Interviewees talk about their experience of writing history textbooks
Using textbooks in class

Roberta Wood on infant/junior textbooks in the late 1960s
Page 3 - 6

In Gateshead [her first post], we were given the same textbooks that I had had at my junior school which were these Unstead ones and we just worked our way through Unstead, … occasionally, you would add details to make it more interesting …In standard one you had caveman to Vikings, in standard two it was Medieval.  Standard three it was the Tudors and the Stuarts and standard four you were back with Queen Anne to Queen Elizabeth II.  So you literally [covered], one section per week in the history lesson, and you couldn’t really elaborate on it very much, and it was quite a strict Head at the time – who told you what to do. 
I thought it was boring…. There were no dates in Unstead.  It was very wishy washy, and I know that Richard III was killed at the Battle of Bosworth Field and therefore ended the Middle Ages, and the Tudors and Stuarts started the next day.  But nobody changed their clothes, their habits or anything like that.
Page 11 on the more colourful books for infants in the 1970s

I hate to say it but Ladybirds were very good … [for] historical people.  And there was a lot of writing for my age of child but the photos, the pictures in them were very good.  And they did go more for pictures.  Then we got a Head who threw out anything that was – she looked at the publishing date rather than the matter, so a lot of stuff went out, a lot of old books did have very good illustrations.  But I think children were beginning to learn more by looking than by reading.
Penelope Harnett on textbooks in infant/primary schools in the 1970s
Page 2

The way that children learnt history then – I mean they might do a bit on their locality or a period – but they would learn a lot of history through their reading books because the Gay Way and Rainbow series had all these famous stories in, famous people, myths and legends from ancient lands and stuff like this.  So a lot of history learning was done incidentally.  
Eric Houlder on textbook use in secondary modern schools in the 1960s and 70s

Page 8
How was it regarded, history, in the secondary modern school?

Well, it… not very highly, except of course at Featherstone.  The head was an ex-history man, so he always gave us priority, but never very much money.  His philosophy, which I tended to follow, was that if you know your subject, you don’t need that many textbooks.  And we used a lot of worksheets, which were pretty crude in the early days, and a lot of it came from the top of your head and enthusiasm.  

Evelyn Hinde (former secondary modern history teacher 1960s-70s)
Page 8 

Textbooks were pretty dull.  I’ll tell you what I do remember coming out; the first Longmans series and the Pelican series.  And what was so good about them, and not just the illustrations, but the original pieces, documents that they used.  I had one good book and it was a compilation of extracts, you know, the French visitor to London in the days of Elizabeth I and that sort of thing.  I can’t remember what it was called, but it was brilliant because again, this is how somebody else saw London at the time of whatever it was, the Plague or whatever.  And that was very helpful.  Some good stories.  You could always point them in the way of a decent story, usually.

Patricia Dawson (teaching in secondary modern school in the 1960s)
Page 6

Very few resources because all I can remember is having Unstead, and there wasn’t a great deal of information in the Unstead books.  They did have pictures.  Certainly no, very few primary sources as such.  And so therefore I was constantly preparing material and producing it on the gestetners and the banda machines.

I’d have to go down to the local library and there would be very little information there.  Or holiday times, try to go to various places and get information.

John Hite (on his training and early teaching in East Sussex in the 1970s)

Pages 8-9

The idea of source-based evidence was certainly established in the training scheme [Sussex University PGCE course].  So I tried to slot that in through the old traditional approaches gradually, but obviously SHP opened that up and [provided] text books with a whole range of sources. I always remember using Guy Fawkes’ signature in the Jackdaw, before and after being tortured – the challenge of deciphering that is a sort of metaphor almost for deciphering other historical sources.  And obviously the wider access to the photocopier was a Godsend, because bandas, even if you have the colour version were very limited in what you could do.  So when one had basically free access to a photocopier you could produce easily large numbers.  It also greatly helped with the reading for this particular A Level, where obviously you could not just have a text book but you could have students using more [sources].  
Simon Bishop (currently teaching in a comprehensive school in Cumbria)
Page 18 on history teachers’ current expectations from a textbook
You’ve said that the textbook actually is a very important element in your teaching.  What do you look for in a textbook?

