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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how history learners view history as a subject in the secondary phase
of schooling in a South African context. The study was guided by two research questions
namely: how do history learners in the secondary phase of schooling view history as a subject
and; why do history learners in the secondary phase of schooling view the subject the way they
do? Although history is perceived as a subject with great value in a democratic South Africa,
twenty-one years after the apartheid system was dismantled; South Africans seem to be faced
with a scenario where the number of learners taking history at secondary school level is
declining. Understanding how school history is viewed in the secondary phase by history
learners can lend to an investigation into the declining history learner population in a

democratic South Africa.

The research methodology that was adopted to explore this topic was qualitative. To guide this
qualitative inquiry | decided the most suitable paradigm for the investigation was
‘interpretivism’ from the epistemological stance of constructionism. This linked well with the
theoretical framework for the study which was ‘symbolic interactionism’ which guided me as
the researcher as | moved from theory to data and from data to theory. The sample for the study
consisted of four chosen schools and seventeen learners within the schools. Learners involved
in the study fell between the ages of 16 to 18 years old and were grade 11 learners who chose
to do history as a subject at secondary school level.

The methods used to collect data were creative arts-based research in the form of collages.
Other related methods revolving around the collages included presentations of the collages in
the form of a gallery walk, group discussions and field-notes. The research data for the study
was analysed on two levels. The first level of analysis was based on analysing individual
collages using an ‘open coding’ method. The second level of analysis was conducted using an
instrument based on six benchmarks which | devised to further analyse the collages and the

related methods used in the research study.

The major findings that emerged in an inter-textual manner from the study included broad ideas
about the content such as school history is viewed as being about South African political



history; school history is more than a South African story; school history is about people and
school history is about war and violence. Additional findings that emerged were related to
school history being about the conceptual and pedagogical idea of the subject and school

history is viewed as having an affective/emotive side.

Findings revealed that the learners’ participating in this study, as per the theory of symbolic
interactionism seem to be very idealistic by dint of their age and way of thinking. Thus, grand
ideas of love, and critical views of school history were demonstrated. These participating
learners related school history assertively to ‘big truths’. This kind of thinking can be attributed
to the fact that as 16 -18 year old learners of grade 11 are so-called philosophical thinkers,

according to Egan (1997).

Overall, the study has contributed to the literature on how history learners view history as a
subject in the secondary phase of their schooling as well as why history learners view the
subject the way they do, therefore contributing to filling the gap in the literature for the

particular context in which it was conducted.

Vi
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CHAPTER 1
OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY

1.1 Introduction

More than two decades ago, the apartheid system was dismantled. Under the 1993 Interim
Constitution, nine non-racial provincial departments replaced the former ethnically based
structures. An example of a former ethnically based structure was the different education
departments created by the apartheid government to ensure division and maintain a race
focused society. Similarly, there were many other structures created to keep races separated at
the time. The Interim Constitution was reinforced by the Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa and the South African Schools Act of 1996, which are geared towards providing non-
racially based education in the country (Parker-Jenkins, 1999). Furthermore, the government
of national unity, who came into power in 1994, promoted the principles of redress and equality
in education and training. Democratisation and the advancement of human rights culture was
premised upon the belief that society will be transformed and all inequalities will be addressed
through a democratic and representative form of education. It is against this backdrop of
political change and support of human rights and a dismantling of the apartheid past that the
learners’ views of history as a school subject in the secondary phase of schooling will be

investigated in my study.

It is necessary and important at the outset to explain that the learners involved in this study are
known as the ‘born free’ generation. This means that they were born around the time our
democracy was born in 1994, hence they are known as the ‘born free’ generation. In other
words, South Africa’s 1996 constitution ushered in a democratic regime that brought new
freedoms and rights and non-racialism to this generation. Technically they are now participants
in a real democracy and are the ones able to make choices that will determine how they are
educated (Redelinghuys, 2013). However, according to the BBC News (October 2015) this
‘born free’ generation do not seem to be happy and a new ‘black consciousness movement’ is

emerging in South Africa twenty-one years after its first fully democratic election. This



discontent among the majority Black ‘born frees’ has been demonstrated most recently by
nationwide student protests against the statue of the colonist Cecil John Rhodes and a mocking
of the idea of a rainbow nation. These ‘born frees’ know the story of the past struggles but they
do not see what history has given them. Hence, the mind-set of this generation most definitely
has had an impact on school history. It is against this backdrop that | deemed it necessary to
investigate how current learners view history as a school subject in the secondary phase of
schooling. The learners involved in the study fall between the ages of 16 to 18 years old and

are gradell history learners.

In order to provide an introduction to my study and this chapter, | began with an outline of the
background to the study. The background includes a contextualization of the research, with a
focus on the post-apartheid South African education system, with emphasis on how history is
viewed as a school subject in the secondary phase of schooling. In order to fully understand
this era of schooling it is crucial and necessary to briefly discuss school history and history
education under the apartheid system with specific reference to learners’ experiences and
views. This discussion will shed some light on the current state of school history and history
education in a post-apartheid South Africa. Based on the preceding arguments, | will explain
my rationale and motivation to conduct this study. Thereafter, I will identify the focus and
purpose of the study and list the research questions. Subsequently, I will briefly explain the
theoretical framework, the research design and methodology, showing how it was useful in
answering the research questions. Finally, I will outline the structure of this study before

concluding this introductory chapter.

1.2 Background and context to the study

It is crucial, from the outset to ensure that the study is sufficiently contextualized. As indicated
in the introduction it is necessary to have some insight into the working of apartheid in South
Africa in order to understand school history and history education then. The reason for this is
to comprehend the post-apartheid issue of school history and learners’ views and experiences
regarding the subject, for the shadows of the past still fall over South Africa as a whole.
However, it is impossible and not necessary to provide a comprehensive overview of the

apartheid era education and its relation with school history. Hence, | have attempted to at least



give a snapshot view of this era of education that will help set the stage for what came in the

post-apartheid era which is the focus of my study.

Apartheid influenced the lives of all South Africans including adults and children alike and is
currently notably one of the most sensitive topics in school history. The underlying philosophy
of apartheid was that White people in South Africa were regarded as ‘superior beings’ and
therefore entitled to the best facilities ahead of non-Whites which included the Coloureds,
Indians and Africans. Public facilities were separated along racial lines. Schools and education
in general was greatly impacted and divided during this era of apartheid. Due to this scenario
learners who were not White were faced with an education which was of an inferior quality

when compared to their White counterparts.

The intensity of this was that each race group had their own Department of Education with
separate schools for Whites, Indians, Coloureds and Africans. Many schools for non-White
learners were impoverished and experienced frequent shortages of resources and teachers,
while White schools flourished and were well resourced and financed by the state. Booyse, Le
Roux, Seroto, and Wolhuter (2011) succinctly add that the overall aim of education for Black
people was regarded as directed at preserving and propagating the beliefs and values of a
dominant class of employers and preparing Black learners to be manageable, controllable and
exploitable, and to accept unequal power relationships and hierarchies. In contrast, education
for White learners was a medium for indoctrination in that they were taught to analyse, take
decisions, manage and dominate (Booyse et al., 2011). Thus, elitist expectations were created

for White learners, such as contempt for manual labour and ambition to enter good professions.

Furthermore, the apartheid system created the mind-set that there was no place for Blacks
outside the homelands or Bantustans and they should only be trained to perform certain forms
of labour. Hence, the idea that the Bantu did not for example need to study mathematics at
school because they did not need it for future endeavours. Moreover, Black schools did not
study the same syllabi as White schools but followed a Bantu Education with major limitations
in terms of curricula content and infrastructural support. Booyse et al. (2011) confirms this by

suggesting that by means of this system the National Party government tried to channel Black

3



political aspirations towards the racially segregated homelands. Therefore, education provision
to Black learners had served a political purpose from its very beginning. Similar laws were also

passed to curb Indian and Coloured education.

At this stage many Black learners did not go beyond primary school, while it was compulsory
for White learners to attend school until the age of fifteen. Also Black teachers’ salaries were
extremely low and this resulted in a dramatic drop of trainee teachers which seriously impacted
the quality of education at non-White schools. Overall, schooling during the apartheid era was
carefully orchestrated to ensure White control and prosperity and ironically implemented in the
name of ‘God’ to justify its stance in society. Furthermore, the sense of nationalist White
supremacy as outlined above permeated South African society during the apartheid era and

shaped the identity and imagined history of all its inhabitants.

Against this backdrop school history which was devised to support the apartheid myths was
blended with historical knowledge. The curriculum and educational media used for the teaching
and learning of school history were underpinned by a teacher-centered and rote learning
approach. All of this was aimed to justify the narrow nationalistic ideals of the minority White
population. On the other hand, the majority Black learners at school learnt a history in which
they were not citizens and only appeared on the outskirts of society in a negative way.
Historical figures and organisations such as Mandela and the African National Congress (ANC)
never featured in school history because it was illegal to mention them. Weldon (2003) best
articulated history education/school history under apartheid by suggesting that it was used as
propaganda to further the cause of Afrikaner Nationalist history which included a number of
foundational myths such as, ‘empty land and God’s chosen people’ which were presented in
history textbooks at school level as facts. Thus, school history under apartheid contributed to
the creation of two very distinct racialised identities for White and Black learners.

The Soweto uprising of June 1976 orchestrated by learners was a turning point for the apartheid
education system. On the 16 June 1976 widespread violence erupted in Soweto as school
learners protested against, amongst others, the imposition of Afrikaans as the medium of

instruction. The battles between learners and police marked the end of the ‘silent years’ and

4



the beginning of a violent struggle against apartheid education. During this period many school
learners were killed thus drawing both national and international attention to the situation in
South Africa. This forced the apartheid government to reform the education system and this
led to leniency towards Coloureds and Indians but the government continued to exclude Blacks
and ensured continued White supremacy. Hence, the government’s attempts to reform
apartheid did not impress and a more intense culture of resistance developed in the 1980’s,

with many school learners taking on an active role.

This resistance, including a range of other factors such as international pressure led to the
unbanning of the ANC, the release of Nelson Mandela, negotiations, adoption of the Interim
Constitution and the subsequent 1994 breakthrough of the first fully-fledged democratic
elections. The negotiations for the new South Africa schooling proved key and it was agreed
that some types of schools remain the same with minor adjustments. Typical examples of these
are the ‘ex-model C’ type of schooling which had good resources and facilities, as well as some
rural schools which were very impoverished and had poor infrastructures. These schools are
still functioning in more or less the same way as they did during the apartheid era. Therefore,
some current characteristics of our school system, were inherited from the past. Some schools
still have large numbers in their classrooms while others have lower numbers. Furthermore,
some schools have great resources while others are still very impoverished and have very little
resources in order to exist. Moreover, for the purposes of this study it is significant to
understand that apartheid was officially enshrined in school history which conscientised Blacks
about their own rights and ways of fighting apartheid. Hence, the apartheid education system
had a bearing on future teaching of history in schools and made Blacks skeptical about school
history because of its past abuse and the way Blacks were portrayed, which affected the future

position of history education in South Africa.

Against this background, the first post-apartheid government was confronted with a scenario
where teachers and learners were steeped in a school history which foregrounded White
supremacy in terms of content and fundamental pedagogics regarding teaching and learning.
This means that the curriculum and educational media used for teaching and learning were still
underpinned by a pedagogy of teacher-centeredness and rote learning. It is in this context that

the apartheid past had to be faced in the history classes after May 1994. The initial attempts
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and ideals to reform education and curriculum processes in general in the early post-apartheid
era were a huge challenge for the government of national unity. This resulted in several
structural and policy tensions within the system. The intensity of this was demonstrated by
Taylor (2000, as cited in Kallaway, 2012) who described the curriculum processes as “the most

radical constructivist curriculum ever attempted anywhere in the world”.

Kallaway (1995), strongly argued at the time that the need for fundamental change in the area
of history education in South Africa was uncontested. He goes on to assert that the production
of a school history that was in keeping with the political climate of the time was an essential
element of a transformative education. For most teachers and learners this meant an innovative
approach to school history which, as Kallaway (1995, p. 12) expressed: “will provide for
nation-building in the broadest sense...to recognize the ideological nature of the subject and
use it to develop critical capabilities and analytical skills, to enable children to make sense of
history and of complex political, social and economic changes through which they will live in
the ‘new’ South Africa”. In line with this trend Lowry (1995) opined that the negotiations
concerning the curriculum needed to attend to the preservation of history at secondary level as
well as the status of history in the curriculum. History as a school subject can have an important
social use, especially in a society as divided as South Africa. Changes taking place in society
at the time made it clear that the history curriculum will need to reflect more accurately the

new South African realities (Lowry, 1995).

As far as school history was concerned during this period, academics were confident of a new
history emerging. In fact, there was a sense of great hope and expectation amongst history
teachers and historians for the subject to be reformed and the apartheid curriculum was finally
‘dumped’ and history could claim its rightful position in the construction of a new democracy.
This was confirmed by a prominent South African history educationist (Sieb6rger, 2000) who
anticipated the three ‘r’s of reconstruction, redress and reconciliation for the post-apartheid
reform for school history. This did happen but unfortunately not to the extent expected. In fact,
at this point history teachers and the subject were side-lined because of the implementation of
Outcomes-Based Education (OBE). Thus, criticism kept flooding in from various quarters
against OBE and C2005. The most common critique being that of Jansen (1997) in his paper

on ‘Why OBE will fail’. The result was a ministerial committee which recommended an
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overhaul of how OBE was practiced. Significantly, for school history it recommended that the
teaching of history should ensure that learners develop a narrative and a conceptual
understanding of the history of South Africa and Africa and their place in the world. This
culminated in the Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS) which signaled a departure

from the original ideas of OBE to the advantage of the teaching and learning of history.

In reaction, the History and Archaeology Panel of the Values in Education Initiative (2000),
which was established and launched by the then Minister of Education and former history
teacher, Professor Kader Asmal, undertook a critical analysis of the quality of the teaching of
history and evolution in schools as one of its main aims. In its critical analysis of the quality of
the teaching of history as a school subject in South African public schools, the History and
Archaeology Panel continued to express a sense of dissatisfaction at the direction which history
had taken in the new educational dispensation. Having, among others, been inserted into a
general Social Sciences learning area, history has been de-emphasized and diluted in schools;
in consequence, many experienced teachers have been made redundant. Some schools have
even come to regard history as a subject for less able learners or those with a low 1Q; in
consequence, history enrolments at schools have taken a huge drop, and in many secondary
schools steps have been taken to remove it from the curriculum altogether (Department of
Education (DOE), 2000a).

