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Synopsis

This conference addressed ‘interpretations of history’, which inspection evidence has shown to be one of the more difficult aspects of National Curriculum history. Arising from the conference sessions and workshops, the aim was to produce a paper on interpretations with examples of how it might be tackled in Key Stage 3. Forty conference members including teachers, local education authority (LEA) advisers, initial teacher training tutors and HMI tackled these issues in 24 hours of intensive activity. The Museum of British Empire and Commonwealth provided an ideal setting, not the least because of the issues of interpretation surrounding this subject.  As shown in ‘reflections’, below, the value of the conference was in the discussion, but there was insufficient time to meet the ambition of agreeing a conference paper with examples. 
Summary of conference sessions

The conference consisted of workshop sessions interspersed with presentations. These included a review of the origins, establishment and functioning of the Museum of Empire and Commonwealth by Katherine Hann; a look at approaches to teaching about Empire from Michael Riley and Jamie Byrom; and a demonstration of the QCA Innovating History website by Jerome Freeman. 

Session 1

Scott Harrison HMI provided a brief overview of the findings from Ofsted inspection. His starting point was the evidence from Ofsted of the general strength of history teaching.  

However, he quoted from this year’s Ofsted Subject report:

…there is little evidence that schools are giving sufficient time to understanding interpretations of history: schools and inspectors need to distinguish between this specific and important aspect of study and the more general use of the word such as in the ‘interpretation of sources’.


He also referred to Ofsted’s view that content should be selected using criteria that includes significance and, as such, insufficient attention is given to the study of the British Empire in many schools. 

Scott introduced the pre-conference paper, a revised version of which is attached as Annex A. Groups were asked to consider two main points about this paper. 

(a) Whether they found the definition of interpretations of history to be helpful: 

Historical interpretations are the products of conscious reflections on past events, and distanced from them in time. As a recent textbook bluntly puts it, ‘an interpretation of history is simply someone’s version of history’. (Dawson) History is constantly re-interpreted, but of equal interest is the way in which history has been interpreted in the past, and amongst different cultures. The use of the word interpretations in this context is distinctive from any generic use of the term ‘to interpret’, as in interpreting sources of evidence. 

Workshop groups broadly agreed with the definition, although some of the accompanying arguments were considered to be too complex. 

(b) Whether the classification of interpretations by purpose is helpful. 

i) History that seeks to offer a credible record or explanation of the past based upon evidence.

ii) Purposeful distortion of the historical record, propaganda for political or sectarian ends.

iii) History fast and loose, where entertainment takes precedence over evidence 

Although some groups liked the classification, there was some disagreement as to whether this created an undesirable ‘hierarchy’, and whether it was in fact about purpose at all. One group offered, as an alternative, a summary of three criteria against which any interpretation might be understood and thereafter evaluated.

We need to ask about:

· the PURPOSE (why was it made? For whom? To persuade? Entertain? Inform? etc) 

· the PROCESS (How did the maker reach his/her conclusions? Did they go back to the sources? Did they use these sources rigorously? Did they need to bearing in mind the purpose?) 

· the PERSPECTIVE (Who made this? What influenced his/her viewpoint and experience e.g. personality, nationality, political or religious persuasion). In other words this is not an alternative way of classifying – it is a way of understanding before evaluating. 

The attached paper has been modified in the light of some of these comments. The paper carries no authority and is offered only as an addition to a continuing debate. 

Session 2 

In workshops, conference members then began one of two activities.

Three groups worked in the museum galleries to different briefs, producing  questions and tasks regarding interpretations that, as far as possible, could be transferred to other museums or undertaken in classrooms. 

The other groups shared the examples that they had brought with them in order to select one or two that the group could use to write teaching plans. In both cases it was hoped that these examples would complement the conference paper and provide practical help to teachers through the QCA ‘Innovating History’ Website.

To address some of the difficulties encountered in these early sessions, the second day began with a review led by Christine Counsell, Michael Riley and Jamie Byrom. 

The point was reaffirmed that ‘interpretations’ are ways in which the past has been reconstructed and presented. In the first instance, it is not about whether an interpretation is reliable, wrong or useful, but about the purpose and ideology at the time it was made. 

They established the following as a set of principles for asking questions of interpretations:

(1) What is it? (Educational textbook, novel etc.)

