Summary of Teacher Interviews – Learning to Teach History
MHinton p.3 But I soon discovered that when you’re actually in the classroom, if you want to do something enterprising you really have to vary your methods a great deal more than the methods by which I’d been taught…. I think projects were the great thing in those days, but visual aids was the other great thing that you shouldn’t just use textbooks and use talk.  …. you’d take some theme like a war or you’d take some social phenomenon and you’d write about it and illustrate it and you’d do some research about it, and of course research was much more difficult in the days before the internet.  So it was a way of teaching you to use books and of course it gave you the chance to draw and to make a work of art that you could be pleased with.

I can remember asking the head of history [at Reading School] some question when I went there and he said, ‘H… I teach as I see fit, you teach as you see fit, we have nothing to say to each other’.  And that was it.  Each teacher was king of his classroom and taught as he saw fit and that actually helped me enormously because I was able to do things that my colleagues would have shrunk from doing.  

EHinde p.5 I was what they used to call the London first appointment, you know, you didn’t get interviewed by the school, the old LCC brought together students they were interested in and you had this grand, almost bear pit where you went round and were interviewed by different people….  So I was hoping to work somewhere like Dulwich or, you know, the leafy suburbs and finished up in Deptford, which was very interesting and it was certainly a very good basis.  … First year was hard, but … I had good advice from colleagues and it was basically, get control.  Until you’ve got control you can’t teach a thing.

I built up quite a big collection of postcards and illustrations.  That was something we were encouraged to do at college and I thought that was a good idea.  Took them out on visits of course, but they loved … the stories.  They remember them too, you know.  Mary Queen of Scots, now you can’t do better than that can you really?  …  So lots of pictures, occasional filmstrips. … You were not allowed to use the filmstrip projector or the ordinary film projector unless you had the London Schools Film Certificate, which I had, which I got. … 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.… It wasn’t so much in those days ‘imagine yourself to be’, it was much more straightforward account, you know.  I’d give the headlines and say right, now fill that out for me….  But they were nice children, very down to earth, very blunt.  Some of them had had pretty awful lives…. they still lived in the back-to-back houses then so there were quite strong family communities in Deptford…. If there were fights in the playground it was between the Turkish and the Cypriots, it wasn’t the West Indian population that were causing problems or the Muslims or anything like that, it was the Turks and the Cypriots, coming from different parts of Cyprus usually, so that was interesting.

EHoulder p.4  It was a secondary modern, a typical one.  And in fact, I met Joan [his wife] there, so in a way it was a very good move…. there was a sort of separate culture in the secondary moderns which was a good one, I think, looking back on it.  I enjoyed it to a great extent because … you wrote your own syllabuses.  You did what you wanted, although I did have a shock.  I was supposed to be doing local history and we were in Glasshoughton, which is two miles from Pontefract, and I was telling them about Pontefract Castle, and somebody said, “That’s not local, sir.”  Which of course it wasn’t, in the strict meaning of the sense, within a hundred yards of the school, which they thought was…. 
I had to teach the existing head of history’s syllabus, but he allowed us to interpret it as we wanted.  And so I did it as I wanted to, with plenty of local [history] in it…. We weren’t employed as teachers of a subject, we were employed as teachers, and we were lucky if we got our own subject.  I did mainly maths and English for my first two or three years, and the history was a bonus.  It was only on my second appointment that I went as an actual history teacher…. N… School had a vacancy for a history teacher, nominally head of department….  and I actually wrote my own syllabuses.  The head was an ex-history teacher and he taught for me. And he was so enthusiastic, he went on all the courses.  He sent me on courses…, but he went on them all and he became a bit too enthusiastic on team teaching.  And at one point, he said, “Right, we’re going into this team teaching.  It’s the latest.”  The team was himself, me, and a student.  We had the whole of the first year group every Friday afternoon.
PADawson p.5 You just learn on the job, there’s no other way.  Nobody can teach you how to teach, you have to just learn as you go along.  And there was no one to teach you anyway…. We had a young chappy who was supposedly Head of Department, he would be in his 30s, lovely, charming, but his main interest really was the outdoor activities as such.  And preparing for going up to the North Pole, because he did a couple of expeditions – but there were very, very few checks on teachers in those days.  I don’t ever remember the Head coming in to check on my ability to teach, and I certainly was never inspected.
Well you just learn by the mistakes that you make really, basically.  Because you never have the same classes from year to year, for a start.  So what you have prepared, you’re constantly – well I was, constantly preparing, rehashing what I’d done, if this was a success I would keep it, if it wasn’t then I would scrap that.

