Chronological Understanding

Introduction

In the new programme of study for history the definition of the concept of chronology has been broadened. The purpose of this discussion paper is to explain the concept and to offer guidance on how to develop pupils’ understanding of chronology across key stage 3. The paper is designed to stimulate departmental discussion. Ideally, it could be read by teachers before a departmental planning session on chronology or disseminated by a history teacher to their department as part of subject development work. Much of the guidance reflects current practice and previous guidance.  Links to existing web based documents are provided at the bottom of the page as well as further reading from resources including Teaching History.
Chronology

‘Without a grasp of the concept of time, there can be no real understanding of change, development, continuity, progression, and regression…. If development/change are to be properly understood, there must be some idea of the order in which things happened"
Tim Lomas, Teaching and Assessing Historical Understanding, 1993

The importance of chronology is made explicit through the programme of study for history in the new National Curriculum. In the importance of history statement, pupils are encouraged to ‘… develop a chronological overview that enables them to make connections within and across different periods and societies.’
 

Chronology as a key concept

Chronology is one of the six key concepts. These concepts are big ideas to help pupils understand how historians work and how historical knowledge and understanding is constructed and created.  Chronological understanding is clearly defined as:

· ‘Understanding and using appropriately dates, vocabulary and conventions that describe historical periods and the passing of time. 

· Developing a sense of period through describing and analysing the relationships between the characteristic features of periods and societies. 

· Building a chronological framework of periods and using this to place new knowledge in its historical context.’

The concept of chronology has an essential place in the development of a pupil’s historical understanding. Without a concept of time there can be no real understanding of change, development, continuity, progression and regression. The concept identifies the requirement for pupils to be able to place events in their broader historical context.

Chronology as a key process

If historical concepts allow pupils to understand how to analyse history the key processes provide pupils with the technical skills to demonstrate and explain their understanding. In this way chronology is necessary for communicating about the past and equips pupils with the language, sequencing and organisational tools necessary to progress as historians. Chronology forms part of the key process of communicating about the past ‘Pupils should be able to present and organise accounts and explanations about the past that are coherent, structured and substantiated, using chronological conventions and historical vocabulary; communicate their knowledge and understanding of history in a variety of ways, using chronological conventions and historical vocabulary.’Explanatory notes

Historical enquiry: This includes structured enquiries into different kinds of historical questions and issues. Pupils should begin to devise and refine their own questions to structure an investigation, developing their own hypotheses and selecting and deploying evidence to reach and justify their own conclusions. Pupils can either use their acquired knowledge and understanding to suggest hypotheses, or can suggest hypotheses at the start of the topic based on their own assumptions and values, which they then test against the evidence.

Using evidence: Knowledge of the past is based on evidence derived from sources and depends on the questions asked and the sources available rather than making prior assumptions about the validity and reliability of the historical sources used. This includes evaluating the value and reliability of evidence by studying the provenance, purposes and language of sources.

Communicating about the past: Pupils develop writing, speaking and listening skills as they recall, select, classify and organise historical information, use historical terminology and language appropriately and accurately, and provide well-structured narratives, explanations and descriptions of the past. Pupils should use existing and emerging technologies where appropriate.
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Chronology in range and content

Chronology is also developed through the range and content of the new orders where it is stated that ‘The study of history should be taught through a combination of overview, thematic and depth studies. In order to give pupils a secure chronological framework, the choice of content should ensure that all pupils can identify and understand the major events, changes and developments in British, European and world history covering at least the medieval, early modern, industrial and twentieth-century periods.’ The emphasis on ‘range’ and ‘a combination of overview, thematic and depth studies’ is designed to access pupils to a breadth of historical content as well as allow for the in depth enquires of significant events and individuals. When carefully planned, this combined approach will help provide pupils with a ‘secure chronological framework’.

Changes from the previous national curriculum

Research and study into children’s understanding of time has moved chronology from a briefly mentioned aspect of the original National Curriculum to a significant aspect of the new history key stage 3 programme of study. In the new programme of study the definition of chronology goes beyond the 1999 National Curriculum more limited focus on recognising and making ‘appropriate use of dates, vocabulary and conventions that describe historical periods and the passing of time.’  Chronology is instead now recognised as a fundamental aspect of children’s historical learning and chronological knowledge and understanding needs, therefore, to be planned for across the key stage. Ian Dawson
 and Terry Haydn
 have been at the forefront of research and developmental materials in this area and more recently QCA have presented an effective range of resources to their Innovating with History website
. In Ian Dawson’s terminology chronology is now perceived as providing a ‘framework of the past’
 and in doing so embraces a sense of period and characteristics, change and diversity in and across time periods. 

