Lessons from Policy . ¢
Exchange
the Past

The State of History in English Secondary
Schools

Zachary Marsh and lain Mansfield

Introduction by Lord Roberts of Belgravia







Lessons from
the Past

The State of History in English Secondary
Schools

Zachary Marsh and lain Mansfield
Introduction by Lord Roberts of Belgravia

Policy . ¢
Exchange

Policy Exchange is the UK’s leading think tank. We are an independent, non-partisan educational charity whose mission is to develop
and promote new policy ideas that will deliver better public services, a stronger society and a more dynamic economy.

Policy Exchange is committed to an evidence-based approach to policy development and retains copyright and full editorial control
over all its written research. We work in partnership with academics and other experts and commission major studies involving
thorough empirical research of alternative policy outcomes. We believe that the policy experience of other countries offers important
lessons for government in the UK. We also believe that government has much to learn from business and the voluntary sector.

Registered charity no: 1096300.

Trustees
Karan Bilimoria, Alexander Downer, Andrew Feldman, David Harding, Patricia Hodgson, Greta Jones, Andrew Law, Charlotte Metcalf,
David Ord, Daniel Posen, Andrew Roberts, William Salomon, Simon Wolfson, Nigel Wright.



Lessons from the Past

About the Authors

Zachary Marsh is a Research Fellow at Policy Exchange. After receiving
a bachelor’s degree in history from the University of Cambridge he
was a secondary school history teacher for two years on the Teach First
programme. Prior to joining Policy Exchange he worked as a researcher in
Westminster for a Minister of State whilst completing a master’s degree in
Social and Public Policy at the LSE. He is a governor of a state secondary
school.

Tain Mansfield is Director of Research and Head of Education and Science
at Policy Exchange. He is a former Special Adviser to three Education
Secretaries. Prior to that he held a variety of senior positions in the private
and public sector, including as a Senior Civil Servant at the Department
for Education, as Director of UK Trade and Investment, The Philippines
in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and as Head of Public Sector at
the Association of Chartered and Certified Accountants. He has served as a
University Governor and as a Director of a British Chamber of Commerce.

2

policyexchange.org.uk



Policy Exchange

© Policy Exchange 2025

Published by
Policy Exchange, 1 Old Queen Street, Westminster, London SW1H 9JA

www.policyexchange.org.uk

ISBN: 978-1-917201-52-0

policyexchange.orguk | 3



Lessons from the Past

Contents

About the Authors

Policy Exchange

Endorsements

Introduction

Executive Summary

Policy Recommendations

Methodology

Chapter 1: Why study history?

Chapter 2: The State of History and How We Got Here
Chapter 3: History at KS3

Chapter 4: History at Key Stages 4 and 5
Chapter 5: History Teaching Resources
Chapter 6: Training History Teachers

Chapter 7: Diversify or Decolonise?

Conclusion

NV w N

15
17

21

35

52

66

81

90

104

4

policyexchange.org.uk



Endorsements

Endorsements

“This report by Policy Exchange is a very balanced piece of work and makes its
case extremely well. It is welcome news that the take-up of history at GCSE
and A-Level is so strong — students clearly recognise the importance of a grasp
of history.’

Rt Hon Lord Blunkett PC FAcSS, former Secretary of State for
Education and Employment

‘As a boy who arrived in this great country from Baghdad, I know how important
it is that every child in this country — regardless of birth and background — has
the opportunity to learn about Britain’s inspiring heritage. This excellent report
by Policy Exchange shows how the changes made over the last 15 years have
strengthened the study of history in schools. Policy Exchange’s recommendation
of a new GCSE survey paper that would ensure every child who completes
History GCSE has a strong understanding of Britain’s national story is exactly
what we need to build on this success.”

Rt Hon Nadhim Zahawi, former Secretary of State for
Education

‘This thorough report from Policy Exchange demonstrates how much progress
has been made over the last fifteen years, with increasing numbers of students
receiving a knowledge-rich, chronological history education during Key Stage
Three. It was heartening to see that core topics such as Magna Carta, the
Reformation, the Industrial Revolution, the Slave Trade and its abolition, and
Britain’s roles in the World Wars are each taught in over 85% of schools
— though disappointing that inspiring events in English history such as the
Battles of Agincourt, Trafalgar and Waterloo appear to have dropped off the
curriculum.’

‘Policy Exchange’s report rightly identifies that the area where further
improvement is needed is at GCSE-level, where increasing specialisation and
an over-emphasis on narrow ‘theme-related” topics such as health means that
too many pupils are never exposed to the full chronological breadth of British
history. It cannot be right that a pupil could achieve a ‘9" in GCSE History
and yet never have heard of the Glorious Revolution or the Act of Union. A
British History survey paper, mandatory for all pupils taking History GCSE,
would rectify this deficiency and ensure those taking the GCSE have a full
chronological understanding of how the British state and society have developed
over time — and why this is important in understanding our nation today.’

Rt Hon Sir Nick Gibb, former Minister of State for Schools
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‘The public appreciation of a nation’s history plays a fundamental role in
ensuring social cohesion. This paper from Policy Exchange should put to bed
the common argument (now at least twenty years out of date) that school
curriculums generally ignore Britain’s imperial past. It contains thoughtful and
clearly justified recommendations for how history teaching in England could be
further improved to serve this function.’

Robert Peal MBE, joint headteacher of the West London Free
School, history teacher and author and editor of the ‘Knowing
History’ school textbook series

‘A clear-sighted report that identifies the strengths of school history teaching
and the impact of the subject community of history teachers on the quality
of history education. Whilst outlining all the evidence of a subject in good
health, this report doesn’t back away from more difficult but timely messages.
Whatever the challenges of maintaining political impartiality, when choosing
and framing historical content, history teaching must not become advocacy
and a vehicle to promote particular political perspectives. The recommendations
in this report are measured and represent a clear and considered path forward
for the subject.’

Heather Fearn, former Ofsted Curriculum Unit lead and
history curriculum specialist
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Introduction

Introduction

By Lord Roberts of Belgravia, historian

Aldous Huxley once wrote ‘that men do not learn very much from the lessons of
history is the most important of all the lessons that history has to teach’. As sage as
his observation may have been, I, and I am sure many others who have
devoted their careers to the historical profession, remain very glad that
we continue to attempt to teach young people vital lessons from the past.
Amongst the varied clutch of subjects which students are expected to
grapple with in our schools, history alone seeks to look backwards as
well as forwards to enable us to make better and swifter decisions in the
present.

We learn about the past in myriad ways and through a wide variety
of sources — film and television, books, museums, podcasts and papers.
Schools, however, are uniquely situated to give all young people a firm
grounding in the expansive sweep of history by teaching the dates,
people and events that provide the essential context for wider historical
understanding. History teaching in schools has an obligation to fill the
chronological gaps that popular history too often leaves behind. Yet the
eighteenth century for example, on which I have written extensively, is
too often a gaping blind spot, denying pupils the foundational knowledge
from which to make sense of the rapid change of the nineteenth century.

It ought to be the birthright of English pupils to learn the story of their
nation and the manner in which it has shaped and been shaped by its
interactions with the wider world. Teaching the long narrative arc of British
history in a manner that enables young people to orientate themselves,
both historically and within our modern society, is only becoming more
essential as our nation becomes more diverse and culturally fragmented.

This excellent report marks a timely intervention into the ongoing
reappraisal of the curriculum prompted by the Government's current
Review. The rich original data it gathers from schools, universities and
exam boards paints a picture of the school history landscape that leaves
much cause for celebration, particularly in comparison to other subjects.
The enduring popularity of history, ranking fifth at both GCSE and A
Level, demonstrates that young people continue to see the value —and the
enjoyment — of learning about the past.

It also illuminates a number of key challenges for the role history must
play in our society. It is vital that pupils are taught the history of their own
nation in a manner that seeks to do more than simply inculcate shame
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about our past. With the public clearly committed to the idea that history
teaching ought to present a positive story of our national past, we must
not shy away from promoting rigorous and nuanced school history that
rejects ideological one-sidedness and the imposition of faddish prejudices
on men and women who led complex but enthralling lives.

As this report finds, too much of the history taught in our schools
remains fixated on ‘Henry to Hitler’, saturating students in the Tudors and
twentieth century European conflict. As important and engaging as these
subjects are, they have squeezed out the wider narrative that is essential to
develop a coherent understanding of the past.

I therefore welcome Policy Exchange'’s call for a British history survey
paper that will end the all-too-common scrimping on chronological
breadth at GCSE. This will ensure all students who take the subject to 16
have a developed sense of change and continuity over time, anchored by
dates that embed an unfolding narrative from 1066 to the recent past.

History in schools serves an essential purpose. When done well it
exposes young people from all backgrounds to the richness and complexity
of human experience and the engaging stories that have unfolded through
time. It teaches them to be analytical and critical and equips them with
the knowledge and sensibility to be effective citizens. We can ill-afford
to become a society adrift from our past, or encumbered by a false
narrative of history that simply talks Britain down. We must hope that the
Curriculum Review appreciates not only the strong position of history in
English schools, but the need to make changes where necessary to secure
a thorough and balanced teaching of our national past.

policyexchange.org.uk
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Executive Summary

History is a fundamentally important subject in our schools. It gives
students the opportunity to develop a rich knowledge of how the lives of
people have differed over time, the key processes of change and how the
community and nation they find themselves a part of has evolved. Without
a secure understanding of these concepts, young people find themselves
unanchored — unaware of why their life and their world is now the way
that it is. History plays a vital role in building a patriotic, inclusive and
cohesive society with shared values — which is of growing importance as
Britain becomes increasingly diverse.

With the Government’s ongoing Curriculum Review change may be
on the horizon, justifying a reappraisal of how history is taught in schools.
Our research assesses the health of school history across its full breadth
—from teacher training, to curriculum, to teaching resources and A level
and GCSE qualifications. As part of this work Policy Exchange submitted
Freedom of Information requests to 500 English secondary schools,
generating exclusive data on how and what students are being taught in
history lessons. These were supplemented by interviews undertaken with
a range of expert teachers, school leaders and inspectors. Further Freedom
of Information requests were sent to all History PGCE courses in England
about the content of their training programmes.

History in English secondary schools is generally in a strong
position. Whilst England’s improvements in international rankings in
English and Maths have been widely recognised, History is another area
where post-2010 reforms, reinforced by Ofsted’s greater focus on the
curriculum, have delivered success. At Key Stage 3 a clear majority of
schools offer a broad and balanced curriculum. History remains popular
at both GCSE and A Level, ranking as the fifth most popular subject for
both qualifications in 2024. At both GCSE and A Level students are taught
rigorous and varied courses, covering key themes and topics in the history
of Britain and the wider world in increasing detail. Unlike many subjects
there is no specialist teacher shortage in history —in 2023/24 92.4% of
all history teaching hours were taught by specialists, while almost two-
thirds of schools have all KS3 history lessons except cover taught by a
specialist. Indeed, the quality of discourse and subject expertise within the
history teaching community makes it the envy of the wider profession.
However, in some cases students struggle to develop a synoptic outline of
the national past and are exposed to one-sided and politicised narratives.

There is wide variation in the time given for history teaching at Key
Stage 3. In general most schools devoted sufficient time to teach students

policyexchange.orguk | 9



Lessons from the Past

a rigorous curriculum. Policy Exchange research through Freedom of
Information requests found that on average schools taught 1 hour and
47 minutes worth of history a week. However, nearly one in ten schools
teach less than 80 minutes a week, whilst 13% of schools teach more than
125 minutes weekly. In schools which only offer a 2-year KS3, students
received 64 fewer hours on average of history teaching than their peers in
schools where KS3 lasts 3 years. Schools with higher numbers of students
eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) taught proportionally more history
at KS3, with those with 40% or more eligible for FSM teaching 20 more
hours on average than schools where fewer than 20% were eligible.
However, schools where less than 20% of pupils were eligible for FSM
saw 6% more students take history at GCSE compared to schools where
eligibility for FSM was 40% or more.

Key events in British history are widely taught across the vast
majority of English schools. Events such as the Norman Conquest, Magna
Carta, the Industrial Revolution and the Reformation are taught in over
85% of schools. Topics which touch on Britain’s imperial past — despite
assertions to the contrary in the public sphere — are almost universally
taught. Encouragingly, 99% of schools teach the transatlantic slave trade,
96% teach the abolition of slavery and 89% teach the British Empire. This
suggests those concerned by poor coverage of these topics in school may
be thinking of an earlier era of teaching — or may simply not remember
these areas being covered. While the overall picture is positive, some
traditional topics in British history lack coverage. The battles of Agincourt,
Waterloo and Trafalgar, which formed a core part of the curriculum for
much of the 20" century, are each now taught in less than one in five
schools.

Transatl o Slave Trade Eois
[Britasm in WA ot
Homrman Corquesi
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There is too much specialisation in history at GCSE — and too much
repetition at A Level. Despite GCSE courses being of consistently high
quality, the fact that students study only four modules constrains the
range of history they are exposed to. For example, 63% of students study
the fairly narrow topic of ‘health through time’ at GCSE, whilst over three
quarters study Nazi Germany and over 60% study the Elizabethan period.
This limits their ability to develop a wider chronological understanding
of the past and of wider themes and trends in national and world history.
At A Level there is strong coverage of US, Russian and Germany history.
However, there is limited study of wider parts of the world such as the
Middle East and China, with only 1% studying China at GCSE and only
5% at A Level. Similarities between the modules offered by exam boards
at GCSE and A level, and the popularity of these similar courses, indicates
that too many students are revisiting narrow topics throughout their
time in school as opposed to being exposed to a rich range of topics. For
example, data indicates many students study the Tudor period as a British
study at both GCSE and A Level.

83% of schools surveyed had made changes to ‘diversify’ or
‘decolonise’ their history curriculums, with some ‘diversified’
curriculums adopted by several hundred schools. In some cases this
had a positive effect, exposing students to varied and knowledge-rich
studies that better cover key areas of British history such as the women'’s
suffrage movement, as well as a wider range of world history. However,
in too many cases this process has gone too far, leading to the teaching of
radical and contested interpretations of the past as fact, or with anecdotes
of interesting lives replacing a deeper understanding of the core drivers
of history. Numerous cases of poor-quality resources being used to
teach contested narratives as fact have been identified. For example, one
book used in classrooms claims black people built Stonehenge, whilst
free resources produced by a subject organisation celebrate the genital
mutilation of a slave as a form of ‘gender transition’.

This politicising of the curriculum may have been promoted by
low quality teacher training. Research by Policy Exchange has found
that amongst PGCSE programmes analysed, trainees receive on average
just 17.8 days of subject specific training over the course of a yearlong
programme. This means that too many new teachers lack the subject-
specific pedagogical knowledge to critically evaluate training and
resources and ensure their teaching remains impartial. Furthermore,
despite the limited time given to subject training, 76% of PGCE history
courses include sessions on diversifying or decolonising the curriculum.
Trainee reading lists also include articles advocating extreme conceptions
of inclusive curriculums, such as an article on how black history month
can fuel ‘micro-aggressions’ in black students, without a sufficient balance
of alternative perspectives.

Some history teachers are reluctant to use externally produced
lesson resources — despite these often being of higher quality. Planning
and creating resources takes up 15% of the hours teachers work and is
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consistently identified as one of the biggest factors in teacher workload.
Despite this 59% of schools said they do not use textbooks as part of their
lessons. This is despite these resources being consistently high quality
and the growing availability of new externally produced packages such
as Complete Curriculum Programmes. In contrast, examples of teacher-
made resources provided show wide variation in quality.

12
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Policy Recommendations

1. A new British history survey paper should be introduced as
a core requirement for all students taking history at GCSE,
replacing an existing paper. To address issues with excessive
content at GCSE, all exam board specifications should be required
to replace one of their current four topics with a specific breadth
paper covering British history from 1066 to 1989. This should
allow students to draw on and consolidate their learning from KS3
about Britain and its interactions with the wider world. A paper of
this kind would guarantee that all students taking history to GCSE
level have a clear chronological understanding of the evolution of
the British state and society and how this has shaped our nation
today.

2. Beyond this, the Government’s ongoing Curriculum Review
shouldavoid tinkering with the National Curriculum forhistory,
particularly at KS3. Under the existing National Curriculum the
vast majority of schools have devised challenging and varied
curriculums that expose students to key events and themes in British
and wider world history. The vast majority of schools already
meet the Review’s objective that their curriculum ‘reflects the issues
and diversities of our society, ensuring all children and young people are represented’.

There will be no benefit to forcing schools to undertake time-
consuming and often costly curriculum redesign to align with
new standards.

3. The GCESubjectLevel Conditions and Requirements for History
should be amended to create an expectation that schools teach
different historical topics at GCSE and A Level. The Department
for Education, in conjunction with Ofqual, should amend the
regulations to require that as part of the breadth and depth of
content, students must study different periods or topics to those
taken at GCSE. This will reduce the number of students leaving
school with only a narrow understanding of the past based on the
revisitation of a restricted number of historical topics. Recognising
that many students move to a different school or college between
GCSEs and A-Levels, students should also be encouraged to choose
different options at A-Level than at GCSE.

4. TheITT Core Content Framework should be revised to establish
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a minimum time requirement of 25 hours for subject-specific
training. This will ensure that trainee teachers are given sufficient
time in training to develop a secure awareness of the content and
pedagogical techniques of their subject. These hours must be
reserved for genuine subject content and not used to shoehorn in
generic training under the guise of subject-specificity.

The Early Career Framework should be amended to introduce
a greater focus on subject-specific training. Subject and
Curriculum Standard 3 should be extended to ensure new teachers
receive greater subject support during their first years in the
classroom. This will enable the PGCE to continue to focus on
giving students a general grounding in the teaching profession,
with support for new teachers as they grow into resource and
curriculum development through the ECF.

Schools should be mindful of their obligation to ensure
impartiality when designing their history curriculum. While
diverse and varied history that reflects Britain’s multi-cultural
society is to be welcomed, the teaching of divisive and one-sided
narratives is not. Schools should ensure that they include a variety
of conflicting historical perspectives when teaching contested
topics and events. Schools should also be careful when using
external resources to ensure these do not distort the past or offer
a particularly ones-sided version of events. The ITT Core Content
Framework Standard 8 should be amended to specifically mention
the obligation to teach impartially without inappropriately
expressing one’s personal beliefs.

Schools should recognise high quality external resources
are a good investment. With high workload the top reason
teachers are considering leaving the profession, it is vital for
schools to acknowledge that teachers cannot be expected
to resource high quality lessons consistently on their own.
History departments should be encouraged to consider investing
in high-quality externally-produced resources, such as textbook
series and Complete Curriculum Programmes, to enable teachers
to focus on their vital role of delivering content in the classroom.

