Grappling with Enquiry

by Sarah Herrity & Neil Bates

The origin of the word history is from the Greek word Historia, which means inquiry:
Knowledge acquired by investigation. Neil Bates and | ran a workshop on teaching
enquiry at one of Hampshire’s history conferences as we believe that enquiry is at
the very heart of our philosophy on what constitutes effective history teaching. The
purpose of education and history teaching has been much debated in the media over
recent years.

The quote above reveals the history educational philosophy of School’s Minister Nick
Gibb. In his view the impartation of historical knowledge in terms of the sequence of
facts and dates is of utmost importance in the teaching of history.

Many of us would agree that the teaching of historical knowledge is the foundation for
an understanding of the past and essential for rigorous thinking in history. However,
in itself a knowledge of events, facts and dates gives students a very superficial
understanding of history. Purely learning what will inevitably be a teacher’s selection
of the facts will leave students vulnerable to persuasion by whatever interpretation of
those facts is narrated by the teacher or textbook. This is a view that is supported by
the research of Howard Gardener in his book, The Disciplined Mind: Beyond facts
and the standardised tests (1999), quoted by Andrew Wren in TH 138. Many of you
will know the influencial work of Gardener on multiple intelligences. He believes that
21% century students need a, ‘disciplined mind’ to equip them for living and working in
this century.

Gcts alone without a disciplined way of
constructing this information’ become
simply ‘inert knowledge’
Howard Gardner, The Disciplined
Mind: Beyond facts and the
standardised tests 1999 quoted by
Andrew Wren in TH 138
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He argues that, that facts alone are like decorations on a Christmas tree, the
Christmas tree being the pedagogy of thought that holds the understanding and
interpretation of those facts. The second quotation explains what Gardener defines
as a discipline. The current History National Curriculum has outlined clearly what
concepts and processes the history educational community believe make up
discipline of history.

| share Nick Gibb’s concerns about the previous trend towards an increasingly
integrated curriculum that overemphasised skills or topics as a basis for learning. The
introduction of Opening Minds and a Learning to Learn style curricula had the danger
of leading to superficial learning because of a lack of breadth, coherence and
relevance of the topics chosen. The real lack of rigor, however was often down to a
lack of the depth of knowledge and analytical/evaluative study required to reach
higher levels of thinking. It is the application of historical knowledge in the analysis of
historical concepts like historical interpretation, change and continuity, causation, and
the subjective nature of historical significance through the process of enquiry that
really allows students to make meaning of their historical knowledge. This has been
recognised by Ofsted, the Historical Association, the School’s History Project and
even the exam boards of the new GCSE, all of which argue that history is taught best
through enquiry. The history National Curriculum also requires that students, ‘pursue
historically valid enquiries including some they have framed themselves’.

It is therefore in this context that Neil and | offer our insights into what makes an

enquiry lesson effective. We believe enquiry:

= underpins our subject as a discipline

= allows students to genuinely investigate history for themselves

= teaches skills that are valued in the outside world like problem solves

= teaches all the skills involved in the national curriculum

= can be useful model for other subjects as an approach to classroom independent
learning

Some common history lesson activities might include:

» |Independent reading of a text book to find out why an event happened and sharing
them with someone else who used a different text book to complete their chart;

= using picture sources to find out what life was like in a period

= Answering teachers questions based on their earlier explanation

= Explaining a historians view in their own words

Is this effective enquiry? In the words of Margaret Thatcher, No No No! Thankfully

we don’t often see any students in rows learning the dates of kings and queens!

So what does real enquiry look like in the classroom? The following slide shows the

activities that we would hope to see and indeed have seen in some outstanding

historical enquiry lessons on Hampshire.
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devising problem-solving,
questions and researching
hypothesising independently

and in teams

Testing _
and regchmg
reforming flrmgr
hypothesis conclusions
based on
evidence

evaluating
genuine ?n_d Evaluating
often conflicting interpretations
evidence

To help the steering group create their own effective enquiries we grappled with
coming up with our core principles of enquiry that we shared at the networks two
years ago that we feel are worth revisiting as they give useful guidance when
planning your own enquiries. They are included at the end of this article.

Neil Bates provided an inspirational example at a recent HIAS history conference, of
how to get students motivated in an enquiry. His mystery object was a Nineteenth
Century cavalry sabre.

He asked the audience what questions you would ask the sword if it could speak e.qg.
did you kill anyone? Who did you belong to? Where and when were you used?
Through answering the questions based on the real story of Thomas Trafford
delegates slowly work out that the sword was used at the Peterloo Massacre. This
intriguing technique could be used for any artefact or image of a person/object from
history.
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Neil and | provided delegates with 3 lesson examples that exemplified the principles
of enquiry. First was a quality enquiry lesson from Richard McFahn on the protest
methods of the suffragettes. The lesson begins with a slow reveal of a house burned
down by Suffragettes while students came up with their own questions and ideas on
what was shown. Students were then presented with a set of picture sources
showing the different methods used by the suffragettes which they had to categorise.
Others were given explanations that they had to match to the picture sources before
putting them into a human timeline of suffragette’s activities which our delegates
demonstrated during our workshop.

