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ABSTRACT

The writer is of the opinion that the teaching of history is a skilled, complex and
challenging activity which demands a highly professional approach. History
teaching should enable children to identify and acquire certain skills and
perspectives that support and develop their interest in and knowledge of the past.
There has been some concern that history may not be an appropriate school subject
for children and young adolescents because it requires a level of cognitive develop-
ment that they may not yet have attained. Fortunately, there is a substantial body of
research that addresses this question. Most of it is grounded in Piagetian theory and
is concerned with the development of logical thinking in history learning (Downey
and Levstik 1988:338). The writer believes that sophisticated and pdtentially
difficult concepts like historical time, cause and effect and empathy are capable of
being explained and discussed at a level that most pupils can grasp. The most
frequently quoted statement of Jerome Bruner lends support to this view: "Any
subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at

any stage of development" (1977:3).

This research focused on the three pivotal concepts of historical time, cause and
effect and empathy. The purpose of the empirical study was to establish how
significant a réle these concepts play in the teaching and learning of history at the

senior primary level.

The study was undertaken by means of the illuminative method of research within
the context of the ethnographic tradition. The writer observed and described the
teaching of history in seven schools in the Durban area. Ten lessons were given by
Fourth Year students from a college of education and five were taught by senior
primary teachers. The depth of teaching experience in this group ranged between

one year and twenty.



ii.

In most of the lessons, content predominated over the reinforcing of concepts.
Teachers stated openly that they experienced difficulty in teaching the concepts of
historical time and cause and effect at senior primary level. This was borne out by
the pupils’ oral and written responses. However, most teachers did encourage

pupils to empathise with the subject matter.

The results of this research suggest that there is a need to heighten teachers’
awareness of the centrality of the concepts of historical time, cause and effect and
empathy if the teaching of history at senior primary level is to become more

effective.
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CHAPTER ONE:

Identification of the Problem

Introduction

Before discussing the motivation for undertaking this research into the teaching
and learning of the concepts of historical time, cause and effect and empathy at
selected senior primary schools in the Durban area, the writer feels that it is

important to consider briefly the nature of children’s thinking.

Many volumes of research advocating numerous, often divergent, theories of
cognitive development in children have been produced. No attempt has been
made to collate or summarise this vast body of writings. Such an undertaking is
clearly beyond the scope of this research. However, selected readings on the
development of the concepts of historical time, cause and effect and empathy in
children have been spotlighted and discussed in Chapters Two, Three and Four.
Where appropriate, recommendations have been made on how to approach the
teaching of these concepts. These recommendations are offered as guidelines and

not in any prescriptive spirit.

As good a name as any to begin with is that of Jean Piaget, the pioneering Swiss
child psychologist whose prolific researches, often produced with collaborating
authors, have, during the greater part of this century, dominated the area of
cognitive development in children. Whether cognitive-developmental
psychologists agree or disagree with Piaget’s findings, they generally end up using

his work as either a point of reference or of departure.

Piaget’s research on cognitive development in children is chiefly concerned with
the stages through which children’s thinking evolves and with the conceptual
frameworks, the acquisition of which enables them to make sense of their world.
In Chapter Two a summary of his cognitive-developmental theory is presented.

According to Piaget, most children of senior primary school age would be



functioning at the level of concrete operations, which characterises the cognitive
profile of children in roughly the seven to eleven age group. At this level children
become capable of various logical operations but only in the realm of concrete
things (Gage and Berliner 1988:115). At approximately eleven years of age they
begin to demonstrate a capacity for abstract reasoning. Piaget says that at this
point they begin in effect to think scientifically i.e. draw conclusions, offer
interpretations and develop hypotheses. Their thought has become more flexible

and powerful. Commenting on Piaget’s theory, Gage and Berliner state:
The age designations for each stage are approximate, not hard and fast.
Moreover, a stage does not end suddenly. Rather it trails off. A child
may still think preoperationally in some areas while performing more
logically in others (1988:108).

There are researchers (Hallam 1969; Sleeper 1975) who believe that Piaget has
been responsible for an increased awareness of the centrality of concepts in the
teaching and learning of most school subjects, including history, with respect to

which, according to Gunning
some people have been led to the extreme (but unnecessary) conclusion
that since [it] is full of abstract concepts, it is not suitable as a subject at
all for students under sixteen (1978:11).

This is a claim to which the writer will return later in the Chapter.

The nature of children’s thinking

As early as the Eighteenth Century Jean Jacques Rousseau, the French
philosopher and writer, made the insightful comment in his book on education,
Emile, that children were not miniature adults and that childhood had its unique
characteristics (Boyd 1975:5,6). Rousseau’s observations of children’s abilities
were later confirmed by empirical research on cognitive development begun in the
late Nineteenth Century (Case 1985:6).

