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Penelope Harnett:  Alright, my name’s Penelope Harnett and I’m Head of Department of the Primary Early Childhood and Education Studies in the School of Education at the University of the West of England in Bristol.  
Nicola Sheldon:  Thank you.  Please can you tell me how you came to decide on teaching as a career and in particular why you trained for infant teaching?

Well I didn’t really have a long term ambition to be a teacher.  I finished my history degree and I was completed by the age of twenty-one, I got my degree and everything, I’d gone very quickly through school and I didn’t really know what I wanted to do.  So I worked in a tax office for a bit and I worked in a museum for a bit and then my husband to be had trained to be a teacher and he had got a job in Bristol and he suggested why don’t you try teacher training.  So it was no lifelong ambition at all.  And in those days you didn’t actually have to say that you’d worked with children in any way, I mean students now who come to train have to have worked in a school and know a lot about children.  I knew really very little about children and I remember the first time on my teaching practice I was surprised how small they were actually because they put their hands in mine and it was just this tiny little hand in there and because I had no experience of children other than teaching Sunday School.  But the reason why I went to Redland was because my husband was there and he was teaching in … he trained at Sussex, done a PGCE at Sussex, which trained him to teach history, because he also was a historian, but he thought that where it was really at was in primary and he’d been accepted for the Bristol pool and he got a job as a primary school teacher in a rather rough estate in Bristol teaching six year olds, and that was a real challenge for him.  Anyway, so I went to learn infants because I was told infants was where it was really at because that’s how you learnt where children really learnt, you see, because you were involved in looking at theories of child development and things like this which you don’t … which at that stage you might not have got so much of in primary.  And in particular you learnt how children learnt to read because there was a very good guy at Redland at the time who had some very good ideas about learning to read.  So I went to do the infant course at Redland because of this particular person and he used to take us into school and do what is now called ‘guided reading’ but in 1975 it was quite unusual, and he showed us how you could teach reading.  So that’s why I went there.

So the focus wasn’t really on history at that stage?

[0:03:07]

Not on history at all.  In fact I was trying to think about what history we did do and it wasn’t very much because the Bullock Report had just come out and so everything that we did was linked with language for life, so we did a lot about language across the curriculum.  And I suppose that really has stuck with me throughout my teaching career, whether I’m teaching five year olds or twenty-five year olds, I think very much about the language which I use and language for learning that if you talk you have to explain your ideas and then in that way it actually helps you to learn.  So in actual fact that very early training was very good.

So did you have much opportunity to teach history as part of your work in infant and primary?

Well I was … we didn’t have any training to teach history other than within a topic, which might have been looking at the environment or something like this.  And also in the early 1970s the whole thrust was for science, Science 5-13 had just come out, so people were not that interested in history and I cannot remember learning anything about history in my training and my two topics on teaching practice, I remember, one was noise – I mean they were cross-curricular topics – and the other one was living things I think, and so they’re terribly broad, you brought anything in, but they were more environmental rather than history focussed.  Because the way that children learnt history then – I mean they might do a bit on their locality or a period – but they would learn a lot of history through their reading books because the Gay Way and Rainbow series had all these famous stories in, famous people, myths and legends from ancient lands and stuff like this.  So a lot of history learning was done sort of incidentally.  So when I got to teach, and I first of all started teaching in a very formal junior school in Bath, I taught year threes, and they came from an infant school which had been quite progressive and the head teacher of the junior school said that now he’s going to knock it all out of them and they were going to learn properly.  So from having an enormous amount of choice in their reading and, you know, sort of much more integrated day, they came to a very rigid sort of secondary timetable almost where they had set lessons including history and the girls and boys were also divided up for different topics as well.  I used to teach ruler drawing to train them to be craftsmen and draughtsmen and the girls did sewing and knitting.  Which is quite interesting actually, having about forty seven year olds all knitting.  I was glad I didn’t teach knitting because, you know, you started them off and then they dropped a stitch and … [laughs] put back at the end of the queue again, you know, so nobody ever got on very well with knitting.  Ruler drawing was a lot better, except you had all the boys which was more, you know, a bit more challenging.  So we did there, there was a definite scheme of work for history there and we did Unstead, but we actually did a little bit of … so that was cavemen to Vikings was the period for … because it worked progressively; you’d have cavemen to Vikings then there must have been a Medieval and Tudor one and then year five would have done the Georgians, particularly for Bath, and the Victorians would have been, you know, gone for year six.  So we had these special books where you had a blank at the top of the page and then you had lines underneath.  And so I would tell them a story and then they would draw a picture of the story and then I would write on the blackboard what they had to write about the story underneath in their best handwriting.  And they were marked then, not on their historical knowledge or anything like that, but how nicely they copied from the board.
That was?

That was 1976 to 1978.

And how old were those children?

[0:07:35]
They were year three, so they’d be seven and eight. And, you know, some of them found a real difficulty copying from the board because you’ve got from there to there to there, you know, you’re looking like this all the time, up and down.  So it was always the same people who got ten out of ten because they were the ones who were neat and drew nicely.  So that was then.  Then I went to Yate to teach year two, six to sevens.  Yate’s a new town outside Bristol.  I was only there for a year, I cannot remember teaching any history there at all, but I was doing a certificate in reading, again because I’ve always been very interested in reading and language.  So I wasn’t really doing very much history.  I was also getting used to a very progressive infant school compared to a very traditional junior school where I’d just started off. 

Did you feel worried at all by the copying exercises?

Not so much at the time.  In fact it’s always interested me actually, because all the stuff – when I got to this Bath school – all the stuff I’d learnt about reading, choice of reading, children making sense of what they read, children having ownership of their work, all the stuff which I’d learnt at Redland I completely left because the ethos of the school said that you acted in this particular way.  And it stuck with me throughout all my training now because I reckon that the first school is the most influential.  So you might, you know, train teachers to think more radically, but in actual fact, because they so want to fit in in that first school where they start, they revert to the school.  I mean the first school, it was the first interview I had for a job, I hadn’t even finished my PGCE.  The head was very traditional and he said, ‘Miss Turner, I want someone who can teach spelling and tables.  Will you teach spelling and tables?’  And I said, ‘Yes Mr Maitland, of course I will’.  The interview went on like that really so it wasn’t really an interview, it was me just sort of saying I’ll do whatever you want, you know.  And then he was really … this is a time when there weren’t that many people with degrees actually and he was really … he thought he’d got a real catch having somebody with a degree and an Oxford history degree, you know, it was excruciating because sometimes we were sitting in assembly and he’d say, ‘And we’ve got Miss Turner here with her degree from Oxford’.  And I was sitting there going, 
oo-oo-oohhh.  [laughs]  Because I didn’t know why the other staff didn’t hate me.  
[both laughing]  
It was horrible.  So I really just wanted to fit in because, you know, they would say, the rumours were, she might be well academically trained but she can’t teach.  So you used to try extra hard to fit in to show that you could teach and this sort of stuff.  And of course doing that you stuck to what was …
Was there any training support for you, either in history or anything else when you were in your early years of teaching?

