Summary of Teacher Interviews – the Moral Role of History in Schools
MHinton  pp.23-4 On teaching the Slave Trade in the 1970s

I taught it because I thought it was something that they would find interesting …  it’s got some sort of nasty ghoulish bits to it and children like that.  I can still remember that part of the course was that we constructed … – using desks and so on – the amount of space that a slave would have and we made them all go into the space, you know.  Which in those days was really rare advanced sort of teaching to do, you know, not … they do it without any hesitation nowadays, but …  We chose the topics that we did in the first two years solely I think for their sense of their attractiveness to young people really, to get them excited about the subjects.

Did you also feel that a subject like that was important … to teach them about tolerance and …  the crimes of the past and how we needed to avoid them?

Certainly not with the younger ones, …   I don’t think the moral aspects of talking about the past, weren’t very large.  It’s worth remembering of course that most history stopped long before the crimes of the twentieth century … I suppose we didn’t say anything in praise of the slave trade, but I think we let its moral obscenity speak for itself really.  One of the things that’s improved enormously is how recently history comes up to now ….  When I was at Oxford the history syllabus stopped at 1870 and I never got much beyond the end of the First World War in my own teaching.

EHinde p.23 

[ On teaching the Slave Trade] I mean it provoked all kinds of discussions, you know, these were human beings and what were you doing to them…. you could teach it and you could actually get them to discuss what it must have felt like to belong to somebody else and was that right, could anybody, did anybody have that right over you.

They were interested.  And again, specially in Deptford [secondary modern in the late 1950s], they had their rights.  They knew what they believed and that weren’t right!  

PADawson p.19  I just think we should be more tolerant and I don’t think in lots of instances we are very tolerant.  And although we do have some ethnic minorities round here now, certainly we had very, very few in the 1960s.  And you did have this feeling for the children … – they didn’t seem to have an empathy with the slaves. …If you were teaching the Slave Trade and because ships going from Whitehaven were certainly involved in the Slave Trade, you could in fact get the children to be – to have more empathy towards the black slaves and to what was happening to all of them and I think it’s essential that we do that.

Did you get them to imagine themselves as slaves?

That was a way into it, yes.  I just wish we had had more primary sources and we had more information from the local history which we didn’t have.
MWilson pp.15-16 It’s not just the moral and ethical things that make the holocaust and the slave trade important, … but when I teach the holocaust my big driving point is, why did it happen and how can we make sure it doesn’t happen again? And I think that’s got to be an important part of teaching the holocaust because I think children have got to start reflecting on their own position. And it ties in very, very much when I was in Bradford because there is this kind of underlying racism and … I encouraged them to try and see that allowing underlying racism was like underlying anti-Semitism in Germany and it means that if things get much, much worse then turning a blind eye is going to be the easy option if that’s what you’ve always done. If you’ve allowed racism to creep in then at what stage do you stand up to be counted? … And I think, yeah, I think history has got a role to play, but I don’t want the government to… I think it’s right that they’ve made the holocaust compulsory but I don’t want the government to start saying exactly how it’s got to be taught and using it as a kind of moral tool, I really don’t want that kind of political interference. 

JDClare pp.29-31 [discussing his text book on immigration] 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. … 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… 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. 

I think that the slave trade, given the multicultural nature of Britain today, it raises so many issues about how we relate to each other today, how we came to be where we are…. And I think it’s desperately important for black British children to know about it, and to know what went on. And, in the book I wrote on the slave trade … to address the issue that a lot of the so called horrors are made up, they didn’t happen, you know. The desperate over-egging of the pudding in terms of what went on on a slave ship, and to come to terms with that. And I think it’s desperately important also for white British children to realise what their ancestors got up to, and why Britain turned out to be the wealthiest and most powerful country in the world, … And that it wasn’t based on some kind of innate superiority here. So I think it’s a tremendously important subject. In terms of the holocaust, I personally believe the holocaust has been, and is, taught absolutely wrongly in many, many schools, and am increasingly of that opinion. But in a world where we are so in danger of sinking into racism and hatred based on religion, I think it’s terribly important that we should study this, particularly… Not actually the event and what happened, but the development… Its development out of, what was regarded at the time as a very normal and cultured society. It benefits study by us as a society. There’s a phrase, isn’t there, ‘there but for the grace of God, go I’? And so I’m tremendously supportive of both those topics. 
My view of this, in terms of the holocaust, is that, in teaching the atrocities only, we hand the Nazis the victory all over again. Yes, we tut tut and don’t think it was very nice, but nevertheless we present the Jews as people to whom stuff was done, and who just stood there and let it happen, and we really teach them as faceless non-people upon whom these dreadful things were enacted by these very powerful white fair-haired guys who were clearly superior. And in the end, they lost, didn’t they? Millions of them died and we had to come in and stop it. And I think we need… an approach which takes account of the individual reactions of individuals and groups of Jewish people, and the specific circumstances in which they found themselves…. Fortunately,… there’s a whole load of things coming out, which in fact are beginning to try to redress that balance, films like ‘Defiance’, which are beginning to show Jews hiding in the woods and fighting back…. But I don’t think we’re anywhere near that. I’m a bit disappointed about the teaching of the holocaust, mainly because I think it fails in its moral dimension. 

