For the last six months we’ve been running a project in association with
the national Subject Centre for History which was formed in 2000 to lead
developments in teaching and learning in UK higher education.
The History Passion Project has been gathering information from
academic historians about their thoughts and experiences as teachers of
their subject.
Sometimes these are highly individual. This was certainly the case when
we asked about alternative careers. Whilst some said: ‘I honestly can’t
imagine doing anything else’; ‘I would not want another job for anything
in the world’. Or ‘I don’t know. I’m a lifer’; ‘Would anyone have me?’; ‘I
would probably be a jobseeker’.
And others talked about being teachers in a different setting or
journalists, some talked of highly individual possibilities:
‘I’ve always fancied dry-stone walling’
‘A professional sailor’
‘Building deer fences in Scotland’
‘Entrepreneur or worse’
‘A stand-up comedian – same ability to make the audience laugh – or cry!’
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Yet there are aspirations, experiences, ideals and concerns
that go beyond the experience of any individual and have, we
would argue, a relevance to all historians teaching in higher
education.
The project represents an attempt (our attempt) to explore
these in order to:
• Encourage conversation about key issues concerning
historians as teachers
• Provide digital & bibliographic resources for community use
• Generate ideas about present & future practice
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These were the questions we set out to examine:
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Our methods include:
• A national online survey of UK historians based in history
departments
• Review of literature
• Filmed individual interviews and group discussions
This filming is ongoing – and we have just done another dozen
or so interviews.
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Today we’re going to focus on the survey.
As you can see we had 210 survey responses - from historians
working in a wide variety of institutions (72 in all) and at
different stages of their career. It was an amazing response (at
least to me, used to people quickly deleting online
questionnaires) – around 10% of all those working in history
departments.
Of the respondents
38% female
42% male
20% unwilling to commit themselves....
In this presentation we’re going to focus on the two questions
we asked that seem most relevant to the outward-facing
nature of this network, but we want to begin with some
broad-brush headlines from the survey.
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A key message from the survey is that a love of the subject is regarded
as essential to good teaching – teaching with, as the historians here
put it, ‘enthusiasm’, ‘excitement’, ‘passion’, ‘energy’ and
‘commitment’. What it means to teach history is not just an
intellectual matter but also an emotional journey (and we might
register this more than we do).
Love of the subject and enthusiasm for communicating it are closely
linked in the responses (synonymous some say). This exchange is
represented not as a simple act of transmission but as an active and
reciprocal relationship from which both teachers and students benefit
- in terms, for example, of knowledge and new ideas, insight and
motivation. This is what makes teaching history meaningful work.
Love of the subject constitutes an important bridge between tutor and
student that can transform the will to learn. And this transformation
comes across most vividly in the satisfaction that many describe from
witnessing ‘light-bulb’ or ‘penny-dropping’ moments.
Let’s look at a few illustrative quotes from the survey.
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‘Making a difference’ is mostly described in terms of impact
on undergraduate students. But sometimes it is expressed
also in terms of engagement with wider audiences.
So, one historian adds the comment:
‘I get the same satisfaction from working with young children,
local history classes, university groups and research students.’
And this broader impact would doubtless have emerged more
strongly if we’d asked more specifically about teaching and
wider public engagement.
The same themes are apparent in the filmed interviews we
did with some international historians.
A few clips.
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We want now to focus in on the answers to Q7 and Q8 on the
survey, as these bear most directly upon the theme of the
conference and provide more detail about the sort of
difference that respondents tell us history teaching can make.
Here are some illustrative quotes from the responses to Q7.
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After final quote:
As one historian sums it up:
‘Well – at its best – history teaching can change your whole
world view. It can make you think about people and the
way they interact with the world around you in a whole
new way.’
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The breakdown of these often multi-stranded responses was quite
challenging to do.
Nonetheless our effort to categorise and codify does suggest to us a
widespread underlying belief that history teaching at its best can make
a difference in ways that go beyond the common iteration of
knowledge acquisition or ‘skills’ – even critical thinking skills which
though important don’t quite capture the full potential of the subject
and can seem too abstract or simply a set of skills or techniques to be
acquired.
Rather, what we see in the responses is a much richer representation
of student development – students as rounded people and history
teaching as a particular type of people formation; as cultivating a way
of being in the world.
We’ve tried to capture this in the following two slides.
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History teaching at its best cultivates people who:
• Understand society (and self) in broader/deeper/longer perspective – ‘in
3D’ one says; ‘with expanded terms of reference’, another comments.
• View society in multi-faceted, interconnected terms (‘considering
economic, political, social, cultural etc. aspects’): ‘a holistic study of the
world without being beholden to any particular theory’, says another.
• Sensitive to the strangeness of others – as different and ultimately
unfathomable but human; who are sensitive to very different frames of
reference.
• Attentive to the complexity of structures, events and circumstances – the
dynamic nature of society; constant change/flux; the messiness of events.
