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A nation alone: The dangers of allowing children to
drop history at 13
Inspectors reveal that more than 100 state schools in England failed to enter a single candidate for history GCSE last year.
And they warn that the subject could be squeezed out of primary schools in favour of maths and English
By Richard Garner, Education Editor
Sunday, 13 March 2011
England is the only country in Europe to allow its youngsters to abandon history by the age of 13, inspectors reveal today.
Ignoring the axiom that without history there can be no future, more than 100 state schools last year failed to enter a single
candidate for the subject at GCSE – a 25 per cent increase on the previous year. A breakdown of candidates reveals that the
Government's flagship academies are the worst offenders, with just 20 per cent of pupils entered for the subject.
But history is thriving in independent schools, with 48 per cent of pupils taking the subject. The average for the state sector
is 30 per cent.
The report, by Ofsted – the education standards watchdog – also shows that youngsters can go through their entire
education without ever being taught by a specialist history teacher.
"Given that history in primary schools is taught mostly by non-specialists, this means that an increasing number of students
are taught by a specialist history teacher for no more than two or three years of compulsory education," it says.
The subject is a compulsory part of the curriculum for Key Stage 3 – usually for those aged 11 to 14. However, many
schools are squeezing KS3 into two years to allow pupils to start their GCSE options a year earlier, which means pupils can
stop studying the subject at 13.
"England is unique in Europe in this respect," the report adds. "In almost all European Union countries it is compulsory to
study history until at least the ages of 15 and 16. History is compulsory until the age of 14 in Northern Ireland, the
Netherlands and Wales, and all pupils study history as part of their broad general education in Scotland until they are 15."
The report warns: "If non-specialists also teach some of these [KS3] groups as well, it is entirely possible for students not to
be taught history by a specialist history teacher at all during their school career."
The report, though, does say that where the subject is taught it is taught well.
"History continues to be popular ... at Key Stage 4 [for 14- to 16-year-olds] and, during the three-year period of the survey,
there were more examination entries for history than for any other optional subject at GCSE level apart from design and
technology." Other optional subjects include modern foreign languages and geography.
"The curriculum at GCSE and A-level was good or outstanding in all of the schools visited," it concluded. In all, inspectors
visited 166 schools – 83 primary and 83 secondary.
The report also debunks the myth that little is taught about British history in schools. "Pupils in the schools visited studied a
considerable amount of British history and knew a great deal about the particular topics covered," it said. "However, the
large majority of the time was spent on English history rather than wider British history."
Inspectors voiced concern that youngsters can repeat the study of modern world history at GCSE and A-level – although
they added that "it is a popular and inaccurate myth that students at GCSE and A-level only study Hitler".
There were concerns, too, that subjects such as history were being squeezed out of the curriculum for 10- and 11-year-olds
in some schools as their national curriculum tests in maths and English loomed on the horizon.
"In Year 6 [the last year in primary school], teachers said to inspectors that the foundation subjects [all bar the core of
English, maths and science] were 'not a priority'."
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Christine Gilbert, Her Majesty's Chief Inspector, has said: "Focusing too much on the three core subjects can have negative
effects on the curriculum in terms of breadth, balance and pupils' enjoyment."
The report also criticised primary teachers for lacking a sense of chronology in their teaching of history.
Commenting on today's report, Ms Gilbert added: "The report presents a positive picture of the standards and teaching in
history in schools.
"However, [it] also found that some primary teachers find it difficult to establish a clear picture of the past so that pupils can
develop a secure understanding of chronology."
The report also calls on the Government's national curriculum review to ensure enough time for history lessons for 11- to 14
-year-olds.
Ministers believe their new English Baccalaureate, to be awarded to any youngster with five A* to C grade passes at GCSE in
English, maths, a science, an ancient or modern language and a humanities subject – history or geography – will persuade
more schools to focus on the subject.
The UK's leading historians on how our children are taught history
Simon Schama, University Professor of Art History and History at Columbia University
"History teaching needs to start at primary school. It's often wonderfully taught in secondary schools, but the critical issue is
the shortage of hours spent per week on lessons. Teachers aren't encouraged enough to explore opportunities within the
curriculum. We live in a pluralistic community – to progress we need to know where we came from."
Lady Antonia Fraser, Historian and novelist
"A narrative approach to teaching history is extremely important: how can you understand why Charles I was executed if
you don't know what events preceded it? I think the importance of history is summed up by GeorgeSantayana: 'Those who
cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.'"
David Starkey, Historian and broadcaster
"One of the problems with teaching is the skills-based approach, built on argument and analysis. People claim that it mimics
the thought processes of historians, but it's ludicrous. It's artificial, as kids are taught stock phrases like 'biased'. The
curriculum needs to be simple, allowing teachers to pursue their own ideas."
Amanda Foreman, Historian, writer and broadcaster
"Students have no sense of chronology because they are taught modules, and this has led to a watering down of facts. The
narrative approach is seen as unfashionable but it's necessary in order to get a grip on history. History is about the
fundamentals of who we are: our humanity, our science and our society."
Niall Ferguson, Laurence A Tisch Professor of History at Harvard and a Senior Research Fellow at Jesus College,
Oxford
"History teachers are prisoners of a rigid assessment system, hinging on exams and league tables. There should be a
mixture of exams and ongoing assessments. History gives students analytical skills and by making them aware of their
country, it creates citizens. There's a lot of repetition on the curriculum, we need to have an overarching narrative."
Lisa Hilton, Historian and author
"I think children don't know history and are taught repetition with no context; their factual knowledge is terrifyingly minimal.
I think a great deal more needs to be taught as without history people are disempowered over the choices they make in life
and politics."
Orlando Figes, Author and Professor of History at Birkbeck College, University of London
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