Summary of Teacher Interviews – Strategies in the Classroom
SHP Teachers/ JHeffernan p.3 There’s a quote by WB Yeats saying ‘Education’s not the filling of pails but the lighting of fires’ and basically where you’ve good teachers in schools, they’re the ones who are lighting fires in students… so it comes down to the ability of the teacher to inspire students to do … a subject and do it well.  

MHinton p.7 Sixth form teaching; I tried to conduct it on a basis of, sort of seminar basis.  I tried to teach them how to take notes without having notes dictated to them.  I made them write an awful lot of essays and it was really a watered down university teaching…. And really, what I was trying to do was to make them think all the time.  In a way it wasn’t the best way to teach them to pass examinations, but it was the best way I thought to give them an education.  They had to discuss … I made them discuss things and, you know, the saying that the Royalists were wrong but romantic and the Roundheads were right but repulsive, that sort of … discuss that kind of thing, you know.  And I think it was an intellectual training, I saw it as that.

I’m afraid I was always a great one for battles.  I love military history and I think the period that I probably enjoy teaching most of all was the Revolutionary Napoleonic Wars.  And the fact that I did my PhD in that period of course confirmed my interest in it.  I remember very vividly when I was doing my teaching practice, I was at HD… Grammar School, … But I had a very sticky ‘C’ class there, bottom stream, and I had a lot of problems with them until one lesson I taught them about what … a sixteenth century ship was like, with drawings and so on and they were absolutely rapt by it and I thought well, if you get the right topic you can get the interest even of quite disruptive classes, so that was a useful lesson for me.

p.10 And I made a great thing of teaching people how to take notes methodically and sensibly without dictating them to them because … I do think it’s a terribly important skill and of course the other thing to teach them, how to write essays.  And I had a letter recently from a chap who’s now a professor, retired professor, who was one of the ablest boys I taught, and he was quoting back to me what I’d told him about essay writing, so I obviously did him some good.

What I did do at Lancaster was to have a history library in my room which had a great variety of books in it.  The sixth formers didn’t just use one … or two textbooks – one English and one European – they had a variety of [text] books to use,… then I had a lot of other books.  There was a series which gave you all sorts of practical things like history of ships, history of bells, history of cannon, you know, sort of with pictures in them, and we used to use those a bit for projects and that kind of thing.  So I tried to enlarge their experience.

EHoulder p. 8 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.  And the great thing was that with no exams at the end, if you got a red herring that was relevant, you followed it.  The kids thought they were leading you astray, and they were learning something.  I loved that.

PADawson p.10 Depending on the ability of the children, you’ve got to have, when you’re preparing your lessons….  You don’t teach from the point of view of your interest; you teach from what you know the children will be interested in.  And you’ll look at the level of ability for the children you’ve got, and this is why there … should be a lot of preparation, because what you would use with your top set, you wouldn’t use with the children who can hardly read or write.  So if you in a year group have three different sets, basically you should be doing three different pieces of preparation or more, even within a group.  And – so it’s hard work, you know when you’re preparing it’s very, very hard work. …Therefore you use a variety of sources, or a variety of activities. I would always, if it were …a double lesson of an hour and a half, a bit of talk, a bit of reading, some drawing, some drama, some poetry, even though it’s history; as many different varieties of activity as you can put … into the lesson to keep their interest.

So you’ve got this shock horror maybe of a double lesson, last two lessons on a Friday afternoon, and you’ve got … these naughty, mischievous little boys, and you realise…  that they’re your extroverts, and they’re the ones that would love the drama and the acting and particularly, you know, the murder of Beckett or The Peasants Revolt and Wat Tyler.  Those are the things that they love and they enjoy, and they become involved.  And they will bring to school, you know, a cloak or a dagger or whatever, because, ‘We’re doing this play next week!’  And then we would go on and … if it were the murder of Beckett, we performed them for school assemblies, and it gave these children such confidence because at the end of the day you are teaching children, you’re not teaching a subject.
JDClare p.5 I tried to make it as fun as possible. And the other thing is it succeeded, and teaching in those days was full of tricks, like ladders, a game where you answered a question, if you got the question wrong, you moved down, if you got the question right, you moved up. Sort of, memory games. You would teach a set content, an accepted content, a corpus, you would teach that in as interesting a way as you could find. And in a way, the games you were playing were transferable, because you could have used them to teach RE and geography, and in fact, I did. You had these little games and tricks that you played, the children loved them, and then they went away and learnt it and just then copied that from as much of memory as possible, for their exams. 

