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Mr John Hamer: So—John Hamer. I taught history for 22, 23 years in what was originally a boys grammar school and then became a sixth-form college. I was head of history in a sixth-form college and also vice-principal. I left the college at the end of 1983, and joined HMI as a history secondary and assessment specialist. I spent 14 years or so in HMI, and then left HMI towards the end of 1997 and became the first education policy adviser to the Heritage Lottery Fund. There was a change in the law so that the Heritage Lottery Fund were then able to fund educational projects, which they hadn’t been able to do before. As I often say, leaving HMI to join the Heritage Lottery Fund was a bit like leaving the inquisition to become one of Father Christmas’s little elves. People actually gave parties when you arrived rather than when you left. It did wonders for my psyche. 


I had to leave the Heritage Lottery Fund when I reached 60 in 2000 because it was a civil service appointment. Since then I have worked as a freelance educational consultant. I am director of a company which I set up with various other colleagues—former colleagues—and that takes up quite a lot of time. I do a lot of work for the Council of Europe. I am also a trustee of Historic Royal Palaces, so I still have quite a number of heritage connections. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Can you tell me about your early career and why you decided to become a history teacher, and what you learned from your first 20 years in schools and sixth-form colleges? 


Mr John Hamer: I was always interested in history as a boy, so I suppose one of my earliest recollections of doing history is trying to write a history book, which I suspect was very largely copied from various other sources. I am not sure it ever got past the Normans; it was a very chronological approach. I remember doing that when I was nine or 10 years old I suppose—I attempted to do that. So history has always been something that I have been very much interested in, and I suspect that I got it from my mother, who was also a very keen historian. She was also a teacher and specialised in—she was actually a primary school teacher, but when she was at college she’d written a history of primitive Methodism, which became a fairly standard work, as it were, on primitive Methodism many years ago. I suppose I inherited it from her.


That was the history side. I come from a long family, or family history, of teachers. Two of my grandparents taught, one of whom was a headmaster at a school in Leeds. My mother taught, my father taught. My father was a headmaster in Manchester for 30 odd years or so in different schools. My sister taught, and she retired eight years ago. My wife taught. I was the third generation of teachers, so it was an almost natural progression. I have to say that our two children are the first to break that, so after three generations, the fourth generation went into other things. That was the history and that was the teaching. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Where did you train? 


Mr John Hamer: My first degree was from Durham. Then, my father who, as I said, spent all his life apart from war service teaching in schools in Manchester said, ‘If you are serious about teaching, you ought to go and try it in primary schools in some difficult areas.’ I spent a year teaching in one of the less desirable areas of Manchester in a primary school, in a building which was 150 years old, which I think should probably have been knocked down 140 years beforehand. I taught in Manchester in primary schools for a year or so, and then I went to Canada and taught in a junior high school near Montreal for just under a year. 

[00:05:00]

Having decided that I quite liked teaching—and teaching on the whole seemed to quite like me—I came back and did what was then the Dip. Ed., now the PGCE, at Oxford. In those days, the structure of the Oxford course was that you spent the first term at Oxford, you spent the whole of the second term in a school, and you spent the third term back in Oxford. The time you spent in a school, the regulation was, if I remember correctly, that you couldn’t be in a school within five or 10 miles of Oxford unless you were a potential blue. Not being a potential blue, I had to go elsewhere. People literally went all over the country to do their teaching practice. 

I opted to go for a school somewhere within the striking distance of London, for personal reasons, so they sent me to a boys grammar school in Horsham in West Sussex. I did a term there, and the following term, to cut a long story short, instead of getting married and both of us going to Africa to teach, which was our original plan, we got married and both of us came to Horsham to teach. So, when I applied for the inspectorate, 19 years or so later, it was pointed out that the bulk of my teaching career I had spent in one school. I did actually go from being a student teacher in a boys grammar school to vice-principal of a sixth-form college, without actually moving. 

When the Chair of the board for HMI pointed out that my experience of inner-city comprehensive schools was fairly slight, we had to agree that it was actually non-existent. Apart from the time that I spent in Canada and in a primary school in Manchester, all my teaching career had been in West Sussex. That’s how I got into teaching. That was my early career in teaching. Until 1983, that is where I remained. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: So, in those 20 years in the school and sixth-form college, you did different things presumably? 

Mr John Hamer: Yes. Well, I did a variety of things. One thing I did was to go and do another degree. I went to the Institute of Education in London, and did first of all an advanced one on a part-time basis. I did two years doing an advanced diploma in education, and then I did a Masters degree in Philosophy, with an educational basis. I was particularly interested in questions to do with ethics and some epistemology in relation to teaching. I wrote a thesis on the concept of character and character training, since this is something that one hears slightly less of now. But it loomed large, particularly in grammar schools and so on in 1967, and indeed earlier. And, if one looks at some of the earlier handbooks, the handbooks from the 1920s, the training of character is seen as one of the main aims of history teaching. One learned by studying good people, and one learned what not to do by studying bad people. 

Questions of that kind were ones that I was interested in. As I say, I did an MA in philosophy, but I also did a lot of examining at both A-level, O-level and later CSE, and I was quite heavily involved in what used to be called a common examining system at 16 plus, which was the whole development of GCSE. I did quite a lot of work in relation to history, as I say, a common system of examining at 16 plus. In fact, I spent so long in it, I thought it was never actually going to materialise. It seemed that the whole process of development and piloting—I can’t quite remember how many years it went on for, but for a very long time until Sir Keith Joseph finally actually bit the bullet and decided that O-level and CSE would merge to become GCSE. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Can you remember when you first got involved in it? What year it was? 

[00:10:00]


Mr John Hamer: It would be about…probably about 1970. The O-level course we taught at that time was run—and indeed A-level—by what was then the Oxford Delegacy of Local Examinations. Out of the blue, by then I was head of history. [telephone rings]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: We’re on the Oxford Delegacy.


Mr John Hamer: The O-level and A-level courses that we taught then were run by the Oxford Delegacy of Local Examinations. I had become head of history in 1967, and I think it would be about 1970 that I got a letter, signed jointly by the then secretary of the Oxford Delegacy, and the man who was then the secretary of the Southern Region examinations board, which was a CSE board. It gave me some information about the development of this common system of examining at 16 plus, and asked me if the school would be interested in being part of that process and helping to develop these examinations. 


I was very happy to do that because I thought that it would be advantageous to widen the scope of O-level history, which was a fairly standard, run-of-the-mill type of examination that I thought could do with some broadening of some kind. That’s when I first started to get involved, and one thing led to another, as it were. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: When you say broadening, were you thinking of introducing some of the CSE-style questions on to the O-level papers? 


Mr John Hamer: Well, in a sense there was not a vast difference between the CSE style and O-level style questions from memory in those days. The O-level ones tended to be slightly more essay-based in the kind of approach that they wanted, and the CSE ones tended to be more short-answer based. But there wasn’t a vast amount of difference between a CSE and an O-level paper really. I can’t quite remember the sequence of events, but for several years I set an O-level modern history paper for the Oxford Delegacy, which was a combination of short answer format questions. It had some source extracts, but fairly brief, and one or two essay questions. Really, that could have been a CSE paper as well as an O-level paper. There wasn’t a great deal of difference between the two. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: When GCSE was developed, were you involved in the piloting of it?


Mr John Hamer: There were a number of pilots which took place in different parts of the country because different O-level and CSE boards came together to develop the piloting. So, the one I was involved in was this one with the Oxford Delegacy on the one hand, and the Southern Region examinations board on the other. I was part of the…I became a member of the steering group or committee, or whatever it was called in those days, which was set up to develop and pilot that particular one, which was chaired by a man called C P Hill, who had been head of history at Bristol grammar school, and then became…I think he ran the PGCE course at Exeter for a while. He wrote a number of text books, mainly on American history and he chaired that committee.  


The secretary of the SREB in those days was a man called Henry MacIntosh, who was very influential both in the development of history teaching, and for me personally. I worked closely with Henry until he died three years or so ago. But there were a number of pilots in different parts of the country that were being developed. They looked at a whole variety of different kinds of ways. 


