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History in Schools – Present and future: Event report 

This one day conference was organised by the sponsors to raise awareness of 

the changes in the 14-19 curriculum and initiate discussion on how history, 

taught from Key Stage 3 to HE level, could be best served and enhanced by the 

collective History community.    

The discipline was widely supported at the event, with 37 delegates representing 

subject associations, HEIs, secondary schools and Ofsted: providing vigorous 

debate following each presentation, culminating in the round table discussion at 

the end of the day.  The sequence of the talks reflected the progression of the 

study of history through school to HE level, and a focus soon emerged 

concerning the need to improve the level of dialogue between secondary school 

and HE teachers, not least to acknowledge the cyclical effects of teaching 

practice: good teaching, at all levels, benefits each stage of learning history, and 

we therefore all have a role to play. 

Ben Walsh‟s (Historical Association) opening presentation offered a thought 

provoking insight and flavour of the „History Classroom‟.  Beginning with a video 

clip (from the Teachers TV website) of a less-than inspired pupil in a history 

class, Ben addressed the key point of engagement: why does history matter?  

With reference to a QCA report by Terry Haydn on student perceptions of 

history1, it was noted that in a survey of 1700 children, two thirds gave up 

history aged fourteen, even though half of those giving up liked the subject and 

rated their teachers well: the problem is relevance.  School initiatives are 

generally driven by the idea that education has to be „relevant‟, and academic 

subjects such as history are not perceived to be as relevant as maths or science. 

In asking a group of historians “... when was the last time you used Pythagoras? 

...”, Ben attacked the question of relevance head on: the study of history is not 

solely about the content, but getting students to think and engage with the 

world. 

Key to engagement is the supply of good resources, and a number of useful, 

innovative suggestions were made, including archives at the cutting edge: the 

British Library‟s „Turning the Pages‟ and podcasts on the National Archives 

website2.  In addition, the HE community with specialist and often local, 

knowledge has a place in providing relevant resources, and the positive links this 

would bring between schools and HEIs. 

Ben‟s concluding thoughts reminded the conference to be watchful of trusting 

21st century resources.  Every student knows how to google information, but just 

                                                           
1
 This report can be found on the QCA website at: http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_6391.aspx  

2
 The resources noted by Ben Walsh included: The British Library’s Turning the Pages online books, 

(http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/index.html) , the National Archives podcast series 
(http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/rss/podcasts.xml), Why History Matters, John Tosh (Macmillan, 2008); 
History & Policy Unit (http://www.historyandpolicy.org/); History News Network (http://hnn.us/). 



how aware are they of the value of sites and „facts‟ disseminated through the 

portal? 

Alf Wilkinson (Historical Association) gave the first of three talks looking at the 

stages of history study and examination in secondary schools.  In introducing 

the changes at Key Stage 3, the new secondary curriculum, the considerations of 

history were set within the schools‟ whole curriculum design3.  In some schools 

„skills‟ are taught in year 7, followed by one hour of history in year 8, and GCSE 

options begin in year 9; it is possible for children to leave school having studied 

one year of history at secondary level.  

We cannot ignore the cross-curriculum and skills dimensions that are driving 

policy on schools, so we need to embrace them.  If we look closely at the 

„initiatives‟ often developed within PSHE or Citizenship, the significant role 

history has to play can be highlighted: for example, creative and critical thinking 

is central to study in our discipline. 

Alf went on to discuss the main changes and possibilities for History in the new 

curriculum: the emphasis on a themed framework rather than basic 

chronological approach; planning an improved balance between local, British, 

European and global history, as opposed to British-centred history.  The 

old/existing topics can still be taught, but the new curriculum can allow for local 

needs to be built in: considering social, demographic needs in the area4. 

The discussion period following these two presentations highlighted the interests 

and considerations of those in attendance.  Questions and comments were 

raised about the need for subject knowledge update to be produced on an 

ongoing basis: 

 the room for the translation of academic research into small interesting 

projects for secondary school teachers 

 the need to recognise that a history teacher‟s knowledge will be rooted in 

what they learned in their undergraduate studies 

 HEIs need to ensure a breadth of knowledge is covered in core 

undergraduate modules, to provide a suitable grounding for our next 

generation of teachers 

Tim Lomas (Principal School Improvement Adviser with the CfBT) focused, in his 

talk and detailed handout 5 on GCSE History: A Millstone or an Opportunity?  

However, the significance of relevance remained a strong theme.  It was 

acknowledged that there are some instinctive criticisms and reactions to the 

History GCSE relating to the narrow curriculum, the belief that it is a difficult 

subject, the „boring‟ formulaic approach to topics and the inadequacy of the 

                                                           
3
 See appendix 1 for details on the considerations and changes in the new secondary curriculum, and the 

increased focus on skills.   
4
 See appendix 2 for further details. 

