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ABSTRACT

Lancaster, Scott. 2018. Pedagogy of the history classroom. Master’s Thesis in
Education. University of Jyvdskyld. Department of Education and Psychol-

ogy, 73 pp-

The purpose of this study is to uncover what specific role constructivist peda-
gogy has within the history classroom, and whether it is perceived as useful
from both a student and teacher perspective, to best inform future history
teaching practice. The study was conducted within four secondary schools
across the south and east of England, focussing on students in both years 7 and
10. The research process involved lesson observations, questionnaires and in-
terview process to uncover perceptions, reflections and opinions regarding the
implementation of constructivism in secondary history classrooms.

The results of the study were that constructivism was perceived as useful
by both students and teachers, though both parties acknowledged difficulties in
the implementation of the pedagogy within the classroom. Further themes
emerged which discussed teacher understanding of the pedagogy, as well as
students focus on individual written pedagogy, given the English context. The
research projects conclusion uncovered that constructivist pedagogy is per-
ceived to be no more or less important within the history classroom than any
other practice, and indeed finds itself most useful when employed in addition

to other pedagogical approaches.
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1 INTRODUCTION

History, can be a difficult subject to teach. Given that it is a linguistically rich
and linguistically dense subject, it requires competent linguistic skills (Kitson,
Husbands & Steward, 2011). Yet it also requires key analytical skills, persuasive
and writing skills, as well as dedication to research and reading. Given this
wide scope, history teaching can employ a wide range of pedagogical ap-
proaches; indeed, during my own time as a student of history I gained first-
hand experience of the wide range of pedagogical approaches different teachers
use. As a history teacher, I'm interested in finding out if my own ideas on what
history teaching should look like are similar to those of other teachers, and per-
haps more importantly, the students themselves. This form of normative ap-
proach should help us to uncover what exactly ‘ought to be” within the history
classroom

In teaching history, I've enjoyed giving students the opportunity to ex-
plore the subject material and come to understand it together; and this is some-
thing I want to continue in my career. Finding a pedagogical approach which
works for my own style of teaching has been important, but discovering
whether the students agree that this is an appropriate way of teaching will be
even more so. This will enable me to develop a rationale for my teaching style
in terms of my future work within the profession, especially considering the
pressure OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education) and a results-drive sys-
tem puts upon teachers within England.

Further to this, investigating the impact of this pedagogical approach on
students and teachers could help to alleviate the uncertainty and stress cur-
rently surrounding the profession. Over the past eight years, the English educa-
tion system has faced a barrage of changes. Since Michael Gove began pushing
traditionalist teaching methods, removing the arts and reforming the grading
system (Brown, 2016), to budget cuts of nearly £3bn forcing schools to close
early, drop subjects from the curriculum and even ask parents for money (Ad-

ams, 2017) (“Schools asking parents”, 2017). All of this has made the education



sector more difficult to work in, with almost a quarter of UK teachers qualified
since 2011 no longer teaching and a workload on average of around 50-60 hours
a week (Carr, 2017). All of this has led to a rise in unqualified teachers in the UK
system of 62% in the past four years (Turner, 2017).

The significance of this research then, lies in seeking to find whether stu-
dents and teachers agree on a pedagogical approach for history. Through find-
ing common ground between both students and teachers, as well as an ap-
proach which works, I hope to inform my own future teaching and that of oth-
ers to make our time smoother despite the current climate. Indeed, it is impera-
tive that we place our emphasis on the development of students and finding an
approach which helps them and their journey through school to become histo-
rians, or to at least improve their skills therein.

This project will seek to investigate two primary research questions. Mov-
ing through these we will uncover both perceptions of constructivism within

the history classroom, as well as some insight into application and success.

1. How important do students and teachers perceive constructivist peda-
gogy to be, in the history classroom?
2. What kinds of pedagogical approaches do teachers employ in their his-

tory classroom?



2 LITERATURE REVIEW

When studying constructivism, and especially given the nature of the classroom
as a social environment, we should first look to Vygotsky (1960) who suggested
that “All higher psychological functions are internalized relationships of the
social kind” (Daniels, 2005, 198). Vygotsky has widely been seen a founder of
social constructivism, in suggesting that learning and knowledge are developed
through social activity to construct meaning. As explained by Larochelle and
Bednarz (1998) it “reintroduces what objectivism has always sought to leave
out, namely, properties of the observer within the description of his or her ob-
servations”. Thereby, constructivism is the process through which meaning is
made within oneself, by both the surrounding context and social interaction
with others who facilitate and participate in learning. Within the classroom,
constructivist learning might be shown through group work, a curriculum
which emphasises a wider concept rather than a narrow focus, and teachers
who act as facilitators of learning rather than experts and leaders. If we were to
give it a historical example, we could consider a lesson on the holocaust. Con-
sider the depth of learning and understanding that could be made through a
student working from a textbook and articles with their teacher. Then consider
the same lesson, but instead focussed around a discussion with holocaust sur-
vivors. The unique context and social aspect would, in constructivist theory,
lead to deeper and more meaningful learning and knowledge acquisition as
students explore together.