Piaget (1958) says that children’s thinking, particularly that of young children, is
pre-adult in the sense that it is often different in kind from adult thinking and not
merely low-grade or inefficient adult thinking. The normal adult has acquired a

conceptual framework which generally enables him to see his world as an orderly



system, framed in space and time, made up of objects which persist and causally
affect one another. Moreover, he can perform complicated logical feats, such as
distinguishing various classes of things, and seeing relationships between things.
The adult can also transcend the merely concrete and think in terms of
contingencies and hypotheses — of what might be the case. He can, that is, think
abstractly as well as in concrete terms. In Piaget’s (1958) view the young child’s
mind works, by contrast, in such a way that, to begin with, many of these adult
distinctions are not made, or are made imperfectly. The very young child,
according to Piagetian theory, does not readily distinguish between himself and the
world about him. There is a stage where he does not clearly see the world as
consisting of separate and persisting things. The adult categories of space, time,
number, causality are seldom clearly grasped by the child. The point made by
cognitive-developmental psychologists is that the child is not born with adult
thinking patterns and therefore cannot think as an adult does (Langer 1969).
Thinking as an adult thinks is a skill he has to acquire. The implications of such a
cognitive-developmental model are of the greatest importance to teachers, as

Moore points out:
Methods of teaching which may be appropriate for adults or adolescents
might be most inappropriate for young children. Moreover a teacher
must bear in mind the gap which may well exist between her language
and thinking in the classroom and that of her pupils (1984:70).

This point will be expanded on later in the Chapter. The writer believes that it is

appropriate at this point to consider the nature of concepts.

The nature of concepts

A concept is an abstraction which represents a general class of events, but is not
restricted to any specific example of that class. For example, there are creatures in
the world which are "dogs", but the concept of "dog" is "in the head" and not in the
world outside (Reber 1985:141). Concepts are man-made and culturally
determined. They reflect people’s efforts to systematise experience and knowledge
and to reduce the amount of confusion in their world. Since people communicate
principally through the medium of language, they try to assign an identifying verbal

label and a description or definition to most concepts. These labels are not the



concepts themselves but only ways we have devised to make it possible for people

to talk and write to each other effectively about them.

Concepts range from very simple, concrete referents such as "dog" or "car’, to
complex, abstract ones such as "beauty" or "truth”". In order to shape a concept a
person must, at some stage, have seen or experienced objects or events that
contribute to the concept, though the perception or experience need not occur at
the time the individual is actually forming the concept. As no two people ever
have precisely the same set of experiences shaping their concepts, so no two people
ever have exactly the same set of concepts (Hudgins 1977:110). This is a variable
that can lead to a breakdown in communication if it is not recognised and allowed

for.

Concepts form an integral part of one’s cognitive structure though they do not
represent the totality of it. One’s cognitive structures also include broader
generalisations and principles, as well as specific facts and information, but
concepts are the building blocks that enable a learner to think effectively in a field
(Hudgins 1977:111). The first thing a pupil learns about a field is its broadest
principles and leading propositions. These are superordinate to less general ideas,
which emerge somewhat later in the learning process, and also to specific facts and
details that are the last to be clarified. For example, a child may initially identify a
"dog" as a creature which has four legs and a tail. Later he may add specific

characteristics and details that are associated with different breeds of dogs.

During the pre-operational stage (covering the ages from two to seven, the last
three years of which are viewed as an "intuitive" phase) the child is limited to the
acquisition of primdry concepts. At this stage, when a child is presented with the
critical attributes of a new concept, he would be unable to relate these to his
cognitive structure, unless he was first able to test them against particular
exemplars of the concept. Frequent contact with many exemplars of the concept is
necessary for concept acquisition, albeit at a low level of abstraction, to take place
(Ausubel 1968:524).



Clearly, the pre-operational child’s dependence on concrete-empirical experience
limits him to the acquisition of those primary concepts whose referents are
perceptible and familiar objects and events (such as "cat" and "home"). Succeeding
the pre-operational stage is the concrete-operational one during which the child’s
acquisition of concepts proceeds "at a much higher level of abstraction and yields
correspondingly more abstract concept meanings" (Ausubel 1968:524). The child is
now able to cope with secondary concepts whose meanings he may learn without
actually coming into contact with the concrete-empirical data from which they are
derived. It is important to note that only the less complex kinds of secondary
concepts, that is those that are not too remote from the learner’s sphere of
personal or vicarious experience, can be acquired during this stage. For example,
a young child may be able to identify a saw as a "tool" without having seen or used
one. His classification would be based on his experience of other tools in his

environment and the conceptual attributes he assigns to such implements.

The highest level of abstraction in concept acquisition is reached with the stage of
abstract logical operations (beginning at about age eleven). At this stage, the
criterial attributes of complex and higher-order secondary concepts can be
integrated directly into cognitive structures without recourse to the concrete-
empirical props. The emerging products of conceptualisation are moreover
refined by verbalisation which yields more precise, explicit and genuinely abstract

generic ideas.

On the basis of the model postulated above, Ausubel draws the conclusion that

concepts are generally attained more rapidly and efficiently with increasing age
(1968:525).

If this conclusion is warranted, it follows that the responsibilities of teachers at
junior, senior primary, and secondary schools ought to be different as far as their
roles in guiding students’ concept acquisition is concerned. In this context the

junior primary and senior primary teacher ought to pay particular attention to



identifying concepts that are central to the pupils’ recent as well as current
learning. They ought to see to it that concepts are built up through their pupils’
experiencing objects and events, through discovery learning and repetition (Van

Biljon 1986:54).

Elementary concept development seems to be one of the principal contributions
made by the junior and senior primary schools to the child’s learning process. In
the secondary school emphasis should shift to the development of more abstract
thinking and to the relationships of abstract ideas to one another (Hudgins

1977:113).

As far as the teaching of history is concerned, there appear to be three concepts
which by common consent are held to be essential to historical understanding.
These three basic concepts, to which all others relate, are cause, change and
evidence (History in the Primary and Secondary Years. An HMI view. 1985:14).