RWood p.5 If, when you went on teaching practice you had to do what the teacher wanted you to do.  And it really was you had to follow in with whatever the school was doing.  Some people were very lucky and got good schools and they could go to town on their displays and everything like that, and in two cases I got very remote country schools who just wanted you to teach the children, keep them quiet; … you know, imagine a very old Victorian Church school classroom and there’s no room for display in places like that.  But you did the best you could, you went through it.

In those days you had projects and you could, well really in infant teaching you could do what you like.  In Gateshead, 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, which occasionally, you know, you would add details to make it more interesting and …

I took them to Newcastle Castle once because we walked there.  It was very near the river in Gateshead…. In Birmingham, I took the children, a trip to Warwick but I think it was only because the children expect – it was a very poor area of Birmingham and the fact that someone was brave enough to take them on a trip, on an outing, anywhere, the Head would have approved of so we went to Warwick Castle.  But I – they enjoyed it but they didn’t appreciate the significance of it.  They were only very small and some of them hadn’t seen a cow.
JDClare p.3 We did have some observations [on the training course], … and I generally staggered through. It was very different, being a student, to being a teacher as well, I found that. I must say thank you publically to 9X, who was the first history class I ever taught, 9X and 9P, who made my life an absolute misery for my first year of teaching…. I think I learnt the job much more on the job…, basically through a process of trial and error.
The first day I rolled into W… [his first school], the most wonderful man called C. R., who was the head of department there, gave me a set of seven exercise books… Now, this is GCE, … and he said, there, that’s what you’ve got to get into your children’s exercise books. And the process of teaching GCE in those days was making sure that my children had exactly the same notes as his children had, and his children he’d had last year, and next year I had the same job of getting those same notes into the pupils’ books. Over the years you accumulated groups of exercise books stuck together with sellotape, which, if a child was absent, you would say, ‘take that home and copy it up’, and they would copy them up.
We never questioned it, you just did as you were told, didn’t you? And 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. 

CHinton p.2 My first job was at C… School in Eltham, at the time a huge ILEA flagship comprehensive.  I think in relation to my confidence about teaching history, that came pretty quickly, but of course your focus when you start is really discipline and that probably took a couple of years before I realised that shouting wasn’t effective.  In terms of moving on in my understanding of how to teach history, obviously SHP gave me lots of ideas and thoughts.  I was particularly influenced by Denis Shemilt, the SHP evaluator, in his pamphlet The Devil’s Locomotive.  This introduced me to hierarchies of thinking relating to evidence evaluation.  I was subsequently seconded to SHP to produce some materials for East Sussex schools on these lines and this work subsequently became the textbook, What is Evidence?, published by John Murray in 1990.

JHite p.3 I always remember [as a student teacher] – because I was an idealistic teacher with all these new ideas, I wanted to be called John and open up opportunities for all children – and I remember being very bored in a lesson on social economic history and afterwards the teacher sort of said, “Well, you know, life is boring, so I’m preparing the children for life.”  And that stuck in my memory as an appalling sort of justification for what he was doing.  Other teachers were very inspiring, as individuals on the story telling, but the actual methods used in the school were very traditional, ‘talk and chalk’, sort of methods. 

I can remember teaching about James I and actually going in, being James I – there was a lovely contemporary comment about his various unpleasant habits and the way he dressed and looked, which I re-enacted, so one did have that opportunity.  And you know, that was – although I’m not a natural extrovert and sort of story teller – when you’re dealing with particularly younger children, then… – you have a natural sort of authority, even if you act in a peculiar way… I remember spending hours when I had to teach something I never knew anything about – hours and hours reading virtually everything I knew about the topic to feel confident, and then of course what I needed in class was a miniscule proportion of that. … One of the highlights, I remember – this wasn’t in my training but in my second job – my main job, which was at Crowborough for about ten years – 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.  

RSnow p.6 My first job …, my head of department was awful in some respects … very unsupportive.  He just thought, you can get on with it.  And so there was nothing like they do today to get… teachers introduced to classes, good technique of working, it was very much you, on your own.  Do your own exams, do your own marking – wasn’t a scheme of work.  There were some really old, tatty books and a complete mess of a stock cupboard, and there you are.  “Oh, this term we’re doing the Saxons, or something like that.”  And that was it – thrown in.