In line with this thinking, the History and Archaeology Panel cautioned against the manner in
which history was then being given scant attention as an independent school subject, and
where, as a result, learners seemed to be prevented from gaining a critical historical awareness
of themselves and their society: “Should the formal study of history be ignored in the present,
one may well run the risk of ‘robbing’ future generations of the essential knowledge and skills
to contribute to sustaining an open, equable and tolerant society” (DOE, 20004, p. 8). In
addition, Nuttal and Wright (2000) opined that in a new political dispensation history is
perceived as an irrelevant subject in relation to providing jobs in a tight labour market and does
not assist with changing learners’ perceptions of where jobs are found. He further implied that
the negative attitude of many learners towards history, as for other people in South Africa, both

Black and White, is that they feel it is a source of discomfort and embarrassment because they



claim that it points directly to apartheid bullying, oppression, degradation and the humiliation

to Blacks. As a result some people, he claims, feel history is now irrelevant to their needs.

Therefore, at the core of curriculum reform in a post-apartheid South Africa was the desire to
transform both education and society. In the introduction to the Revised National Curriculum
Statement adopted in 2002, the stated aim was to ensure that “a national South African identity
is built on values very different from those that underpinned apartheid education” (Weldon,
2003, p. 1). In fact, the curricula was a radical departure from the apartheid past of school
history and showed a genuine pursuit of the creation of a new transformed prototype citizen in
tune with the aspirations of a rainbow nation (Wassermann, 2005). This new thinking expressed
that, as part of the government’s continuation of the process of reconciliation and nation
building, school history was to be used in a powerful manner to introduce reconciliation.
Learners will be inspired by these values and will act in the interests of a society based on
respect for democracy, equality, human dignity and social justice. The overall aim was for
schools to be transformed into sites where learners live out the negotiated values of the South
African Constitution and the Bill of Rights. In line with this thinking Weldon (2003, p. 1)
opined that “History has been identified as an appropriate subject to attempt to fulfil these

aims”, but unfortunately this expectation was not met and debates continued in this regard.

Against this background, Schoeman (2003) argues that one of the main purposes of the study
of history is to foster an understanding of identity as a social construct, preparing future citizens
for local, regional, national, continental and global citizenship. She further stated that a critical
approach to the study of history in a democratic society, apart from promoting the democratic
values of the Constitution and encouraging civic responsibility, “should enable people to
examine with greater insight and understanding the prejudices such as race, class, gender,
ethnicity and xenophobia still existing in our society and which must be confronted and
addressed” (Schoeman, 2003, p. 3). This sentiment was later echoed by Bertram (2008) who
maintained that history as a school subject could be a perfect vehicle for citizenship, whether

it may be a citizen of apartheid or as a citizen of a new South Africa.



This suggests that school history has been a useful tool which helps the state to condition
learners (by learning through past example) into mature, independent adults and responsible,
loyal, obedient citizens. It helps to teach learners the difference between acceptable and
unacceptable behaviour as prescribed by the dominant view in their societies. Through the
study of history in schools, learners can be taught about how their societies prefer to remember
their past and how these societies came to be in the present (Mackie, 2004). Thus school history

is and always will be a political project not only in South Africa but in a global context.

In light of history being, as elsewhere in the world a political project, the Department of
Education (2005), suggested that the values of the South African Constitution form the basis
of the values that are found in history education. These values are important for understanding
and addressing human rights in South Africa. History as a school subject could make a crucial
contribution to transforming society by helping learners to apply the values that are in the
Constitution to their lives and to those around them (DOE, 2005). In fact, Sieb6rger (2008),
suggests that history is best placed within the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) to foster
the development of these values. More specifically, the teaching of history has the potential to
shape the consciousness of a whole generation of South Africans by providing them with a set
of shared concepts and understandings about the past that may then form the basis for
explaining the present and building a collective future (Patel, 1998). Hence, this confirms that
the starting point of school history in a post-apartheid South Africa was to awaken the
‘historical consciousness’ of the learners at schools and it is a vehicle with potential for this

project.

According to the Department of Education (2005), history as a vehicle of personal
empowerment, can engender in learners an understanding of human agency, which brings with
it the knowledge that, as human beings, they have choices, and that they can make the choice
to change the world for the better. Therefore, history as a subject is not just a collection of facts
about the past. It is the story of how the world of today came into existence. Furthermore it is
the record of lives, experiences, and struggles of those who have gone before — and of how
their lives, experiences and struggles have shaped ours. According to the Department of
Education (2005) society values people who are independent thinkers, open-minded, good at

problem solving and able to pick out the essential from the trivial. In line with this trend, school
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history could be a beneficial subject to help learners empower themselves with the above

characteristics.

Finally, in 2009 a new phase of history education was considered through the introduction of
Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS) which was implemented in 2012 and ended
in 2014. This was the amendment of the RNCS which replaced some of the RNCS documents.
CAPS, it is claimed will be responsible for social transformation to ensure that the educational
imbalances of the past are redressed and above all it will offer equal education opportunities
for all sectors of the population. Furthermore, according to the Department of Basic Education
(2011) CAPS is said to equip learners with skills, irrespective of their socio-economic
background, race, gender, physical or intellectual ability. However, CAPS is still in its early

stages and it will take some time to analyse whether it going to achieve its desired aim.

Amidst the implementation of CAPS, a new and interesting scenario seems to have taken root
where government officials and organisations are now, twenty-one years after the apartheid
system has been dismantled, calling for school history to become a compulsory subject at
secondary school level. Wassermann (2015) confirmed this by stating: “Almost out of the blue
‘volving’ around School History and teaching and learning about apartheid came to the fore in
mid — 2014”. His findings indicate that school history becoming a compulsory subject had the
highest possible support. Ultimately these negotiations have recently surfaced to cure the ills
of society including re-educating the ‘born frees’ on where they come from but no confirmed
decisions have been made at this stage regarding this matter. In fact, this study has overtaken
this scenario but hopefully I could engage in further research relating to this idea of history
becoming a compulsory subject. This idea may change views of learners towards school history

even more.

Against this background, it is evident that history is now well recognized by the Department
of Basic Education according to CAPS (2011) and other official documents. Evidence as noted
from the above discussions demonstrates that historians, politicians, academics and authors see
history as a valuable subject at secondary school level in a post-apartheid South Africa. In fact,

school history as a political project post-1994 has laudable ideals. However, as stated above
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the subject seems to be under threat due to various historical factors. Hence, against this
backdrop as well as the fact that we are now celebrating twenty-one years after apartheid ended,
my study aimed at investigating what are learners’, (who selected it) views on history, at
secondary school level?

1.3  Rationale and motivation for the study

Based on the background and contextualization in the previous section, | was motivated to
conduct this study for a range of personal and professional reasons. At a personal level, I am a
South African citizen by birth and grew up and was educated in South Africa. As a middle-
aged Indian female | was a victim of the apartheid era but was really, in hindsight, oblivious at
the time of the workings of the apartheid system. This stance obviously stemmed from the fact
that my parents chose not to politically educate my siblings and myself on the system because
they felt it would corrupt us. Hence, priority was given to me being school educated which was
key to my future endeavours. Furthermore, my family and | lived a fairly secure and
comfortable life at the time and we did not have reason to question our life-style or up-bringing
and how it resonated with the apartheid politics of the day. Additionally, the Indian school that
| attended was well resourced with good teachers who also never questioned nor spoke to us
about the political climate at the time. Consequently, | never questioned the idea of having to
socialise with the same race group as | thought it was a normal occurrence. Moreover, | was
passionate about the subject history at school level to such an extent that | selected it as one of
my subjects at secondary level and excelled at it. In fact, | was so naive of the inequalities in
the education system that | obediently enjoyed studying the distorted syllabi, especially about

all the Prime Ministers at the time thinking they were absolute ‘heroes’.

My naivety about the apartheid system was rudely awakened by the intense resistance of the
apartheid education system in the early 1980°s, just as I was finishing secondary school, when
learners continued to fiercely protest against the apartheid educational laws. Being a participant
of these protests for a short while | gained some insight into the apartheid system and its
workings. However, this was short-lived as | quickly jolted back to my studies as this would

help me secure my future career and not the political playing field.
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Subsequently, after completing my schooling career, | married an amazing man, had two
awesome sons and then pursued a career in teaching. My passion for history was once again
awakened when | chose to major in the subject and become a history teacher. At this point the
history content which was still apartheid orientated did not really concern me as | was focused
on my academic career and the skills that | was developing from the subject. On completion of
my undergraduate studies | became a teacher where | initially taught different subjects at
different levels for a short while because I could not secure a history position. Once again |
was content at teaching at an all ‘Indian’ school and still did not fully grasp the political climate

of the time.

However, when the apartheid system crumbled and South Africa became a democracy in 1994,
| immediately made a decision to embrace this democracy and to experience it fully. Hence, |
took the plunge and took up a teaching post at a school that catered for ‘Coloured’ learners
during the apartheid system and this is where my real historical journey and education, to a
certain extent began. Initially, | faced many challenges at the school since | was one of the first
Indian persons to join the team and at times | was blatantly teased and mocked both by staff
and learners. This mocking and teasing was mainly around stereotypical ideas of what my
learners believed and thought about the race group to which I belonged. I remember clearly
one incident when | tried to discipline a difficult learner and he openly vented his feelings by
stating: “I hate Indian people...” In addition to this scenario some teachers at the school saw
me as a threat and accused me of coming into ‘their’ school to take ‘their’ jobs. These are just

two examples amongst many other accusations and racist comments that | had to endure.

However, at this point my spiritual journey was growing at a rapid pace and | was able to
sustain myself during this season because | knew God had called me to make a difference. It
truly was a dark place and a huge culture shock but | persevered and grew both emotionally
and spiritually. In fact, when I left that school | felt victorious in the sense that | was able to
overcome the many battles | faced and through the process built wonderful friendships and
relationships. This situation finally brought me to the full realisation of the impact of the
apartheid system and the extensive damage it had caused to people in South Africa.
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At this point, 1 was fully engaged in teaching history at senior level and absolutely embracing
the subject even though there were inconsistencies in the Revised National Curriculum and
learners were really not interested in the subject. My initial concern for school history was
birthed out of learner dis-interest for the subject and complete disregard for the past. This
hugely impacted the numbers taking history in grade 10. In this atmosphere of disappointment
and disillusionment with school history and poor learner attitudes I began tutoring a history
PGCE course and later an ACE programme at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in order to
keep myself stimulated and not to let my passion for the subject be destroyed. In the meantime,
| had not given up on school history and joined a history club made up of history teachers in
the area. The main aim was to strategise and network on how to market the subject through
creative and innovative ways and help draw learners in because we realised that history was an
important subject in a post-apartheid era. In some ways this did work but not to the extent of

our expectations.

A short while later 1 was once again saddled with another difficult situation regarding my
career. My family and | decided we had to move to another town due to the circumstances
surrounding our lives. This situation brought me to the full realisation of the extent to which
the subject history was under serious threat and numbers were dwindling. This realisation
struck me head on as I could not secure a history position in a huge place like ‘Durban’. After
much confusion and uncertainty | had no choice but to quit teaching history and take up
teaching English. Feeling shackled and distraught by this situation | embarked on my journey
as a PhD student with the primary focus being on investigating how history learners view
school history and why they view the subject the way they do in the secondary phase of
schooling. Considering my experiences as a learner | felt that by investigating this problem I

would better understand and contribute to the subject in a more positive manner.

The journey of my study has along the way been disrupted by various important family
commitments and has in a sense taken much longer than expected. In fact, | had decided at one
point not to pursue the study because | was not coping with the many roles that I have to fulfil
at this stage in my life. Once again | sought the advice of my God who clearly directed my
paths to bring this study to a completion and it is only through ‘His grace’ that I am able to

accomplish this daunting task. Interestingly, in the interim after a five year gap from not
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teaching history a scenario arose where | was unexpectedly given a senior history class to teach.
Initially, 1 was reluctant but once | engaged with the subject again | realised my passion for
teaching history was still alive. | also realised that the challenges with which | am faced,
teaching my history learners, has not really changed over the past five years. | must admit this
scenario of being given the opportunity to teach history at this point has also played a huge role
in motivating me to complete this study because | realised that the similar problems regarding
the subject still exist. Hence, the need for this study is significant to try and understand how
learners view and experience the subject at secondary school level.

Besides the personal motivation, there is also a professional rationale behind concluding this
study. When | started my teaching career as an academic, | realised the need to investigate the
subject history was because of the circumstances surrounding the subject as discussed above.
This motivated me to conduct this study which could probably help to determine why the
subject is faced with these tensions and dilemmas. Hopefully, the study will contribute to the
history education field by giving hope to the subject at school level. One of the tenets of
academic, professional development is to link practice with theory and research. Hence,
conducting this study was also aimed at informing my practice. In addition to this my
completion of two previous post-graduate degrees, a Bachelor of Education (Honours) and a
Master of Education, exerted a further influence upon me, to pursue my professional
development. Therefore, embarking on this study was also to enhance my professional

development while consolidating a niche of research for myself as an academic.

In light of the above discussion | felt that a need exists to research how history is viewed by
history learners as a subject in the secondary phase of schooling. Although history is perceived
as a subject with great value in a democratic South Africa, we as South Africans seem to be
faced with a scenario where numbers of learners taking history at secondary level seem to be
declining (G. Pillay, personal communication, February 2010). Dr Gengs Pillay is a history
subject-advisor of a long standing in KwaZulu-Natal. He has been a national examiner for
Grade 12 for many years and is also involved in planning for history teaching at national level.
Therefore, the warrant for the claim that numbers of learners taking history at secondary level
is declining was justified during personal communication with Dr Pillay. Given this situation

it is important to investigate why this is happening and to try and understand how this subject
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is viewed in the secondary phase by history learners in the real world of teaching and learning

and especially since it is now twenty-one years after the apartheid system has been dismantled.

Therefore, the purpose of this study is, to investigate how history learners view history as a
subject in the secondary phase of their schooling. The proposed study, | feel, is different
because it aims to target learners who have chosen history as a subject at secondary level. Most
studies (Meyer, 2008; Mackie, 2004, Patel, 1998; Van der Leeuw-Roord, 1997) which | have
come across focus their attention solely on the attitudes that history learners have towards this
subject. The views which history learners have towards school history and the reasons why
they have these views, is the focus of this study. This focus remained unexplored, and therefore
offers a promising field for research. In the proposed study an attempt will be made to focus
on learners’ subjective views and experiences arising out of their engagement with history as

a subject in the secondary phase of schooling.
The following key guestions were formulated to demarcate the problem more clearly:
o How do history learners in the secondary phase view history as a school subject?

o Why do history learners in the secondary phase view the subject the way they do?

1.4 Theoretical framework of the study

| have chosen to adopt symbolic interactionism as the main component of the theoretical
framework for this study. Symbolic interactionist theory, views the socialised individual as
capable of thought, intervention and self-determination. Furthermore, symbolic interactionist
researchers investigate how people create meaning during social interaction, how they present
and construct the self and how they define situations of co-presence with others. One of the

central ideas is that people act as they do because of how they define situations.

