Teachers: Status of history

1920s born teachers

PC/T22/HiE2 born 1922. Public School. Taught Sec Mod + GS, later teacher trainer + examiner. NB only taught 1948-1953. (Later, when he was a teacher trainer wrote a book advocating a version of the ‘patch’ method)
“The status was high. The department I headed at T [GS] was relatively large. There was no curricular change in my time. Having later on made courses on the history of teaching at the Cambridge Institute of Education and having been an external examiner for the GCE my impression is that the pendulum may have swung too far”.

MP/T24/HiE1 born 1924. PS + GS. Taught 1946-84. GSGS/Comp.

“History was well established & well taught by predecessors in the two schools I served. It was an option from the fourth year and Sociology became something of a challenge in the 1970s.  [See her ‘Recollections’ under ‘History Curriculum’ for much more detail].

RL/T27/HiE5 born 1927. GS. Taught 1951 – 1967 at Sec Mod; Comp; 2 x Sec Mod. Then County History Inspector, with special brief to develop school use of Record Office sources. Chief examiner CSE History etc.

“Always high status because parents valued education given their children. Since I retired it seems to have become fashionable to study patches in greater depth and forget that pupils need a broad framework to set the patch against”.
1930s born teachers

JM/T30/HiE15 born 1930. PS (1 short stint at private PS), GS. Taught Sec Mods, 1955-59. Sec Tech School, 1959-1963. Then moved to educational administration.
“History in school has changed completely from both my school time (1942-1949) and in my teaching time (1955-1963). I was free to choose the scheme of work, the textbooks and methods of teaching. There was very little interest in teaching method from either the S and WB LEAs.

“O [town where he worked in educational administration; it became part of W town and he was a senior official there] did not have advisers: it was serviced by W LEA. W (town) only appointed a History Adviser in 1973.So unless there was a crisis or the Senior Adviser was called in, History Teachers were left ‘alone’. HMI visited schools in the period 1963-1974 and Heads could call on their advice if they were having problems. There was an innovative Humanities Curriculum Project which needed LEA support and secondary modern schools were quite eager to be part of it.”
EC/T31/HiE11 born 1931, El School + Convent GS. Taught unknown + Comprehensive, 1955-1989.

“History had a satisfactory status in the schools. There was a reasonable number of students. Currently I do not know the situation. Retired 18 years ago.”
KW/T31/HiE6 born 1931, Pre-prep, prep school. Various as evacuee. Private. Taught GS, 6th form college, tertiary college, 1954-1992.
“All departments were small – 3-4 staff.

“Always highly regarded. At S school, History was part of the normal course to ‘O’ level. At WG School it was a popular choice at ‘O’ level & ‘A’ level groups were large & attracted able students. This continued into the 6th Form College where averagely 1 in 4 ‘A’ level students & 1 in 5 overall studied History. General Studies programmes also included History oriented courses.

“In the Tertiary College, History was more the poor relation alongside increasingly fashionable subjects like Law, Sociology, Psychology.

“I think the National Curriculum is probably too restrictive, discouraging tangential teaching & encouraging a safe, exam-oriented approach (SATs & League Tables haven’t helped). The emphasis on historical method has gone too far & has risked devaluing historical content. For many students are free, but facts are on expenses!

“My impression is that some issues are shared with all subjects viz the need to attract good specialist teachers, to agree a reasonably common curriculum without stifling individual initiative, to return to a more sensible system of school inspections. I think History should stand against the ‘computer-based individual studying in isolation’ approach and assert the need for books, for multiple sources, for variety & discussion & maintain that studying History in school is a group activity”.

EP/T31/HiE120 born 1931, El school + GS. Taught Public & GS, 1955-1991.

“I met boys of high interest and intelligence – displayed particularly in our development of historical INDIVIDUAL STUDIES at ‘A’ level.
“Our department was of medium size (ie 3 staff) but up to 26 pupils opted for VIth Form History. Two, at least, are prominent professors of history. Future issue: integrity of official marking.

“Coaching for Oxbridge Scholarships & Entrance was undertaken in ‘out-of-school time’. Candidates included professor Peter Hennessy of London University; Professor Mark Cornwall – head of History at Southampton University (he took his First, in his first degree, at Leeds University); Patric Dickinson, ex-President of the Oxford Union, and now Richmond Herald at the College of Arms”.
EJ/T32/HiE8 born 1932, PS + GS. Taught Comp (originally Sec Mod), 1961-1990.

“Status too low – often treated as less important than PE. The success of my students in external exams caused some antagonism in rival subjects, and rival schools.”

HS/T33/HiE10 born 1933. GS. Taught Sec Mod, Comp, FE, 1958-1989.
“History was given equal status to Geography and was taught as part of Social Studies (of which I was head).”
AE/T34/HiE19 born 1934. GS. Taught GS, Yorks; Comps, Stockport, 1957-1987.

“High status at first – not so now.
“I was head of large department except for interlude in 60s to rear my own family.