14
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Methodology

Policy Exchange submitted Freedom of Information requests to a random
sample of 500 secondary state schools, 249 of whom responded fully
or in part to our request. These schools were asked about the amount
of teaching time devoted to history at KS3, the structure and content of
their KS3 history curriculums, the proportion of specialist history teaching
in their schools and the numbers of students that progressed to taking
history at GCSE. A booster sample was also conducted comprised solely of
a random sample of grammar schools. Full details of this research and the
questions asked can be found in Chapter 3.

Further Freedom of Information requests were submitted to all 37
universities offering specific Postgraduate Certificate of Education courses
with a history specialism. These universities were asked to provide course
guides and information regarding module structure, in addition to
teaching materials used to instruct trainees. Full details of this research can
be found in Chapter 6.

England’s three major exam boards — AQA, Pearson Edexcel and OCR
— were asked to provide information regarding their history modules at
both GCSE and A level and the uptake of these options. This was then
compared and analysed.

As part of Chapter 5 a data-scraping exercise was completed, drawing
on a wide variety of publicly available history teaching resources released
by publishers, educational companies and third sector organisations to
present a representative sample of teaching resources.

In addition to these research tools interviews were conducted with
a wide range of experts with extensive experience in history teaching,
school leadership or the broader social importance of history. We would
like to thank the following for sharing their expertise with us, in addition
to a range of subject specialists, school leaders and key policy makers who
prefer to remain anonymous.

All views expressed in this report, and any errors, are solely those of
the authors.

*  Christine Counsell, leading history curriculum developer

¢ Heather Fearn, history curriculum expert

¢ Sir Nick Gibb, former Schools Minister

* Benjie Groom, History Subject Lead at Oak National Academy

*  Stuart Lock, CEO of Advantage Schools

¢ Robert Peal, Head of the West London Free School and author of
Knowing History
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*  Sir Trevor Phillips, founding chair of the Equalities and Human
Rights Commission

*  Lord Sewell of Sanderstead, educator and former chair of the
Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities

* Amanda Spielman, formerly His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of
Schools
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Chapter 1: Why study history?

Chapter 1: Why study history?

As a compulsory subject to the end of Key Stage 3 and the fifth most
popular GCSE, the time allotted to history in the curriculum is significant.
More than almost any other school subject, many individuals choose to
continue to learn about history throughout their lives — through visits to
museums and stately homes, via popular works of non-fiction or historical
fiction, and through television documentaries and podcasts. But why do
we study history?
The National Curriculum specification for Key Stage 3 sets out that:

“A high-quality history education will help pupils gain a coherent knowledge
and understanding of Britain’s past and that of the wider world. It should inspire
pupils” curiosity to know more about the past. Teaching should equip pupils
to ask perceptive questions, think critically, weigh evidence, sift arguments,
and develop perspective and judgement. History helps pupils to understand the
complexity of people’s lives, the process of change, the diversity of societies and
relationships between different groups, as well as their own identity and the
challenges of their time.”

Ofsted’s recent subject review of history argues similarly, stating:

“History immerses pupils in unfamiliar worlds, and in the diversity and
commonality of human experience across time and place. At the same time,
history helps pupils to make sense of their own experiences, and of the world they
inhabit. The study of history is complex and constantly evolving through new
approaches, new lenses and new evidence. Every pupil is entitled to encounters
with the richness of the past and the complexity of historical enquiry.”

To look beyond Government sources, an essay for the Historical Society
set out eight reasons to study history:

* History helps us understand people and societies

* History helps us understand change and how the society we live
in came to be

* History is important in our own lives

* History contributes to moral understanding

* History provides identity

* Studying history is essential for good citizenship

* History develops skills

*  History is useful in the world of work

While most people would accept all of the above as things that history

policyexchange.org.uk
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can do, in practice different people would place a different emphasis on
different elements. For some, the primary reason for studying history
is to help us understand who we are, where we have come from, and
in developing a sense of identity; others may see the principal purpose
of studying the past as to avoid mistakes in the present; still others may
emphasise the development of skills either for an individual’s use in life
and work. A successful history curriculum will strike a balance between
these — but, with limited time available, choices must be made.

Those we interviewed during the course of writing this report therefore
provided answers that meshed with the more formal statements provided
above — but, as one would expect, typically emphasised one or more
elements.

Gaining an understanding of the past and how it influences the present
was, perhaps unsurprisingly, one of the most common themes. Stuart
Lock, CEO of Advantage Schools, said, “History gives students the ability to better
understand and hence navigate their place in society through an understanding of vital
historical and cultural context,” while Sir Trevor Phillips, founding chair of the
Equalities and Human Rights Commission, said “History is a guide to what to
do next — it gives us the chance to learn from the past.” Leading history curriculum
developer Christine Counsell observed that, “memory and other informal methods
of relating the past are socially important but insufficient for educational purposes. History is
contested and so pupils need to understand disciplined and rational methods — the approaches
and conventions that historians have established for advancing and debating their claims”,
while former Schools Minister Sir Nick Gibb said, “To understand the world and
our national past is important for understand the modern world. Large parts of British life are
shaped by history or traditions that are explained by history”. A former Trust CEO we
spoke to added that it was, “Also important to give students a sense of ‘the great sweep’
of world history”.

History’s role in building society, identity, nation and a shared sense of
democracy was also a common theme amongst those interviewed. Benjie
Groom, History Subject Lead at Oak National Academy said “History provides
students with a sense of where we as people and society come from, a sense of identity”.
Christine Counsell said that “A knowledge of history is essential for democracy. All
citizens need an understanding of where and why democratic values and institutions have
emerged and the long struggles by diverse peoples to secure democracy for all”. Sir Trevor
Phillips agreed that history was “vital for commondlity” and added that it was
“essential to have shared understandings of environment and identity,” saying that “shared
understandings are necessary for meaningful interaction.” Lord Sewell of Sanderstead,
educator and former chair of the Commission on Race and Ethnic
Disparities said that “we must understand antecedents of our culture and what it means
to be British — complex with good and bad strands, but a journey into a past that links to the
nationdl story,” and warned that “we need it even more now, because history is being
perceived with a sense of shame. But it should be a unifying force.”

Several interviewees commented on the importance of enjoying
history. Stuart Lock said that history “gives students access to the joy of understanding
and partaking in history as an academic discipline as an end in itself,” while Lord Sewell
of Sanderstead said simply, “History is meant to be enjoyed.”

18
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When considering the more practical benefits of history, our
interviewees tended to consider this broadly. Benjie Groom said that
history “develops historical skills — which should be delivered through subject content —
and also helps students to understand careers specifically related to history such as historians,
archaeologists, museum curators”, while a former Trust CEO we spoke to said
it was “critical for cultural literacy and societal participation”. Christine Counsell
commented on the way in which familiarity with historians’ arguments
and their own practice in engaging in those historical arguments could
“teach pupils discipline and rigour that are needed in upholding agreed standards of truth
within a subject domain.” Several interviewees mentioned the role of history
in expanding perspectives. Robert Peal, Head of the West London Free
School and author of Knowing History, said that history “informs people about
the expansive nature of human capability by showcasing what has been done and achieved in the
past,” while Amanda Spielman, formerly His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of
Schools, observed that it could help to “develop the understanding that at different
times different issues have been overriding moral pre-occupations. Taught well it helps people
to develop self-awareness, to resist the simplistic teaching of victim narratives and the imposing
of modern moral judgements on historical events.”

We found broad-based support amongst those interviewed for the
teaching of history as serving multiple, distinct but related objectives: the
understanding of the past and, through it, the world we live in today;
the development of a shared sense of identity, community and society,
and the imparting of skills, taught through subject content, that can serve
individuals in interacting with the world.

Knowledge As the Foundation
History is vast in scope and complex in its details. Having a secure and
detailed knowledge of the topic in question is therefore a prerequisite
for anything except the most rudimentary factual understanding of the
past. As such, the teaching of rigorous curriculums rich in detail should
be at the heart of history teaching in schools. Only once students have a
confident knowledge of the subject can they then be expected to reflect
critically and analytically on what they know. As Heather Fearn, subject
expert, argued, ‘we need to preserve the richness of the curriculum — the alternative is
simply the rote learning of analysis’.

To do this school history must preserve a sense of narrative. Christine
Counsell remarked:

‘In addition to the general benefits that stories have in helping children to
remember material, they have a specific and vital role within history. Learning
history needs to bring a human scale to past events. The rich, small details of
place and period which enliven a story, and the human drama of a story, help
pupils to make sense of high-level abstractions such as ‘parliament’, “peasantry’
or ‘economy’ and make events such as "the 1832 Reform Act’ meaningful and
memorable.”

As Lord Sewell argued, ‘strong history curriculums should be rooted in stories. It
must have in it a clear structure and it must have a narrative’. Students should not

Chapter 1: Why study history?
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be taught history as disconnected conceptual investigations, but rather
as part of a connected, chronological narrative of change over time that,
as Nick Gibb argued, ‘provides jumping off points for further interest’. Narratives
also help students to learn. As Heather Fearn said, ‘stories serve as memory
hooks” to engage students and help them to retain and recall information.
Schools should teach history in a way that enables students to organise and
remember their historical learning in relation to other topics and concepts
they encounter.

For effective historical learning to take place knowledge must be a
precursor to skills. Students cannot be expected to critically evaluate the
past, analyse sources or moderate between historical interpretations unless
they are confident in their factual knowledge of the historical context in
which these questions are posed. Building that knowledge should be the
focus of the core years of history education for every child. As Robert
Peal has argued that ‘emulating what historians do is not the purpose of school history
teaching’. Skills should follow when historical knowledge is secure. Amanda
Spielman has said that ‘there is too much focus on disciplinary skills and understanding
how historians work before they are ready for it. This should be done at a later, more advanced
level’. There is also a danger that teaching abstract skills-based lessons,
where students are not sufficiently confident in their knowledge to offer
genuine analysis, will alienate pupils. Nick Gibb has said that this approach
can be ‘boring and misleading” for students if they do not have a rich and secure
understanding of the historical context.
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Chapter 2: The State of History
and How We Got Here

Historical Education in English Schools 1944 - Present
The transmission of information and knowledge about the past to future
generations has always been a core function of any civilisation. History has
been a core subject of educational instruction since antiquity. Nonetheless
prior to the twentieth century history was not a core part of the educational
offering of state-funded English schools. It was only in 1900, with the
introduction of the block grant funding model, that history began to be
widely taught.

Post-War History Teaching

The 1944 Butler Act transformed education in England by extending the
school leaving age first to 15 and then later 16. The Act cemented the
formal division of primary and secondary education that exists to this day,
with history expected to be taught at both levels. There was no National
Curriculum, but guidance from the Ministry of Education advised primary
history to focus on narrative and stories of great individuals. At secondary
level there was a divide between grammar schools, which tended to teach
overwhelmingly on British political history, and secondary moderns with
a greater focus on modern and socio-economic topics. O levels, introduced
in 1951, were only available to grammar school and top-performing
secondary modern students, with history as the sixth most popular subject
by the end of the 1960s.

The main pedagogy of the time was the traditionalist and
didactic ‘chalk and talk’ with a focus on substantive knowledge over
disciplinary knowledge, skills and independent learning. There was
no particular focus on teaching history as the academic practice of
interpreting the past — instead, as the 1952 Ministry of Education’s
‘Teaching History” pamphlet recommended, history should provide
students with a sense of ‘the mental and spiritual background of their country’.
Alack of worksheets meant notetaking was a key feature of lessons. Teachers
made widespread use of textbooks and increasingly integrated new audio-
visualresourcessuchastheradiointotheirteaching.Shortagesofacademically
trained history teachers in secondary moderns limited the quality of
teaching. Despite the traditionalist trend in history teaching in this period,
David Cannadine has argued that ‘most teachers were now being trained in the child-
centred method. . . where the emphasis was for boys and girls to discover things for themselves’.
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Substantive knowledge, disciplinary knowledge and second-

order concepts

Within history education one of the key divides has been how much
relative emphasis to place on either substantive or disciplinary knowledge.

Substantive knowledge refers to the factual information students are
expected to learn. In history this would include dates, the names of key
figures and the details of major events.

Disciplinary knowledge refers to understanding of the specific
methods of a particular academic discipline. In school history this has
typically referred to the extent to which students understand and can
undertake for themselves the practices of historians. This can include
analysing sources and mediating between the competing interpretations
historians may have of the same events.

Second-order concepts refer to tools and frames that help historians to
analyse and evaluate the past. These include key ideas such as continuity
and change, significance and causation. Second-order concepts are often
used to frame questions students face about the past, particularly at KS3,
GCSE and A Level. Second-order concepts are sometimes viewed as part
of disciplinary knowledge.

The ‘New History’ of the 1960s and 1970s

By the mid-1960s Britain’s shifting international position and the decline of
the British Empire prompted a reappraisal of the heavily British curriculum
taught in English schools. At the same time there was a major shift in
school structures from the three-tier secondary model established by the
Butler Act to comprehensives, which continued to expand throughout the
1970s. Whilst the 1967 Plowden Report on primary education advised
that history at this level should continue to focus on narratives and
historical personalities, the 1963 Newsom Report and 1967 Department
for Education pampbhlet, ‘Towards World History’, advocated a more modern
and less Anglo-centric focus in secondary history.! This influenced the
historical content of the new Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE)
launched in 1963, although O levels were still dominated by British
history. In the 1970s there was also growing anxiety amongst history
teachers that history as a discrete subject was being eroded by the growth
of humanities programmes in comprehensive schools. This prompted a
new wave of thinking about how history should be taught.

The culmination of this work was the creation of the Schools Council
History Project (SCHP). The SCHP included a more geographically diverse
range of historical topics such as the American West and new thematic
topic formats such as medicine through time. The SCHP was most
distinctive for abandoning the knowledge-rich, traditional ‘chalk and talk’
approach. Instead the SCHP emphasised students investigating historical
problems for themselves through much more widespread use of primary
sources and original analysis using second-order concepts.” This approach
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expanded the focus on disciplinary skills, but prioritised students reaching
their own conclusions over being extensively trained in the historical
method. Teachers were often expected to play a less dominant role within
lessons, instead supporting students in their inquiries. Although there
was still no National Curriculum, this ‘New History’ was promoted by
school inspectors. The development of the photocopier increased the use
of worksheets and cut down on notetaking. By the end of the 1970s there
was a slight decline in O level history entries, whilst at A level history fell
from being the fifth to the eight most popular subject.’?

The Rise of the National Curriculum 1979-1999

Historically governments had made no efforts to prescribe what schools
should teach in any subject, including history. Callaghan’s famous Ruskin
College speech in 1976 marked a departure from this approach.* In it he
noted:

It is almost as though some people would wish that the subject matter and
purpose of education should not have public attention focused on it: nor that
profane hands should be allowed to touch it. I cannot believe that this is a
considered reaction. .. There is nothing wrong with non-educationalists, even a
prime minister, talking about it again.’

Later in the speech Callaghan went further, indicating ‘T am inclined to think
there should be’ a ‘basic curriculum with universal standards’.®

Although Callaghan’s Labour government achieved no major reform
following the speech, the incoming Conservative government under
Margaret Thatcher in 1979 were eager to pursue change. Thatcher’s
government was largely hostile to the ‘New History’, abolishing the
Schools Council, the originators of the SCHP, in 1982. Reform also came in
other areas. Their 1983 white paper, ‘Teaching Quality’, also required trainee
teachers to spend more time in schools as opposed to university settings
as part of their preparation.” In 1984 it was announced that from 1988
the CSE and O levels would be merged into the new GCSE qualification.
In addition to traditional essays, the new history GCSE would incorporate
source analysis and some short answer questions in addition to a 20%
coursework component. In 1992 Her Majesty’s Inspectors (HMI) were
replaced by Ofsted.

The 1988 Education Reform Act for the first time created a National
Curriculum for English schools. History was one of seven foundation
subjects covered by the Act, in addition to the core subjects of English,
Maths and Science. A History Working Group was created to design
the curriculum. The Group was required to ensure that at least half the
curriculum’s content would be British history. Although complying with
this rule, the Group refused to mandate specific content or facts students
must be taught. At KS1 students were to ‘develop an awareness of the past” whilst
KS2 would focus on Britain’s past, from Roman to modern times” in addition to
local history. At secondary school KS3 would cover ‘the early Middle Ages to the
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era of the Second World War’, with KS4 (GCSE) focusing on twentieth century
history.®

The curriculum established three attainment targets, each comprised of
ten levels, to be examined across all Key Stages. The targets were ‘knowledge
and understanding of history”, “interpretations of history” and ‘the use of historical sources’.”
All three attainment targets assessed students application and analysis as
opposed to recall of substantive knowledge.

Just prior to the implementation of the new National Curriculum it
was decided that history would not be a compulsory GCSE subject, with
students instead able to choose between it and geography.'® This resulted
in the compression of a curriculum designed to go through to 16 into
one that ended at 14, leaving the curriculum over-burdened with content.
The 1994 Dearing Review was a response to these issues, advocating a
reduction in content, as well as a cut in attainment levels from three to
one, to reflect the cut-off at 14.""' These recommendations formed the basis
for the changes made as part of the 1995 National Curriculum. However,
the Dearing Review also recommended that students should no longer be
required to choose between history or geography at 14, but from a greater
range of subjects.

Non-specialist primary teachers benefited from economies of scale in
the production of training and classroom resources to support the new
National Curriculum’s content. At secondary level history departments
struggled with the levels of content resulting from the truncation of the
curriculum but benefited from the elevation of KS3 as a discrete block of
time, rather than simply a preliminary to GCSE. New textbook series also
emerged to support the National Curriculum. Projectors and computers
opened up new ways of teaching the past, although history was slower
than some subjects to embrace ICT.

The Changing Nature of History and the National Curriculum
1999-2010

In 1999 the National Curriculum was revised again. Following the decision
to make history optional at GCSE the National Curriculum for history, as
a non-core subject, now only extended to the end of KS3. In KS1 and
KS2 more local history was introduced, as well as greater coverage of
Britain’s relationship with the wider world.'* The KS3 curriculum was
also revised. Under ‘the importance of history” the KS3 curriculum was charged
with encouraging ‘pupils curiosity about the past in Britain and the wider world’."®
The curriculum aims referenced a desire for students to develop their
substantive and chronological knowledge of the past as well as to learn to
*...1esearch, sift through evidence and argue for their point of view — skills that are prized
in adult life’. History was expected to help students ‘see the diversity of human
experience’ and ‘understand more about themselves’.