p.10 Children love stories, … I can sit down a set of the naughtiest Year 9 pupils and least able Year 9 pupils, because that’s where I’ve specialised for the last decade, and I can talk to them for an hour about the murder of Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo, and I won’t pause for breath and they will not… Not one of them will glance sideways, I can keep them absolutely thrilled. The story side of history is, I think, still the big power over children.
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And the end of the ‘70s and in the early ‘80s, there was… … It was transferable skills, were the idea, and it came from employers…TVEI… It was all about transferable skills, and employers were saying, we’re getting lots of people who are able to churn out these essays on the seven reasons Walpole came to power, but when we say “sit down and develop something with a team of people”, they have no teamwork skills, they have no initiative skills, they can’t think for themselves, and what we want is these transferable skills. … What we did was, we changed all our classrooms, I went for a double horseshoe. It was so we could interact and work in groups, and discuss as a whole group, and it was all investigative. I can remember being inspected by an Ofsted inspector, and I talked, talked, talked and gave them something and said, get on talking with that, and they all sat there. And I said to the Ofsted inspector, , “I’m going to leave the room, and can you leave too please, because our presence in the classroom is inhibiting the children while they work. We’re going to go out and stand in the corridor for five minutes, and when we come back they’ll all have talked about this and they won’t be inhibited by our presence”. So me and the Ofsted inspector went and stood in the corridor for five minutes and we went back in, and they’d all got all their notes, and…  he was delighted with it, I mean, he thought it was a great lesson. I think you would get into trouble nowadays.

CHinton p. 5 You also look to get the ‘urgh’ factor into lessons.  I remember using a book about the early twentieth century American abattoirs called The Jungle by Upton Sinclair, which had the most wonderful description from a student’s point of view of how cows were slaughtered in Chicago abattoirs and the most definitive description ever of everything that goes into a sausage.  Invariably the rest of any lesson would tend to be writing in its many forms, often linked to a Banda-ed worksheet.  O level, CSE, A level was largely approached through dictated notes with discussion built in at appropriate times.  This could be enjoyable but more in the sense of getting on with the students than feeling that I was pleased with the way I was doing it.  I can often remember apologising a lot and using the phrase, ‘Sorry about this topic, but we have to do it for the exam’.  The Bessemer converter and how it worked comes to mind as a topic in this category….  In the end everything was determined by how well the students reacted to what I did.  I think I find the main medieval, Tudor and twentieth century topics work well.  I always struggle with nineteenth century British social, economic and political history and found that difficult to get the students motivated.

pp. 11-12  I’ve actually got a fifty million Deutschmark note from 1923, I’ve got a Russian army Soviet uniform and all of these I’ve used relentlessly for years now to get lessons going in an interesting way.  Thirdly, I’ve got very interested in what I call co-construction where the students have a bit of a say in how the work is created.  A really, really successful example of this has been world war diaries based on … sorry, First World War diaries written by year nines where they’ve had quite a lot of leeway in how they go about presenting these diaries.  In the past I’ve also asked students to interview grandparents about life during the Second World War and there’s been some amazing results which have allowed students to feel proud of themselves and their families…. Another thing to keep the kids motivated is to make sure they understand what they have to do before they do it.  One very important thing I’ve discovered is that sometimes students do not write very much, not because they can’t write, because they don’t know what to write. … Certain scaffolding techniques make things clearer to the students about what they have to actually write and therefore they will go away and write it and feel much more confident about themselves…. I think children also like it if you can link your teaching to contemporary events which are going on as a way in.
JHite p. 5 I remember … acting out as Henry VIII dressed up with a dressing gown and a pillow because I was the old Henry VIII, explaining to the students why I’d had six wives, with sort of pictures I’d drawn of each one, and things like that went down well.  So I enjoyed that sort of side as did the students – … trying to make things … lively.

RSnow p. 12 . I think the stories still get to them, you know, the horrible bit of it.  The Tony Robinson bits of horrible history and sometimes when they relate it to children, their experiences and the contrast between the two, I think that’s one thing.  And again, engaging them in activities as well, making them be creative.  And that’s the thing that really annoys me.  When we had more curriculum time, we could have such fun and be so creative with them, whereas nowadays, with shrinking time, it’s so much harder to do the fun.

p.15 The most fun lesson I remember having ever was, I went out [in] the quad and we went a trip round Rome.  And we had chariot races on hobby horses round there and we went to the market, and then they did gladiators, and they had such fun.  I couldn’t do that nowadays, I don’t think … because of time for preparing it.  Also, you had other people looking out their windows and, “What’s going on?” and having a laugh, whereas nowadays, oh, you wouldn’t do it.  “Disturbing my lesson,” and everything like that.  You know, you could do it the past…. You can’t take some risks with some of them nowadays.

The impact of SHP on teaching and learning
CHinton p. 6 In terms of changing my approach to teaching history, I think I did less from the front and gave the students more time to be active with their learning materials.  Lessons became more varied in approach, moving away from the old talk and write.  So this included source work, student presentations, role plays using modern artefacts and newspapers, and also work linked to doing coursework for the first time.

p.7 I think it would have been very, very hard to teach SHP by dictated notes from the front or notes on the blackboard, so it was almost forced on people.

