Notes of a discussion with Mr Ian Fell, former Producer of ‘How We Used to Live’ for Yorkshire TV Educational Broadcasting – Monday 18th January 2010
Ian grew up in Whalley, Lancashire and went first to a secondary modern than a grammar school at age 13. He had a history teacher who he liked but who couldn’t control the class – hence his failure at O level history with a mark of 37%. His Dad was an amateur local historian and that got Ian interested at the age of 16 or 17.  After A levels, he went to Bristol Univ. in 1962 to study for a general honours degree in English, drama and philosophy. Did a year’s teaching without a teaching certificate – English and drama at Nelson Secondary Technical School.  

Went into TV – UPI Newsfilm as an ‘overnight desker’ producing news reports. Then VisNews, another news dissemination agency – ‘reaching into the history of the day’. In 1968 joined BBC in Plymouth as a journalist writing news bulletins – but graduated towards the reflective ‘anniversary’ stories. Developed his ‘history story-telling skills’.
Left BBC in 1980 – moved to Yorkshire TV in Feb. 1983 – stayed in 1995 appointed to do ‘How We Used to Live’. The programme had started in 1968 with the beginning of commercial TV in the regions. It had been going for 15 years, initially under Jess Yates – and there had been at least 3 previous producers.

Ian thinks that the approach to doing historical drama for schools broadcasting was ‘pioneering’ at the time compared with elsewhere in the world. At the time Ian joined, HWUTL was watched by 85% of primary schools (not sure whether this includes Wales). Distributed to schools by ITV Schools Broadcasting – ultimately moved to Channel 4 – Ian doesn’t know when the final programmes were made.
When Ian took over, there were two writers for the series – Norman Longmate, a former civil servant and BBC employee – he wrote support materials but moved on after one series with Ian as producer. Freda Kelsall, a former teacher (Hebden Bridge), had joined alongside Norman and she became the main writer (working for over 20 years in this capacity). Bob Unwin of Leeds University replaced Norman.
Michael Scarborough, a former teacher (Keighley), worked as the Education Officer promoting the programmes and giving feedback on their reception in schools. He also got sponsorship from the Midland Bank for a schools’ competition based around the programme. Would be involved in the general discussions about programmes but not the specifics of them.

Development of a new series was done in a small group with Freda and Chris Jelley (Head of Educational Broadcasting at YTV and former BBC – lives in Ilkley). 

First series Ian did was 1902-26, not previously covered – had done Victorians and WW2.  Twenty episodes shot over a period of 9 months – essentially a ‘soap drama’. This series cost £1¼m – a lot of money in 1983. ‘Quite an epic operation’ – attracted good actors – one or two became well-known. A lot of the content was worked out instinctively rather than planned as ‘teaching points’ – a strong degree of ‘post-analysis’, but seemed to get a balance – with criticisms from both ‘sides’ when contentious issues were represented (e.g. First World War). No commercial logic – philosophy that it was a ‘good thing’ and ITV at the time was well-funded by advertising. ‘Driven by idealism’ – all of those involved felt they were making the programmes ‘for our own children – to stimulate them’. At the time, history was the biggest commitment of the Ed. broadcasting, until Adam Hart-Davis started on science and maths (although he then moved into history of science/technology programmes).
 Only once NC came in with attainment targets that there was more explicit focus on the learning outcomes and the idea of explicitly addressing different sides of a question and many viewpoints of history. The ‘philosophy’ of history teaching underlying the programming was ‘unspoken rather than discussed, although Ian thinks Freda had a philosophy of learning in her work as she was a former teacher. Drama itself needs ‘counterpoint of views’ to flower – that’s intrinsic to drama – it will give different views anyway but not necessarily unpacked in the way that the NC envisaged. ‘We all had woolly left-wing instincts, but we didn’t allow that to influence what we were doing.’

Ian also worked with Sue Bennett from the NCC to make the inset videos for the implementation of the National Curriculum in History. The knowledge was fed back into HWUTL. The balance in production of the series changed – Ian did the first series 1902-26, then another 20 programme series on the 1950s and 60s – these were repeated for 3 years following production. But after that, curriculum changes (1989-90) and commercial pressures meant that Channel 4 only commissioned programmes in 5 episode batches each year and these would not only necessarily be drama – also documentaries interspersed with the drama (e.g. the Civil War series with a documentary, 3 drama episodes then another documentary). They were encouraged to challenge what they had seen. The documentaries allowed methodology to be introduced, but the drama was important as by that time, the children ‘cared about’ the characters and were engaged with the topic/ Empathy an important aspect of it, even if it distorts an understanding of history. ‘Making people care’ was an important aspect of the educational mission for Ian.
The National Curriculum was more explicit about what was required and HWUTL was much more able to address these in a more formalised way but not in a way which killed the dramatic impetus. The dramas had been reduced from 30 to 20 minutes for operational reasons, so you were tending to cram in the ‘teaching points’ – always had to make sure they were creative enough to make sure the drama worked as well and hope they were successful at this.  

How do you know how schools used the programmes and materials? 
They got feedback from Michael Scarborough  and independent surveys of the work of Educational Broadcasting. So they were objectively monitored from outside. Not easy to know how many schools bought the support materials, but the VHS versions of the programmes sold very well – HWUTL was in the top seven video series selling when Ian left YTV in 1995. Once they had the NC, they identified the key areas, so did the Tudors and Stuarts, the early Victorians and late Victorians – and later a 5-part series about George and Robert Stephenson with documentary themes around the drama about their lives.

By 1995, computers had made little impact on schools, but YTV did try to respond to this by producing CD Roms allied to the programmes. Drama is probably too expensive for ITV to produce for schools now.  By this date, Ian was spending a quarter of the money available at Channel 4 for educational broadcasting – it seemed unlikely that sort of spending could continue. Political changes were afoot by then also – Channel 4 wanted to replace Freda and have a new writer. A new organisation, the Educational Television Company, started to promote, market and assess the materials which were being provided for schools – they started to ease Bob out. So it seemed a good time to move on. 
They began to break the supporting documentaries into ‘modules’. When they did the Tudors, they did 3 ‘Shakespearian’ programmes followed by a documentary investigating the evidence for Shakespeare’s time with a group of children asking questions at different locations – this was divided into short sections. 
They became good at showing ‘good process and exemplars’ but they were not  too sure what the outcomes should be in the classroom.

How did the HWUTL programmes contribute to the development of a primary history curriculum? Ian thinks this wasn’t spelled out but if their programmes formed the mainstay of the history teaching in 85% of primary schools, then they were in a sense ‘dictating’ the curriculum.

Also many subsidiary activities which grew out of the series, such as ‘How We Used to Live’ exhibitions at museums in the North of England.
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