Good range – in history anyway, good range of historical sources, colourful, well presented, not too busy on the page, and I’m always amazed at the textbooks you do see that you [think] ‘Wow I can’t concentrate on that, so how on earth is a 12 year old going to?’  
We’ve got to choose something that attacks the literacy levels of most students.  So at the top end, we’re probably still going to have to find extra, and at the bottom end there still will have to be more support.  So no textbook’s an answer, but it’s something we’ll look for will be the textbook that a) can do good for most of our students, but b) also the interactive whiteboards, hopefully it will have a package that will go alongside it with that and also worksheets for the teachers so they don’t have to end up preparing their own all the time.  

Eric Evans on the changes in A level textbooks since the 1980s

Page 7

The Lancaster Pamphlet series, … was formed in 1983 and I was co-editor throughout its life…. It is interesting that by the early twenty-first century teachers were saying that the Lancaster Pamphlet series was very useful but more for them because blocks of text were alien to schoolchildren. … It seems to me that the assessment structure was different, the nature of the examination changed quite radically and universities were providing less direct nourishment for school pupils.  The kind of people who were writing the books … and the other resources that supported A level study were in general experienced teachers, some of whom had retired early to go and do other things like write textbooks.  And they might also be people who had been involved in a number of history education research projects and as you will doubtless know, twixt history and history education in universities is great chasm fixed for the most part. That’s a great shame I think.  And it was commonly so when I started out.

Chris Hinton (Deputy Head, Beacon School, Crowborough, East Sussex) on the danger of the examiner’s textbook:-

Pages 9-10

I do though feel that another factor’s come into play in this age long debate [about school history] and this is the influence of assessment methods, the dubious link between chief examiners and textbook writing and the all-pervading Ofsted and league table regime.  What I mean by this is that the pressure on teachers for results is so great now that an astute teacher will build a certain number of elements into his or her teaching which influences the history teaching as much as the skills v knowledge debate.  Let me give you an example.  Two years ago my comprehensive had its best ever A level history results with six As, eight Bs, five Cs and nobody on D, E or U.  Along with good teaching and a positive set of pupils we’d done the following.  Number one, every piece of assessed work from day one was built around exam mark schemes, therefore we did no broad based essay writing as we’d done in the past.  Secondly, we brought the revision book written by the chief examiner and based our teaching round every single topic in there.  Three - interestingly enough, the course had been extended in time that year and a new version of the chief examiner’s book had come out to serve this change.  We noticed that he’d written at length on a certain topic.  We prepared it thoroughly, told the students it was coming up, and sure enough it did.  So what I’m saying is that the skills v knowledge debate is there, but actually, if you play this other game as well it is almost as big an influence on the way you teach now as those two elements.

Writing history textbooks
Penelope Harnett – teacher trainer for primary history and author of textbooks for the National Curriculum
Page 13 on the innovations in primary textbooks when the NC was introduced
When I was working with Ginn … in 1991, this teacher’s resources books for Key Stage 1 and I actually wrote most of it.  It was all new, they really didn’t know what it was about and what we had to do was show how everything fitted in other areas, so if you were doing homes here, we made suggestions but we told them how it fitted to different attainment targets across the curriculum.  

Pages 15-16

We had this big debate about who to have as famous people as well.  And King Alfred was a very interesting one because there’s 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 all children had been brought up with the idea of the cakes, 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.

And in here there were worksheets which went with them and actually some of these are pretty awful, but … you see I’d been brought up with, not with photocopiers, but with Banda sheets where I’d had to make my own.  Photocopying really revolutionised the world.  So they had those to help them with the stories.  They had the full story written out as well, teacher’s read alone story, and then activities which you could do with it and more subject knowledge as well to go with it, and also cross-curricular activities.

It was a complete package… The only other scheme, other than Ginn at the time, was Sallie Purkis’s Longman’s,  A Sense of the Past and that was done differently anyway.  It was a big ring binder with lots of teaching ideas and worksheets for teachers and big posters and pictures, but not really children’s books like this.

