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Brief resumé of teaching and teacher training career. Own school memories – influence of history book at age 10 – attraction of local history work in Norwich public library – learning history at grammar school – brilliant history teacher – history degree at Cambridge – brilliant lectures leading to interest in Nazi Germany. Abysmal PGCE course at Cambridge – teaching practice in Islington helpful but stressful – ‘I taught the whole range with no support’ – early teaching career in Yorkshire – graduates deterred from teaching in secondary modern schools – rapid rise to head of history department – text books stored unused for 15-20 years by previous head of history. No audio-visual facilities – introduced one-term study of American Civil War in change to ‘traditional grammar school race through British history. No in-service training. Sixth form work – small discussion groups – A level general studies introduced – current affairs both local and international – reaction in ‘very white’ grammar school to local race relations issues in Smethwick in the late 1960s. Use of drama and historical texts with sixth formers – head teacher gave priority to general studies to ‘get ‘em to think’ – attitudes of sixth formers to the course mainly positive – central feature of sixth form curriculum not an addition – ‘general studies movement’ to stop 16-19 curriculum being too specialised. Advent of comprehensive schools – lack of experience of comprehensive teaching so went into teacher training – expansion of teacher training places in mid-1960s – Bulmershe College of Education, Reading – ‘totally new college’ – good levels of local authority funding – new 3-year teacher training – course on 20th century history – focus on modern China and Nazi Germany to cover major ideologies – special study using primary sources in year 3 – important for students to do history for themselves – John Fines’s influence – belief that anybody at any age can do history.  Supervising trainee teachers – had to teach in primary schools to support trainees. Observations from classrooms of the 1960s and 70s – not much change in the way history was taught – attitudes of established staff sceptical about trainees using new ideas – limitations on change from contingent curriculum – East Sussex had paid for Humanities Curriculum Project materials for all schools but most lay unused - resources and equipment limited in many schools. Challenges facing trainees placed in secondary modern schools – a bit of a lottery – class management the issue not how to teach history – needed to be pragmatic about what could be achieved. John Fines the ‘guru’ of new history- a medieval historian in his own right – enthusiasm and love of life. Two key ideas – children, however young, can do history – listen to people in training. Fines liked moral problems in history e.g. Harold’s promise to William in 1066 – important for the history teacher to be a scholar as well – encouraged trainees to study history for themselves. Fines encouraged colleagues to think about nature of history and read academic work. Children’s ways of thinking – difficulties in understanding family relationships in history. Fines believed story-telling crucial for all ages – succeeded with adolescents in a tough London school – even with police officers! Fines’s work on drama with Verrier – used hard documents for children to explore – importance of vicarious experience and of presenting your own conclusions to others. Fines’s involvement in conferences and networking – relish at confronting opponents but not acrimonious. Move to Sussex Education Department to work on in-service training – created resource centre – school-based training course unusual – school-based tutors – supplemented by seminar programme – teacher-tutors invited to attend. New ideas but conservative tendency as training in hands of existing teachers – seminars to enable trainees to share experiences – reflecting on practice essential to learning to teach – developed personal file to record this – now a mainstream practice in teacher training. Training the teacher-tutors part of the process of learning on the job for them. Visited schools regularly – reduced opportunities for this in 1980s and 90s with pressure to publish. Student teachers assessed by teacher-tutors but not able to increase payments to them. Tried to persuade schools to try new courses such as SCHP. Issues facing young teachers in the 1960s and 70s – lack of school-based training – little in-service training  in history – traditional approaches to teaching predominated – little opportunity to be experimental – nature of the outline curriculum restrictive – pupils bored – little time allowed for history on the timetable – two or three periods per week – threat of new subjects in social sciences – difficult to justify history on basis of knowledge alone so defence based on concepts and skills – stultifying effect of National Curriculum. 
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I’m David Burrell. Retired for 10 years, but I started teaching in 1959. I taught seven years in schools—I’ll elaborate on that in a moment—and then from 1970 to 2000, I was involved in teacher education, first at Bulmershe College of Education in Reading, and then at the University of Sussex. I should explain: when I was at Sussex, I was working in teacher education, but working on the PCGE course was minor—it wasn’t minor because it was very important to me, but it was only one of the things I did. I was involved in…I was actually appointed to Sussex to set up in-service training programmes for teachers across the whole range. It was through that that I got later into MA teaching and management training and all that sort of thing. So, PCGE for 20 years in Sussex was one strand of what I was doing, but it wasn’t the only thing I was doing. In many ways I was very pleased with that because work in other areas, other in-service areas, gave me a slightly different perspective on history teaching, which I thought was important and useful. You know, I wasn’t totally focused on training people to teach history.  
Nicola Sheldon: Excellent. Can I first take you back to your school and university? Can you tell me where you went to school, how you got interested in history and what happened at university? 


[0:01:46]
Okay. I really enjoyed thinking about this yesterday. I’ve made stacks of notes as you can see, ‘cos that’s the way I operate. I think I want to go back before secondary school in fact, because when I thought about how I got into history, into a love of history, which is still very strong within me…in my retirement I spend a hell of a lot of time reading, and a certain amount of writing on history. I think it’s down to two or three things which happened before I went to secondary school. One of them, which I remember very vividly…I had an older brother until he died last year. When I was about 10 or 11, he was five years older than me, so he was doing the school certificate. He brought home a lot of text books and so on…related to the English literature he was doing and the history and so on, and one of them was this book, Hernshaw’s Prime Ministers of the 19th century. I read it and remember being absolutely fascinated by it. I came across it in a charity shop three or four years ago, so I bought it because it’s an important book for me. When I reread it, I wondered how the hell I coped with it when I was 10 years old. I can remember vividly reading that book, and becoming so interested in people like Palmerston and Disraeli and Gladstone, and you know, all the others, that I wanted to find a bit more out about them, as much as possible. 


Secondly, I can remember being upgraded as a library user in the Norwich public libraries. When we moved to what we called the big library, which was the central public library in Duke Street in Norwich, I was suddenly confronted by all this wonderful array of books. They used to be in all those traditional…not quite leather, but all in …they were brown covers and black and red, and all that sort of thing. And the smell was so enticing. When I was in secondary school in the third year—I still talk about secondary school in, you know, not the modern way of naming them. So in my third year in secondary school, we did a whole year on local history. It was called local studies. One of the things we had to do for homework on many occasions was to write about some aspect of local history. And I got absolutely enchanted by this library, because I could go in there, and I could look at newspapers and I could look at all these vast books and so on, because Norwich is very history-oriented. You can hardly walk in the centre of Norwich without seeing history on every corner. A medieval church—you know, there are probably two to a street and that sort of thing. So all of that caught my imagination. 


[04:42]

Then I went to secondary school which was the City of Norwich School, a very large, 900 plus, boys’ grammar school. And my school years were wonderful as far as I’m concerned. I’ve recently written them up because I had three sons who went to comprehensive school, and they’d heard me talk so much about my own school and they wanted to know what a boys’ grammar school was like, so I’ve written up about them. One of the things which I remember vividly was the history department and history teaching. It was a very conservative, very traditional department. You know, it was didactic teaching; it was notes and diagrams on the board and that sort of thing. 

While I was there—I was there for eight years—we had four teachers, three of whom I would say were very competent and good, and one was brilliant. That brilliant man was a man called Reggie Cave who was head of department. Reggie was—whether he was conscious of it or not I don’t know—but he was…committed to teaching history via story. Now, the way he did it, in fact, within the context of a very exam-oriented, particularly in years 5 and then the sixth form…very exam-oriented, fact-based curriculum. He used to introduce topics with a quirky little story or a quirky little insight into anything. I remember him introducing the causes of the First World War in that way. It immediately engaged you and I’ve still got copies of his notes and things like that which he gave, because the other thing he was brilliant at was developing—it used to be on the blackboard and we used to copy them all down and so on. He used to develop a set of notes—after we’d done, say, Robert Peel, or something like that, he’d develop a set of notes which was about one page of an exercise book, with all the essential facts that you needed to know about Robert Peel. So when you came to do the exam, that was it, you know. 

He was also very good at forecasting what the examination questions were likely to be; he must have done an analysis of past…things like that. So Reggie to me was a hero—if you can have a teacher as hero. He really was. He taught me for most of the eight years I was at the school. I think without any doubt, he got me into history teaching. I wanted to be Reggie Cave. That was what it amounted to. When I started teaching myself, I think, consciously or not, I did many of the things…I rehearsed many of the things that he used to do. 

So those are the sort of things that got me into a love of history. The history degree I did at Cambridge from 1955 to `58, which I thought was brilliant. I thoroughly enjoyed it. It was good because it gave me the opportunity to study areas which I hadn’t come across before—American history, the expansion of Europe, which involved a lot of work on China and India and things like that. Political thought, history of political thought—so I loved all of that. I loved the tutorial system where you were really challenged every week to produce an essay. I was really challenged because I came from in my terms being successful in a big boys’ grammar school and doing well in A-levels and that sort of thing. Very early in my career, one of—my only tutor in the first year…think I’ve forgotten her name now—no…Mrs Brooke, that was it. I produced a very tawdry essay on medieval monasteries or something, which I wasn’t in the slightest bit interested in. She just looked at me and said, ‘You do wish to stay in this university Mr Burrell?’ That was really good for me, ‘cos I suddenly realised that, you know, I’d been…well I hadn’t focused on the fact that being at university was different to being at school. 
[0:09:22]
So the tutorial system was good. I liked having to present an essay and having it critiqued and having a joint discussion about it and so on. And some of the men, particularly the men—there were some, but very few female lecturers—but some of the men that I had the opportunity to go and listen to in the lecture theatres were…for me they were just so exciting. People like Geoffrey Elton and J.H Plumb, and a man called Robinson was at St. John’s, I think, and did a lot of work on Far Eastern history. And a man called Arthur Hindsley, who I don’t think is as well known as he ought to be because he was a diplomatic historian. He was the man who set me off on Nazi Germany. He gave a brilliant series of lectures on the history of Europe in the 20th century, and I was fascinated by that. 

Then I had my own director of studies at Downing…was a man called Reggie White who was an 18th-century historian. Unfortunately he was ill most of the first two years I was there, but he also impacted on me. So, you know, the degree course was brilliant, and I think it was during the course of that that I decided I wanted to get into history teaching myself, although I’ll say a bit more about that in a moment because you’ve asked me to…think about moving into teacher training. 

