SUCCESS WITH PRIMARY HISTORY:  OVERCOMING THE CHALLENGES

Primary history seems to be a curious mixture of the successful and successful.    On the one hand most children seem to love it and many teachers claim to enjoy teaching it.    There is certainly no shortage of good practice in many schools and exciting and stimulating resources are plentiful.  On the other hand, it receives less than a wholehearted endorsement from Ofsted and it is somewhat marginalized in many schools.

Let us imagine two schools.   School A gives scant regard to history whereas school B is one where there is enthusiasm and commitment.   How easy is it to separate them?

In School A, we may well have a situation where little thought is given to the needs of the children.   The DfES/QCA schemes of work may figure prominently – in itself that is not a major problem but it becomes so if lifted in their entirety with no attempt made to adapt to the needs of the particular pupils.  The emphasis in School A is likely to be on content coverage and may be characterised by aiming to cover too much in too short a time.  Overall the time set aside for history is likely to be limited.  Solutions may have been sought in linkages across other areas of the curriculum, particularly with literacy, but these tend to be marriages of convenience.

Limited attention will be given to the main concepts such as interpretations, using evidence and developing a chronological framework.    Pupils may well be confused about where events fit into the map of the past.   Children throughout the school could well be doing similar types of activities.    Many questions and tasks will be closed and it may not be easy to see the progression as one moves through the school.    In any case there is likely to be only limited monitoring of the progress of individuals and groups.  School A will almost certainly have a much smaller repertoire of learning activities than School B which probably impacts negatively on the children’s motivation, fascination and curiosity.

Clearly, this represents one extreme and history is often much more effective than this.    There are some schools that have reached the position of School B.   

In such a school we are likely to see much more emphasis on problem solving.    There may well be a series of enticing investigations that are manageable and seen as worth doing by the children.   The school will not have forgotten that history is primarily about people and the investigations may well look at the lives of people in the past and what makes them tick.  Each major area of study consists of a series of linked but motivating mini-investigations, which includes, amongst other things, opportunities to develop some of the key concepts.   These investigations are limited in number but address “historically significant” issues.   

Constant attention will be given to the tasks and questions.   Many will be open-ended and encourage hard thinking, imagination and creativity.   There will be enough time available for pupils to look at some issues in depth as well as gain a chronological overview.    Timelines may well figure prominently – not just as adornment but also as working documents.    The need to provide a clear framework and map of the past will be recognised.   Whilst not using complex bureaucratic procedures there will be an awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of pupils as well as some grasp of what motivates them.    

Unlike School A, variety will be very noticeable in School B.   Teachers will have enough knowledge to recount good stories with the interesting anecdotes and snippets, which often hook children.    These will be linked to good resources.     Pupils will use a range of sources of all types and good use will be made of ICT, visits, visitors, pictorial and aural evidence as well as a range of written material.    The teachers will be aware of pupils’ misconceptions and perceptions and seek to address this confusion.   They will always try to ensure that depictions of historical people and events are fair and balanced.  To improve the opportunities for history, connections will be made across the curriculum but only where it genuinely enhances the linked areas.

The situation prevailing in School B does not come easy.  Many primary schools have no more than an average of 30-40 hours a year for history so efficiency is crucial to success.       What follows are six priorities that can help overcome some of the challenges.

Firstly, it is worth ascertaining what aspects motivate pupils in the school.    Evidence elsewhere suggests that pupils are enthused particularly by a focus on people rather than things.  They like sensational content – blood, dirt and gore always scores well but so do uplifting issues and dilemmas.   Stories that stimulate the imagination are also popular.   Also viewed favourably is active and challenging work.  They usually enjoy engaging in the historical process particularly practical activities such as fieldwork, solving problems, decision making and investigations including group activity and presentation – open-ended with a challenge and an air of mystery with opportunities for depth.   The work must seem meaningful and relevant.   They also appreciate using fascinating resources such as interesting artefacts, information technology, visits and visitors.

Secondly, it is important to consider seriously the “people” dimension. Many primary age pupils have a double difficulty trying to understand human beings.   They not only come from a different age but so many historical characters are adults.   So much content is also about disasters so there is an added challenge in avoiding a distorted view about the past.   Good teaching avoids simply portraying the people in the past as amusing, brutal and inferior.   The past needs to be made 3-dimensional with the characters having feelings, choices, and dilemmas to address and living in a world without our hindsight.  The end result can be a greater respect and care for past people.