Page 18

The whole Key Stage 1 scheme sold very well and Key Stage 2 – that was amazing.  I thought they’d buy two or three, but they bought whole classroom sets and they were teaching it just as they used to teach the Unstead, you know, you 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.  We had a lot of talk about reading ages so the early books, the Romans and the Greeks were for year 3 and 4 and then the harder books, Britain Since 1930, were for the older children.  But the market was insatiable.  

Chris Culpin – examiner, textbook author and former Director of SHP (1997-2008)
Page 4 on how he got into textbook writing
What drew you then into writing textbooks and other guidance for teachers?

I did two years at Exmouth, became head of department in a thirteen to eighteen school and I suppose was developing my own material there.  I think it must have been … as I moved on to my next job in ’75, which was a deputy headship, that I was going to HA conferences and was asked to speak at some event or other in Kennington with John Slater, who was Chief HMI at the time, about teaching average and below average ability students,…  and I think there were some publishers’ reps in the audience and so someone … Hart Davies initially who’d gone to the wall long ago and they passed me on to Granada Publishing who were rapidly taken over by somebody else.  But nevertheless, I did produce through what was a very tough year, 1980/81, … a major textbook.  I used to do a weekend writing and a weekend off for a year in addition to being a deputy head of a school and produced Making History.  I think by that stage I was already a CSE examiner and chief examiner and panel member and had already back in about ’74 taken on teaching a very inventive Modern World course that the AEB were offering for O level.

Page 12 on the links between training, examining and writing textbooks
I had gone for a couple of headships and not got them for what I thought were not particularly good reasons and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a head at that time.  I’d published my first textbook and I was an examiner and the kind of curriculum innovation that was happening with the introduction of GCSE, and I was running lots of courses for teachers by then, mainly about GCSE really, travelling the country and sleeping on people’s sofas and things.  I decided that I might [go freelance] … I got my first royalty cheque which was £180, and thought with a bit of this and a bit of that and a helpful wife I might try and do something else.  So I packed up [teaching] at Christmas ’86.

And then you were a freelance textbook writer?

Yes, completely freelance, and examiner and course provider, whatever you like to call it.  Those were the three legs of my life really, the textbooks, the courses and the examining.

Page 18 On the impact of the National Curriculum and the production of SHP-style books for it
Certainly 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.  And … history teachers are very selective with the textbooks they use, they pinch a bit here and they do a page there and they photocopy a couple of pages here.  But suddenly, I think because there hadn’t been a National Curriculum and it was a legislated order, felt, ‘My God, what am I going to do?  Well at least if I teach from this textbook, you know, when the inspector calls I’ll be able to say look, you know, I’m doing it because it’s been cooked up by somebody else.’  So … people were scared.  I think Colin Shepherd, who was running the Schools History Project at that time, deserves a huge credit for producing a set of textbooks, the SHP books, Contrast and Connections, Peace and War and the third one, which maintained a questioning, source-based approach to teaching and they were the best-selling textbooks of the nineties, still are, you know, they’re still selling.  The first one came out probably 1991…. I was doing rival publications at the time but those, those were fantastic, those SHP books.

Pages 23-4 The impact of the Schools History Project textbooks on the teaching of history
The [Schools History] project has always produced books.  In the first case because if you’re going to teach unorthodox bits of history, like medicine and the American West, you’ll need books to do it.  And then later the project recognised if it wanted to get its ideas across you’ve got to publish, you’ve got to produce your own materials.  It’s like assessment really, you know, if you can’t get the exams right your course is sunk and if you haven’t got the resources no-one’s going to teach it.  So I think Ian [Dawson] and I share a belief that it is through our publications that we do our curriculum innovation now.  There’s the importance of the Contrast and Connections series that I mentioned.  I think the series that we produced together in the last ten years do mark curriculum innovation in Key Stage 3 A level and GCSE now. … We don’t just publish for the GCSE Schools History Project course at all.  A lot of the stuff is Key Stage 3 publishing, but also tremendous A level textbook publishing as well.  So the books represent our curriculum work now.