[0:11:01]
No, not in my early years, but in my third year, that’s when I decided to do this advanced certificate in reading and language and actually some reflection on your own work in the classroom.  You did work in the classroom and then you took it back to the University of Bristol, which is where this course was being run, and reflected on it and then you did a bit of reading.  So it was sort of the beginning of action research.  Action research hadn’t really taken off, we’re talking about ’78 here, ’78, ’79.  And the idea that, you know, teachers’ knowledge that, you know, what they were learning in the classroom, or you could actually theorise about how a teacher was undertaking her work was very new.  I don’t know if you’ve heard of sort of John Elliott and Laurence Stenhouse.  I mean Stenhouse didn’t write his work until 1978 anyway, so this was, you know, really quite interesting stuff and of course they didn’t really help you manage relationships with the infant school as well, because I was learning all this new stuff about reading and it was quite difficult for me to actually … well I wasn’t exactly critical of the school but it was opening up my awareness, you know, what else there was around and so it was a transition stage.  And the infant teachers there were all very, very skilled and it looked as if I was the academic one because I hadn’t quite got my classroom organised as it should have been.  Anyway.
So when did you move into teacher training?

Oh that wasn’t for a bit.  Shall I just finish the teaching – or are you interested in that?
No, no, please go on.

[0:12:57]
Well then after that I moved into Bristol and I worked for two years in a primary school and that’s actually where I did do some in-service training in history and what was most memorable was John West coming.  And Bristol University has always done, you know, sort of one-off days.  He came down to do a Saturday I think once and he did his clothesline and we stuck pictures on the clothesline, you know, in order and – chronological order – and that started to get me more interested again and, you know, he got me thinking again about using artefacts and things like this as well to interest children.   Because you’ve also got to think about how I learnt history as well.  I’d learnt history very much from secondary texts.  We only actually met original documents in our final year.  And certainly, you know, academic history at that time wasn’t … you weren’t using artefacts and things like that so much anyway, it was mainly documents.  I mean the French Revolution, which I studied, was all documents.  And also Medieval French was all sort of town documents and things like this.  So history as an academic subject was also moving.  But teaching these eight and nine year olds, I still didn’t do that much history because we used to watch TV programmes, we used to watch Watch and Zig Zag and that was history on a plate, you know, sort of with ideas for follow up afterwards if you wanted to do it.  But sometimes we just used to watch the programmes, never do any follow up because it was a nice Monday morning thing to do, just go and watch it before break and it meant you’d done the dinner money and then you had a little rest.

Did you ever try to assess what the children had got out of using the TV programme or from learning history?

[0:14:59]
No.  No, there was no interest in assessing children about what they’d learnt at that time, it was just … I mean it does sound amazing, but it was just coming in.  In Avon – it was Avon, Bristol was part of Avon at that stage – we were beginning to create literacy record cards which actually was an assessment of their literacy.  And I remember the adviser for literacy saying, ‘If we don’t do it, the government will impose it’.  We must get our, you know, our things in order, and this was about 1980.  So I mean it would be literacy and maths record cards were coming in, but there was nothing on history at all really.  So I can only remember teaching for two years in this primary school.  I remember doing the Tudors and we went to see Red Lodge, which is in Bristol, and we had an enormous display about the Armada and they really liked that.  And I went to the Forest of Dean on a trip with them and they really liked learning about that.

Do you think it’s trips and the visits is something that primary children particularly benefit from?
[0:16:07]
I think so and I think I was quite unusual at that stage actually taking them out as well on those sort of history trips, I don’t think they were doing that so much.  And if I just skip through the others.  Ah, but then in Bristol as well, I started to do an MEd and that was on the history of education, so I began to get interested about how children, how education had developed.  I then moved to Bedford and I taught in a middle school which was run on a secondary modern line with all ex-secondary modern teachers, and there I taught the Industrial Revolution, Agrarian Revolution – we did that all by lecture notes then copying out from books.  But, I remembered the work I’d done with West and I remember taking in a load of Roman pottery tiles - I don’t know why on earth I did that – to see what they would make of it, my class of ten year olds.  And they talked about them and they were really interested in them and they raised lots and lots of questions about them, just as John West had said they would do, you know, the lesson went fine.  But it struck me at the end that it stopped, the investigation stopped because they had no knowledge, they had no knowledge about the Romans and they had no knowledge that this was a Roman tile.  And so I suppose that was one big change that I realised that it’s alright selling history skills or skill based work in whatever, but it has to go alongside knowledge. And that stuck with me when I moved into teacher training as well because I used to teach science and the investigative skills of science are similar to history.  But I remember that one stage we were doing pulleys and I got all my postgraduates lifting things with pulleys and all this sort of stuff and if you have two pulleys and less rope and three pulleys and more rope and can you lift the same weight, and this sort of thing.  And one of them asked a very pertinent question, like he said, you know, why?  Why do we need three pulleys to do this and why would only two do this and I said, I haven’t a clue because I’d never learnt physics.  And it made me realise actually, that was the starting point of actually really going back to teaching history because nobody could catch me out on my history knowledge, but you know, I used to teach a lot of science and I didn’t know any, knowledge of science, but I could get people to raise questions in a scientific way.

That’s interesting.  So when was it that you moved into teacher training?

[0:18:48]

That was in 1985, but I’d also done … after I’d done two years in a middle school I’d also done two years in a lower school where I really did begin to take off teaching history.  I was appointed for environmental studies, but although I ran a science club, I also took children on trips to the local museum.  I remember we did a big topic on the Normans, based on the TV programme, but we created the whole Bayeux Tapestry, I remember that in the room.  And I remember one day going in to take the register – great kids – and suddenly all the boys in one table had all come in, they’d made their own armour, and they were all sitting there with helmets on, their swords and shields.   

On their own initiative?

On their own initiatives.  And I was confronted with all these children, these boys sort of like …  And so I think … that reminds that one thing, that I’ve always been able to enthuse children, you know, and so they will take ideas and they went off and, yeah.  So it reminds you, doesn’t it, about if you get children really interested they’ll learn.  So, mm.

So it’s quite a variety of experience?

I taught a different, a lot of different age ranges in lots of different ways of teaching history, which was useful when this job came up at Bristol Polytechnic, which Geoff Whitty – you know the Institute – he’d just taken on the Head of the Department.  I can’t remember, Head of Department or a Faculty or whatever, and he must have been very … there’d been a big clearout because Redland had joined with St Matthias, there were two training colleges in Bristol and they joined together to make Bristol Polytechnic and there’d been, you know, quite a lot of established members of staff and there’d been a lot of what was called ‘Crombie’, I don’t know if you ever …  They’d been ‘Crombied’.  Well Crombie was somebody who’d organised early retirement, so the department had been ‘Crombied’ and [laughs] Geoff Whitty was able to appoint a whole new lot of people.  He made twelve appointments within one term so it was complete, you know.  And I was one of them, to do environmental studies, which was mainly science at the time because the government by now in mid eighties was really worried about science in primary schools.  It was the big push.  There was a lot of in-service science going on in the 1980s.  

So how long were you specialising in science for?