(2) What is it saying? 

· What does it say / show explicitly?

· What does it say implicitly (style / tone)?

(3) How and why was it constructed?

· What was the purpose and audience? e.g.

i. to persuade?

ii. to entertain?

iii. to inform?

iv. to communicate?

v. to commemorate?

· What is the relationship between the interpretation and the available evidence?

· Which parts are factual, points of view, or imagined?

· How has the interpretation been affected by the context in which it was created?

i. Ideology?

ii. Values?

iii. Nationality

iv. Personality

v. Expectations? 

An issue which recurred in the first day was where to draw the line between what is and is not an interpretation of history. Christine, Jamie and Michael addressed this with the following diagram.

	Light / non-existent interpretations focus
	Strong interpretations focus

	Pupils construct their own interpretations (e.g. Cromwell – hero or villain?)
	Pupils compare, contrast, discuss how/why their own interpretations differ

	Pupils use contemporary sources 
	Pupils consider how the availability of sources has shaped an interpretation

	Pupils identify errors and inaccuracies in Blackadder
	Pupils consider why the makers of Blackadder chose to include inaccuracies


Groups then continued their work in the museum galleries and on teaching materials. 

Examples of the questions agreed by the groups included:

Who needs Robin Hood?

This enquiry introduces Year 7 pupils to the principle of interpretations. Pupils will form conclusions about the reasons why different interpretations are created.

How should we update this museum display on the history of the slave trade? 

The purpose of this enquiry is to raise pupils’ awareness of changing interpretations of the legacy of the slave trade over the past 50 years. It builds on previous work on the British Empire and the existence of the slave trade within it.

Why do historians disagree about the blitz spirit? 

This enquiry explores the construction of the concept of the ‘blitz spirit’ as a basis for exploring interpretations of this concept.

Outcomes and next steps 

In reflecting on this 24 hour conference, the following points emerge:

· A professional understanding of interpretations of history remains tentative.

· The variables involved make it very difficult to get a coherent approach to interpretations, and especially to build in progression.

· Interpretations of history are a vital part of National Curriculum history, and that there is a need to maintain the debate amongst professionals at a national level. 

Further information:

Ofsted reports on secondary history, can be found at www.ofsted.gov.uk.publications
[add links referred to earlier, if available]

Annex A. Discussion paper: Interpretations of history. 
This paper was written as a stimulus for discussion at the Ofsted invitation conference, June 2004. As shown in the accompanying conference report, the paper was contested, and carries no authority. However, it was felt to be useful to make the paper more widely available as a stimulus for further debate on the subject of interpretations of history.

Interpretations of history

The National Curriculum requires that pupils should be taught:

a) how and why historical events, people, situations and changes have

  been interpreted in different ways

b) how to evaluate interpretations

Ofsted has reported over several years that historical interpretations is an aspect of National Curriculum history that is less well developed than others. In June 2004 a group of teachers, teacher trainers, advisers and HMI met together to discuss these issues and agree on some straightforward principles to underpin work on interpretations, with examples.  

Interpretations: what do we mean? 

Historical interpretations are the products of conscious reflections on past events, and distanced from them in time. As a recent textbook bluntly puts it, ‘an interpretation of history is simply someone’s version of history’ (Dawson). History is constantly re-interpreted, but of equal interest is the way in which history has been interpreted in the past, and amongst different cultures. 

The use of the word interpretations in this context is distinctive from any generic use of the term ‘to interpret’, as in interpreting sources of evidence. 

Given the strength of other aspects of history teaching, it is surprising that one element of the National Curriculum should have been a cause of so much confusion and difficulty.  It has been argued that there are three common errors made by teachers in their planning of work on interpretations. 

· That it is about pupils doing some interpreting of their own (‘Arkwright - hero or villain?’, ‘Cromwell - nice or nasty?’).

· The focus is on contemporary sources rather than interpretations as a ‘conscious reflection on the past’.

· Inappropriate evaluative questions are asked of interpretations, such as ‘How useful is Blackadder?’, or ‘Is the film ‘Cromwell’ accurate’. 

In summary, opportunities are missed where teachers assume that ‘the central force of pupil reflection’ must be on accuracy, reliability, utility, rather than on historical context of the interpretation; on processes of construction; on purpose (witting or unwitting); on audience; and on form. 