The other point that I remembered vividly when I was thinking about this yesterday, was the abysmal nature of my PGCE course. I did that at Cambridge as well—1958 to `59. And, I wouldn’t say that it came near to dissuading me from going into teaching, but it didn’t do much to encourage me to do so. The problem…I think there was a two-fold problem. One, the degree course had been so intellectually stimulating and fascinating. I actually wanted to go to the library; I wanted to go to lectures and so on. And the PGCE course was boring, to say the least. The lectures for the most part were boring and, maybe it was the arrogance of youth, but I wasn’t the only one who thought it, but a lot of it seemed totally irrelevant. We spent long, long sessions thinking about how rats learned, and that sort of thing. I remember vividly one morning, a little woman lecturer came in and gave us an almost hour-long lecture on how to open the windows in a classroom in order to have the best…airflow and things. A lot of it seemed irrelevant.

We did have some sessions on teaching history, which I think were conducted by a man called Dr. Harris—but I’m not absolutely sure of that. I should have said that the beginning…that you’re asking me to think back 50, 60 years, and the memory is a bit dull. So it may have been Dr. Harris. But they were quite good, because they were very focused. You know, they were about teaching history. They reflected the quite limited view that existed at the time, and the limited materials that existed. But that was okay, that was helpful.  But the rest of the course, which was three terms—first term in Cambridge, second term in school and third term teaching practice. 

Teaching practice was good, helpful, but very strenuous and very stressful. I did it at Owen’s Boys’ Grammar School in Islington. I was amazed to find when I got to Cambridge that you had to find your own placement for the second term, which in one way was good, because you could do it at home or something like that. In one way it seemed to me the university was opting out. I got to Owen’s School Islington through my brother who was a curate in Islington at the time. So that was helpful to me.  
[0:13:54]
The university also seemed to be opting out because during the term I was in Islington, not a single person from the university visited me. I had no support from the university whatever, which wouldn’t have been so bad, but the man who was supposed to be my supervisor in the school, another Reggie—it’s interesting to me when I thought about it yesterday…three incredibly important people in my professional career were called Reggie. This was a man called Reggie Dare, Reginald Dare—lovely man, very helpful while he was there, but he was ill most of the year. He was certainly ill before I arrived at the school in the Easter term. And I simply took over his timetable. 

There was only one other person in the department who was a supply teacher; an Australian tennis player who was earning money before, you know, to play tennis later in the year. His whole approach to history teaching was reading round the class from the textbook, which wasn’t very insightful or helpful. So I was just pitched straight in. That’s where the stressful thing came. In some ways, it was brilliant ‘cos  taught the whole range from first year up to A-levels and so on. So I taught the whole range with no support. It was really sink…swim. I survived, I mean, it was great. 

The school was very supportive. I mean, you know, a lot of kind things were being said by the head and all sorts of people, but the kind of support that I think trainees need, simply wasn’t there. There was nobody ever observed me, there was nobody ever commented on what I was doing. The only indication I had at the end of the year was the indication that I’d got a C in the teaching practice, which was difficult to understand because nobody ever looked at me, so how would they know? 

The teaching practice was good in the sense that I was able to find out, and I knew at the end of the term that I really wanted to do it. But it could so easily have gone, you know…I could have left half-way through the term. And I saw that happening with young teachers later on, you know—if you don’t get the proper support then it can easily happen. 
[0:16:26]
So my view about the PGCE course is…very mixed indeed. On reflection, I would say that it could so easily have led to me not continuing in education, in teacher education. But, there was one other significant thing, which I have to be realistic about. One other reason, two other reasons why I wanted to go into teaching—I came from a very working-class family where it’s not usual for people to go into professions. My mother and father were delighted that I was thinking about going into a very secure profession, you know, good salary, good pension prospects and so on. That influenced me. Even more important was…I went straight to university from school at a time when national service was still in, and while I was at university, the Government declared that anybody going into teaching, particularly secondary teaching, would be exempt from national service. And that was attractive (laughs).
So, that’s how I developed my love first of all for history, and then the view that I wanted to be a history teacher. 

Where did you teach in the first few years?
The first school I went to was Pudsey Grammar School in Yorkshire, on the edge of Leeds and Bradford. It was a mixed grammar school, and much smaller than CNS—not quite half the size. But I would think probably about 500 pupils, quite a small sixth form. One of the characteristics of the CNS was an enormous sixth form for those days—300 boys—whereas Pudsey, you know, certainly not 100 I think, over three years. So, it was quite a smaller grammar school.

I had already decided when I was doing the PGCE course that I wanted to teach in grammar schools, you know, because I wanted to be Reggie Cave. In any case, there was no…if you didn’t teach in grammar schools or were interested in independent schools, the career advice at Cambridge was actually totally useless. One of my friends and colleagues wanted to teach in secondary modern schools, and they virtually showed him to the door and said, ‘We can’t help you.’ So you know, you were focused on grammar school.

[0:19:08]

I actually made lots of applications before…you often think of the 1960s or late `50s as there being lots of jobs about, but I applied to 30 schools before I actually got a post. And that was stressful, particularly for someone who thought, ‘I’ve done well at school, I’ve done well at university, and I’ve got sport to offer and all those sorts of things’.  Not interested.

Anyway, Pudsey Grammar School I went to. I was glad I did. It was a very happy school. Almost too comfortable…almost too comfortable. But for me it was brilliant because when I joined it, I was third in quite a small history department, and I was actually appointed to teach history and English, not just history. At the end of the first year I was there, the head of department, Miss Holmes, who was also the deputy head of the school, retired. And she’d been there for donkey’s years. And the second in the department got married and left. So at the end of the first year, I was left there. They applied…held interviews and so on, and one man was appointed to take over the head of department, but then he decided not to come. So in my fourth term, I was appointed temporary head of department. At the end of the fourth term, I was appointed head of department. 

So, within four terms of teaching, I was head of department in a grammar school, which was very challenging. I had no experience to draw on. I had only the example of Miss Holmes, and she’d…I don’t want to be unkind to her, but she’d stopped thinking about history teaching, I should think, 20 years before. One of the first things I had to do…there was an enormous cupboard with history text books. And I opened it, and they were absolutely pristine because they hadn’t been used. But they were also about 15, 20 years out of date. She saw her job as preserving the material rather than using it in the classroom. It was that sort of school; I mean it was very traditional. All the teaching was didactic, rote learning and that sort of thing.

I tried, and I was able, because I got a lot of encouragement from the head, a man called Mr Bird…I got a lot of encouragement to try things out, and I did manage to introduce new textbooks. We had no facility for using AV materials really. It was almost…it was such a bother to actually get the machines into your room and so on. So, you know, we used—I used—visual material, maps and all that sort of thing. It was minor—

By AV you mean film strips?
[0:22:22]
Yes. No film strips, no slides, none of that. Nothing like that at all. You were thought to be revolutionary if you were introducing maps and diagrams and that sort of thing. I was thought to be extremely revolutionary because the syllabus was the traditional grammar school race through British history. You start with neolithic man, and you finish up 1914. You don’t get much past 1914. So that was the traditional syllabus, but in the third year, I introduced a one-term programme for all the classes that I taught on the American Civil War. Because it was 1961—the 100th anniversary of the outbreak of the war. And I wrote to the American Embassy, and they were absolutely brilliant in the way in which they supported it. They sent me all sorts of materials, including, you know, lifelike images of confederate and union soldiers and that sort of thing, and a host of other materials to support it. 

Everybody else, most of the other staff thought, ‘How can you possibly spend a term on one topic?’, but the kids loved it, and the parents loved it. When the parents came to parents’ evening, almost without exception they said, ‘For the first time, my child is interested in history.’ So, I was able to do minor things like that.

Was that with every year? Was it with a particular year group? 
[0:24:05]
It was a particular year; it was year 3 because the syllabus that we were still running to included a bit of American history at that stage. In order to do that, I had to jettison so much else. When I tell you, in the first year we would spend two lessons on Roman Britain—at the most—before you got onto the Saxons. That’s what I mean by a jaunt through history. It was just a skim. And it was facts. Giving them facts, make sure they record them in some way and then test them. It was, I think, mind-bogglingly boring as far as most kids were concerned. It was rote learning about inert knowledge. The American Civil War time was the first time that most of the kids had actually had the opportunity to engage with historical materials.

So did you have documents?
[0:25:09]
Yes. They sent me a collection of documents. And also, it was the opportunity to tell wonderful stories about the battles and the personalities and so on. They really enjoyed that. That was an important impact moment for me as far as my own teaching was concerned. I realised that there was so much more than even what Reggie Cave had used to do.  

Was that something you just decided yourself?
Yes.

You had not come across anybody else doing those sorts of things?

Well, I hadn’t come across them, no. There may well have been. That was the other thing that was…when I think back on my four years at Pudsey Grammar School, no in-service training. Absolutely no in-service opportunity. The only opportunity we had every year, or possibly two years, Asa Briggs, who was then Professor of History at the University of Leeds, used to invite local history teachers to the university for one day a year when he and other colleagues would give lectures on, you know, aspects of history which they were researching. Which was good—fascinating. He himself was absolutely brilliant as far as concern about history was concerned, but no in-service training at all. So when you say, ‘Did you encounter..?’ You could only encounter it through your own reading or whatever.

I think I did it just before, because I was becoming increasingly aware that there had to be more. There were so many surveys coming out in the late `50s and 1960s, which said…pupil surveys, which said history was the least popular subject in schools. Some of the early School Council work was reviewing people’s opinion of the curriculum and so on. So many of them were saying that history is unpopular, and I thought, ‘It doesn’t have to be. There must be some ways of getting out of that.’

The other thing I was able to do, I think, which was based on reflection of my experience at the CNS in the sixth form, where we worked in very small groups—groups of four to six doing history was - at that stage, there was a lot of discussion of issues. Reggie and the other history teacher would introduce a topic and so on, but they wouldn’t then just leave it; they would set it up for discussion and so on. And I was able to do that at Pudsey as well, and history became quite popular. I mean the numbers reading history shot up, and I regarded that as, you know, quite an achievement for me. 