• Aware of contingency – the contradictions, illogicality, unpredictability of
individuals’ decisions and the influence of these; that nothing is inevitable
• Attuned to the partiality/contextuality of information and knowledge; of
evidence and explanatory models; of traditions and the taken-for-granted.
• Sensitive to the complexity of making judgements – to considering
multiple and often conflicting perspectives; the play of language; the need
to connect evidence to context; a reluctance to rush to judgement
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And people who display some key personal attributes. I’ve grouped
these into 3 broad categories. The descriptive words/phrases are
those used in the survey responses.
So, history teaching at its best, the survey responses argue, offers a
higher education through history that has the potential to help
students to become rounded human beings with a particular kind of
engaged or practical mindfulness:
• the kind of mindfulness that Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer sees
as vital to high-quality learning and to ‘living well’;
• that resonates with the personal qualities or ‘capabilities’ advocated
by philosophers interested in education such as Martha Nussbaum and
Ronald Barnet;
• that progressive social theorists such as those involved in the New
Economics Foundation see as vital to a (revitalised) higher education
for the 21st century.
• that aligns with what educationalists Sullivan and Roisin (2008) call
‘practical reason’ in their call for ‘a new agenda for higher education’ in
the US capable of responding better to contemporary conditions.
And it seems to us that the responses to Q7 have an authenticity about
them and give voice to a potentially powerful statement of the value of
what we do as history teachers. At its best history teaching cultivates
people who can engage with the complexities of self, others and the
world in sensitive, purposeful and passionate (and compassionate)
ways.
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When people are asked to convey the value of these things to
policymakers, however, they seem to lose confidence in this
‘values-led’ way of talking and resort to a narrower, skillsbased vocabulary, and a more technical language of
employability.
This is illustrated in this ‘wordle’ which highlights the
frequency of words used to answer Question 8.
And also in the following illustrative quotes from the survey.
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However familiarity with this language does not necessarily
mean uncritical acceptance. In fact there is a good deal of
scepticism and suspicion.
Here are a few examples of this ...
So, many respondents to the survey feel compelled to use
language that doesn’t come close to adequately reflecting
the values expressed in answer to Q7.
And yet it’s the values expressed there (and the aspirations
for the kinds of people cultivated by history teaching at its
best), that seem to better prepare graduates to thrive in the
kinds of lives they will be living.
So lets look at the kinds of lives

21

Firstly lets look at how they will make a living.
Globalisation & new technologies have been dramatically changing how work is
organised, its nature and the pattern individual careers will take. Traditional large
companies have become – leaner, flatter, using more p/time staff and outsourcing
and using flexible contracts - using people on a plug and play basis. Recently we’re
also seeing large scale redundancies particularly in public sector and this is going
to hit graduate employment hard particularly north of London.
Traditional recruitment into graduate training programmes has declined
significantly. The Association of Graduate Recruiters which represents 750 of
mostly large corporations including 80 of FTSE 100 & most of large public sector
recruiters including health, education & local government, now have vacancies for
less than 10% of the annual graduating force – and two-thirds of those vacancies
are appropriate for graduates of any discipline, so historians are competing with
each other and with thousands of other graduates for a smaller number of
traditional opportunities.
When we think about the careers history graduates will go into, we often think of
teaching, law, research, accountancy, journalism, admin – but when we look at the
actual work they go into, we may feel there is a different story.
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These are the destinations of graduates 6 months after graduation. Just over 47%
were in full-time work, 14% were studying for a higher degree and 3.5% for a
PGCE.
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This is how that 47% in work divides into types of work. Nearly a quarter in retail &
bar work, 15% in clerical & secretarial and 18% in other occupations which might
included personal trainer. Don’t despair at this, almost everybody will agree that
looking at employment destinations only 6 months after graduation is misleading
(although these are the measures that will appear in the Key Information Set that
is soon to be required to be published in the public domain.
If you look 3.5 years on over 70% are in graduate jobs (though not on permanent
contracts) & if you look further still as Dave Nicholls has done in his research into
famous graduates published on the Subject Centre website there are plenty of
historians enjoying high positions in parliament, banking, major corporations –
although many entered the kind of graduate programme with the BBC, civil
service, etc that form pathways for very few now and most came from Oxford,
Cambridge, & similar
However whilst those routes are available to very few, an interesting problem the
research into famous history graduates uncovered was that many of them had had
more than one career – what history may have actually done was equip them to
pursue a multiplicity of careers. Perhaps there’s nothing new in that – we’ve
always said history can prepare you for a diverse range of careers but what we
haven’t appreciated is that it is increasingly the case that an individual will have a
very diverse range of careers.
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Our reaction when we are faced with the DLHE stats & competition for fewer jobs
is to work on employability skills to ensure historians can compete with others - so
we try and find out what it is employers want & ensure we incorporate those
things into programmes and we speak the ‘required’ language.
This is important and valuable work as long as we understand that current
employers know little more about their future needs than anyone else does.

In fact this is increasingly what it is like trying to make a living in a constantly
changing, unpredictable world. - Lewis Caroll probably describes it best ...