Of the five-page curriculum one page was devoted to the skills and
concepts students should encounter. This included disciplinary skills in
handling sources and historical interpretations as well as understanding
and applying second-order concepts. In terms of knowledge students were
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expected to ‘recall, prioritise and select historical information’.'* Three pages set out
the ‘breadth of study’ that should be taught. Students were expected to study
Britain from 1066 to 1900, a European study before 1914 and two world
studies, one before and one after 1900. Non-statutory examples given
included the Black Death, the abolition of slavery in Britain, the Crusades,
the French Revolution and the rise of modern China.'

In 2007 the National Curriculum was again revised with a focus on
KS3. The curriculum aims highlighted the importance of teaching ‘persondl,
local, national and international” histories of student’s ‘community, Britain, Europe and
the world’, placing a greater emphasis on non-British history than the 1999
curriculum.'® The 2007 curriculum further introduced as an aim *...mutual
understanding of the historic origins of our ethnic and cultural diversity.”"”

The 2007 curriculum continued to separate the disciplinary skills
students were expected to learn into a separate section on ‘key concepts’
and ‘key processes’. Unlike the 1999 curriculum there was no specified
unit structure in the 2007 curriculum. However much of the content
remained the same, with British history still expected to be covered ‘from
the Middle Ages to the twentieth century’ at KS3 both from a political and socio-
economic perspective. There was however greater focus on relationships
and differences between Britain’s constituent nations over time as well
as ‘the movement and settlement of diverse peoples’. Although for the most part the
2007 curriculum echoed the 1999 curriculum by mandating themes but
not topics, it introduced a requirement to teach the British Empire and the
slave trade (but not abolition) in addition to the previous requirement
to teach the Holocaust. The curriculum also retained a single attainment
target, with KS3 students assessed against six levels.

During the 2000s there was a rapid growth in the use of technology to
support history lessons. The advent of PowerPoint, as in many subjects,
fundamentally restructured lessons. The 1999 and 2007 curriculums
prompted the rapid expansion of non-British and world history, often
at the expense of local studies at KS3. At primary school there was again
a departure from teaching history as a discrete subject with the rise of
multi-disciplinary topic-based learning. Throughout the 2000s there
was a decline in GCSE history entries. Between 33% and 36% of eligible
students sat history GCSE, with pass rates rising to 69% by the end of the
decade.'® This was driven in part by the expansion of new GCSE options
that students could choose in place of history, with history often perceived
as a ‘hard’ subject. However A level entries for history increased by over
40% between 1988 and 2010, with pass rates rising to as high as 99%."’

The Current History Curriculum 2010 - 2014

When the Coalition government came to power in 2010 education was
one of their core priorities. In addition to the rapid expansion of academies
and free schools begun under the previous government, the new Education
Secretary Michael Gove also sought to revise the curriculum, particularly
in history. In a speech to the Conservative Party Conference in 2010 he
said:
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review

‘Children are growing up ignorant of one of the most inspiring stories I know
- the history of our United Kingdom. The current approach we have to history
denies children the opportunity to hear our island story. The trashing of our
past has to stop.”

Gove was concerned about the loss of narrative and broad chronological
sweep from the English history curriculum.”' His concerns were to some
extent echoed by the Ofsted’s 2011 subject review of history entitled
‘History for all’.*> Whilst finding most secondary history teachers were ‘very
well qualified’, the report noted the growing divide between the numbers
taking history GCSE in the independent and state sectors, and that fewer
students were taking the subject in academies than in local authority
maintained schools. The report also criticised ‘whole school curriculum changes’,
specifically the move towards a three-year GCSE which further truncated
KS3. The report further found that students’ ‘chronological understanding was
often underdeveloped’, with thematically organised curriculums linked to
poorer outcomes. Overall it concluded that about one third of KS3 lessons
observed between 2007 and 2010 for the report were ‘at best satisfactory’.

The Draft History National Curriculum, 2013

In 2011 Gove announced a National Curriculum review, calling the
existing programme ‘substandard’ and arguing that it had ‘failed to prepare
us for the future’.”” Gove reserved particular criticism for the history
curriculum and felt there was a “disturbing historical ignorance’ amongst young
people.”* In addition to his concerns that the National Curriculum failed
to provide an adequate grounding in Britain’s national past, Gove felt
there was a lack of chronological understanding in student’s knowledge,
as well as a lack of narrative in history teaching. Gove had also repeatedly
stressed the importance of cultural capital and cultural literacy as a key
tool of social mobility and felt that a consistent historical education for
all pupils, with a shared understanding of the past, was key to achieving
this.” Gove first approached the historian Niall Ferguson to advise on
the new history curriculum, but disagreed with Ferguson’s intended
approach of teaching Britain’s past as part of a broader narrative of
western ascendency through a global lens.?® Ferguson withdrew from
the process and was replaced by the historian Simon Schama.

The draft history National Curriculum was published in spring 2013
and contained a number of significant changes to both the structure and
content of the previous curriculum. Primary schools would be expected
to cover the span of history from the ancient world to 1750, with KS3 at
secondary school covering 1750 to the present. At all stages topics were
expected to be covered ‘sequentially” to create a clear sense of chronology.*’
In a departure from previous National Curriculums, the proposed new
curriculum contained a large number of mandated topics. At KS3, for
example, 63 specific named processes and events were to be covered.*®
Within the proposed curriculum European and global history was only
covered in reference to British events. For instance, the French
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Revolution was to be taught as context to the Napoleonic Wars with
France. The proposals included extensive coverage of the British Empire,
including studies of specific colonies such as India. The slave trade
remained a mandated topic but received less prominence than in prior
National Curriculums. The proposals also reduced the emphasis placed
on disciplinary knowledge, with fewer references to historical skills or
second order concepts in the document’s aims section.

The draft National Curriculum for History provoked significant
controversy. An open letter in the Times by fifteen prominent historians
and historical authors, including David Abulafia, David Starkey and
Robert Tombs praised the proposals for ‘this golden opportunity to place history
back at the centre of the national curriculum and make it part of the common culture of
every future citizen.””

However others, including those who had advised Gove, rejected the
draft curriculum. Simon Schama described the proposals as ‘1066 And All
That without the jokes’.** Richard J. Evans, Regius Professor of History at the
University of Cambridge, described the proposed curriculum as ‘a pub
quiz’.*" A poll of history teachers by the Historical Association found only
4% felt the proposals were a positive change.

Critics argued that the proposals were too British and Anglo-centric
and too prescriptive. The Historical Association, in its consultation
response, criticised ‘the lack of any real opportunity to study any area of world
history’.>* There was also concern that such a large period of history was
to only be covered at primary level, with Evans arguing students would
‘come to maturity with a knowledge of the Middle Ages stuck at the level of a nine year old’.
There were concerns that the proposed curriculum was overburdened
with content, which would make teaching more superficial and come at
the expense of disciplinary knowledge and the development of historical
skills. Historian David Cannadine argued it would leave the curriculum
‘patchy, simplistic, superficial and disconnected’.** There were also concerns that
the proposals offered an overly laudatory and nationalistic view of
Britain’s past.

The level of public pushback from academic historians and the history
teaching profession had not been anticipated. The consultation on the
initial draft proposals saw some of the highest number of responses
in relation to the proposed history curriculum.** By summer 2013 it
became clear that significant revisions would be made to the final draft
of the new National Curriculum for history. Published in July, the final
draft, accounting for feedback received during the consultation process,
was considerably shorter and less prescriptive than its predecessor. In line
with his support for academies, which were exempt from the National
Curriculum, Gove sought in the second draft to provide schools with
maximum freedom to shape their curriculums.

The content boundaries for key stages were significantly revised, with
1066 serving as the end date for primary history and the start of KS3.
The required topics were removed almost entirely, with schools now
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given discretion over which topics to teach within broad chronological
themes. Exemplar topics were also revised to include more events from
European and world history and a requirement was introduced to teach
at least one world history topic. The aims and disciplinary sections
were also paired back, whilst centralised attainment targets and levels
were removed altogether to empower schools to establish their own
assessment systems. Historian Robert Guyver praised Gove for having
“clearly and wisely accepted very critical advice’ to achieve ‘a connected and sequential
national narrative’.*®

The 2014 National Curriculum for history at KS3 that emerged from
this redrafting process remains in force. Its aims section, like those of its
predecessors, mentions inspiring ‘pupil’s curiosity’ and helping students to
develop “their own identity’. However, references to the teaching of “the diversity
of societies” as an aspiration are paired back from the 2007 curriculum to
language similar to that produced in 1999. Like previous curriculums the
aims section of the 2014 curriculum also refers to developing students
understanding and ability to utilise historical concepts and sources
to analyse events and interpretations of the past. In line with Gove’s
aspirations the 2014 curriculum emphasises the essential importance of
students learning ‘a coherent, chronological narrative’ of the past.

The most notable changes from previous curriculums were made to
attainment targets and the coverage of historical skills. The 2014 KS3
curriculum removed references to a national levelled target scheme,
stating instead that:

‘By the end of key stage 3, pupils are expected to know, apply and understand matters,
skills and processes specified in the programme of study.’

Another major change was the reduction of coverage in the curriculum
for disciplinary skills and second-order concepts. Rather than occupying
a distinct section, as in the 1999 and 2007 curriculums, these areas are
covered in a preamble to the curriculum content.

The 2014 curriculum for KS3 instructs teachers to ‘combine overview and
depth studies” to deliver content. Secondary schools are expected to teach
British history from 1066 to the present day through each of the following
themes:

* ‘the development of church, state and society in Medieval Britain
1066-1509’

‘the development of church, state and society in Britain 1509-
1745’

* ‘ideas, political power, industry and empire: Britain, 1745-1901"
+ ‘challenges for Britain, Europe and the wider world 1901 to the

present day’
In addition the KS3 curriculum should incorporate:

*  ‘alocal history study’
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* ‘the study of an aspect or theme in British history that consolidates
and extends pupils’ chronological knowledge from before 1066’

+  ‘atleast one study of a significant society or issue in world history
and its interconnections with other world developments’

In contrast to the draft 2013 curriculum, the final 2014 National
Curriculum had only one mandated topic (the Holocaust). Instead many
of the topics that had been mandatory in the draft curriculum were listed
as non-statutory exemplars. These include ‘Magna Carta and the emergence of
parliament’, ‘Renaissance and Reformation in Europe’, ‘Britain as the first industrial nation
— the impact on society’, ‘women’s suffrage’ and ‘Mughal India 1526-1857". It is
worth noting that academies and free schools are not required to teach the
National Curriculum, although most follow its outlines.

History in Schools Today 2014-
In20190fstedintroducedanewEducationInspection Frameworkforschools.

This introduced a new ‘quality of education’ component, with a
particular focus on curriculum. As part of these changes, Ofsted
introduced the concept of a curriculum ‘deep dive’, where as
part of Ofsted inspections inspectors reviewed ‘the curriculum intent,
implementation and impact’” of a selected random sample of subjects.

Schools were expected to have a clear rationale for the content and
sequencing of their curriculums and could anticipate inspectors observing
how effectively this was then delivered in the classroom. This greater
level of scrutiny required schools to place a greater focus on subject and
curriculum across all subjects, including history.

Concerns around the levels of clarity and guidance provided
by the National Curriculum in all subjects led to the government
commissioning the first ‘model curriculum’, for Music, published in 2021.

The model curriculum, designed to serve as a practical exemplar to the
implementation of the National Curriculum, includes the specific content
and skills to be taught to each year group to develop their understanding
over time. History was established as the second subject to receive a model
curriculum, withaModelHistory CurriculumExpertPanelannouncedin2022.
However, the group met rarely and appears to have since been disbanded.

In 2021 Ofsted published a report on history teaching as part of its
research review series.

The review advocated the central role of knowledge within
the history curriculum, arguing students must have a core base of
historical knowledge through which to contextualise and analyse
the past and that this was best acquired through studying topics in
depth. The research review repeatedly asserted the importance of
ensuring ‘substantive and disciplinary learning are carefully integrated’, arguing
second order concepts should be used to meaningfully analyse
historical events. The review also made consistent reference to the
importance of ‘appropriately challenging texts’ to support student’s learning
by introducing historical narrative and developing literacy. The review
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further cautioned against the use of GCSE-style questions and mark
schemes for assessment at KS3, arguing these were inappropriate.

The subsequent 2023 history subject report ‘Rich encounters with the past’
echoed many of the themes of the 2021 review and was widely influential.
It concluded, in reference to its 2011 predecessor report discussed above,
that ‘history in schools is much more secure that it was 12 years ago” and was ‘highly
valued” as a “distinct subject’. It found that curriculums were generally broad
and well designed and that history teaching was good overall. At primary
level the report found most schools were teaching chronology and local
history effectively, but that ‘aims for the curriculum were too broad’ and the
teaching of disciplinary knowledge was ‘very limited’.

At secondary school level it was felt that KS3 history teaching received
sufficient time in the curriculum, averaging 100 to 150 minutes a fortnight.
In line with the National Curriculum it was found that ‘pupils were generally
studying a broad curriculum that represented the complexity of the past” but sometimes
lacked the depth to develop secure knowledge of the past. The report
argued disciplinary skills were not well taught, with students finding
historical interpretations confusing. It found GCSE style questions were
being used inappropriately with KS3 students. The report highlighted that
‘typically, pupils studied little history relating to the 12th, 15th or 18th centuries’. It
urged schools to better integrate teaching of British and world history to
encourage students to make comparisons across space.

In July 2024 the new Labour government announced a Curriculum
and Assessment Review of all Key Stages and subjects, to report in 2025.
It was announced at the commissioning of the review that, following its
completion all schools — regardless of their academy or free school status
— will be required to teach the National Curriculum.

The State of History Today

A Student’s History Education Journey

Students in the English state education system will typically undertake a
minimum of eight or nine years of history education. The first two years of
this occurs at the beginning of primary school in KS1. However, as noted
above, this period of history education is primarily designed to acquaint
students with the concept of the past through relatively unstructured study
of key events and figures.

More rigorous historical education begins in KS2 from when students
enter Year 3. Over the course of the next four years they will (if their school
is following the National Curriculum) encounter a swathe of ancient and
early Medieval history. In line with the primary school model history is
typically not delivered by a specialist, but by a generalist class teacher who
will teach students every subject for that year. In many schools history is
not taught consistently throughout the year but instead in blocks, often
comprised of half terms, which alternate with geography. Although the
time allocated to history teaching will vary significantly by school, the
primacy given to English and Maths in primary education typically means
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that time for other subjects is more limited. As a non-core subject history
is not assessed as part of the SATs exams held at the end of Year 6.

On entering secondary school students experience a very different
dynamic of history teaching. In the vast majority of schools history is
taught consistently throughout the year by specialist teachers in their
own classrooms. Typically this means that the number of hours of history
teaching students experience also increases. Students will over the course
of KS3 study events from 1066 through to the present in both Britain and
the wider world. In some schools KS3 is two years long, ending in Year
8 —in others it is traditional three years in length concluding in Year 9. At
this point students may choose whether or not to pursue history further
at GCSE.

Those who decide to take history will now typically spend several
dedicated hours a week with a specialist teacher. They will study a course
set by an exam board which will typically consist of a mix of pre-modern
and modern British and world history divided across a number of units. In
Year 11 students will take their GCSE exams — their first external assessment
in history. Those that wish to may then progress to A level, which is
increasingly delivered at separate sixth form colleges. With most students
in England taking either three of four A levels, students will receive a
significant number of hours of history teaching on a weekly basis and will
increasingly be expected to supplement this with independent study. They
will then sit their A levels at the end of Year 13.

Uptake and Engagement with School History

History education in schools plays a vital role in developing the public’s
knowledge and understanding of the past. Exclusive polling for Policy
Exchange highlights that school history is the most significant source of
public knowledge about British history. 72% of those surveyed identified
school as one of the most important sources of their knowledge, 19 points
ahead of the next most significant source (film and television) (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1: ‘What are the three most significant sources that have

informed your knowledge of British history? You may select up to

three!
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Thegovernmentcollectsdataonhowmanyhoursofteachingineachsubject
takesplaceintheaverageweekacrossallsecondaryschoolsinEngland (Fig.2).
History receives the fifth highest number of teaching hours by subject
in the average week (over 210,000 total hours), second only to physical
education amongst non-core subjects.

Figure 2: Total number of hours taught by subject in an average
week across all year groups in English secondary schools
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Historyisalsowidely popularasaschool subjectbased on exam entry data
(Fig.3).In2024Historywasthefifthmostpopular GCSEqualificationin terms
of exam entries, and the most popular optional GCSE (English Language and
Literature, Maths and Science are core subjects that are mandatory at GCSE).

At A level History also had the fifth highest number of exam entries.

Between 2019 and 2023 GCSE History entries increased by 11.2% to
298,000, although in the same time frame A level History entries fell
6.5% to 44,000.
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Figure 3: Exam Entries in England for History at GCSE and A Level
from summer 2019 to summer 2023 (thousands)
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The History Teaching Profession
According to government figures there were 18,291 history
teachers in  English  secondary  schools in  2022/2023.
However, any teaching staff who taught some timetabled history lessons are
counted within this figure. As such the number of history specialists is likely
tobesmaller. Despite this, in 2023/2024 92.4% of secondary history lessons
weretaughtbyteacherswhohadapost-Alevelqualificationinhistory (Fig.4).
The proportion of lessons conducted by teachers with such qualifications
has marginally improved over the last decade.

Figure 4: Percentage of hours of history teaching taught by a
teacher with a relevant post-A level qualification
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High levels of specialist history teaching in secondary schools in
large part stem from strong recruitment and retention of History
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specialists relative to colleagues in other subjects. In 2023/24
History was one of only three subjects (the others being Classics
and Physical Education) in which government recruitment targets
for new trainee teachers were met or exceeded, with almost 20%
more History teachers recruited than the target called for (Fig. 5).

Figure 5: Percentage of Government Initial Teacher Training (ITT)
recruitment target reached by subject 2023/2024
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History teachers have formed a rich and interconnected professional
community. Key to this has been the Historical Association (HA),
which aims to ‘support the teaching, learning and enjoyment of history at
all levels and bring together people who share an interest in and love for the past’.

According to the Subject Association ‘6,500 history teachers and subject leads’
are members of the HA, equating to over a third of history teachers.
The HA has published the secondary history teaching magazine ‘Teaching
History” since 1976. Heather Fearn has said ‘the HA is reflective of the best of the
history profession in its high quality, rigorous approach’.

In more recent years new professional communities have formed over
social media, with EduTwitter and latterly Bluesky serving as an important
platform through which history teachers can debate pedagogy and share
ideas and resources.
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Chapter 3: History at KS3

The flexibility provided to schools through both the academies model
and the National Curriculum means that KS3 history provision varies
significantly between schools across England. To develop a picture of
the KS3 history landscape, Policy Exchange undertook a Freedom of
Information project involving 290 English schools.