On cause the HMI Report1 says:
Pupils are often presented with, or already hold, simple causal
explanations for events ... Genuinely historical explanations, however,
are necessarily tentative, demand qualifications and must admit to
exceptions. Events may have a multiplicity of causes ... Consecutive
events do not inevitably have a causal relationship. Many are
precipitated by factors neither sought nor anticipated by the participants.
These are difficult connections to make, but there is evidence that they
are within the capacity of many pupils of a wide range of ability (1985:3).

The nature of causal understanding in children is discussed further in Chapter
Three.

On the child’s ability to appreciate change and continuity in history the HMI

Report offers the following example:
A boy in the top class of a primary school was trying to find out about
changes in the cost of living. To do so he was comparing a photocopy of
an inventory of household goods of the 1870s with its values attached,
with the price[s] of the same articles in an illustrated catalogue of a
departmental store, issued in the 1900s, and with current prices in the
shops.



What this example illustrates is that, however complex the ideas of
change and continuity may be, in a simple form they are accessible
events to young children (1985:3).

On the nature of evidence the HMI Report makes this comment:

All historical judgements depend on the evidence available. The range
of that evidence may be very diverse ... Even the youngest pupil can be
aware of this diversity ... Because of the range and diversity of the
evidence, and the possible interpretations of it, historical judgements are
always provisional and tentative. Thus a study of the past can begin to
encourage a measure of informed doubt ("We cannot be sure"), or
responsible scepticism ("How do we know this to be true?”) ... There is
no reason why an awareness of evidence should not permeate the
teaching of history for all pupils, however young (1985:2).

The question of the interpretation of evidence is given further consideration in
Chapter Three.

In the classroom some practical aids to instruction can help in the development of
historical reasoning. Ausubel’s "advance organizer models" utilise the structure
and logic of a discipline to generate readily intelligible hierarchically-organised
schemata. At the top of the hierarchy are found those very broad concepts which
encompass the ones appearing at successively lower stages of the scheme. Based
upon the Piagetian model of cognitive development, the conceptual organisation
of the hierarchy reflects a movement from concrete to abstract. Ausubel argues
that as each discipline’s concepts are unique, teaching its key concepts to the pupil
provides him with an invaluable "road map" of the discipline (Hudgins 1977:61).
By way of an example of an "advance organizer model", here is a rudimentary one

on "land transport", a topic covered in the Standard Four history syllabus:

Land transport
walkinlg
runm'nlg
dragginF heavy goods
rolling logs

using domesticated animals - dogs
— horses



— donkeys
invention of wheel —yaks
| — elephants
carts |
wagons

chariots (used for war)

coaches

cars

Steam

L
trains

. Is history an appropriate subject for senior primary pupils?

A matter directly relevant to the whole issue of the teaching and learning of
specific historical concepts, is the pivotal question of the appropriateness of history
as a school subject, given the level of cognitive development of senior primary

children.

Research in this area is extensive and so the discussion which follows will merely

outline and highlight some of the salient issues of the debate.

Between 1955 and 1980, no fewer than twenty-four theses and dissertations
applying Piagetian theory to history learning were completed in the United
Kingdom alone (Booth 1980:245). From this body of research Hallam’s work is
perhaps the best known. Hallam concluded that logical structures, similar to those
described by Piaget, could be detected in children’s historical thinking. On the
basis of his respondents’ answers, an ordering of the data in terms of the Piagetian

stages of cognitive development was suggested, as follows:

1) Pre-operational thought
At this level the child fails to see a connection between the information

provided and the question posed. There are isolated centrings on only one
feature of the data given. Transductive reasoning is present: i.e. moving from

one element to another without considering all the factors involved.



2) Concrete operational thought

The child is able to give a coherent answer to a question but is limited by what
is immediately apparent in the text. He has the ability, however, to forecast a

result from the evidence available.

3) Formal operational thought
At this level the child realises that there are multiple links in the text. He can

envisage many possible explanations and through logical analysis determine
which answers appear well-founded. He can postulate hypotheses and test
their validity. His thinking is flexible enough to allow for oscillations and
reversals of direction as between reality (the "stated facts") and multiple,

unstated possibilities of interpreting them.
(1970:164-165)

Hallam’s subjects responded to questions based on narrative historical passages in
ways that seemed to him suggestive of Piaget’s stages of pre-operational, concrete
operational and formal operational thinking. However, his subjects reached the
concrete and formal operational stages considerably later than Piaget’s subjects -
the former at about the age of thirteen years (compared to age seven or eight in
Piaget’s experiments), the latter at about the age of sixteen years (compared to age

twelve in Piaget’s research).

According to Hallam’s study, pupils who deal with historical data develop the
ability to think at formal abstract levels on average up to four years later than do
pupils in mathematics and science (1970:166). Consequently, Hallam advises
history teachers working with pupils younger than sixteen years to focus on more
"concrete” topics. "A great deal of ancient history”, he observes, can be taught as
concrete subject: the homes, daily life, industries, agriculture and trade of the pre-
historic period" (1970:169). Hallam suggests that with more intelligent children it
is possible, in the early years of the secondary school, to introduce some abstract
ideas in a simple manner while bearing in mind the advisability of linking them to
the pupils’ everyday life (1970:169).
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Assuming that Hallam’s conclusions are well founded, the message for teachers is
important. They should design lessons for younger pupils that are based on
concrete operational models, but at the same time provide sufficiently challenging

material to prepare them for higher levels of thought.