[0:28:02]

But, as I said earlier, it was too comfortable. I could go into the staff room and there were about three of us…there were three of us who joined in the same year, and there were a handful of other people who were about the same age as us, but most of the staff had been there for ever. I looked...this is pre-comprehensive schools, certainly as far as West Yorkshire was concerned. The grammar schools were really ensconced in the system. I looked round the staff room and thought, ‘In 30 years time, I could be here, doing this.’ Nothing would have changed. So, I started looking round for other things. For my second jump, 
Where did you move to?
I moved to West Bromwich. It was also a grammar school, also mixed. Slightly larger—about 600-700. But it was a really interesting and exciting job. I still did history teaching, but it was in the context of general education. The headmaster, a man called Sam Wood, had been one of the heads who, in the early 1960s…I can’t remember who… I don’t remember who actually held the conference, but it was called the ABC conference. It was a group of secondary heads who agreed to broaden the curriculum by introducing general studies in the sixth form. And Sam took this notion on board—very radical notion because something between a quarter and a third of the whole timetable for every sixth form was general studies. They did two A levels … they actually did at least three A-levels, because all of them did general studies A-level. 

My job was obviously mainly a teaching job, but it was also a co-ordinating job. A lot of the other members of staff contributed to the general studies programme from their own discipline, background and so on. My job was to set up a core programme of general studies, which covered not only history, but also areas like economics, politics, sociology, psychology, drama. All sorts of things. 

And that was very challenging for me, both the co-ordinating job, but also trying to create a programme which the sixth formers would see as useful and relevant. In some cases, it wasn’t a problem at all. One of the joys of the job was that you could react to things which were happening. For example, I was able to set up a whole series of activities around Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin in—whenever it was, in the early `60s, you know that great speech that he gave. And the Observer carried the full speech, and we were able to base a whole set of activities on that.

And also while I was there in West Bromwich, the next constituency, Smethwick, was riven by race controversy in an election, or a by-election, there. We were able, you know, to do a lot about race relations, so it was good to be able to respond, and bringing in the historical dimension to all those kinds of things as well.

Is that a discussion format that you were using?
[0:31:42]
Yes, discussion format. What was intriguing to me—I’ll tell you later how I got into Nazi Germany there—what was intriguing to me was that intelligent sixth formers who could be very insightful about problems of race and so on in relation to Nazi Germany, couldn’t extend it to their analysis of what was happing in Smethwick—too close. They were surrounded—‘cos West Bromwich was, you know, involved and so on, but they were surrounded by…you won’t remember probably how it was in the 1960s, but most hateful, anti-immigrant attacks and so on. 

Were they mainly immigrant children you were working with?
Well no. Hardly any. We had some in the grammar school, but not many of ‘em made it to the grammar school. That was one of the things which, after three years in that school I decided, ‘This isn’t where I want to be.’ It was very white, mainly middle-class…mainly working-class kids, but not entirely. Certainly white. They were just picking up the climate that they were being brought up in. 

But what I was able to do, and this is where the history was…my own interest in history and the opportunity to develop in a different way came into being. I set up a series, a programme of activities based around dramatic texts. There were three in particular, three or four that I used. One of them was Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons, another was Willis Hall’s The Long, the Short and the Tall, which was quite a brief play, but a very moving one about some British solders lost in the jungle in Burma. So I was able to do a lot on the war in the Far East around that. Bolt, of course, was about Thomas More, so it was all about the Tudor revolution and questions of loyalty and conscience and all that sort of thing. 

The one I used most of all, was The Crucible—Arthur Miller. Because it was about Puritanism, it was about witchcraft, it was about McCarthyism and so on. In other words, what I was doing was, we were reading the text and enacting them to a certain extent, but we also then through documents and other things, we were studying the background to the plays. That was very, very good for me. Teaching general studies was good for me because I had to extend my areas of interest and reading and so on. It was at that time that I became really hooked on Nazi Germany. 

Could I just ask you about the exam for general studies? Did you not have to prepare them for a specific exam? 
[0:34:45]
You had to…they all did a specific exam, but it was almost impossible to prepare them for it. I looked yesterday to see if I had an example of it, but I didn’t. I’ve kept so many exam papers, but I haven’t kept the general studies one. But it was almost a kind of elaborate 11-plus examination. So a lot of it was on general skills. You know, they would be given problem-solving and that sort of thing. That’s why I had to set up a lot of activities where they were actually looking at documents and drawing their own conclusions from them. 

One of the things that Sam Wood said to me when I was appointed—I asked him, ‘What do you think general studies is about?’ He said, ‘I want you to get ‘em to think.’ Very interestingly, the only time that he turned against that was when I got them discussing comprehensive education, because it was around. He encountered me one morning as I was coming into school. He said, ‘I don’t want you to get them thinking about that!’ (Laughter) But no, to give him credit, he was prepared to give up a third of the timetable for that process to take place. That is really what I was there for. It was to get them thinking critically, reflecting on their own experiences and vicarious experiences through drama and short stories and all that sort of thing. 

And when I left—I still have it somewhere, I couldn’t find it yesterday—the sixth formers gave me a little card. It said, ‘Thank you for making us think.’ That was one of the highlights of my career. 

Was it well received by the science-based sixth-formers, as well as the others? 

Yes, yes, yes….I think I’d have to qualify that slightly, not in relation to the science base, but to some sixth-formers who thought, ‘What the hell are we doing this for, I’d rather be doing more on my A-levels and so on.’ I wouldn’t say that it was received with greatest acclamation by all of them, but I think the majority on the whole did. Apart from anything else, it was different. We were able to take them on…West Bromwich had a residential centre out in Staffordshire somewhere—oh no, in North Wales. We were able to take them on…I mean much of the work I did on The Crucible was actually based on a week-long residential activity out of West Bromwich. That freed you up no end. 

One of the problems of teaching general studies was that it was timetabled in the way that all the other subjects were. You would have 45 minutes to do them, then the bell went and you got another group in. No I think it was, on the whole, well received. Quite a lot of them didn’t like the idea of the exam. Many of them…even in West Bromwich, not many of them were university oriented. Some were, but most of them were going to be going to teacher education or nursing, you know, those kinds of professions. It was substantial, but still a minority who were university oriented. And they could see the advantage of having another A-level, but most of the kids couldn’t see that there was any advantage in that. 

I think if you really push me, I’m not sure about the value of the exam. Because I think…it couldn’t reflect the kind of things that we were trying to do in the programme I think. Because while I was there, I became a very active member of the General Studies Association, and became very fascinated by the whole notion of general education, what it might look like, what it might constitute. Could it be the core of a curriculum? We had long arguments about the sixth-form curriculum arising out of general studies, rather than general studies being kind of remedial and complementary. I was fascinated in that issue. I think the general studies A-level was a kind of sop. It was a kind of way of trying to persuade schools that it was useful to do general studies because if you do, then they’ll get another A-level.

Yes, sort of, in a sense it was returning to the idea of the high school cert— that breadth was important?
[0:39:40]
Yes, it was certainly that. That was what that ABC conference was about. It was how to restore…the feeling was that the sixth-form curriculum was getting far too specialised and circumscribed. The whole of the general studies movement, which flourished through the 1960s and into the 1970s, was really about trying to broaden. I wished I’d had the opportunity when I was at sixth form, because both in my university entrance exams, and also in my history degree, the area I was always weak on was the general papers, which presupposed that you came from a background where there was a lot of discussion about things which we never got to at CNS—very focused, very exam focused. What do you need for exams and so on? I always felt that was a weakness, and in a sense, I was able to use the West Bromwich experience to broaden that out. So it was good. 

Yes.
It really opened up my eyes to the possibilities in history…the possibilities of history as a discipline in itself, and ways of enabling kids to encounter it and get something from it. I think a lot of the sixth formers, even those doing A-level history, felt that being immersed in a topic in a way they could never be…the stuff on The Crucible was absolutely magnificent. We were quite close remember—we were talking about the 1960s, so McCarthy wasn’t far away. 

A decade.
[0:41:31]
A decade away. Yes. 

So where did you move on to after that? 

Well, then I went into teacher training. One of the questions you asked me is, ‘How did you move into teacher training?’ My answer is: almost by default. I’d been three years at West Bromwich. I’d really loved the experience and in a sense I suppose, again, I was almost too comfortable. I could have stayed there for a long time. But the world was changing very, very rapidly. By the time I been at … mid-way through my time at West Bromwich, the Labour Government had introduced the Act for comprehensivisation. West Bromwich was in process of discussing going comprehensive itself, and I was politically involved—outside school I was involved in all that discussion and so on, as a member of the Labour party. And I suddenly felt that, and hoped that, the future of the grammar school was coming to an end. And I wanted a place in the new…what was emerging. 

So after three years at the grammar school, I decided to start looking round to see…I wanted to do two things. I was very ambitious, and that’s maybe because I’d got to be head of department so quickly at Pudsey. I thought, you know, there’s this meritocratic ladder, I’m going to shoot up it. I was beginning to think that I’d like to get into the lower reaches of administration. I think I saw myself at that stage as a head—and a head within seven or eight years, something like that. So I was looking for more admin rather than teaching jobs. Not that I disliked teaching, but I didn’t see that as my career at that stage I didn’t see it as my career focus. 

I started applying for admin posts—usually things like head of house and things like that in comprehensive schools, but I never got a look in. In trying to find out why, it was clearly because I had no experience in comprehensive education. I’d been to an elite grammar school, an elite university. I taught in two grammar schools, and clearly, they weren’t going to look at me. So I began to think, well, maybe that isn’t where I’m going. 

So almost by default, I started looking at teacher education, teacher training. It was a good time to do so—mid-1960s, a great explosion of teacher education places, particularly secondary. Of course by that time, there wasn’t a shortage of…I guess the post-war bulge children were beginning to come through into secondary education, so there was a great demand for an increased number of secondary teachers and lots of exciting jobs in teacher education, and new colleges, you know. Just like comprehensive schooling was beginning to create a buzz, so was teacher education. That was the area I began to look into. 

[0:45:08]

I did apply for several posts—some of them in history, and some of them in education. I was interviewed several times, but didn’t quite make it, but then, quite fortuitously, and fortunately as far as I was concerned, I was appointed at Bulmershe College of Education in Reading, which I’d never heard of—totally new college. I went in 1966, and it had been open for two years I think. Totally new, new site, new buildings—everything was new. Very good principals. Can’t remember the name of the first one because he was beginning to move by the time I got there, but the man that I worked with was a man called James Porter, who later became the head of the Commonwealth Institute and so on. But both of these men were really determined that this college was going to be at the forefront of teacher education. 