Methodology

In July 2024 Policy Exchange submitted 500 Freedom of Information
(FOI) requests to a random sample of secondary state schools. Schools
were randomly selected from a full list of English secondary schools, once
special schools had been excluded.

What we asked schools:

Please provide any information that you hold in relation to the questions below:

1. With regards to your KS3 curriculum I would like to know:
a. How long, in years, is your KS3?
b.  How many history lessons a KS3 pupil in your school has each week on
average, and how long is each lesson?
¢. Is your KS3 history curriculum structured chronologically or thematically?

2. Does your KS3 history curriculum cover the following historical events? Please
indicate yes or no in each case:
a. The Norman conquest of England

b.  The signing of Magna Carta

c.  The Battle of Agincourt

d.  The Wars of the Rosesa

e.  The Reformation

f.  The English Civil War

g The Glorious Revolution

h.  The Act of Union between England and Scotland

i.  British colonisation in America

j.  The Transatlantic Slave Trade
The Abolition of the Slave Trade

. The Battles of Trafalgar and Waterloo

m. The Irish potato famine

. The Industrial Revolution
0. British colonisation in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean

J

K.

]
1
n
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p.  The Boer War
q. Britain’s role in World War One
1. Britain’s role in World War Two

For those topics that you have indicated ‘yes” for, are these mandatory? If any are optional,
please could you indicate which ones.

3. Are there any specific textbooks or other resources that are used in KS3? If so,
please can you indicate which these are and provide the title of these resources, with
links to them where possible?

4. Please can you provide the following information:

a. The total number of pupils in the school in Year 11 for the 2023-24
academic year; and the number of those children who are (i) male and (ii)
female.

b. The number of pupils in the school in Year 11 who sat a History GCSE, and
the number of those children who are (i) male and (ii) female.

5. Which exam board(s) do you use for History GCSE?

6. What proportion of your history lessons are delivered by a history specialist:
a. AtKS3:
I. All lessons except those provided during cover
II.  75% or more
1I. 50-75%
IV. 25-50%
V. 0-25%
b. At GCSE:
I. All lessons except those provided during cover
II. 75% or more
1I. 50-75%
IV. 25-50%
V. 0-25%

7. Have you made changes in order to ‘decolonise’ or ‘diversify’ your history
curriculum? If yes please provide copies of any relevant teaching materials/lesson
plans you have introduced as part of this.

Separately the same FOI request was also sent to a booster sample of 80
other grammar schools that did not feature in the initial sample. Except
in the final section, all graphs and references to data sets refer to the main
sample alone and not the booster sample.

Responses

Of the 500 FOI requests in the main sample, 249 responded — either in full
or in part — to the questions asked. 251 did not respond and 0 explicitly
refused to comply with the FOI request. Of the 80 grammar schools in the
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separate sample 41 responded in full or in part. 39 did not respond and 0
explicitly refused the request.

Figure 6: Responses to Freedom of Information requests

Hot
Responded Refused Responded
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Results

Lesson Time

87% of schools surveyed operated a Key Stage 3 lasting three years. In
contrast only 12% of schools operated a two-year Key Stage 3. 1% of
schools switched to Key Stage 4 part way through the third year.

On average, schools taught 107 minutes of history a week. Only one of
the schools surveyed taught less than an hour of history a week on average
at Key Stage 3 meaning that over 99% did so.*

37% of schools taught two history lessons a week on average, with
30% of schools teaching on average one and a half lessons per week. The
most common lesson length amongst schools surveyed was 60 minutes
(67%) tollowed by 50 minutes (13%).

Figure 7: Average lesson time in history at KS3 per week (minutes)
by percentage of schools
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36. Many schools operated a fortnightly time-
table in which students might have more
lessons in one week than in the following
week. Where this was the case, an average
number of lessons per week was calculated.
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37. This assumes a standard 39-week school
year for each year of KS3

This variation in both the length of KS3 and the number of hours
of history teaching per week means students are receiving significantly
different amounts of history teaching over the course of KS3.

Over the course of KS3, students at schools with a three-year KS3 on
average received 64 more hours of history teaching than those at schools
where KS3 lasted only two years.’” This represents a significant difference
in the quantity of history education students received.

This is exacerbated by the fact that, on average, schools with a three-
year KS3 had marginally more history lesson time per week. Schools with
a three-year KS3 taught on average 103 minutes of history per week at
KS3, compared to 97 minutes for those with a two-year KS3. Whilst this is
a difference of only 6 minutes, over the course of a school year this means
that on average a student at a school with a three-year KS3 received four
more hours of history teaching — in addition to a full further year at KS3 -
than their two-year KS3 counterparts.

Figure 8: Average total number of hours of History taught
throughout KS3 by percentage of pupils eligible for Free School
Meals
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Schools in our main sample with a higher proportion of pupils eligible
for Free School Meals taught more hours of History at KS3 on average (Fig.
8). This relationship was statistically significant to the 10% significance
level. Schools where the percentage of pupils eligible for Free School Meals
was less than 20% on average taught 192 hours of history in the course of
KS3, in contrast to those where 40% or more students were eligible, who
on average taught 212 hours of KS3 history. As such these students, on
average, received 9% more hours of history than their peers. This would
be equivalent to ten additional weeks of history over the course of KS3
assuming two hour-long lessons a week.

Schools with a higher proportion of students for whom English is an
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Additional Language (EAL) also on average taught more hours of history
at KS3. Schools where fewer than 10% of students were designated as EAL
taught on average 198 hours of History in the course of KS3, compared
with 218 hours for schools which had more than 40% EAL students.

Curriculum Structure

Schools have chosen to structure their history curriculums in different
ways. Whilst a clear majority follow a chronological approach, taking
periods and events in broad historical order, others have embraced a
thematic approach comparing key trends or concepts, such as political
power, over time.

Figure 9: Percentage of schools adopting chronological, thematic
or mixed KS3 History Curriculum structures
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As Figure 9 shows, in our study 66% of respondents said they structured
their KS3 History curriculum chronologically, with 10% saying they took
a thematic approach and 24% saying they used a mixture of the two.

Curriculum Content
To get a sense of the breadth of content offered by schools’ KS3 History
curriculums, schools were asked which of a series of 18 predominantly
British historical events they covered during KS3. This list was chosen to
map with one used in exclusive polling by Policy Exchange as part of it’s
‘A Portrait of Modern Britain’ series into British public attitudes.*® The list
of these events can be seen in the FOI box at the beginning of this chapter.
The listed events reflect the typical focus placed on British history in
English schools, whereas world history topics tend to vary notably between
schools. Several of the events on the list were intentionally more obscure
than others. Whilst the list was intended to serve as a proxy for the breadth
of the curriculum and chronological range of British history covered in
schools, there was no expectation that any school would or should teach
all of the events listed.

38. Policy Exchange, ‘A Portrait of Modern Brit-
ain: Ethnicity and Religion’, 14 October

2024, link
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Figure 10: Percentage of schools teaching each historical topic as
part of their KS3 History curriculum
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These findings indicate that the vast majority of students are receiving
a varied KS3 history curriculum that introduces them to core aspects of
British history over time. 10 of the 18 surveyed topics were taught to
more than 85% of students in surveyed schools (Fig. 10).

The most frequent topics taught in schools were the transatlantic slave
trade and Britain’s role in World War One, with both topics covered by
99% of schools. Many other topics were also widely covered, including
the Norman Conquest (98%), the Industrial Revolution (94%), Magna
Carta (87%) and the English Civil War (87%). Both the abolition of
slavery in Britain and the British Empire and colonisation were extensively
taught, with 96% and 89% of schools covering these topics respectively.
This indicates that Britain’s involvement with the slave trade and the
British Empire are being widely taught to secondary school children in
England. This is in stark contrast to some public criticism of British history
education, which has suggested that students do not get opportunities to
learn about these aspects of the past.

In spite of this broadly positive picture, these results highlight some gaps
within the curriculum. Topics such as the Glorious Revolution and Act of
Union, which help students develop an understanding of the development
of British democracy between the 17" and mid-19" centuries, are taught
in less than half of schools. Similarly non-English events which expose
students to a wider British history that incorporates the devolved nations,
such as the Irish potato famine, are not routinely taught.

The battle of Agincourt was only taught in 18% of schools, whilst the
battles of Trafalgar and Waterloo were taught by only 11% of schools.
The rarity with which these topics is covered is notable given their central
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position in many school curriculums for much of the twentieth century,
during which conflict with France was a prominent theme.

Figure 11: Polling as part of Policy Exchange’s ‘A Portrait of Modern
Britain’ of 18 to 30 year olds - ‘To what extent, if at all, are you

familiar with the following events in Britain’s history?’
[ ssgratcantty farmikiae [ Fadrty Teevdlar [ Shghily Tamvlar Bt a1 all Tamdiar

T
EEES
i
por Y

Brisiry e in W1

Thae Abclition of e Syee Trede
Briimn pods in W1

ke inchustriad Risepiution

v ks T R
Tha Trangatlaie Slave Trade 2%
wramssmercsncocees W 7

Thaz English Cieill War

EOEET——

P— o e
Tre B o warsrios o oty | S >+
T i ot Foses Ol @
Thae iriih Polato Fammsne q ¥ 6% b 3

Tha At of Union nn
wages Cans G sn AR
o Conaes S
The Glrssus evaton .

Theas Bicsdi Wilar i

The Batrie of Agncourt RN o

Interestingly, these findings contrast with the historical awareness
reported by young people in Britain. Exclusive polling conducted by Policy
Exchange as part of its ‘A Portrait of Modern Britain’ series found young
people aged 18 to 30 were significantly less likely to feel familiar with key
historical events than the data on what schools teach might suggest. For
example, whilst 99% of schools reported teaching the Transatlantic Slave
Trade, nearly one in three young people (27%) polled reported being ‘not
at all familiar’ with the event. Similarly 18% denied having any knowledge
of Britain’s role in World War One, whilst 25% denied knowing about the
Norman Conquest. Even accounting for the fact that some of those polled
may be migrants who were educated abroad, this comparison suggests
significant numbers of young people do not recall any information about
key historical events just a few years after studying them. This indicates
that the failure of some people to recall learning certain events does not
necessarily mean they were not taught them.
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Figure 12: Relationship between total hours of history teaching
across KS3 and number of surveyed topics taught
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As Figure 12 demonstrates, there is a statistically significant correlation
between the numbers of hours of History offered as part of KS3 and the
proportio n of the 18 surveyed topics covered as part of the curriculum
to the 5% significance level. This shows that schools which allocate more
time overall to KS3 History are likely to be able to offer a broader and more
wide-ranging curriculum, taking in a greater number of topics overall.

Figure 13: Relationship between total number of surveyed topics
taught and percentage of Year 11 cohort taking History GCSE

Fercentage ol Y17
sha] taking kdntony
OGCSE

Fziad rarrer of
wareryed dopay
Taiphil

However, as Figure 13 suggests, teaching the widest range of topics
possible may not be beneficial. Schools teaching the same number of the
surveyed topics were grouped and compared against their average Year 11
cohort uptake of history at GCSE.

Schools which taught fewer of the listed topics at KS3 saw on average
a smaller proportion of their students go on to take history at GCSE.
Yet there is also a tail-off, with schools teaching the highest number of
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surveyed topics also seeing fewer students on average take GCSE history.
This may reflect the fact that whilst curriculums with too little content can
be undemanding and deny students a base of knowledge from which to
confidently approach GCSE, those which attempt to teach too many topics
may be confusing and lack sufficient depth to engage students. This data
suggests it is important for schools to strike an appropriate balance between
offering an expansive and varied curriculum and devoting enough time to
topics for students to confidently develop their knowledge and experience
topics in depth.

There was no significant correlation between the percentage of students
at a school eligible for free school meals and the number of surveyed
topics taught.

Textbook Use
As part of the request schools were asked to outline what textbooks, if any,
they used to support their KS3 curriculum.

Figure 14: Percentage of schools using textbooks to support their
KS3 curriculums
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As Figure 14 shows, 59% of the schools surveyed did not routinely
incorporate textbooks into their lessons. In many cases schools noted
that whilst textbooks were used for cover lessons or to support teachers’
planning, resources were mainly or exclusively made by teachers
themselves. Common responses of this kind include:

‘We create our own resources at KS3 to fit the content of our lessons.”
‘A specific texthook that covers our bespoke curriculum does not exist, the
resources used by the department have been created by us using only occasional

support from textbooks to deal with things like staff absence when a cover lesson
is needed.’

‘Teachers design their own materials; textbooks are not used.’
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39. Cambridge University Press and Assessment,
‘Uptake of GCSE subjects 2022’, 17 Novem-
ber 2023, link

Amongst surveyed schools that did use textbooks a wide variety of
resources were identified. 18 different history textbook series were
mentioned by respondent schools. The most frequently used textbook
series was the Aaron Wilkes Oxford University Press KS3 History series,
with 66% of respondent schools who used textbooks saying they used
these resources. Other popular series were a variety of resources by the
Schools History Project, used by 26% of respondent schools, and Pearson’s
Exploring History series, used by 14% of respondent schools.

Progression to GCSE

Schools were asked to provide data on the number of Year 11 students
in their 2023/2024 cohort (who will have sat GCSEs in summer 2024).
They were then asked to provide data on how many of these had sat a
History GCSE examination in that year.

Across the schools sampled an average of 47% of students in Year 11
sat History GCSE. This figure is broadly comparable with the 44% uptake
identified by Cambridge University Press and Assessment in 2022.* Only
11% of schools surveyed had GCSE history cohorts that included less than
30% of their total Year 11.

Figure 15: School headcount by percentage of Year 11 cohort
sitting history GCSE
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As Figure 15 shows, on average schools with 500 or fewer pupils
had significantly smaller Year 11 history GCSE cohorts, with just 38% of
students on average taking the subject at GCSE. Uptake of the subject at
GCSE was highest in schools with between 1501 and 2000 pupils, with an
average of 50% of Year 11 students in such schools sitting history GCSE.
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Figure 16: Percentage of Year 11 cohort taking history GCSE by
total hours of history teaching across KS3
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There was no significant correlation between the number of hours of
KS3 history and the number of Year 11 students who took history GCSE.
On average, schools with the highest number of hours at KS3 actually saw
marginally fewer students continue with the subject, though this was not
statistically significant.

Figure 17: Percentage of students in each school eligible for free
school meals by percentage of Year 11 cohort sitting history GCSE
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Amongst schools surveyed, those with lower proportions of students
eligible for Free School Meals had a greater percentage of students who
sat History GCSE in Year 11 (Fig. 17). This relationship was found to be
statistically significant to the 10% significance level. Schools where fewer
than 20% of students were eligible for free school meals on average had
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40. FFT Education Datalab, ‘History GCSE’, link
41. However, it is important to note that the

sample included some single-sex schools,
and if these schools either required students
to take history GCSE or had high uptake in
the subject, this will have influenced the sex
splits seen.

50% of pupils sit History GCSE compared to 44% in schools where those
eligible for free school meals was 40% or higher.

For schools that provided sex breakdowns of their Year 11 and GCSE
History cohorts there was no significant difference in uptake of History
GCSE between male and female students (Fig. 18). 43% of male students,
on average, took history GCSE, compared with 44% of female students.
This mirrors research by the Nuffield Foundation, which found a minimal
difference between sexes.*’

Figure 18: Percentage of Year 11 cohorts sitting history GCSE by

percentage of students by sex sitting History GCSE
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In schools where fewer than 60% of total students took History GCSE
male and female students were similarly likely to take the subject. However
as overall uptake of History GCSE increased above 60%, male students were
disproportionately likely to take the subject. For example in schools where
between 60% and 80% of students took History GCSE, male students were
8% more likely to take the subject than female students. This suggests
male students are more likely to take History GCSE when overall uptake of
the subject in a school is high.*'
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Figure 19: Percentage of Year 11 cohorts sitting history GCSE by
sex of school intake*?
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There was limited variation in history GCSE uptake between schools
based on the sex of their intake. As shown in Figure 19, boy’s and girl’s
schools had slightly higher proportions of their Year 11 students take
history GCSE than did in mixed sex schools.

Figure 20: Percentage of Year 11 students sitting History GCSE by
proportion of ethnic minority students per school
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There is no clear relationship between the proportion of pupils from
ethnic minority backgrounds and the proportion progressing to GCSE.
Schools where 80% or more students were from ethnic minorities had
the lowest proportion of Year 11 students sitting History GCSE (Fig. 20).
Amongst this group average uptake of History as a GCSE within the Year
11 cohort was 42%. In contrast the proportion of Year 11 students taking
history GCSE was highest amongst schools with between 60% and 80%
ethnic minority students, at 50%.

42. The sample size of single-sex schools was
relatively small - our main sample included
16 male single-sex schools and 12 female
single-sex schools
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Exam Boards
Schools offering GCSE History were asked which exam board they used.

Figure 21: Exam board for History GCSE by percentage of sampled

schools
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As shown in Figure 21, 55% of surveyed schools followed the Pearson
Edexcel exam board, whilst 33% used AQA. OCR was only used by 8% of
schools, with alternative boards accounting for just over 3% of schools.

Specialist History Teaching

Surveyed schools were asked to identify what proportion of their history
lessons, at both KS3 and GCSE, were taught by a history specialist. Schools
were able to determine the definition of ‘specialist’ themselves.

Figure 22: Proportion of History lessons at KS3 and GCSE taught
by a history specialist across surveyed schools
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In a clear majority of schools all lessons except those provided during
cover were taught by specialist history teachers (Fig. 22). This trend was
particularly strong at GCSE, with 92% of schools ensuring all GCSE classes
were conducted by specialist staff members. In 91% of schools history
specialists taught 75% or more of all history lessons, with this rising
to 99% of schools at GCSE. Nonetheless these figures indicate specialist
history teaching is on average lower in our sample than the government’s
2023/2024 figures.®

According to government data on average 24.6% of students in
England were eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) in 2023/2024.* Using
this figure we determined whether schools with above or below average
numbers of students eligible for FSM were more or less likely to have
specialist history teaching (Figs. 23 and 24).

Figure 23: Comparison of proportion of history lessons at KS3
taught by history specialists in schools with above and below

average numbers of students eligible for Free School Meals
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43. Gov.uk, ‘School workforce in England’, 6 June
2024, link

44, Gov.uk, ‘Schools, pupils and their character-
istics’, 6 June 2024, link
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Figure 24: Comparison of proportion of history lessons at GCSE
taught by history specialists in schools with above and below
average numbers of students eligible for Free School Meals
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At both KS3 and GCSE, schools where a greater proportion of students
were eligible for Free School Meals had a lower proportion of their history
lessons conducted by subject specialists (Fig. 24). At KS3, 67% of schools
with a below average percentage of FSM pupils had all history lessons
taught by subject specialists with the exception of cover, compared with
57% of schools with an average or above average percentage of FSM
eligible pupils, a difference of 10%. At GCSE this figure was 94% and
90% respectively, a difference of 4%. However, schools with a higher
proportion of FSM eligible students were still overwhelmingly offering a
high proportion of specialist teaching. 89% of such schools had over 75%
of history lessons at KS3 taught by specialists, rising to 98% at GCSE.