5
 See appendix 3 for the handout.  



GCSE in relation to Key Stage 3 and A level; despite this, the take up of history 

for GCSE has remained very stable.  The new curriculum beginning in September 

2009 tries to address some of these issues:  

 A source-based enquiry in outline or development study 

 Controlled assessment will replace coursework which has been strongly 

criticised for its perceived bias to the middle class, and generic format  

 25% British content 

The curriculum has catered well to the most able students, but is history 

becoming a niche subject in terms of student type?  Is the GCSE relevant to less 

able students, who are dropping history as an option, but would none-the-less 

benefit from an increased knowledge of historical awareness?  Tim highlighted 

the possibilities of including really innovative work in a discussion of the GCSE 

history pilot.  70 (recently increased to 100) centres are involved, and the key 

elements are linking the study of the past to contemporary international or local 

issues such as the study of a medieval period and vocational work (including 

heritage management and marketing); back to the argument about relevance.  

A number of points were raised in response to Tim‟s talk, largely focusing on 

specific areas of historical study, which formed the basis for further discussion 

on the need for HE to engage with schools.  Specifically, questions were asked 

about the decline in study of economic and local history at HE level, which now 

reflects in the lack of engagement and research in these areas in schools.  It was 

also noted that FEIs do offer more opportunities to study local history, but FE 

students can find it more difficult to gain places on PGCE courses. 

Barbara Hibbert (Harrogate Grammar School) followed with a purposeful 

commentary on history at A level, beginning with a detailed school perspective 

on the different study options available in the sixth form.  Two main themes 

emerged in the presentation and discussion: exams and the most able students 

and resources for A levels. 

 We need to accept the fact that teachers and students are on a grade hunt, with 

A levels as a gateway to what students want to do next: the course of study 

taken (A level, Cambridge Pre-U or International Baccalaureate6) has to offer the 

student the best opportunity to gain the grades they need.  Concern was 

expressed that top grades are being given by examiners for formulaic answers, 

rather than those revealing less prescribed thoughts, providing little incentive to 

develop new ideas at this stage.  The acceleration drive in schools needs to be 

considered carefully: children may be attaining lower grades by taking exams 

early in a subject like history. 
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 Please refer to the websites for the different exam boards for up-to-date curriculum outlines and details.  A 

level boards: www.aqa.org.uk; www.edexcel.com; www.ocr.org.uk; www.wjec.co.uk.  Cambridge pre-U - 
www.cie.org.uk, International Baccalaureate – www.ibo.org. 



The range of textbooks and resources available was noted as a problem, and 

Barbara reiterated the point that school and HE partnerships, even indirectly, 

would be extremely beneficial.  There are a number of websites7 which 

academics could contribute podcasts or short study guides to, aiding A level 

student access to more up-to-date, less stereo typed research.  Articles and 

continuous prose designed for this age range would also enable more indepth 

subject understanding in advance of HE study as access to JSTOR, etc is 

prohibitively expensive for most schools. 

Jerome Freeman (Qualifications & Curriculum Authority) gave a detailed update 

on the new diploma system being developed and the proposals for the 

Humanities and Social Sciences Diploma specifically8.  The aim of the diploma is 

to give students the opportunity of a different learning experience, with the 

emphasis on applied learning, developing skills and applying knowledge; 

developed by a partnership of employers, HE, FE and subject associations.  The 

diplomas „lines of learning‟ have been divided into four overarching themes: the 

thematic approach is designed to give a coherent and positive experience of 

inter-disciplinarity.  History will form part of the fourth phase diploma release, 

which has been developed to promote the study of academic subjects, but with a 

broader base.  Jerome noted that there is still an opportunity to get involved in 

the development process: see http://www.humanitiesdiploma.co.uk for details.      

At present the new qualification will run alongside the A level system but the 

long term practicability or desire by government to maintain both systems is 

unknown.  This led into a discussion about the long term viability of the diploma, 

as the Conservative Party have stated that they will scrap it if they return to 

power.  The conference generally felt that the HE community could and would 

work with the qualification, but there was uncertainty about the perception of 

the diploma by schools: may it effectively bridge the gap between vocational and 

academic study, or would it be seen as a lesser qualification?  More information 

about the curriculum, when it is developed, will be viewed with interest. 

Michael Maddison (HMI: Ofsted‟s Specialist Adviser for History) brought together 

the days interchanges in advance of the final round table discussion.  We were 

reminded that the provision of history in schools is good and the subject is 

popular9: Ofsted figures confirm that the take up of history is stable, and the 

attainment of top grades in exams has improved10.  There are good 

opportunities, but there are also worries and pressures: 

 It is concerning that some schools are teaching less history at Key Stage 3 

and a few only teach one hour of history in Year 8 or 9 
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 University and discipline association websites: www.thehistoryfaculty.com (podcasts are invited by 

academics on key A level topics); http://hots.modhist.ox.ac.uk; www.schoolhistory.co.uk; The Prince’s 
Teaching Institute includes podcasts for teaching -  www.princes-ti.org.uk    
8
 See appendix 4 for Jerome’s presentation slides. 