In the lessons observed by the writer as part of the empirical study, only a few of
the teachers, it has to said, satisfied the above criteria. The findings of the

empirical study are presented in Chapter Five.

There are researchers like Egan (1982) who are opposed to the cognitive-
developmental approach to historical understanding advocated by Hallam. Egan

states:

Piaget’s theory is very influential in the planning of curricula for young
children today. People who find Piaget’s theory persuasive ignore the
fact that it focuses on only a narrow range of logico-mathematical
concepts within the broad band of human cognitive development. This is
not criticism of Piaget, but of those people who tend to see that narrow
range as the whole, or even the most important part, of conceptual
development (1982:439).

Egan makes a valid point when he says that if one were to conduct a simple
inventory of the kinds of concepts children must have in order to understand the
stories they most enjoy, one would discover that children have in fact acquired a
set of concepts rather well adapted to the learning of history. Egan goes on to say
that the content of children’s everyday experience also yields the basic concepts
needed to understand the world, concepts such as: love/hate, fear/security,
good/bad, courage/cowardice, and so forth (1982:440). The task teachers have to
set themselves, in Egan’s view, is to encourage children to apply these basic
concepts to new content, otherwise they "will surely fail to undergo refinement or
elaboration” (1982:440). Egan provides the following example of the process of

“conceptual elaboration":
The story of Robin Hood helping the poor against rapacious barons led
by the Sheriff of Nottingham is comprehensible to young children
because they know what those relationships mean most basically; they
know courage and daring, they know oppression and resentment, they
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know greed and anger. At the same time, they elaborate their concept of
oppression, for example, by using it to make sense of this content, which
is quite different from their own experience. We might see it too as the
encouragement of imagination: using concepts derived from immediate
experience to make new worlds and relationships meaningful (1982:440).

In her book, Children’s Minds, Donaldson points to the dependence of the mind on
a context which makes personal sense to the subject. We cannot easily cope with
tasks which require what she calls "disembedded thinking". She writes that while
young children can be shown to display egocentric and non-logical thinking, so can
adults, when they are placed in situations which "move beyond the bounds of
human sense" (1978:76). She maintains that even very young children, in the right
circumstances, can show perfect logic (1978:77). Donaldson makes the point that
teachers tend to underestimate children’s competence as thinkers and
overestimate their understanding of language (1985:61). This is a point with

significant implications which will be dealt with later.

Research conducted by Levstik and Pappas (1987) would appear to confirm
Donaldson’s findings. Details of their research are presented in Chapter Two. In
brief, they conclude that eight-year olds know something about time in relation to
history. They are also able to understand certain abstract concepts provided they
are "embedded" in appropriate stories (1987:14). Such narratives, it would seem,
provide a kind of scaffolding that renders historical understanding, at an

elementary level, anyway, accessible even to young children (1987:1).

What may prove a stumbling block to historical understanding in young children is
the fact that it depends to an exceptional degree on language skills, in particular on
the precision and clarity with which language is used. Wilson argues that effective
teaching is unlikely to take place unless the history teacher pays special attention
to the following:

1) the linguistic demands of history as a subject discipline,

2) the teacher’s use of language in communicating,

3) the demands placed on the pupils’ use of language (1982:22).
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Ambiguity and confusion may arise from unforeseen meanings being attributed to
the simplest words and phrases: for example, there is the case of a pupil who
thought that Wolsey shot the Pope because he was accused of "having aimed at the
papacy" (Bernbaum 1972:40). So close attention should be paid to the language
used in teaching and learning, given that it is through language that new
understandings are arrived at and new patterns of thinking formed (Culpin
1984:24). It was Professor W.H. Burston who said that increased literacy is
perhaps the most important by-product of history-learning (1963:49). This is of
course true if pupils are encouraged to do their own research and reading and are

not simply given teacher-duplicated notes to reproduce.

The writer taught history in senior primary schools for twelve years and is aware of
the difficulty involved in finding linguistically appropriate historical materials for
young children. It is most important that the language used be accessible to, and
compatible with, the pupils’ understanding and experience. The onus is on the
teacher to choose suitable books and to take care when producing "home-made”
teaching resources. If the language needs to be simplified, that does not mean that
the intellectual tasks involved are necessarily made easier. Indeed, by simplifying
the language opportunities may be created for enhancing the level of intellectual
demand. Equal care and foresight should be brought to bear when planning and
preparing lessons, for what may often appear perfectly simple and self-evident to
the teacher may be altogether "foreign" to the pupils. Most teachers have at some
stage encountered "history howlers": amusing as these are, they testify, as often as
not, to a want of congruence between pupils’ capacities and the linguistic,

conceptual and explanatory levels at which teachers pitch their lessons.

Questions of linguistic competence aside, Laville and Rosenweig (1982) have
argued that a learner’s inability to get to grips with history may be due not to
delayed conceptual development, but rather to the use of ill-judged methods in the
teaching of »history. In this context, the British psychologist E.A. Peel, calls
attention to the difficulties faced by a learner when concepts with new, unfamiliar

“(names are introduced into discussion without being properly explained in the
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process (1967:166). The writer has already mentioned, in this connection, the
value of using "advance" [concept] organizer models" in lesson planning and

presentation.