One of the things I am never quite sure of was how far GCSE in its original intention was actually to cover the whole of the ability range. As you know, theoretically, O-level covered 25% or so of the ability range; CSE the next 40% or so. If you add those two together, you get 65-70% of the ability range, and I am never quite sure whether it was actually a slip of the pen that GCSE came out as the examination for everybody. Certainly, in its initial piloting, I—and I don’t think I was alone in this—was thinking in terms of this was an examination for 70% of the range, not for 100%. That makes quite a difference.

[00:15:40]


Keith Joseph, then Secretary of State, I guess agonised for some time over the introduction of GCSE. O-level had this kind of gold standard kudos attached to it, and it was clearly going to take a brave, or secure, Secretary of State to actually make the change. I guess that Keith Joseph had the kind of status and security that enabled him—and I think eventually the conviction—to actually bring in GCSE, but it was a long process. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Where would you say the main pressure on the Secretary of State came from? Was it the Department that was in favour of it? Was it teacher trainers or a grass-roots movement from schools? 


Mr John Hamer: I guess there was a kind of innate conservatism politically, to an extent. But also, public perception about O-level, as about A-level, was that you touch these things at your peril essentially. As you know, there is always a concern in education that standards are consistently lower than they were a decade ago or a previous generation ago. And the demise of O-level could be seen as a contributory factor to some kind of dumbing down, although that was not a phrase that was particularly in vogue then. But there was that feeling I suspect, that if you did that, standards would…it was another indication that standards were falling. 


It had become anomalous for there to be two school leaving examinations—for there to be both an O-level and the CSE. It had become anomalous that a top grade CSE counted as an O-level grade C. The two started to come together anyway, and these equivalencies were always difficult. If you were going to have an examination at 16, it didn’t seem to make a great deal of sense to have two, particularly as 16 as a cutting off point was becoming less relevant—increasingly less relevant as more and more young people were staying on post-16 anyway.  So, to have two examinations seemed to be a waste of resources, a waste of effort, and not particularly helpful. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Do you think that the methods of the Schools Council History Project had an influence on the formation of the GCSE?


Mr John Hamer: Absolutely. As you will be aware, if you are looking for a major development in history teaching over the last 40 odd years, the development of what used to be the Schools Council History Project, and is now the Schools History Project, from 1974 onwards, has been a major influence, not only on O-level and CSE as it developed, but later in GCSE and A-levels to an extent, and indeed worldwide. 

Some of the thinking and some of the concepts that underpinned some of the assessment strategies that underpinned the Schools Council History Project, have now become, as it were, part of the wallpaper. They are part of mainstream examining, mainstream assessment. Some of the emphases upon the development of skills-based approaches to history teaching, the use of source material and so on, are now worldwide. When I was the chief examiner for that for the SREB’s CSE Schools Council History Paper, we would get people from South Africa, Australia, New Zealand and Norway, who would come and sit in, spend a weekend with us and sit in on our examiners meetings, which we used to have over a weekend. They would come and join in. It fairly rapidly in the 1970s got a worldwide influence as well as a local one. 

[00:20:28]

Things that are now part and parcel of history examining—things like levels of response marks schemes, were developed by the Schools Council History Project. So both in its assessment format and in its whole approach to history teaching—less in content, but in its approach to history teaching strategies, the Schools Council History Project was enormously influential, and still is. I think it is, I think I’m right in saying, the most popular of the GCSE courses now in history, taken by some 30% of young people who take history at GCSE. So, very influential. 

Some of the people who were involved in it, people like David Sylvester, who was its first project director and so on, and later in HMI, and a number of my HMI colleagues were involved in one way or another in the Schools History Project. Not only the teaching and the examining, but also in the inspecting of history, the Schools Council History Project was—if you perhaps slightly disapproved of it, it was pervasive; if you were more approving of it, it was enlightening as far as all these areas are concerned.  

Dr Nicola Sheldon: So are you saying that basically there was a connection, a network of people involved in the sort of upper reaches of examining boards, GCSE and inspection—it was all connected by a common belief in the approach of the Schools Council History Project?

Mr John Hamer: That makes it sound a bit like a mafia—I suppose that was one way of viewing it. It is true that it was very influential in that sense, and there were a number of people who spread across all of those areas. It is also the case that there was a degree of tension between that way of thinking about history, and the way in which it was perceived, and other parts of the history education world. So, for example, Kenneth Baker when he was Secretary of State for Education and setting up the committee to develop the first of the national curricula in history, I imagine—I don’t know, but I imagine—it was probably the only committee the membership of which each one was personally interviewed by the Secretary of State before actually going on to the committee. 

The person who chaired that committee, Commander Saunders Watson, was not somebody who you would have immediately picked as Chairman. I think he did a very good job, but he was certainly not from that kind of background. The Daily Mail, what I often refer to as the Daily Mail approach to history, was clearly opposed to what it thought the Schools Council History Project was about. Words like empathy could bring some people out in a rash very quickly, so there was that degree of tension.

But I think I would argue, although it might be slightly more difficult to justify, that the committee that established the national curriculum was set up, and it was certainly not set up with the intention of putting into the history system the Schools Council History approach. That was not the membership of it, and it was certainly not the Secretary of State’s intention. The fact that what emerged has remained reflects—not entirely—what one could argue was the best of the Schools History Project. I think it is there by force of argument. I think it’s there on justifiable grounds, not simply because there was some kind of pervasive mafia which injected it into the system and poisoned it or enlivened it. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: It’s possible to perhaps describe it as a group of enthusiasts. I don’t know. 

Mr John Hamer: Yes. I think it is there—I suppose what I think I am going to say is that it is there on merit.  It’s there by weight of argument rather than underhand means as it were. It has been, and continues to be, an interesting whole series of debates. I will perhaps come back to that later on. 

[00:25:21]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: You were also a pioneer in the use of oral sources, I saw, in history examinations. Why were you keen to try that out, and what were the results?


Mr John Hamer: Well, I mentioned Henry MacIntosh earlier on, who, as I say, I think was influential, not only in history teaching generally, but I knew personally. One of the ways in which he was influential was that he would give people their head—he would let them experiment. Particularly in areas of history assessment…he was an historian as well by background, which helped. So, he was keen to look at new ways of assessing and for a few years, I developed, or attempted to develop, different approaches to assessing history, in ways which I thought would be more akin to doing history. I thought that they would present a broader approach to assessing history, and I thought also that they might actually be fun to an extent—although perhaps thinking of assessment and examinations and fun in the same sentence would not be everybody’s idea of a correct statement. 


I tried to develop different ways of, for example, using sources as part of the assessment process. I did one set which made up a mythical family. You produced so-called extracts from newspapers announcing engagements or wedding receptions, birth certificates, death certificates and so on, and from all of these, pupils had to create a genealogical table of the family, just working with these. That was all they had. That was one kind of approach.


Another approach that did come into the CSE examinations that I was involved in, was to start off from the principle that if we want to assess pupils’ ability to work with sources, then one of the ways we might do it is just to give them the sources of an area of which they were unlikely to know very much of the background. I set papers on things like King Arthur, whether or not he existed; who killed the Romanovs—those kinds of areas that were not part of the curriculum. Students were given a series of short extracts and a bit of background, and they had to work with those. That was just one part of the examination. I did get pilloried at various points. I remember one particular phrase that was used by one critic who said that I had ‘Reduced history teaching to a reduction ad absurdum.’ It was not entirely proved, and it didn’t last too long. It was an experimental way.  


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Was that the unseen paper? The SHP unseen paper? 


Mr John Hamer: It was the unseen paper 2, which Henry MacIntosh allowed me to develop. It’s no longer—it’s now somewhat different. But it did last for a number of years.  


Another way I’d thought was that much of the information that young people—that we get in our everyday life, is not by reading things but by actually listening to things. It was an attempt…the work that I did on oral examining was actually using oral sources from a BBC programme, and working on the underlying principle of a kind of jury in a court, where a jury may see things, but they don’t have anything written down for them. They have to make up their minds on the basis of what they hear. That was the principle underlying this. 