Pages 26-7 On interactive resources and the future of the hard copy textbook
I think with our most recent series of textbooks for Key Stage 3 we have published interactive CDs to go with them that contain all sorts of activities that you can’t do in a book or you can’t springboard from a textbook.  So only now really is the kind of active learning that we want to promote finding its way into the new technology…. When you can produce a picture on the wall six foot by eight foot and touch the hotspots on it and make characters speak and push it around and add things that you just can’t do in a book.  And its non-linearity, the fact that a book goes like this and is laid down in advance, it was laid down in advance some year before the first child sees it, is a restriction for textbooks.  So I think we’re just beginning probably a big revolution in the provision of resources.  Having said that, the Year 8 textbook that was published in June has sold 13,000 copies since the beginning of June, so somebody’s buying old-fashioned spine colour paper textbooks.  I can remember twenty years ago we were told that textbooks were doomed and so on.  And it is a ratchet effect, the younger you are, probably the more you’re inclined to use IT based materials than textbooks and more people become more IT literate in their teaching every year.  So it will be a slow process and there may come a time when we don’t actually produce a book at all, we just produce an interactive CD.  And that’s fine as long as it’s interactive.  But the first lot of technology I think if anything set things back, they were sort of compilations of material.  I think it’s only recently that history teachers have got their hands on the technology rather than the technologists.

Ian Dawson on producing SHP textbooks and their impact in the classroom
Page 12

The ‘What is History?’ material started people thinking because they clearly required a different kind of engagement with the kids.  The examination books, they had sources in them, … and that can therefore lead you to start asking questions about reliability and evaluating the sources, but they don’t necessarily change what happens in terms of the amount of time you spend reading, writing, the kinds of interaction between teacher and student.  And the books tended not to have activities in.  You know, the … and the first stuff, first books we produced, we produced a little series, History 11 to 13, in the late, mid-eighties and they didn’t have activities, so they had teachers’ books which provided suggestions. I think the materials took us into new areas, but it was always going to take quite a while for that aim of changing classroom activity to become real and widespread.

Pages 19-20

One of my jobs as Publishing Director really has been to edit almost everything that we’ve published since about 1996, and I really don’t want us to publish anything that is ordinary, that doesn’t offer within it new ideas for teaching or new ideas for structure, that gets teachers thinking about whether what they’re doing is as effective as it could be. There are other publishers who can do lowest common denominator publishing and rush things out or produce stuff that is directed to getting you from level two to level three on the marks scheme, and we don’t do that.  We need to spend more time, so that this year with new GCSE specifications, our books again will be the last out, but they will be to some factor better teaching resources than anybody else will produce, he said modestly.  

John D. Clare (Deputy Head, Greenfield School, Newton-under-Aycliffe, County Durham) and textbook author 
Page 1

The thing I always tell the children about my education, my history education, was that, for an entire year, I was taught by a teacher who was an alcoholic, and his way of teaching us was that he would sit us down, he would give out the textbooks, and we would divide our page into three columns, who did it, what he did, when he did it, and we would then spend the rest of the hour, two hours a week, just noting the textbook in these three columns, never marked. Actually, an appalling standard of teaching, and destined to put one off. 

Pages 6-7

We did Mode 3 CSE, which was absolutely marvellous. You made up your own course, you made up your own exam. I had so much fun trying to make up exams that the children would actually be able to answer. And of course, you could study exactly what you wanted, and we had a very local history course, and it was aimed absolutely at the least able pupils. 

Did you develop that course in a team of teachers, or was it something you did on your own? 

It had been developed by Colin Rutherford, and he passed on the materials to me as head of department, but I added to them; you were expected [to] and I enjoyed creating my own materials. And of course that is part of … how I came to be writing textbooks. You went away and you would immerse yourself in the local archives, looking for stuff on this and that and that, to teach lessons on it. 

Pages 17-18

You had your Schools History Project, but it was really only Medicine through Time and American West in those days. And there were other people trying to do the same kind of thing, and failing spectacularly … And I thought, I could do better than this. And there was a live series going called History In-depth, Macmillan, run by Martin Dickinson and John Jones, and I can remember writing to Martin Dickinson and saying, ‘I think I’ve got a textbook in me and I could offer you these subjects, how would I go about getting a crack at this?’ And he wrote back and he said, ‘Send me a manuscript on the agricultural revolution and we’ll see where we go from there’. And I sent him a manuscript on the agricultural revolution, and he passed me over to John Jones, who actually did some teaching on how to write a textbook, and then he passed me on to a copy editor who’s called Gilly Abrahams, who every textbook editor ought to have to work with, and she taught me the trade of writing textbooks. Oh, long telephone calls in those days. 