Symbolic Interactionism is a theoretical perspective that offers a particular view of the meaning
of self, the nature of reality, the emergence and importance of society, the nature of symbols,
the importance of human communication and the future of humanity (Charon, 2000). In this

view, meaningful reality is dependent upon human practices, being construed in and out of
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interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted through
symbolic communication within social contexts. Through symbolic communication we define
our present according to a perspective or mental construction developed and altered in on-going
social interactions. It is through definition and action that, given the right knowledge and tools,
people can take control of themselves and their environment — defining, thinking and
controlling their choices into the future. We can only know what is going on if we understand
what the actors themselves believe about their world. For this reason research should focus on
collecting, analysing and interpreting the various perspectives of people in social situations.

Against this background, symbolic interactionism rests on three root assumptions: human
beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that these things have for them; the
meaning of such things is derived from, and arises out of, the social interaction that one has;
these meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the
person in dealing with the things he/she encounters (Denzin, 1992 and Blumer, 1969). Thus,
for the purposes of this study learners’ views of school history are derived from their interaction
with the subject at school level. Furthermore, their views are influenced and developed through

their personal experiences as well as with encounters they have in the school situation.

Embedded in this theoretical framework is an epistemology of ‘constructionism’ that assumes
a pluralist and relativist view of the reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In this view, realities such
as history as a school subject can be viewed in terms of multiple, mental constructions held by
individuals in groups. These mental constructions are socially and experientially based and
although local and specific in nature may often be shared across communities and cultures.
Such mental constructions are not more or less ‘true’ in an absolute sense but simply more or
less informed and/or sophisticated. As the researcher, | was cast as an orchestrator and
facilitator of the inquiry process. This is not an authoritative role as | was actively engaged in
facilitating a multi-voice dialogue that leads to the construction of my own constructions as

well as those of the participants.

Denzin (1992) lists four implications of symbolic interactionism for the researcher to which |

adhered. The first implication was the need for me to take a closer look at the symbols used in
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interactions, and the settings in which interactions take place. The second implication was
studying phenomena from the point of view of those being studied; thus, in order to understand
things from the research subjects’ perspectives, | had to obtain information in the form of
descriptive accounts from the subjects. The third implication was the need for me to link the
participants’ perceptions with those of his/her society. The fourth implication identified by
Denzin is that | needed to record the dynamics of the situations that | observed, and in which
practices are situated. The above implications of symbolic interactionism on methodology will
be revealed in the study.

Hence, my theoretical framework for this study which is symbolic interactionism is important
to guide me as the researcher as | moved from theory to data and from data to theory. It relates
to the philosophical basis on which the research takes place and forms the link between the
theoretical aspect and practical components of the investigation undertaken. The main purpose
of my theoretical framework is to help me test theories used and to make my research findings
meaningful. The theoretical framework is discussed in detail in Chapter 3 of this study.

1.5  Research methodology

In an attempt to determine how learners view history as a school subject in the secondary phase
of schooling, a qualitative approach was the research methodology that was adopted to explore
this topic. Qualitative research is an umbrella term used to refer to several strategies that share
certain characteristics. This approach will be used because as Hoberg (1999) suggests,
qualitative research is mainly concerned with understanding the subject from the participants’
perspective as they (the participants) experience the subject as it is related to their reality.
Moreover, qualitative research views reality as multi-layered and interactive. Qualitative
researchers become ‘immersed’ in the situation, present or past, and the phenomenon being

studied (McMillan & Schumacher, 1993, p. 15).

To guide this qualitative inquiry | decided that the most suitable paradigm for the investigation
will be ‘interpretivism’ from the epistemological stance of constructionism. According to this

paradigm as stated by Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 110) “...realities are apprehendable in the
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form of multiple, intangible mental constructions, socially and experientially based, local and
specific in nature and dependent for their form and content on individual persons or groups
holding the constructions”. According to Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 111), “the variable and
personal nature of social constructions suggests that individual constructions can be elicited
and refined only through interaction between and among investigator and respondents”. These
varying constructions are interpreted using conventional hermeneutical techniques, and are
compared and contrasted through a dialectical interchange. The final aim is to distil a consensus
construction that is more informed and sophisticated than any of the previous constructions.

The research site for this study focused on four specific schools in the greater EThekwini
district of KwaZulu-Natal. A range of differing environments was chosen from an urban area.
However, it is important to note that even though the study was conducted in an urban area
some of the schools are very similar to the infrastructure of the rural type schools found in
South Africa. This was done in an attempt to ensure that the schooling contexts in the
EThekwini area are adequately (though not necessarily proportionally) represented. Hence,
participants for the study were drawn from different environments and backgrounds. For the
purpose of this research convenience was taken into account when the selection of schools were

done.

The methods that | used to collect my data were creative arts-based research in the form of
collages as well as presentations of the collages as the main methods. | also used discussions
which were carried out after the collage presentations and field-notes that were derived from
the observations of the collage-making process as secondary methods. Collage-making was
conducted with a group of grade eleven learners who had selected history as a subject in the
secondary phase of their schooling at each of the sampled schools under study. These groups
comprised of between four and five history learners at each of the schools. The groups
constructed their collages separately at each of the schools under study. Hence, collage making,
presentations, discussions and observations in the form of field-notes were conducted to
determine the views history learners have towards history as a school subject. The collage
making process as well as the presentations and discussions were all video recorded at each of
the four schools so that I could examine them closely later. All recordings were also

transcribed. This process helped to try as much as possible to eliminate researcher bias.
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In this study the research data consisted of an analysis of individual collages, transcripts of
presentation and discussion sessions and observation in the form of field-notes taken during
the collage-making process. In analysing the data - the collages, the analysis of the collages
and the transcripts were read repeatedly in order to gain familiarity with the content. All video
recordings were listened to, at the same time checking the accuracy of the transcriptions. Once
| thought I was familiar with my research data in an intimate way | began my data analysis. |
decided that the most appropriate way to analyse the data would be on two levels. ‘Level 1’
analysis of the collages was done according to an ‘open coding’ method. ‘Level 2’ analysis of
the collages was done using the instrument | devised. The instrument was made up of six

benchmarks which come from various historical sources.

This research is designed to be exploratory and descriptive. The primary aim of the study is to
determine how history is viewed as a school subject by history learners in the secondary phase
of their schooling, from their own frame of reference. In terms of ethical clearance, special
permission was obtained from the principals of each of the schools involved in the research.
Permission was granted and all learners were given consent forms to sign and were assured of
their rights to privacy, anonymity and confidentiality. Participants were given detailed
explanations regarding the nature and purpose of the research, so that they are aware of the
intended aims of the study. A detailed explanation is given in Chapter 4 with regard to how
participants were selected and informed consent obtained. This is in keeping with the ethical
policy of the University of KwaZulu -Natal. Chapter 4 of this study will provide a detailed

discussion of the research design and methodology of the study.
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1.6 Outline of chapters

Apart from the orientation in chapter one, the research programme will be structured as follows:

Figure 1.1 — Diagram illustrating outline of the study

An overall background to the study ':Ii

Explained using primary and .
secondary resources on the research
topic g

Continuation of literature review
primarily focusing on the theoretical ~ :
literature g

Focuses on the research design and-._

the methodology of the "

study,approached through a
qualitative perspective

Analysis of collages using open ™.
coding and occasionally supported -
by presentations and discussion
sessions

Analysis of collages, presentations ™.
and discussion sessions using
benchmarks

Discussions of findings related to
literature based on topic

Summation of my study
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Chapter 2:  Literature review

Chapter two deals with the literature review. The literature review was explained using a
selection of available literature both published and unpublished on the topic of research. This
literature contains information, ideas, data and evidence written from a particular standpoint to
fulfil certain aims or to express certain views on the nature of the research topic. This chapter
firstly discussed what a literature review is, the purpose of a literature review in the study and
how my literature review was done. For the purposes of this study the literature review was
presented according to themes. The main themes that were discussed are: the nature of school
history, the purposes and uses of school history and learner’s views of history as a school
subject. These themes were further broken down into sub-themes. The nature of school history
focused on the procedural concepts of school history which comprised of six historical thinking
concepts while the purposes and uses of school history focused on the substantive concepts.
Learners’ views of history as a school subject were also explained and discussed from a positive
and negative standpoint. Also the outlined themes were explored from a global perspective

with special reference to South Africa.

Chapter 3:  Theoretical framework

This chapter is a continuation of the literature review that was initiated in Chapter 2.
However, unlike in the previous chapter where | reviewed research literature, this chapter
focuses on the theoretical literature. I began this chapter by discussing some thoughts on
theory and how it is used, thereafter | briefly explained what a theoretical framework is and
why it is needed. Furthermore, | explained the chosen theoretical framework which is
symbolic interactionism for this study and the nature of it, as well as how | assimilate this

theory into my research project.

Chapter 4.  Research design and methodology

This chapter discusses in detail the research design which was essentially a plan of how the
researcher intended to answer the key research questions. In other words, the research design
is a blueprint of how the study was to be conducted in order for the research questions to be
answered. This means that in developing the research design | explained the purpose of the
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research, the paradigm informing the research, the context or situation within which the
research is carried out, and the research techniques employed to collect the data. The research
design describes procedures on how to conduct research and involves when, from whom and
under what conditions data is collected. This chapter also included a discussion about the
methodology of the study which had been approached through a qualitative perspective. The
methodology explained the choice of methods of data collection and analysis procedures used
to investigate and answer the specific research questions. The ways in which the data was
analysed was explored. The chapter concludes with a discussion of trustworthiness of the

research, ethical considerations and limitations of the study.

Chapter 5:  Data presentation — Level 1 — analysis

This chapter presented a discussion of the findings derived from the data generated from the
collages. The collages done by history learners from the schools under study were analysed at
two levels. The first level of analysis was done according to an ‘open coding’ method. Open
coding refers to the initial phase of the coding process meaning that this was my initial stage
of data analysis because the process was to ‘open up’ the collages in order to uncover views
and perceptions they hold for the collage-makers regarding school history. This chapter

therefore discussed only the first level of analysis.

Chapter 6:  Data presentation — Level 2 - analysis

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings derived from the data generated from the
actual collages as well as the presentations and discussion sessions done by collage-makers
from the schools under study. The first level of analysis was an ‘open coding’ method which
was discussed in chapter five. This chapter, therefore discusses the second level of analysis.
At this level the collages were analysed using an instrument which | devised and consists of
six benchmarks which came from various historical sources. The benchmarks that form part
of my instrument are historical significance; historical time; nature of historical knowledge

and understanding; historical empathy; cause and consequence and change and continuity.
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Chapter 7:  Discussion and findings

This chapter contains the discussion of the findings from Chapter 5 and 6. Since | had two
levels of analysis for this study I collated the two sets of findings and discussed them. |
discussed the two sets of findings together in order to provide firm answers to the research
questions underpinning the study and how it related to the literature.

Chapter 8:  Conclusion

This chapter draws the study to a close by a summation of the study.

1.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, | set out to give an overview of my study. | began by introducing the chapter
before giving the background and contextualization of the study which helped root the study
within a post-apartheid context. The background and contextualization helped to identify the
research problem, thereafter | continued to explain the rationale and motivation behind it. The
rationale and motivation therefore set the scene for the purpose and focus of the study. Once
the focus was clear, | presented the key research questions which were helpful in further
clarifying the research problem. | subsequently explained my chosen theoretical framework,
research design and methodology after which | presented an outline for my study. The next
chapter will focus on the literature related to my topic which is an investigation into how history

learners view history as a subject in the secondary phase of schooling.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

The background to the study as provided in Chapter 1 revealed the main focus of the study
which is how history is viewed as a school subject in the secondary phase of schooling by
history learners. Chapter 2 deals with the literature review based on my topic as stated above.
In this chapter I firstly discussed what a literature review is, the purpose of a literature review
in the study and how the literature review was carried out. This is done under the heading
‘Conducting and presenting a literature review’. Thereafter, my literature review was presented
according to themes. The main themes that were discussed are: the nature of school history,
the purposes and uses of school history, and learners’ views of history as a school subject. The
reason why | chose these themes is also discussed in the next section. Finally, the chapter ends

with the niche or gap for my study and a conclusion.

2.2  Conducting and presenting a literature review

A literature review is a selection of available documents both published and unpublished on
the topic of research which contains information, ideas, data and evidence written from a
particular standpoint to fulfil certain aims or to express certain views on the nature of the
research topic (Hart, 1998). As such a literature review provides one with a guide to a particular
topic. In fact, it aims at contributing towards a clearer understanding of the nature and meaning
of the research problem that has been identified. Thus, in order to conduct a meaningful topic
of research, a researcher has to have a thorough background knowledge of the phenomenon
under review. Furthermore, a review of the literature is important because without it you will
not have an understanding of your topic, of what has already been done on it, how it has been
researched and what the key issues are (Hart, 1998). Andresen (1997) appropriately sums up
the purpose of a literature review by stating, that it is to become familiar with the ‘conversation’
in the subject area, identify an appropriate research question, ascertain the nature of previous
research and issues surrounding the research question, finding evidence in the academic

discourse and keeping abreast of ongoing work in the area of interest.

24



A literature review can never be just a simple summary of the sources. This is confirmed by
Jesson, Matheson and Lacey (2011) who argue that the main aim of a literature review is to
provide a critical review, not a description, a catalogue or a shopping list. These authors further
suggest that a literature review can be seen as a new picture or story you are presenting, with
your judgments made from a sound basis of evidence, reflection and sometimes experience.
Hence, for the purposes of this study | have chosen to do a ‘traditional’ review which usually
adopts a critical approach. Therefore, in my literature review | critically analysed other
scholars’ works because | believed that they had important contributions to make to my topic.
| wove these contributions together in a logical, systematic way, to develop an argument.

Furthermore, through this process | also searched for a niche or gap for my study.

The concept of taking a critical approach, means making judgments about how an argument is
presented in the text. In this approach the researcher needs to step back from the literature and
have confidence in his/her ability to be critical. This can be achieved when one has a working
knowledge and understanding of the issues and theories in a given topic (Jesson et al., 2011).
In this way the researcher is able to move from surface reading to in-depth reading. It is also
important to note that criticism involves analysis of positive as well as negative features.
Furthermore, it means recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of research that others have
undertaken and being able to articulate why and how you think their ideas or theories might be
improved. Critical thinking therefore requires a wide range of skills and can be very

challenging.

Conducting a critical literature review may sound easy but in practice it can prove to be
anything but easy (Bell, 2010). Doing a literature review thus requires discipline in order to
produce a review which shows that the researcher has studied the work in his/her field with
insight. In other words, the literature review is a part of your academic development — of
becoming an expert in the field. De Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport (2005) encapsulate this
by stating that only once a researcher really comprehends the very important purpose of the

literature review is it given its rightful place in the project.
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For the purposes of this study | did a literature review to consider the critical points of the
current knowledge including substantive findings, as well as theoretical and methodological
contributions to my chosen topic. The literature review is a secondary source, and as such, will
not report any new or original work. The main goals are to situate the current study which is,
to investigate how history learners view history as a school subject at the secondary phase of
schooling, within the body of literature and to provide a context for the reader. Moreover, in
reading about my specific topic | was able to further shape the research questions through the
identification of alternative conceptions of the problem that had not previously occurred to me.
Also the literature review will demonstrate the underlying assumptions of the general research

questions.