The one I did in particular was on the first day of the Battle of the Somme—a BBC broadcast on the Battle of the Somme. Students had to make responses to what they heard, and then at the end of that process, they had to record a judgment, make a judgment. It was the use of oral sources that I was particularly interested in. It’s probably too complex for a public examination, but you can use it and they are used in classroom teaching rather than examining. It was the use of oral sources in that kind of sense that I was interested in, in an attempt to relate history to the way in which young people normally have to process and make judgments about information. It did present challenges. The spoken word—you hear it and it’s gone. You can’t present students with a written version of it, otherwise it defeats the object of the exercise. It is very difficult for people to actually write something and listen to something at the same time, certainly in any extended kind of way. 

[00:31:03]


This particular paper I’d set was trialled. It was piloted with about 900 students to see if it actually worked. It worked in that context, but it’s not been taken up. But it did get them to make a series of judgments—judgments, for example with some First World War songs. What were they actually designed to do? Were they morale boosting? Were they knocking the enemy? What was the purpose behind them? 

Judgements about whether what they heard was being spoken by the actual person who had participated in the event, or whether they were being spoken by an actor. Whether you hear it at first hand or second hand, you can tell…forms of communication are very important in the way in which you actually interpret evidence and make judgments about it.  


They were having to make instant decisions, instant judgments, based on what they heard, and at the end of it, pull it all together. I still think there is some more mileage in that. I used to think—I don’t know whether they still exists to the same extent now, but in the days when language labs were fairly common, you could have used that kind of approach. That was an area that I developed, but it was in the context of trying to look at different kinds of ways of assessing history in ways which would be perhaps more akin to young people’s experience, and slightly more fun than writing an essay for three quarters of an hour. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Presumably when you were teaching you were trying out some of these approaches, and then when you decided to go into the inspectorate, you took that experience with you.


Mr John Hamer: Yes. I’d been on a number of committees, so I was on the Schools Council History committee. I can’t quite remember what they all were now. I wrote a textbook or two—not many, but some—and attempted to include some of those approaches into that. So, I had worked with members of the inspectorate and members of HMI as part and parcel of that. When HMI were recruiting for some more people with a history background in 1983, I applied for that, and after a rather long process, I joined—well, I left the sixth-form college in December 1983, and joined the inspectorate in January 1984. As I say, I was in HMI from January `84 until September `97, over that period of time. It was quite a lengthy period.


I joined as a secondary history and assessment specialist—you joined with different fields of expertise, and because I’d done so much examining and was interested anyway in issues to do with assessment, both formal and informal assessment. The great bulk of my experience had been secondary, so that was why I was a secondary history and assessment specialist.  


I spent the first two terms with HMI based in Winchester, and was then moved to the Midlands, where I was part of what was the Midland division of HMI based in Nottingham for the next four years, five years or so. But, inevitably, life with the HMI in those days was, and I guess still is, very peripatetic, so you could be in Bournemouth one week and Newcastle the next, and London the week after. Wherever you were actually based, you tended not to be there for half the time anyway. 

[00:35:33]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: This was the days before Ofsted. So what was involved in inspecting secondary school history at that time? 


Mr John Hamer: Well, there was quite a large history specialist team led by John Slater when I joined, who was the staff inspector for history. Indeed, within HMI there were subject committees which met on a regular basis. In the case of history, and indeed other subjects, there were subject specialists in each of the, I think, seven divisions HMI divided the country up into in those days. There were history specialists in each of those divisions as well as one or two centrally and, in some divisions, there would be more than one history specialist. I can’t remember quite how many history specialists there were when I joined, but it would be a dozen or more. There would be regular interchanges, regular meetings with individual members of the committee, or with the committee as a whole. 


As far as the inspection was concerned, I would either inspect individually schools within the Midland division, and look at their history, either spending a day or two days, generally just me, occasionally with another history specialist from HMI, and occasionally with the staff inspector for history who would come and join me, as he would join other colleagues for inspection visits. That was one form of inspection visit, and at the end of the day, or the end of two days, I would make a verbal report both to the history department and to the school generally, and write it up internally for HMI. There was not a formal written report to the institution as such in those days. That was one form of visit. 


Another form of visit we used to do was an LEA history inspection visit. So that would consist of maybe six or eight history specialists who would spend a week visiting schools within a particular LEA. If it was the Midland division, for example, I would have a word with six or seven colleagues, and pretty well always the staff inspector for history would be included in that. During the course of that week, we would each visit a school, usually individually, but sometimes in pairs. We would visit during the course of the week up to 20 schools perhaps, within the division or within the local authority rather. At the end of that process, we would produce a written report for public consumption on the teaching of history within the LEA—whatever it may be. That was a second form of inspection.


A third form of inspection was of course a whole school inspection, where a team of a dozen or so HMI would inspect a school or a college. There would be a history specialist who would be part of that inspection too. So, those three kinds of inspection—the individual department inspection, the LEA inspection…subject based, and the whole school inspection where there would be a history specialist attached as part of that. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Can you think about what were the issues in history teaching at that time, in the early `80s, mid `80s? What were you seeing in general? Was it very traditional? Were people moving into skills-based approaches? Was it all chronological? 

[00:40:01]


Mr John Hamer: One of the major differences was of course—this was pre-national curriculum days, so…I remember one inspection that we did as a history team. I forget the exact title of it, but the issue was something like…it was to do with continuity of history experience across the 11-plus divide. And it was a bit like setting out to inspect how many bachelors are unmarried in that you knew what the answer was before you went there. Because one of the common features of young people’s experience of history was that they went, they had the same thing at least twice and quite often three times. So, there was a marked lack of continuity, sometimes, within the primary sector and within the secondary sector, but certainly across the two sectors.


To digress a little bit, one of the great things about the national curriculum when it came in, and one of the things that I regret about the way the national curriculum was developed, is that it did introduce an element of coherence and continuity to young people’s history experience which, by and large didn’t exist in pre-national curriculum days. So, that was clearly one issue. What were you actually doing after the age of 11 to build upon, rather than to repeat, young people’s experience of history teaching in the primary schools. What coherence was attached to young people’s experience in the primary schools? Was it a matter of the Romans and the Vikings again? That was one issue.


A second issue, I suppose, had to do with the teaching of contemporary history. How far in chronological terms did you come towards the present day? Certainly, when I was teaching, and it carried over into the inspectorate, you certainly seldom got beyond the Second World War, maybe a little bit, but not too much beyond the Second World War. To echo the comment of Kenneth Clarke, when he was Secretary of State, history teaching should stop 30 years before the present day, because it was then becoming journalism.  I used to work with medievalists who thought that anything after 1485 was journalism. But there was an issue about how far and how contemporary it became. 


Thirdly, there were issues about the content—just to put it as the dichotomy, the knowledge versus skills, or the content versus skills debate, which I always think has been a very unfortunate dichotomy, but there were issues around that. Occasionally there would be those who were vociferous disciples of one or the other. Vociferous disciples of the skills-based approach would argue that content was in a sense neither here nor there, and what was important was the skills that young people acquired as a result. To a certain extent, the debate still continues. The content specialists who on the whole were concerned about the lack of the teaching of British history and organisations like the History Curriculum Association, which you may or may not have heard of, which was particularly strong in this part of the world, based, as it was, in Lewes. Their concerns were that not enough attention was being paid to content and too much on what they saw as…you would often find the word skills prefaced by ‘so-called’, or concerns about empathy and so on. That was an issue.


A fourth issue, and again one which I think still continues, is the amount of curriculum time devoted to history. History was always vulnerable to being squeezed. I’ve forgotten her Christian name now—Margaret…Price wrote in 1967—


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Mary Price.


Mr John Hamer: Mary Price…an article on history in danger, about the squeeze on the amount of curriculum time. I still think that’s very much an issue now. I’ve forgotten how many numbers I’ve got to, but the fifth issue, I guess, was also history versus humanities, if I can put it in that kind of way. The notion that it was humanities that should appear in the curriculum, which was a kind of amalgam of history, geography and RE and, I suppose, a little bit of what would now be citizenship and so on. There were some very interesting developments of humanities, particularly based in Leicester University. There was a person called Doug Holly who was in the school of education at Leicester, who was particularly strong on humanities. 