Grammar Schools

We compared data from our main mixed sample of schools with data
from our grammar school-only booster sample. In general we found
limited differences in history provision between the main and grammar
school sample.

Lesson Time

Schools in the main sample on average offered slightly more history
lesson time per week. On average schools in the main sample offered 107
minutes a week of history lesson time compared with 102 minutes in the
grammar school booster sample, a difference of 5 minutes per week.
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Topics

On average, schools in our grammar school-only sample taught a higher
proportion of the sample topics surveyed than those in our main sample.
40% of schools in our main sample taught 11 or fewer of the sampled
topics, compared with just 22% of grammar schools. However, schools in
our main sample were as likely as schools in our grammar schools sample
to teach a very high number of the sampled topics. 17% of main sample
schools taught 15 or more of the sampled topics, compared with 16% of
our grammar schools sample.

Textbook Use

Schools in the separate grammar school only sample were on average
more likely to use textbooks than those in the main general sample. A
majority (53%) of grammar schools used a specific textbook as part of
their KS3 history teaching, whilst only a minority of schools in the main
sample (41%) did so.

GCSE Progression

Uptake of History GCSE within Year 11 cohorts was broadly similar
across the main and separate grammar school samples, with the number
of students taking History at GCSE being slightly higher on average at
grammar schools. On average 50% of Year 11 students in the grammar
school booster sample took history GCSE, compared to 40% in the main
sample.

Exam Boards

Amongst schools in our grammar schools-only sample, the Edexcel
exam board was less popular, with 49% uptake compared to 55% in the
main sample. In contrast the AQA exam board was more popular, being
followed by 44% of sampled grammar schools, 10% more than in the
main general school sample.

Specialist History Teaching

Only 54% of schools in the grammar school sample had all lessons except
cover taught by a specialist teacher at KS3, compared with 63% of schools
in the main general sample. However schools in the grammar school
sample were 9% more likely to have all GCSE history lessons taught by a
subject specialist than those schools in the main general sample. At GCSE
there were basically no differences in specialist teaching between the main
and grammar school samples, with both groups showing a very high
proportion of schools offered fully specialist history teaching at this level.
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Chapter 4: History at Key Stages
4 and 5

At Key Stage 4 (Years 10 and 11) and Key Stage 5 (Years 12 and 13),
History becomes an optional subject. Over two-thirds of children do not
study History beyond the age of 14 — although, as set out in chapter 2,
many will continue to be learn about it, more than in many other subjects,
through books, television, museums and heritage sites.

How many go on to study it — and what do they study?

Key Stage 4
The predominant qualification studied at Key Stage 4 in History is the
GCSE, though a small number of students instead take other qualifications,
particularly the IGCSE. History GCSEis widely taken, countsasa qualification
for the purposes of the school accountability measure Progress 8 and is
also one of the two humanities subjects (the other being Geography) that
can be taken as part of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc).

Over the last decade, the proportion of the total number of students
studying history GCSE has increased slightly (Fig. 25).*

Figure 25: Top ten GCSE full course subjects as a percentage of the
total entry over the period 2014 to 2023
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Focusing on the period from 2018 onwards, the period in which the

45. Joint Committee on Qualifications, GCSE, current GCSE specification has been taken, we can see a steady increase
Project, and Entry Level Trends - UK (2023),
Link
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in GCSE history entrants, both in terms of absolute numbers and as a
proportion of all students who take the subject. Throughout this period
it remained the fifth most popular subject — after Mathematics, English
Language, English Literature and Combined Science.

Figure 26: Number and proportion of pupils taking GCSE history,
2018-2024
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Overall, in terms of numbers, history is in a healthy and stable position
—indeed, in one that many subjects would envy.

What is studied at Key Stage 4?
As in other subjects, the National Curriculum offers high level guidance
over History at Key Stage 4, including that:

GCSE specifications in history should enable students to:

develop and extend their knowledge and understanding of specified key events, periods
and societies in local, British, and wider world history; and of the wide diversity of
human experience

engage in historical enquiry to develop as independent learners and as critical and
reflective thinkers

develop the ability to ask relevant questions about the past, to investigate issues
critically and to make valid historical claims by using a range of sources in their
historical context

develop an awareness of why people, events and developments have been accorded
historical significance and how and why different interpretations have been
constructed about them

organise and communicate their historical knowledge and understanding in different
ways and reach substantiated conclusions*®

There are a number of more specific strictures — including that British
history must form a minimum of 40% of the specification, and that it

46. Department for Education, GCSE Subject

Content for History, Link
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47. Ibid.

should include history from three eras, on three times scales, on three
geographical contexts*” —however, the curriculum deliberately provides a
wide degree of flexibility over which specific topics, time periods, subjects
and themes are studied.

As a result, the specific question of what is studied at Key Stage 4 is
substantively determined by the exam boards and the choice of modules
which they offer. All three principal exam boards in England — AQA,
Edexcel and OCR — offer History GCSE and each offer a wide choice of
modules for schools to choose between when deciding what to teach.

Policy Exchange is grateful to all three exam boards for agreeing to,
in the public interest, sharing internal information about the number of
pupils taking each module. It is thanks to this generosity that we are able
to present that information here.

Of the three major exam boards, the number of entrants to GCSE
History in 2024 were:

°  AQA: 101,768
e Edexcel: 177,460
¢ OCR: 21,140 (3,352 taking History A: Explaining the
Modern World and 18,098 taking History B: Schools History
Project)
AQA

AQA requires pupils to take four modules, one from each of the following
categories:

* Understanding the Modern World: Period Study

*  Understanding the Modern World: Wider world depth studies

Shaping the Nation: Thematic Study

¢ Shaping the Nation: British depth studies including the historic
environment

The total number taking each module within this is shown in the figure
below.
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Figure 27: AQA GCSE history module options
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It can be seen in Figure 27 that some subjects are studied significantly
more than others. In the period study, over 90% of pupils study Germany
1890 — 1945 or America 1920 — 1973, while for the British Depth Study,
more than 90% study either Elizabethan or Norman En gland. For the
Thematic Study, Health and the People accounts for approasdfgbhnjmk,1.; /’
nk,l./ ximately three quarters of entries, while entries for the Wider
World Depth Studies are more evenly spread, with the exception of the
study of the Gulf and Afghanistan, 1990 — 2009, taken by fewer than 1%
of pupils.

Pearson Edexcel
Edexcel similarly requires pupils to take four modules, one from each of
the following categories:

*  Thematic study and historic environment
*  Period Study

*  British Depth Study

*  Modern depth study

The total number taking each module within this is shown in the figure
below.
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Figure 28: Edexcel GCSE history module options
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48. The Edexcel option includes Anglo-Saxon
England also.

As with AQA, we can see that some topics are significantly more popular
than others — and that there is consistency between boards as to which
these are. Elizabethan, followed by Norman England*, remain the most
popular options for the British Depth Study and Medicine dominates in
terms of the options offered under the Thematic Studies, as does Weimar
and Nazi Germany for Modern Depth Studies. However, there are also
differences: The American West is the second most popular Period Study
for Edexcel, accounting for almost a third of entries, while AQA’s America:
1840 — 1895 is taken by comparatively few.

OCR

History A: Explaining the Modern World
OCR requires pupils to take three modules:

*  Period study with non-British depth study
*  Thematic study
*  British depth study with a study of the historic environment

There are five options for the Period Study and three options for
both the Thematic Study and the British Depth Study. In addition, OCR,
requires each thematic study to be paired with a specific depth study — for
example, Migration to Britain must be paired with The impact of empire
on Britain.

The total number taking each module in 2024 is shown in the figure
below.
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Figure 29: OCR GCSE history A module options
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Again, we see many entrants choosing to take options related to Weimar
and Nazi Germany. In contrast to the other Boards, the USA 1919 — 1948
is relatively popular compared to the Cold War Era, and the Migration
module is also comparatively popular (although it should be emphasised
that the total numbers are considerably lower than for the other boards).

History B: Schools History Project

OCR requires pupils to undertake five elements:

*  British Thematic Study

*  British Depth Study

*  Study of a Local History Site
* World Period Study

*  World Depth Study.

The British and World Depth Studies must be from a different period.
Each exam centre must choose their own local history site, which must
be approved by OCR. A consideration of the different local history sites is

not included within this report.

The total number taking each module in 2024 is shown in the figure

below.

Figure 30: OCR GCSE history B module options
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As with other boards, we see the continued popularity of Health as a
British thematic study and ofthe Normans and Elizabethans as British depth
studies. The relative popularity of the Making of America is noteworthy
and is perhaps explained by this syllabus offering no ‘Cold War’ options.
Also of note is the strong popularity of Living Under Nazi Rule, taken by
over 99% of pupils in 2024.

Overarching features and trends

Across the three major exam boards, a tremendous variety of different
study options are available, covering many different countries, time-
periods and themes. It is a credit to the system that there was one paper
— on the First Crusade — taken by just one student in 2024 and, while this
is an outlier, all exam boards maintain papers taken by fewer than 1000
pupils. This is a strong commitment to maintaining genuine choice of
study material for which the boards should be commended.

At the same time, it is worth noting that the majority of pupils take
a much smaller number of highly popular subjects. While the exact
parameters of the paper varies between exam boards, over three-quarters
of students study a paper related to Nazi Germany, over 60% study the
Elizabethans and almost half study 20™ century Russia, either as a study of
the country or in a paper related to the Cold War.

One of the core paper formats across the exam boards at GCSE is
the thematic study. These papers are designed to help students develop
understandings of change and continuity over a broad swathe of time.
However, in some cases these themes develop very specialist student
knowledge without adding to their wider understanding of the past.
Whilst thematic studies on the development of democracy are likely to
help students develop a holistic understanding of the development of
politics and society, specialist studies of healthcare, migration and warfare
risk absorbing large amounts of study time in niche areas of historical
interest.

Interest in the Middle East remains low, despite its regular prominence
in current affairs, with fewer than 1% of pupils taking a module that
focuses on it. Perhaps the most surprising omission is the lack of study
of China — now one of the two most powerful countries in the world,
and one whose importance will surely wax over the coming century. The
option to undertake an in-depth study of China is offered on only half of
the syllabuses examined — the Edexcel and the OCR History A syllabuses
— and these options are taken, collectively, by fewer than 1,000 pupils —a
quarter of 1% of the cohort.

There has been some discussion in popular history of whether the
focus of History is altering, in response to demands to ‘decolonise’ the
curriculum, or due to pressure from students following events such as the
Black Lives Matters protests in 2020. Whilst this is undoubtedly impacting,
to an extent, how history is taught (see Chapter 3) or the materials used,
in terms of subjects studied at GCSE it is having a smaller effect. Although
Edexcel did introduce a new paper on Migration in 2022 — now taken by
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over 10,000 students (around 6% of its total entries), the total number
of students studying migration across all four exam boards remains at
just under 10% of all entries — making it a not insignificant, but still a
minority, focus of study.

Overall, the choices offered by the exam boards — and the choices made
by schools and pupils — are broad and sensible, equipping pupils with
both the breadth and depth of history that one would expect, and in a way
that is both responsive to new themes whilst recognising the enduring
importance of long-standing areas of importance. There are, however,
some areas where the balance of choices made are surprising — of which
the low levels of study of China and the Middle East are perhaps the most
significant.

Putting British history back in the spotlight

The diversity of modules offered to schools at GCSE gives students access
to a rich and varied GCSE offering. However, the period and depth
study structures employed by all three exam boards mean that the GCSE
primarily develops student’s knowledge in a few specific areas. Although
all boards require students to study British history across at least two
modules, this means students only develop expertise in a few isolated
areas of our country’s past — with a high proportion of students studying
the Elizabethans, the Normans or health. Given that key events in British
history, such as the Glorious Revolution or the Act of Union, are covered
by fewer than half of pupils in Key Stage Three, this means many students
will complete a GCSE never having even encountered these topics within
their school history studies, with the 18" century being particularly under-
represented.

Whilst specialisation is an inherent necessity in a subject as broad as
history, this has therefore come at the expense of students developing a
coherent chronological understanding of the narrative of Britain’s wider
past. As Nick Gibb, former schools minister argued ‘breadth is in many ways
more important than depth — it gives students the context to orientate themselves when
encountering the past throughout their lives’. Although the thematic study seeks
to address this, the themes themselves — health, crime and punishment,
migration, warfare and politics — with the exception of the latter - also
develop highly specialist knowledge that does not equip students with a
more holistic understanding of change over time.

This is concerning. As an entry level qualification, GCSEs in all subjects
should, in a similar manner to KS3, seek to develop student’s general
knowledge of key ideas and concepts that will make them informed
citizens in later life. The current GCSE programme, whilst serving as an
excellent introduction to history as an academic subject through the study
of varied engaging topics, does not provide the chronological sweep to
give student’s a general sense of their national past.

At the same time the history GCSE programme has been criticised for
being over-burdened with content. Polling by Teacher Tapp has found
that history teachers were significantly more likely than other subjects to
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49. Teacher Tapp, ‘What changes would teachers
make to their subject’s KS4 curriculum?’, 23
January 2023, link

want to see reductions of content in the GCSE, with 94% feeling some
reduction was required.*’

Figure 31: Teacher Tapp polling showing teacher attitudes to the
quantity of GCSE content across subjects
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As a result, there have been ongoing calls for the number of modules
covered at history GCSE to be reduced from 4 to 3. A former Trust CEO
we spoke to said ‘reducing the number of topics from four to three would enable teachers
to focus on greater depth and more secure knowledge.

Policy Exchange proposes to address this critique by replacing the fourth
full unit with a shorter British history-focused survey paper designed to
build on and consolidate student learning at KS3, covering British history
from 1066 to 1989. ‘Britain and the world’” would be a mandatory module
and would require students to consider change and continuity over time
in a number of core themes — including the development of democracy,
economy and society, and Britain’s relationships abroad.

To reduce the teaching burden of this new unit its core specification
content would closely follow the KS3 National Curriculum. As such much
of the content would revisit topics many schools teach at KS3 with a small
number of additions — but with questions set and assessed at the standard
one would expect of KS4.

To offset the breadth of this paper, students would not be expected to
demonstrate the same level of detailed factual knowledge expected in other
modules within the GCSE. In addition to some short answer questions
to test student’s broader chronological understanding of the past, exam
questions would be structured to allow students to draw on their overall
knowledge of British history and apply it to address questions related
to the broader themes. For example, a question, ‘To what extent could
the Glorious Revolution be considered the most significant event in the
development of British democracy’, an effective answer might be expected
to compare and contrast it with other key events in British history, such
as Magna Carta or women'’s suffrage, to show their understanding of the
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broader theme.

The goal would be that, in total, including consolidation time and
exam practice, this unit would require approximately 15% of the teaching
time within the GCSE, and would be weighted accordingly.

This new paper would ensure that all GCSE history students developed
a basic general understanding of key elements of Britain’s national past
and how the country has evolved over time.

Key Stage 5
The primary qualification at Key Stage 5 is the History A-Level, taken by
47,297 pupils in 2024. Although the numbers taking History A-Level

have been in gradual decline, it remains the 5™ most popular A-Level (Fig.
31).°°

Figure 32: A-Level entries in history 2016-2024

A-Lewe entries in hestory, 2016-2024
Al students, UK-wide
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What is studied at Key Stage 5?
As before, Policy Exchange is grateful to all three exam boards for agreeing
to, in the public interest, sharing internal information about the number
of pupils taking each module. It is thanks to this generosity that we are
able to present that information here.

Of the three major exam boards, the number of entrants to A-Level
History in 2024 were:

- AQA: 20,367
e Edexcel: 13,382
* OCR: 10,190

50. Royal Historical Society, ‘Student numbers
for history A-Levels, GCSEs and Scottish
Advanced Higher, Higher and National 5 ex-
ams, 2024, 28 August 2024, Link
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AQA
AQA requires pupils to undertake a breadth study, a depth study and a
historical investigation (a personal study into a topic).

Significant choices are available for each module. The numbers taking
each since 2018 are set out below.

Figure 33: AQA A Level history module options
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As at GCSE, we see a wide range of possible options, with some
topics considerably more popular than others, and with these remaining
relatively consistent over the years. The Tudors is the single most popular
paper — more than twice as popular as any other single module — and
the Reformation the least, studied by just 17 pupils. A variety of papers
on Russia and the Soviet Union, the Cold War, 20" Century Germany
and British History from 1850 onwards constitute the majority of the
remaining more popular modules.
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Pearson Edexcel

Edexcel requires pupils to study three different modules: a breadth study

with interpretations, a depth study, and a module that comprises themes

in breadth with aspects in depth, in addition to a coursework assignment.
A variety of choices are available for each option, with the most choices

available for the depth study. The numbers taking each since 2017 are set

out below.

Figure 34: Edexcel A Level history module options
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No single option dominates Edexcel entries as strongly as the Tudors
does for AQA. 20" Century Russia and Germany remain popular options,
as does 17™ century Britain. Significant numbers also study Mao’s China,
Fascist Italy and South Africa. A wide variety of modules of British history,
from the Tudors, through constitutional developments of the 17® century,
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to Empire and more modern political reforms, are studied by a relatively

large number of pupils.

OCR

OCR requires pupils to study three different modules: a British period
study and enquiry, a non-British period study, and a module on thematic
study and historical interpretations, in addition to a topic-based essay.

A variety of choices are available for each option. The numbers taking

each in 2024 are set out below.

Figure 35: OCR A Level history module options
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As with Edexcel, there is a wide diversity of topics studied. The
majority of entries study one of the British period studies from the Tudors
onwards, and both Russia and 20® Century Germany remain popular,
but significant numbers also study Civil Rights in the USA, the American
and French Revolutions, and a wide diversity of other topics, including
Empire, Witchcrazes and the Crusades.

Overarching features and trends
Compared to GCSE, the A-Level syllabuses feature not just a greater variety
of options, but a much greater spread in regards to what schools choose
to teach. Periods from 1500 onward — and, in particular, 1800 onwards —
remain the most popular, but there is a wide diversity of both periods and
themes studies. Each of the exam boards provides a number of modules
taken by fewer than 500 pupils — and some by fewer than 100 pupils.
There are notably more modules — and more pupils taking these
modules — on European history, from the Early Modern period to the
present day, as well as on a greater diversity of countries around the world,
including South Africa, the Middle East and India. China is comparatively
better studied, with over 5% of pupils studying a module that focuses
on that country (compared to 0.25% of entries at GCSE) — though it still
remains significantly less popular than America, Russia or German history.
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Modules dating from before 1000AD remain amongst the least popular,
even where they are offered.