“Main issue for future = history as propaganda ie difficulties of distinguishing truth”.

LH/T35/HiE18 born 1935. PS, private school, GS. Taught GS; Comp; GS, Comp; Comp; 1958-1992.

Sees it as a “Popular subject”. Says “2 of us taught in History. 2 of us in WGC (school), 3 of us in WF (school)”.

PJ/T35/HiE12 born 1935. PS + GS. Taught Direct Grant; 6th form college; Independent; 1958-95.

“History was quite a high status subject during my teaching years. It was considered quite difficult, but they enjoyed it. It tended to be taken with English/languages/classics at ‘A’ level. I usually about ⅓ of the VI form taking ‘A’ level History, but St S’s [private school] VI form was not huge – about 60-70 girls. I had 2 main colleagues in department. One also took ‘A’ level Politics. We worked very much as a team. 

“I was dismayed to read recently that on average only 35% of pupils take public exam GCSE in history. A sad state of affairs. But they perhaps learn some history through TV. It’s the lack of discussion, systematic reading + analysis which is such a loss. Intellectually History is the best subject for developing the mind as a whole.

“One high point of my teaching career was a one-term Schoolteacher Fellowship at New Hall, Cambridge in 1989. I had the good fortune to work with Bob Scribner (Clare College) on a book for Sixth Form use – ‘The Reformation in Germany & Switzerland’ – published by CUP. It’s still in print”.
EH/T36/HiE16 born 1936. PS, Independent school, GS. Taught Sec. Mods. 1957-1985. N.B. INTERVIEWED 
“When history was generally taught at least until the end of the 4th year I felt its status was high- perhaps seen as necessary for a rounded education. When options were introduced at the beginning of the 4th year pupils often found themselves making a choice between history and geography. Then ,as always, the popularity of the teachers played a part in the decision.

“There were usually 3 staff in the department

“I think the study of topics without a clear chronology has led to pupils having only a hazy idea where they come in sequence. There are often many gaps in knowledge. I hear that even university students often have areas that are a historical blank! 

“If our present life is based upon our historical past as a country and as a part of the nations of the world, then the study of history should be able to provide pupils with that understanding of the effect of the past on our life and actions today.

“Our leaders often seem not to have learnt any lessons from history when making major decisions on behalf of the nation.”

MA/T36/HiE119 born 1936. Village, private & PS, GS. Taught at Sec Mod; GS; Comps; 1962-1992.
“1. History was an option after year 9.
“2. History was part of an integrated humanities in years 7 & 8 at M H (school)”.

JB/T38/HiE17 born 1938. GS. Taught GS; private schools; 1960-1999.

“History had a high profile at H Grammar (Upper School) & P College where there were small departments. At later schools it was part of the general curriculum, these being basically primary schools. The changes in curriculum have not helped history but made it too ‘patchy’ ie no sense of chronology”.
IK/T38/HiE14 born 1938. PS + GS. Taught GSs; private school; Comp; 1961-1998.

“I began as the head of Dept in a department of one; then we were one and a half; then two and I was fortunate that the second one always had a history degree and a special interest. Then we were four and a half and finally about nine or ten humanities. The status was always reasonably high, behind Maths, English and Science but not far behind and scope was given for to take over at times. I think the adventurous, experimental days of the CHP and SHP were good to teach and learn. I only taught the National Curriculum for a short time but found it too restrictive for a subject with so much to offer to expand curiosity, thinking, analysis and so much more. I remember being begged by a non academic to include the Titanic when the film came out yet there was no lee way and I couldn’t despite so much material of class distinction, engineering, attitudes etc which would have been valuable. I have been out of it for 10 years. Perhaps teachers have more freedom now. On the other hand I was often disappointed by young student teachers coming to the department for practise when I hoped to gain ideas and found they had few. I am grateful to my brilliant team and colleagues who did have ideas and who continue to teach, often abroad.”
PH/T38/HiE13 born 1938. PS + Direct Grant. Taught GSs; Comp; 1960-1989. University Education Dept (p-t) 1990-94.
“I think, in a 20 year reflection, that history was not regarded as a key subject and its values were not realised. My department was not large. I cannot comment on the more recent changes in the curriculum, due to my early retirement, but I get the impression that the subject has not been helped to a better (higher) status by the oversight (interference?) in the curriculum of government agencies, yet the pre-eminence of ‘history-generated’ TV programmes argues to the contrary. Perhaps less emphasis in the school curriculum generates greater interest in the past?!! (amongst those who leave school with no history qualification).”
DG/T39/HiE9 born 1939. PS, El School, GS,. Taught PS; GS; GS; 1962-1999.
“a) Small departments (2½ staff). (‘Out-gunned’ by Maths + Science!)

b) In general sciences had precedence, especially in boys’ school (not requiring so much maturity as the Arts).

c) Never had equipped History Rooms (cf Geography) + initially not even regular classroom.

d) Teaching History more time-consuming than most other subjects + costs teacher more (in courses, books, societies).”