[0:21:34]

Well until this sort of … this do with the pulleys, so really until the history National Curriculum came in.  I was teaching history and we used to do trails, so around the college and stuff like this, and so it would be history, geography and science trails.  There’d be environmental studies trails.  And one of the colleagues that I worked with had just done his MEd on action research with Jack … Whitehead at Bath who was action research and this colleague who I worked very closely with, Martin Forrest, he had looked at using artefacts with children and he’d written – in fact it might be worthwhile having a look at his thesis because it was one of the early ones about using artefacts, what can children learn from historical artefacts – so he’d collected a lot of historical artefacts and we used to unwrap these with the students  and say what are you learning from them.  So we did that.  And we also had history specialists as well, so if you did a four-year degree you would also do fifty per cent which would be your subject specialism, which would be history.  And out of that fifty per cent we had what was called professionally related subject studies.  So they learnt how to teach history.  And we used to have special history days for them.  So what did we do?  We buried Pharaohs.  We used to have a school come in and the students had to organise the children in a range of activities.  So we buried Pharaohs one year and we solved the problem of Sutton Hoo burial another year because, you know, he’s buried with pagan and Christian relics.  We … Queen Victoria once came to open the maternity hospital opposite us so we re-enacted that opening and did a whole Victorian day.  We did a Cabot day.  We all used to like it.  And we did Ancient Greece once.  We always used to like it because the tutors; myself, Martin and other history specialists used to get dressed up in role and all the students got dressed up and these children used to do a range of activities solving historical problems.  So that was in the late eighties, early nineties.
Were you influenced by anyone in particular?  I’m thinking of perhaps John Fines or someone else …?

[0:24:15]

Well Joan Blyth, what happened was, about 1988 or ’87 there was a big primary history conference at Chester run by Joan Blyth and some Chester LA Advisers.  I think it was Swift, somebody Swift?  And there was the history inspector there, there was Joan Blyth … my son was … yeah, it was probably spring 1988 and this was the first time that primary historians had got together because we knew that the National Curriculum was coming and actually I began to see that this was much more a route for me to be doing rather than …  Because I had thought about actually training to do more science and you could do a course which actually upped your scientific knowledge, and I thought well actually, why do I want to do all this course.  I know enough history.  So it was quite exciting, the beginning of the National Curriculum.  And this primary history conference got a lot of ideas buzzing and there was the Historical Association, but Joan Blyth was concerned about the Historical Association because she thought it was very secondary orientated.  And Joan Blyth had written, already had written two books on primary.  She’d written History Five to Nine and she’d done Place, Time and Society or something.  She was already well known for the very young ones.  And she just thought the Historical Association was too staid and really would not, you know, seize this opportunity.  So we began to develop the Primary History Association.  Have you talked to Tim Lomas about this?  
No.  I’ve interviewed him.

He’s not talked about the Primary History Association?

No.

Nobody’s talked to you about the Primary History Association?

No.

[0:26:24]

Well, this was, it was centred mainly in Chester but it was designed to get everybody, you know, keen and so we produced things and it starts off with sort of things like this, this newsletter, Primary History Association.  Newsletter, very basic.  But it was just to start getting people talking about it and a lot of these people – Keith Dickson, he’s a teacher in Leeds.  So we started, it was separate from the Historical Association; we used to meet in Chester and we used to start having Primary History Association conferences and it ran parallel with the Historical Association and Paul Noble – have you heard of Paul Noble?  Yes, have you interviewed him?  No.  He was a Headteacher in Wiltshire and he was sort of the primary voice of the Historical Association, so we ran sort of in parallel.  But people were really keen on these conferences.  I ran one – they were national conferences – I ran one in Bristol which must have been about 1989 and we got well over a hundred people, delegates coming.

All of them primary history teachers?

Yes, really …

Or primary teachers?

Teachers, yes.  Really keen and wanting to know.  And these went on the end of the eighties and into the early part of the nineties.

Was some of that funded from the support, training and support for the National Curriculum?

No, no, this was … they paid their way.  And that was … and then we started having these big negotiations with the Historical Association because the Historical Association had its … had Kennington Road, the headquarters, and it had a lot on overheads and our conferences were run, people did it, you know, willingly, I mean I did mine, the one in Bristol completely, you know, free time and everything like this, so it didn’t cost a lot of money to do it.  We were very worried when we went in with the Historical Association that the money would go on the overheads and things like this and the conferences inevitably came a lot more expensive.  So there was a lot of negotiation between this Primary Historical Association and the Historical Association and we didn’t probably get together until about 1992 or 1993 and then we put our Primary History Association money into the Historical Association money and joined together.  

So that was a crucial time because the National Curriculum was coming in.

Yeah.

So do you think some people came because they were uncertain?

[0:29:31]

Yes.  In fact I’ve still got the questionnaire which I sent out for the Bristol conference and it was all, you know, they wanted more resources, they wanted more guidance, they wanted support about how to teach it, how to assess it.  Also how to fit it in with the curriculum as well.  So they really, you know, it was like starting from scratch and that was why it was so exciting.

So what was your impression of the state of history teaching in primary at that stage just before the National Curriculum?
Well it was very, very patchy.  I mean still people were doing a lot of TV programmes: Watch and Zig Zag I think probably were going on.  Oh, and How We Used to Live.  In fact I’d used How We Used to Live when I was in Bedford and it was still going on.  That was a Yorkshire TV programme.  So people would watch that.  The teachers’ notes for it would make reasonable suggestions, but people sometimes used to watch the television and wouldn’t do any more.  I suppose the main thing would be local history which would be going on.  And people then were still doing topics as well, they were still doing – just trying to think – my students would be doing things like transport, history of transport, or awful topics like colour.  Colour, you could do anything so you’d, you know, if you had colour you’d do the rainbow for biblical things and you’d do chromatography probably for science.  You’d do colour mixing for art and for drama you’d do, you know, angry colours and [laughs] it would have been awful.  And I don’t know what … oh, it would have been Joseph and His Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat for colour as well, and I don’t know what would come in with history.  If you were doing water, which was another one, you’d do ships through the ages or canals or something like this, and Noah’s flood.  Change also was another … I mean an incredibly difficult concept to get, or growth.  Yeah.

So when the National Curriculum came in across the whole primary curriculum with all these different subjects it must have been a terrific change for teachers and for children.

[0:31:57]

Yes.  It was actually managing to get everything in.  I mean one of the things when I was looking - I want to show you – this is when I was working with Ginn and this came out in 1991, this teachers’ resources books for Key Stage 1 and I actually wrote most of it.  It was all new, they really didn’t know what it was about and what we had to do was we had to show how everything fitted in other areas, so if you were doing homes here, we made suggestions but we told them how it fitted to different attainment targets across the curriculum.  So you can sort of see there [Penelope leafs through examples of Ginn materials.]  It’s so blimmin’ complicated.  And I also wrote the Key Stage 2 one and [pause] …
A lot of work for you actually to cross-reference it all.

It was.  I knew this curriculum off by heart.  Here we are.  Well this was actually for planning Key Stage 2: combination one and combination two.  So because … it was an enormous amount.  Just look at what you had to do at Key Stage 2.  You had to do core study units and Stuarts lasted until 1995, they went out with Dearing, and Exploration and Encounters then went into a supplementary one, but then you had all these thematic ones. Because that’s how it had been taught in the past, a lot of history had come through that, so they didn’t get rid of that with the initial history National Curriculum.  And then this lot here, this non-European history, that came because the archaeologists all got worked up and they wanted to have some archaeology within the National Curriculum so that one came in there.  But if I just, we just look at this and I’ll explain what the problems were.  I mean it was fitting it all in.  Teachers didn’t know what the attainment targets were, so that’s, you had to explain what that was.  They didn’t know what the programmes of study were and how they related to what children learnt.  So that, this chart here was used an enormous amount of time.  It all looks so obvious now but it wasn’t then.
If you’re moving from very vague topics to something as structured as that, it’s a gigantic leap.