9
 This relates to the QCA reference noted on the cover of this report. 

10
 Please see appendix 5 for DCSF/Ofsted figures on GCSE entries figures, GCSE and A level grade percentages.  

http://www.humanitiesdiploma.co.uk/


 It is concerning that there can be insufficient challenge for our most able 

students 

 Some teachers have now come through the national curriculum system as 

students and are struggling to address a new curriculum 

 A hesitancy to bring in more British Isles and local history topics at Key 

Stage 3 

 What will the Primary Review have in store for the study of history? 

Round table questions and observations centred on the following concerns: 

 Gender balance: whilst figures are currently fairly even, there may be a 

move towards greater female uptake of history. 

 Concern about the systemic penalisation of imaginative work in exams 

was discussed further, although it was acknowledged that quality and 

consistency from examiners is also important in a very pressurised 

situation. 

 It was suggested that the Historical Association could provide 

resources/support for history provision in the diploma, particularly for 

non-specialist teachers, in CPD.  It was noted that the Historical 

Association has asked for school statistics on specialist versus non-

specialist teaching, and should have some information by April11. 

 The direct relationship between employability and history needs to be 

made more explicit through the education system, and addressing the 

skills agenda would be key in this. 

 The help that HE can offer to schools was returned to: it was felt that the 

easiest and strongest links could be forged between HE and A level 

provision and that this could be backed up by the discipline associations.      

The final two points in particular summed up much of the feeling on the day and 

was born out in the thoughtful feedback received post-event.  The 

comprehensive, up-to-date curriculum information and direct communication 

with such a range of speakers and delegates were considered very positive 

outcomes.  Future events to continue the dissemination of rapidly changing 

school/HE concerns was generally advocated, and the idea of providing 

geographically clustered events to help establish local links between schools and 

HEIs was raised a number of times.  It was hoped that there would be more 

attendees from the HE community at future events.   

There is much that we as part of the history community can still do, and 

feedback from the event reflects the desire to address the needs of students, but 

the final word should go to two students aged 12 and 16, as noted by Michael 

Maddison: 

“History stops people believing rubbish”   

“History has taught me to read between the lines” 
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 Please see the Historical Associations website in April  for further details: http://www.history.org.uk/ 



Appendix 1     

So what’s changed?

• An increased focus on whole curriculum design underpinned by Aims

• Increased flexibility – less prescription but focus on key concepts and 

processes in subjects.

• More room for personalisation and locally determined curriculum 

• More emphasis on skills –functional and wider skills for learning and life 

• More emphasis on personal development and ECM

• More opportunities for coherence and relevance - linking learning to life 

outside school, making connections between subjects, cross-curricular 

themes and dimensions

• A real opportunity for renewal and re-invigoration (Diplomas, etc)

  



An increased focus on Skills
A new framework for Personal, learning and thinking 

skills - emphasise the importance of personal development 

and ECM in the curriculum.

• Independent enquirers

• Creative thinkers

• Reflective learners

• Team workers

• Self-managers

• Effective participators

Functional skills

English, Maths and ICT

In POS

Embedded in GCSE and Diploma

Stand-alone qualifications

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2 

British history

d. the development of political power from the Middle Ages to the twentieth 

century, including changes in the relationship between rulers and ruled over time, the 

changing relationship between the crown and parliament, and the development of 

democracy

e. the different histories and changing relationships through time of the peoples of 

England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales

f. the impact through time of the movement and settlement of diverse peoples to, 

from and within the British Isles

g. the way in which the lives, beliefs, ideas and attitudes of people in Britain have 

changed over time and the factors – such as technology, economic development, 

war, religion and culture – that have driven these changes

h. the development of trade, colonisation, industrialisation and technology, the 

British Empire and its impact on different people in Britain and overseas, pre-

colonial civilisations, the nature and effects of the slave trade, and resistance and 

decolonization

 

 

European and world history

i. the impact of significant political, social, cultural, religious, 

technological and/or economic developments and events on past 

European and world societies

j. the changing nature of conflict and cooperation between 

countries and peoples and its lasting impact on national, ethnic, 

racial, cultural or religious issues, including the nature and impact 

of the two world wars and the Holocaust, and the role of European 

and international institutions in resolving conflicts.

 



Curriculum opportunities
• The curriculum should provide opportunities for pupils to:

• explore the ways in which the past has helped shape identities, shared 

cultures, values and attitudes today.

• investigate aspects of personal, family or local history and how they relate 

to a broader historical context.

• appreciate and evaluate, through visits where possible, the role of 

museums, galleries, archives and historic sites in preserving, presenting 

and influencing people’s attitudes towards the past.

• use ICT to research information about the past, process historical data, 

and select, categorise, organise and present their findings

• make links between history and other subjects and areas of the 

curriculum, including citizenship.
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Appendix 5 – DCSF/Ofsted figures. 

GCSE History

Figures from 2005 onwards are for end of KS4.  Figures prior to this are for pupils aged 15
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GCSE Entries

Figures from 2005 onwards are for end of KS4.  Figures prior to this are for pupils aged 15
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