Even if it is true, as Hallam’s research suggests, that children arrive at the stage of
abstract conceptualisation so indispensable to genuine historical understanding
only in their mid-teens, this still does not constitute an argument for postponing
the teaching of history until mid-adolescence. Teachers can, and should, introduce
elementary historical ideas into the conceptual frame of reference that young
children have already developed, while in the later years of schooling there will
undoubtedly be scope for inculcating a more refined and sophisticated historical
understanding in pupils. The main task of education is after all to establish solidly
the groundwork for that understanding (Hallam 1969:12).

Some psychologists, among them Jerome Bruner, bélieve that the child acquires
mastery of the more complex concepts and rules of a discipline only gradually, but
that, in theory at least, no concept or rule is too difficult for a child to learn in
some form at just about any age. Endorsing this view is Bruner’s most frequently
quoted observation: "Any subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually

honest form to any child at any stage of development” (1977:3).

This approach stresses the importance of mastering concepts, procedures and
skills. The main concern of the learner should be to master what Bruner calls
"structures of the subjects" i.e. the characteristic concepts, skills and mode of
enquiry of a given subject. In terms of this approach it is essential for the teacher
to have a clear understanding of these fundamentals in order to teach effectively.

For the history learner, the principal goal is to become acquainted with:
the characteristic procedures of a professional historian and to master
the central concepts of the historical discipline, like "evidence", "source"

and the notion of the tentative, provisional nature of historical
judgements (Gunning 1978:12).

. The ilea of learning a set of skills peculiar to historians appears to have had a

considerable influence on the approach to teaching history in the United Kingdom
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(Schools Council Projects History 13-16) and in Natal. More will be said on this in

the next section.

In conclusion: young children appear to have an innate curiosity about the past
which, initially, is haphazard and unschooled. (HMI 1985:2). Hence the lives and
deeds of heroes, presented as stories, often have a strong hold on their
imaginations (Egan 1982:439). What formal history teaching seeks to do is to
enable them to identify and acquire certain skills and perspectives which,
hopefully, will build on, nurture and develop their natural childhood interest (HMI
1985:2). That being so, the writer believes that history is an appropriate subject for

study at senior primary level.

Background and meotivation for the research

Nicol (1984) says that behind every history teacher’s practice there should be a
clear understanding of the nature of the discipline. An academic discipline, he
continues, consists of three interrelated types of knowledge: propositional (know
that), procedural (know how) and conceptual (organisational) (1984:14). In
history, propositional knowledge is the body of information that historians produce
on a topic. Procedural knowledge relates to how historians reach their conclusions
- the process of inquiry. Conceptual knowledge involves the concepts which

historians use to organise propositional and procedural knowledge.

According to Nicol "teachers should be as concerned with the process of inquiry as
with the imparting of received knowledge” (1984:14). Consequently, in answer to
the question whether teachers should stress the teaching of content or should
rather aim to develop an understanding of skills and concepts, Nicol makes the
valid point that this is probably a false dichotomy, since both elements are of equal

importance for the development of historical understanding (1984:11).

Before the early 1970s the content-based approach to history teaching in Natal
schools appeared to predominate. An examination of the questions set in Natal

Senior Certificate History papers prior to about 1972 clearly shows that the
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content-based orientation was the presiding one: few questions on the paper

required candidates to give critical or interpretive answers.

By the mid 1970s changes were brought about in the Natal Senior Certificate
History paper by examiners such as Mr M. Spencer (now a senior lecturer in the
History Department at-the University of Natal, Durban) and Mr J. Nisbett (who
was then a senior history teacher at Hilton College). The rationale behind these
changes was to make the teaching and learning of "school" history "more
academic". Matric candidates would henceforth be required to have some insight
into the procedural and conceptual aspects of historical study as well as have a
thorough grasp of the content. It was hoped that changing the approach to the
Matric History Paper would prompt teachers to re-examine their teaching
strategies in order to successfully prepare their candidates for the examination.
These changes at Matric level were meant to permeate to the senior primary
school. However, no official policy statements on this "new" approach were made
with respect to senior primary schooling; changes were instead introduced on an
ad hoc basis by the Natal History Subject Committee under the chairmanship of
the late Mr I. Adendorff, then History Inspector for Natal.

In 1978, Mr Nisbett introduced members of the Natal History Subject Committee
to the work of the United Kingdom Schools Council 13-16 History Project (1972)
whose materials were already being used at Kearsney College and Hilton. The
Department was willing to consider an experiment in Government schools in
Standard 7. The Schools Council History Project 13-16 was established in 1972 as
a result of teachers’ dissatisfaction with "traditional history learning" which tended
to focus on content. Teachers in the United Kingdom also appeared to be
concerned at the apparent erosion of the position of history within the secondary
curriculum (Shemilt 1980:1). The general curriculum objectives of the Schools -

Council History Subject Committee were:
a) to examine the réle of History in an era of curriculum change;
b) to revitalize History teaching in schools by giving institutional
support to what seemed to be the best aspects of current practice;
¢) to encourage pupil participation in learning;
d) to investigate ways of assessing understanding rather than rote-

learning in public examinations.
(Shemilt 1980:1)
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"Designed to lead pupils to a new style G.C.E. or C.S.E. examination" (Steele
1976:94), the 13-16 History Project viewed the discipline not simply as a body of
knowledge to be learnt, but rather as "a method of analysing the past through the

application of particular skills and concepts” (Steele 1976:94). Shemilt elaborates:
The Project rationale hinged upon the fusion of two ideas: first, that for
school History to be relevant, it must answer the personal and social
needs of adolescents, and second, that for historical knowledge to be
grounded in reason, adolescents must understand something of the
subject’s perspectives, logic and methods (1980:2).