LTurner p.7 My first year of my first job, the head of department just left me to it.  I had no training at all.  I was just thrown in at the deep end.  This was in Hertfordshire, and I had to work every night during the week just to keep my head above water, never had any help at all…. It was a very small school, and I think there was only me and him, and a part-timer. … But my second school, ….[was] in Buckinghamshire and that head of department really taught me how to teach.  And she was inspirational and she was such a visionary.  She taught local history.  We used primary sources, we took them out on trips, we went into London, we had wall displays, we did team teaching in 1975-6.  We were better than we are now… and that’s what got me.
JEdgar p.7 . I actually had an upper sixth that I inherited from the person who’d left so I was teaching people who were… I mean, I was what, 23, 24 and they were 18, 19, there wasn’t a great deal of difference. So that was very different because obviously in all my teaching practices, I mean, nobody ever let you loose with their sixth form when you were a student. So I’d been used to teaching mainly lower school. … There weren’t any textbooks for A level at that point in time so you were teaching from the same texts that I’d used as an undergraduate and trying to translate those for A level students. So in a sense that was probably the most exciting challenge because it was something … I hadn’t done it on teaching practice…. I taught them exactly the same way as I’d been taught, and I think the saving grace was that they were a very small group. … I religiously stuck to what I knew best and I taught them in the best traditions of didactic teaching, but I have to say it really was much more discussion-led because,… there were probably no more than seven or eight students in the group so actually it was quite informal really and the age difference wasn’t that great and it was a little bit more relaxed at times. I do remember taking them down the pub afterwards and of course obviously you would never do that now.
DHughff p. 3 I went from being one of two history teachers, a head of department and me, and I’d never taught GCSE; I wasn’t allowed to teach GCSE in that time, there was always only one class and the head of department got that.  And when I actually got my own department, that’s when I really started to learn. … Previously, I was following someone else’s scheme of work.  I was learning myself, there was a lot of topics though I didn’t have a clue on, which I hadn’t even done at school that were new from when I’d gone there, so I was learning that.  And I was able to come in and put my mistakes behind me now I’d made at my previous school, which you do as an NQT.
SBishop p.4 I think this is actually where my politics actually changed on first experience, because having gone to quite a – prep school and then grammar school, you suddenly realise actually you’re not mixing with a good 80-90% of the population.  And it was a real shock just to see how limited some children were, and whether what they were being taught was actually right or not.  So it was a massive change for me.  So I changed the way I spoke, I changed how I present words, you know, everything that we’ve been told to do we did.  But it was a big shock to the system.

Trainee teachers 
DBurke p.35 .  My first placement, my mentor was a man of few words, which was quite difficult because I’m quite chatty.  So there was a bit of a connection that wasn’t really there.  With my second placement, I’ve come on in leaps and bounds with the way that I’m teaching, the way that I’m interacting, and that I’m doing things that are based from theory, because I’ve had the support to do that.  But especially in my first placement, I found it quite difficult.

RBlower p.36 I have had two really, really excellent mentors, and especially my second mentor had been to the Institute [of Education] herself, so had more of an understanding of what they were trying to get at.  And so I was able, we used those to say, “Right, okay, let’s revisit these ideas of differentiation or the theory of how students learn, and let’s try and pick one thing and try it this week.”  So I always had the experience and the support there to revisit, implement, try again.

KTunnadine p.36 My mentor from the beginning said, “Here’s my mobile number, here’s my email.  If you need help, call me, ring me.  I’ll stay after school, we can plan this lesson.”  It was the first time he’d ever been a mentor, so he was really concerned about getting it right and stuff.  So he was totally brilliant, really good.

RBlower p.38 My first placement was very much the traditional, “We do the Tudors and we do the Stuarts and we work”, and nothing really had changed in terms of their topics.  But it was quite a challenging school, and they used excellent strategies, in terms of teaching practice and different methods.  So it was really good at learning things that we learned here.  But the curriculum was nothing that I wanted to do.  But that worked really well because my second placement, they do it thematically in terms of the new curriculum, so I had the opportunity… because I had to do everything their way, so I had to teach according to a theme.  So I had to be thinking, “Okay, what kind of enquiry could I now put into a theme on conflict or where else could we develop it?” So I got the opportunity to develop things on the atomic bombs and we were doing Rwanda and topics that before I wouldn’t have a chance to experience.  So it was two very different history departments, but in both of them, they gave me free access to all materials, all resources and gave me an open opportunity.

SLoman p.39 My first school, the materials were abysmal.  They didn’t even have Powerpoints.  They had Word documents that they’d just put on screen.  It had a page in a textbook and a list of questions, and that’s what the teachers used.  And it was really uninspiring to work in, because you go there, you’re observed… on your first placement, you’re observed for three weeks or something.  There was nothing to observe there.  I couldn’t say, “Oh, brilliant idea.  I’m going to nick that or use it.”  There was nothing to steal, which left me quite uninspired there.

RBlower p.41 as a trainee teacher, you’ve got to be realistic and every class you’re going to get is challenging for the fact that we get told all these amazing techniques at the institute and, “Oh, go ahead.  It’s really good.”  And you go in a bit like, “Oh, I’m going to be amazing and this is going to work really well and it’s going to be fantastic!” And you forget that these things take time and effort.  You’ve got to build relationships with classes, and realistically, in our placements you will never ever get a class, unless you… I never got to the point where I had a class in the place that it would work amazingly well.  
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