Students were asked what has changed over time. Students can clearly see that the
suffragettes’ activities have become progressively more violent and they are asked to
suggest reasons why. A timeline reveals that the main reason protest became more
violent was because of increasing frustration over parliament’s failure to introduce
votes for women despite increased support.

Look at this timeline. Does anything happen that helps us
understand why the Suffragettes decided to use more violent methods?

1860s The campaign for 1911 May A Billttha_twill gi\:jeb "
e . women votes is agreed by al
women’s’ suffrage began Parties in Government. The

1867 The Reform Act gave majorlty of MPs support this

working class men the vote. November - the Government

, change their mind and
1878 1300 Women’s suffrage instead introduce a Bill to
meetings were held. widen to votes for men!

1900 _ Politicians kept ignoring 1913 Attempts are made to add
all demand for women’s women to the new Male
suffrage. Suffrage Bill - but this idea is
dropped

1903 The WSPU (Suffragettes)
were formed in Manchester. May — A new private
membters_ b_illtto‘?ive :lvgmte_{l
0 e vote is introduced but i
1908 mé?ir:g ﬂﬂgiﬁeh&‘i’;g is narrowly defeated by 48.
Minister to discuss the idea
of women’s suffrage. Little
came of it.

The enquiry takes a turn at this point and asks students to make parallels with
modern events. Most refer to violent activities used by terrorists like Al-Qaeda, the
same controversial parallel that some historians have made.

Telegraphcosk
a furious row broke .. Prrprave—
out recently
between historians
when someone
claimed that
members of the
Suffragettes

London Bomb attacks in behaved like al-
July 2005. Qua’eda
al-Qa'eda.

Who else can you think of that uses
extreme measures to try to achieve their

Suffragettes ‘were like al-Qa'eda’

11th September 2001
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Students were shown the two opposing interpretations of Dr Christopher Bearman,

And Professor June Pervis.

‘The Suffragette movement can D
compared to modern Islamic
Terrorists. Their actions were

carefully calculated, stage managed,
their crimes were cold-blooded

Historians have ignored the public
revulsion at the time to Suffragettes
campaign for arson in the run up to

the First World War.’

@omparing modern Islamic terroristsm
the Suffragettes Dr Bearman is being

‘ahistorical and sensationalist.’ ‘The
suffragettes engaged in daring and
brave deeds... But from 1912, more
violent tactics were adopted including
window-smashing raids in London's
West End and the vandalizing of pillar
boxes. Such a change in strategy, which
never endangered human life, was a
response to the stubbornness of the Liberal
government of the day that, who debated
but never passed the Suffrage Bill... The

Suffragettes were not terrorists but
\idical freedom fighters in a just cause.’

After a discussion on what the key arguments of each historian students are asked
to stand on a line of decision and justify their position.

Where do you stand in this debate?

r ( ristopher Professor June
. .

‘The Suffragette
movement can be
compared to
modern Islamic
Terrorists. Their

actions were

carefully calculated,
stage managed,
their crimes were

cold-blooded.

Historians have ignored the
public revulsion at the time

to Suffragettes campaign for

arson in the run up to the
First World War.’

By comparing modern Islamic terrorists with
the Suffragettes Dr Bearman is being
‘ahistorical and sensationalist.” The
suffragettes engaged in daring and brave
deeds... But from 1912, more violent tactics
were adopted including window-smashing
raids in London's West End and the
vandalizing of pillar boxes. Such a

change in strategy, which
, Was a response
to the stubbornness of the Liberal
government of the day that, who debated
but never passed the Suffrage Bill...

Secondly | reminded delegates of the need to plan longer enquiries that genuinely
allow students to follow their own lines of enquiry as my 3 lesson Delux enquiry on
the Great Plague and Great Fire of London does. Asking students what links the two
events always results in the answer that the fire ended the plague.
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The school texthook agrees:

The Plague was YRR RN
finally ended S
by the Great

Fire of London .

W

The fire of
London ended
the Great Plague

Is this
interpretation
correct?
How can we

fi

i 1666, The fire N : What Questions will

killed the rats, ) - you need to ask?
fleas and germs

that had :
brought the What evidence

plague’ might be available?