[00:45:35]


HMI on the whole, were less enamoured of the humanities approach, and were rather more…would be rather more in favour of the separate discipline approach than the humanities approach. Certainly, that was quite an issue in my early days in the inspectorate. Could history teaching legitimately be subsumed within this broader concept of humanities? Those were the five or so major issues that I would identify as things that came up quite commonly in inspection. There were other issues which were not specifically subject ones, related to resources and so on. But those would be the ones that were most prominent. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: When you say there were issues, did HMI have a line on that, or was it up to you as an individual to decide whether it was being well done or badly done in a school? Was it very much left to you? 


Mr John Hamer: One of the great strengths I’ve always thought of HMI and one of the things which to an extent changed over time, was that it did not as a body say, ‘This is the way it should be done.’ A couple of things—slightly anecdotal but reflect what I mean by that. I think at a fairly early stage when I joined HMI I was told, or one of my colleagues suggested to me that there were only four questions HMI ever asked. One was, ‘What are you doing?’; the second was, ‘Why are you doing it?’; the third was ‘Why are you doing it this way?’, and the fourth was ‘How do you know you’ve done it when you’ve done it?’  It wasn’t being dogmatic and saying, ‘This is how you should do it.’ What HMI and what…I hope…I always try to look for, was that somebody had a coherent, justifiable approach to what they were doing, and that they could justify why they were doing it, and they knew how successful they were being or not. That is one area. 


A second thing which also, in a sense, summarised HMI, was that we used occasionally to refer among ourselves, I suppose, to the unexpected success of the wrong methods. So, you could go into a classroom, and you might have very clear views about how something should be done. You saw that it was being done in a completely different way, but actually it was being very successful and pupils were learning, and learning very successfully. On the whole, certainly among the historians—and I guess it also applied within other areas as well—we try not to have fixed views about, ‘There is only one way of doing all this.’ That was why it was immensely valuable that we had regular contact among ourselves, so that we could thrash out these issues. Not to adopt a common line, but to clarify our thinking and try and ask difficult questions of each other and develop in that kind of way. 


I think…without wishing to sound too harking back to a golden age, some of that has disappeared. The approach to inspection has become a bit more tickbox-like than it used to be. I suppose I would be more comfortable with the previous method than I would be with selecting the 10 criteria that mark out effective teaching. That is not an approach I would feel entirely comfortable with. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: We’ve already mentioned the national curriculum. Obviously, you were in the inspectorate at the time, when it was… of its gestation, and then when it was introduced. What was the attitude of the inspectorate? Did you welcome it with open arms? Was it something you didn’t really think was needed, or was it just the sort of inevitable that you bowed to? 
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Mr John Hamer: I think…it was clearly a fundamental change in the way in which—I’ll stick to England—the way in which England went about the business of organising its schools and what happened in them. State schooling had existed for however long, 160 years…a bit less—150 years or so, where the only compulsory subject was religious education. To move to a system when you had 10 or so subjects which were a compulsory part of the curriculum, not only that, but where the content of those subjects was fairly specifically laid out in some ways and so on. That was a very considerable change. It’s one which I suspect had been some time coming, because it clearly was a very strange situation where schools had to teach religious education but didn’t have to teach maths. I don’t think there was too much of a surprise, but it was contrary to what had gone before. 


I think as far as the history part is concerned, I’ve already referred to the fact that one of the difficulties with history in pre-national curriculum days was that it could be a terrible mess in a young person’s experience between five and 16, or whatever. If they’d had a coherent history experience, than that was the exception rather than the rule, because it was entirely up to schools to decide whether or not they taught history, or whether they taught something else like humanities, or indeed nothing of the kind. There was no statutory requirement for them to do so. If they did teach history, it was very much up to the individual history department to decide what actually went into the history department. So, I think on the national curriculum, certainly I—and I suspect, pretty well all my colleagues—welcomed it on the grounds that it would introduce a greater degree of coherence.  


The concerns were—and I think this has been reflected in the revisions that have happened to the national curriculum since—that you were taking control, or at least you were taking input away from the school. That might affect motivation and so on within history departments. You were taking away perhaps a degree of flexibility so that the history curriculum couldn’t respond to particular needs or a particular context, so you were removing that element of flexibility. You were in danger of putting too much detail into the content, and when you were doing that, were you also in danger of saying not only what events should be taught, but also in danger of saying why those events took place? Were you also specifying not only what pupils should study, but why these things had happened? That was potentially a very dangerous line to go down. Then there were issues to do with attainment and so on. So, there were a number of potential concerns, but I don’t think the actual principle of a national curriculum was one that people got upset about. 


The staff inspector at the time was Roger Hennessey. He was the history HMI who was most involved in the development of the national curriculum for history, with input on various issues from his colleagues. Just to backtrack a little, HMI had published, before the advent of the national curriculum, two things. One was a booklet entitled, History in the primary and secondary years, which is still quite…well, it’s still reasonably well known. It was a contribution to the curriculum debate. A more specific contribution to the debate was what used to be known as the raspberry ripple series of curriculum documents produced by HMI. So, there was a history document in that series which was produced, and alongside that there were also responses to that. There had been an input into all this debate on the curriculum by HMI before the national curriculum actually got going. 
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The main input to the committee was via Roger Hennessey. The bit that I played a part in particularly was on the assessment aspect of it and the attainment targets, which repeatedly over the years have come in for something of a battering. I remember…the attainment targets both for history and the other subjects were in a sense considered separately from the content things. Largely by a committee headed by Paul Black, who was at King’s at London, and who, you may know, was an assessment expert. I remember a man called Denis Shemilt who was very influential in the Schools Council History Project, and wrote the first evaluation of it. He and I went to give evidence to the so-called TGAT committee, which had come up with these 10 levels. We talked, perhaps with misplaced confidence in hindsight, that we thought history could fit happily into this. I would still argue the case. 

Based largely upon the work that we’d done in developing levels of response schemes in the Schools History Project, we did go into pretty fine levels of detail in assessment exercises, looking at responses. So, it was transferring some of that thinking—I suppose, if I’m honest, quite a lot of that thinking—into the development of the attainment targets. Partly, I think, because they were in danger of being misused, and partly because I suppose they were too detailed for general public consumption. Those again had been modified over the years, but that was the major part that I played, in the development of the initial attainment targets. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: The original levels of descriptors that you used for the Schools Council History Project, those have been developed just out of good practice? They were really just assumptions about how children progress? 

Mr John Hamer: Well, the levels of response marking scheme—Denis Shemilt and I, I suppose, developed originally in the context of the Schools History Project. They were what they said. They were actually based upon what children wrote. So, what we used to do was to take 150, let’s say, scripts from the CSE examination. We developed a mark scheme from what children actually wrote. So, we sat with these scripts and asked each other, ‘What makes this one better than that one?’, ‘Why is this a better answer than that one?’, ‘Can we now describe what that answer is, what these two answers are, in ways which we can use with examiners, so that they can decide, when they look at different scripts, that this answer is better than that one?’

So, there were levels of response—clearly, you don’t come at this with a blank canvas, and you come to all of these with preconceptions…I suppose I’d prefer to call them areas of…you come at it with your experience, based upon your knowledge and understanding of what you believe to be the case and you apply that. I hoped anyway that I could always be convinced when I read a script that it was wrong—on the differentiation. 

What we were always looking for were some kind of conceptual shifts in the way in which a young person thought. The way I often describe it now, to put it on neutral territory as it were…you have to ask the right sort of questions. You can’t have…if you ask a question about the date of the Battle of Hastings or something, that’s not a question which demands thought, and it’s not one which requires some kind of level of response. It has to be a question which is essentially an open-ended question. The way I tend to illustrate it is, you can have an open-ended question which says, ‘What use are these sources to somebody who wants to know about Father Christmas?’ It is open-ended like that. 
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At one level of thinking…the level that I sometimes call the bird’s nest approach…what a young person does is go into these sources, take something else and bring it back to the nest. They say it’s useful because it tells you that Father Christmas had a red hat, that he had a white beard, that he lived at the North Pole, that he had a reindeer called Rudolph and so on, and they keep bringing these back. They are of themselves all entirely accurate, but the kind of thinking that’s going on is exactly the same, whether they do it once or 20 times or 200 times. So, that’s one level.