One area of concern is that, despite this widening of themes and periods
within A level modules, many schools appear to choose to repeat topics
which have already been extensively covered at GCSE. The popularity of
topics such as the Tudors and 20" century Germany at both GCSE and A
level suggests many students may be studying very similar content at both
qualifications. For instance, the AQA’s GCSE topic on Elizabeth is by far
its most popular GCSE British breadth unit, as is its A level Tudors breadth
unit which has significant chronological overlap. Whilst revisiting topics
in greater depth can be positive, this constrains the breadth of history
some students are exposed to over the course of GCSE and A level to a few,
relatively narrow themes.
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51. Department for Education, ‘Teacher Work-
load Survey 2019’, 11 October 2019, link

Chapter 5: History Teaching
Resources

A curriculum can only be as strong as the mechanisms in place to deliver
it. The act of translating a well-formulated History curriculum or scheme
of work off of the page and into the minds of a classroom of students relies
on the capabilities and knowledge of the individual history teacher and
the tools at their disposal. High quality teaching is essential. Yet it is also
vital that teachers have access to well-structured and effective classroom
resources to support their delivery. Amongst those we interviewed there
was a view that the quality of resources used in schools was generally
improving. A former Trust CEO we spoke to said ‘materials have been getting
better as resources and education more generally are better informed by the evidence on cognitive
science and learning’.

In many cases these teaching materials will be developed by the teachers
themselves. The UK Government’s 2019 Teacher Workload Survey found
that of the 49.1 hours a week worked on average by secondary school
teachers, 7.3 of these, or almost 15%, were spent on planning or lesson
preparation, part of which will include producing resources.’' Robert Peal,
Head of the West London Free School and author of Knowing History,
argued ‘there are major workload issues associated with departments creating their own
resources .

The alternative is for teachers to identify and use supplementary
resources designed by others to support their teaching. Navigating the
supplementary resource market is complicated by its fractured and
informal nature. At one end teachers have access to traditional resources
such as major textbook series, materials from the Historical Association
and multi-media tools from organisations such as the BBC. Since the
pandemic, Oak National Academy has emerged as a significant centralised
provider of lesson resources. At the other a wide array of crowd-sourced
resource banks, such as Twinkl, School History and TeachlIt allow educators
to share their own resources (often for a price) with their professional
peers. Growing concerns around quality have also seen the expansion
of ‘complete curriculum programmes’, offering schools fully coherent
curriculums and schemes of work as opposed to isolated resources through
a subscription model.

To demonstrate the diversity of resources used in classrooms, in the
following section we present examples of different kinds of teaching
resources drawn from the internet, textbooks and responses to Freedom
of Information requests to schools. These are intended to be indicative of
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the resource landscape and are not designed to provide comprehensive
insight into what is on offer.

Textbooks

Figure 36: Sample spread from ‘Revolution, Industry and Empire:
Britain 1558-1901’, Aaron Wilkes, Oxford University Press.>? The
resource summarises the key features of the Religious Settlement
and its consequences at a level appropriate for KS3 and is followed

by several pupil activities based on the preceding content.
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52. Oxford University Press, ‘KS3 History 4th
Edition: Revolution, Industry and Empire:
Britain 1558-1901 Student Book’, link
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53. Hodder, ‘Democracies In Change: Britain and
the USA in the twentieth century’

Figure 37: Sample page from ‘Democracies In Change: Britain
and the USA in the twentieth century’ .>® The resource provides a
thorough introduction to the growth of spectator sport in Britain
the inter-war period. It includes highly detailed factual information,
such as attendance figures, as well as a primary pictorial source to
support student learning.

As a resource, textbooks represent an integrated resource package.
Typically publishers will produce a chronological series of titles focusing
on different periods. Within each textbook will be a series of explanatory
and age-appropriate readings, relevant source materials and pupil exercises
based on the content.

Unlike most history resources, textbooks undergo extensive quality
assurance processes. Most textbook series are produced either by major
publishing houses or exam boards and are generally written by or in
consultation with history specialists. As a result textbook design is typically
of a reliably high quality, and material is designed to effectively build
on student’s prior knowledge and develop their understanding over the
course of the book. In Figure 36 for example, the activities in the bottom
right increase in difficulty, from recall and comprehension to challenging
students to consider the success of Elizabeth’s ‘middle way’.

However, the cost of textbook series can deter their regular and
widespread use. In an era of constrained budgets many teachers are
reluctant or unable to spend significantly on external resources. Policy

68

policyexchange.org.uk



Chapter 5: History Teaching Resources

Exchange’s own research identified earlier in this report that just 41% of
schools use textbooks routinely as part of normal lessons. When upfront
costs are substantial, such as when purchasing textbooks, many teachers
are deterred by fears that resources will rapidly become out of date.**
There is also observed hostility to the widespread use of textbooks, with
many teachers feeling they infringe their autonomy and that over-reliance
is a sign of laziness. 44% of teachers in a 2021 study agreed there is stigma
associated with teaching from textbooks.”® The Independent Teacher
Workload Review Group, in their 2016 report on planning and teaching
resources, identified this issue, noting that:

‘there seems to be an underlying mistrust of textbooks, related to notions
of professionalism, which assume it is more professional to trust a random
resource, downloaded from the internet after many hours of searching, rather
than a carefully curated, fully researched textbook’.*®

Complete Curriculum Programmes

Figure 38: PowerPoint slide from an Opening Worlds unit on Viking
York aimed at primary school age children.>” This slide is preceded
by a narrative about the lives of two fictional Viking children, Helga
and Arne. This activity challenges students to extrapolate broader
historical lessons from the fictional narrative.

mrans lcarning abattiNg
everyomne! ‘

54. TES Magazine, ‘Why edu-Twitter is a must-
use tool for any teacher’, 8 July 2021, link

55. Public First, ‘How teachers use textbooks’
May 2021, link

56. Independent Teacher Workload Review
Group, ‘Eliminating unnecessary workload

around planning and teaching resources’,
March 2016, link

57. Opening Worlds, ‘Vikings 2: Changing rulers,
changing worlds - sample resources’, link
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58. Oak National Academy, ‘Royalists and Parlia-
mentarians’, link

59. Oak National Academy, ‘The Industrial Revo-
lution and urban migration’, link

Figure 39: A starter quiz activity from an Oak National Academy
lesson on the English Civil War, aimed at KS3 students.”® The
activity is designed to prompt students to recall knowledge
from the preceding Oak lesson on the causes of the Civil War.
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Figure 40: A keyword bank from an Oak National Academy lesson
on the Industrial Revolution, aimed at KS3 students.>® The slide
aims to explicitly teach technical vocabulary that will be used in
the course of the lesson.
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Complete Curriculum Programmes offer fully devised curricula and units
that can be adopted by a school department in place of an internally devised
curriculum and are generally offered through a subscription model. Such
programmes extend further the holistic integrated offering of textbooks by
providing fully resourced and sequenced lessons, including PowerPoints,
worksheets and in some cases delivery advice and instructions for teachers.

Like textbooks, Complete Curriculum Programmes typically receive
significant investment and as aresult resources are of high quality and utilise
evidence-informed pedagogy. Complete Curriculum Programmes are not
quality assured and notionally could be released by anyone prepared to
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produce the content required. However, almost all are produced by highly
regarded institutions or subject specialists that are regarded as authorities.
For example, Opening Worlds places significant emphasis on developing
literacy through the provision of age-appropriate readings throughout its
history curriculum. Demand for Complete Curriculum Programmes has
grown rapidly. For example Opening Worlds is now used by over 360
English primary schools.®® The expansion of such programmes may in part
be as a result of the Ofsted framework’s curriculum focus, particularly on
sequencing and content selection. These changes may have incentivised
schools to explore high-quality, professionally designed programmes by
subject experts that were seen to closely adhere to best practice in these
areas.

Oak National Academy is relatively exceptional amongst Complete
Curriculum Programmes for being freely available to all, without requiring
an account. Oak was established to provide learning-from-home content
during the Covid-19 pandemic and now offers hundreds of lessons in all
major subject areas through partnership with the UK government and
Department for Education.®!

Unlike many other externally available resources, which are almost
inherently standalone and can therefore integrate poorly into wider
schemes of work, resources produced as part of Complete Curriculum
Programmes are sequenced to build upon prior knowledge and serve as
a foundation for future learning. For example, Figure 38, designed to
support knowledge recall, is only possible because it is assumes prior
knowledge from the previous lesson in this unit.

Despite these advantages the funding model of many Complete
Curriculum Programmes can deter wider wuptake. Schools are
understandably reluctant to develop reliance on subscription services that
require a year-by-year commitment for sustained access. Like textbooks,
Complete Curriculum Programmes also face some opposition and stigma
amongst teachers, who view them as an abdication of their planning and
curriculum design responsibilities. This is despite such programmes, such
as Oak National Academy and Opening Worlds, generally being well
regarded by educators.

60. Opening Worlds, ‘What is Opening Worlds?',
link
61. Oak National Academy, ‘Who we are’, link
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62. Oak National Academy, ‘Introducing Aila’, link

63. Imperial War Museums, ‘Classroom resource:
Living in the Trenches’, link

Figure 41: An Al-designed material from Oak National Academy’s
Aila Al generator. From a short, teacher-written prompt the Al has
generated a high quality, age-appropriate reading that could be
used by KS3 students to support their learning about Magna Carta.
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Oak National Academy has recently launched Aila, an ‘Al powered
lesson assistant’.®* Aila seeks to address this stigma and simplify lesson
planning by enabling teachers to generate their own custom lessons using
Oak’s lesson structure, on which the AI has been trained. With this tool
teachers can rapidly develop and tweak lesson plans, learning objectives,
PowerPoints and additional lesson resources, such as the narrative
comprehension below.

Third Sector Resources

Figure 42: A pictorial source and caption as part of the Imperial
War Museums' lesson resource series ‘Living in the trenches’®* The
series provides teachers with access to high quality primary source
material from the museum’s collection.
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Figure 43: An ‘African Kingdoms timeline’ produced by the British
Museum, aimed at KS3 and KS4 students.®* The resource uses age-
appropriate language and relevant visual sources to document the
development of several kingdoms across the continent.
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64. The British Museum, ‘African kingdoms time-
line’, link
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Figure 44: A spread from the Black Country Living Museum'’s
schools booklet ‘Coal, Iron and Steam’. The information provided
is clear and well supported by primary sources. However the
activities shown are relatively simple and require students to guess

the correct answer without sufficient foundational knowledge.
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Policy Exchange’s 2018 Report ‘Completing the Revolution’ called for
third sector institutions and organisations, such as museums, historical
trusts and charitable organisations, to play a greater role in creating
classroom materials.®® Heritage institutions employ specialists well placed
to generate high quality classroom resources and are likely to impose
internal quality controls to protect their reputations. Such organisations
can make a valuable contribution by utilising their collections to make
high quality primary source materials available for classroom learning,
such as the resource series in Figure 42. Expanding access to artifact
images and written sources can enrich student engagements with the past.

However, it is important to note that the production of educational
resources is very rarely the focus of such heritage organisations. As
a result, classroom material offerings may be limited by the resources
organisations can devote to this work, as well as by the diversity of their
own collections. Yet where they are offered, the particular expertise of
heritage institutions and the collections they have at their disposal can be
used to produce unique and high-quality resources that supplement what
teachers can produce for themselves.

65. Policy Exchange, ‘Completing the Revolu-
tion: Delivering on the promise of the 2014
National Curriculum) 9 March 2018, link
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School-Made Resources

Figure 45: Aworksheet for an online research task for KS3 students
looking at links between local historical figures and the slave
trade. The activity enables students to engage with historical data
sources and explore the slave trade through local case studies.
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Figure 46: A scaffolded source analysis task aimed at KS3 students.
Students are supported to analyse a primary source about the
presentation of women during the Women'’s Suffrage movement
in Britain with prompts to shape their analysis.
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Figure 47: A PowerPoint slide about Columbus’s expeditions aimed
at KS3 students. Although the content is broadly strong, the slide
is over-loaded with information and contains several grammar
mistakes.
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Figure 48: A worksheet for KS3 pupils comparing the relative
power of kingdoms in the 1470s. Without substantial context it is
unlikely that students will have the knowledge to make informed
comparisons across such extensive cultural and spatial divides.
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The vast majority of resources used in English schools continue to
be produced by teachers and history departments themselves. Subject
specialists are able to design materials specifically to complement their
curriculum goals and schemes of work. Teachers are therefore able to
easily adapt resources to the specific needs and abilities of individual
classes and can use their personal subject knowledge to enrich resources.
Figure 45 exemplifies how a teacher has been able to plan an engaging
activity linking the slave trade to the school’s local area. This can give
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history teachers a valuable sense of autonomy in their own classrooms.

However, resources made at this level are unlikely to undergo any
form of quality control beyond the school’s history department. This in
turn can lead to wide variation in quality. Teachers are unlikely to have
specialist knowledge across the full span of the curriculum and therefore
there is likely to be some internal variation in quality. Curriculums that are
repeated over subsequent years are unlikely to see materials significantly
revised, which means teacher-made resources are less likely to keep up
with pedagogical and historiographical innovations. For example Figure
47 is too text-heavy to be well aligned with current pedagogical best
practice on cognitive load.

Creating resources from scratch is also a major burden on teachers. The
UK Government’s 2019 Teacher Workload Survey found 40% of teachers
felt ‘too much’ time was being spent on lesson planning and preparation,
including designing materials.®® As Policy Exchange identified in its 2018
report, ‘Completing the Revolution: Delivering on the promise of the 2014 National
Curriculum’, “the workload demand attendant on teachers creating almost all of their resources
themselves is intolerable’.*”

Figure 49: An example of a KS3 history assessment format shared
on X/twitter.® The resource scaffolds student’s writing and avoids
the imposition of GCSE-style assessment in KS3 by using an
innovative format.
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66. Department for Education, ‘Teacher Work-
load Survey 2019’, 11 October 2019, link

67. Policy Exchange, ‘Completing the Revolu-
tion: Delivering on the promise of the 2014
National Curriculum, 9 March 2018, link

68. X/Twitter, Hugh Richards, 5 November
2024, link
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69. TES Magazine, ‘Why edu-Twitter is a must-
use tool for any teacher’, 8 July 2021, link

70. TES Magazine, ‘Gibb: ‘1 will never cease to be
deeply involved in education policy”, 14 No-
vember 2023, link

71. Twinkl, ‘VE Day Diary Worksheet!, link

In recent years frustration with paywalls and the rise of social media
has seen the growing importance of ‘Edu-Twitter’ and latterly Bluesky,
which TES Magazine has described as ‘a massive resource and reference
library” where colleagues freely share lesson materials.®” The increasingly
democratic nature of educational discourse and debate, fuelled through
innovations such in social media, was welcomed by former schools
minister Nick Gibb:

‘It is them [teachers] leading the debate about curriculum content and teaching
methods and pedagogy, and I don’t think that was happening before. We now
have a proper debate within the profession, and that is one of the things I am
most proud of.””°

Whilst materials shared on Twitter obviously do not undergo quality
control, those sharing resources tend to be highly regarded subject
specialists showcasing best practice, with many of the resources being
of high quality. However most resources on EduTwitter are shared as
screenshots rather than downloadable files. This means they primarily
serve as inspiration and teachers must still invest significant time to create
their own equivalent materials.

Online Resource Sharing Platforms

Figure 50: A KS3 writing activity from the resource bank Twinkl in
which students must write a first-person account of attending a VE
Day street party.”! This is effectively a creative writing task, lacking
a substantive historical component and promotes an unhelpful
conception of historical empathy across space and time.

VE Day Diary Worksheet
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Figure 51: AKS3 reading and supplementary storyboard activity on
the lives of children during the Industrial Revolution. The narrative
is high quality, but the subsequent storyboard activity does not
enable students to demonstrate or apply their understanding of

what they have read and is essentially just a creative exercise.
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72. School History, ‘Motte and Bailey Castles
Facts & Worksheets), link

73. Department for Education, ‘Use and per-
ceptions of curriculum support resources in
schools’, July 2018, link

74. Ibid.

Figure 52: A KS3 resource from School History explaining the
development and key features of early castles.”? The resource is
well designed, explaining key terms and using images effectively
to support understanding.
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Internet resource banks are some of the most frequently used and easily
accessible supplementary resources. The Department for Education’s 2018
report, ‘Use and perceptions of curriculum support in schools’, found that educators
were most likely to find such resources through internet searches, and
their perceptions of such resources were strongly influenced by the
recommendations of subject colleagues.”” Online resource sites typically
charge a small fee to access individual resources, or operate an affordable
subscription model that is significantly lower than those for Complete
Curriculum Programmes. Generally the resources produced are standalone
and do not form part of broader lesson or unit resource sequences.

There is no quality assurance as to what resources can be shared online,
although some sites operate their own restrictions. As a result there is wide
variation between and within sites in terms of the quality of materials.
Some, such as Figure 52 are of good quality, whilst others, such as Figure
50, are poorer than what most teachers would produce themselves. Despite
the numbers of resources available on such sites there is a clear shortage
of high-quality material for certain topic areas. The DfE’s 2018 report
found that history was one of five subjects for which finding resources
was difficult and that many of the resources that did exist were outdated.”
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Chapter 6: Training History
Teachers

The Changing Landscape of Teacher Training

In England the majority of teachers train and qualify after obtaining
an undergraduate degree, often in the subject they intend to teach. In
2022/23 80% of new teachers trained on postgraduate courses, with the
remaining 20% training through integrated undergraduate programmes.”®

Historically the provision of postgraduate teacher training in England
has been dominated by universities and teacher training colleges (HEIs).
These institutions have traditionally offered one year training courses, for
which students pay fees, with graduates obtaining Qualified Teacher Status
(QTS) and a qualification in education - typically a Postgraduate Certificate
of Education (PGCE) - at the end of their studies. As part of their training,
trainees on these courses spend a minimum of 24 weeks on placements in
partner schools.”®

In recent years, however, the government has expanded the number
of teacher training routes to encourage more people into the profession.
The biggest expansion has been in ‘school-led’ routes. These programmes
reverse the basic training principles of traditional taught courses. Instead
of being based in universities or colleges with placements in schools,
trainees are based in schools and spend some time each week in training
away from the classroom. Programmes may be salaried or fee-funded.
Examples of such programmes include School Direct, School-Centred
Initial Teacher Training (SCITT), and the High Potential ITT programme,
operated by Teach First. Since 2018 the government has offered teaching
apprenticeships as a salaried postgraduate training route.