So were you including exercises for the pupils in the books at that time? 

Yes. 

And the source materials? 

Yes, definitely. 

So that was a real contrast with earlier textbooks.
It was, which… It wasn’t just content or content with some sources. And I can remember believing very strongly, in those days, that what you had to do was that you had to set questions on the sources. … You were actually asking the children to consider the sources and evaluate the sources, and what they were worth as sources, and not just use them as another text with some factual extraction …
When I wrote Options in History [his first book], I was quite pleased, because everybody was very nice about it, and particularly they said that it was simply written. I was very pleased with myself about the fact that ordinary children could read these scripts. I met a woman from a special needs school, and I made a fool of myself with that lady, because I was talking about, yes, ‘we’re writing for the less able children so they could read it’, and it became clear that her children couldn’t read my books, but she used them because she felt that they needed to use proper materials. And I realised that there were larger numbers of children there who just could not read the text. So I started getting interested in dyslexia, I took a further qualification, a diploma in it, and I became a BDA approved teacher, and I put an awful lot of work into developing texts. And when I wrote the foundation series… for Hodder History, I think it was called, it was like a Ladybird book. It started off with a very tiny corpus of 400 words with the Romans, and then it built up the words as you worked through the books, you built up the words, and every time you met a new word, it said, these are the new words, and it was as much a reading scheme as a set of textbooks.

Pages 15-16
The first textbook I ever wrote took four years from writing it to finishing it, and it was a tremendously leisurely and gentlemanly thing at Macmillans. But now people will ring you up and say, “We have a GCSE textbook, 260 pages.” “Ah, when do you need it?” “August”. And you say, “Well, that’s a hard...” “Well, you’ve got the holidays.” And you sit down and you write these things at a frenetic pace, and what’s more, without copy editors, as you used to have, checking you. And it’s a miracle that the textbooks are of the quality they are, quite frankly. And there’s none of this slowly building up a corpus of really good lessons, because as soon as… Before you’ve even finished one set, somebody says, “Oh, we’re going to…” All change, a new syllabus and move round again. That is one of my complaints about the way things have gone. 

Has it affected the quality of textbooks that are produced? Do you think they’re more formulaic than they used to be? 

I think they’re better than they ever used to be, I think there were some appalling textbooks, weren’t there? I think we’re more focussed about what we want to happen in a textbook, what we want the textbook to do. 

Well, what are your priorities as a textbook author? 

Clarity, I think, not patronising the learner, and being absolutely clear in the language, and also giving the teacher a tool … I think it’s very important that when a teacher sits down with the textbook and says “Turn to page 34” and you look at a double page spread there, that there is enough to keep the children interested and active for the hour of his lesson. 

So a double page spread is supposed to be an hour’s work? 

Well, no, not necessarily, because sometimes you might take a four page for an hour, but … I think there needs to be enough there in terms of reading and writing and ideas and activities, for whatever you designate as a lesson. The teacher needs to know, this will keep them going nicely for an hour, and at the end of it they’ll have learnt something, it’ll have moved them on down a road of learning, towards some end which I have actually set in my textbook. 

Pages 11-12 on the difference between the textbooks he was using in the early seventies and what he has tried to do as a textbook writer

Reed-Brett was written in 1933, and we were still using that as a textbook in the classroom, and … I always remember being tremendously amused because it said that Rodney ‘fell in’ with the French off Cape Breton, and it always amused us terribly that this admiral had fallen in. And when I did my early training, I used to get this most terribly imperialistic nationalistic racist little passage from Reed-Brett that we were just churning out, and Unstead, bless him, he was wonderful and exciting but, you know, we were teaching them that, how brave Clive had been, but his native soldiers had said, “You English men, you need more sustenance than we Indians, so you can eat the rice and we will just eat the rice water”.  And it’s dreadful racist twaddle, and you were reading it and you never actually thought about it. And I’m not saying that I suddenly became very leftwing overnight, it was just that I saw … my job as a history teacher was to present them with the tools and then allow them to actually weigh them and think about them and come up with their own theories of what were going on in history. … My most recent series [of textbooks] … asks a question, it studies the historical background, and then you end up with the two sides and a debate and you make up your own mind about it. 