Furthermore, a review of literature has different purposes and strategies, depending on whether
a researcher conducts a quantitative or qualitative research project. For the purposes of this
study | chose to adopt a qualitative method to investigate my research topic. Hence, my
literature review is aimed at contributing towards a clearer understanding of the nature and
meaning of my research topic, which is, an investigation into how history is viewed as a school
subject by history learners in the secondary phase of schooling. In order for me to carry out a
successful literature review | had to engage in a dialogue with writing and arguments in my
field which helped me set the pattern of critical thinking and good writing (Whistler, 2005). In
other words, it was the vehicle for identifying reading and beginning to make use of other’s
arguments and the work of key scholars whose theories and interpretations guided the focus

and analysis of my own research and arguments.

Whatever form of research is being done it is important to bear in mind that the researcher has
to begin with a research question/s. The research question/s provide the structure for the whole
of the literature review (Jesson et al., 2011). Therefore, composing my research questions was
a crucial step that pointed the way for my research investigation. Without research questions |
would not have had direction and there was a risk that my research would not be focused. Thus,
| explored and read widely before | settled on two research questions which guided my
literature review. For the purposes of this study my questions are: how do history learners in
the secondary phase of schooling view history as a school subject and why do they view the

subject the way they do in this phase? My literature review helped me to inform my research
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project and then my questions were crucial for my research design. These research questions
informed me what data I need to generate, how and from where, and finally, how | analysed

my data.

Since a literature review encapsulates much more than a summary of the literature | had to
consult a wide range of scholars to explore a comprehensive review of the literature related to
my topic. However, after consulting the overwhelming amount of literature available in this
field 1 had to narrow the focus and then read selectively in these focus areas and utilise the
most relevant information. Although I tried using the most current sources to tap into my field,
| realised that some of the older scholars’ works added value to my field.

For the purposes of this study | decided to present my literature review according to themes.
This thinking is supported by the Learning Guide Reader (2005) which states that a literature
review may be presented thematically in a way that traces the issues involved and connections
between issues and the gaps in the literature that have not been covered by previous research.
This method of presentation is further supported by Terre Blanche, Durkheim and Painter
(2009) who suggest that a literature review can be arranged thematically with the review being
structured around different themes in the literature. Luneburg and Irby (2008) also concur with
this thought and state that literature reviews identify themes in a group of studies.
Consequently, my literature review will be divided into the themes mentioned in the
introduction, namely: the nature of school history, the purposes and uses of school history and
learners’ views of history as a school subject. These themes were further broken down into
smaller themes within each section. These themes were selected after much reading and
discussion around the topic being investigated and | deemed them as being important and most
appropriate to deal with my topic which focuses on how history is viewed as a school subject
in the secondary phase of schooling.

2.3  Literature on the nature and purpose of school history

For the purposes of this study it is important to review the literature on the nature and purpose
of history as a school subject. The nature of school history in this sense refers to what is history
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about and what it consists of. While the purposes refer to the functions of school history, in
other words what are its uses? Generally the nature and purpose of school history is explained
and discussed together as one theme, but for the purposes of this study | have decided to discuss
the nature of school history first and then deal with the purposes and uses separately. This was
done so that my literature will be better organized and will help readers understand my topic
better. Furthermore, these themes will shed more light on how learners view history as a school
subject in the secondary phase of schooling, which is the focus of my study. Hence, | will firstly
discuss the nature of school history. This discussion will initially give a brief outline of the
nature of history in general and then move more specifically onto the nature of school history
which is explained using a thematic approach. Thereafter, | will move onto a discussion of the
purposes of school history. This section will also be done in a thematic way as explained earlier
in the chapter. I will explain and discuss these themes by making use of other scholars’ theories

and interpretations with regard to school history to guide my own arguments.

2.3.1 The nature of school history

History is generally the study of the past, specifically how it relates to humans. It is an umbrella
term that relates to past events as well as the memory, discovery, collection, organization,
presentation and interpretation of information about these events (Brian & Richard, 2008).
History can also refer to the academic discipline which uses a narrative to examine and analyse
a sequence of past events, and objectively determine the patterns of cause and effect that
determine them. Furthermore, the academic discipline of history provides both the means and
end for teaching the subject. Scholarship on history cannot contribute to public debate by
setting up a rarified ideal of ‘real’ history and dismissing the many popular uses of the past
(Barton & Levstik, 2008). People use history in a variety of ways and for a variety of purposes,
and these will continue to be reflected in schools and other public contexts. Also because
learners at school are active agents of historical learning, their participation in multiple
historical settings ensures that they will be influenced by the range of purposes and tools found
there.

Historians debate the nature of history and its usefulness by discussing the study of the

discipline as an end in itself and as a way of providing ‘perspective’ on the problems of the
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present (Evans, 2001). However, Brown (2007) sums up by stating that history will have three
separate but always interrelated meanings which are: history is the past, history is the active
process of studying and writing about the past and history is what men and women write
following a systematic study of the past. Therefore, history is an effort to reconstruct the past
to discover what people thought and did and how their beliefs and actions continue to influence
human life. Accordingly Haydn, Arthur, Hunt and Stephen (2008) opine that even though
history in school can be a seemingly pointless experience for learners, it can also be taught to
learners in a way which gives them knowledge and understanding of the past and insight into
some of the most important and difficult questions of human existence. In addition, it gives
learners other educational skills and an enthusiasm to pursue the subject into the secondary

phase of schooling.

Furthermore, history is what it is, but it is also what we make of it (Slotkin, 2005). In fact, what
we call history is not a thing, an object of study, but a story we choose to tell about things, in
other words a human construction based on evidence. Events undoubtedly happen, but for it to
be construed as history, such facts must be selected and arranged on some sort of plan, made
to resolve some sort of question which can only be asked subjectively and from a position of
hindsight. In this regard, Levesque (2008) argues that significant events of the late-twentieth
and early twenty-first century force citizens to rethink their traditional relationships with the
past. However, this does not mean that memory-history has suddenly disappeared from human
affairs. In fact, no society can ever exist and survive without such ‘imagined’ references to the

past. Thus, all history writing requires a fictive or imaginary representation of the past.

At schools, learners’ are not introduced to academic history but school history. This according
to Deng (2012) means that schools are mandated to teach academic disciplines such as history
to learners, however, teachers are supposed to work with and transform the content of the
academic discipline for classroom teaching. Thus, a school subject is an area of learning within
the school curriculum that constitutes an institutionally defined field of knowledge and practice
for teaching and learning. While an academic discipline refers to a field of learning affiliated
with an academic department within a university, formulated for the advancement of research

and scholarship and professional training for researchers, academics and specialists. Therefore,
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school subjects like history can be traditional academic subjects that could have direct

affiliations with their parent academic disciplines (Deng, 2012).

In light of the above, school history, is history which is constructed, transmitted and informed
by needs and conditions specific to schools. The history which is learned in schools is not a
reduction or simplification of academic history but is characterised by shared knowledge,
specific exercises and procedures of motivation and evaluation. Research indicates that
academic history is integrated into the teaching and learning of history as a school subject
which provides evidence of learners’ spontaneous knowledge of history. This spontaneous
knowledge can be seen as a starting point for learning history. But ultimately school history
should provide learners with the ability to approach historical narratives critically (Seixas &
Peck, 2004).

When learners encounter history in schools, they are generally only exposed to the end product
of the historian’s work, which is, a particular narrative. Within this traditional approach to
school history, historical facts and knowledge are presented as an authoritative, authorless, and
seemingly objective account of events as they happened (Seixas & Morton, 2013). As such,
school history almost inevitably leads to cognitively unchallenging forms of pedagogy that
promote memorization and regurgitation of pre-given historical ‘facts’ in the form of a long
list of historical names, dates and developments. This is confirmed by Levesque (2008) who
argues that school history has typically failed to promote historical thinking because of its

persisting focus on the transmission of memory-history, largely in the form of narratives.

However, school history does not need to be this way. History can become meaningful to
learners when they see it as a mystery to be solved, an interpretation to be challenged, and a
way to see themselves in the larger fabric of human experience (Seixas & Morton, 2013). These
authors are of the opinion that ‘historical thinking’ is the creative process historians experience
to interpret the events of the past and the general stories of history. In this regard they explore
the concepts of historical thinking and suggest pathways for learners at school to achieve a

greater understanding of what happened in the past, rather than rely on rote memorization.
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Thus, history as a school subject should focus on ‘disciplinary historical thinking’, which
constitutes the most advanced way of approaching and investigating issues within the various
domains of knowledge (Levesque, 2008). Disciplines such as history have their own modes of
inquiry, networks of concepts and principles, theoretical frameworks, symbolic systems,
vocabularies and modes of self-regulation. As such history as a discipline is inherently dynamic
because of the ways it has been devised and challenged by scholars over time. Furthermore,
their objects of study, findings, methods and theories, “stimulate controversy and evolve in
time” (Levesque, 2008, p.7). As a result, the objects of study and boundaries of disciplines such
as history are complex. Historical thinking is complex because it requires learners to negotiate
between the familiar and unfamiliar and to become uneasy with the stories they tell about the
past (Wineburg, 2001). In fact, Wineburg (2001) believes that historical thinking is not a
natural cognitive process as it goes against how we ordinarily think. Yet, the challenge is for
school history to be of such a nature that it initiates and ultimately engages learners in

disciplinary thinking.

This has become a challenge for history educators in the sense that they are so busy covering
content for examinations and controlling learners’ behaviour, that they do not necessarily
engage learners in disciplinary historical thinking. Clearly, there is much at stake in history
education and as Levesque (2008) observes, it is increasingly of concern to shed some light on
how it could be taught more successfully. Therefore, he suggests some clarification on the
nature of disciplinary-history and thus presents a set of five interrelated procedural concepts to
help foster ‘historical thinking” at school level. In this way learners can master and ultimately
make appropriate the concepts and knowledge of school history and critically apply such
concepts and knowledge to resolve historical issues. Without procedural thinking, learners are
left passively absorbing the narratives and viewpoints of authorities, too puzzled to use the
tools and mechanisms for making sense of the past. Thus, learners cannot practice history or
even think critically about its content if they have no understanding of how one constructs and
shares historical knowledge. Although these procedural concepts are highly theoretical, they
give disciplinary structure and are foundational to historical thinking and reasoning (Martin,
2012).
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In light of the above, historical thinking is indeed far more sophisticated and demanding than
mastering substantive (content) knowledge, in that it requires the acquisition of such
knowledge to understand the procedures employed to investigate its aspects and meanings
(Levesque, 2008 and Martin, 2012). In other words, the difference between substantive and
procedural knowledge can be seen as one between the substance (content) of the past (what
history is about: wars, revolutions etc.) and procedural concepts for giving sense and coherence
to events in history (concepts giving shape to historical practice and thinking about the past).
These concepts (eg. historical significance, historical empathy etc.) are not what history is
about (substance), but they implicitly arise in the act of doing history. In fact, Martin (2012)
suggests that the procedural concepts are relational to the substantive as they explain ideas and
active conceptual tools that provide understanding required in the ‘doing’ of historical inquiry
that enables historical construction. Thus, to think historically is to understand how knowledge
has been constructed and what it means. Without such sophisticated insight into ideas, peoples,
and actions, it becomes impossible to adjudicate between competing versions (and visions) of
the past. In other words, the nature of school history is more than a memory discipline but a
disciplinary discipline (Levesque, 2008). Thus, my focus for this study is not only on the
substantive (first order) but also on the procedural (second order) thinking concepts. This
means that although the context is important the procedural is what makes school history,
meaning that the procedural concepts enable learners to move beyond lower order thinking of
identifying and describing knowledge and engaging in higher order thinking skills such as

analysing, synthesising, creating and evaluating knowledge.

Just as there are innumerable definitions of history as an academic discipline and as a school
subject there are many different explanations of historical thinking by different authors. Along
with the similar thinking of Levesque (2008), Seixas and Morton (2013) further identified six
specific elements in the structure of the discipline of history that provide a coherent and
thorough framework for an analysis of historical thinking. These elements provide a framework
for a review of current research into learner’s historical thinking and learning at school. Thus,
school history is conceptually more than this. It is what history educationists such as Andrews
and Burke (2007); Davies (2011); Haydn (2011); Levesque, (2008); Peck, (2013); Stearns et
al. (2000); Seixas and Morton (2013); Timmins, Vernon and Kinealy (2005) and Wineburg
(2001) argue what it is, which is based on certain conceptual aspects. These include historical

significance, evidence, change and continuity, cause and consequence, historical perspective/

32



empathy and ethical dimension. However, it is important to note that some of the above authors
do not agree on all the above second order concepts, for example, ethical dimension is not

mentioned by some of the above cited authors.

Seixas and Morton (2013) together with the other history educationists as mentioned above
thus created a conceptual framework of historical thinking that provides learners with the
opportunity to gain an increasingly deeper understanding into the ways historians transform
the past into historical accounts and how learners can begin to construct histories for
themselves. Thus, historical thinking provides learners with insight into what happened in the
past as well as how what happened was constructed. In order to achieve this, the conceptual
frameworks of Andrews and Burke (2007); Davies (2011); Haydn (2011); Levesque, (2008);
Peck, (2013); Stearns et al. (2000); Seixas and Morton (2013); Timmins, Vernon and Kinealy
(2005) and Wineburg (2001) can be used to help learners take part in the subject history at
school level. Through engaging in these historical thinking concepts learners are apprenticed
into how to: establish historical significance, use evidence, identify continuity and change,
analyse cause and consequence, take historical perspectives and understand the ethical

dimension.

These historical thinking concepts mentioned above will be explained in the context of school
history in the next section. It is pertinent at this stage to mention that these historical thinking
concepts played a crucial role in my study as | used them as a guide to design an instrument to
analyse my research data. In other words, the instrument which was made up of six historical
thinking benchmarks helped me to understand how learners view history as school subject
through analysing their collages and related research methods using the instrument. The
instrument is discussed and explained in the methodology chapter and again in Chapter 6 which
is my second level of analysis chapter.

2.3.1.1 Historical significance

Historical thinking is a challenging task and can be dealt with by the use of second-order

concepts of history such as ‘significance’. As discussed in section 2.3.1 above, second-order
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concepts are not the ‘content’ of history per se but are necessary to engage in investigations
and to anchor historical interpretations of the past. Without these concepts it would be
impractical to seriously engage in the study of the past (Levesque, 2005). Thus, according to
Lomas (1990) one cannot escape from the idea of significance when trying to make sense of
the past. Furthermore, Ford (2015) is of the opinion that events, people and developments are
seen as significant because they result in change. Significance is ascribed if they reveal
something about history or contemporary life. Historical significance varies over time, and by
the interpretations of those ascribing that significance.