As aresult over time the number of teachers training through traditional
HEIs has significantly declined. Whereas 67% of trainees undertaking ITT
in 2013/14 trained through fee-funded HEI, this fell to a low of 44% in
2019/2020.77 It has since recovered to 51%.”®

75. House of Commons Library, ‘Initial teacher
training in England’, 24 April 2023, link

76. Ibid.

77. Department for Education, ‘Initial teacher
training census for the academic year 2015
to 2016, England’, 19 November 2015, link

78. House of Commons Library, ‘Initial teacher
training in England’, 24 April 2023, link
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Figure 53: Percentage of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) trainees by
training programme 2024/257°

[ e Fursat oy Skt waitatce [ Fee-Foming Baorad Lo dTT [ Hasiowest i Pptvataal 177 - Botuangd St 1T | Hinaneg Toinirang

Ry At g - e ey 11 A b St

AT

Significant changes to teacher training followed the ITT Market
Review, announced by the government in 2021. The review initiated a
reaccreditation process for all existing ITT providers in 2022, resulting
in a decline in the number of accredited providers from 226 to 179
for 2024/25.%° One of the key features of the re-accreditation process
was a renewed focus on the Core Content Framework (CCF), with ITT
providers expected to ensure their curriculum ‘explicitly delivers the requirements
and principles’ of the CCF.*' The accreditation places specific emphasis on
the inclusion of evidence-based teaching techniques, including ‘wherever
appropriate reflecting cognitive architecture in curriculum design’.®> A new obligation
for ITT programmes to incorporate a specific ‘intensive placement’ was
also introduced.

One of the major implications of the ITT Market Review and
reaccreditation process has been an increase in the consistency of ITT
provision across providers. This has been particularly notable in the
central role given within ITT provider curriculums to evidence-based
teaching approaches, informed by cognitive science. Examples include
the widespread teaching of scaffolding techniques to steadily develop
student’s independent practice and routine reference to the educational
principles of Barak Rosenshine, who is explicitly referenced in the CCF.**

However, the extensive demands of the CCF have arguably reduced
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the time and capacity for ITT providers to cover content beyond its scope.
This has in many cases impacted the amount of subject-specific training
and pedagogy delivered by ITT providers, despite the Market Review
affirming the importance of subject-specific training, noting ‘subject-specific
approaches must be delivered by suitably qualified experts”.®*

Pedagogy

Pedagogy is a term for the method or practice of teaching. The
Department for Education defines pedagogy as ‘the “how”, or practice of
educating’.*> Pedagogy refers to the instructional techniques teachers use
to convey information, support learning and check for understanding in
their lessons.

Teacher Training: School History’s Weak Link?

As has been demonstrated in previous chapters, the state of history in
English schools is broadly encouraging. Most students have sufficient time
within their weekly timetables to engage substantively with the subject
and experience a broad curriculum which includes strong coverage of key
events in British and wider history. Student learning is generally supported
with good-quality resources and many choose to pursue history to GCSE
or A level, through rigorous programmes of study.

Despite this strong picture, there is widespread concern amongst
experts around the quality of teacher training that history practitioners
receive. Christine Counsell, former leader of the University of Cambridge’s
Secondary History PGCE programme, said:

‘Secondary teacher training should be very subject specific. For at least a decade,
there has been a trend towards highly generic programmes in which trainees
spend far too little time studying the subject-specific dimensions of teaching.
In the last three years, this problem has become more serious because recent
reforms have privileged the generic over the subject-specific to an alarming
degree. The huge variation in quality of secondary subject training is now
nationally worrying.”

Echoing her concerns, Amanda Spielman argued ‘ITT education can be very
bad quality — and schools-based routes are not guarantees of quality’. Heather Fearn,
subject expert, felt ‘training is too generic and focused on teaching skills rather than
subject specialism’.
Two recent trends in teacher training have had troubling consequences
for the subject-specific competence of new teachers. Firstly, the shift in
training from university to non-university routes has meant more teacher
training takes place on-the-job in the classroom. This has meant less
theoretical subject-specific training, with trainees spending more time in
schools, often receiving proportionally more training in more generalist 84. ‘Initial teacher training (ITT) market review
areas of teaching such as behaviour management and support for SEN report, link . .
85. Department for Education, ‘Pedagogy in
students. Simultaneously, as noted above teacher training has evolved to early childhood education and care (ECEC):

an international comparative study of ap-
proaches and policies’, July 2015, link
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incorporate a greater focus on cognitive science techniques and evidence
informed teaching pedagogy. Whilst neither of these trends are problems
in themselves, they have squeezed the amount of teacher training time
devoted to developing subject-specific knowledge and teaching skills. The
current Early Careers Framework has been criticised for creating a ‘one-size-
fits-all system” that relegates the importance of subject-specific pedagogy.*

Devising an effective curriculum to support the subject-specific
training of history teachers in the limited time available is complex.
Teacher training providers must balance developing teacher’s own subject
knowledge with teaching subject-specific pedagogy, such as how to teach
source analysis. The breadth of content that teachers may be expected
to cover in schools also poses a challenge, as the flexibility of the 2014
National Curriculum has enabled schools to develop very different history
curriculums. Whereas it is safe to assume that a maths trainee will one day
need to know how to teach algebra, or a science trainee the structure of
a plant cell, history tutors will have less confidence that training teachers
on the Glorious Revolution, for example, will be relevant in their future
careers. Trainee teachers will also arrive with their own subject specialisms
and areas of weakness in their historical knowledge. It is therefore difficult
for ITT providers to identify subject strengths and weaknesses across a
tull cohort. Unlike in 5 other subjects, there is currently no government
funded Subject Knowledge Enhancement (SKE) course for history that
could shift this vital content into a separate training programme from the
ITT.¥

Different teacher training providers have surmounted these challenges
with relatively greater or lesser success, resulting in a highly variable
landscape of training quality. The risk is that, in some programmes,
teachers do not receive sufficient grounding in history teaching to develop
their own professional sensibilities and rigorous approach to teaching the
past. Where this does not take root, new teachers can be over-dependent
on simply mimicking their training and the approaches that they have
been exposed to during this process.

The Content and Quality of Subject-Specific Training for
History in HEI ITT programmes

Methodology

Using the government’s teacher training course portal Policy Exchange
identified 37 universities offering a specific Postgraduate Certificate of
Education programme in History. Freedom of Information (FOIs) requests
were submitted to each of these institutions.
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What we asked university ITT providers:

Please provide any information that you hold in relation to the questions below:

1. Documents outlining the module structure and content of any history-related
subject specific units offered to history trainees as part of your PGCE programme.

2. Documents relating to any teaching materials or resources you use as part of your
history subject training within your PGCE course, including lecture slides, reading
lists and exemplar resources for trainees that specifically relate to the teaching of
history.

Of the 37 institutions to which we submitted FOIs, 3 failed to respond.
Of the 34 that did respond 21 provided a limited or detailed response
whilst 13 refused to provide any information.

Figure 54: Summary table of responses received from university
history PGCE providers who received Freedom of Information
requests

Mo Responsa Rosponse Refused Responded

3 13 21

Of the 21 who did respond, 4 provided only limited information that
was typically publicly available on their website. The other 17 provided
substantial information on the composition and content of their history
PGCE programmes.

Figure 55: Summary table of level of detail in responses received
from university history PGCE providers who received Freedom of
Information requests

Limnited Reaporse Detalled Response

Fl 17

Findings

The way in which history-specific training is structured within HEI
PGCE programmes is highly variable
Amongst the institutions analysed there was wide divergence in the
emphasis placed on subject training and how this was integrated into their
PGCE programmes. This suggests universities are placing considerably
different emphasis on the importance of subject-specific training within
their PGCE programmes.

In many cases institutions dedicated a specific module to subject
coverage. This typically represented approximately 25% of the modules
covered and an equivalent number of credits.
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Figure 56: The University of Hertfordshire's History PGCE modules
include a 30-credit module on ‘History subject and curriculum
knowledge'®
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However, in several institutions there was no specific module covering
subject knowledge. In some cases it was not clear which modules
incorporated subject-specific content.

Figure 57: Bath Spa University’s History PGCE modules include no
specific reference to subject training.?’

Modules -
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® How Pupils Learn

® Adoptive Teaching
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In other cases it was clear that subject-specific training was part of a
module, but that this was included alongside other areas of training.

Figure 58: Nottingham University's PGCE programme consists
of two modules, one of which, ‘Learning and Teaching in School’,
‘explores teaching and learning in subject disciplines are more
generally’°

Modules

Learning and Teaching in Schaol

Bi-hesols and Sociaty

il pescechuibe

The amount of time trainees spend receiving subject-specific training
on history PGCE courses is limited

Where universities provided subject handbooks, timetables or data on
levels of training in response to the Freedom of Information request,
these were assessed to determine the amount of time devoted within the
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programme to subject specific training. By accounting for the number and
length of subject-specific sessions it was possible to calculate the aggregate
number of subject specific training days offered as part of the history PGCE
programme of 11 of the universities in the study.

On average trainees received only 17.8 days of subject-specific training
over the year-long PGCE course. This will in part be due to the constraints
imposed by extensive school placements, during which trainees do not
attend university training. The programme with the smallest amount of
subject specific training offered the equivalent of just 9.5 days over the
programme, whilst the course with the most training offered 37.5 days.
There is therefore significant variation between PGCE programmes with
regards to the amount of history-specific training trainee teachers receive.

This review also found that certain sessions or days which had been
highlighted as subject-specific in reality appear to be only tangentially
related to history. Such sessions were therefore omitted as part of our
review of subject training time. In some cases references to doing
something ‘in history’ appeared to be an attempt to make more generic
training appear part of the subject-specific offering.

Figure 59: A session as part of Sheffield University’s History PGCE
is entitled ‘an introduction to planning for and managing behaviour
in the History classroom’. In reality behaviour management
techniques do not vary notably between subjects and so this
session likely consisted primarily of generalist training.

Friday EPS2 - Equalities and Fairness See EPS programme
8 EPS groups
September

Figure 60: A day long session offered by Worcester University’s
History PGCE on ‘Teaching For Learning’ (T4L). Teaching For
Learning techniques are generally generic across subjects and
therefore, despite being identified as subject training, this is
unlikely to be subject-specific.

Vi 160k 123 ITAF = T4L Exphoraticn of wiing TéL in th Hishory claurmon =
lan ! pedagogie and practice

This is concerning. It is difficult to envisage how a subject like history,
which is both wide-ranging in substantive content and includes a
considerable amount of technical disciplinary knowledge, can be covered
in this time. Even if trainees have relevant graduate-level training in
history, as previously noted this is likely to be specialist in a small number
of historical areas. Pedagogical approaches to history, such as second order
concepts, are unique to teacher training and will need to be covered from
scratch. The significant levels of variation in the amount of subject training
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history trainee teachers receive is therefore likely to result in uneven skills
and knowledge on entering the classroom.

Subject training focuses on disciplinary rather than subject knowledge
Most PGCE courses which provided materials included some form of
‘how to teach’ sessions that were subject-specific. However, these sessions
disproportionately focused on equipping trainees with disciplinary
knowledge as opposed to developing their substantive factual knowledge
of different historical topics.

This is problematic. Whilst trainees must undoubtedly learn the
pedagogical techniques to deliver effective history lessons, including
sessions on skills, new history teachers also need to be confident in teaching
specific aspects of the past. This includes training in how to identify which
core concepts should be highlighted as part of topics and how to do this
most effectively. For instance, it is useful for training to highlight that
shifting notions of legitimacy and political authority is a core theme of the
English Civil War and that it is therefore vital for students to understand
the concept of the Divine Right of Kings and why this was controversial.
The lack of ‘how to teach’ training in PGCE courses means many teachers
may not be confident distilling key aspects of the past into a form that is
appropriate for a KS3 class.

Figure 61: As part of York University’s PGCE history course there
are day-long sessions focusing on the use of evidence in history
and the second-order concepts of causation and consequence.
In both of these sessions the intention is to equip trainees with
general disciplinary knowledge in history that can be applied to
different historical topics.

PGCE Week 5

Monday 2 October
AM:  Effective teaching of evidential thinking using sources
PM:  Planning to teach for evidential understanding

Friday & October
AM:  Effective teaching of cause and conseguence

FM:  Planning to teach causation

Figure 62: Roehampton University’s History PGCE includes a
session on teaching essay writing, a key disciplinary skill in history,
to students.
Wed | Subject 17: The art and science of the essay: teaching pupils
19/03 | to understand essay questions and to write well. A level
History teaching and learning
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The exception to the bias towards disciplinary over subject training
was the Holocaust, with most PGCE providers offering sessions on how
to teach this event. This may reflect the fact the Holocaust is the only
mandated historic topic in the National Curriculum and therefore the only
topic that all trainees can anticipate going on to teach.

Figure 63: Canterbury Christ Church University’'s PGCE course
includes a session specifically on Holocaust teaching in schools.

5F11 Enquiry Question: How can we teach the Holocaust?
Fri 1/12 Sequencing and struciuring leaming in Hisiory
Pedagogies of Holocaust Education and further apportunities
Reflecting on our emverging visien of teoching History

Al Trainess

Some providers offered a variety of sessions designed to expand both
trainees own subject knowledge of particular historical topics and their
understanding of the best pedagogical approaches through which to teach
these to students. However, this was highly variable, with some providers
offering little to no training designed to improve trainee’s substantive
knowledge.

Figure 64: Unlike most courses, Sunderland University’s History
PGCE devotes significant time to educating trainees on teaching
specific historical periods and events.

1711 K53 focus: ieaching medieval history
Crusades/madieval monarchs

2411 KE3 tocus: teaching Renadssanca History
Tudar monanchs

112 K53 tocus: teaching 17 century Histony:
Stuarts and English civil war

Figure 65: In addition to the session shown on ancient history at
KS3, Birmingham University's History PGCE course also includes
sessions on teaching medieval and local history.
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Chapter 7: Diversify or
Decolonise?

As discussed in chapter 1, a key function of school history is to help
students cultivate a sense of identity through an understanding of their
community’s, society’s and nation’s shared past. As Benjie Groom, History
Subject Lead at Oak National Academy said ‘History provides students with a sense
of where we as people and society come from, a sense of identity’. Amanda Spielman,
formerly His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools, said that history was
necessary to ‘Build children’s understanding of their country — and bring them to the
place where they value being part of it.” Building a historical awareness of Britain’s
history is an integral part of identity and citizenship.

Developing a shared sense of that past is especially important. In a
similar vein Sir Trevor Phillips said that ‘shared understandings of the past are
a necessary precondition for interaction’. For people to have a coherent sense of
British identity this inherently needs to be shared — by people living in
different places and in diverse communities. That is not to say there is no
place for local history, or that different people may not be interested in
different things — but students must have an awareness of the same events,
processes and themes to be able to engage and share an understanding of
the national past.

As such a number of expert teachers, historians and cultural
commentators interviewed as part of this project warned against the dangers
of teaching political narratives or intentionally teaching different groups
of students different versions of the past. As former schools minister Nick
Gibb argued ‘history should not be shaped to modern needs. It is impossible to predict what
will be relevant over a person’s lifetime and so it is better not to attempt to do so at all’. Sir
Trevor Phillips said ‘nationally, history needs to be taught consistently to achieve unity’.
Lord Sewell argued ‘history should not be a self-esteem course — it should explain how
the human story gets remade across space and time’.

The movement to diversify school history

Even prior to the New History of the 1970s there had been movements
within history teaching to expand the geographical scope of the history
curriculum in English schools to include more global studies and diverse
perspectives. The increasing diversity of British society has fuelled
campaigns to diversify the history curriculum to incorporate other
cultures, ethnicities and places. As Sir Trevor Phillips and Mike Phillips
argued in their 1998 book, ‘Windrush: The Irresistible Rise of Multi-Racial Britain":
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‘In the last fifty years the minority to which we belonged had become an
authentic strand of British society. If we were engaged in a struggle, it wasn’t
about our ‘acceptance’ as individuals. Instead, it was about our status as
citizens, and it seemed obvious that if our citizenship was to mean more than
the paper on which it was written, it would be necessary for the whole country
to reassess not only its own identity, and its history, but also what it meant
to be British.™’

As a result of growing awareness of these issues, school history
has adapted and expanded. For example, the 1999 and 2007 National
Curriculums placed greater emphasis on the importance of teaching topics
such as the British Empire and slavery which are of particular resonance to
Britain’s non-white communities. These changes have presented valuable
opportunities for British students to learn about more contested aspects of
Britain’s past and engage more substantively with historical topics from
the wider world.

However, the death of George Floyd and the subsequent momentum
gained by the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in 2020 substantially
expanded and radicalised proposals to ‘diversify’ and ‘decolonise’
school curriculums. A campaign by The Black Curriculum to lobby
the government to make black history mandatory in schools attracted
significant coverage and support.”” The National Education Union has
called for ‘teaching which fully examines British imperialism and racism’.”> Demands
for a more inclusive curriculum that considers the experiences, amongst
others, of women, ethnic minorities, and LGBT people has necessitated
curriculum innovation. For instance, in response to BLM more than 660
schools in England adopted ‘a diverse and anti-racist curriculum’ produced
by Hackney Borough Council entitled ‘The Diverse Curriculum’.”* Under
extensive pressure, some schools made hasty changes to their curriculums
which have brought highly contested narratives from the academy into
mainstream teaching.

Concerns about the impact that these changes have had on school
history in England formed a significant part of Ofsted’s 2023 history
subject report ‘rich encounters with the past’. A key concern raised repeatedly
by the report was how contested histories were presented to students. The
report found that ‘in some schools, historical content was framed in ways that strongly
suggested there was a particular ‘right” answer to complex historical questions’. The report
warned against teaching ‘only the negative experiences of a particular group, creating
problematic singular narratives of victimhood’.

What changes have been made?

As part of our Freedom of Information request project, surveyed schools
were asked whether, in their opinion, they had made efforts to ‘diversify’
or ‘decolonise’ their curriculum. 83% of schools that responded to the
question said they had done so, compared to 17% who said they had not
(Fig. 23).

91. Phillips, T. and Phillips, M. ‘Windrush: The
Irresistable Rise of Multi-Racial Britain’,
(1998), London, Harper Collins

92. The Black Curriculum, ‘Email the Minister of
State for School Standards’, link

93. National Education Union, ‘Decolonising ed-
ucation’, link

94. The Guardian, ‘Hundreds of schools in En-

gland sign up for anti-racist curriculum’, 26
March 2021, link
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Figure 66: Schools that have diversified or decolonised their
History curriculums by percentage of pupils classified as of white
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In general schools with more ethnically diverse student bodies were not
significantly more likely to have made efforts to diversity or decolonise
their curriculums (Fig. 24).