Types of historical interpretation

History comes in many forms, including monographs, textbooks, websites, museum exhibitions, historic sites, paintings, television series, films, documentaries, drama and re-enactments. The course that pupils and students receive is also an interpretation of the past. 

In his influential writing about interpretations, Tony McAleavy classified interpretations into types (academic, educational, fictional, popular, personal) but purposefully avoided attributing value to one over the other, or to create a hierarchy. 

However, it can be argued that, in order to sharpen approaches to interpretations, a classification by type can usefully be overlaid by another that focuses on purpose. The purpose of those who make interpretations of the past ranges from academic objectivity to self-serving distortion; and from personal satisfaction to mass entertainment. 

In this paper historical interpretations are classified into three types: 

(a) History that seeks to offer a credible record or explanation of the past based upon evidence.

(b) Purposeful distortion of the historical record, propaganda for political or sectarian ends.

(c) History fast and loose, where entertainment takes precedence over evidence.

It is not suggested that these are exclusive. In diagrammatic form, there would be points of overlap. 

(a) History as a credible record based on evidence

Central to work on interpretations is an understanding of the role and purpose of the historians who work in universities, schools, museums and commercial contexts including publishing and film making. In order to construct a history they use evidence and build a story or explanation around it.  Ideally, and as far as possible, all known and relevant evidence is considered and the account is firmly rooted in that evidence: as the process of research unfolds, a skill of the historian is in filling the gaps. Historians will not come up with the same answer. There are differences because: 

· Different evidence is used, and is used in different ways; thus a museum exhibition might focus on a particular and untypical collection; an historian preparing a television series may select material because of its appeal to a popular audience.

· History is the product of critical discourse; argument is at the heart of the subject. History deals with uncertainty, and often judgements about the past have to be qualified. 

· Evidence has to be accompanied by deduction and inference to fill the gaps. Historians will come to different conclusions, and these may well reflect their own background, disposition, culture and the period in which they live. 

· Whereas modern historians may have an overwhelming quantity of evidence, there is little documented evidence for some periods of history, and for some cultures. Archaeology is a discipline that constructs history on the basis of physical remains, and this may require greater use of inference and deduction. 

· Over time, new evidence becomes available.

· Over time, too, the accumulating evidence includes other historian’s interpretations of a person, event or change, and these will also be influential. 

The history that pupils in schools receive is also an interpretation. In the material selected by an author, and the sources and text chosen, a period, person or change is inevitably dealt with partially. Both in the planning of a lesson and in the overview of what pupils learn about a period, they receive an interpretation. They need to know this, and at least have some view of the possible alternatives. As has been pointed out this can be a cause of frustration to learners who come to see history as a ‘mass of uncertainty’. However, argument about the past is at the heart of the subject because we can not be certain about what happened. The understanding of interpretations is a safeguard against the tyranny of a single view of the past, with all of the dangers that this holds. 

(b) History as Propaganda

Some people who purport to be historians are in fact propagandists. Their interpretations are constructed for purposes other than to provide objective view of the past. This includes:

· nationalistic history, as for example in cold war histories of the Second World War

· histories which support ideological views; for example holocaust denial.

A characteristic of such histories is the omission of certain evidence or argument, and the use of assertion rather than the suspension of judgement. Some apparently ‘objective’ histories which are strongly influenced by political, religious or social disposition may fall into this category. 

(c) History fast and loose 

Fiction and history are often interwoven and thus, to some degree, are not based on evidence. That is not to say that such histories are necessarily without merit. For example, novelists and film producers enhance their story by establishing authentic historical situations or contexts, such as ‘Blackadder’ or ‘Dad’s Army’. There is a difference however, between fictitious characters in authentic settings, and more subtle shifts and distortions where the reader or viewer can not distinguish between what is fact and what is falsehood, as in the film ‘Elizabeth’. 

In more extreme cases the rules of history are completely ignored, with selection from, and distortion of, history in order to sell books or fill box-offices. 

For example, a US film about the capture of the Enigma decoding machine makes claims for US forces in defiance of the evidence. Such ‘histories’ are likely to be of greater worth as evidence of the climate at the time when they were made than of the subject itself. Some come close to being propaganda.  

Both propaganda and fiction are certain to offer interpretations which differ from objective histories because they are designed to do so. 

