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History Education

Neil McLennan

Writing a recent history of History education is no easy task in the seemingly ever-shifting 

Scottish education landscape. Those delving into education archives might think History 

has been a subject under relentless attack from marginalisation, curriculum decluttering, 

reduced class contact time and History departments being subsumed into social studies fac-

ulties. However, despite radical changes in Scottish education, History remains a popular, 

high-attaining subject.

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMIE) reports and Scottish Government 

Excellence Group papers (Scottish Government, 2011) highlight numerous examples of 

excellent practice and how that good practice can be further disseminated. Many History 

teachers report having a higher Grade Point Average (GPA) in history departments than 

other departments in their school. Odd instances of History being dropped from senior 

phase student course choice options because of poor uptake or low attainment are in the 

minority. In the independent sector, too, History education remains strong. The changes, 

however, have sparked an important self-refl ection and powerful reassessment of why we 

should teach history at all. Whilst defending their place in that ever-cluttered and com-

petitive curriculum, History educators have had to think long and hard about why they are 

teaching young people about events from long ago and people about whom we often know 

little. This ongoing refl ection and re-establishing of common core purposes is paying off . It 

would appear History is in the ascendancy.

PURPOSE

In the most recent discussions, the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) History Working 

Group came up with a useful list of aims for History education. This list gives some answers 

as to why History should feature prominently in a twenty-fi rst-century curriculum. The 

RSE Working Group stated that history should:

• enable learners to acquire breadth and depth in the knowledge and understanding of historical 

themes;

• develop learners’ understanding of the place of change and continuity over time in the study 

of history;

• develop learners’ skills in explaining historical developments and events, drawing conclusions 

and evaluating historical sources;
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• develop learners’ conceptual understanding and foster their ability to think independently;

• enable learners to detect bias and propaganda and to challenge prejudice;

• encourage learners to debate issues and, on the basis of evidence, form views and respect those 

of others;

• develop learners’ imagination and empathy with people living in other periods;

• foster in learners an interest in history which will provide a life-long source of enjoyment. 

(RSE, 2011)

This list can be slightly amended, added to and debated, but the core essentials will be 

largely agreed by History educators. Foremost in the minds of History educators is that the 

study of History develops young people with the essential skills, knowledge, attributes and 

personal dispositions to succeed in learning, life and work.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

History teachers know better than anyone else in the profession about the causes and con-

sequences of change and continuity. They know better than anyone the perils and oppor-

tunities change brings. After all, the themes of change and continuity play a large part in 

History teaching. For this reason history educators have been better prepared than most to 

overcome the challenges that educational change brings. Some are refreshed by the emerg-

ing curriculum whilst others still harbour understandable concerns. History itself is not 

monolithic but alters and changes according to research and new fi ndings. In the same way, 

History education has also changed to adapt to new pedagogical approaches, curriculum 

structures and management structures within schools.

However, despite many educators sharing an understanding and acceptance of the value 

of History education, the positive impact of the subject is not fully embedded across all 

practice in Scotland. Students’ experience of History education remains patchy. This is 

especially so in the early years, primary education and early years of secondary school. 

Students do cover historic studies but not always with a subject specialist teaching them 

and not always with the depth, breadth or application to which History teaching specialists 

would aspire. There is still work to be done to ensure consistent high standards of History 

education in the primary sector and to establish better curricular transitions. Some History 

teachers have been commended for their work in this area: a ‘history walk’ project in Stirling 

that combined history, heritage education and outdoor learning was featured prominently 

in a recent government report (Scottish Government, 2011).

History remains an option in the senior phase of secondary schools. The age-old debate 

as to whether or not History should be a compulsory subject throughout secondary educa-

tion continues unabated although this is unlikely to be achieved in the near future. To help 

alleviate the problem both the Scottish Association of Teachers of History (SATH) and 

the Scottish Government History Excellence Group published a planning tool that aimed 

to ensure adequate coverage of the competing demands in a subject as complex as History. 

There are calls now to resurrect the use of that tool given that the whole curriculum will 

have been reformed once new Advanced Higher course, assessment and unit specifi cations 

are published in 2013.
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CURRICULAR CHANGE: CURRICULUM FOR EXCELLENCE

The implementation phase of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) understandably takes centre 

stage with regard to recent developments. CfE has seen broad, thematic experiences and 

outcomes provide a framework within which a degree of professional interpretation and 

local implementation, and a tapestry of diff erent processes can be adapted. In CfE, History 

is not referred to by name. Instead the themes and skills we would associate with the dis-

cipline of History appear under the heading of Social Studies and under the sub-group of 

‘people, past events and societies’.