But it’s within a range of historically valid statements, isn’t it? 

Absolutely, correctly… You have to understand that you’re dealing with children here, and you’ve not got to let them go galloping down morally indecent pathways, you’ve got a duty, as a teacher, to guide them through this process.

Page 13

When you think back to some of those special needs classes in the early days, you would just give them a Moss textbook, a Peter Moss textbook, and they would just spend hours doing cloze exercises. It was really appalling teaching, I wouldn’t teach in that way now. There’s no excuse for poor teaching of special needs, on the grounds that, well, old fashioned is the best. And I think all this modern stuff about visual and auditory and kinaesthetic [styles of learning] … is absolutely critical for special needs children,
Page 29 On his recent book, ‘A Nation of Immigrants’

You see, these are selling appallingly, but actually they’re some of the best books I’ve ever written, and Hodder really went out on a limb and got their fingers burnt, I’m so sorry to Hodder. And what they did is, they allowed me to address some really hot potatoes through the medium of history, and do you not think that history is the very, very medium to be able to do that? This is around in RE, and they talk off the top off their heads, but to be able to talk about issues such as this, having a historical grounding. Basically, the Saxons and Vikings were immigrants of a certain kind. … Lots of different immigrants moved in. And you study the Windrush period, and then, out of that, you look at what’s happening now, and you’re able to come out with something which hopefully is not just a raging prejudice … Golly knows whether I’ve done it properly or not, but 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. 

Pages 19-21
Do you think that history textbooks have a role actually in influencing the curriculum? 

No, it’s the other way round, I think, and particularly recently. I think that if you talk to any publishers, they’re just running like crazy people after the latest government scheme, the latest syllabus. They’re desperately trying to get writers to write them before the schemes are finalised, they’re then sending the finalised schemes to the writers, who are desperately rewriting the relevant chunks. So I’m sure there’s chaos going on. 

What about teachers’ classroom practice? Do they actually change the way teachers teach? 

I’ve always worked on the principle that there’s a number of different kinds of teachers. There are teachers like me. I’ve never really used textbooks, I’ve always gone and done my own thing, and what you do is, you send off for a whole raft of inspection copies and then you just photocopy the bits you want, and you pinch this from here and that from there, and you put them together into your lesson. I think that’s the correct way to do it, but we’d all go desperately bankrupt very quickly if every teacher did that. And all over the country there are these tremendously creative teachers doing this, building their own lessons. And that’s what they should do, because it should be built for their individual classes with their individual classes in mind. But then you get a whole load of teachers who, for reasons of lack of confidence or perhaps lack of training, or perhaps, like me, they’ve moved subjects, they like the security of a textbook, and a textbook is a security for them. And I think there are large numbers of teachers who will… I mean, this is out of date now, but I’m still producing the modern equivalents to accompany these series, and what they do is, they say, I’ve got to teach, what shall I teach, the next lesson in the book is… And here are the teaching ideas, and I think that’s a good one, that’ll work with my children, and they use these materials. And so they go through the textbooks with the children. 

So it’s more a case of, there’s a textbook to suit each style of teaching, rather than the textbook actually changing a teacher’s way of doing things? Or do you think people have been influenced by your books to change the way they do things?

Oh definitely the latter. I mean, people write to me all the time and say, you know, ‘that book changed my life’, and things like that. … The initial choice, remember, is not often made by the actual teacher who just ploughs through the textbook, it’s made by their head of department for them. But I think there is a process by which somebody will sit down and look at styles and they will say, we like John Clare’s style, we like Ben Walsh’s style. Teachers develop tremendous loyalties. I mean, it’s quite touching in a way, they are loyal to a writer. But once they’ve made that choice, I think there’s a whole group of teachers who then will just do as they’re told, and part of their teaching skills are in choosing the bits of the lesson that you’ve suggested, and trying this game, and ‘this works really well, I tried that and it worked really well, I’m very excited, thank you very much, I shall use it again’. 