The role of the pupil here is not to dismiss as ‘useless’ these version of history, but to understand how and why history has been used in this way. 

Interpretations and evaluation

It has already been pointed out that that there has been confusion between interpretations of history and source evaluation. In part this may have arisen because, in the National Curriculum, evaluation of interpretations is identified at a higher level skill (Level 8 and exceptional performance). 

In evaluating credible histories (category a, above) there are, indeed, some parallels with source evaluation. For example, clues about the purpose of a writer can be found in internal evidence such as assertive writing, the use of pejorative or adulatory phrases, but this should only act as a starting point for asking why this is so.  

Evaluation might also involve comparison of interpretations, but there is a danger that here, too, that it becomes just another source-based activity. To raise the stakes, comparison might be seen as the starting point to ask questions about the differences between the interpretations and how they came about. Often difference is due to inclusion or omission. Where the interpretation is based in the classroom on a textbook author’s selection of sources this is of little significance other than to the effect that differences easily arise. When comparing the work of historians, it is rather more important. Was the evidence not available at the time of writing? Was it deemed unimportant by the writer? Does the omission or use of particular evidence add weight to an argument, or detract from someone else’s interpretation? Answers to these questions may not come readily, but at least pupils will know the sorts of questions to ask and the speculations that it is legitimate to make. 

At a higher level, and rather more subtle, the text, film or other representation will be read in the knowledge of its provenance in order to explain the interpretation. History and context are intertwined. Where pupils know that a history is representative of an age in which it is written, the pupil will not be feeling in the dark, but will be able to make evaluative connections in an informed way, and then make and justify a judgement. 

The evaluation of propaganda (category b, above) is likely to take a different form. The recognition of propaganda moves pupils into a different mode of enquiry. For whom was it written? Is there evidence that it was effective? What does it tell us about the period when it was constructed?

The evaluation of history ‘fast and loose’ can easily become a knee-jerk dismissal: it is only comedy / violence / nostalgia, where the history itself is redundant. However, pupils should go beyond this to see what value if any the history adds, and to understand the motives of those who made it. 

What should pupils be able to do with interpretations?

In learning how and why historical events, people, situations and changes have been interpreted in different ways, pupils should:

· know that, with exceptions, historians seek to establish the truth about people, events and changes

· understand the reasons why historians come to different conclusions

· gain knowledge and understanding of the periods and people they have studied, but also realise that there are other interpretations

· see how some histories have been used for purposes such as propaganda, profit or self-aggrandisement

· know that much of what they read or view about the past is fiction. It does not observe the evidential rules of history

· know that some fiction is of value because the context is authentic

· know that many representations of the past are worthless as history, and the motives of those who created it are to do with entertainment, profit or propaganda.

In general, the National Curriculum level descriptions identify the knowledge and understanding of different interpretations at lower levels, but explanation of how and why different interpretations are produced at higher levels. This component therefore exercises pupils at different levels of attainment depending on the context of the activity, the medium, and the tasks they are asked to address. 

In learning about evaluating interpretations, pupils should:

· know how to identify the internal evidence from the interpretation they are considering

· be able to make inferences from the comparison of different interpretations

· understand how the interpretation is affected by the context in which it was created

· make judgements on the effectiveness of a history written as propaganda

· understand the role of history where the context is unhistorical

· make an informed judgement about the interpretation, which, depending on the type in question, might include objectivity, completeness, accuracy, or the extent of these things. 

Annex B: Interpretations in the National Curriculum

The National Curriculum gives some touchstones to indicate how pupils should make progress through levels of attainment. It is dangerous to take these statements in isolation, because level descriptions are designed to be holistic and additionally presuppose qualitative progression that is undefined. Even so, the statements offer the following ladder of progression in the level descriptions:

Level 4: Pupils show some understanding that aspects of the past have been represented and interpreted in different ways.

Level 5: They know that some events, people and changes have been interpreted in different ways and suggest possible reasons for this. 

Level 6: Pupils describe, and begin to analyse, why there are different historical interpretations of events, people and changes. 

Level 7: They explain how and why different historical interpretations have been produced

Level 8: They analyse and explain different interpretations and are beginning to evaluate them

Exceptional performance: They make balanced judgements based on their understanding of the historical context about the value of different interpretations of historical events and developments. 