The ability to implement CfE experiences and outcomes in a range of diff erent ways has 

sparked a major debate as to how History should be taught in our schools. Some have opted 

for a ‘Plato to NATO’ or ‘Adam to Atom’ approach. This particular approach was com-

mended by the RSE Working Group on History in Scottish schools (RSE, 2011). However 

such an approach is often criticised for being ‘a race’ through history’s main events and key 

fi gures. Critics argue that this dash does not off er any depth of understanding or real ability 

to learn or apply skills that can be developed through History education. Another approach 

can be described as ‘local to global’. This model has younger years focusing on local history 

before building to geopolitical issues with educational maturity. Again this approach has its 

staunch advocates and critics. Some would argue that you remember best what you under-

stand the most and, as such, memory of local history only taught in the early years is distant, 

vague and prone to marginalisation. Whatever the approach, the system-wide change of CfE 

has certainly provoked History educators into discussing and remodelling approaches to 

learning and teaching and course structures. There have been eff orts to preserve a balance 

between local, Scottish, British, European and world history topics, alongside an awareness 

that students should be exposed to ancient, middle age and modern history. Furthermore, 

a balance must be struck between social, economic and military history if we are to give 

students a rounded experience in History education. During this refl ection many History 

teachers are asking the question ‘Why are we teaching this topic?’ This remodelling applies 

not only to course content but also to pedagogy. History teachers have coped well with the 

pedagogical changes, increased emphasis on a range of formative assessment techniques, 

interdisciplinary learning and student-led learning. Discussions are ongoing as to the rigour 

of some of the more student-centred assessment devices. Many History teachers were prac-

tising the key principles of CfE before the green folders even arrived. They have continued 

to off er active learning and innovative and eff ective assessment techniques, and to inspire 

young people with challenging and enjoyable lessons.

During the early period of consultation around the new curriculum there were strong 

concerns that the sanctity of the subject might not be preserved. Early concerns that 

History was going to be sidelined as a discrete subject area seemed to be alleviated as CfE 

was implemented. Education Ministers now avoid that debate following Peter Peacock’s 

dalliance with the potential for History not to appear in the curriculum. Despite that, many 

are still on their guard to preserve History as a key subject in the broad general education. 

This is especially the case as CfE documentation makes no explicit reference to ‘History’. 

This is a point not lost on the RSE Working Group who suggest that ‘history is in danger 

of being diluted under the CfE framework’ (RSE, 2011). In defence of the new curriculum 

guidelines, the green folder does state: ‘These organisers [people, past events and societies; 

people, place and environment; people in society, economy and business] recognise the 

special contribution made by each to the social subjects’ (Education Scotland, 2010).
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Children and young people are expected to participate in the following experiences and 

outcomes that are specifi c to the study of History:

• develop their understanding of history, heritage and culture of Scotland, and an appreciation 

of their local and national heritage within the world;

• broaden their understanding of the world by learning about human activities and achieve-

ments in the past and present;

• explore and evaluate diff erent types of sources and evidence;

• learn how to locate, explore and link periods, people and events in time and place. (Education 

Scotland, 2010)

CURRICULAR CHANGE: NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS

The fi nal phase of curricular change came when the course specifi cations for National 3, 4, 

5 and Higher were published in April 2012. Work is now ongoing consulting and reforming 

Advanced Higher provision. The new qualifi cations were to build on CfE principles by 

shifting pedagogy and raising the bar of expectation. Student choice has been broadened 

by adding a Value Added Unit. As part of the Value Added Unit students are expected 

to research and present on a topic of their choice. Some welcome the opportunity for 

student responsibility to investigate in depth an area of interest. Meanwhile, other, more 

experienced, History teachers dread a return to the time- consuming ‘investigation’ of the 

Standard Grade era when many criticised the potential for inherent unfairness through 

parental support.

In terms of topics there is a limited choice, although History remains the subject with 

the largest choice of topics to choose from. In National 5 and Higher the balance is set 

between Scottish, British, and European and World topics. There are fi ve Scottish and 

British units to pick from respectively and a further nine (Higher)/ten (National 5) choices 

to cover a range of options in world history. This is a change from the Standard Grade the-

matic demarcation between Change and Continuity in Scotland and Britain, Confl ict and 

Cooperation, and People and Power based topics.