Historical significance is thus how something is important or significant in terms of history. As
such it is the process used to evaluate what is significant about selected events, people and
developments in the past. The past is everything that ever happened to anyone anywhere. In
other words, the past shapes everything we are and everything we do. This is confirmed by
Seixas and Peck (2004) who point to the fact that the past suffuses every part of our lives in
the sense that: it is embodied in our streets, buildings, schools, personalities, government and
our ideas. Furthermore, significant events/people include those that resulted in great change
over long periods of time. There is too much history to remember all of it therefore historians
use different sets of criteria to help them make judgments about significance. This idea is
justified by Levesque (2008, p. 43) who states, to claim a historical phenomenon is significant
for historical investigation is a “claim that implies an evaluative judgment on particular aspects

of the past”. Thus, significance depends upon one’s perspective and purpose.

The nature of school history is such that learners need to be able to distinguish between what
is trivial and what is important. Levesque (2005) argues that for history to be meaningful, it
depends on selection and this, in turn, depends on establishing criteria of significance to select
the more relevant and to dismiss the less relevant. Historians necessarily use certain criteria to
decide between the significant and the trivial. In some cases historical significance is
determined by an event or person’s long term impact. However, this alone is not sufficient to
determine historical significance. Historical significance is also determined by current interests
and values: the priorities of the present determine the questions we ask about the past and the
nature of the evidence we use (Seixas & Morton 2013). Previously, historians used to focus

largely on political or economic matters as being historically significant, as for example: the
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forms of government and World War 1. This meant that the everyday lives of people —

particularly women, children and people of ethnic minorities — were not considered significant.

However, now historians have broadened their scope to include aspects of social history, so
increasingly there is adequate content in which to ground learners’ historical studies of the past.
Hence, learners can engage in investigations of the history of their local communities or of
everyday life in the past, topics which are of relevance to them. Learners learning about their
communities could address the element of historical significance by considering for whom their
school or other places in the community are named and why these people are important. Have
they learnt about people in their community? They could consider what will be significant
about their own lives. These aspects prepare learners at school well for later studies that further
illustrate that historical significance depends largely on your point of view. A historical person
or event can acquire significance if we can link it to larger trends and stories that reveal

something important for learners, today.

This idea of historical significance depends on your point of view is confirmed by Bradshaw
(2006). He takes a different slant on the idea of historical significance and suggests that the
popular emphasis on significant events is wrong. Instead he suggests we should enable our
learners to make their own judgements about which events and people are and are not
historically significant. He suggests that in fact the best way for learners to have real ideas
about which events might have been significant is to have derived the criteria on which they
base their judgements themselves. Bradshaw (2006) argues that individual activities and

enquiries can be weaved into teaching in order to ensure progression in historical significance.

However, Ford (2015) is of the opinion that significance is seen as something that is
constructed therefore criteria are needed to judge the significance of events, people or
developments within a particular historical narrative. Therefore, Levesque (2008), prescribed
a set of five criteria related to historical significance as mentioned above. These criteria are
based on the works by Geoffrey Partington (1980) and Philips (2002) and is largely employed
by professional historians. The criteria of historical significance are: importance, profundity,

quantity, durability and relevance. Importance refers to one way to appreciate the significance
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of a historical event is to contextualise the past and consider what was perceived as important
to those who lived then, irrespective of whether their judgments about the importance of the
event were subsequently shown to be justified. Key importance questions include: Who
were/have been affected by the event? Why was it important to them? How were people’s lives
affected? The second criterion ‘profundity’ refers to how deeply people were/have been
affected by the event. Key profundity questions include: Was the event superficial or deeply
affecting? How were people’s lives affected. Thirdly, ‘quantity’ as a criterion relates to how
many lives have been affected by an event. ‘Durability’ as a criterion of significance refers to
how long were people affected by the event. Key durability questions include; how durable
was the event in time? Was the event lasting or only ephemeral. ‘Relevance’ relates to what is
significant in history and must be relevant to current interests and increased understanding of
present life.

In addition, Phillips (2002) argues that historical significance has been wrongly neglected as a
key aspect of the conceptual structure that informs the discipline. Exemplifying the principles
through practical activities he offers models for teaching learners to explore the idea of
significance and argues for its connection with citizenship education. Hence, Phillip’s (2002)
work on the under-representation of historical significance provides history departments with
fresh criteria to help with the experimentation. Similarly, Counsell (2005) argues that she
developed her own set of criteria for structuring learners’ thinking about historical significance.
She focuses chiefly upon one possible criterion that might inform judgements about historical
significance - the extent to which an event, person or development is historically ‘revealing’.
Counsell (2005) thus encourages history teachers to do likewise in order to help learners to
think historically. In accordance Conway (2006) also put forward some ways for helping
learners’ thinking about historical significance. However, Conway (2006) suggests that
learners’ concepts of the significance of different aspects of historical periods was affected by
preconceptions that they brought to lessons. These preconceptions were leading learners into
making unhistorical judgements, without any real understanding on their part of what had
affected their thinking. Thus, Conway (2006) suggested some tentative ways in which these
learner preconceptions might be challenged, and lead them into making increasingly historical

judgements.
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The above criteria/models based on the works by Levesque (2008); Philips (2002); Counsell
(2005) and Conway (2006) on historical significance depends on a variety of related history
factors. According to Levesque (2008), the criteria do not in themselves, tell whether one event
is significant, nor are these criteria universally shared and employed by historians. Because
inquiries and research are essentially a matter of judgment, there is no set rule or procedure for
investigating the past, thus designing a set of criteria depends on the historian, the past in
question and the sources available. Nonetheless, the criteria mentioned are useful that provide
disciplinary guidance in understanding historical investigations. They can be seen as
disciplinary because they offer learners formal and defensible concepts to apprehend the past.
In other words, they are clearly defined and useful concepts for advancing sophisticated forms
of knowledge in school history (Levesque, 2008). Thus, learners need to think and reflect on
historical significance or else they may simply take what is presented to them by others to be
significant. In fact, learner evaluation of historical significance enhances learner understanding

of historical procedural concepts.

2.3.1.2 Evidence and interpretation

The concept evidence is central to school history because it is only through the use of evidence
that history becomes possible. Indeed, evidence is vital in history education and has multiple
uses. In relating this to learners - the presentation of pictures, well researched manuscripts,
video and carbon dating can help learners generalise an idea based on evidence (Rebadio,
2012). When we write history we need to create interpretations of the past based on evidence.
Inferences are drawn from a variety of primary sources to create interpretations of the past.
According to Ford (2015) historical evidence must be cross-referenced so that claims are not
based on single pieces of evidence. In fact, working with evidence begins before a source is
read by thinking about what the author’s intention and purpose of a historical source might be.

Historical evidence must be understood on its own terms.

Therefore, history is not the past itself, but is the interpretation and explanation of information
from various sources. Evidence is created when sources are used to answer questions about the
past. Thus, the process of writing history relies on primary sources and explains understanding

history as interpretation, how sources become evidence, and how we analyse and take the
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context into account in order to help learners create and understand history on multiple levels.
In other words, learners need to be taught that there are many ways of looking at the same
thing. These perspectives may be the result of different points of view of people in the past
according to their position in society, the different ways in which historians have written about
them, and the different ways in which people today see the actions and behaviour of people in
the past (Seixas, 2011).

A central ingredient of the teaching of history is trying to discover what really happened. Thus,
Calleja (2004) suggests that by presenting a number of sides to a question and weighing
differing evidence should be part and parcel of the practical activities done in a history lesson.
In this way learners may be equipped to question issues and free themselves of any prejudices.
After all it is collaborated evidence that should really enable learners to move from the present
into the past. Learners should evaluate the information they are given and acquire the necessary
skills to analyse the facts and communicate their findings. Thus, the right balance should be
struck between developing the learners’ historical knowledge, developing their ability to
critically analyse, interpret and evaluate historical evidence and understanding how historical

knowledge is created (Calleja, 2015).

Letters, documents, records, diaries, drawings, newspaper accounts and other bits and pieces
left behind by those who have passed on can be seen as valuable to a historian. These are known
as primary sources that can give information of life in the past. Historians learn to read these
sources. However, reading these sources for evidence demands a different approach than
reading a source for information. The example set up by Seixas (2011) in this regard clearly
explains this difference. They suggest the contrast may be seen in an extreme way in the
difference between reading a phone book — for information — and examining a boot-print in the
snow outside a murder scene — for evidence. When we look up a number we do not ask
ourselves, ‘who wrote this phonebook? Or what impact it had on its readers - we read it at face
value. The boot on the other hand is a trace of the past that does not allow a comparable reading.
Once we establish what it is, we examine it to see if it offers clues about the person wearing
the boot, when the print was made and anything else that was happening at the time. Therefore,
according to Seixas (2011) a history textbook for example is like a phone book as it is a place

to look up information. Primary sources must read differently. Learners need to understand to
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use them well and they must set them in their historical contexts and make inferences from

them to help them understand more about what was happening when they were created.

Levesque (2008), argues that historical knowledge depends on the use of critical evidence and
is key to historical thinking. However, the historical thinking concept evidence and
interpretation is a complex one for learners to engage with. Hence, a set of pedagogico-
disciplinary steps was introduced to encourage the critical evaluation of evidence and thereby
initiate learners into historical investigation (Levesque, 2008). These steps include: developing
research questions, collecting and selecting evidence, analyzing evidence and developing
interpretative answers. These four steps can assist teachers in the classroom to effectively help
learners to develop this historical thinking concept. However, these steps are only a guideline

and may not work for every lesson.

2.3.1.3 Continuity and change

Continuity and Change according to Calleja (2004) are very important historical concepts
which should be examined in various spheres of history be it political, economic, social,
cultural, religious and intellectual. When looking for evidence of continuity, learners should
look for signs of uninterrupted or incremental evolutionary development. On the other hand,
change implies a clear break with the past as has been the case with some revolutions which
have really been milestones (Calleja, 2004). In addition, Rebadio (2012) argues that change in
history is generally to be understood in terms of changes in state of affairs, it is not equivalent
to occurrence of events. Change is clearly central to history along with time. In other words,
only those significant historical events shall be counted as historical change.

Thus, central to historical thinking is the idea of understanding change over time. Such
understanding also relies on certain assumptions of continuity (Seixas & Peck, 2004). Over a
period of time, it is possible to contrast what has changed and what has remained the same. For
example, learners readily acknowledge that we employ and struggle with technologies
unavailable to our forebears, that we live by different laws and enjoy different cultural pursuits,

hence changes were made. Moreover, learners are aware that some aspects of life remain the
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same across time. For example many Europeans celebrate many of the same holidays today as
they did hundreds of years ago (Andrews & Burke, 2007). Thus, continuity comprises an
integral part of the idea of change over time.

Learners sometimes misunderstand history and see it as a list of events. Once they start to
understand history as a complex mix of continuity and change, they reach a fundamentally
different sense of the past. There were many things happening at any one time in the past with
some rapid changes while others remained relatively continuous. This is confirmed by
Giliomee (2010) who suggests a good grasp of history, particularly South African history, will
help to develop a sense that the present order of things is transient: societies do change,
sometimes unexpectedly fast, and sometimes painfully slow. A typical example of this could
be during the 1990s in South Africa where a profound change in the type of government was
seen. If learners say nothing happened during this time, they are thinking of the past as a list of
events. Hence, one of the keys to continuity and change is looking for change where common
sense suggests that there was change. Judgments of continuity and change can be made on the
comparisons between some point in the past and the present, or between two points in the past,
such as before and after ‘apartheid’ in South Africa. We evaluate change over time using ideas

of progress and decline.

Closely related contrasts that are used to teach history at school level are ‘similarity and
difference’ related to then and now, which help to make sense of the past and present (Seixas,
2011). This concept can encourage learners to acknowledge the vast and multiple continuities
that underlie change, and which contribute to the human experience. However, it should be
noted that the interaction between the concepts of change and continuity raises a host of
problems for learners’ historical thinking. Even when they consider profound change in one
aspect of social, political or economic life, learners may assume much more continuity in other
aspects of life than is warranted (Seixas & Peck, 2004). In addition, learners see change in
comparison with nothing at all happening, rather than the more valid comparison of continuity
with what has gone before. Learners need to develop a sense of what counts as change, and the
fact that it is probably more likely to occur almost over a long period of time rather than quickly

(Donovan & Brandsford, 2005). They need to gain an understanding of the causes of change
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and also that change can have different effects on different areas of life and that not all of these

will be beneficial.

Thus, the concepts ‘change and continuity’ are crucial to historical thinking. This is because
history is by definition concerned with the study of historical change over time that influences
a multifaceted and multi-layered inquiry of our human structures. For example, according to
Ford (2015) past societies are not fixed, there are changes which have occurred spanning
centuries. Also changes in the past can be identified by looking at the developments between
two periods. Given the limited attention and focus on these procedural concepts at school level,
Levesque (2008) suggested two objectives for better integration and use of the concepts of
change and continuity in the classroom. These are: to foster chronological thinking and to
promote judgment. In other words, to make sense, school history cannot be presented as
disconnected “bits and pieces that can validly and usefully inform the present” (Levesque,
2008, p. 86). This idea is confirmed by Ford (2015) who argues that change and continuity are
interwoven and both can be present together in history. Chronologies can be used to show
change and continuity working together over time. Change is a process which varies over time
and can be described as a flow in terms of its pace and extent (Ford, 2015). Change and
continuity is thus not a single process. Therefore, teachers and learners should be more aware
and critical of the various accounts of the past that they read, absorb, create or take for granted.

2.3.1.4 Cause and consequence

Changes happen because of multiple causes and leads to many different results or
consequences. These create a web of related causes and consequences. Different causes have
different levels of influence and some causes are more important than others. Ford (2015)
opines that historical changes happen because of two main factors: The actions of historical
actors and the conditions (social, economic etc.) which have influenced those actors. Historical
actors cannot always predict the effects of their own actions leading to unintended
consequences which can lead to changes (Ford, 2015). According to Calleja (2004) in order to
understand what is happening now, learners need to be able not only to examine the recent
contributing and causal factors but also trace the roots back in history. The learners should be
able to differentiate between causes and consequences that are long-term, short-term or triggers
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and give them the relevant importance. Thus, they would be critically analysing and evaluating

the historical knowledge they are assimilating.

Thus, in the study of school history the procedural concepts of causes and consequences are
pertinent. This is the reason for events and results of them. The consequences of something
drive future events and help explain human behaviour (Seixas, 2011). These concepts suggest
not just looking at the immediate factors of history or causes of history, but the interplay of
causal factors ranging from the focused influence of prevailing social, political and economic
conditions. Furthermore, causation is used in historical inquiry to identify long and short term
chains of events and developments over time that lead to historical change. The concept of
causation is a complex concept in engaging students, thus, it is paramount that it is clearly
communicated in the curriculum so that learners maintain ownership of historical inquiry
(Martin, 2012).