And for the first time, I was working in an institution where the resources were available, the equipment was available. I was working with staff—and I don’t want to be unkind to colleagues in the two grammar schools I worked in, but many of them were just too content with what they were doing. At Bulmershe, most of the people—not all of them, some of them had been in teacher education before—but most of them were new. They’d come straight out of schools, and they were eager, committed, industrious, and they wanted to effect change. And it was a wonderful climate to be in. 

It was also the time when there was money. I look back now and I think, ‘How the hell did we manage to do all that?’ We could only do it because the local authority, not just in Berkshire but across the country, were putting a lot of money into it. So it was a wonderful place to be. 

Were you recruited as a history specialist?
[0:47:21]
I was recruited as a history specialist; the third in our department. It later became a department of about seven, because by some strange decision in the DES, they decided…after I’d been there about two years they decided that Bulmershe would be combined with a much smaller and much older college of education called East Hampstead Park, which was totally unlike it in every way—in resources, facilities, buildings, attitudes…everything. 

As part of the process of the two colleges coming together, the department started to work together. I remember being absolutely intrigued, and almost worried about the fact that when I first went to do a session with, mainly the women trainees at East Hampstead Park, they all stood up and curtsied when I walked in, and did the same thing when…I thought, you know, in Bulmershe, unless you were very careful, you know, such was the rush and the enthusiasm, if you didn’t get out of the way when a door was opened…far from a student opening it and curtseying—you’d just be swept aside. So the contrast was immense. But it did mean that the department grew from three to six or seven. That was good. 

I was the third one there. Wonderful job. I’m going to talk about John Fines later on, but…he became the star of the department for all sorts of reasons. Equally crucial was the head of department, a man called Tom Turner. Older than most of us. Had been head of history in a school, I think, in Swindon—I’m not absolutely sure. But he created the climate in the department. John Fines could not have grown in the way that he did in many of the traditional history departments and colleges of education. He was too much of a maverick. Tom created the climate in which John and the rest of us could explore, could try things out. Could… because you knew Tom would support it. That was good.

He gave me total responsibility for starting in what was then a three-year training programme, later to become a B.Ed programme. It was a three year certificate. I was given total responsibility for developing a programme on contemporary history, 20th century history. The only constraint I had was that after I had designed, I had to get it agreed by the University of Reading history department because the university was oversighting…had oversight of the college. But that was…I mean, what an opportunity. That was wonderful. 

I had long discussions with Tom and he said, ‘I don’t want’—and we hadn’t got in the first two years anyhow— he said, ‘I don’t want something based on chronology.’ All of us thought chronology was important, but we didn’t want it to dominate the way in which we’d constructed the curriculum. He said, ‘What I want is for the students in some way to get a really in-depth understanding of the major issues and developments of the 20th century.’ 

So, I went away and thought about it. And I decided—and that’s what we did with his agreement—that the teaching programme would focus on modern China and Nazi Germany. Nazi Germany because that was an interest of mine, but China because it also gave a totally different dimension. And through the study of those—I mean we also looked at Africa; you know, we tried to create a programme which they were aware of what was happening in the world generally, but the real focus was on China and Germany.  And through that, we were able to illustrate the major ideologies and developments of the 20th century, things like…we focused around concepts such as nationalism, imperialism, democracy, communism, things like that. 

[0:52:07]

That was a tremendous challenge. I had the background in Nazi Germany, but I was starting almost from scratch as far as China was concerned—I had no Chinese of course. I had a smattering of German so I could manage that. So, it was really challenging. It meant I had to expand my own reading no end, but it was wonderful. The students seemed to like it. All the evaluations said that they were into it. 

The other thing which was really good about the Bulmershe programme was in their third term, while this other programme was still going on, they all had to focus on a special study. We had a wonderful…oh, it went on for months…we had a wonderful debate with the history department in the university because we wanted—this is where John Fines was beginning his influence—we wanted the students to do history. We wanted them to do a special study which was their own, which was based on primary sources, if possible on their own locality. But it had got to be based on primary sources. In other words, we wanted them to be mini historians, and an important part of their assessment was going to be this special study. 

That was in year one?

[0:53:35]
No, year three. And the professor of history at the university, who was rather an acerbic man, but a very good academic historian, was simply of the view that college of education students couldn’t do that. When you looked at the degree course at the university, he probably thought that BA students couldn’t do it either. Because there was nothing like that in their programme. But we did manage to persuade him at least to give it a try. Such was the enthusiasm with which the students got into this, and the quality…obviously the quality varied, but the quality of the really good ones was so high that even in the end, he became convinced that it could—


And that again was a really important moment for me, because…I think it was the first time I realised that the notion that adolescents, trainees, teachers and even children could do history, rather than having history done to them. That was a really important moment. I remember one special study in particular of a woman student who came from the West Midlands. She decided to do…because there were good resource materials in her local library, she decided to do something on the development of canals, and canal-mania in the late 18th century in her area. And she came to me in great excitement one day and said, ‘David, I’ve read all the secondary sources.’ They had to back up, you know, with the secondary sources. She said, ‘I’ve read all of this…it didn’t happen like that.’ I said, ‘Well, fine. Secondary sources are generalisation.’ That was a key moment of insight for her—that history wasn’t as it had been written necessarily. I mean, that was one aspect of it, but every incident is particular. Every event is particular, and so the generalisations don’t always hold. 

So she went back to her sources and did her study?

[0:56:04]
She went back to her sources and wrote it and, in a sense, it was a kind of mini question mark against, you know, the usual story. 


I think…I was always trying to, and Bulmershe gave me the opportunity…I was always trying to get students to that point when they realised that history is to a very large … subjective, and certainly interpretive. But it has to be based on analysis of documents and evidence and so on. The realisation that history was not something inert, but something that was living, that was growing all the time. 


Just in parenthesis, I’ll tell you a story about…I have three sons, and the eldest of them…they all went to Priory, the comprehensive school in Lewes. The eldest of them, when he was in the, I think it was the fourth year, was doing history. One of the teachers there had the insight, just before half term…they’d been doing the general strike—the 1926 general strike. He had the insight to say, ‘If you’ve got grandparents or, you know, any other members of the family who lived through the general strike, over the half term, talk to them about it and, you know, see what they have to say.’ 


So my son…we lived near Lewes, but we went up to Norwich for half term, and my father had been very involved in the General Strike. He was working in an engineering factory at the time. And he was a very gentle man, and he listened to Mark with all the arrogance of a 14, 15-year-old who, you know, he’d been told all about it and so on. So Mark told him the story of the General Strike. My father looked at him, and a twinkle came into his eye. He grinned and said, ‘Weren’t like that here boy.’ And Mark…he suddenly realised that history was what my father had experienced, as much as what was written in his text book. 

That was what I was trying to get to. That’s where John Fines’s influence was so great, because he was totally convinced and totally committed that anybody, at any age or almost any background, can do history. That was a challenge to a lot of academic historians because they felt it was…you know, you’ve got to have certain skills and background and so on before you can even begin to do that. That’s why Bulmershe was so important. 

You were training the students to be teachers as well? 
[0:58:54]
Oh yes. That was the fascinating thing. It was a concurrent course. So I had two responsibilities. One was to teach them history, or enable them to learn history is the way I would prefer to put it, but the other thing was to prepare them for teaching history in school. I was also a supervisor of teaching practice, and even more challenging, was to be a supervisor of teaching practice of non-history students. Because they all had to do a second subject, so a lot of our…for some reason, history was very attractive to a lot of our PE students. Bulmershe had a big PE community, and a lot of them did history as the second subject. We had to design a college programme. John Fines designed it. I remember it well because it was called Leaping through History—leaping or jumping through history or something like that. What history do they know? What minimum history do they need to know in order to be able to teach in a primary school? That was fun, devising that programme. 


Then, of course, I had to go and supervise students teaching history in primary school, which was totally outside my experience. The other great thing about Bulmershe and Tom Turner was, he insisted that every member of staff taught in schools. [Coughs] Excuse me. So, for the first time in my career, I was challenged with teaching history to primary children, which was again a fascinating experience. It was not…it was challenging but not impossible because I had the support of Tom and John, who’d already done a lot of thinking about that. I think if I’d gone into it straight away by myself, I would have really floundered. Because I was only beginning to develop the skills of story telling, in particular, which I think you really need in the primary school.

Were you promoting amongst the students the idea that children could do history?

[1:01:12]
Oh yes, yes. 

You were expected to take those principles out into school?

Yes. One of the major principles that Tom and John introduced was, ‘You cannot expect trainees, or practising teachers, you cannot expect them to take on new ideas and introduce them into their own classroom unless you yourself have tested them out, either with teaching students, you know as students, or teaching them in a classroom.’ That was one of John’s great strengths. People were amazed by the number of ideas that he was able to generate about teaching history, but what they were possibly not so aware of was that the industry, and the energy he put into developing those ideas. I mean, they weren’t just theories. They were practical…you know, they had a theoretical background, and a research background, but they were based on hard work in the classroom. That’s what we were trying to —get students to think in the same way. If you can be a historian, why can’t children? 

Did you find that there were various schools that were open to using new methods that you were linked to? 

No. One of the questions you asked me was to think whether I saw much change in history teaching in schools. I don’t think I did really. I’m always amazed, even now, by the notion that, you know, we had real revolution in teaching practice, as it’s called because I didn’t really see a lot. What you had were pockets of really interesting, almost revolutionary, activity. And you had pockets of individual teachers trying things out and so on. But I think the notion that, say, primary education was all pupil based, or secondary history teaching was all empathy based and that sort of thing—I don’t think that was actually ever true. There was a lot of it going on, but there wasn’t as much as…I think, in a sense, in the 1960s and `70s we were working on the edge of developments, which I don’t think in the end ever came to its full culmination because of the way in which the curriculum then became, through the national curriculum, became constricted. And there was all that debate about methods and so on. 

You must know about the blow up at Priory. Do you? In the history department at Priory? Well, that was symptomatic of how history teachers became split down the middle between those who wanted the old traditional…I’m not denigrating that approach at all. I think it has value, but what John experienced at Crowborough Beacon [School] was not…that wasn’t history teaching even in Sussex, even in all the schools that we were using for practice purposes. 

Did you ever have a situation where a trainee would go into a school and be using new styles of getting students to think and look at documents, and then the staff would object to that?