Another level of thinking, which I think marks a conceptual shift, is where they say, ‘Well, these sources are useful because when you read them, you find that people thinking about Father Christmas makes people feel happy and cheerful.’ In other words, what they are doing is going beyond what is immediately said in the sources. They are looking at it in some kind of holistic view, and making some kind of inference about it. That’s another level of thinking. 


A third level of thinking might be the student who says, ‘Well, I’ve read all these sources but I know from other knowledge, that they’re completely inaccurate. They are completely false, because I know that he had a black beard instead of a white beard etc. etc., but nevertheless, they are useful because they tell us what the writer of these sources wanted us to think.’ So, that kind of thinking, which is able to distinguish between, as it were, accuracy, and utility. Because if something is incorrect, it doesn’t mean it’s useless. 

So, I think when we were developing levels of response, we were a) trying to set questions which would test pupil’s thinking, and b) looking for those kinds of shifts in thinking in that kind of way. It was trying to apply that kind of thinking to the level descriptors and the attainment targets in the national curriculum when it first developed, looking for, ‘When can you identify movement in the way in which pupils think about history?’ This is the kind of thing which Peter Lee and others have also done a lot of work on. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Why do you think that that concept of, if you like, the attainment target, presented such a block to so many teachers? That was one of the biggest bugbears for teachers on the national curriculum wasn’t it? They couldn’t cope with the attainment targets. Why do you think that was? 

Mr John Hamer: As I say, I think partly because they were too detailed for those who hadn’t been thinking about these things for many years. They came in a too high a level of detail; I think that was one thing. A second thing is I don’t think people knew what they were supposed to do with them. Are they supposed to guide the way in which I teach? Am I supposed to set tests which test these things? If so, what kind of test does it? Are they supposed to be guides for public examination? How am I supposed to recall this in ways which are useful and so on? 

The two main blockages were the level of complexity, or the level of detail, which, unless you had been plugged in to that kind of thinking for some time, could be very difficult to come at cold. Secondly, ‘What on earth am I supposed to do with these things now I’ve got them?’ Those were the two problems…maybe they were simply not explained as well as they might, and there wasn’t enough discussion and not enough talking about them. But they came in for [inaud]…I was properly…for something of a battering. I was involved not long ago in some attempt at redrafting them, so I’ve sort of relived it 25 years on. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: They were redrafted several times. 

Mr John Hamer: Yes, they have. Yes. But one of the more…I can’t remember now whether it was the latest, but three of us, Ian Colwill, Sue Bennett [ph] and I who had been involved in previous…we came together. It was a strong sense of déjà-vu to look at some of this. 
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Dr Nicola Sheldon: Do you think to a certain extent the thinking skills approach has in a sense become somewhat mechanised in the GCSE and in the national curriculum? 


Mr John Hamer: I think there’s always a danger of these things becoming ossified…so you get into a kind of stereotyped ways of thinking. I’m not sure how you avoid that…I mean…anymore than with, if you like, in my early days of teaching there were stereotyped ways to answer any history essay. You made it black, you made it white, and you finished up with somewhere in between. If you did that, that was the way in which you did it. I think there is always that kind of danger. 


I would still argue that history as a vehicle for developing children and young people’s thinking ability, their critical faculties, their ability to make judgments and so on—I mean that seems to me to be one of the most valuable reasons for teaching history, particularly…If I can—another anecdote. I was working with some…historians in Armenia—I’ve been working in Armenia quite a lot recently but this would be about four or five years ago—on history examining. The Armenians have been changing their approach to examining generally. I was talking about history being a process of collecting evidence and analysing evidence and interpreting it and arriving at judgments. One of the people in the group, who’d been brought up in the sort of Marxist, Leninist dialectic school of history said, ‘I entirely agree with you, Mr Hamer. You’re absolutely right that history is a process of gathering evidence and analysing it, interpreting it and arriving at judgments. But we’ve done all that, and we know what the answers are, so why do you want young people to go through this process?’ I had to go and lie down in a darkened room and rethink my position, but it does seem to me that this is a valuable thing to attempt to do. 


The fundamental question, which I often ask both of myself and other groups is, ‘What does getting better at history look like, and how do we know it?’ That seems to me to be a fundamental issue…issues of progression. A big part of that, I think, is the development of young people’s thinking skills and critical faculty. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Some people would say, of course, that getting better at history is knowing more. And that brings us to the sort of national curriculum, the content debate. What were your opinions of that at the time—about the debate over what should go in, how much British history etc? 


Mr John Hamer: Well, I mean…I think it was Peter Hoyle, the Dutch historian who said, ‘History is a discussion without end.’ These issues about content and degrees of Britishness and so on are inevitably a discussion without end. I think there are three things I would say. Clearly, one of the purposes…one of the fundamental purposes of history is to establish in young people a sense of being, a sense of belongingness if you like. That means having certain landmarks or certain touchstones within national history. To put it in a nutshell, it’s the whole issue about developing a sense of national identity and so on, and history clearly has a role in that. 

I think sometimes that national identity is identified too much in political terms, and not enough in social and economic terms…and cultural terms and so on. But clearly it is an important aspect of it. But alongside that, I think young people need also to recognise, as we all do, that we’re not just one identity, we are a whole number of identities. So along with the development of national identity, must also, I think, go this notion of multiplicity of identities that we all have. 

Secondly, it’s the way in which it’s done. So, if you read, as I’m sure you have, textbooks from the late 19th or early part of the 20th century, history…not only was it seen as its main purpose being to instil a sense of national identity, but that sense of national identity was essentially a very belligerent and very defensive one. So it was often defined, as it were, in terms of who we are agin—who we’re against, who our enemies are—as much as who we are. I think the consequences of that in the early part of the 20th century and so on, and to some extent you can still see them today, are horrendous…were horrendous…and, to some extent, that still continues. 
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The third thing I would say—I’ve changed my views on this, I think, over time, in that I would have adopted, and did adopt, a fairly purist view to all of this. So the notion that you taught history for its own sake, as it were; that history was not there for some other extrinsic kind of purpose—the kind of view that I think Peter Lee, for example, would still hold. Certainly, somebody who I did work with some years ago who was at Leeds and was a refugee…well, he’d come out of Hungary in the 1956 revolution, after the 1956 revolution—Nicholas Pronay [ph]. He would hold the view that history…historians were concerned with history, and that was it. 

I think I would now take the view that history teaching within schools is as much about the development of values such as tolerance, about certain attitudes, certain behaviours, certain ways of thinking, which are not specifically historical. I suppose I would go back to the notion of history teaching having a moral purpose. Perhaps not quite in the stark terms of training character of the 1920s, but…I would, and do, give that much greater weight than I would have perhaps given it some years ago. 


So those are the three things that I would like to see in any kind of history curriculum. As I say, certainly a sense of national identity, but that national identity being one among other identities. Secondly, a national identity which is not belligerent, is not jingoistic, but is perhaps more culturally based and politically based. Thirdly, the notion that history teaching does have a moral purpose, and it’s not just about developing the pupil’s…the depth of content or historical thinking skills. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Do you think that means that the national curriculum should therefore be adjusted depending on the needs, the political needs, of the time? So, for instance, if you do have a period of high immigration, and a certain amount of social and cultural change because of that, should one change the national curriculum in order to promote tolerance, to promote acceptance, to promote values like that which the political agenda might require? 


Mr John Hamer: As I said earlier, one of the dangers…one of the concerns that people had when the national curriculum was first being developed, was that it wouldn’t have the flexibility to be able to respond to particular contexts in the way that perhaps it had had in pre-national curriculum days. So, I would argue that one of the advantages of the way in which the national curriculum has been reframed in successive changes, is that much more of that flexibility has been built into it, so that it is possible, without changing the national curriculum, both for individual schools, or whatever, to actually be able to respond to the context…in ways which are appropriate. 
So, I mean, it does seem to me that there are concerns to make the contrast. There are concerns that exist about history teaching in Northern Ireland which do not exist in West Sussex, and that history teaching in Northern Ireland ought to be able to respond to that context. And—ditto—West Sussex ought to be able to respond, but perhaps in a rather different kind of way. 