[0:34:39]

It was, it really was.  And there was just so much history as well, they didn’t … and this was just one subject, so they’d get another nine subjects, or was it eight subjects, as well and they had to record it all.  So it really was very difficult.  So the idea of the Ginn history was that it was a complete structured approach, they had everything there that they needed.  So we provided them with storybooks and these are very new because there hadn’t been … it’s got all my language skills about early reading there, all what I know about how children learn to read.  And it’s designed for six, seven year olds.  And there weren’t any of those around then.

They do look somewhat similar though to the books you were talking about earlier on, children’s reading books.

Yes, but what had happened in the 1980s, children’s reading books had stopped, including history stories. The idea was misplaced.  You had to have stories about children’s everyday life, it was all children’s child centredness.  So, you know, it was going to the park, going to the shops, working with mother.  I mean really boring things.  [laughs]  But it was all meant so that children could relate to those things.  And there was also play to help children from multi-cultural backgrounds as well, so you might, instead of you having two white children going to the fish and chip shop, you would have two brown children, you know, Asian children going to the fish and chip shop.  But they hadn’t realised actually that the Asian children might not have eaten the fish and chips and actually they might have preferred something else.  So they changed, you know, there were sort of bits which were changed, but not everything.  So the reading books, until the Oxford Reading Tree came in and you could have the Magic Key which went back to different times in the past …

What year was that?

[0:37:07]

I think it must have been the early nineties, and which was a new approach with Biff and Baff – I can’t remember their names now, really daft names.  But they had sort of, you know, ordinary adventures but they also went back in time.  And then, you know, history reading books had started but there weren’t very many of these around at the time.

No.  This is King Alfred, which if you’d … obviously it’s a more modern production, but you could have bought something like that in 1920 couldn’t you?

Yes.  I mean if you have a look on the back it tells you, we had this big debate about who to have as famous people as well.  And King Alfred was a very interesting one because there’s a lot of debate about him with the editors because we don’t know whether he burnt the cakes.

And of course that was a major feature of his story.

Yes.  And so there was this big debate about … I said that we had to put the cakes in because all children had been brought up with the idea of the cakes, whether it was true or not, it was part of English heritage.  And so if we were creating reading books that we would perpetuate that, but there were other views that, you know, sort of that you ought to provide children with the truth and make sure that people knew what a great king he was and about the navy and the English laws and things like this.  So we tried to combine the two and put it in that one.  So that was quite a big debate about that one.  And then on the back of all of them we tried to have an original picture.  I wrote the …
So you could use that picture as a teaching resource?

Resource, yes.  And in here there were worksheets which went with them and actually some of these are pretty awful, but … [laughs]  You see I’d been brought up with, not with photocopiers, but with Banda sheets where I’d had to make my own.  Photocopying really revolutionised the world.  So they had those to help them with the stories.  They had the full story written out as well, teacher’s read alone story, and then activities which you could do with it and more subject knowledge as well to go with it, and also cross-curricular activities.

So if the children asked questions the teacher would have some hope of being able to answer them?

[0:39:44]

Yes.  It was a complete package.  And there were topic books as well, like this one.  And they were very innovatory.  The only other scheme, other than Ginn at the time, was Sallie Purkis’s Longman’s,  A Sense of the Past and that was done differently anyway.  It was a big ring binder with lots of teaching ideas and worksheets for teachers and big posters and pictures, but not really children’s books like this.

This is nice because it combines photographs as well from the time.  

Yes.  And again, this is, I mean we’re used to seeing this now, but this was really quite unusual as well because the one thing which was difficult was actually getting the resources, you know, there’s lots of online collections now and things like this.  But I could spend a long time just trying to find a resource.  
So it must have taken you quite a while to construct this scheme?

Well we had to move very quickly.  Ginn wanted, I mean this was 1991 – I looked at it – and I just remember, Ginn wanted it out to be first in the market.  It was first in the market.  So we worked very hard and very quickly. These were all the attainment targets here.  Teachers didn’t have an idea what were historical skills and stuff, so I showed them how to match it up, told them what activities went with them, gave them ideas for activities resources and the other thing I thought was – and links with other curriculum areas – the other thing I thought which was quite interesting was I actually started, this was very new, assessment and evaluation, and I gave them ideas about how to assess.  

Oh, observation of children.
Yeah.  Yes.

So, observing them working and then making a record.

Yes.  And what they said and how that related to attainment targets.  This really is very, very early stuff.  And here, observing them working in a group and ticking off.  And then here was how to evaluate it if, you know, if they were sequencing, questions to ask what they could do about sequencing.  And if not, what they had to do to teach.  

So you were providing for some of the problems that might arise in the classroom?

[0:42:09]
Yeah.  It was a real, I mean this, as I say, it was very, very different from what anybody had had before.  I actually was very proud of this when I finished it.  

Did it sell though?

Yes.  That was the most amazing thing.  Because I didn’t think, you know, sort of textbooks had not been used very much in the past, apart from the Unstead series there’d not been very much around and when the National Curriculum came out teachers just lapped it up.  So the whole Key Stage 1 scheme sold very well and Key Stage 2 – I’ve brought you just a couple of the books here – that was amazing.  I thought they’d buy two or three, but they bought whole classroom sets and they were teaching it just as they used to teach the Unstead, you know, you read a page and you talk about it and you draw a picture which of course wasn’t what you were meant to do at all.  We had a lot of talk about reading ages so the early books, the Romans and the Greeks were for year three and four and then the harder books, Britain Since 1930, were for the older children.  But it became a whole … the market was insatiable because we produced teachers’ resource books which went – these were Key Stage 2 ones – so there was information to go with each of those pages there, more information, and then activities, worksheets.  I did loads and loads of Blackline Masters, some of them are better than others.  

It strikes me as quite a big outlay to take this on.

It was enormous.

Where are the schools getting all the money from?

[0:44:01]

I don’t know where the money comes …

Did you get special grants when it first came in, when the National Curriculum came in?

I can’t remember.  It was a lot.  They were just investing it.  I don’t know where they were getting the money from.

I suppose it was a point where you really couldn’t do nothing.

Yeah, well you had to.  I mean there was these statutory requirements to do things.  And what else?  And then these, these were the last part of the scheme.  Because there were no resources we made group discussion book and then I think … we didn’t call them group discussion books after that, I think we called them topic discussion books or something.  But we did two for Key Stage 1 and then each of the core study units, these were just pictures, picture books.  

So the main talking point?

Yeah.  And because they didn’t know how to use them, I … this showed them, because one of my research interests was using pictures, so I wrote here about how you could use the pictures and what children would learn from using the pictures.  And again, you see it all fits into this scheme, there was grids and grids and grids.  And then the later ones, they didn’t have a little book, we used to just write ideas on the back there.  But it was difficult getting hold of the pictures because picture libraries weren’t online then.