[1:04:38]
They wouldn’t object to it, but what you got was more the canny old, ‘I’ve been there, tried that, didn’t work, you’ll soon learn.’ That sort of thing. It was not so much stopping people doing it, as not encouraging them as much as they might have done. 

And not learning from it. 

No. I mean…I don’t want to be thought critical of teachers, because I know all the constraints they were working under. One of the concepts that I got really interested in during the whole debate about curriculum change in the `70s and `80s and so on, was the concept of the contingent curriculum. We had all these wonderful theories coming out from the Schools Council about what we should be trying and so on, but the contingent curriculum is, ‘What can you actually do in this situation?’ The notion that a Schools Council project, you know, can be introduced in the way in which it had been developed in all schools was just nonsense in my view. 

And the one which I thought this was particularly true of was the…Humanities Curriculum Project, which was revolutionary. It was based on the teacher taking a totally different stance in the classroom, being the person who produced the evidence, and organised the discussion around the evidence as neutral chairman. Fascinating concept, and where it was used well, it was brilliant. But it just couldn’t work in many schools. 

Because of the teachers’ attitudes?

[1:06:25]
Because of the teachers and the children. You’re suddenly expecting children to take on skills and attitudes which they had not encountered before. You’re asking teachers, who had always thought that one of their functions was to teach certain things, to say, ‘No. It’s the children learning, and the children making their own judgments about controversial issues, and coming to their own conclusion.’ Many teachers couldn’t…found it difficult to face situations where the conclusions the kids were coming to were not the ones that the teachers thought they ought to be coming to. I mean, the project actually had addressed that problem. It said that what the teacher’s function is at that point is to produce some alternative material, to get kids rethinking. But I saw a lot of teachers…


East Sussex, when the Humanities Curriculum Project came out, put, at great expense, a pack of the materials in every secondary school in East Sussex. I was going round because I was interested in the project. We’ve gone ahead from Bulmershe now, but I was going round, interested in seeing to what degree they were being used. And in many cases, they were not being used. They were almost like Miss Holmes’s text books. They were almost pristine in cupboards, you know, well… It was not only what was being asked of the teachers, but there was also the time factor, and it was the resources factor. It implied that you’d have access to film, to video…and many schools didn’t have…that’s what I mean about the contingent curriculum. It’s what’s possible in a particular situation.


If there’s only—as there were very often—only two OHP projectors in the school, for suddenly them to be dominated by the humanities people—it just couldn’t work. I thought it was a wonderful idea, but, as I said, the experience in some schools in East Sussex used it very well and brilliantly, but most schools didn’t.

When you were at Bulmershe, were you very aware of these practical limitations when you were training students to go into schools? 

[1:09:00]
Oh yes, you couldn’t not be aware of it. One of the most useful and stimulating aspects of working at a college of education, was that you had to go into school. Not had to, I wanted to, but you had to go into schools to watch students teaching. And you could not but be aware that it was almost a lottery, because it depended on what school you went to. 


In some schools, students had the opportunity to really try ideas out, with support from the staff and so on. In other schools, they were just there for survival. We were using a lot of… we were using some grammar schools, but it was mainly secondary modern schools. Because comprehensivisation was only just beginning. Some of the…I came across yesterday when I was going through my papers some notes I’d made for a speech, or an intervention, in a debate in the College about school practice schools. And I’d just experienced supervising a student in a secondary modern school in Reading, which for no fault of its own, was an impossible place to put students. The student teacher I had there was straight into survival. It wasn’t about teaching history, it was about, ‘Do I come out at the end of the day? And do I want to go back tomorrow?’


Yeh, and that was one of the … I saw some wonderful teaching, and in that particular school, one of my great moments in my professional career was watching a very small trainee, who must have been about 19 I suppose. She’d been given the work with the 4th year leavers in the secondary modern school, most of whom were big, you know, boys—men really—who were very aggressive. And I was faced with the dilemma…that is a fascinating one in teacher training, whether you intervene or not. Because on this particular afternoon, they were so aggressive, and they decided that they weren’t going to stay in her classroom. So they got up… well, several of them got up, perhaps half a dozen of them got up en masse, and started to go out the room. This little woman, who couldn’t be more that 5ft 2, I should think, just stood there in front of the door. She folded her arms and looked straight at them and said, ‘Over my dead body.’ They were, you know,  like ‘pfff, pfff’ but in the end, they went and sat down. 


But that isn’t about history teaching. That’s about control. I guess much of my work in teacher education was trying to enable people to develop their own control and discipline methods. Because you can’t begin to teach the subject until you’ve got the atmosphere in which it can take hold. I can’t remember what your question was, but it was… you know, I became very aware that schools were very different, and therefore teaching practice was a lottery because in one school you had opportunities, and in other schools you didn’t. 

One of the things we had a long discussion about at Bulmershe, was that we had a very elaborate, I think it was a 17-stage marking system for school practice. From A to E with pluses and minuses and that sort of thing, and I can remember giving a passionate input on the fact that this was absolute nonsense, because some students had the possibility of getting an A or an A minus, and some, if they got up to D, were doing extremely well, and even better, in some senses, than the people who could get an A elsewhere. You had to have an A or a B in order to proceed to the B.Ed., and I thought. ‘This is nonsense.’

So was the whole of Reading—they were still grammar schools in Reading? You were mainly using grammars and secondary moderns? 

[1:13:42]
We were using mainly secondary moderns in Berkshire. I can’t remember going to any of the Reading grammar schools as a supervisor, but I don’t think that means we didn’t use them. But I do remember going to lots of secondary schools all over the county, and that was good for me because, again, my experience had been in grammar schools, so I could see what secondary moderns were about. 

Do you feel that the approach that you were training students in in history was something that they could take into these schools? It was feasible to use these approaches?
Well, I think that was our challenge – I keep using that word don’t I? It was to on the one hand open their minds as to what might be possible, and on the other hand to train them to do what was possible in the particular situation they were in. I think both when I worked in the college and then later in the university, you certainly have—it is part of your remit to open up minds. You know, because there were developments, exciting developments in history teaching taking place, and it was part of our remit to bring those to people’s attention. But you could not then expect that they would be able to do it necessarily. What you do was to encourage, you know…how far can you get? What’s the smallest thing you can do? What’s the smallest thing you can do to make history interesting? And then build on that.

In terms of the exciting developments, were you aware that you were part of a sort of network of people experimenting in these areas?

Yes. Yes. Can I talk about John Fines?

Yes, please do.

Because this is where he is crucial I think.
 [pause for consulting notes]
John has become the guru—until he died he was the guru, and that was…I had no problem with that at all. He was in fact the leading exponent of what was called ‘new history’, but he wasn’t alone. He wasn’t alone at Bulmershe, and he wasn’t alone in the larger community. I think one man who, I don’t know if you’ve come across him in your discussions with other people, but one man who I think played a very important role was an HMI called John Slater. HMI John Slater was very encouraging of all the developments that had taken place in colleges of education in particular. And he and John in the `60s and `70s worked very closely together to bring in the ideas to a larger community. 

But there were a significant number of people, particularly in colleges of education, but also in schools around the country, who were beginning to get on the network, as it were. And that’s where John, I think, was important. When I was thinking about him yesterday, I realised that there are significant things about him which…I’m not sure I was totally aware of at the time, but I’ve become aware of since. One of them was that he was a historian in his own right. You know, he was an established medieval historian, whose work on the medieval church, ecclesiastical history and so on, was accepted by scholars as good work. And I think that’s important to remember about John, because that’s where he started from. He was a historian—he wasn’t just a teacher of history. I always regard myself as a teacher of history. I think I’ve developed some of a historian’s skill, but John was a historian. 

Secondly, he was so enthusiastic. Did you ever meet him? 
No.
No…John loved life, in all its fullness. It used to be said that if there was a party going anywhere in Berkshire, John would know about it and he would be there. He really loved life. He and I got on very well because we shared a lot of enthusiasm for history and all sorts of things. We also had totally different views about some things. For example, I am really into sport; that’s been a crucial part of the whole of my professional career—love of sport and involvement in it. John couldn’t understand that. Sport to him was, you know, ‘Why do you waste your time chasing footballs and things like that?’ I couldn’t understand his obsession with slot machines. You’d go out to a pub with John, and you’d have wonderful conversation and then he’d disappear. You’d find him in the next bar, you know…which was totally incongruous as far as I was concerned. But you know, that was John—big drinker, big smoker and so on. 

But what he did was to impress on me, and I think almost every colleague he worked with either in the college or elsewhere, the importance of various ideas. One of them was this notion that children, however young, can do history. Secondly, the importance of listening to people in the training situation. You create a training opportunity for people, then you have some ideas about what you will do in an in-service seminar or something like that.  You’ve got to listen. You’ve got to hear what people are saying and you’ve got to respond to what they’re saying, and you’ve got to give them the opportunity to explore the ideas themselves in their own terms, and think about practical possibilities and pitfalls and all that sort of thing. In-service education isn’t about telling people, it’s about… it’s about presenting some ideas and seeing how they run. You can only do that, as I said earlier, if you try them out for yourself. When people say, ‘No, that can’t work’, John would say, ‘Well, just consider this situation when I tried this,’ or, ‘Let’s set it up.’ The training is an activity. 

If you want to get children thinking about the moral…one of John’s favourites were the moral problems facing Harold when William of Normandy claimed the English throne. Because there was this whole question of whether Harold had made a promise to give up the throne to William. And I’ve seen John explore that notion of, ‘What’s the importance of a promise? To what extent do you carry it out?’ and so on within the context of the whole Saxon-Norman battle and so on. I’ve seen him do that with teachers as well as young children, you know, to say, ‘Well, let’s just think about that as a problem. How do we set it up? What are the issues? What are the materials we need so that people can really understand that?’ And then listen to how people respond to that, and adapt your own ideas. So, that was important. 

The second important thing was the notion if you’re going to be a trainer, as far as you’re able, to be a scholar yourself. It was John who really encouraged…he was fascinated by my interest in Nazi Germany, and it was he who encouraged me to really begin…I wouldn’t call it an academic study, ‘cos I never had the time to do it in that depth, but to really develop an interest in Nazi Germany, to the extent that upstairs I’ve got about 500 or 600 books on Nazi Germany. John set me off on that, and he also said, ‘You’re interested in Labour history. Do some. Get into it.’ And American studies. Things like that. He was always saying, you know, ‘You cannot really teach the discipline, you can’t teach history as a subject unless you’re really into it yourself. Then once you’ve experienced all the excitement and the interest of really getting into depth in something yourself, then you’re in a position to encourage teachers, trainees, children, students, to do the same. But you’ve got to experience it yourself.’