Most of the members of the Natal History Subject Committee were enthusiastic
about the Project. Concern had already been expressed by members about the
waning interest of high school pupils in history as reflected in a decline in the
number of matric candidates taking this subject. The Project seemed to offer an
opportunity to revitalise "school" history by offering an alternative to the content-
based approach. Selected Natal schools were chosen to introduce it on a trial

basis. The Minutes of the History Committee, dated 18 October 1978, read:
The Department [has] agreed to make funds available in 1979 or 1980
for a pilot project in 5 or 6 schools. It was suggested that it might be
offered on an experimental basis to an Afrikaans medium school too.

In parallel with these developments, several workshops and in-service courses,
intended to acquaint teachers, primarily high school teachers, with the new
thinking and with the 13-16 Project, were organised by the Natal Teachers’ History
Society and the Natal Education Department.

The late 1970s saw the tentative introduction at senior primary level in Natal of
the concepts-skills-based approach to history learning and teaching. The driving
force behind this development was Mr J. Pretorius, then newly appointed as the
Senior Primary Subject Advisor in the Natal Education Department. At a meeting
of the History Subject Committee held on 8 March 1979, Mr Pretorius requested
that the possibility of introducing the Schools Council History Project 13-16 at
senior primary level be investigated. In the early Eighties, several in-service

courses for senior primary teachers in Natal were organised at which the concept-
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and-skills-based approach was highlighted. Several History Syllabus Committee
members were involved in these presentations, including the writer who presented
a paper on the biographical approach to history teaching. The appointment of an
Advisor at Senior Primary level was an important development in Natal Education
Department policy as there would now be someone in charge of planning, co-
ordination, and the development of a specific senior primary philosophy. Mr

Mathfield and Mr Vosloo were appointed in the Eighties to assist Mr Pretorius.

In the 1980s, Mr H. Macintosh, the Examiner for the Southern Regional Board in
Great Britain, was invited to Natal by the Conference of Private Schools’ Heads to
promote the concepts-and-skills-based approach to history teaching. Other visiting
lecturers from overseas who held workshops in Natal were Mr Martin Booth and
Mr Antony Boddington. Both had been involved in Schools Council work. As
mentioned earlier, the Project 13-16 approach was supported by the Natal
Teachers’ Association and although not official Natal Education Department
policy with respect to senior primary schooling during the Seventies and early
Eighties, it was nonetheless given a fair degree of support by the then History

Inspector, Mr I. Adendorff.

Much of the emphasis in the Schools Council 13-16 History Project was placed on
methods of historical inquiry and on recommended resource materials. Set
exercises were planned which reinforced certain historical skills and concepts that
the traditional teaching of history had not directly addressed (Shemilt 1980:2). In
tackling these exercises, pupils were encouraged to think of themselves as
historians and hence to ponder questions of procedure, sources and evidence. The
source materials selected for study pertained exclusively to British History. And as
good as these were, being uniquely British, they were obviously better suited to
schools in Britain than in South African ones. But a problem at the time was that
comparable materials had not yet been produced in this Country, as this extract

from the Minutes of the History Subject Committee, dated 21 May 1981, makes

clear:

No South African material was as yet available from publishers and lack
of test and exercise material was a problem.
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Even so, the winds of the new thinking were being felt in Natal; changes weré
clearly in the offing and the implications for history teaching were plain enough:
teachers would have to plan lessons with specific concepts and skills in mind, and a
purely content-based approach would no longer be acceptable. As for the senior
primary teacher, her specific task would be to introduce elementary historical
concepts and provide adequate opportunities for pupils to develop appropriate
skills. The secondary school teacher could then, hopefully build on this

foundation.

In effect, then, by the early Eighties, the thinking of educators in Natal was
philosophically in tune with Egan’s (1982) argument that the early learning of
history was important for later understanding, that to defer the learning encounter
with historical concepts and skills until the secondary years was educationally

unsound. To quote further from Egan:
What is learned early is not simply a prerequisite for later understanding,
it is a constituent of it. So however refined our understanding becomes,
it is a refinement of those basic concepts that we learn in our earliest
years (1982:441).

General acceptance of this line of thinking coupled with the difficulty of giving
practical effect to it owing to the lack of locally based materials, led before long to
a much needed project by Mrs I. Machin, then Head of Department at the
Edgewood College of Education, and Mr J. Mathews, senior lecturer in History at
Edgewood, who collaborated in the writing of text-books, based on a concept-and-
skills approach for Natal senior primary schools. The first book was produced for

the Second Phase Syllabus and introduced into Natal schools in the early Eighties.

By the mid Eighties the Natal Education Department had made explicit its views
on the goals of Senior Primary schooling, as well as on the means (broadly
conceived) required for their attainment. Bulletin 42 of 1986 provides teachers

with fairly clear guidelines: .
The aim should be for learning to culminate in abstract reasoning and
concept-formation. This places the onus on the teacher to plan and
present learning situations in such a way that they lead to abstract
thought and concept formation (Van Biljon 1986:13).
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In May 1985, an In-Service Course for Natal Senior Primary Principals was held.
Titled Education is more than facts, its primary objective was to make them more
aware of the concepts-and-skills-based approach. Teachers in their schools, it was
argued, needed to be "weaned" from content-based teaching methods while pupils
were to be encouraged to actively participate in lessons and were guided towards

attaining the following skills:

— To find information from a variety of sources in a variety of ways,
e.g. books, documents, personal accounts, pictures, graphs, maps,
etc.