So when the National Curriculum was being written and the ideas were emerging, were you aware before of the sort of ideas that were going to come through, that they were so different from what had gone before in primary?

[0:45:43]

Well, the National Curriculum built on a lot of that ‘Raspberry ripple’, you know, History 5-16.  I mean there were a lot of those core skills written down there, you know, like change and continuity, causation, chronology.  I mean they were there in the domain, it wasn’t that people weren’t writing about them, it’s just that they weren’t being implemented.  And they hadn’t been made accessible to teachers.  I mean this was making it very accessible to teachers so that they could use it.  

So in the primary field, you would say this is fulfilling a lot of what had been developing in ideas about history education?

Yes, yeah.

In the previous years.

Yeah.

Particularly in the inspectorate, presumably?

[0:46:36]

In the inspectorate, yes.  I mean what happened with the National Curriculum was that the more broad approach which the inspectorate was giving in 5-16 in terms of thinking of key areas of learning and key elements, didn’t go into the National Curriculum and we ended up with a subject based curriculum.  But throughout the eighties there was this debate about whether it should be a more thematic or conceptual approach to the curriculum or whether it would be history, you know, specific subjects.  And the subject people won and that’s why we ended up with all the subjects really.  

But the ideas about teaching children concepts and developing their thinking, those had come through from 5-16?
Yes, before that really because, you know, sort of Blyth, Alan Blyth had done Time, Place and Society as well and so the ideas were around but they weren’t being adopted in schools.  Teachers really hadn’t sort of cottoned on to them.  In the eighties you see, teachers tended to do their own thing, so there wasn’t a lot of, you know, planning for progression or anything like that at all.  You know, you chose a topic you wanted to do.  And I mean I can remember when I taught in Bristol once, I thought I’d do the dinosaurs because I thought my children would enjoy that and I remember going to the staffroom and saying I can’t understand why these children aren’t really getting into the dinosaurs, and this other teacher piped up, he said, ‘Ah, because we did that last term’.  And I’d never, we never had those conversations about what you were teaching, in the staffroom.

It seems like another world.

It does, doesn’t it, yeah.  

So in that short period of time between 1990, say 1994, what do you think was going on in primary classrooms, especially over history?

[0:48:48]

Well, they were desperately trying to collect resources, find out, you know, what the history curriculum said and how you could teach it.  We had the big GEST courses running as well.  We didn’t have the very big ones, we only did five day ones, but there were ten day GEST courses, even twenty day GEST courses as well.  They tended to go to, particularly to the science because they were still worried about science for GEST.  So there was a lot of in-service, a lot of new resources coming out and they were struggling really, which is why Dearing, I mean Dearing, although he didn’t report until 1995, I think the Dearing Review was probably set up about 1993 wasn’t it?
Yeah.

So there was already a problem about getting all this stuff into the curriculum, you know, there was just too much.  They did create some Key Stage 1 SATs as well for history, as well, because I put in a tender for that, but I didn’t get it.  It went to NFER.  But have you seen those SATs?

No.

I mean they actually were really quite good.  There were lots of photographs and there were nice activities to do with the children, but then teachers had to write observations and assess them.  So if you think about it, if they had actually made them a statutory requirement, because they were always optional, the children would have been doing exams – these are six year olds, Key Stage, you know, year two – would have been doing exams from April to June or something like this, if they had to get through the whole SATs thing.  Because the SATs were a nightmare to start off, at first.  As I say, history was optional, but the science SATs were amazing because they were experimental so you had to, you know, say you were doing floating and sinking, so you had thirty children who had to put a banana in a bowl and then an orange in a bowl and a ball in a bowl and say whether it sank or not.  Well imagine how long it took to do all that and to make sure that no other child saw what was happening to the banana and the bowl and … It was a nightmare, so it was just too much really.  And it also raised the problem … I can’t remember, but there might well have been a dip in reading levels and attainment as well at that time.  It did actually start the concern about reading levels as well because they were trying to cover so much.  And there was no linking it either, you know.  You know, you did your history, you did your technology, you did your bits of geography and you might not have planned them altogether at all.

So from the late 1990s, as you pointed out, we had the Dearing Review, ‘94/95 and then that was a slimming down, and then the concern about literacy and numeracy developing in that period.  How did those changes affect the delivery of history in primary schools do you think?
[0:52:08]

Well when New Labour came in with its, you know, emphasis on standards, though it had actually really started a little bit earlier, and the other thing was the tweaking up, the upping of the inspection regime as well, the publication of schools league tables and things like this.  So it was all screwing down on the standards.  So when 1997 came you could, you were allowed to suspend the rest of the curriculum to really concentrate on the core areas.  Inspection was only going to focus on the core.  And then you, following that, you got the introduction of the literacy hour and following that, the numeracy hour.  So, you know, teachers just lost interest in history really.  They were going to be inspected, they were going to be judged on literacy and numeracy and learning the literacy hour and numeracy hour pedagogy was, I mean it was just amazing how much you had to learn.  Have you heard people talking about … you had a lunchbox?

No.

You went to lunchbox training, so there was this sort of big box with videos and stuff like this, you know, and guidance about how to teach the literacy hour.  And, you know, the first quarter of an hour you had to do, was it word, and then the second one was letter.  I can’t remember the whole thing, but it was divided up into four quarters and there were different aspects of literacy you taught in each one and then it was done.  And of course most people didn’t get it all finished because the writing part about what they’d been learning was probably the last quarter of an hour segment, by which stage the children had completely shut off because they’d been sitting on the carpet for three-quarters of an hour anyway and all the boys had got into trouble because they can’t sit still as long.  Because it’s quite difficult for boys cross-legged as well [laughs], with straight backs on carpets.  So they’d all been sent out of the room or whatever.  And then, so they had to write in the last little bit and of course they were tired, but also quarter of an hour is nothing for young children to write, so they’d never finish their writing.  So the literacy hour, although it was only meant to be an hour, used to drag on into the afternoon and things like this, so that meant that there was less time to do the other subjects.  And there was this awful reading Big Books as well.  Well they still do it, but not so much.  This was another one I wrote.  We made this into a Big Book.  So this one’s – I’ve brought it to show you actually – the changes, because this was 1997.
That’s called A Day in the Life of …

… in the Life of a Victorian Child.  Yes.  And this again was for inference that it shows the changes in the way that we changed from the Ginn.  It’s a story about a real person.  And I found out that if you showed artefacts to children they’d no idea about how they were used, so I made sure that the artefacts were always in the picture, so they could always find them.  So that was a new thinking going on there.

Is this the same age group as for the Alfred book?

Yes, yes.  Harold and William.

The typescript’s much larger in that one.