So, his expectation of history teachers was that they would do their own academic study?

[1:23:06]
Absolutely. Well, he wouldn’t say academic study, because he would realise that most people wouldn’t have the opportunity, but he would certainly encourage anybody who wanted to….well when the B.Ed. came in, the large number of primary teachers that were encouraged to go back to study, you know, and John would be at the forefront of that. Great opportunity. Do some history, or whatever. 


What he would say was, ‘Don’t expect that you’re going to be able to teach history properly if your only sources are textbooks’, or something like that, you know. You’ve got to keep your own reading going. Throughout my professional career, I have under his influence, I’ve consistently kept history reading going. So I read about Nazi Germany … more recently, I’ve got into the 18th century because I’ve done some local studies here. And John would never have understood this, but I’m fascinated by the history of cricket and association football. He’d have thought that was a total waste of energy…and I’m really into family history. I mean since I’ve retired I’m writing the history of my own family and my own experiences and so on. And all of that, I think, is a kind of influence that I picked up. That was important I think. ‘Cause he would say that to trainees, but he would also…and I’ve heard him say it to teachers and in-service. I’ve heard him say it to college education lecturers and so on… that he’d almost upbraid them if they weren’t showing that they had that sort of insight. [pause]
[1:24:47]


The other thing that Tom Turner…he began for me, and I think it’s important for anybody who’s in teacher training in history — is to get into the writing. You’ve got to get into the writing, the Carrs, and the Eltons and the Marwicks, and all the other people more modern than those—those are the people I was brought up on—about, ‘What is history?’ 


I don’t think I’d thought about that question until I went to Bulmershe. I’d done history, but I don’t think I’d thought about ‘What is history?’ And then, the concomitant question, ‘How do you go about teaching it?’ I think trying to induct trainee teachers into history teaching was a revelation for me, because I suddenly…I’d done everything by intuition, by hunch, by, you know, what’s my experience? That’s how I taught, but I don’t think…I do think if I’d had something which was a catastrophic failure, then I’d have thought about, ‘Why didn’t that work?’ but I’d never really thought about the nature of history. It is really important, it seemed to me, and this was one of John’s great commitments to us to getting into the literature—the academic literature, but also the literature for… on research. 


At the time we were at Bulmershe, and then later when I was at Sussex, there were people like Jeanette Coultham, her work on concepts—

Which he’d done with her?
Well, she’d done some work before, but later on she and John published some work together on educational objectives in history teaching, I think. But her original work was on concepts of time and concept acquisition in young children. You need to know all that sort of thing. How do children actually go about acquiring concepts? 


There was a fascinating piece of work—I can’t remember who it was by—which really opened my eyes because it was about how far children understand familial relationships in history. We often talk to them about, say, kings and monarchs, and presuppose that they all understand the relationship between Elizabeth and Mary Queen of Scots… and don’t understand that we’re actually asking them to take on board quite complex family relationships, which they don’t even understand in their own…When John explored this himself with children in Berkshire, he was discovering that, because of broken families and all sorts of things, the kind of awareness of family relations…
I did a little test in a school in Crawley. So much of medieval history depends on an understanding of the Church…the complexity of that concept, you know from the Church as a concept to…. I found that it was almost inexplicable as far of many of the kids in Crawley were concerned, because there weren’t any churches. It was a new town, and there wasn’t even the building that they could focus on. So, John was for ever saying, ‘We’ve got to understand. We’ve got to get into all this.’ 

Later on at Sussex, I got interested in the work of Jerome Bruner, the American—you know, the notion of the spiral curriculum, readiness for learning and all that sort of thing. I really laughed to myself when the latest analysis of the primary curriculum came out about two weeks ago.
[1:28:57]
Jim Rose?

Yes. We’ve got to get into these areas of knowledge that he called areas of experience. 

Learning.
Yeh, I thought, ‘Well—been there.’ That was Paul Hirst in the 1970s—forms and fields of knowledge. That was absolutely critical to our teaching at Sussex. What is the nature of history as a discipline?  Paul Hirst at Cambridge did a fascinating piece of work on that, and I thought…well, I’m glad Jim Rose has got back to it, but it did come and go. So that was another thing about John, ‘There is research out there; let’s make use of it.’


But, the most important thing about him was the new techniques that he introduced—well, they weren’t new; they weren’t wholly new. He and I once came across a book on history teaching which was produced in 1912. We were fascinated to see that many of the ideas that we were thinking were brilliant in the 1960s, were all mentioned by this bloke in 1912. But, you know, John took them to…he wasn’t the only one… but story telling was crucial, not just to primary. When I started in history training, then the assumption was that stories were for young children. That’s the major approach…that and topic work was the approach to history teaching in the primary school. But John said, ‘No. Stories are crucial. They are not the only element but they are a crucial element. If you are going to understand the narrative of history, you’ve got to understand it as a set of stories.’


I’ve seen him totally control and conquer—‘cos that was what was necessary—a group of very obstreperous adolescents in one of the London boroughs. I think he’d done an in-service programme in the borough, in which he’d advocated story-telling to adolescents and so on. I think one of the teachers had challenged him and said ‘Come and do it.’ So he went to the school and I went with him. And it was a rough situation, but John had them in his hands. I mean he just… he was apparently a very meek and mild character. There was a hard core to him, but his outward impression was very meek and mild. And I think this group of adolescents decided that he was such a weakling that they couldn’t really…so they just sat down, and within minutes he had them totally fascinated. I can’t remember what the story was, but he had them totally fascinated by this story. And then, of course, you could begin with a story, but you don’t end with a story.  You’ve then got to get them to think about it, to draw out the significance of it, to analyse it, interpret it and so on. 

So story as a really important approach to history learning was one of the things.  I learned it from him. I had a lovely example. I told you I went into management training in my last 10 years, and one of the things I did was with Sussex Police. It was working with their liaison officers who go into primary schools. I was asked to run this seminar for them on approaches to primary children. I said, ‘Well, one important approach is, you need to think about how you can describe and deliver police work to them through a set of stories. You’ve always got your own experience and so on, which is based on a story.’ I told them the story of the Battle of Lewes, which is a fascinating one, which ends up with some of the knights ending up in the muddy banks of the river and couldn’t get out because…all those sort of things. 

About five or six years later, I also went to Sussex Police for another activity, and one of the men came up to me—by then he was an inspector or something—he said, ‘I remember you. You told that story.’ You know, you can grip people. And that was drama. I said that John didn’t do things on his own, but he was instrumental. Ray Verrier —have you come across Ray Verrier?

Yes—wrote a book with him didn’t he?

[1:33:48]

Yes. He wrote a book with Ray Verrier, but it was through Ray Verrier that he really got into use of drama in teaching. Ray was a teacher in a secondary school in Bristol, who started working on the ideas himself. He and John then developed them immensely, but this notion that through a dramatic reconstruction of an event in history, which you get the kids to do by giving them roles and so on, and giving them pieces of evidence so they can talk themselves into the role. You don’t just tell them ‘Be King John’, but ‘What sort of character was King John? What do we know about him? How are you going to be him?’ and so on. 


Again, that was very effective, also with teachers. We did it with teachers as well and…I think that’s… I mean, some people dismissed that as just play acting or, you know, ‘You’re just in for empathy, and you’re not really deepening understanding of the situation’, but John wouldn’t leave it there. You would use that as a starting point, and then you grow from that. You know, you get them interested in John and the barons and so on, but then you get them into really looking in depth at Magna Carta or whatever. It’s a starting point. 


The notion of presenting hard documents to children, to get them to analyse and explore. I remember watching him on one occasion in a—we were actually working in an old manor house in Wiltshire, but with some primary school children from the nearest school. He’d simply presented them with a document which was about four or five pages long. And it was the list of contents of the house, an inventory of the house contents some time, I think it was in the early 19th century—something like that. It looked the most boring document imaginable, but he just got them to analyse it and to start to think about ‘What does this tell us about the people?’ The advantage was we were actually in the house, but you could have done it without that I think. ‘What does it tell us about the people? What were their priorities? How did they go about things? What did they have which enabled them to live comfortably?’ It was amazing. Absolutely amazing. You could see these children getting really engaged and really excited because suddenly, a list of kitchen utensils meant something. It told them so much.  So he was a great man.


Evidence. The notion that vicarious experience is important. I mean that’s what the drama was about; it was getting kids to get into the characters and so on. Opportunity to act as historians. You get them a set of documents that they can analyse, but understand that you’ve got to ask critical questions of them in order to draw conclusions and interpretation, and then present. That was the other thing that he was strong on. When you’ve made your history, you’ve got to present it to other people. And in later life…I unfortunately lost contact with John in the last few years of his life, but I know by that stage he was working on television with kids and so on. Getting them to produce televisions programmes, video programmes and so on. That was simply an extension of, you know, writing. 


What else did he do? Well, the other thing he did was to set up…you said was he part of a network? He was part of a network, and it began to grow from, I think, it was summer of 1967…but the Bulmershe department, Tom, John and myself sponsored a conference at Bulmershe on ‘new history’, which quite a large number of people came to, mainly from colleges of education, but not wholly. That was the start of a series of conferences throughout the late `60s and into the `70s, on the nature of history, which John either ran, or he ran in association with John Slater or other people and so on. And he was also—you probably know that he was for ever being invited abroad to conferences and so on. That was an important part of his work. He was part of a network, but he helped to create the network. 

That’s fascinating. 

[1:38:42]

When I was thinking of him yesterday…one of the things that…you know…I don’t know whether people…no, it’s important to me I think. I suddenly realised that one of the great things about John was that he was loved by so many people. Because he was loved by them, they took note of what he was saying. His…the range of relationships that he had—

Even with people who didn’t agree with him?

Oh yes. Even with people who didn’t agree with him. There were a lot of people who didn’t agree with him. At that Bulmershe conference, I remember one lady who’d been teaching history in a college of education for some time. After she heard his initial advocacy of all sorts of things, and moving from chronological history and so on, she stood up in great fury and said, ‘Dr Fines, you are the greatest risk, danger to history teaching in this country.’ Which he delighted in of course. He would have almost said, ‘That’s what I’m trying to be.’