— To deduce and to evaluate information.

— To formulate and test hypotheses and generalisations.

— To recognise similarity and difference, cause and consequence and
continuity and change.

— To communicate findings through an appropriate medium.

Reflecting the spirit of this orientation, the preamble to the Senior Primary
History Syllabuses 2, 3 and 4 calls attention to the importance of teaching pupils to

work independently and to acquire the skills associated with historical inquiry.

Clearly this Preamble, which gives expression, and is intended to give effect, to
current policy-thinking in the Natal Education Department, reflects acceptance of
the orientation and philosophy underlying Project 13-16 - reflects acceptance, in
other words, of a shift away from rote and content-based teaching and learning

towards skills and concept development.

The principal aim of the present inquiry is to detefmine whether, in practice, the
challenge implicitly contained in the Preamble to the Senior Primary History
Syllabus is being taken seriously by teachers (or by teachers-to-be) or is merely
being paid "lip service". Since concept development is so important an aspect of
the new orientation, it seemed to the writer that a useful way of addressing this
whole issue would be to focus upon three fundamental historical concepts - time,
cause and effect and empathy - and seek to determine to what extent, in the
planning and presentation of their lessons, senior primary history teachers and

Fourth Year student teachers (from a college of education) actually took account
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of them. This objective led to the writer’s conducting an empirical inquiry in

selected schools in the Durban area between July and September 1991.

The three concepts mentioned above were selected for investigation as mastery of
them is indispensable to any kind of historical understanding worthy of the name
(HMI 1985). The writer is also of the opinion, having taught history at senior
primary level for twelve years, that these concepts are possibly the most difficult

ones to teach to young pupils.

The HMI Report has the following to say on the time-sense of young children:
The question of children’s sense of time worries many teachers who see
it as a stumbling block in the development of historical understanding ...
[W]hen children move from infant to junior classes, they often have the
beginnings of a chronological framework that enables them to put
objects or pictures in correct sequences ... There is no reason why
children, by the time they leave primary schools, should not have
acquired a chronological structure.... (1985:4).

On cause and effect the Report states:
Pupils are often presented with, or hold, simple causal explanations for
events ... Genuinely historical explanations, however, are necessarily
tentative ... Events may have a multiplicity of causes ... These are difficult
connections to make, but there is evidence that they are within the
capacity of many pupils of a wide range of ability.... (1985:3).

On empathy:
Empathizing is not the same as identifying with, still less sympathising
with, people in the past; it is simply a word used to describe the
imagination working on evidence, attempting to enter into a past
experience while at the same time remaining outside it ... Historical
empathy should be part of the whole age and ability range.... (1985:3).

In May 1991, the writer interviewed the Deputy Superintendent of Education -
Natal Education Department (Academic Senior Primary Education). Questioned
on the current approach to history teaching, he affirmed that the subject was
viewed as encompassing more than just the acquisition and reproduction of factual
content and that the development of appropriate skills, concepts and attitudes is a
key objective. He felt confident that most senior primary teachers were in tune

with this approach and were implementing it in their classrooms.
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How justified is this confidence? Are senior primary history teachers aware of the
centrality of teaching concepts and skills? Is a "catch-as catch-can" approach to
teaching them a thing of the past? Or is it not? These are the kinds of questions
this study attempts to answer. Moreover, to what degree are senior primary history
teachers-in-training in Natal familiar with the current philosophy and outlook? In
this regard, it should be noted that certain subject departments at a college of
education in Natal actively encourage their students to adopt a concepts- skills-
based approach to teaching involving a mo{/ement away from the exclusively verbal
transmission of knowledge. At this particular college of education, the head of
department for curriculum studies, has, for the past three years, mounted a Fourth
Year Project that takes place about three weeks before practice teaching begins.
Students in this project select an area of the syllabus judged to be appropriate for a
process approach to teaching.2 They design a teaching programme and produce
all the classroom materials that will be needed. Ordinarily each student works
independently on her project, under the guidance of a tutor. The aim of the
programme is to introduce students to alternative teaching methods and styles,
notably to the process approach, some of whose principal features are the

following:

— Learning is defined in terms of process rather than its end products.

— Emphasis is on the learning experience (educational encounter)
rather than learning outcomes.

— Behavioural or other specific objectives are rejected.

— The learning of the child is stressed, rather than the teaching of the
teacher.

— Pupil experiences and discovery learning are emphasized rather than
instruction by the teacher.

— Practice is improved by critical reflection on what happens in the
classroom, rather than by increasing clarity about ends (behavioural
objectives).

— Utilitarian and instrumental views of knowledge are rejected.

— The child is the most important factor.

(Fourth Year Senior Primary Project 1991)

The writer interviewed the head of the department of History at this self-same
college of education in June 1991. Questioned about the philosophy underpinning

the training of senior primary teachers-to-be, he said, referring to the history
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specialists3 (i.e. those students who study history as a major for four years) that
they are "made well aware of the need to include in their lessons strategies for
developing in their pupils basic historical concepts and skills" (1991). As for the
non specialists, they do a one-semester history course in their first year and a
module in curriculum studies in their third year. The one-semester course is
mainly content-based and the objective is to give students who have not studied
history at an advanced level some kind of general background. Because of time
constraints, however, little attention is paid to history didactics (including the skills

approach).