[0:55:45]
It is, yeah.  But that’s not … the typescript isn’t the bit which is going to put children off, it’s the language. These are a very well chosen 500 words here.  [laughs]  As were those.  The language matches the picture.  In the past you’d have, in earlier reading books, reading books produced in the seventies, you often found that the language didn’t always match the picture.  One of the basic things about learning to read is you use as many clues as possible to help you decode the text, so this really is linked with the picture and the picture’s been specifically drawn in a particular way to help the children read it.  So that’s just a sort of, the next stage on.  But this was a Big Book, so the teacher would sit here with a Big Book and you imagine, so there’s children as far as that yellow wall, if not before, but there’s some round here.  So the ones, you know, in front can read it and she points to it like this.  Well I used to do teaching observations of students and that lot at the back, they just listened to what was being said at the front, they’d be looking like this, but they’d still be saying, and then this happened and this happened, because they were listening to what people were saying at the front, they were all over the place.  But that was the way to teach reading then, which was a big change.  You know, I said at the beginning how I’d learnt about guided reading, which was small groups learning to read together.  So it squeezed the curriculum and QCA – no, would it have been QCA or SCAA – wrote ‘maintaining breadth and balance’ where it said, you know, sort of we can still maintain a broad and balanced curriculum.  What you need to do is combine subjects.  It sounded like a diet.  Combine, cut, and there was another, they gave three options for dealing with the curriculum.  But it did, the late nineties were grim in schools, they were also very grim in teacher education because we are inspected on how we prepare children, students to deliver the curriculum and so we were inspected on our literacy, on their knowledge of the literacy hour, the numeracy hour, etc.  And of course our students were having to be trained and they sometimes knew more than the teachers in school because the teachers were also being trained at the same time.  
So that issue about fitting in was particularly acute?

[0:58:40]

Yes.  And we couldn’t rely on the students actually getting a good experience in school because the teachers didn’t know so much. But the one thing that the literacy hour has taught people has been what an adjective is, what a pronoun is, what a noun is, what an adverb is.  Different parts of speech which had completely gone out.  Our students hadn’t got a clue, a lot of them.  They all do now know parts of speech and they know about clauses and phrases as well, which they didn’t know.  And I think that’s quite useful actually.  They know some grammar now, which they certainly … we’d not done grammar for ages.  I did grammar in my first school I taught at, but I stopped at … we didn’t do grammar for ages.  I was teaching it, can’t remember doing it.  I remember learning grammar myself, but it was creative writing, 1970s, 1980s.  
Sometimes these things go full circle.

And not much in spelling either, you know.

At that time, was that when you became editor of Primary History, late nineties?

[0:59:51]

Yes, it was about 1997.  That’s one of the … the Primary History Association had gone in with the Historical Association.  The Historical Association produced Teaching History and it had articles for both primary and secondary going in.  As a Primary History Association we had had our own journal, which was the newsletter, and then it moved into what was called The Primary Historian, but I think there were probably only about two or three editions of that. And then we moved in … one of our reasons, one of our conditions for going in with the Historical Association was that we would have our own journal, which was Primary History and Patrick … Wood from Sunderland Polytechnic was the first editor.  And it actually, he did a good job, but it was very difficult getting copy really, you know, people writing for it.  This is one of his, so he knew people and so people would be just writing about something which they’d done good in school, which comes out there.  And it had started with a large circulation because when people really needed to know, we must have had a circulation of about 1500 in the early nineties, into the mid nineties, but towards the end it dropped off to be about 900 and now I think it’s probably about 700.  But it’s remained steady about that for quite a long time.  But it does actually influence students a lot, I think it’s used, you know, it’s quoted a lot in student dissertations and things like that.  But I took over then and it was at the same time as Christine Counsell took over Teaching History.  And Christine was very worried because Teaching History at that stage would have a lot of primary history articles in it and they were generally the more theorised and better ones, we just got what was left over for Primary History.  But Christine had a view of teaching history that she … well, more or less what you see it now, which is to support trainee history teachers and to support secondary teachers in the classroom.  So she went off very, in a very secondary orientated way that it was going to be practice based.  And so primary then had to start defining its own … this was the first edition I edited and I loathed it.  [laughs]
What did you not like about it?

[1:02:41]

Well they gave me this new … she had a new artist to do the front cover and in actual fact I think he still does it.  I loathe that frog and all that sort of stuff on it, it was naff.  And the milk bottles on the top, on the back, I mean just …
What’s it saying?

Precisely, that’s what I said.  And again it was the problem of getting copy, which was difficult.  Anyway, things went on and I got rid of the person who did the front cover and I said that Primary History would always have to have a history picture on the front and bit by bit, I worked through on things which I wanted it to have.  So there would always be news and what was happening.  I felt that we had to do a lot about planning history so I introduced a series which was History Co-ordinators’ Dilemmas, which was rather nice actually, I used to make up these dilemmas, you know, sort of Dear Marge, and then get someone to answer them, which was quite good.  But all these came because I had to get copy … oh they increased the size of the numbers, it went up to thirty-six and for several years I was just doing this on my own and it was just too much.  So I had to have regular features where, you know, sort of I could ask people to do them.  So we had Co-ordinators’ Dilemmas, we had Questions You Have Always Wanted to Ask About, and it could have been – this one says using historical maps in the classroom – but it could have been using archival sources, using artefacts, you know, a whole range of stuff.  Then I had a book for the literacy hour because my next door neighbour in UWE was a literacy person and she would always do me a two-page spread on that. And then the other thing was I felt that by now there’s loads of resources around for primary history and we hadn’t got a lot of money, but one thing we could do though is work with Record Offices and make their collections more accessible, and also they’re not pictures, they’re generally documents and most primary school teachers don’t use documents because they don’t know how to get hold of them with Record Offices.  So I had a big thing going with Record Offices and somebody whose name has now slipped me, who just kept on putting me in touch with one Record Office after another.  So that would always be the last part.  So, I don’t think I’ve got them here, but … no, there’s the book for the literacy hour.  This one came, the Bristol and the slave trade has got things from a website we want, but you would find, I got Record Offices from Northamptonshire, Birmingham, East Anglia, and they do about four pages.  The other thing I was worried about was teachers’ subject knowledge and so I had a series where historians wrote.  So this one, ‘What the Dickens?’ was what were key themes about Victorian England which you could teach children, so that was always a regular.  And the other thing was, was to get people moving – oh, there was always an ‘In My View’ as well, where you could write anything.
An opinion article?

[1:06:25]
An opinion article.  And I had a way of actually asking authors who were talking about their practice in the classroom to actually think about generic principles as well, because a lot of the early stuff had just been, oh I did this and it was really very nice, but it was actually getting them to think about, you know, well yes, tell us about what you did that if you were in another classroom what are the generic points which you could make.  So I sort of structured it like that.  So it went on but it was a lot of work because I actually basically was doing it on my own for a few years, then my own workload just got too much and Jon Nichol’s now doing it and copy is a lot easier to get hold of and now we’re going for thematic editions, you know, like history and citizenship or something like that.

Teaching History does the same thing.
Yes.  But when I started taking Primary History we would have never got enough copy on a particular theme.

Why has it increased?

Well, Jon can draw on a lot of his Nuffield projects, so he uses a lot … he recycles a lot of stuff which has already been published elsewhere and I haven’t got access to that, so he always knows he’s got some stuff coming in.  He commissions as much as I do.  

In Teaching History there are a lot of articles done by individual teachers. 

Yes.

You don’t have that reservoir of people?