Progression in Chronology

The programme of study and the level descriptions provide teachers with a map of progression in chronology. This map can be linked with Terry Haydn’s
 identification of four stages in the development of chronological understanding:

· Understanding the mechanics of time and using the appropriate vocabulary

· Developing a broader sense of period and have an historical overview using periods and themes 

· Understanding where events fit within these broader frameworks and become more precise within given time periods and sequences of time 

· Acquiring a ‘deep time’ understanding of a wider overview of the past in a chronologically and diverse way

Combining this and with features of the programme of study, a possible pathway of pupil progression in chronology can be mapped. This is intended as a starting point for clarifying the progression and provides an approach to help teachers and departments plan a framework for their own thinking. Each step has its own level of complexity and as with all progression pupils will often not move neatly up the suggested ladder but develop at an uneven rate depending on their engagement with the time period being studied. 

· Sequence in order of time using appropriate dates and vocabulary

· Identify and make use of key dates and features to understand a sense of period and begin to place events in a broader context

· Identify and show understanding of patterns of change, continuity and diversity in one or more  periods

· Identify and show understanding of patterns of change and continuity and diversity in one or more periods drawing on a range of themes in a period

· Make informed links within and across periods of time drawing on a range of themes and historical contexts

· Devise questions about change, continuity and diversity between and across periods and plan enquiries to answer those questions

Planning for Chronology

Chronological understanding is not developed by simply teaching events and periods in order of time. It is necessary to plan for achieving each of the aspects of chronological understanding as outlined in the programme of study and to teach explicitly to develop them. Enquiries and activities to develop chronological understanding have often been omitted from key stage 3 planning. In planning for the new programme of study, it is crucial that chronology is not viewed as an extra requirement and delivered as a series of dates to learn or bolt on activities. Whilst some departments may justifiably choose to teach chronologically, this will not necessarily provide pupils with a secure grasp of the concept.

To enable teachers to develop their teaching of chronology, QCA on the Innovating with History website offers some interesting questions for discussion.
  

· To what extent does your existing scheme of work enable pupils to develop and continually reinforce their knowledge and understanding of chronology throughout key stage 3? 

· Where and how in your existing enquiries do you build further your pupils’ ‘vocabulary of chronological understanding’ and ‘sense of period’? Do any of your enquiries, for example, focus explicitly on sense of period, making links across centuries? 
· Do you take the opportunity at the end of each year to enhance pupils’ chronological understanding by looking back to identify which events, people and issues have had the greatest significance? 

· Does your scheme of work ensure that pupils gain ‘a knowledge and understanding of a wider overview of history’ and, if so, when and how? 

· Do you challenge the most able pupils so that they are able to reach the highest levels of chronological understanding? 

In order for students to receive their entitlement to this part of the programme of study, teachers need to ensure that across the key stage students encounter frequent opportunities to enable them to develop their chronological understanding. This can be planned across the key stage using the following ideas, some of which are discussed further on the Innovating with History website. 

· ‘Ensure diagnosis by undertaking formative assessment of pupils’ chronological understanding at regular intervals, not just at the beginning of year 7’

· ‘Plan for sustained teaching and learning, build chronological understanding deep into the framework of planning, rather than add it in the form of discrete exercises alongside existing units of work.’ 

· ‘Link chronological understanding into historical enquiries by creating opportunities to relate each new topic or enquiry to pupils’ existing mental chronological framework, thus steadily reinforcing and adding to their depth of knowledge and understanding.’
 

· Balance depth and overview to allow pupils to interrogate a particular time period and get a broad understanding of the bigger picture 

· Plan links across key stage 3 in detail and, perhaps, build links into some enquiry questions in years 8 and 9 which refer back and make comparisons and contrasts with topics from previous years, rather than being solely concerned with content covered in that year. 

In the classroom pupils can enjoy activities which use a variety of approaches to develop chronological understanding some examples of which are provided below. Dawson recommends using techniques regularly, rapidly and as a means of reinforcement of learning
.  

· Displays allow for a visual approach to identifying a sense of period. Images linked to a period and displayed in the classroom provide regular reinforcement of a given time period. Diversity can be built into such displays from the beginning of the key stage. 

· Words and terminology can also be used as classroom display and on placemats to encourage the use of the correct terminology from the beginning of the course.

· Sequencing activities based on single stories or multiple events across a time period can be role played, card sorted, drawn or written and made more difficult through omission of events and dates.

· When returning to a time period return to the work from a previous year (their own work if storage allows) and address the higher order thinking of change and continuity within a time period. 
· Reinforce the importance of chronological understanding by using their chronological knowledge as a platform for other conceptual activities such as significance. 

Careful planning can ensure that pupils receive their entitlement to all the aspects of the concept of chronology listed in the new programme of study. They will also need to develop the language to express their understanding and be able to draw on an appropriate breadth and depth of knowledge. As a result all pupils will gain a real sense of time and place and the ability to make their own connections and links with the past.
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