I would worry about the way in which you actually frame the question, because I wouldn’t want the history curriculum to be seen as the kind of plaything of our political masters. I mean, that seems to be to be inordinately dangerous. But I would want to see a history curriculum which has sufficient flexibility built into it to be able to respond to particular concerns and particular issues. So, I mean I’ve done some work with history teaching in South Africa; I was working in Mozambique last year and so on. History, I think, the way in which history is taught in schools, has to respond to the circumstances of the time in that particular place. If it doesn’t do that, then it’s in danger I think, of being a rather irrelevant exercise.  
[01:16:00]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: There’s always the question of integrity behind that though, isn’t there? Who decides on the response, produces the materials which are the response, translates that in the classroom? What is the agenda, if you like, of the people on the ground and the people who prepare the materials? Is that an issue that is particularly—when you go abroad and are advising various Governments—at the back of your mind all the time? 


Mr John Hamer: I think…yes, inevitably. Whatever aspect of the curriculum you’re talking about, there is always going to be some kind of controlling hand somewhere, either centrally or locally or in the classroom, or whatever. This will be a dangerous thing to say, but I think the less central control there is over the curriculum, particularly over the history curriculum, then the safer I feel. So, I think one has to place your trust and confidence somewhere. I would like to feel able to place trust and confidence on the individual school, even perhaps on the individual teacher and their integrity. Because, on the whole, and this will I suppose take quite a long time to justify, but on the whole I would be tempted to have confidence in their motivation, rather more that I would have confidence in the motivation of a central Government. 


So, I think when Khrushchev said, ‘Historians are dangerous people’, I think he was right. I don’t think…it’s very easy for, as you will appreciate, for the curriculum to be used for a multiplicity of purposes, particularly the history curriculum. If anybody is going to rewrite it, I want it rewritten at the local level, I think, rather than the national level. So, a lot of that would take justification, but…given that you have to have confidence and trust in somebody’s integrity, I would like to see more of it in the classroom I think. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Perhaps to take a different tack, Ofsted came in while you were there. How did that change your approach to history in the classroom? 


Mr John Hamer: I mean…I spent a lot of 1992 running and working on training courses for people who wished to be Ofsted inspectors. It was a very interesting period. I think generally it was a difficult period for HMI in all kinds of ways. One problem was that the number of HMI was considerably reduced, and—I don’t know how much you want me to talk about the general background to the development of Ofsted, or specifically with the history one. 

My understanding in terms of the general background was that the feeling of the then Secretary of State, and presumably therefore of Government generally, but particularly the Secretary of State, Kenneth Clarke, was that there simply wasn’t enough inspection taking place. Schools could go for a long time without being inspected. That was certainly true of HMI inspection because, I forget the precise numbers, but there were say 400 plus HMI nationally, of whom half worked in schools, others in FE colleges and whatever. So, given the number of schools, it was clear that HMI inspections, whole school inspections, were not going to take place very often. 
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I think that view ignored some of the types of inspection that I referred to earlier about the one-day visits. So there may not be whole school inspections, but there were far more subject department inspections. I think also that it took out of the equation the role of LEAs, and their inspection or advisory service. Because, as you will know, on the whole there was not too much trust at Government level in LEAs, and—ergo—of their inspection process, which perhaps was seen as not sufficiently robust or was too cosy or whatever it may be. 

So, the feeling or concern that schools were not being inspected enough…there were only two things therefore that Government could do if it wanted to change that. One was to vastly increase the number of HMI, or secondly to change the whole basis on which the process took place. I think there was no appetite for increasing the number of HMI, which would have been by its very nature a considerable increase. It would have in any case increased, as it were, central Government and civil service type things. So that was not generally acceptable. I suspect also that there was something of a suspicion in certain quarters of HMI, which reminds me of an anecdote I’ll come back to later. 

What you were left with was, you had to change the structure and…the way in which basically the structure was changed was in terms of an open market. What you did was to open up inspection to the market. I think, although I don’t think this lasted very long in the Bills that went through Parliament, but originally the idea was that schools would select their own inspection teams, so that it would be a direct market between the school and the inspection team. 

So, essentially, Ofsted was an opening up of inspection to a market with a regulator which became Ofsted and so on. The role of HMI was to act first as the training body for these new inspectors, and secondly, as a kind of monitoring role. What it meant as far as subjects were concerned, was that the whole subject structure of HMI disappeared essentially, so that what then took its place were a number of subject advisers to Ofsted—I was the history one and there were ones from my successors since then, and similarly for each subject. The notion that other HMI would have subject specialisms, by and large disappeared, so really the only person who did history-based visits was me, or occasionally one or two other of my colleagues who still had a history specialism. 

What that meant was that…I had to produce annual subject reports. What you had to rely on for those reports was not evidence generated by HMI, but evidence generated by Ofsted inspections, so that the basis of the evidence changed. It might be larger, wider in that there would be more of it, but it was of a different kind of order whereas reports, annual reports in the past, had been, as it were, collegiately produced by the body of history subject specialists. That no longer became possible, because that body of specialists had become dispersed and so on. 

Ofsted changed, and has continued to change, the whole nature of inspection. Certainly, as far as subject inspection was concerned, it has changed the whole basis on which that’s actually achieved. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Ofsted still write reports don’t they, garnering observations from a variety of inspections.? 

Mr John Hamer: HMI write reports. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Oh, I see. From Ofsted? 

Mr John Hamer: Yes…I think…this may be simply my prejudices showing through, but I would see…HMI are, as I say, the professional advisory body within Ofsted. An Ofsted inspection is carried out not by HMI, but by people contracted to do those inspections, now by three or four agencies, since the whole plethora of agencies has disappeared. 

[01:25:28]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: But HMIs take part in Ofsted inspections, don’t they?


Mr John Hamer: They may monitor them, and they may carry out individual inspections, but if an Ofsted team goes to inspect a school…I may be a little out of date now, but the basis on which it was done originally was that it would be an Ofsted team that did the inspection, i.e. a team put together by a particular agency, working under contract to Ofsted, as I used to do occasionally. I would go and spend a day or two days with them, actually monitoring their work. But that was HMI’s role in those inspections. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: So HMI were really sidelined when Ofsted came along?


Mr John Hamer: HMI…again, I mean, Michael would be able to put you more up to date on this, but certainly when Ofsted originally came into being, HMI inspected really at one removed…for the most part. Not entirely—there were some straight HMI inspections, but the great bulk of inspection HMI was involved in only at one removed. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Is that why you moved into being a specialist inspector for history, political education and museums? 


Mr John Hamer: That was part of the process. With the advent of Ofsted, as I say, the subject teams disappeared. The staff inspector structure disappeared because you no longer had subject staff inspectors. [break in recording]


When Ofsted came into existence, the subject structure of HMI, which had been quite strong, that changed. People were just appointed to be subject advisors, professional advisors. History was combined with political education and museum education—political education and museum education having been all part of the previous staff inspector’s brief. Quite a subsidiary role I suppose.  So, there were then only 10 or 11 subject advisors, and they…the subject advisors used to meet fairly often under the line management of Jim Rose, who has just published the Rose report on primary education. I was simply asked if I would like to do it, and so I did it from, I suppose, 1992 onwards. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: So, in that role did you have a role of promoting history in schools, or just gathering together information about the state of history in schools? 


Mr John Hamer: It was essentially the same kind of role that HMI had had previously. In other words, inspecting and reporting on the state of history teaching both in schools and also in teacher training. We looked at teacher training as well. Secondly, looking at history teaching more widely, so having links with what is like the Historical Association, or the Schools Council History Project, and so on. I would give talks either at SHP conferences, or at the Historical Association conferences, keeping in touch with and liaising with the history world, the world of history teaching generally—so, to that extent, as it were, promoting the cause of history. 


Then also, I was fielding issues that might be asked of Ofsted about history teaching. So, fairly regularly there would be concerns, often expressed in the Daily Mail, about the fact that only one child in 500 knew the date of the Battle of Hastings, or they confused Winston Churchill with Hitler, or various other things. Or, there were complaints from parents that had gone to Members of Parliament about something that was happening in schools. ‘Why are my children studying Mein Kampf and Mao’s little red book?’, ‘Isn’t there too much of death, murder and whatever?’ So, it was my job to field and respond to questions like that, to parliamentary questions. It was that subject specialist role. 
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Dr Nicola Sheldon: Were you still getting into the classroom and seeing history lessons? 