JHite p. 19 I think history provides such powerful illustrations of how horrible things, like the slave trade and the holocaust and wars, can happen and have happened in the past.  And that’s primarily why … issues like that … should be taught, focussed on as a major part of the curriculum rather than – to go back to my bête noir – … 18th century political factions.  I could not conceive teaching history if it didn’t have as a major dimension things like that which I think could be used as a means to get people to think about things beyond themselves and how they relate to other people.  I think you can do that in literature, but history has the authenticity that that actually happened, and therefore because it actually happened – how on earth, how on earth did that happen?  And therefore how could we perhaps try and avoid things like that happening in the future?  … I’m just thinking of the things I teach, and they are you know, fairly negative.  I mean my favourite area really is the French Revolution and the Russian Revolution, which to me are examples of how great ideas to try and liberate people go horribly wrong.  Which is a rather pessimistic sort of message, isn’t it?

LTurner/RSnow pp.34-5

LT: We always do the Holocaust, but the slave trade, sometimes the way the school’s run, we don’t get on to it.  And we’d love to do it.  We’d do it well.

How long do you spend on the Holocaust, with your one hour a week?

RS: Too long, I think, because other subjects do it as well. 

LT: I think we spent quite… about six or eight weeks on it… Which is a lot, yeah.  Yeah, it’s a lot.

RS: But then you’ve also got in PSHE/Citizenship, we’re sort of introducing these ideas, and RE does it, and so the same theme is being hammered home, whereas they’re not doing … the other dimensions about 20th century issues that we used to perhaps cover in more depth.

LT: However, it’s important to do the Holocaust from a historical perspective, because it’s not always treated that way, is it, in school? Sometimes, … you realise that they’ve done things.  But they’ve never done things well.  (laughing) They’ve never done things historically.… It’s been glossed over, really….They might know Schindler’s List, the programme, but they don’t know the historical background to it. 

JEdgar p.30 Emotive issues are our bread and butter aren’t they really as history teachers? I mean, yes, could you imagine not teaching about the Holocaust? … We’ve had our Year 9s this year listening to Holocaust survivors coming in and talking to them. How could you not have a moral dimension to it? … You’ve got to be incredibly skilled in the classroom to handle those issues sensitively but at the same time deal with them in such a way that you can explore the different interpretations. You know, so why are there people who deny that the holocaust even took place, how can we explain that? And that is a question that children often come up with…. It’s about teaching children to empathise rather than sympathise and know the difference between the two … but at the same time trying to engage with those subjects with a degree of objectivity…. We can explain the causes of this event, we can unpick it and that might help us to understand it better and actually that might help us to understand how we behave and our part that we play in terms of, you know, these things continuing on in the world in which we live. So I think that my students surprise me continually in their ability to sometimes understand the most difficult topics and sometimes surprise me in their inability to get their head round some of the more straightforward things, that can be very frustrating, but that’s the joy of teaching [laughter]. 

DHughff pp. 19-20 

I think the Holocaust is vital, the Holocaust is vital to put in, for empathy, understanding…. , particularly in somewhere like Hartlepool…. The number of kids who have English as a separate language is two within the school.  The idea of studying any other cultures is just completely foreign.  For the first time this year, I’ve had three of four kids have to be removed when we’ve done the Holocaust because of comments that have come up… we’ve got kids whose parents are members of the BNP. … It’s exceptionally difficult…. We show two films … depending on the ability of the group.  The higher abilities we show The Pianist, the lower abilities we show Escape from Sobibor…. We do group work, we do source work with it, we even do little bits of empathy; I always like doing the exercise where I put the different groups around the room, who were persecuted gypsies, homosexuals, Jews, and I get them to move round which group would have been the easiest to persecute?  Which one would have been the most difficult?  Which one do you think ‘ld be able to hide most easily?  I also agree 100% with the Slave Trade; I think the Slave Trade is very important and I think it’s an easy way of putting it in somewhere like Hartlepool than doing some of the other topics that you have to do to get the multi-cultural and Britain’s Empire and bits of that in.  

… I think it’s something that when you do it with the kids, they can relate to it fairly, fairly instantly…. It’s something where you can use symbols of it.  I use the trip round Liverpool.  I got a camcorder and shown some of the symbols that you can still see there.… I enjoy doing the Slave Trade in year eight…. We get them to write a letter as though they are a slave to get the empathy, and use the sources from the books.  We show them a bit of Roots, sometimes use Amistad … that they can use to develop the empathy skills.
SBishop p. 21-2

I don’t know whether [history’s] … got a duty to teach people to be decent, but there’s definitely a duty to teach people the facts that allow them to arrive at what is decency, because otherwise you’re putting your own moral agenda on young people rather than allowing them to draw their own judgements.  And you know by making it mandatory for history to teach the Holocaust, why don’t they just make it mandatory for the Holocaust to be taught?  And then you’d have more range of where that would be.  But again that’s someone’s particular viewpoint of social identity….. And really what most teachers do is they teach the Holocaust because it’s the one the children know most about and then they might bring in other genocides to … compare and contrast to.  So I don’t think it needs to be made mandatory because I think most teachers teach it anyway, and if you weren’t teaching it there probably would be a pretty good reason why you weren’t.
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