In examining both tragedies and accomplishments in the past, learners should be encouraged
to consider the questions of how and why. These questions start the search for causes: what
were the actions, beliefs and circumstances that led to these consequences? In history we need
to consider human agency. People as individuals and as groups play a part in promoting,
shaping and resisting change (Seixas, 2011). People have motivations and reasons for taking
action but causes go beyond these. For example, if we looked at the causes of World War I,
we can conclude that Hitler was responsible, but was that the only cause? To a certain extent
he was, but the causes must be set in a larger context. Causes are thus multiple and layered,

involving both long term and short term actions and events.

However, according to Rebadio (2012) not all explanations in history are concerned with
understanding people’s reasons for acting or thinking as they did. Often we want to explain
why something happened that no one intended. Actions have unintended consequences, or
simply fail to achieve their purposes. Consequently, learners often treat causes as special events
that make new events happen in much the same way as individual people do things: causes act

the way human agents act. Cause is one of the concerns of the history education teacher. To

42



boost the interest of learners to stimulate higher order thinking skills of learners is through

creative discussion (Rebadio, 2012).

Therefore, cause and consequence is one of the six historically thinking concepts that is
significant for school history. As such causes are multiple and layered, involving both long-
term ideologies, institutions and conditions, and short term motivations, actions and events.
Causes that are offered for any particular event may differ, based on the scale of the history
and the approaches of the historian. Learners should be encouraged to be like detectives and
try to understand why and what happened in the past. Hence, the concepts of cause and
consequence will help learners address who or what influenced events to occur and what were
the repercussions of those events. Moreover, history classrooms are at their most dynamic when
teachers encourage learners to evaluate the contributions of multiple factors in shaping past
events as well as to formulate arguments asserting the primacy of some causes over others
(Andrews & Burke, 2007).

2.3.1.5 Historical perspective-taking (empathy)

Historical perspective-taking or empathy is the ability to enter into some informed appreciation
of the predicaments or points of view of other people in the past. According to Calleja (2004)
this entails an imaginative interpretation of evidence and the ability to be aware of
anachronism. This reconstruction exercise should be based on sources which are not far from
the individual child’s own level of perceptual development. To empathise, the learners need to
lose the prejudices and expectations of their own time and take on the attitudes and
understanding of a past age (Calleja, 2004).

Thus, in a historical context, the concept empathy or historical perspective-taking is much more
than just seeing a person, idea or situation through the eyes of another, but rather is a much
deeper understanding of the circumstances and concepts surrounding the event. In other words
historical empathy is a process of understanding people in the past by contextualising their
actions. Hence, this leads to an understanding and explanation of why people in the past acted
as they did. People in the past not only lived in different circumstances but also experienced

43



and interpreted the world through different belief systems. When learners confront the
differences of the past, they may mistakenly assume that people living in different
circumstances nevertheless thought in ways essentially similar to themselves. In this regard,
Seixas and Peck (2004) suggest that the error of ‘presentism’ is a failure to realise how much
learners do not know about the past. Empathy or historical perspective-taking, is not, in this
context, an affective achievement. Rather, it is the ability to see and understand the world from
a perspective that is not our own. In that sense, it requires ‘imagining’ ourselves into the
position of another. However, this imagining must be based firmly on historical evidence if it
is to be meaningful (Seixas & Peck, 2004).

Ford (2015) further suggests that there are major differences between modern world-views and
those of people of the past. Differences are seen in their beliefs, values and motivations. The
perspectives of historical actors are best understood by thinking about the context in which
they lived and the world-views that influenced them. Looking at the perspective of an historical
actor means drawing inferences about how people thought and felt in the past. It does not mean
using world-views to imagine the past. A variety of historical actors have very different
(diverse) experiences of the events in which they are involved. Understanding diversity is key
to understanding history (Ford, 2015).

In addition, Donovan and Brandsford (2005) suggest that the second-order concept historical
empathy, is not well understood by learners. In fact, learners have a tendency to believe that
things in the past were different because people in the past were stupid or morally defective,
rather than entertaining the idea that people in the past thought differently or lived under
different circumstances. In other words, learners often ascribe modern behaviour and
viewpoints to people in the past. They often fail to see the past on its own terms and therefore
fail to understand key reasons for people’s actions or even the structure of institutions. Thus,
in order to develop children’s sense of historical empathy it may be better to replace activities
where children are asked to put themselves in the place of historical personage and describe
their life, actions or thoughts (Donovan & Brandsford, 2005). In this regard, learners can be
asked to explain connections between attitudes and background circumstances, and analyse

alternatives available to people in the past.
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The past is unfamiliar to learners and therefore they find it difficult and a challenge to
understand at school level. In this regard, Wineburg (2001) believes that trying to establish an
understanding of historical perspective is challenging and unnatural in learner cognition. As
such, understanding the past requires learners to struggle with multiple perspectives of
historical actors, recognize and avoid imposing presentism on evidence and place perspectives
within a historical context. However, learners need to rise to the challenge as it will help the
range of human behaviour, belief and social organisation. It opens a wider perspective from
which to evaluate our present pre-occupations. Historical empathy means understanding the
social, cultural, intellectual and emotional settings that shaped people’s lives and actions in the
past. At any one point, different historical actors may have acted on the basis of conflicting
beliefs and ideologies, so understanding diverse perspectives is also a key to historical
perspective-taking. Though it is sometimes called ‘historical empathy’, historical perspective
is very different from the common sense notion of identification with another person. Indeed,
taking historical perspective demands comprehension of the vast differences between us in the

present and those in the past.

Thus, it is imperative for learners to be introduced to this procedural concept at school level.
People in the past not only had different experiences of life but also experienced, interpreted
and acted according to different norms, values and belief systems. In trying to make sense of
the ways these people felt, thought and acted, teachers must help learners recreate and imagine
the situation through empathetic understanding. More importantly teachers must engage
learners in more activities that can help them to contextualise the past. Thus, historical empathy
IS necessary to understand history and to appreciate current events.

2.3.1.6 Ethical dimensions

Through engaging in these historical thinking concepts learners are apprenticed into how to
understand the ethical dimension of school history. Ethical in a broad sense pertains to the
principles of morality or pertaining to right and wrong conduct. However, the idea of ethical is

considered here from a historical perspective and not just from a general point of view.
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Are we obligated to remember events and people of the past, as for example the injustices of
the ‘apartheid era’ or the injustices of the ‘holocaust’? These are one part of the ethical
dimension of history. Another part has to do with the ethical judgments we make about
historical actions which creates a difficult paradox. Taking historical perspective demands that
we understand the differences between our ethical universe and those bygone societies, (Seixas,
2011). We do not want to impose our own obsolete standards on the past. Simultaneously,
meaningful history does not treat people who committed huge injustices in a neutral manner.
Historians attempt to hold back on explicit ethical judgments about actors in the midst of their
accounts, but, when all is said and done, if the story is meaningful, then there is an ethical
judgment involved. We should expect to learn something from the past that helps us to face the

ethical issues of today.

To conclude this section it can be suggested that the historical thinking concepts outlined above
play a significant role in the nature of school history in that they help teachers to prepare
learners at school to think historically. These concepts are known as the procedural concepts
which are unigque methods and procedures that give disciplinary structure as mentioned above.
They are relational to the substantive as they explain ideas and active conceptual tools that
provide understanding needed in the ‘doing’ of historical inquiry that enables historical
construction (Levesque, 2008). As six distinct but closely interrelated historical thinking
concepts, they can provide a remarkably useful tool for helping learners at school to establish
historical significance, use evidence, identify continuity and change, analyse cause and
consequence, take historical perspectives and understand the ethical dimension. However, it
needs to be mentioned here that debates about the identity of school history and about the nature
and purpose of the learning that does, can and should take place in history classrooms continue

in many countries around the world.

Historians who have tried to define the nature of history or discuss the nature of historical
thinking have reached diverse conclusions. Thus, even though | considered these historical
concepts as the most appropriate way to explain the nature of school history for the purposes
of my study, it is a fluid tool and may not always be regarded as the most appropriate way to
explain the nature of school history. In other words, other researchers may choose to disagree

with my ideas and thoughts. The next section goes beyond the conceptual understanding of the
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nature of school history and explains and discusses the purposes and uses of school history

using a thematic approach.

2.3.2 The purposes and uses of school history

As discussed in section 2.3.1, historical thinking is the substantive and procedural
underpinnings that guide and shape the structure of school history. The procedural concepts
were discussed above in section 2.3.1 and fit in well with the discussion on the nature of school
history for this study. However, for this section, based on the purposes and uses of school
history, | will focus on the substantive knowledge of school history. Substantive concepts are
terms that help describe subject matter and content knowledge of school history that allow
learners to access the past to make sense of it. These concepts help identify, locate and organize
historical substantive content, thus making the historical phenomena meaningful and
intelligible. As such historical substantive knowledge can create certain uses that are beneficial

and in some cases not so beneficial.

Hence, it can be concluded that school history focuses on the substantive knowledge of history.
As such I will discuss the purposes and uses of school history using selected sub-headings in
the next section 2.3.2.1 to 2.3.2.9. The reason why | chose to use the selected sub-headings is
that they fit in well with the thematic approach of the chapter as discussed in the introduction.
The sub-headings were selected based on what | deemed to be relevant for my study. In other
words, they speak to my procedural concepts discussed in the above section. Furthermore, the
sub-headings help to organize my literature so that it can be better understood and to keep in
line with the focus of my study.

2.3.2.1 The potential of school history to assist learners to understand the past to assess and
judge the present

History can be defined as a disciplined approach to the study of human events with particular
reference to the whole dimension of time. According to Aldrich (1997) the task of the historian
is two-fold which firstly is to provide as accurately as possible a representation and analysis of

the past and secondly to provide an explanation between the past, present and future. Thus,
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the nature of history as a school subject is such that it has the capacity to help learners to
understand something of the past so that they can assess and judge the present. In this regard,
Southgate (2000) states that it is the future, not the past which is the point of schooling. In other
words, school history is meant to assist both learners and society to function effectively in the
future. Therefore, history can no longer legitimately be viewed as simple or merely a matter of
the discovery of the story of the past (Munslow, 2006). In fact, uncertainty in the present about
the future ordering of a society tends to destabilize its view of the past (Smith, 1993). Hence,
we study the past in school not because learners need to know a collection of old facts, but
because school history ideally helps learners understand how the world works and how and
why human beings behave the way they do. Southgate (2000) sums up by claiming that learners
familiar with history know their unique place in the stream of time and a democracy needs
citizens with such judgment and wisdom. Therefore, the past is the only place to find it, which
can happen through a study of history.

In light of the above discussion it can be suggested that it is important to understand that even
before learners start school, they have a strong sense of the past (National Centre for History,
2001). They learn the language of time and change through nursery rhymes, stories, family
anecdotes and other sources. Learners bring to the history learning process their own social and
emotional worlds, together with images and ideas of the past. The learner also brings
assumptions about human experience, motivation and behaviour which refer to the ideas
learners use to make sense of everyday life. These ideas are the building blocks of history
learning and help young people to decide what counts as significant and useable knowledge
about the past. Researchers have recently begun to investigate what learners think about the
history they encounter at school and elsewhere, and how they construct a ‘useable past’ that
helps them to create their identity and place in the world. Studies indicate that some students
reject school history, preferring family and community stories because they perceive that the
latter is more useful (National Centre for History, 2001). This rejection of school history
perhaps stems from the notion that the some of the topics learners study at school are perceived
as insignificant to them and only relate to the past. Hence, Slater (1995, p.146) suggests: “there
is no evidence that school pupils translate their knowledge of the past into an understanding of

the present unless the past is explicitly related to current circumstances”.
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Moreover, although school history can be seen as the main way learners learn about the past,
many acquire their knowledge from a variety of alternative sources such as the media,
museums, family experiences and memories, historical fiction, film and public celebrations.
Learners often encounter a tension between these ‘vernacular’ versions of the past (lived
experiences of specific communities and groups) and ‘official’ histories pressed between the
covers of official curriculum documents (Phillips, 1998). Frequently, learners’ own histories
relate stories that run counter to official or standard treatments of the past, and offer powerful
and alternative insights into the social realities of people’s lives. ‘Unofficial” histories also may
have the immediacy and power to exert a crucial influence on learners’ perceptions of the past.
Consequently, when learners enter the classroom, they enter with a complex swag of images
and ideas about both history and the past imported from the outside world, and modified by
their own dispositions and beliefs about the purposes and uses of history. These ideas and
modifications that learners develop then affects their views of school history in a negative way.
Yet, according to (Phillips, 1998) these ‘unofficial histories’ may be crucial in the creation of

individual and collective identities.

2.3.2.2 The ability of school history to create national identities

The advent of democracy in South Africa necessitated a radical transformation in school history
education. It was recognised from the outset that the revision of school history was an activity
that had to be accorded special consideration if the renaissance of education in South African
schools was to become a reality (Mazabow, 2003). Siebdrger (2000) argues that history
teachers and historians looked forward with impatient anticipation to the time when the
apartheid curriculum would be cast aside and history could claim its place as an important
instrument in the construction of a new national identity. He further suggests that, history as a
subject would fulfil three roles: “keeping the triumph over evil fresh, memorializing the
struggles of the past, and helping to break down all remaining racism; giving back a history to
those who had been denied or robbed of one before; and helping to strengthen democratic and
constitutional values” (Sieborger, 2000, p.1). Hence, it can be concluded that school history as

the most political subject in the curriculum can be used to create national identities.
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In line with the above trend, the National Educational Policy Investigation (NEPI) had, already
in 1992, argued for the retention of history as a subject in the national curriculum on the basis
that an alternative history curriculum could allow for the redress of past wrongs in the
interpretation of history; restore the history of the oppressed people as part of the common
heritage and assist in the construction of a new set of common values, identities and nation
building. School history, it was maintained, also teaches learners valuable political skills and
assists in the development of “historical insights into the way things are and the way they have
been in both South Africa and the rest of the world” — an important dimension of general
education (NEPI, 1992, p. 63).

Moreover, the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement, which was introduced into South
African schools in 2012, is internationally benchmarked and will require the knowledge and
political skills to actively participate in and contribute to a democratic South African society.
In the process a new framework for education, with a curriculum designed to prepare all
learners for the twenty-first century in a democratic, just and caring society based on the values
of our constitution was supposedly created. Equally, the previous National Curriculum
Statements it was argued were designed to ensure that young South Africans acquire the
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes they need to realize their potential, to contribute to the
political, social and economic development, to participate fully in the life of the country, to
compete internationally and to build successful communities. Hence, it was suggested that

these aims can be achieved through a study of school history.

Another recent, political event also highlighted reasons why history should be taught at school
level for reasons of identity. Many politicians are of the opinion that for South Africans to
respect the rights of foreigners and refugees in the country they need to remember that it was
to neighbouring countries that South Africans fled and were accommodated and assisted in the
struggle against apartheid. Without a sense of this history being ingrained in school, it is more
than likely the young adults caught up in xenophobic violence are completely unaware of how
South Africans were received by countries around us in the past (Siebdrger, 2008). In this
regard, Carrier (2002) maintains, to know who we are, we have to know who we were: what
we used to be, how we got here, and the progress we have made, even the progress we have

not made. We need to know what has and has not worked, what has and has not been tried, if
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we are to avoid past mistakes, benefit from past successes, and maintain a state of realistic
models from which to draw and inspire innovations and solutions to new problems. This can

happen through the study of school history (Carrier, 2002).