Mr John Hamer: Yes, I could also, and I had to go and do some subject-based inspections, just to…help me to understand the evidence that was coming through from Ofsted inspections at the time. I did some of that. It was quite a varied role, and a role which I much enjoyed really. I had a degree of flexibility and a degree of self direction, which I found convivial.


Dr Nicola Sheldon: What was your impression about what was happening to secondary and primary history in the `90s? 


Mr John Hamer: I think my greatest worry was the erosion of history in primary schools. One of the great jewels of the crown, I thought, of the national curriculum—I have probably said so in print at various times—was the way in which the national curriculum had helped the teaching of history in primary schools from being a rather amorphous and somewhat vague and nor very coherent thing, into something that was much more valuable, much more structured and so on. That was not only within the primary school, but also, as I referred to before, across the transition.


One of my biggest concerns was the erosion of that. Although history remained a statutory part of the curriculum in primary schools, in fact there was no way of monitoring that, so that Ofsted inspections were not actually required to monitor the teaching of history in primary schools when they inspected it. If history teaching was happening, they inspected it. If it wasn’t happening, it didn’t have to happen during an inspection. I think that is still the case that history in primary schools, and the coherence, has eroded. That was an issue in the `90s. 


A big issue was clearly the content/skills debate, which was still rumbling on and was revived from time to time by the Daily Mail and the History Curriculum Association, and the Campaign for Real Education, which used to take up quite a lot of my time and…I think, was not very helpful. The history teaching was subject to a number of outside attacks, and I think still is subject to a number of outside attacks, which are entirely unjustified in my view. 

One of the reasons why there are difficulties with history, and why one still hears complaints—only last week in The Independent—that too much time is spent on Nazi Germany and the Tudors…If in effect that is what has happened now, if in effect, the only time where you can guarantee young people are actually studying history is between the ages of 11 and 14, and if during those three years, in practice, the curriculum time may be not more than 5%, and if history departments wish to encourage young people to go on to do history from 14 to 16, they are going to concentrate on things like Nazi Germany and so on. 

The concern ought to be the amount of curriculum time that is devoted to history, and the lack of the requirement to teach history across the age range. I used to say—and I see it was quoted again by, I think Kenneth Baker of all people, in an article I read recently within the last week—that England is the only country in Western Europe, or in Europe, other than Albania, where history is not taught up to the age of 16. I’m not sure that that’s entirely correct. I can check it via the Council of Europe. Nevertheless, one of the ironies I find is that history and history education tends to be given much more weight and importance in many other parts of Europe, than it does in England, yet the kind of history, or the kind of approach to history teaching which is being adopted in many parts of Europe, is the one that was developed in this country. There are certain ironies wrapped up in that. 

I think the amount of curriculum time is also a concern—sorry, that’s been a rather incoherent answer, but those were the sorts of issues in the `90s, which I think have not entirely gone away. Well, I’m sure have not gone away.

[01:35:11]


Dr Nicola Sheldon: You’ve got an interest in citizenship education—I can see from your CV. How happy are you with the way this has developed since the Crick report of 1998?


Mr John Hamer: I have to confess that I’m unhappy about citizenship. I was asked a question at a conference I was at some years ago in Brussels when I expressed a similar unhappiness about citizenship education in schools, and was taken to task by one member of the audience about did I not consider it important? The answer is, ‘Yes, I do consider it important, but not more important than an understanding of how we’ve got to where we are now, rather than just looking at where we are now.’ I think I was unhappy first of all because I think citizenship education has been, certainly not the only reason, but has been part of the reason for the erosion of history curriculum time and of history’s place in the curriculum.  On the whole, I would have been much happier to see a marriage of history and citizenship, rather than this divorce. 


Secondly, I’m still not sure—and I think it’s the same for many schools—what actually is supposed to happen in citizenship education. So, it’s become a statutory compulsory part of the curriculum, but I think its basis still seems to me to be rather uncertain. I have to confess, I haven’t looked at it very closely in recent years, but there still seems to me to be a degree of ambiguity about what is…about what citizenship education is all about. That’s been reflected in the concerns which HMI, among others, have expressed about the quality of teaching and so on. If you’re not sure what it is you’re supposed to be doing, then it’s not surprising that the quality of what you do is not necessarily very good. 

So, I can see why Bernard Crick wanted to move away from a sort of straightforward constitution, a British constitution and so on. But what’s happened, it seems to me…to have come out as a bit of history, a bit of personal and social education, a bit of moral education, a bit of general thinking and so on, and I don’t think that’s an entirely happy basis for it. I think there is some contrast between that, and citizenship education as it’s applied in the adult world, and citizenship tests that people have to take in order to achieve citizenship and so on. I am not sure that citizenship at the moment is fully earning its place in the curriculum at the expense of other areas. I would, on the whole, have preferred to see a kind of percolating approach via other subjects, rather than a self-contained bit in a slot in its own right really. Those are probably slightly heretical views, but I have expressed them elsewhere.  

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Your international work has been a significant strand in your career. Why did you get interested in the teaching of history in other countries? 

Mr John Hamer: Well, I did a certain amount of international work while I was in HMI, but increasingly in HMI, the amount of international work that you could do, partly because of the restriction in numbers of HMI, and partly because of a sort of shift in policy, meant that HMI took, certainly in the last four or five years that I was in HMI, the international aspect of it took something of a back seat. So, whereas John Slater, who I referred to earlier, who was chief inspector…who was staff inspector of history…whereas he’d played quite a significant role in the history education work of the Council of Europe and so on, that role had virtually disappeared—not entirely, but virtually disappeared. That seemed to me to be unfortunate in that, particularly given Britain’s in some cases reluctant but nevertheless increasing involvement in Europe, it seemed to me to be unfortunate that we didn’t have more contacts, both in teaching generally, but also at the history level…more contact with other parts of Europe. 

I remember one of the things that I did take part in in HMI was an Anglo-French conference, organised by a body that I can’t remember. But…one of the participants was my opposite number in the French inspectorate, in the general inspectorate. I had to give a paper—I suppose I was asked to give a paper—on the teaching of history in English schools, and the part that French history plays in that. I did say at the beginning that the second part of this paper was going to be fairly brief. 
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It seemed to me that both in terms of content in teaching about Europe, and only teaching about Europe in times of crisis, was unfortunate, and we needed to be more European content into it. Secondly, also to exchange views about what the purposes and nature of history teaching should be. As I say, that role virtually went into abeyance during my latter years in HMI. I did a little bit of work with the OECD, but virtually none, I think, with the Council of Europe.

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Is that something that’s blossomed since you left? 

Mr John Hamer: Most of my work now, with the Council of Europe, the great bulk of it, has happened in the last nine or 10 years I suppose. In that I renewed, I suspect slightly by accident, some of my previous contacts with the Council of Europe, and was asked to go to one or two of their seminars and to give papers on history teaching in the United Kingdom, and our experience of that and so on. As I say, one of the quite remarkable things is the way in which ideas, which started to become commonplace in history teaching in this country in the mid-1970s onwards, have now extended into other parts of Europe.

One of the areas that I’ve worked a lot in is in the Russian Federation. I have conversations with Russian history teachers and Russian teacher trainers about the nature of history teaching, which I certainly wouldn’t have had 20 years ago—even 40 years ago. We would probably have been shot for having them. One of the people I’ve worked with quite a lot was a deputy minister of education in Soviet times in the Soviet Union. I said on one of the last occasions I was there, that I would have to stop visiting the Russian Federation, since my views on history teaching, and Vladimir Batsin’s views on history, were virtually coincidental. They certainly would not have been, or he would not have expressed those in the same way as he does now, 40 years ago, or 50 years ago.  

I’ve seen teaching of history in some Russian schools. One lesson I remember in particular, which was on how far Stalin’s collectivisation of the 1920s offended basic human rights. It was in a slightly formalised kind of way, but it was a discussion and a debate which would never have happened. So—whole changes. 