But, at the end of the day, he wasn’t the sort of person that would be acrimonious within debate. 

Oh no. He’d be sharp in debate. If he thought you were talking nonsense, he would tell you that you were talking nonsense, but not in a way that would turn you off. 

So an advocate really for new history.

Can we move on to your Sussex career now? When did you go there?

[1:40:23]
I went there in 1970. You asked me two other things as well, but we’ll come to that later. I went to Sussex in 1970, and I was actually appointed to the school of education, to run in-service programmes for teachers. While I was at Bulmershe…you’ll probably be aware by now that until I went to Sussex my career had tended to be in three or four year slots. So I was four years at Bulmershe, and that seemed to be, looking back on my career, the amount of time that I felt I could devote to one set of activities and then I wanted to move on. I was always wanting to move on. 


I actually stayed at Sussex from 1970 ‘til when I retired in 2000. For 30 years. On reflection, I know that I stayed there because I had the opportunities for so many jobs. I didn’t have to move. I always thought I was very lucky to go to Sussex because it was a very energetic ‘education area’. We didn’t call it the department of education; we called it an education area. It wasn’t assumed that because you were appointed to one job, that’s what you’d do for ever.


When I went to Sussex and got involved in the history PGCE, I became acquainted with people in other universities who’d been doing history PGCE for ever. They didn’t have many opportunities…I had opportunities to do everything in Sussex. I started in in-service, then I got on to PGCE, MA, PhD teaching, work abroad. So I had about four or five different jobs at Sussex, which was great.  


But I was appointed in the first place…to do in-service training. Including in-service training in history. I mean, my job was a co-ordinating job. It was to co-ordinate the work of people in the five colleges of education, and in the LEAs in the in-service field. Fascinating job. We also built up a resource centre for teachers in the university.

Teachers of all subjects?

Yes. Our most successful thing, because in a sense it was the easy thing to do, was to build up a resource centre and a laboratory for science teachers.  We had the same notion of doing the same sort of thing in the arts areas, but we never quite had the resources to do that. We built up quite a good school of education library, which was later incorporated in the university library. We developed things like boxes of books to send out to schools if they were doing particular projects and that sort of thing. And the school of education library also supported our trainee teachers who were going into school. That was interesting as well. You probably understand from what I’ve been saying that when I went for a new job, I was looking for something different. 

Yes, from general studies through to the teacher training. 

[1:43:48]
Yes. I mean I never assumed I’d stay at Sussex for 30 years. Even now I’m surprised I’m still living in Sussex, ‘cos I’m a Norfolk boy really. But you know, I was really lucky. I was lucky to get the head of department so soon in my career. I was lucky to go to a school where general studies was serious and not just…I was lucky to go to Bulmershe in its early days when it was very exciting, and then to come to Sussex. If I’d planned it, I couldn’t have done it better.

When you were at Sussex, you obviously did have an effect on the history trainees there. You were bringing those ideas that you’d developed at Bulmershe into Sussex. Was there already a receptive atmosphere?

There was a receptive atmosphere. Do you know about the system of training that we had at Sussex?

No. We can talk about it.

Okay. It was a very innovative system which was very radical at the time, but now has become almost the norm. It was based on the notion that students best learn the art and craft of teaching by working alongside experienced colleagues in schools. The university had an important contribution to this, by providing a theoretical background for those activities in the school, but the major focus of the training should be school-based. To that extent, through the first two terms of their experience at Sussex, they spent three days in school and two days at university. So, three days practical experience in the classroom, which was gradually developed…so they started off with a minimum amount of teaching in the classroom, with a lot of observation of other teachers and so on. And then gradually get to half, and then by the time they finished, at the end of the second term in the school, they were doing a full timetable of teaching. So it was a graduated approach into the teaching process.

Supported by a named…by two tutors in the school. One was called the general tutor, and their function was to induct them into the school as an institution, and the teacher tutor, who was a member of the history department, or whatever the subject was. And their function was to induct them into the process of teaching. 

What we then did at university was to run a set of seminars. One set were about the teaching of a subject. When I became responsible for the history PGCE, which was after about three or four years…because my predecessor, Willie Lamont had moved into history teaching in the university generally. So I took up the PGCE course, and ran that for several years then. My function, in limited time…I’m astonished now when I think about it, that we only had over the first two terms they were in the school, we only had nine, two-hour seminars each term. So, we only had 36 hours with them during the course of the year. But my function was to introduce them to aspects of history teaching; the sort of ideas that we’ve been talking about and so on. 

I set up a seminar programme, which included things like, the nature of history, the aims of history teaching in the school, what are the current projects which are going on? Schools Council, Nuffield, and that sort of thing. What can we take from that? What are the approaches? What about the controversy about chronology against themes or topics or whatever? What do we know about how children learn history? Assessment in history—all those sort of things. You know, it was a programme which was complementary to what they were doing in schools and hopefully, giving them some ideas which they could then try out in schools?

And did you sort of vet the schools to check that the teachers were really going to give them the practice?
[1:48:19]

Well, the idea was to be selective of schools. I think we were very fortunate that for the most part we had very supportive…we had schools that were very supportive of the whole approach to teacher education and, for the most part, the teacher tutors, who are crucial…I think the general tutor was crucial as well, but that was more a liaison job between the university and the school. But the teacher tutors were crucial because they were people who were responsible for enabling the students to teach in as favourable an environment as possible and to provide materials and materials for them to do so. They had limited access to resources in university, but the crucial thing was what was in the school. And the crucial thing was the attitude of the teacher tutor. Most of them were very supportive. John [reference to the interviewer’s husband who trained at Sussex] was particularly…supported I think, at Crowborough. Crowborough was one of our star schools and the history department there was…you know, because it was trying out lots of things and so on. 


Occasionally, I have to say, because of the shortage of teaching practising places we had to put students in less-favourable situations. Not all of them had the opportunity to try things out, and in any case, they were too…you could argue that one of the weaknesses of the Sussex approach is that it could be a conservative traditional approach. What the students would be learning, is what’s going on in the school, rather than anything which is outside the experience of the school. 

It was our job in the university to try to get them to challenge that, you know and to try to create a situation in their own school, and the seminars were quite important because what…we usually had 12 students in the group in six different schools. They went in pairs into schools, and so during the seminars, if you were talking about the use of story in history teaching, for example, you would have six pairs of students who may have tried it out in six different situations, and therefore could change, exchange views about what was possible and so on. That was one of the functions of the university seminars. It enabled the students to come back and reflect on what they were doing in school, and learn some possibilities from other students and from the university tutor and so on. But, I think theoretically it was a great approach to history teaching learning, and I’m convinced that for many if not most students, it worked. But for a minority it didn’t. 

Could you argue that you were also trying to train the teachers in the schools?

[1:51:27]
Yes. There were three components to…my colleague Willie Lamont, I’ve got a lecture that he gave about the PGCE course, and he said ‘There are three components to the—’ Let me just check I’ve got it absolutely right. I know he’s right but I just want to get the way in which he described it. ‘There are three components to it. There’s the student as teacher.’ So, you know, you’re a history graduate, you’ve got your history. Now you’ve got to think about how you’re going to teach it. 


Can I just pick up something else here? Because there’s a crucial part of the Sussex experience which I think was absolutely central. What we said to them, to be a good teacher, you’ve got to be a professional reflector. You’ve got to think about what you’re doing in order to grow within your practice, and develop your practice. And to that end, a crucial part of the course was what was called the personal file. Personal course file. They had to—it was part of the assessment, so they had to do it—they had to write an educational autobiography before they came on the course, which was their reflection on their own schooling—but not just on their own schooling. It was interesting. We used to say, ‘Reflect on your educational experience’, and almost all of them wrote about schooling. The first thing you had to say to them, ‘Well, you know, your educational experience isn’t just schooling; it’s the whole set of experiences you had.’ By that, we set up the notion that you need to think back on your experiences and learn from them.


So, the course file, which they had to keep, was in a sense a very practical document, because within it, the history trainees would give a collection of all their lesson plans and that sort of thing, and an evaluation about how the lesson had gone. But they would also write, within their evaluation, their reflection on the activity, why it went well, or why it didn’t, or how could it have gone better. What would I do next time? And so on. 


So there was that constant going over, revisiting what they were doing in the classroom, and then trying to recreate that in the seminars, so that they could exchange that. I don’t know if John still has his course file, but I did meet one of my students on an in-service course quite later on, and she said, ‘Oh, I’ve still got my course file; I still go back to it. It’s wonderful. I’ve still got all the lesson plans.’ But it was that systematic reflection on what you were doing and how you can learn from it was central to the course, so that the student as teacher is also the reflective professional. That was one of the core concepts that ran, not just throughout the PGCE. One of the exciting things about working at Sussex was that the professional reflector was behind everything we did. All our work we did on management courses and so on, much to the disgust of some people who, you know, had reached the pinnacle of their career as heads and that sort of thing. They said, you know, ‘What do I need to do that for?’ And we were trying to say, ‘You’re not going to grow. You’re not going to change. You’re not going to be able to meet change in circumstance unless you’re constantly engaging in that process.’

That’s mainstream today, isn’t it?

It’s mainstream, but it was…I wouldn’t say that Sussex was the only place that was doing it, but there weren’t many places doing it in the 1960s when the course was set up. So, student as teacher, teacher as student—that’s what you were saying. Because part of the…certainly at one stage in the way in which we operated of course, until the financial problems we faced made it more difficult, the teacher tutors…we used to run the university seminars in the evening between half past 5 and half past 7. I don’t know if we did it when John was there; I think it may have gone by then. We used deliberately to run them in the evening so the teacher tutors could come from the school and take part in the discussions. So we were actually saying to the teachers, you know, ‘You should be learning on the job as well.’ 

And good teacher tutors, you know…. I think being a teacher tutor for some people was quite an eye-opener, because they were being forced in a sense through the ideas that some of their trainees were bringing in to them to think about what they were doing themselves. Some people, of course, didn’t do that. I mean I don’t want to set the Sussex course up as a miracle, ‘cos it wasn’t. And I come back to the contingency thing again. What you could do in some schools, was quite different to what you could do in another school. But the teacher as student.  And in fact, several of the teachers did in fact become encouraged to take up part-time MA work, and things like that later on. 