However, despite the fact that history serves an important political function in society, Rees
and Lowry (1990) believe that history can and has been used for narrow political ends. Societies
present their history in a manner that glorifies their past achievements and hides their mistakes.
In this regard, reference could be made to Japan who during World War Il made mistakes that
were fatal and yet they tend to hide these mistakes and foreground their achievements. In South
Africa we are painfully aware of this fact. In both content and methodology, history in the
secondary school has been shackled under apartheid by this ideological control. Furthermore,
the methodology used in history fosters the notion of a passive learner, whose only involvement
is to digest many facts and regurgitate them when required. In addition, the content of the
secondary school history also raised learners who were uncritical of the narrow culturally-
based material that he\she is required to study (Rees & Lowry, 1990).

Furthermore, school history satisfies a need for identity and it is for this reason why modern
nations encourage its teaching in some form (Stearns, 2001and Southgate, 2000). Identity is
closely associated with the idea of shared cultural understanding. Southgate (2000) argues that
history is of supreme importance in maintaining a sense of identity and without identity there
is little meaning and purpose to life. Furthermore, the need for identity applies to nations as
well as to individuals, this implying that cultural identity contributes to meaning, purpose and
cohesion in society. School history it is argued can assist in the development of tolerance and
open-mindedness and perhaps rids us of some of our inherent cultural provincialism (Furay

and Salevouris, 2000) and thus creates a positive identity.

Additionally, the nature of school history is such that it assists learners in understanding not
only who they are and where they came from, but also offers them a platform on which to make
informed decisions about present issues and future developments. It is believed that learners
can make intelligent estimates of the probable broad trends of the future by carefully plotting

the trends of the past (Laushey, 1988). Without such knowledge of the past we can become
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victims of collective amnesia, groping in the dark for our identity (Daniels, 1981). Marwick
(2001) adds that a society can have knowledge of itself only through knowledge and
understanding of its history. He further asserts that a society without memory and self-
knowledge is a society adrift. Therefore, history fulfils our desire to know and understand
ourselves as well as our ancestors (Joseph, 2011). Giliomee (2010) sums up this idea well by
stating that the studying of school history does not teach us how to behave or how to succeed,

but to know who we are and where we came from.

2.3.2.3 The contribution of school history to critical citizenship

A study of school history it is argued is fundamental for good citizenship. This is generally the
most common justification for the place of history as a subject in the school curriculum. History
that lays the foundation for genuine citizenship returns in a sense to the essential uses of the
past. In other words, a study of the past can help the present generation to deal with problems
their society faces and consequently become good citizens (Giliomee, 2010). In fact, history is
purportedly the only place where we can turn to, to find information about the emergence of
national institutions and problems and much more. Furthermore, history as a subject also offers
evidence about how nations have interacted with other societies, providing international and
comparative perspectives that can be essential for responsible citizenship. Moreover, studying
history helps learners understand how recent, current and prospective changes that affect the
lives of citizens are emerging and the causes of these. Most important, studying school history
encourages habits of mind that are vital for responsible public behaviour, whether as a national

or community leader, an informed voter, or a simple observer (Stearns, 2001).

2.3.2.4 School history and the creation of historical consciousness

The South African Report of the History/Archaeology Panel of (2000), attributed key
importance to the value of teaching history and the creative nurturing of historical
consciousness. The authors of this report state: “When taught by imaginative teachers, the
richness of history has a larger capacity than any other discipline to promote reconciliation and
reciprocal respect of a meaningful kind, because it encourages a knowledge of the other, the
unknown and the different”.(Department of Education, 2000a, p. 6). In their report the

History/Archaeology Panel further added that it is necessary to recognise that everyone has a
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form of historical consciousness which is not crafted on a blank slate by teachers in schools, or
by professional historians in universities. It was pointed out that, it is created in and by family,
the community, churches, the media and other areas of communication, interacting with
individual experience. In this, the value of the formal study of history is that it aims to develop
this latent consciousness into a conscious consciousness (Department of Education, 2000a).
Therefore, it can be suggested that the nature of school history is such that it has the capacity
to help young South Africans to heal the divisions of the past and promote reconciliation among

learners by the creative nurturing of their historical consciousness.

2.3.2.5 The capacity of school history to promote values and moral understanding

According to, The Report of the Working Group on Values in Education (2000b), the nature
and the teaching of school history is central to the promotion of all human values. The report
argued that, “History is one of the many memory systems that shape our values and morality”
(Department of Education, 2000b, p. 12). In fact, it is almost impossible to teach history and to
avoid talking about values. School history should aim, it is proposed, to develop social, moral,
spiritual and cultural understanding. However, the most important values in the teaching of
school history according to Van der Leeuw-Roord (1997, p. 179) should be the development
of an understanding of ‘otherness’, for others in the past and in contemporary history as well
as the developments of an understanding of, and an ability to deal with, conflicts. It is important
to recognise the conflicts that exist in history. Learners must be conscious and aware of the fact
that they can face conflicts in a positive way and this is one of the skills that can be taught and

developed through school history so as to enhance values and moral understanding.

School history also provides opportunity for moral contemplation. By studying the stories of
individuals and situations in the past can help history learners to test their own moral sense. In
fact, people in the past who have experienced real difficulties and challenges under historical
circumstances, can provide inspiration to history learners of today (Southgate, 2000).
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2.3.2.6 The potential of school history to help learners become socially literate

The importance and value of history as a school subject is that learners can become socially
literate by studying it. School history is above all else about people and and consequently has
a unique contribution to make to social education. School history also has the ability to develop
attitudes which social beings need such as: tolerance of various viewpoints, a critical approach
to evidence and respect for the value of reasoned arguments (Meyer, 2008). Husbands, Kitson
and Pendry (2003), describe history’s part in laying the foundations for non-vocational lifelong
learning: for satisfying curiosity, developing leisure interests and for offering pure enjoyment.
Slater (1989) further argues that: “If history does not guarantee attitudes and aspirations it is a
necessary if not a sufficient condition which might enable the making of informed choices. It
cannot guarantee tolerance though it may give it some intellectual weapons. It cannot keep
open closed minds though it may, sometimes leave a nagging grain of doubt in them. Historical
thinking is primarily mind-opening, not socializing” (p. 16). Hence, school history has the

potential to help learners develop certain social skills so as to become socially literate.

In all communities, learners are educated and socialised into the values, traditions, rules and
norms that characterise and govern their particular societies (Mackie, 2004). They are
socialised, in effect, into conventions, skills and laws, which have, for the most part, been
founded on previous developments, in other words, learners are socialised into the traces of the
past. In the modern, western world, since the late nineteenth century, much of this activity has
been concentrated around the system of state education, and more particularly, around the

subject of school history. Furedi (1992, p. 12) argues that:

the very emergence of history as an academic discipline [during the nineteenth
century] and a central feature of the school syllabus in advanced capitalist societies
reflected the conviction of the ruling classes that history could act as a cohesive
force against the destabilizing consequences of industrialization. Authorities
concerned with the maintenance of the established order have long placed great
emphasis on history education. They regard it as providing vital moral inspiration
and as helping to forge a sense of national identity in the face of disintegrative

trends or subversive influences.

54



However, understanding how people and societies operate is difficult. In this regard, Stearns
(2001) poses the following questions: how can we evaluate war if the nation is at peace — unless
we use historical materials? How can we understand genius, the influence of technological
innovation, or the role that beliefs play in shaping family life, if we do not use what we know
about experiences in the past? In addition, to this, major aspects of how a society operates, as
for example mass elections, missionary activities or military alliances cannot be based on
experiments as such but depend on information from the past. Hence, it is only through
historical information that learners can understand people and societies. Therefore, we cannot
stay away from the subject school history as it offers the only extensive evidential base for how
societies function, and people need to have some sense of how societies function simply to run

their own lives (Stearns, 2001).

2.3.2.7 School history develops important skills

A study of school history helps us to develop valuable skills that can prepare us for everyday
life. The study of school history helps learners build experience in dealing with and assessing
various kinds of evidence. Learning how to combine different kinds of evidence develops the
ability to make coherent arguments based on a variety of information. Furthermore, learning
history means gaining some skills in sorting through diverse, often conflicting interpretations.
The study of history thus does teach the need for assessing arguments and provides
opportunities to engage in debate and achieve perspective. Moreover, school history helps us

to assess past examples of change in order to understand the changes in society today.

In light of the above, the very nature of the learning of school history can sometimes be viewed
as a complex undertaking for history learners. This is confirmed by Van Sledright (2011) who
suggests that history is a thoroughly interpretative discipline. To understand the past, learners
cannot conduct controlled experiments to recreate it and then study its effects, nor can they
travel back in time to witness events first-hand. Hence, learners are required to interpret the
complex events that happened in the past. In other words, access to the past is indirect, largely
governed by artefacts and residue left behind by those who lived it. These could be in the form
of diaries, letters, journals, public records, newspapers, archaeological artefacts, pictures,

paintings and historians’ interpretations of past events, and the like. Thus, school history

55



requires learners to engage in thinking critically about stories people tell us about the past, as

well as the stories that we tell ourselves.

Moreover, the process of thinking historically that enables deep historical understanding
requires certain strategic knowledge dispositions (Van Sledright, 2011). These dispositions
include the capacity to: read, make sense, judge the status of various sources of evidence from
the past; corroborate that evidence by carefully comparing and contrasting it; construct context-
specific, evidenced-based interpretations; assess an author’s perspective or position in an
account being studied; and make decisions about what is historically significant. Thus, learning
to think using these cognitive strategies is no small or easy task. This makes the nature of the
study of history at school level complex and difficult for learners and leads to a scenario where
learners at times, tend to lose interest in the subject because it is beyond their capabilities. This
idea is confirmed by Husbands et al. (2003) who suggest that learners perceive school history
as being ‘harder’ than other subjects. There was a general consensus among some teachers that
history is a demanding and challenging subject. This was summed up well by one of the

teachers:

I think the very nature of history is very difficult. That isn’t to say that kids can’t
do it. And it’s partly the value of history, isn’t it, if you think of those skills,
transferable skills, the humanity core, evaluating evidence, understanding very
difficult history concepts, you know, what you’re doing is giving them all of life

skills. It is hard (Husbands et al., 2003, p. 113).

2.3.2.8 School history is useful in the world of work

History is useful for work and career opportunities. This is confirmed by Sylvester (1972) who
suggests that history provides qualities of the mind which can be successfully applied to a range
of administrative and social tasks. Thus, a study of history helps create good business people,
professionals and political leaders. Learners who study history find their experience directly
relevant to jobs in a variety of careers as well as to further studies in fields such as law and
public administration. In fact, employers often deliberately seek students with the kinds of
capacities historical study promotes. This is because students of history acquire a broad

perspective that gives them the range and flexibility required in many work situations. They
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develop research skills, the ability to find and evaluate sources of information and the means

to identify and evaluate diverse interpretations (Stearns, 2001).

School history also improves basic writing and speaking skills and is directly relevant to many
of the analytical requirements in the public and private sectors. Historical study is
unquestionably an asset for a variety of work and professional situations, even though it does
not, for most students, lead as directly to a particular job, as do some technical fields. There is
no denying that in our society many people who are drawn to historical study worry about
relevance. In fact, studies carried out by VVan Den Berg and Buckland (1983); Patel (1998) and
Sieborger (2008) reveal that history is not of any use in getting a job and it is better to do
sciences and accountancy to secure future careers. However, it must be noted in our changing

economy there is concern about job futures in most fields.

In addition, school history makes us better thinkers. Hirsch (1996) supports the view that a
broad grounding in specific facts and information such as that supplied by history promotes the
development of general thinking skills which are needed for any type of work or career. He
adds that there is a great deal of evidence that people who are able to think independently about
unfamiliar problems, and who are problem solvers, critical thinkers and lifelong learners, are
well-informed people. In fact, a careful historical study teaches analytical and communications

skills that are highly usable in other academic pursuits and in almost any career.

2.3.2.9 School history as leisure and entertainment

School history has the capacity to give us pleasure and entertainment. It is for this reason that
history is popular with the public as mentioned earlier in the chapter and why many historians
continue to toil in the fields of history education. According to Southgate (2000) part of this
pleasure comes from visiting mental landscapes, from discovering new things about ourselves
and simply the love of a good story. For those who are historically inclined history supplies an
endless source of fascination. Unfortunately, this fascination does not appeal to learners at
school but only manifests later in life, probably after school when they are exposed to greater

experiences and interest in the larger world.
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Stearns (2001) sums up by stating that historians do not perform heart transplants, improve
highway designs or arrest criminals. In a society that quite correctly expects education to serve
useful purposes, the functions of history can seem more difficult to define than those of other
professions. History is in fact very valuable, useful and indispensable, but the products of
historical study are less tangible, sometimes less immediate, than those that stem from some

other subjects or disciplines (Fru, 2015).

Research indicates that although many learners find history interesting and enjoyable many of
them have a limited understanding of why they study history. If teachers are able to develop
learners’ understanding of the purposes and uses of school history, it is possible that learners’
motivation and engagement with the subject may be enhanced. Even though curriculum time
is precious, perhaps history teachers could be more explicit about the purposes of studying the
past and the discipline of history. This is confirmed by Haydn (2011) who suggest that every
person who has studied history as a school subject will be aware of the difference the teacher
can make to the experience of learning about the past. The experience of school history can
change learners’ lives not just in terms of which direction they take but in terms of how they

will be as adults.

To conclude this section on the purposes and uses of school history it is necessary to point out
that there are many other purposes and uses of school history. However, according to Biddulph
and Adey (2001) there is a paucity of evidence about learners’ perceptions of the usefulness of
historical study. In addition, there are differing views on the purposes of school history. But
for the purposes of my study | focused on the above themes as | felt that they relate well with
the focus of my study which is how learners view history as a subject in the secondary phase
of schooling. In addition, since my discussion was guided by the historical substantive concepts
of school history in this section, I felt that the themes related well with the historical procedural
concepts discussed in the section under the nature of school history. Hence, | admit this is not
everything that speaks of the purposes and uses of school history, but was deemed sufficient

and relevant for my study.
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2.4  Learners’ views of history as a school subject

History as a school subject means different things to different learners. Some learners view
history as being an important and meaningful subject while others merely see it as being
unnecessary and meaningless. This means that learners view history either in a positive or a
negative light. In fact, the manner in which learners view history is often based on their
experiences of the subject. However, factors outside the classroom may also play a role in
influencing and shaping learners’ views of school history. Therefore, | deemed it appropriate
to separate this section of the literature review into the positive and negative views that learners
have of history as a school subject. In this way | will be able to organise my literature such that
it gives a clearer understanding of how learners view history as a school subject in the

secondary phase of schooling which is the focus of my study.