… There’s this kind of missionary kind of element. But I think there’s much more to it than that. … The personal motivation of doing it is that I’ve always had this kind of [attitude], well ‘this is what I do, it works, you’re welcome. You’re welcome to it, help yourself. If it doesn’t work for you, throw it in the bin’… But the other thing about writing textbooks is that it is a gloriously creative experience, and to sit down and decide what you want to say, and to do the research and then to build the activities, and then at the end of it… It is… And I regard it… like painting a picture, it’s as creative as doing a sculpture. … And to have been given the opportunity, since 1986, … to do this again and again and again and again, and to get money for doing so… It’s been a real privilege, it’s been one of the best bits of doing the job. 

Michael Riley (current Director of SHP and teacher trainer, as well as textbook author)
pp.23-4 on his series of textbooks based on the concept of ‘mentalities’– the search for a more authentic empathy and a return to narrative rather than ‘meaningless source exercises’

In a way that goes right back to where I started in terms of bringing latest research by academic historians into school history.  Some of the stuff that I’d studied at university still hasn’t found its way into the school curriculum, in terms of history of mentalities and social and cultural history. What we were trying to do in the series goes beyond that into developing an understanding of fundamental human issues, that we wanted to get across the idea that history is about real, sentient human beings living through a given moment in time and a move away from history as abstraction.  It wasn’t my series initially, it was Christine Counsell’s series, we worked together on it as general editors and then Jamie Byrom came in who was hugely influential in helping to kind of give direction to the series… We very soon settled on the idea history is about this leap of imagination to get into the minds of people in the past, so that was why it had the title it did.  But we were also trying to do lots of other things with it in terms of re-enthron[ing] narrative, because we thought that lots of children were actually struggling with history because in many classrooms supported by lots of textbooks that were available at the time, history becomes something of a parlour game - spotting historical bias in sources at a hundred metres… meaningless source exercises, a lot of that going on.  And a lot of meaningless empathetic work that we wanted to move away from, to real empathetic work in the way I’ve described.  And there was also a desire to move away from the classic double-page spread.  We saw one way to really embed historical enquiry in school history was to embed that in textbooks through having units of study that lasted for ten, twelve, fourteen pages really.  Each focussed on an important historical issue, an enquiry that students could really get their teeth into and could pursue and make up their own minds on within a really strong knowledge framework.  That series sold very well, it was very well reviewed, and I think it influenced quite a lot of practice really and we got very positive feedback about it.  
The growth of electronic resources
John Simkin (teacher and former part-owner of Tressell Publications, a small independent publisher, and since 1995 author of the Spartacus website)
Pages 14-15 on starting to make his own teaching resources
One of the problems about the Mark Pullen exercise [In the ‘What is History? introductory SHP booklet] was the kids were always very disappointed when they found out he wasn’t a real person and they wanted to investigate real cases.  So what I thought I’d do is produce my own teaching materials … about real mysteries.  And the first one was the Marie Celeste… and so I produced a booklet like the Mark Pullen thing, but with a real story and different types of sources; historians talking about it and firsthand accounts and things like this, physical evidence … and it went down very well and I started doing other things in the same manner. I became very interested in family history because my grandfather had been killed in the First World War … So [I] did a booklet on the First World War and it was based on the idea of contemporary accounts.  It was based on the way the soldiers saw the war.

Page 19 on starting up Tressell in 1979-80
My brother, who was a very talented illustrator had been writing materials in his own school ….  and everybody was very impressed with these drawings and they thought well, using these drawings and my booklets that I’d written, maybe we could publish them.  So eventually there was ten of us… and I suppose there was only about three or four teachers in the group. The rest from Sussex University.  So we set up this group and we all put a hundred pounds in. This was the capital for the co-operative….  And so the first two things we published was this contemporary account of the First World War and this Marie Celeste booklet…. There was quite a large article in The Times Ed and in fact a small piece in The Guardian, actual Guardian about these materials, the booklets we produced.  And we were just knocked out by the number of orders we got for these books, it just took off.  So what was clear, that there was a major market for this material, but no-one was producing it, the big publishers hadn’t seen this market at all.
It was cheap production; that would be maybe one of the attractions.  It was the time that photocopiers were just coming in and… my brother’s line drawings  made it very appealing with the photocopying, I think.  But even so, we were selling class sets of them, it wasn’t just individual copies.  Even though, we had a good mark-up.