National 3 and National 4 courses will be internally assessed with no external exam and 

no prescribed course content. The reality is that many will seek to align course content with 

the externally assessed National 5 course as bi-level teaching proves a necessity. National 5 

students have a choice of topics to pick from under the broad sections of Historical Study: 

Scottish, British, and European and World. This is a major change from the Standard 

Grade units that went before. Under Standard Grade Scottish and British History appeared 

together under a thematic approach looking at change and continuity.

Perception and reality are two diff erent things. Whilst there may appear to be a consider-

able degree of choice for students within the range of topics off ered, the reality is that most 

students will be studying topics largely dictated by the availability of department resources 

and expertise and preference of the practitioner. However, students will have autonomy 

when choosing, studying and presenting their own research as part of the fourth assessable 

element, the Value Added Unit.

Topics appearing under the ‘Scottish History’ section of study and assessment include 

the Wars of Independence. The topics in this section are the same as those off ered in the 

Higher Course for Paper 2. Critics have suggested this structure will lead to repetition 

and does not give a broad range of Scottish history to choose from, most notably pre-1286 
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history and more modern history including political history leading to the referendum on 

the question of Scottish Independence. The latter issue in particular is vitally important for 

students who will be exercising responsible citizenship when they engage in that process. 

Another issue has been raised in that having such similar topics at National 5 and Higher 

level may lead to repetition. However, centres have been informed that, where there are 

‘hierarchies’, practitioners should make every eff ort to ensure there is no repetition. Indeed, 

there are strong voices trying to guide History departments to review their whole History 

curriculum to ensure the best fi t for all students and one that avoids unnecessary repeti-

tion of topics or skills. In many regards the landscape is now clear for historians to develop 

strong progression paths in skills, knowledge and understanding.

At Higher level there have been no changes to the Scottish topic content. Signifi cant 

changes were made to the topics and assessment of this course when the newly revised 

Higher Paper 2 was relaunched. The previous changes made were preserved and Paper 

2 topics remained static after SATH made representation to the Scottish Qualifi cations 

Authority (SQA) concerning making too many changes at one time when there was not the 

resource or capacity to absorb such signifi cant modifi cations.

In the British section, History departments will present students who have studied the 

following topics (the Higher topics appear in brackets after the National 5 topic): The 

Creation of the Medieval Kingdoms (Church, State and Feudal Society); War of the Three 

Kingdoms (The Century of Revolutions); The Atlantic Slave Trade (Atlantic Slave Trade); 

Changing Britain 1760–1900 (Britain 1851–1951, or, The Making of Modern Britain, 

1880–1951 (Britain and Ireland 1900–1985).

National 5 students have a choice of ten topics whilst there are nine topics in Higher to 

pick from. The increased number of topics on off er refl ects the size and scale of this area of 

history. The following topics are on off er at National 5 (again the Higher course is in brack-

ets after the near equivalent course at the other level): The Cross and the Crescent (The 

Crusades); Tea and Freedom (The American Revolution); USA 1850–80 (at Higher the 

French Revolution up to 1799 is off ered); Hitler and Nazi Germany (Germany 1815–1939); 

Red Flag, Lenin and the Russian Revolution 1894–1921 (Russia 1881–1921); Mussolini and 

Fascist Italy 1919–1939 (Italy 1815–1939); Free at Last? Civil Rights in the USA 1918–1968 

(USA 1918–1968); Appeasement and the Road to War 1918–1939 (Appeasement and the 

Road to War 1919–1939); World War II (no equivalent course in Higher); The Cold War 

(The Cold War).

The last section of both the National 5 and Higher courses looks at the broad sweep of 

European and world history. Again, there has been criticism that there is not enough on 

off er. Whilst this has been rebutted by the argument that no qualifi cation can off er every 

topic available or desired, it is a concern that students will only be able to focus on one 

specifi c area of history beyond their borders. However the lack of Far East or Middle East 

History gives it a strong ‘western civilisations’ feel, given it does not extend beyond Europe 

and America to any great degree. The absence of Chinese history has been cited as evidence 

of a lack of joined-up thinking at a time when Mandarin was being promoted in so many 

schools in Scotland as part of greater Scotland–China links (McLennan, 2012).

NATIONAL OR MULTINATIONAL?