Although there have been many high profile public debates about the form and purposes of
school history, less attention has been devoted to the views of learners about what they feel
constitutes a relevant and useful historical education for life in the 21% century (Grever, Pelzer
& Haydn, 2011). In addition, much of the public debate about school history previously has
been dominated by adults, whether they be politicians, journalists, historians or educationalists.
This idea has been confirmed by a study carried out by Haydn and Harris (2010) which revealed
that to a certain extent there has been extensive debate between ‘the grown-ups’ about the
purpose and nature of a historical education for young people. It would appear that the rationale
for school history has not percolated meaningfully into the consciousness of many of those for
whom the curriculum was designed, or been explained effectively to all learners of history
(Haydn & Harris, 2010). Regarding this issue in most cases these adults have very limited
knowledge of schools, learners and learning (Haydn, 2011).

Hence, the importance of learners’ voices in this regard had almost been side-lined.
Nonetheless, the past few years have seen a few studies which provide insights into learners’
perspectives and attitudes of school history, but literature is still limited in this area. In light of
my topic, | felt that it is necessary that the voices of learners regarding their views of school
history were heard for this study and proved to add to the existing literature. Most of the

literature reviewed for this section is based on learners and university students’ real voices and
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views on school history. However, in some instances learners’ views of school history may be

foregrounded by researchers.

2.4.1 Learners’ positive views of school history

For the purposes of this study a thematic approach was adopted. In other words, a reviewing
of the literature suggests that there are some key themes that centre on school history being
viewed in a positive light by history learners. Some of these key themes that are discussed in
this section relate to: learning from history as a study of the past; history is interesting and we
can learn all kinds of knowledge; history helps us shape our identity; curiosity to study history;
to develop skills/abilities; to enjoy and understand when taught in a practical way; school

history is more than what is taught in the classroom and the enthusiasm of parents/teachers.

Literature reviewed reveals that school history is viewed in a positive light by some learners
because they regard school history as a study that enables them to understand how the past
affects the present and influences their future. According to Sorrel (2012), history is our future.
He goes on to suggest that mankind is very predictable and if we forget the past, it will only be
repeated. In other words, school history is about learning how to think about the past, which
affects the present in a disciplined way. Some learners suggest that history helps in comparing
past experiences with the present to avoid repetition in the future. Therefore, learners’ views
indicate that their main aim for wanting to study history is to understand the past in detail so
they can engage with the present. These views are supported by Kuphaldt (2011) who suggests
that history is tremendously important because so many present-day happenings are really just
repeats of past events with new faces.

In line with the above trend, secondary school learners involved in a study carried out by Van
Sledright, (2011) opined that, history is the study of things that have already happened and we
can be sure to learn from our mistakes as well as how these mistakes can be corrected. For
example learners’ views highlight that they do feel that an understanding of history regarding
what happened during the apartheid period might be instrumental to guide the new generation
from repeating those mistakes in the post-apartheid era. Hence, history is an important subject
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at school and if it is not studied at school level learners will never learn from their mistakes

(Fogelberg, 2011). Thus, school history can positively impact learners regarding this idea.

Another positive characteristic of school history is that learners view it as an interesting subject
in which they learn all kinds of knowledge. This is confirmed by a study carried out by Mackie
(2004) which reveals that some learners who do not study history, viewed the subject as
interesting and having a positive impact on them to some extent. These learners thought school
history to be interesting in the sense that they understood how things were in the past and how
they have changed. One learner even stated that they got to know how many things were
invented and who invented them, as well as the different events that took place around the
world. These learners mentioned that they found history an intriguing subject which really
inspired them. Furthermore, Fogelberg (2011) adds that history can give answers to some very
basic questions such as: Why did some cultures become much more advanced several years
before others? Why are some countries much wealthier than others today? However, these
learners’ views of history are based on a limited scope, because they only studied history up to
grade 9 and one might perhaps surmise that these learners had not yet had much exposure to

intense historical skills that are usually taught at secondary level.

Another positive characteristic of school history is that it helps learners to shape their identity,
this meaning that it helps them to determine who they are in a personal capacity as well as in
society. McCann (2011) openly states that she became frustrated when she met young people
in college who did not have a basic understanding of history because she felt she cannot help
them learn how the inter-relatedness of different countries leads us to where we are today. She
further adds that we cannot learn how to get along with our neighbours until we understand
why we do not already. Therefore, the past carries weight and this can happen through a study
of history as a school subject. Eroles (2012) sums up stating that history is a very ‘great thing.’
He also believes that if we neglect history, it is as if you have nothing to tell about your
childhood or your high school memories. Hence, school history is positive in the sense that it
helps us to decide who we are as people and as a society and where we want the future to take
us (Brogan, 2012).
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Curiosity was another idea or theme that impacted history in a positive way. Curiosity is
generally a strong desire to know or learn something. This idea of curiosity was confirmed by
some learners involved in the study under (Mhlongo, 2013) who were of the opinion that they
were curious to study history because they wanted to have a deep conceptual understanding of
apartheid, their fore-fathers, heroes or respected men, citizenship knowledge involving national
events, world history, current affairs, social history and how people lived in the past. In fact,
these learners were curious to know how events of the past, such as apartheid, unfolded and
they viewed history as having the ability to keep them well informed about what happened in

their country.

Some learners indicated that by studying school history it impacted them in a positive way in
that it helped them to develop different skills and abilities. School history places particular
emphasis on the development of independent thought and analytical skills and requires
excellent communication skills, such as high levels of literacy and oral presentation.
Consequently, learners studying school history will be expected to do a great deal of
independent thinking, as well as much reading and writing. This is confirmed by learners
involved in a study carried out by Mhlongo (2013) who indicated that by studying school
history it helped them to improve their English skills which was important for their futures.
These learners felt that history empowers them to be able to narrate events better as well as
with debating and extended writing all of which they can develop through the study of history.
In line with this argument, some learners involved in the study by Biddulph and Adey (2004)
were of the opinion that a study of school history was important in helping to develop an
informed understanding of current world events, to develop research skills and the ability to

frame and support an argument.

Literature reviewed revealed that some learners tend to view school history in a positive way
as well as enjoy and understand it when it is done through more practical ways. This was
confirmed by an investigation conducted by Haydn (2011) where learners felt that lesson
activities which involved ‘doing things’ other than listening or writing were more effective in
the history class and helped them to understand and enjoy the subject. In line with this thinking
the findings of the research carried out by Biddulph and Addey (2004) also reveal that learners

enjoyed history when they were engaged in group work, active approaches and investigative
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approaches. These learners were also of the opinion that watching videos and going on trips
out of school could be enjoyable experiences. One learner even stated: “If you’re watching a
video you can make notes and think about what you have written...”(Biddulph & Adey, 2004,
p.4). Hence, learners seemingly prefer ‘active’ approaches to describe lessons which they had
particularly enjoyed. These learners clearly believed that they learned and remembered things
better when they actually ‘did things’ for their history lessons. Similarly learners involved in
the study carried out by Joseph (2011) revealed that they prefer interactive class sessions where
they were given the opportunity to share information and engage in critical thinking activities.
Most of these learners felt that excessive note taking and long lectures served to lessen their
enjoyment of the subject. All learners suggested that field trips, visual aids and other graphic
representations stimulated a greater interest in school history, resulting in them having positive
views of the subject. Overall, the study carried out by Harris and Haydn (2006) sums this idea
up well where learners indicated what they are taught, how they are taught and by whom they
are taught are very important in determining their level of interest. Active and participatory

teaching approaches are rated very highly by these learners.

School history is more than what is taught in the classroom. This positively impacts learners in
the sense that they can justify and complement what they learn in the classroom regarding
school history. This is confirmed by learners who were involved in a study carried out by
Joseph (2011). These learners revealed that they viewed school history as being positive
because they were able to obtain a great deal of valuable information from sources outside the
classroom, to help them better understand historical information. Thus, historical information
obtained from family members, television programmes and historical websites provided a good
source of history instruction as well as heightened learners’ appreciation of the subject. This
thought is supported by Epstein (1997) who agrees that many learners learn a great deal of

history outside the classroom from their families and friends.

Another aspect that positively influenced learners’ views of school history was the fact that
they were motivated by the enthusiasm of their parents and teachers to take and enjoy history
as a subject. In fact, some learners involved in the study carried out by Mackie (2004) were
divided by parental influence on taking history as a subject. One learner in particular explained

that she had picked up the subject only in her matric year because her father believed that it
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was more beneficial for her to take computers as it would equip her for her career. However,
her history teacher kept encouraging her and she really wanted to take history, so she managed
to convince her father who eventually allowed her to study history in her final year of schooling
provided that she also did computer studies. This also indicates the relationship that exists
between the parent and the school and how these can influence learners’ views of school

history.

Overall, based on the above discussion school history is viewed in a positive manner by some
learners. These learners indicated that they find school history interesting and relevant and tend
to suggest that it has huge benefits to study at secondary school level. Learners were also of
the opinion that school history helped them to understand themselves as individuals and to
understand their societies as well as happenings around the world. Furthermore, learners clearly

like history as a body of knowledge.

2.4.2 Learners negative views on school history

According to the literature and research discussed earlier in the chapter there is a general
agreement that there are many values and virtues to be gained from studying history as a
subject. However, not all students buy into the notion that history is essential to their
understanding of who they are. This is because, amongst other reasons, learners enter into the
secondary phase of schooling with little or no background in the subject. This is due to the fact
that history has not been given a slot in the prescribed primary school curriculum as well in the
early secondary school years. History has been subsumed into the social studies learning area
and only basic aspects in history are studied in this area. Hence, students who select history as
a subject in the secondary phase often have only two to three years to understand key historical

concepts as well as to develop an appreciation of the subject (Joseph, 2011).

Additionally, according to a study carried out by Haydn and Harris (2010) many learners have
very vague ideas about the purposes of school history. This suggests that there are things that
teachers can do to better explain the purposes and benefits of school history. It is suggested
that if teachers were to devote more time and thought to help learners understand the purposes
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and benefits of studying their subject in secondary school, it would help improve the motivation
and engagement of their learners. Haydn and Harris’ (2010) study also revealed that many
history classrooms may be faced with a situation where there is very limited shared
understanding between teacher and learners about why they are studying the past.

Consequently, learners develop a negative attitude to the subject history.

The above scenarios are important in the sense that it helps us to understand why many learners
view history as a school subject in a negative light. However, this is but some of the reasons
learners view school history in a negative light. As per a thematic approach the following
themes have been identified and discussed by learners: school history is boring and irrelevant;
it is difficult; lack of understanding of historical concepts; not beneficial like other subjects;
does not provide employment opportunities; impact of external influences, instils revenge and
emotional pain/hurt; it is difficult to study the past; being biased in nature and teacher

approach/attitude.

Literature based on learners’ views of school history indicates that many learners view school
history as a subject that is boring and irrelevant (Bycina, 2012; Hannon, 2012; Joseph, 2011;
Mackie, 2004 and Steen, 2012). In other words, they felt that the subject was useless and
therefore not important. Some learners involved in the above studies argued that they did not
enjoy history because it felt like the important thing to pass the subject was to memorise names
and dates meaning that these learners felt that school history does not challenge the mind to
think quickly. In a study carried out by Joseph (2011) one learner strongly suggested that
history was a waste of time to study at school because it had no effect on her life and further
indicated that it was no use dwelling on it as it was better to forget the past as it will get us
nowhere. In fact, some learners involved in the study by Biddulph and Adey (2004) dismissed
the subject history as being irrelevant. One learner even stated “Why do you need to learn about
dead people? They’re dead. They’re gone... You don’t need to know about it in everyday life”.
(Biddulph & Adey, 2004, p. 5). Learners involved in a study conducted by Harris and Haydn
(2006) reiterated these sentiments by demonstrating that history is an overwhelmingly negative
experience for them. One learner even responded when asked why history is on the time-table
in a very sarcastic manner by stating: “Because the pupils need sleep so they made history up”

(Harris & Haydn, 2006, p. 324). Some learners added that there seems to be no inter-
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connectedness or understanding about how history evolved and there did not seem to be any

effort to make those connections (Steen, 2012).

Furthermore, some learners clearly indicated that the nature of school history makes it a
difficult subject to study and enjoy. This is confirmed by a few learners involved in a study
carried out by Joseph (2011) who expressed reluctance to take school history because they
seemed to be influenced by the perception that school history becomes increasingly
cumbersome and details-laden as one advances in the study. Furthermore, some learners found
the subject difficult because they felt that it had too many facts and essays causing them to
always fail the tests and exams (Mackie, 2004). Similarly, some learners involved in the study
by Biddulph and Adey (2004) also indicated that they found the source work in school history
challenging because they had to justify their interpretations of the sources. Hence, the idea of
school history being difficult ultimately led to some learners viewing the subject in a negative

manner.

In addition to this, it was revealed from the literature reviewed that there is a general weakness
in learners’ understanding of historical concepts which often impacts learners’ views of school
history in a negative way (Joseph, 2011; Haydn, 2011 and Mhlongo, 2013). In fact, some
students naively regarded history concepts as events of the past rather than ideas formulated
about past events. In addition to this, learners continued to state that an event is caused by one
single factor rather than by a range of factors. Hence, learners failed to consider other factors
such as social and political events, or even technology as other possible explanations for events
of the past. This suggests a lack of understanding by learners of what constitutes an historical
explanation. In regard to this idea a study carried by Harris and Haydn (2012) in the UK
revealed that in some schools under study evidence existed where lower attaining learners were
prevented from taking the subject and being directed to take other subjects which were less

challenging or more appropriate.

Another negative view that learners portray is that other subjects are more beneficial to study
at school, than history. This view that learners have can sometimes develop through the

schooling system. This is confirmed by a study carried out by Harris and Hayn (2012) in the

66



UK which reveals that there is evidence that history is playing a marginal role in the wider
curriculum as schools give greater emphasis to literacy, humeracy and vocational subjects.
Compared to these subjects history is seen as less important and relevant to many learners. In
some schools in the UK the time-table is structured such that history is made unavailable to
many learners. In addition, at some schools learners are told that they cannot study history by
head teachers because of school’s exam profile rather than the interests of the learners
concerned. This meaning that learner interests were not put first but priority was given to
school’s examination profile. These aspects can negatively influence learners’ views on school

history.

Additionally, a study carried out by Mackie (2004), also reveals that some learners who did not
take history at secondary level suggested that they did not see how history as a school subject
would benefit them or impact their lives in any way. They felt that the subjects they chose to
study at secondary level will be more worthwhile than history. In many cases, the subject
choice for learners seems to have been between history, geography and accountancy and since
geography and accountancy are subjects that are seen to have quite stable career prospects, it
is not surprising that they were preferred choices. Furthermore, some learners argue that they
did not want to study history because they wanted to take other subjects which they felt would
be more useful for their careers, but also because there were other subjects they found more
interesting. Some learners were faced with a scenario where they were forced into the choice
by the combinations of their subjec