[1:08:06]

No.  I mean we’re getting more and I do get students, I’ve had quite a lot of students writing for this.  At one stage I wanted to have a student page like Primary Geography has, but it never sort of quite got off the ground.  Students use this a lot because it’s accessible for their studies, you know, if they’re doing a special study on teaching primary history.  I think more people are interested because the way professional development has gone.  You know, I talked about Stenhouse, you know, very early age of reflecting on your classroom, but now, you know, MAs are all in classroom observations and stuff like this, so there’s a lot more stuff coming out from teachers and stuff like that.  So there’s more around.  And I mean now, we’ve fought to keep this.  Sometimes we’ve felt that with a small readership it’s quite expensive, that we’d lose it, but the Historical Association still supported it.  Because I mean Teaching History is twice as much, really.
So is there any way to evaluate the impact that that has had, Primary History’s had on teaching history in primary schools?

[1:09:22]

No.  I think we might have at one stage, if I look through all those ones, we might have the results of a questionnaire about how Primary History was used, but I can’t remember.  I would … I don’t know really.  Not many staff from primary …, I mean if you’re thinking, you know, 900 Primary History members, that’s not going to be a lot.  They’re going to be more advisers, libraries, people who are interested in history.  So no, I don’t think so.  [Siren in background.] Though maybe more now because the Historical Association offers more for your membership than it did in the past.

In what ways do you think the history teaching in primary schools has changed then over the past twenty years and do you think delivery has changed, do you think teachers’ expertise and confidence have changed?

[1:10:25]

Well, at least there’s history there, which you didn’t have prior the National Curriculum.  I mean there’s the HMI Report – ‘Teaching History and Geography’ 1989 – I don’t know if you looked at that.  It gives the percentage of classrooms where history’s being taught in Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 and it’s almost non-existent in Key Stage 1.  And of course there was this big debate about whether you could teach history at Key Stage 1 anyway, because some historians were saying that history was too difficult, you know.  So at least it’s there.  It’s one of the more popular subjects.  Lots of teachers enjoy teaching it, they enjoy the dressing up type activities and things like that and they can be really quite creative.  I think they probably know a little bit more about history, both teachers and certainly children do.  One thing I think would be quite interesting to know is, you know, now children have left school, how much – that they’ve all done Anglo-Saxons and Vikings – do they all know something about the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings or do they all know something about the Tudors.  I don’t know how much they remember from primary school history.  It’s also become more important now because of Key Stage 3, you can now stop history at fourteen, so you actually learn, more time is devoted in primary education to history learning than in secondary now, which is quite interesting.  Teachers still can’t plan for progression, I still don’t think they have any … they have much concept of planning for progression, you know, so that you might use pictures with one history study unit when they’re six year olds and then you use pictures again in another study unit with eight year olds and you try to encourage them to look in more depth at the pictures or, you know, you plan for more in-depth activities.  They don’t sort of think like that.  They don’t really, I don’t really think that they assess at all, children’s learning of history, it’s more whether they enjoyed it rather than they’ve got a, you know, a good grasp of chronology.
Why do you think that is, that there’s no real planning for progression and no awareness of assessment?

[1:13:00]

I think it’s because they haven’t got enough time to do everything.  I mean, you know, they really are having to think very carefully still about maths and English and now ICT really.  And there’s a lot of up-skilling having to go on in ICT.  In fact, two or three years ago – maybe it was four or five – they were all going on to whiteboards, you know, and that could revolutionise history teaching as well and access to resources.  I think it’s that they just don’t have time really.  So … and HMIs still talk about teachers’ lack of subject knowledge as well as a problem.  But resources now, which was the problem in the 1990s when all this Ginn stuff came, that’s you know, with the internet most teachers can get it.  Most schools now have got collections of things.  But that in itself leads to problems, like I was going to write an article once called ‘Not that Flat Iron Again’, because every school has got a flat iron and there’s this idea … the curriculum says that you have to work with artefacts, alright?  So, because of that you look at Victorian ways of life because you can get the artefacts.  You can get a flat iron, you can get a hot water bottle and you can do something on Victorian washing, you know, because you can get a block of soap, you can show them a picture of a dolly tub, they can do it.  And so in some ways artefacts limits the curriculum, because what child, when you think about the world outside, what child is really interested in washing.  [laughs]  You know, what five year old, six year old really wants to know how they washed in Victorian times. You know, castles, adventures, they’re all much more exciting, stuff like that, than washing practices.  Yet most Key Stage 1 children will know about Victorian washing practices and why do they know about that, it’s because we can get artefacts for them to handle.  We haven’t got many artefacts for them to handle of castle times because there aren’t many around, or if they are, they’re very expensive or too precious.  So it skews it in another way in some ways.  And I do think it’s quite interesting that we … because you ask five year olds and they don’t know how the washing’s done now.  So you have to start off and say, right, ‘How have you got your clean clothes on?’, you know, and you have to go through that soap’s needed and sort of what function of the washing machine, da-di-da-di-da.  So why would they be interested in about how they’d learnt about it in the past.  It’s one of my big things I’m quite … [laughs]  Because it shuts down so many exciting things which you can learn about, you know.
So on the one hand, the National Curriculum has had a big impact in shaping teachers’ approaches and what children experience, but on the other hand it’s stifled creativity in a way.

[1:16:18]

Well it has done.  You know, Key Stage 1 children just always learn about Florence Nightingale and if the teacher’s very adventurous they will do on Mary Seacole because she’s black, and they’ll do the Fire of London.  And you know, for somebody up in Newcastle, what on earth’s the Fire of London got anything to sort of do with … and fires anyway were two a penny, you know, what’s so significant about the Fire of London?  I don’t know.  And that’s what they do, don’t they, really?  That and they’ll be doing the Olympics shortly and Remembrance on November the eleventh.  So, yes it really, for Key Stage 1 there are very few famous events and people that they know about.  Actually, to be fair, the Fire of London’s done so you can do Pepys as well, can’t you, and so on.  So you can bring in a document because Key Stage 1 find it very difficult to bring in documents.

That’s partly because it’s not prescribed, whereas in Key Stage 2 you’ve got more prescribed content.

Yeah.  But Key Stage 1 teachers, because – and I … because I wrote the schemes of work as well for Key Stage 1 – but they were also so disempowered that they began to feel that they had to follow those schemes of work religiously.  I mean we haven’t talked about the schemes of work, but they were designed by QCA to support teachers but a lot of teachers have followed them much too rigidly, really.  And I mean the idea is now that teachers will be able to adopt their own curriculum and it’ll be a lot freer and I hope maybe that it will be.

That brings us to the Rose Report doesn’t it?

Yeah.

And the suggestion that it’s a sort of turning the clock back to integrated studies, topics, children not being aware they’re doing particular subjects.  And of course there was the debate about the disappearance of history and geography.

Yeah.

So what is your view of that issue and the report – how’s it going to affect the teaching of history at primary and infant level?
[1:18:22]

Well I don’t think it will for some time anyway, because it takes a long time for, you know, education to change and so I think people will carry on more or less as they’ve done and if you actually have a look at the suggestions in the Rose Report, there’s more or less most of the National Curriculum there, but it isn’t actually written down so specifically and it would be bit by bit that teachers will realise that they don’t have to do exactly everything and they’d be able to tweak it here and tweak it there and I think that’s probably what will happen more.  I think some schools are beginning to plan in terms of their beliefs and values.  You know, they have to have these value statements at schools and one or two schools now are thinking about planning their curriculum in terms of their values and seeing how that fits in.  I think there’ll be a lot of debates going on in schools.