JHite p.7 I had actually tried to use resources – because you know they were being used before SHP came along, but sort of as incidental rather than a central focus.  I just thought that my natural approach is to encourage students to develop ideas from material rather than to be a great provider of information .  So – and obviously in social economic there are opportunities there and there some of the economic aspects in terms of technology and industrial archaeology, so … I produced a steam engine which had a little diagram a sort of working flat model of a steam engine and I went round various canals etc and took photographs there.  … We didn’t do any visits though, because that was something that had to be organised by the school and the head of history was in his last years and didn’t organise things like that.

p.8 I remember the introduction in Year 3 of the little Tollund Man pamphlet that SHP had of What is History? that we used before we introduced the exams to the course. …It does give all students, particularly regardless of their ability to communicate on paper, a chance to contribute an idea which might be just as valid as someone else’s.  And you introduce the idea of history as an explanation – a possible explanation rather than as a definitive load of facts and that does… , allow and require a more active involvement of students in groups and the class as a whole as opposed to just sitting there listening to the teacher going on, which had been my experience.

JEdgar pp. 10-11 I can remember us trying to get students to take a lot of resources and work their way through sources and come up with conclusions based upon, in a very rough and rudimentary way, … what would today we’d call an inquiry as opposed to actually learning about things. So we’d have some key lessons on something to introduce it and then we’d try and open it up and get kids… I can remember them having piles and piles of books in front of them and trying to work their way through all these different things around particular questions as opposed to working through textbooks. …there’d be group work, there’d be individual work, there’d be pair work … that sort of thing. 

We had in mind that we knew that GCSE was … going to happen, we knew that there was going to be a skills paper. So my head of department was very keen because he thought that I probably knew much more about this approach to learning than he did… just by virtue of the fact that I was a lot younger than him. … We were quite well versed in delivering the information bit of it because that’s how it’s always been done but what was the big unknown was this skills paper and what that was going to look like and how we were going to prepare students for that. So I think he was quite keen that Key Stage… Well, what was going to become Key Stage 3, was going to be much more source-based, to prepare them for that aspect of the new GCSE as it was going to be.

p.11 A lot of the activities we were doing were fairly crude empathy type tasks that we would fairly shudder at today probably and that I wouldn’t do as crudely hopefully. But it was quite a large part of it, so “Put yourself in the shoes of Elizabeth I and how would…” whatever it might be. So I think we were quite confident that we were going in the right direction.
The Contemporary History Classroom
RSnow pp. 15 I’m doing the Versailles Treaty at the moment and I’m trying to think, “Right, you’re the American delegation, you’re the British delegation, you’re the French delegation.  Come up with some ideas about what you want and why.”  And so trying to work in groups that way, and I think I’m trying to do more active lessons like, you know, reactions to Versailles.  “There’s a hat.  You’re a Frenchman, you’re the beret.  You’re the bowler hat.  You’re the cowboy hat for America.  What do you think about war guilt? Stand in the line in that position.  Why have you moved from there to that over submarines?” or something like that.  “Why submarines?” … That’s making it … a bit more kinaesthetic … and I think you need to vary the lessons a bit more, which, I don’t think that happened in the past.

p.16 It is more and more the time thing.  You know, I’ve got so many ideas, so many things I want to do, but I can’t.  We have the Arkwright song competition, “Let’s make a song to praise Arkwright.”  And I set it as a homework, but I don’t do the follow-up, “Let’s sing a song about Arkwright”, which I used to do.  I’ve got loads of things, writing poems, producing books and things.  But it’s like, “Oh, you’ve only got so much time to get from A to B.”

DHughff p.9 Stories is the one bit that left, right and centre turns the kids on….  You tell the stories and you bring your own experiences in, and I think that’s what the kids enjoy about when we do it here.  We bring in our experiences.  We’ve got three different teachers who bring something very different.  L. is Deputy Head, he plays it straight….  B. has worked in a bank, he’s a more experienced teacher, he’s been there, done that, got the t-shirt, and I’ve done different things before.  We bring all of this into … teaching.  So for example we teach a subject like The Glorious Revolution, something that is very dry to be honest…. I walk into Brendan’s [his colleague] classroom because Brendan’s Catholic, and we’ll do the discussion about should Brendan be allowed to be Prime Minister…. Or I’ll say to Brendan, ‘I’m going to be talking about we shouldn’t have Catholics as Prime Minister, it’s wrong, and I want you to walk – will you walk in and say something’.  And the kids think you’ve had an argument there about it.… The other thing I find that works with the kids is discussions.  I think it’s great when you get the discussion work[ing] with the kids…. The other thing though I think works really well … is little projects… such as the Home Front in World War II.  We do that as a project where the kids can work singly, in a group, they can use the computers and can do the stuff, they can do it as homework … That tends to turn them on to that.  But… with the low ability groups, it tends to be keeping very short, little very, very, very focussed tasks.

DHughff p.15 We do, I do one exercise where we talk about dealing with evidence, and I call it ‘the boxes’, where each group has a box, and in the box there is something to tell you about something to solve the mystery.  And I pass the boxes and they’ve got five minutes on each box and they’ve got to pick out what’s in it and what it tells us.  And very, very quickly it takes about three boxes before they realise the person is me.  And it’s got little bits from me.  It’s got pictures of my children in, it’s got football shirts in, it’s got some DVDs, it’s got … And the kids learn the skills that way.  It’s not necessarily history that they’re doing, but they’re learning the skills that they use in history.
3