And then the university tutor as link. One of my major functions was not only to run the seminars in school, but to go into the schools. That was one of the things I learned from the Bulmershe experience: you’ve got to get into the school. You’ve got to be in the school. You cannot be a tutor from a distance. You must not have my experience of the university department at Cambridge, where you can shoot somebody into a school for a term and say, ‘Get on with it.’

So we as university tutors were expected to link with schools through letter, through telephone and so on, but to visit. Again, I don’t want to say we did it well, because there were all kinds of constraints. As the `70s moved into the `80s and the `90s, the major pressure on people in universities was to research and publish. The amount of time that people could actually give to going into schools varied according to personality. But there were also the other pressures on people. I have to say critically, that some of my colleagues didn’t go into school as often as they should. But I always regarded it as crucial. 

[1:58:29]

And I went in under two heads. One was as subject tutor in the university, responsible for the history students. I’d go in…so, if I had history students in six schools around the county, as often as I could, at least twice a term, I would be going in and seeing them in action in their classroom, but also talking to the teacher tutor. And between us, although the assessment of student progress in the school was the major reasonability of the teacher. That was the other thing that was unusual about Sussex. We didn’t have university tutors going in occasionally and making judgments based on a 17-point assessment system, it was actually based on the judgments made by teachers. We only had pass/fail. The notion that you can grade people with pluses and minuses…we went away from that. You either have reached a minimum competency as a teacher, or you fail. 

But one of the points of going into the school was if a student was in danger of failing, then the university had to be aware of it, and they’d be in discussion with the teacher tutor about what’s the problem, what remedial activity can we put in and so on. That was fascinating. Often teachers were making judgments from one perspective, and it was my role to say, ‘Hey, wait a minute. What about—?’ But in the end it was their judgment that was carried to the exam board. Not mine. 

You needed quite a lot of tact presumably, working with them? 

Yes. But most teachers were very sympathetic. When I say I sometimes had to say, ‘Hey, but—’ that may have because I thought they were being…that they were giving a higher, more complimentary view of the student activity than I thought was guaranteed, so I would put a sort of hard edge in. But generally, they carried out the tasks very well.


The only thing which, in the end, I think, made the system difficult to carry out was finances. We gave the teachers in schools an honorarium for carrying out the task, and the finances of the university did not allow us to increase it very much during the whole period that the course was running. And it’s still running, I guess. It’s still paying an honorarium. But some teachers became very disillusioned because they thought the university was not paying them for the activities. And I don’t think we did ever pay them enough. We just didn’t have the money to. 

[2:01:21]

So, I say I went in under two hats because, in addition to being responsible for my 12 history students, I was also responsible for a school…for linking with a school because I was a subject tutor in the university, but I was also what’s called a personal tutor, responsible for a group of, again, 12 students in a particular school. I would go to Crowborough with two hats on. Sometimes I’d go as subject tutor to look at John and whoever was with him teaching history, but more often I would go to talk to the general tutor there about how the whole group of students were doing, and how the school was inducting them into the school as an institution, and how does that relate to what we’re doing in the university and so on. I also had to run in the university a set of seminars which were not about history teaching, but were about more general issues in education.

Can I ask you when you were advocating, you know, teaching the trainees, were you advocating the Schools Council History Project, or a particular aspect—?

Not advocating them in the sense that, ‘You must be using these materials and so on,’ because again, that would depend on whether the school had them or not. But certainly advocating them as new approaches to history teaching which are worth considering. Have you thought about them, and will you have the opportunity to? In the joint seminars with teachers, we would be saying the same thing, ‘Have you actually got the material, and if so, are they getting the opportunity to use them?’ Yes. I would take it as a responsibility to make sure that both the schools and the trainees would know…I’m talking about the things I can remember, but we certainly did some work on humanities projects. We did work on the Jerome Bruner social studies project in the United States. We did Schools Council secondary history. History in the secondary school. [Interruption by faint alarm sound.]
[2:03:31]

 [break in recording.]

Track Two:

The seven that I’ve identified as the main issues facing young teachers in the 1960s and `70s were first of all, in many cases, inadequate initial training. I think that that was both of concurrent courses, but I think also PGCE courses. I think the notion that you can actually train a teacher in one year…I always thought PGCE courses should be at least two years, but they’re never going to be. 


I mean I think a lot of PCGE courses were, unlike the Sussex course, were not school based. They were very in fact, more or less distant from the school. So I think there was inadequate training in the `60s and `70s. Much worse than that, there was no follow-up in the form of in-service. I think many young teachers in the `60s and `70s went into schools and had little or no opportunity for in-service activities. Sadly, as far as local authorities were concerned, who were mainly responsible for in-service training at that time, history was not high in the priorities. And you can understand why. There would always be important developments in maths teaching, or English, or science or whatever. So it was quite…when I was responsible for in-service education in my early years at Sussex, it was quite difficult to get LEAs to think seriously about history training. Doesn’t mean to say that they didn’t do any, but most history support was done by the visiting LEA inspector. You know, visiting schools, and the LEA inspector for history was going round schools, but they weren’t running many out of school activities.  

[0:01:59]

They had advisors presumably?

They had advisors. That’s what I mean…sometimes they were called inspectors, sometimes advisors. So, I think that was one critical problem. 


A second one was, despite all the activities that were going on around the notion of new history and so on, in most schools—and I’ve said this before this morning—the approach was still very traditional. It was still rote learning. It was what I call the race through the chronology of British history. I don’t think many young teachers in the `60s and `70s had many opportunities to be experimental. Even before the national curriculum, there was a tremendous pressure on people to cover– coverage, to go through large expanses of history and so on. The opportunity to look at something in a more leisurely…I don’t mean non-rigorous, but in a more, over time, more leisurely fashion, and really get into depth and so on. I don’t think many teachers had that opportunity. 

Do you think that that’s partly that they were constrained by final exams?

Well, they were constrained by exams, but that wasn’t the only thing. I think it was the nature of the curriculum. I mean a lot of the secondary school history curriculum in the `60s and `70s still presupposed that children should be taken through the whole gamut of English history. You know, I’m not against that at all, but I’m simply saying that if you do it that way, the amount of time you can spend on any one topic is extremely small. I think you could see that. Those surveys of pupil lack of interest in history was because they were bored. The number of people who accidentally discover—like my hairdresser yesterday morning…she said, ‘What are you doing today?’ I said, ‘Well, I’m preparing for an interview that I’m having tomorrow on history teaching’. She said, ‘Oh, you weren’t a history teacher?’ And the next thing, ‘Oh that was the most boring subject.’ My response always is, ‘Must have been the way you were taught.’ Because history in itself, intrinsically, is not boring. I think young teachers find themselves going into that sort of situation, and adopting that kind of approach themselves because that’s what was expected of them. That was my impression anyhow. 

Except for the few that had the charismatic teachers like yourself?
Well, there were charismatic teachers. Yes. I think my sons at Lewes Priory were blessed with some good history teachers. And as a result, all three of them are interested in history. The eldest one who’s a GP doesn’t have time to do any reading in it, but the other two do. They’re both interested.


Another problem facing young teachers…and I’ve no idea what the situation is now because I’ve been out of schools now for the best part of 20 years…is just the small amount of time on the timetable. You can go in with these great visions of what you’d like to do in history, and then you find the amount of time you’ve got to do it…I don’t know what it’s like now. I don’t know what the national curriculum is like. 

I was hearing at the HA conference that a lot of schools in years 7 and 8—that’s your old first and second year—it’d be one period a week. What was typical in the `60s and `70s?
[0:05:46]
Well, I would have thought two to three in the `60s and `70s. One period a week—you might as well not have it. You can do certain things but…I’m sad to hear that, but I’m not surprised, because there are so many other pressures on the curriculum. Even when I was working in the `60s and `70s, one of the issues faced by young teachers was the notion that a lot of heads were beginning to think seriously about whether they should have history on the curriculum. It was partly a reflection of those pupil surveys. I can remember vigorous arguments with heads, and particular with the advocates of other subjects…new subjects, social sciences, anthropology, economics, politics, all sorts of things. They were all clamouring for a place on the curriculum.


I can remember being invited by the Association for Social Sciences, I think they were called, which was quite a flourishing association in the `60s and `70s. I was invited to defend history in the curriculum. Why should you have history in the curriculum? I remember at that particular conference, one man who taught social studies categorically said to me, ‘Well, in five years’ time there won’t be any history in the curriculum.’ That was the atmosphere in which we were working. A lot of young teachers were coming into the situation where they were wondering whether their subject was going to exist.

Do you think some of the attention to methodology, and why you should teach history—those questions that you asked yourself when you were in training college, was a response to this? 

Oh yes. It was definitely a response. You’ve got to find a justification for history. It was difficult to find it in terms of what history should children know, because you’ll never get agreement about that. You can have arguments for ever about what dates children should know, or what’s important and so on. But what you can argue for… that’s why I got really interested in general education, because the core arguments around general education are, ‘What are the nature of the disciplines? How can we in some way congregate them into a set of activities, so that children will have what Rose is now calling, you know, these areas of experience?’ 

In history, the major thrust in the `60s and `70s, and the way in which the subject was defended, was by saying that there are essential concepts, methods, skills, techniques, associated with history, which you lose at your peril. In that particular lecture or seminar that I did for that association, my argument was that I don’t mind whether history exists as a subject or as part of the integrated curriculum, but I would mind if what I saw as the essential characteristics of history learning were lost. 

And I think some of the young teachers in the `60s and `70s were disillusioned, lost their optimism, because they felt their subject, which they’d devoted their degree course and so on to, you know, was under pressure.  Also, because they weren’t having their opportunity to really get into the exploration of techniques and skill.

I became quite saddened in the last years in teacher training, because I thought many of the crucial issues, which we’d been addressing in the `60s and `70s about the nature of history teaching and so on, were lost sight of.

Because of the national curriculum?

[0:09:44]
Because of the national curriculum. Because you didn’t have so much choice about what you did and how you did it. That was my…I may be totally wrong, because I didn’t experience teaching it. It’s only vibes that I picked up, but I did feel that it was stultifying. I thought some of the great controversies that we had, and the victories that we thought we’d won…in fact, they weren’t at all. We’d gone backwards.  

Perhaps that’s a good place to finish. 

OK
Thanks very much.  
[End of recording] [0:10:18]
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