Achieving a balance in National Qualifi cations between Scottish, British, and European 

and World, and the debates to maintain balance throughout the process of change, show 
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how History is vitally important for securing students an understanding of their nation 

and a developing global citizenship perspective. Scottish History education has been well 

represented internationally over the last few decades. Likewise, Scottish education has 

been receptive and welcoming of international inputs, thus demonstrating how integrated 

History education can and should be. Scottish History educators have presented at many 

overseas conferences and a number of high-profi le History education conferences and con-

tinuing professional development events have been hosted in Scotland. At recent SATH 

Conferences, input from the Netherlands, Denmark, Wales, Northern Ireland and England 

has helped to broaden History educators’ ideas and has opened up the sharing of good 

practice across borders.

Building on that very theme, the European organisation for history networks EUROCLIO 

is currently working on a resource that will bring together teaching and learning resources 

from across Europe. ‘Historiana’ will encourage learners and teachers to look at topics, 

themes, events and historical fi gures using ‘multi-perspectivity’. It is hoped students will 

be encouraged to look at history from other time perspectives; the perspective of diff erent 

places, diff erent people’s perspectives and the diff erent perspectives between the eras. This 

approach off ers lots of scope for the breadth, depth and application that is envisioned in 

CfE. Work is currently ongoing to ensure Scottish learners are linked in to this resource 

which off ers opportunities to further expose history learners to the connected nature of our 

past (EUROCLIO, 2012).

Set against this multi-perspective European development were Scottish Government 

proposals for ‘Scottish Studies’ in the curriculum. Herein lies a major challenge that 

History teachers are faced with all the time. Not only do they have to balance out modern 

history with the ancient period, themes as wide-spanning as social, economic and military 

history, but they also have to ensure a geographic balance in learning. History educators 

know only too well the power of education. Hence a balance between nationalist curriculum 

developments and local history needs with wider British, European and world history 

coverage is sought at all times. One development that pleased many History educators 

was the successful launch of the revised Higher History courses in November 2009. The 

new structures ensured a balance by prescribing Scottish History units to Paper 2 (source-

based) part of the exam. This balanced structure is maintained in the new National 5 and 

Higher qualifi cations. This gave national history its rightful protected place by prescribing 

that students must undertake study in Scottish History. These changes to Higher History 

saw a balance struck as History educators worked hard to eradicate an over-dominance of 

Bismarck and Nazi Germany in the Scottish History curriculum. Now History educators 

work hard to guard against any other dominance, including too much Scottish history. A 

balance of topics is in everyone’s best interests. SATH has made representations at ministe-

rial level, suggesting that further work needs to be undertaken to ensure there is adequate 

coverage of Scottish history and that the European and World History sections off er enough 

choice to ensure as complete a global coverage as is possible (McLennan, 2012).

Running alongside major changes to the curriculum, the Scottish Government initiated 

a working group to investigate the possibility of establishing ‘Scottish Studies’ in schools. 

The fi rst mention of ‘Scottish Studies’ by Scottish Ministers was immediately interpreted 

as nationalist propaganda by opposition politicians. This claim was soon denounced as 

political point-scoring in what was essentially an education discussion. Other educators 

interpreted it as an eff ort to implement Social Studies ‘through the back door’. Both of these 

claims were refuted by ministers and the debate fi zzled out. However, the Scottish Studies 
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Ministerial Working Group progressed through the press storm and allegations of political 

expediency to produce a set of recommendations. These looked very diff erent from the 

distinct Scottish Studies subject and qualifi cation many thought would emerge. In essence, 

a guidance document was produced along with a web portal for bringing together the array 

of resources that can be used in any subject when studying Scotland (Education Scotland, 

2012). For History teachers it will be business as usual as they aim to encourage learners 

to become more familiar with the history of their own country and at the same time widen 

their horizons to the wealth of European and world history from which comparisons can be 

drawn and lessons be learned in our own local world.

CONCLUSIONS: HISTORY EDUCATION ACHIEVING AND ATTAINING

Amidst all this change the most prevailing constant has been the consolidation of History 

being a well-taught subject that grows in popularity with students and in which they both 

attain academically and achieve personally. Changes to educational structures have not 

altered that trend. It would appear that learning lessons from history is true even in the case 

of the history of History education. The words of former American President Woodrow 

Wilson seem very apt looking back over this relentless period of reform: ‘It is easier to 

change the location of a cemetery than to change the school curriculum’. Thankfully 

History is not, to quote one primary school student, ‘just about dead people’. History 

 education in Scotland, and beyond, is far more active than that.
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