‘Alice was bewildered by what she confronted: a croquet ground that was all ridges
and furrows: the balls were live hedgehogs; the mallets were live flamingos: and
the soldiers formed the hoops by bending over, touching the ground. Alice’s first
difficulty was in handling her flamingo.’
“She succeeded in getting its body tucked away, comfortably enough, under her
arm...but generally, just as she got its neck nicely straightened out, and was going
to give the hedgehog a blow with its head, it would twist itself around...and when
it got its head down, and was going to begin again, it was very provoking to find
that the hedgehog had unrolled itself, and was in the act of crawling away.” Alice’s
problems didn’t stop there though. She found that wherever she wanted to send
the hedgehog, a ridge or furrow was in the way. And the soldiers kept on standing
up and walking away. “ Alice came to the conclusion that it was a very difficult
game indeed.”
This is the world your graduates are trying to make a living in, and, like Alice, they
are on their own. It is increasingly unlikely they will be taken under the wing of a
paternal employer and pursue a linear pathway, even if they start out like that.
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Or to bring the imagery more up to date – here’s the moving staircase from
Hogwarts – this is the kind of career your graduates are looking at – no sooner
have they started up the stairway than it’ll move!
So maybe we need to pay attention to what employers may say they want but
even more attention to what will prepare graduates to thrive in these conditions.
So what can history teaching at its best give Alice to help her in the complex,
constantly changing game(s) she is in. There are virtually no rules or predictable
ways of making a living anymore – or not ones that will last a lifetime. Continuing
to make a living requires interaction with all kinds of people and agents, that all
interact with each other and constantly adapt to the conditions around them. The
outcomes are complex and unpredictable – with any luck creativity, adaptability
and innovation will emerge but they are by no means the only possible outcomes –
and the only influence Alice can have is in the way she holds herself and the
position she takes in her interactions with others.
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To thrive, these are some of the key things researchers say will be needed - On the
left-hand side are some of the attributes Lee Harvey, UCE, suggests are needed.
On the right is the outcomes of recent research conducted by the Warwick
Institute for Employment Research into changing patterns of working, learning and
career development across Europe. They argued that we’ve focussed a lot on
employer needs for the knowledge economy and policymakers have highlighted
the need for individuals to develop additional skills, knowledge and understanding
– but what individuals are going to need to continue to make a living is the ability
to recontextualise their skills, knowledge and understanding to transfer them
between different settings. They talk about the concept of flexicurity – being able
to flex what can do in different ways to create work someone will pay for is the
only security you have.
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If we go back to our earlier slides – we can see that what history
teachers aspire to do in their teaching is much closer to what their
graduates need to prepare them to make a living than the narrower
employability skills – also important – but not enough.
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But making a living is not just about earning money and there is increasing
evidence that students have more in common with the values expressed by our
history teachers.
It’s worth taking a closer look at the Soxedo-Times Higher Education University
Lifestyle survey - reported 18/3/2010
It sheds light on why people choose to come to university
The overwhelming majority in the survey of 2000 full-time undergraduates said
they came to improve job opportunities – but job opportunities aren’t just about
money – 58% said they came to improve salary prospects and a fraction less 57%
said they came to improve their knowledge in an area that interested them.
The DEMOS survey & report on the class of 2010 shows graduates view university
much more as preparation for life than preparation for work and the language they
use is far removed from dominant HE policy language.
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In the Demos survey and other research into the kinds of companies graduates
want to work for suggest they want good work, doing stuff they enjoy and care
about and makes a difference. More are creating work for themselves and will
have to.
We cannot predict how things may change with the double whammy of tuition
fees and withdrawal of teaching support for subjects like history
But our argument is that history teaching at its best provides the best preparation
for the kinds of lives they want to be living
So how can we represent that argument to students, their parents and families and
others
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We might think about representing history teaching in ways that:
•
Amplify how it includes but goes beyond skills & employability to
prepare graduates to make a good living – learning for living not just to
earn a living
•
Draw more deeply on values & ideals that anchor us as teachers
and are shared by many students, and not least
•
Appeal to the emotional as well as the intellectual nature of
engagement with the subject
•
Demonstrate ‘the kind of people’ that history teaching at its best
can cultivate – and ask ourselves not only what we want students to
know, or even do, but what we want them to ‘be’
•
Draw upon a richer vocabulary that expresses how history
teaching fosters the ‘will to learn’ and go on learning – a vocabulary of
passion, excitement, wonder etc
•
Demonstrate practically and explicitly how history teaching
enables students to navigate the kinds of lives they will be living in a
complex, unpredictable world.
And I hope this makes the point that this is not an agenda for doing
nothing, or nothing new, (for just defending what we already do), but
an agenda for pedagogic change: a call to rethink history teaching,
what it is and how we express its value; a call to innovation and
creativity. And here we might begin, as we do in our research, by
drawing on the now significant body of literature on the scholarship of
teaching and learning that has been growing rapidly in the last two
decades.
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