The text book agrees as you can see from the interpretation in the previous slide with
an explanation that the fire, rats fleas and germs that caused the plague. Students
are introduced to the concept that this is a historian’s interpretation that students can
evaluate. Asking a student to read the passage from the text book shows the
students that they are challenging a real historian’s interpretation and not a made up
notion.

It is important in an enquiry that we allow students to ask their own questions and
think through how they might find the answers in terms of the evidence available. In
this lesson students ask whether the fire burned all the areas that were affected by
the plague and ask for maps that might show this. Others ask for the numbers of
those that died and whether the plague spread to other parts of the country. This
information is then provided to the students in three genuine pieces evidence that the
teacher ‘just happens to have’: a map showing the areas of London affected by the
plague, a map showing the spread of the fire and the death rates for the previous
year of 1665.

Can you disprove this
interpretations using just
3 pieces of evidence

Students are charged with the challenge of disproving the interpretation using just
those 3 pieces of evidence. During this part of the lesson Year 8 students are initially
close to being out of their depth but are highly motivated to wrestle with this
challenge and soon begin to see that the fire has not reached the areas of London
worst affected by the plague, and the death rate appeared to go down from the
September of the previous year suggesting that the plague ebbing away from the
September of 1666 was partly coincidence or due to other factors such as the
temperature changes in the winter season.
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| am always impressed with how well students argue that the fire alone could not
have ended that plague using these 3 pieces of evidence and their own arguments
that the plague had spread beyond London. The lesson leaves students with the
guestion that if the fire did not end the plague, what did?

sson 3 —present conclusions in TV show

Le

Medical Historians: did doctors } - — "
and medical knowledge bring an e ‘ -
end to the plague? s ]

7

TV Presenters to debunk the myth
with help of London Record Office and
prepare to interview experts

L N
. A study of delta 32
DNA mutation can
. explain the
= - increasing immunity

our experts
will explain
why the 7, —
- ] Gyeat 18 rv :’4 i
Computer geeks: what was Plague
happening in rest of country? faded away »
Latest on DNA research 2|

Meteorologists : was weather
afactor?

| !
l’l‘ Winter temperatures
Measures taken by R weakened the
LWL

m doctors would not S
have prevented its
spread

Scientists: effects of fire, Archaeologists: public health
mutation of bacteria measures revealed from a 17t centur
woodcut print

It is the second lesson that allows students to follow their own lines of enquiry. The
challenge in this lesson is for students to share and test the validity of their own
hypotheses on what they believe may have ended the plague. Groups of students
are given a set of evidence that matches their hypothesis so that in the third lesson
each group can present their findings as part of a TV show that allows students to
create their own history programme that attempts to answer what did and did not help
to end the plague. Meteorologists, for example investigate their hypothesis that it
what the weather that brought and end to the plague. Scientists research their
hypothesis that the plague ended due to people developing an immunity to the
disease, medical historians investigate the idea that it was the doctors helped to stop
the spead of the plague or found effective treatments for the disease, and so on.

Finally Neil involved delegates in his engaging enquiry on Custer which I will ask him
to explain to you in his own words.

‘The students are shown 3 interpretations of Custer. The first was a painting of the
battle of the Little Big Horn. Students were asked to raise their own questions based
upon this picture. This was then followed by a short video clip from
www.custerwest.org. This clip presented a very heroic impression of Custer,
complete with stirring music. | then posed the question “What impression do we have
of Custer so far?” Once this was established a third film clip was used to introduce
the contention that the defeat of the Seventh Cavalry might have been the fault of
Custer’s second in command. Major Marcus Reno.

With students now set up for a genuine historical conundrum (namely was Custer
betrayed or was he responsible for his own defeat?), | next demonstrated how we
might us the technique of Teacher in Role as a method to encourage students to not
only raise their own questions but to impart useable historical detail in a fun and
engaging format. For the purpose of the Conference, | chose to wear a silly hat in
order make the point that students often need a visual clue to help them differentiate
between teacher and “historical figure”.
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http://www.custerwest.org/

| then explained how the remainder of the enquiry progressed. This was to use a
traditional card sort to allow students an opportunity to categorise the causes of
Custer’s defeat and to each their own conclusions as to who was to blame.

To finish, | made a link between the lesson material and modern day controversy that
continues to surround the Battle of the Little Bighorn. This was done using a screen
shot from the custerwest.org website which accuses teachers of peddling hatred of
national heroes to impressionable children.

vt orgloccusieng i Bil=3
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500 visitors/day
400°000 visitors

Ariicle on Litrle Bighorn for kids full of hatred against the USA and Custer

TEACHING LIES AND
HATRED TO KIDS

This website presents Custer as a hero and
claims that teachers lie by telling students he
was responsible for his own death.

What do you think?

By showing our students that the controversies of the past continue to resonate in the
present we do much to make our enquiries into the past a memorable and
meaningful experience.’
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