What do you mean by values in that sense?

Well, so our school – what’s it - focuses on co-operation, communication, thinking about others, so – or whatever – so then they might actually think well, let’s think about creating a curriculum which will deal with some of those core values.  So communication might be a thread then which goes through everything that they’re doing and they think about different ways in which children will communicate their learning and different topics which they do, you know.  So sometimes it might be through drama, sometimes it might be through ICT, sometimes it might be through paintings and modellings or something like that, or co-operation so we have a look at a distant country and we look at conflict resolution there. And then we look at how conflict was solved in the past in history, so if you wanted to do that you’d look at the Battle of Hastings, you’ve got a conflict there, what was the effect, what was it like before the conflict, what was the effect after the conflict, you know.  So it’s key ideas of causation coming through there.

Do you think there are any disadvantages to doing that?

[1:20:38]

Well it’d be alright for a bit because the history teachers which we’ve got know some history, so they’re working with history which they know, but what will happen in ten or so years is when the current teachers have, you know, faded out or forgotten it and the new lot of teachers have come in who haven’t had the history National Curriculum drilled into them, they will have less awareness of where these big concepts fit into a history curriculum, so I think it will, history teaching then will change and then there’ll be a sort of catch up about twenty years hence when people will say nobody knows any history and we go back to a very formal history National Curriculum again.  And maybe I might see that one coming back again.

There’s a cycle here?

It’s a cycle, yes.  

And there’s a sort of tension between the child-centred element and the prescribed curriculum all the time, part of it. 

Yes, yes.  But it’s not true child-centredness.  True child-centredness is where you let the child … you observe the child and you follow the children’s interests right from the start.  And that’s terribly, terribly difficult to do and it was never ever done really successfully.  People said that they always were child-centred, but it was well nigh impossible to do child-centred education with thirty children in a class if they were all doing different things, you know, things like that.  So it was a sort of mixture that the teacher had in mind, certain things that she wanted to do with them and she’d make the children think it was their idea sometimes, it was a true child-centredness really.

That’s an interesting observation.  

Yeah.  True child-centredness you probably see maybe in some nurseries now, but that’s because they have such a big ratio.  And have you heard of Reggio Emilio, which is an Italian nursery which is, it’s very … well it’s quite influential in the foundation stage, but that is where the teacher follows the child and makes observations on what the child’s doing and then provides activities building on from what the child’s been interested in.  But it’s very labour intensive.  

Another topic you’ve addressed in your published work is the moral purpose of history in the teaching of young children, in particular the teaching of controversial topics.  Why do you think that so many primary teachers shy away from that?

[1:23:28]

Because they are anxious about parents, they don’t want to offend anybody and they, often they haven’t got the language.  I mean some of … political correctness really gets people in knots sometimes.  I was doing something with some students maybe a couple of years ago or something like that and we were reading out of a book and it was a West Indian talking in the book and this student said, ‘Can I put a West Indian accent on?’  I said, ‘Well why on earth not?’  [laughs]  But it was as if … because, you might not get it right, but then you might not get a Northern accent right, so why do we suddenly worry that because somebody is black, you know, sort of we can’t deal with it.  And if anybody said that we’d got the wrong accent, we’d say yeah, I’m just sorry I’m never good at doing accents.  So people get terribly, terribly tied in knots about it and I think it’s … you have to think about what you’re trying … it has to do as a teacher and it’s if you …  How do I start on this one?  If you actually think about your role as a teacher and the ethos which you want to create in the classroom, which is that you can make mistakes, that you don’t intend to offend people in any way.  If people don’t say why they’ve been offended you will never learn that that is, you know, offensive to some people or other.  And so some of these are some of the key ideas that I have to get across to students when they first start with me, that we’re all learning together, I haven’t got experience of a whole range of cultures, a whole range of different beliefs and values, but I do have some underlying principles that I want to respect people’s different views and if I inadvertently am not respecting them, then I would like to know why so that I can learn from that because I’m stuck within my culture as much as other people are stuck within their cultures.  And so if you can get that big idea across to students, then it helps them deal with whatever they might feel uncomfortable with, but it’s a particular way of dealing with people and I think a lot of teachers get very sort of hung about that and if they thought about the big principles about what I’m trying to achieve in my teaching and have the confidence to explain what they’re doing to people who might have very different views, then they probably wouldn’t get so hung up about it.  But it still is difficult.  I mean, you know, when we were doing the TEACH Project – you’ve interviewed people, have you interviewed Michael Riley, did the TEACH Project and I did it?

That’s coming up.
[1:26:39]

It’s coming up.  I mean one of the teachers said, well what do you do when you’re teaching – this was in secondary school – when you’re teaching about the Holocaust and you’ve got all Muslim children in your class and they’re, you know, from their home they’re getting told, well actually the Holocaust was a good idea really, you know, sort of because they’re so anti-Jewish, you know, particularly sort of if they’ve got roots in Palestine and stuff like this as well.  Or that they’re being told the story wrongly, you know, that school is not telling it as it is.  So it is, you know, particularly secondary school teachers find this particularly challenging as well.  But there’s a thing on there on the slave trade and I went to trial some of the materials, which they’re online, so you could have a look at them, with children in a mixed – no, it was mainly white working class, but there were two black children in the classroom – about dealing with the slave trade and the teacher was really anxious about me dealing with the slave trade and teaching it with the children, about what the children might say.  But … so do you avoid it?  You know, you think very carefully about the language that you use, you think about how you introduce it, but you still teach it, you can’t sort of …  But this teacher was worried about it and she was worried about the parents coming in.

Were there any consequences?

No, there weren’t any about it.  Because the other thing is, I mean as black children, they actually were from, you know, had got Afro-Caribbean heritage, but when else do they learn about some of their roots as well if you don’t address it.  

Looking back from the vantage point of 2009 what would you say have been the most important developments in primary history?

[1:28:44]

Well I think that it’s moved from … it has moved more to a skill base, that we are using artefacts, pictures, etc.  Though that has its difficulties because sometimes you lose the story there.  So you’ve still got to keep the narrative.  What was the question?  

Most important developments.

Most important.  So it’s skill based, using a range of things, of sources of information. Children’s active involvement, so there’d be constructions, dressing up and that sort of enthusing them about it, history.  I mean there’s a tremendous range of publications now.  I mean there’s not just textbooks like that, but I mean there’s loads of stories set in the past now, historical fiction and loads of reading schemes now.  That includes sort of stories set in the past.  And then there’s the Horrible History type stuff as well, so there’s an enormous amount.  Museums now cater for young children as well and really very young children as well, you know, two, three year olds as well.  They’ve got feely bags for them and all sorts of things for them to do.

So do you feel optimistic about history in the primary Key Stage 1, Key Stage 2 curriculum?  

Yes, I think so.  I think teachers will always need help, whatever subject it is, in developing investigations.  There’s always the tendency for teachers to want to tell what happened or in a science experiment to tell them that some things are permeable and some things are impermeable, or whatever, without the children investigating and finding out for themselves.  So I think teachers will always need support in developing historical investigations as much as they will geographical, scientific investigations and that tendency to tell children too much.  It’s moved on a long way I think.

Thank you very much.

[End of recording]
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