Thirdly,  the quality of tasks and questions needs to be high.   Closed questions need to be asked but usually there is scope for many more that is open-ended and stimulate the imagination.    More attention can be given to investigations that engage the pupils and do not get done solely to please the teacher.   That may mean more pupil-speak.  For example,  a set of linked  investigations on the Romans might comprise:

· How horrified would the Romans have been of Britain? 

· Why did Romans take the trouble to come to Britain? 

· How easy did the Romans find it to take over Britain?  

· How would you have dealt with Boudicca and people like her? 

· Did the Romans make major changes? 

· Were the Romans a “good thing” for Britain? 

Tasks and questions should also be planned to develop thinking about the key concepts such as change and chronology,  reasons and results,  using evidence and interpretations and significance.    They also need to develop a grasp of human beings and their motives and values.    The following, for example, might form a set of open-ended but relevant questions developing a grasp of human thought and action.

1. What motivated people to act as they did and what were the choices available to them?

2. What did these people see as important in their lives?

3. In what ways did these people ruin their opportunities given the context of their age?

4. How did contemporary people interpret “common sense”?

5. What moral and ethical dilemmas may have confronted such people?

6. What were the values permeating a particular society or a group within that society?

7. What links the people from the past with us today?

8. Why should we care about these particular people?

9. What prevents us getting as close to these people as we would like?

10. What do we admire and dislike about these people?

They are challenging but they do encourage thinking.

Fourthly,  we need to ensure that there are not too many activities that allow pupils to employ avoidance tactics.   The particular culprits are likely to centre around work that permits simple extraction of information, meaningless copying, filling in worksheets, unstructured investigations, construction such as models, simplistic, closed questions and contrived source work.   It also means that teachers need to be careful not to accept surface answers or extensive copying or poor contributions when engaged in group activities.

Fifthly, all teachers (not just the subject leader) need to really understand what progression means in primary history.  Progression often needs explaining in straightforward terms.   For many, it will not do to merely look at the level descriptions.    When teachers (and maybe pupils) understand what we expect as evidence of developing historical competence, both teaching and learning often improves dramatically.  These features might be summarised as follows:

Pupils get better at history when they:

a) are more selective when answering historical questions,  choosing relevant and significant information from sources, grasping the essential features and being able to summarise aspects about people, events and situations from a growing database of historical content;

b) use their imagination in a more mature way, e.g. to imagine what people at the time felt like, in making inferences and deductions, to fill gaps in evidence and extract the maximum from sources;

c) can make connections, comparisons and contrasts, e.g. linking different elements, comparing and contrasting across time, geographical area, perspective and dimension and being able to place events in a wider context especially in terms of typicality;

d) explain rather than describe things such as motivation, why accounts are as they are;

e) plan, organise and communicate history with growing independence and initiative - such as posing good questions, order, balance, accuracy, objectivity, knowing what to omit, in using and evaluating sources, recognising the uncertainty and tentativeness of conclusions, making inferences and producing logical, relevant and accurate communication;

f) become more confident in using the key concepts such as time, change, reasons and results, interpretations, sources as evidence, significance – reinforcing key ideas behind an understanding of these concepts;

g) show a growing emotional intelligence and affective understanding – greater understanding of people and what makes them tick.

Sixthly, there is a need for some kind of monitoring of progress.   It is unlikely to be extensive and much may be informal.  It is likely to use a range of contexts and be done over time with through observing pupils and questioning them in classroom contexts.    It should identify progress on the main concepts and knowledge.    It should also identify misconceptions and perceptions so that confusion can be remedied.  These misconceptions abound and some pupils go through their whole school career with this misunderstanding.   

For example, many are confused over aspects of chronology and change such as through their tendency to mix features of different periods,  in having a limited sense of time and duration and lumping anything more than a few years (or even days) into a single mass, in their stereotypical images of people, events and countries and in identifying with only one interpretation.   Monitoring also involves checking that understanding is sustained, transferable and embedded.    Without such awareness the teaching is likely to be inefficient and with the very limited amount of time available in many schools for history, this is a luxury we cannot afford.
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