The Council of Europe have been holding every three years in the Russian Federation what they call a stocktaking conference of history teaching within the Russian Federation, and it’s undergone really quite remarkable changes. I’ve worked with teachers from Chechnya and so on, and all of that, coming back to what I was saying earlier, has really helped me to change my views about what the nature of history teaching should be. History teaching as a way of helping to reconcile and rebuild confidence and trust and so on, has got to be about a less belligerent form of nationalist teaching, and about the development of the moral purpose of history teaching. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Have you found that history teachers in those states have been receptive then overall? Not just ministers, but people at the ground level.  

Mr John Hamer: It’s difficult to tell because one can only see a limited amount of that. Just as in this country. It is not the case that there is, as it were, a uniform approach to history teaching. There are still, I’m sure, although I no longer visit schools, but I’m sure there are schools where they would not necessarily embrace what used to be called the new history. So it’s difficult to tell. I mean, you’ve got to win the hearts and minds of politicians and teacher trainers and civil servants and so on, before you are ever going to win the hearts and minds of teachers. 

[01:45:03]

Certainly, all countries, all member states of the Council of Europe, have signed up to memoranda from ministers on the way in which…on the purposes and approaches to history teaching. They have signed up to a recent White Paper that the Council of Europe produced and so on, in which things to do with what they refer to as multi-perspectivity loom large. 

As I was saying earlier, the Council of Europe, the history education division of the Council of Europe have this three-year project running on history teaching and the concept of the other, which has looked at the other in a context of a multicultural world; has looked at the other in the concept of globalisation, and is now looking at the other in situations of post-conflict. Although it’s working at, as it were, a fairly high level, it nevertheless…these are the ideas that it’s putting forward and which people are signing up to. And it’s going to be, inevitably, a slow process. It’s going to be a very spiky process. It’s going to have a series of knights moves, sideways moves, backwards moves and so on. I think it is a helpful way forward. 

If we are not only going to teach history in a way which helps young people to think, but also in a way which helps young people to develop certain attitudes of, what one can only talk about in terms of tolerance, and a search for compromise and reconciliation and so on. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Are there materials of support for the new approach? 

Mr John Hamer: The Council of Europe have produced some materials. They have produced some materials on the actual teaching of history and the concept of multi-perspectivity—that’s a difficult word to say sometimes—and on the teaching of 20th century history. They’ve also published materials for use in schools on the Black Sea initiative. 

There was one which I was involved in called the Tbilisi initiative, which was an attempt to produce, by Armenian, Georgian, Azerbaijani and Russian historians, a common history of the South Caucasus. In the end, although the project had a number of successes, it never succeeded in publishing, because there were political difficulties attached mainly to the Armenian genocide of 1915.  In other ways it was successful, and in four weeks time, I’m back in Kiev working with Armenian, Georgian, Azerbaijani and Russian historians, which will be the first time that they’ve met since the problems of Russia and Georgia in the summer. It is necessary to meet on neutral territory. 

So, there would be very marked differences and views, but there are things happening in countries where one might not necessarily have expected them to happen, which are a marked change from the…what shall I say…the Soviet, Marxist approach to history teaching, which would have been the norm 50 years ago in those parts of the world. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: I can see why that sort of approach, multi-perspectivity, would be appealing in a new state with considerable historic tensions. What about in the old established European states, in the Netherlands, Holland, Belgium, France, Spain, Italy—have they embraced the new history approach? 

Mr John Hamer: I work a lot with history teachers from Spain, Portugal, Germany, France…this week I’m working with history...well, he was the head of the Norwegian equivalent of QCA. So, I’ve worked with a whole range of…a couple of weeks ago I was working with a Romanian and a German history teacher. The deputy head…well, the head of the history education division at the Council of Europe is a Belgian. The deputy head is a Russian. She was a professor of history at Moscow State University before she joined the Council of Europe. So, there are many different nationalities involved in it. 
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Multi-perspectivity I think is…in a sense I would say it’s the other way round; that it could be seen as less appealing to states which are so-called new states, because they might…as is quite often the case, they see the one perspective as a way of creating national identity. So, in places like Kosovo, for example, or in the newly emergent states in the Balkans, there have been concerns expressed by various bodies about the concept of multi-perspectivity, and whether or not it’s actually helpful in these situations. I would argue it is, but my experience is that it’s far more likely for new states to question multi-perspectivity, than it is for older, established states.  


But, to address the question more directly, I think one of the things that it’s necessary to recognise, is that all states are diverse in their composition. There are very few—maybe Iceland—where there is a degree of homogeneity, where the political boundaries have been the same over many years, where there haven’t been migration and so on. If you look at the changing population of the Netherlands, the changing composition of the population of the Netherlands, of France, of Portugal, of the United Kingdom over the last 50 years, they are increasingly diverse societies. So, although they may be longer established in the sense that their statehood has been there for some time, their social, economic and cultural composition has changed quite remarkably. That’s the argument in favour of multi-perspectivity.  


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Do you find that politicians in Europe are far more positive about a multi-perspective approach to the teaching of history than politicians in the UK?


Mr John Hamer: I would hesitate to generalise, but I think as a blanket answer, no. I think the politicians for the most part have reservations about these kinds of things, and they would take a fairly…what I would regard as a highly simplistic view about what the purpose of history teaching is. They would see history teaching much more in terms of its ability to create national cement, as it were, without any of the nuances which are attached to that. 


The article that I read recently by Kenneth Baker is where he’s reactivating an idea which he had some years ago, of creating a British Museum, by which he means a museum of British history. The purpose behind that, is essentially one of creating a certain view of national identity, which is essentially about the highlights, shall we say, of British history, and perhaps ignoring some of the lowlights. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon:  So, from your point of view, it is quite important to make sure that politicians don’t get control of the curriculum?


Mr John Hamer: Absolutely. I don’t wish to appear sort of unduly suspicious, but the notion that—and this is an even more heretical statement I suppose—the notion that politicians in this country do not control the curriculum because it’s controlled via QCA, or whatever, is a myth. They operated only at arms length, only in fiction and not in fact. 


Dr Nicola Sheldon: So, it’s actually controlled by people on the ground, is that what you are saying? 


Mr John Hamer: No, it’s controlled by politicians.


Dr Nicola Sheldon: You think it is?


Mr John Hamer: Oh, well, if you want to take just one specific example, citizenship education is in the curriculum, not because there was any great desire for it to be so, but because the Secretary of State at the time wished it to be so.


Dr Nicola Sheldon: Yes. But at ground level, history is still being taught in the new style, isn’t it?


Mr John Hamer: I think…I think the national curriculum as it exists…although it’s slightly ironic that having not had a national curriculum for 160 or so years, we’ve now had three or four, depending on which ones you count, in the space of 20 years. That does seem to me to be a slightly…odd thing to have happened. 
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But, I think the one which now exists, certainly as far as history is concerned, does provide the flexibility and the ability for individual teachers to mould it appropriate to their needs and appropriate to the needs of their pupils in the context…in ways which perhaps the previous curriculum didn’t in that sense. I have a great deal of confidence in history teachers. 

The time I was inspecting…history initial teacher training…I mean, the quality of the students that were on PGCE courses and so on, was outstanding.  Generally much higher than for any other subject. I mean, there may be reasons which one could put forward for that, but the quality of students on PGCE history courses was very high. I think it still is. I was looking recently on the net at what PGCE courses are offering, and the number of those which are already oversubscribed or full for next year and so on. And history consistently emerges as one of the best taught subjects within the curriculum. So, I’ve got a great deal of confidence in history teachers, and I think the way the national curriculum is currently framed, is better than its predecessors. It does allow those teachers to actually work…with a degree of autonomy.

I think the history teaching world in this country is very lively. I think if you look at journals like History Teaching, if you look at the work of the Historical Association, if you look at the number of sites that there are on the web providing resources or as a discussion forum and so on—I think the world of history teaching is in very good shape. The worrying thing is the lack of curriculum time that history is given and, I think, the declining numbers of young people who are opting to take history beyond the age of 14. And the occasional discussion, which still emerges, about whether or not history should be there in the curriculum at all. Those are the things that worry me, not actually the state of the teaching that exists. 

Dr Nicola Sheldon: Thank you very much.  
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