Page 23 on the impact of Tressell booklets and their responsiveness to changing teaching methods

Tressell, amongst history teachers became quite an important vehicle because there’d been nothing like us beforehand and because books at that time [and] teaching was very traditional.  There were two mainstream books; one was a book produced by Cootes, another by Snelgrove.  Cootes was for the less able and Snelgrove was for the academic ones.  And they’re both published by Longman and they just dominated the market…. There was no sources in either of the books.  They had a good choice of photographs but again, very rarely would they use cartoons in their books.  So publishing was very different in those days.  So it was really a breath of fresh air.  And I suppose it mirrored what teachers themselves were doing in the classroom, but in a more professional way.  This is often the feedback we got back … because they sent us their material.  And there were other people working in the same sort of area.  Most of the stuff we got sent was not good enough to publish,
Pages 26-9 on how he became convinced teachers would want computer-based materials in 1981

One of the books we produced, which didn’t sell tremendously well, was called Into the Unknown.  The children were given background information about exploration in the fifteenth century and about how the seamen went from Portugal and Spain, not knowing what they were going to find.  Children were put into pairs and one child would be given a grid and he would say, this is the way I’m going, and the partner in this would tell him what was happening on that particular grid.  Say it’s open sea and in fact we’re coming to land and then you leave land and then you have experiences … it was all based on these individual squares.  So today it sounds extremely boring, but kids seemed to like it at the time.  I used to use them in the classroom and the kids did find it very exciting.  This headmaster of a [primary] school came to see us and he said ‘I think this will make an ideal computer simulation’.  And at the time the computers we had were things like the Spectrum.  BBCB had just come in but I hadn’t seen a BBCB at this time.  So my idea of computers and the rest of the group’s ideas of computers was playing these mindless games.

When he came with this idea, we said ‘No, we don’t want to get involved with computers, we’re about producing books.’  And I think even at that stage people were worried about the potential dangers of computers…. And so we went into a school and saw them using [a program called] Granny’s Garden.  And it was very simple; it was an adventure game… it wasn’t brilliant… but it was the impact it had on the children.  We saw the kids were quite absorbed with this…. at that time the government had decided they wanted to give computers a push in school and I mean my school I was teaching at, we didn’t have a computer, but especially in the primary schools they started, one computer per school.

Pages 32-4 on the conflict between teaching and producing materials
This must have been 1984.  Tressell at the time was doing very well in terms of income, it was a well established company.  I had argued that even economically I didn’t think it was such a great idea to concentrate so much on computer packages because we would become so dependent on this government grant that was still going and that when this government grant stopped, I wasn’t convinced that teachers would continue to spend their money on computer packages.  Because of the success of Into the Unknown, [and] specially Attack on the Somme, [both computer-based packages] because I’d designed that, I was asked to do a lot of in-service training and I was spending lots of time and it was causing problems actually with my head teacher.

Page 46 on moving onto the internet in the mid-1990s

I was still doing a lot of writing, but I was mainly doing writing for my own kids again, that’s how I started.  So when the internet came out, I thought well the obvious thing to do is to put these things on the internet, which I … taught myself how to create pages on the web.  I’m not a technological person really so that was quite a struggle, but luckily I found the right sort of software, so I was able to do it.  And so because I was one of the first and because it was free, I soon developed a loyal readership again…. One of the things I did when I started the site, was I sent out a free mouse mat to every school in the country as a free gift and I said, you can go to this site and get all these free materials, you can do what you like with it.  By that time I knew that I wasn’t going to make much money in books in the future so it was just giving a free gift.  I mean to me, the internet was magical because you could give away all these materials free of charge and very little cost to yourself.
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