported by the learning of key dates associated with the stories which are told”.
 Other teaching aids and methods to be used were well-illustrated books, including source books, textbooks, and works of fiction; the re-enactment of the stories in mime and drama; construction of models and paintings. Archaeology, relatives’ memories, small exhibitions, visits to historic sites could all be employed as long as “care…be taken not to prolong or refine [the activity] beyond the capacity of children”.
 
The BBC carried out a postal survey of history teaching in primary and primary classes in all-age schools in May 1955, similar to the one described above about secondary modern schools. 514 schools responded to its questionnaire. In most schools where history was taught, it was started in the third year of school life, usually for two 30 minutes periods a week. In the first two years history consisted mainly of storytelling usually from the earliest times, with about half of the schools including stories from Ancient Civilisations. Then it was usually taught within a chronological framework, although some small schools continued with storytelling, sometimes following a chronological pattern. A few schools had no history syllabus at all but introduced history through topics, projects or social or environmental studies, all involving two or more school subjects. All the schools concentrated on British history in the later years, with the majority dealing with ‘Modern Times’ by the end of the sixth year and a few doing some World History and a tenth of schools including some local history.
 Surprisingly, the majority of respondents to our survey who were at primary school in the late 1940s and 50s remember very little about history at primary school; for those that do have memories it is always the stories of great figures, and Greek and Roman myths.
The Newsom Report (mentioned above) looked at the education of younger teenagers of average and below average ability. It presented a depressing picture of physical conditions in their schools. In an accompanying survey of a sample of modern schools carried out in 1961, more than a quarter had no library room and a third had no proper science laboratories. The report judged that “something in depth for a short time rather than a little of everything all the time is probably the right approach...for the boys and girls with whom we are concerned”. 
 History was often grouped with geography and religious studies as humanities or social studies; it might retain its separate status or be included under ‘social studies’ although the survey suggests that 61% of forms in schools in the survey received 50-90 minutes of some kind of history a week (cf 11% none). The pupils the Report was considering took no external examinations in history but ideally visible achievements would result – “the production of a class book, the making of a film strip”. The aim of the work in history was to help the children to understand the nature of evidence and how to question it, and also to lead “to an ability to enter imaginatively into other men’s [sic] minds”. “Psychological sensitivity and intuitive awareness” were more important “than rational fact-finding”. Moral issues were significant:

It is important, too, to know bad company and to avoid it. Evil men also have power. Were those who followed Hitler necessarily worse men than those who rallied to Churchill? Why did they do it? Might we not have done the same?...These are sobering questions which ordinary young people ought to face.

The Report also advocated studying contemporary history and citizenship issues, particularly in the last years of school so that pupils would “understand the world in which they live, not only the world into which their fathers were born”. 
 
Relatively few children attended the technical schools but in these there was sometimes an attempt to teach history in a way that was relevant to the different strands of technology studied in the school, using a lines of development methodology. For example, the history of building; technical and engineering advances; domestic life, costume and banking, were all studied at Worksop Secondary Technical School which had building, technical and commercial streams.
 Sheila Kotak was born in 1929 and described history at the junior commercial school she attended in Bristol which was a variation on a technical school. 
At Junior Commercial we covered the whole period from Romans to about 1918, seen mostly from the point of view of how people lived, and, from the late 18th century, major legislation passed. We spent some time learning about Factory Acts, Trade Unions and the Agrarian and Industrial Revolutions...
And I can remember we did quite a bit about the Elizabethans and the contrasts in Elizabethan times between poverty and riches.  And I can also remember the teacher telling us about the rhyme: “Hark, hark, the dogs do bark, the beggars are coming to town.  Some in rags, and some in tags, and some in velvet gowns.”  And he told us the story behind that, and who the different groups were, and why they were beggars, about the monasteries and the poor people and the rich people and all that sort of thing, and all the things that had been happening.  So I remember that bit.  And then, when we got to the late 18th or 19th century, we did a lot about factories and trade unions and that sort of thing, a lot of social history and a lot of contrasts.

Few children attended comprehensive schools in the mid to late 1950s, and little was written about history teaching in them. However George Rudé, the historian of popular movements, who spent the latter part of his career teaching history in universities in Australia, Canada and Scotland, also taught history in schools including public and grammar schools, and finally at Holloway comprehensive in Islington. In 1957 he wrote about the way history was taught at Holloway. He argued that history should be part of the common core of subjects  up to the end of the third or fourth year with a minimum of two teaching periods a week; he thought it should then probably be an optional subject for GCE in the fifth year in view of the wide choice of subjects offered at comprehensive schools. There should be a common syllabus “for every form in a given age-group, irrespective of the level of attainment or presumed intelligence of the classes into which pupils are divided”, and this syllabus should attempt to integrate all aspects of human activity (such as economic, social, political, religious) into a single pattern rather than just focussing on one of these.
 His rebuttal of those who said slower children could not cope with this was that it was the method of instruction rather than the syllabus that should be changed; similarly he was uneasy about special syllabuses for pupils in the fourth year technical courses who sometimes followed courses with a vocational bias such as the history of buildings or embroidery. These, he said, like the diluted courses for ‘less able’ children, gave “a one-sided and unreal picture of man’s history and are, therefore, in my view, undesirable”.
 And at his school they had decided to teach a common four-year history syllabus to all the boys even though about half would leave half way through it, rather than devising some kind of civics or current affairs course for the leavers as happened in many secondary moderns and probably some of the new comprehensives. The other problem in the comprehensive was that of examinations – should all pupils of the same age-group take the same examination; they were trying to work out a suitable system that would involve all the boys. As for the syllabus, Rudé was diplomatic but dismissive of ‘social studies’, ‘lines of development’ and ‘patches’; “it does not seem to me that any one of them can in itself be an effective substitute for the systematic study of man’s history as a more or less chronological sequence in its many-sided aspects, proceeding by stages of development (including both failure and achievement) from the distant past to the present day”.
 Instead he argued strongly for the kind of syllabus they had at Holloway – a straightforwardly chronological one from ‘Early Man ‘through to ‘Modern Britain’, with themes for study throughout each year which gave scope for looking at the wider areas of history such as social, military or economic factors.
It is hard to generalise about history teaching during the years between 1945 and the 1960s. The grammar schools taught in a way that would have been recognisable in the interwar years; the secondary modern schools appear to have attempted new ways of teaching but lack of facilities, properly qualified history teachers and the growing pressure to achieve examination results led them back to a more traditional approach. Primary schools continued with story-telling. It is easy to see why so many teachers became so enthused by the new ideas and methods which would emerge in the 1960s.
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