A fact that has to be borne in mind is that most of the history teaching at senior
primary level in Natal is conducted by non specialists who, it would seem, obtain
most of their experience in history didactics whilst "on the job". It is important to
ask the question: "Is this an acceptable state of affairs?" The teaching of history is
after all a skilled and complex task demanding considerable expertise. So how can
important concepts and skills crucial to the formation of historical understanding
be successfully taught by teachers who may themselves have limited knowledge or

perhaps even none at all?

Research goals and methodology

Research has indicated that history teaching at senior primary level is effective if
teachers succeed in imparting to their pupils an understanding of the concepts of
historical time, cause and effect and empathy (HMI 1985). Details of this research
are given in Chapters Two, Three and Four. The purpose of the present research
study is to determine to what extent these concepts form part of senior primary

history teaching and learning in selected schools in the Durban area.

The methodological approach adopted in the present study was the "illuminative"
one as situated within the context of the ethnographic tradition. An elaboration of
the r.ailosophy underlying this research method is given in Chapter Five. On the
practical side, seven schools in the Durban area were chosen in which history
lessons were observed and evaluated during the period July to September 1991.

Fifteen lessons in all were observed, of which ten were taught by Fourth Year
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students from a college of education and five by certified senior primary teachers.
The range of teaching experience in this group extended from one year to twenty.
Details relating to the selection of schools and the spread and size of the pupil

sample are given in Chapter Five.

Terminology
In the interests of perspicuity the following clarification of terms used in the course

of this study is offered:

History is a systematic study of the past: a study based on evidence whereby a
selection of facts and events is arranged, interpreted and explained. History is a
mode of inquiry, a way of investigating the past, which both requires and fosters
the acquisition of certain concepts and the use of specific skills (Carr 1961; Bloch
1967; Elton 1967).

Senior Primary School: An educational institution for pre-adolescent children
extending from Standard Two to Standard Five. Senior Primary pupils range in

age from about nine years to about twelve years.

Other terms relating to history teaching, including concepts such as historical time,
cause and effect and empathy will be fully explained in Chapters Two, Three and

Four.

Direction of this inquiry
Chapter Two, which comes next, focuses on selected research related to children’s
understanding of time. Some of the problems involved in teaching this concept

will be outlined.

Chapter Three examines the nature of causal thought in children. Three models of
caus2l thought are examined. Mention is made of the possible import of these
theories for history teaching and for historical understanding. The complex

question of historical judgement is considered. Shemilt’s (1980) examination of
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causal thought in children is discussed. Various teaching strategies to encourage

causal thinking are critically surveyed.

Chapter Four deals with the concept of empathy and how this develops in children.
Special attention is given to the importance of history teaching in promoting

empathetic understanding.

Chapter Five gives an account, and examines the findings, of an empirical
investigation into the teaching and learning of historical time, cause and effect and
empathy in selected senior primary schools in the Durban area during the period

July to September 1991.

Chapter Six offers a number of recommendations and some concluding comments

suggested by the empirical study.

Summary

The purpose of this research dissertation is to investigate the extent to which
certain historical concepts, specifically historical time, cause and effect and
empathy, are taught and learnt in selected senior primary schools in the Durban
area. Chapters Two, Three and Four, which have a theoretical bias, examine
selected research on these concepts. In the foregoing chapter a brief survey was
offered of the nature of children’s thinking and how this might relate to their
understanding of history. The question of the appropriateness of history as a
school subject for children of senior primary age was addressed. Trends in history
teaching at senior primary level in Natal before and after the 1970s were identified
and discussed. In this context, account was taken of the influence upon local
thinking of the British Schools Council History Project 13-16 since accepted locally
as a basis for policy with regard to the teaching of history at senior primary level;
and stress laid on its principal recommendation; this recommendation was that
‘rote and purely content-based teaching and learning should be replaced by an
approach that gives priority to historical understanding and that recognises the
importance of introducing pupils as early as possible, although as gradually as may

be necessary, to specific historical skills and concepts.
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Notes

1. Her Majesty’s Inspectorate’s Report was published by the Department of
Education and Science in May 1985. This report was meant to stimulate discussion
on history teaching in the primary and secondary schools. It was not meant to be
prescriptive, although it offered teachers certain guidelines for improving their
approach to history teaching. Further, it encouraged history teachers to define the
nature and particular preoccupations of their discipline and to examine history’s
contribution to the school curriculum as a whole. The Report forms part of a
series of documents published by the Department of Education and Science on

curriculum matters, the aim of which is to stimulate debate on the curriculum.

2. This approach is aimed at making provision for the intellectual changes that are
considered necessary for achieving mastery of the concepts involved in a given

discipline.

3. Some senior primary school principals may make room for a limited amount of
subject-teaching specialisation within their schools. For example, a student who
has studied history at college for four years may be allowed to teach history to all
the classes in the school. This teacher would then be regarded as “the history
specialist”. However, this practice is not very common and most senior primary
teachers teach all the subjects in the curriculum, whether they have majors in them

Or not.
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CHAPTER TWO:
The development of temporal concepts and the teaching of

history at senior primary school.

"It requires a special effort, special skill and training, or a peculiar frame
of mind, to keep in touch with the past" (Meyerhoff 1968:108).

Introduction

There is a difference of opinion about when children should be introduced to
history. There are those (Elton 1970) who contend that historical reasoning is
beyond the ability of children, particularly at senior primary level. Others (Blyth
1989; West 1978) appear more optimistic and suggest that history can be

successfull