Some of the changes made have been high quality. One example
has been the widespread introduction of KS3 units based around Peter
Frankopan’s book ‘The Silk Roads’, which challenges Anglo-centrism in
the early medieval world by situating Britain at the periphery of trade
routes centred on Asia.

Yet in too many cases changes made in response to pressure to diversify
have had the effect of distorting student’s views of the past. Whether by
displacing vital traditional curriculum topics, thereby leaving students
with a poorer and more disconnected chronological understanding of
history, or by presenting politically charged and often critical narratives of
Britain’s past as fact, these changes have been to the detriment of quality
history teaching in schools. Despite exclusive polling for Policy Exchange
finding that 60% of Britons feel their country has been a force for good in
the world and 72% feeling children should be taught to be proud of their
country, too many school history curriculums now include units which
focus one-sidedly on the perceived ills of Britain’s national past.”®

The Quality of Classroom Resources Supporting Diverse History
Curriculums

As previously noted some aspects of diverse history, such as the slave
trade, have encouragingly now been core topics in English schools for
several decades and are backed by a wide range of high-quality resources.
Figure 67, for example, chooses to introduce Queen Matilda, an important
but overlooked figure of the British medieval period, to explore the
important role of queens in this period. Other resources take great care
to present contested histories impartially. Figure 68, by highlighting the
divergent worldviews of Native Americans and colonists, enriches student
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understandings of how conflict arose without prejudice to either group.

Figure 67: A KS3 resource designed to teach students about the
role of Matilda and her gender as a cause of the Anarchy. The
source effectively highlights an important female figure to teach
an important but overlooked period of British history.

Empress Matilda - The forgotten Queen
FOR | AGAINST

ETEFHEM

Figure 68: Aresource targeted at KS3 students on the development
of Britain’s American colonies. The source effectively and impartially
presents the different attitudes and perspectives Native Americans
and European colonists had on land ownership.

Lesson 3: How did the Thirteen Colonies change North
America?
What is inferpretation C's opinion about the differences between Europeans and

Indigencus Americans?

Inferprefofion A: Adopted frem an arficle caved 'The making of o noticon — Amencan histon:

an an egucofional website, written in 2012 by Steve Ember, an Quthor ond Srogocoster,

‘Perhaps the most serfious was the difference in the way that the Indigenows Amerncans and the
Europeans thought about land. Thi: difference created problems thai wiouwld not be sobsed during the
meexf peveral hundred years.

Crwring land was extremely imporfort to the-Berssearn setflern. Land meant wealth and power. Mary
of the sefflers who came to Marth America could newver have sweed bock home in Europe. They wers
too poor. When they arved in the ‘new warld”® they discoweraed thot no one sjezmed fo own tce-buge

amaounts of land. For many. it wos a dreom come frue.

O the other hand, the American Indians befewved that mo one could cwn land. They beliewved,
rowever, thatf anyone cowld use if fo ive on and grow crops. They might huni on cre area of land for
some fmas, but thern they would move on. They hunfed only what they could eat, so populotions of
animals could confinrue to increase. They did not underford that the tetier were going to keep the
land. To therm, if wos lice trdng fo saws the oir or the clowds. As the years possed, more setiers armved
and teok maore land. They cuf down trees. They built fences fo keep p2ople and animal: cut. They
demanded that the Amercan indicons stay off their land.”
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96. Royal Museums Greenwich, ‘Investigating
the East India Company’, link

Figure 69: A still from a video produced by Royal Museums
Greenwich on the East India Company’s links to Deptford.”®
The museums have used their collection, in the form of short
explanatory videos, to create a high-quality unit on the East India
Company.

East India Company Ships at Deptford

However, in other cases, the materials are of highly variable quality.
This is often particularly the case where topics were rapidly initiated into
curriculums in light of the Black Lives Matter protests and, as a result,
teachers, textbook publishers and third sector institutions have had to
work quickly to produce new resources to support these curriculum areas.

The following resources are examples of teaching materials designed to
support the teaching of diverse topics, either found online or provided by
schools as part of our Freedom of Information project.

The worst resources actively misrepresent the past to students to create
false narratives of diversity or oppression. Figures 70 and 71 all present
highly contested and controversial interpretations of events as fact and
without balance, despite the views expressed lying outside the mainstream
of historical opinion. In both Figures 71 and 73 key contextual information
appears to have been intentionally omitted to enable the figures discussed
to make a modern political point, despite obscuring the historical reality.
The biases in these resources are therefore likely to leave students with
significant misconceptions about the past.

Other activities are wholly inappropriate and are designed to
emotionally confront students rather than offer any substantive historical
learning opportunity. The exercise in Figure 72 provides students with no
proper understanding of historical or modern-day racism and does not
equip them to evaluate these phenomena in a rigorous way.
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Figure 70: Page extracts from the book ‘Brilliant Black British
History’, which won the British Book Awards Children’s Non-
Fiction Book of the Yearin 2024.°” The book asserts that early black
Britons built Stonehenge and that west African kingdoms that sold
other Africans to European slavers were unaware of their role in
the global slave trade. Both of these claims are hotly contested and
outside mainstream historical thinking but are presented as fact.
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Figure 71: A slide from the Classical Association’s ‘Queering the
Past’ project that forms part of a lesson entitled ‘Elagabalus:
The Genderqueer Ruler of Rome'?® The Classical Association
has been recognised by the government as ‘the national subject
association for Classics’ and offers bulk school-wide memberships
to teachers.”” The slide in question misleads readers by omitting
that Nero had Sporus castrated and forced him to play the role of
his former wife, whom he had killed. These actions appear to have
been entirely non-consensual and sexually violent and therefore
should not be inaccurately and inappropriately described as a form
of ‘gender transition’.
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97. Bloomsbury, ‘Brilliant Black British History’,

link

98. Classical Association, ‘Queering the Past(s),

link

99. Department for Education, ‘Teaching Lat-
in and the classics: support available for

schools’, 4 March 2025, link
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Figure 72: Aresource produced by Babcock LDP for Devon County
Council as part of their anti-racism resources for teachers across
the county to use in the curriculum. The resource advises students
on how to replicate Jane Elliot’s controversial 1968 ‘Blue Eyes/
Brown Eyes’ experiment in order to teach concepts of racism,
prejudice and discrimination. The repetition of this experiment is
likely to be distressing for young students without substantively
improving their understanding of racial issues.
.

.“ -
BabCOCK'$2%® st Racist Activiny ke2

Blue Eye Brown Eye - Teacher's Notes

introduction: Sefore your pupifs can porticipote i ooy in-deptf oatlrociem educodion, & & wWio/
Hhat thary bove O Cieor undevsionding of whal rocim i The folowdng octeaty wal! belp pou fo
educahe pour pupds obout the meaning of rocism ond chear wp ooy myths thod the powng people
migist borve sbout the rerm,

Obsjictive-
To engage pupds in discussion and debate shout prejudios, discrimination amd human rights
S Ues.

LU

= T talk openly about racism and the deep Burt it Can cause.
= T edicate learners about the impact ol Fackm

= To increase understanding of Rsues of equality and diversity,

Chvarview:

The 'Biue Eye f Brern Eye’ was an experiment firs] periormed in the USA by Jane Fliat @0 1968,
The experiment was performed by Elliot on the day after Martin Luther King. Jr. was assassinated,
fo demondirate whal prepodios wad 10 her third grade clags.

This activity enables pupils to experence, first hand, what prejudion & lioe. Pupils are insobved in
a classroam “peperiment™ (or rode-play) in which those with blue myes are treated very differently
fo Those with brown pyes. The acthvity compels pupils to guesticn disorimination and fo disouss
fundamental husman rights. Within this sctivity, pupils desehog skills in participation,
communication, enquiry and deceion-making.
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Figure 73: Aslide from a lesson on Queen Nzinga Mbande produced
by CARGO Movement, an organisation sponsored by Arts Council
England and the National Education Union.® In addition to the
resources CARGO makes freely available onlineg, its online course in
partnership with the University of Bristol on utilising its classroom
resource packages has been enrolled into over 1000 times.!°! The
lesson in question misrepresents Mbande as a hero of anti-slavery
and anti-imperialism, when in fact she actively participated in the
slave trade and collaborated in the trade with Portugal to secure
personal political advantage.

ared mainbned Rd

Other resources do not achieve the levels of impartiality expected when
attempting to expand the diversity of the curriculum. Some organisations
have concluded that diversifying or decolonising the curriculum requires a
negative reappraisal of historical events and institutions such as the British
Empire, such as in Figure 74. By only reflecting their own viewpoint
such resources are likely to mislead students about the contested nature of
historical legacies.

Other resources make well-meaning attempts to expand diversity
within the curriculum, but at the cost of an effectively structured and
well-rounded historical offering. In the last five years some high-quality
original scholarship focused on diversity, such as Miranda Kaufman'’s
‘Black Tudors’, have been used to produced standalone lessons or units
in schools, as demonstrated by Figure 75. Whilst historically interesting
and valid areas of inquiry, focusing in on such isolated examples means
students inherently have less time to study historical events and processes
of broader significance, including diverse topics such as empire and
slavery. This in turn can unbalance student’s overall historical learning,
particularly in the already compressed and overburdened KS3.

100.CARGO Movement, ‘Queen Nzinga lesson’,

link

101.Future Learn, ‘Practical Skills for Teaching
Inclusive History: CARGO Classroom’, link
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102.The Black Curriculum, ‘The British Empire
Experiences of African and Caribbean Peo-
ple - Information Cards’, link

103.The Black Curriculum, ‘The Black Curric-
ulum Evaluation: Key Findings, December
2023, link

Figure 74: One of a series of flashcards designed by the
organisation Black Curriculum to explore ‘The British Empire
Experiences of African and Caribbean People’.l°?2 In 2021 The Black
Curriculum worked with over 100 schools and 2000 teachers.1%3
The cards present a biased, negative perspective on the empire,
oversimplifying concepts such as indirect rule, whilst denying
students balanced information to make their own judgements.
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Figure 75: A teacher-made KS3 resource designed to teach about
the experiences of Black Tudors. Resources such as these may lead
to misconceptions amongst pupils about the diversity of Britain in
this period. Framing the exercise around the idea of ‘acceptance’
also requires students to engage in ahistorical conjecture about
the relative inclusivity of historical cultures.
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Figure 76: A teacher-made plenary resource for KS3 students
to consolidate what they have learned about Windrush over
the course of the lesson. By only considering the difficulties and
negative experiences of Windrush migrants this resource provides
students with a biased impression of their experiences.
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How have these changes come about? The role of
history teacher training

How have these radical changes to many school curriculums become
so rapidly embedded? One potential explanation is the role of teacher
training. Teaching remains a high-turnover profession, with nearly a
third of teachers (31.3%) leave teaching within the first five years.'** This
means that new (and newly trained) teachers are constantly refreshing
the workforce of English schools. Whilst this can bring significant
benefits, such as teachers trained in the latest evidence-based pedagogical
approaches, it means teaching staff on average across all subjects have
less experience and less accumulated subject knowledge. It also gives
teacher training providers expansive influence to rapidly shape fashions
in teaching. Concerningly, the importance of teachers being politically
impartial has also been eroded. The 2019 ITT Core Cotent Framework, as
previously discussed, makes no reference to the importance of impartiality,
including in the ‘Professional Behaviours™ teacher standard.'®®

As part of our Freedom of Information requests to the 37 providers
of history PGCE courses, we analysed the documents provided for any
references made to teaching diverse or decolonised histories.

Our requests found that trainee history teachers are routinely being
taught to diversify or decolonise school history curriculums, despite the
latter, in particular, being a contested political term. Of the 17 universities
that provided detailed responses to the FOI request, 13 (76%) made
reference to diversitying or decolonising history in their PGCE programmes.
7 (41%) specifically referred to decolonising the curriculum.

104.Education Policy Institute, ‘Six charts that
explain the state of the teaching workforce

in England’, 13 June 2023, link

105.Department for Education, ‘ITT Core Con-

tent Framework’, 2019, link
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Figure 77: Edge Hill University’s History PGCE course handbook
specifically states that ‘the History PGCE curriculum is decolonised
and explores areas such as controversial issues and issues of social
justice and diversity to be addressed in the classroom’.
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Figure 78: A session offered as part of Brighton University’s
History PGCE course. Several providers offered
specific sessions on ‘diversifying’ or ‘decolonising’ the
history curriculum as part of their training for trainees.

| 20,1023 | 87 ‘ Subject Study - decolonizing the hislary cumiculum and exploning | |
diverse hislores

In some cases trainees were encouraged to question what their
placement schools were doing to diversify or decolonise their curriculum,
effectively training new teachers to challenge existing department policies
in the name of decolonisation.

Figure 79: Liverpool Hope University’s PGCE History course
includes a task where students are told to question their school
mentors on steps taken to decolonise the curriculum.

InSchool Task | Azsssemant:
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working on or intend 1o add in the future to further diversify thelr curriculum and
prevent generalisatbons about the past?

&  [Discuss the school curriculumm and the debates susrounding diversifing,
decalonising the curricwlum te make it more inchusise and to reflect on latest
histarical research.

®  Discuss where we caninclude an ensironmental lens to further enhance the
currieulur,

In several cases providers devoted significant time over separate sessions
to cover different aspects of how diverse history might be included and
taught in history. This included running specific sessions on the inclusion
of black history, LGBT+ history and climate history.
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Figure 80: Liverpool John Moores’ University PGCE History course
includes a variety of sessions on the teaching of diverse histories.
s Teaching Climale and Environmental Histories

» Decolonising the History Curriculum and Missing Stories
« Teaching Emotive and Sensitive Topics: The Holocaust
* Teaching Emotive and Sensilive Topics: The Transatlantic Slave Trade
* Widening the Lens; Teaching Global Perspeciives (Pre-Colonial Africa)

Figure 81: Training sessions provided as part of Worcester
University’'s PGCE History programme specifically reference
protected characteristics such as disability, gender and race and
migration and refugees as part of their diverse approach to the
History curriculum.

Developing During this session irainees will consider & range of diverse
Uhsinking absout issues that ensure an incluske curmicsum. This wall include
divorsity in the LGATC history, disability, gonder and race. We will look at
1,2, | Histary enhancing subject knowledge in these areas and sirategies
3 | Curriculum on how 1o develop the cericulum w enswre inchishity,

Wiz will explore how trainees can make planning more

efficient, effective, Trainees will also start to develop their
understanding of medium and long term planming.
Migration and A wileiting speaked will explone the contest and currant
refugees - cross | situakion in tenms of migration and refugees.
Tuie 3ah ]a 21 [u“”‘";'ﬂ-’

180 1 | opportunity with
Geography, RE
and MIL

Week 20
Wlon Hih

It is concerning that such a significant proportion of the already limited
subject-specific time within PGCE courses is being spent on the topic of
diversifying or decolonising the curriculum. This is particularly true in
light of the fact that, as previously identified, many courses offer only
limited training on how to teach other, broader substantive historical
topics.

In line with the focus many of the courses surveyed placed on
decolonising the curriculum, several recommended readings had a
particular ideological bias towards certain representations of the past and
decolonisation of the curriculum in particular that were not balanced by
alternative viewpoints presented to students on reading lists.

Several readings highlighted how to approach decolonising or
diversitying a history curriculum, often from the perspective of specific
underrepresented groups. For example, as shown in Figure 81, Liverpool
Hope University’s reading list includes an article entitled ‘Decolonise, don’t
diversify: enabling a paradigm shift in the Key Stage 3 history curriculum’, instructing
teachers on how to go further in ‘decolonising’ their curriculums in
response to the Black Lives Matter protests of 2021.'%

106.Historical Association, ‘Decolonise, don't di-
versify: enabling a paradigm shift in the KS3

history curriculum’, 15 July 2021, link

policyexchange.org.uk

101


https://www.history.org.uk/publications/resource/10148/decolonise-dont-diversify-enabling-a-paradigm-s

Lessons from the Past

Figure 82: Liverpool Hope University’'s PGCE History course
includes a reading list entitled ‘research/evidence’ to support its
training session entitled ‘Curriculum design: How can we diversify
and decolonise the curriculum?’
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Figure 83: Canterbury Christ Church University’s History PGCE
reading list includes a section entitled ‘Exploring diversity/
Diversifying the curriculum’, including readings on the inclusion of
queer and gypsy/Roma history in the school curriculum.
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Some recommended readings specifically framed diversitying the
history curriculum as a moral imperative to ensure it was inclusive to
students of different backgrounds.

102

policyexchange.org.uk



Chapter 7: Diversify or Decolonise?

Figure 84: Nottingham University’s history PGCE reading list ‘Race,
Empire, Transatlantic trade in enslaved peoples’ includes several
readings which indicate that adapting the curriculum is important
to accommodate diverse students in the classroom.%”
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An article recommended by Nottingham University in the list above,
‘T Felt Dead’: applying a racial microaggressions framework to Black students” experiences
of Black History Month and Black History’, argues that students of African and
Caribbean dissent are routinely subject to ‘racial microaggressions’ exacerbated
by an ‘ideology of white supremacy’ in the history National Curriculum.

In too many university-based teacher training programmes, trainee
teachers are being taught that good history teaching necessitates an ongoing
process of curriculum innovation to deliver 'decolonised’ curriculums.
As these teachers enter the classroom, this is obviously affecting what
students are taught and how this information is delivered.

107.University of Nottingham, ‘History PGCE
Thematic Bibliography’, 2024/2025, link
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Conclusion

This report has sought to demonstrate the vital role history as a subject
plays in schools. Taught well, it helps students to develop a rich knowledge
of their nation and the wider world, and their place within it.

History in English schools has much to commend it. It is taught
by passionate and engaged specialists with a distinct disciplinary
professionalism and approach that cannot be found as clearly in many
other subjects. Most schools provide sufficient time for students to engage
with a broad and challenging curriculum and cover a wide range of British
and wider world topics within this. History remains a popular subject at
both GCSE and A level, where rigorous exam specifications allow students
to learn topics in impressive detail and develop their historical skills.
Many of the resources used in schools are high quality, particularly those
produced in the supplementary market such as text books and complete
curriculum programmes. All this means that history as a subject in schools
has a strong foundation from which to develop student’s knowledge of
the past.

However, there are areas where there is room for improvement.
History at GCSE and A level is too specialised and repetitive — students
should, particularly at GCSE, also have the opportunity to develop a clear
sense of the broader ‘sweep’ of British history. Although schools with
high numbers of students eligible for Free School Meals on average teach
more history at Key Stage 3, their students are less likely to persist with the
subject to GCSE. There is too much variation in the quality of both teacher
training and resources — in too many schools, these weaknesses have
enabled divisive and controversial viewpoints to be taught as fact. The
recommendations set out in this report seek to address these challenges
and ensure that history remains one of the strongest subjects in England’s
schools.
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