This project will also look to assess how effective constructivist pedagogy
is in the history classroom. Because of this, we should examine whether there is
an acknowledged history pedagogy, and what best practice might look like.
Kitson, Husbands and Steward (2011) have written an extensive overview of
teaching history in secondary schools in England. Whilst much of their work is
focussed on educating teachers on the importance of history teaching and how
best to implement this in a practical sense, towards the end of the book they

begin to pose this very question - is there a history pedagogy? Whilst they



touch on some of the implications of constructivism and the importance of qual-
ity teachers in dialogic learning, their main conclusions are less clear. Stating
that although in a history classroom, activities may be presented with different
pedagogical techniques, they are “not the principal purpose of the lesson, but a
means to an end” (Kitson et al., 139). Through this we can understand that for
Kitson et al., history teaching should make use of many pedagogies depending
on materials, teachers and students. They continue to suggest the pedagogical
approaches of a history classroom are not characterised within the framework
of a single lesson, but by a wider scheme of work; fitting this singular lesson
into a sequence to achieve a longer-term aim which might involve the use of
varying pedagogical approaches.

Although their work is somewhat lacking in depth, given that it is meant
as a broad introduction to teaching history, rather than an academic text, it pro-
vides some good context for this study. First, in understanding that history as a
discipline can employ a wide range of pedagogical approaches, Kitson, Hus-
bands and Steward affirms an understanding that constructivism has a place
within the history classroom, even if it is as part of a patchwork of pedagogical
approaches. Second, their brief exploration around the importance of Vygotsky
and constructivism, in helping students contextualise history themselves
(Kitson et al., 27), further points to its usefulness within the classroom. It will be
interesting to see whether the authors affinity for this, is borne out in the practi-
cal classroom setting. Yet, it does pose an important question - if history peda-
gogy is focussed on the long term aims and values (the historical longue durée),
is there relevance in applying a single approach to our lessons or should our
focus be on the wider picture of several weeks, months or even years of learn-
ing?

Given that history is a subject which is framed extensively by language, it
is surely important that we allow students the use of their own language. For
Husbands (1996) “Words ... are the most powerful tool we have in thinking
about history” (Husbands, 97). Husbands refers to not just the written word,

but also the spoken. History is inaccessible but through those who experienced
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it, and as such it is framed by the language and messages of the day. Consider
an account of the Viking raid on Lindisfarne in 793AD. These painted a view of
the Vikings as barbaric slaughterers with no morals. This view persists because
of the language used by the people who recorded history, and their opinion has
been passed down through history.

It is then, surely of importance to allow students their voice to give a
rounded discussion of history. Giving students the opportunity to express
themselves, and pick up on fragments of historical evidence using their own
interpretive lens will only add to the historical record, and by giving them the
platform in the history classroom to create the understanding in their own lan-
guage we can give them far more power than through being the all-knowing
expert teacher.

Indeed, there could be an entirely different thesis project on the language
of the history classroom. But to briefly consider what Silver and Marlar Lwin
(2014) have discussed, is relevant to our project. Firstly, if we remember the im-
portance of words to history as our main source of knowledge from the past,
we can recognise that it is easy for students of history to understand words, but
not the context (Silver and Lwin, 2). To give a historical example, a student
might have a definition and understanding of the word ‘slave’, yet to read a
piece of text from Ancient Rome with the same word would have an entirely
different meaning. A student working alone would have nobody to challenge
their definitions and understandings, to adapt the word to fit the appropriate
context and to understand the meaning has shifted over time. We should also
consider the importance of discussion through the various modes of “talk” pre-
sent in the classroom.

Under the umbrella of constructivism are the various modes of ‘talk’
which take place within the classroom, encompassing discussion between the
many different power relationships in the learning environment. Mercer and
Hodgkinson (2008) cite the need for a better understanding of how talk func-
tions in the classroom, to improve its quality. Nevertheless, they identify some

key processes which social learning can help to develop. The first is that allow-
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ing students to make mistakes, can be beneficial. Through exploratory talk, in
which students often reach dead-ends, hesitate, question themselves and others
whilst considering the validity of what they’re saying, students can reach justi-
fiable answers in which all known knowledge has been shared and many view-
points considered. Through this method of allowing students the freedom to
explore understanding together in conversation, it also allows there to be mul-
tiple answers under consideration (an important aspect of historiography).

It will therefore be important in this research project to pay attention to
whether the teacher allows, or makes room for students to struggle, to hesitate
and backtrack as well as explore materials together. But perhaps the most press-
ing application regarding talk comes from Mercer and Dawes (2008). The series
of questioning which is common in classroom goes as follows: the teacher will
ask a question, a student will answer, and the teacher will comment on that an-
swer. Known as IRF (Initiation, Response, Feedback), they note it remains ex-
tremely common because of developments in assessment for learning, to check
attention and provide immediate feedback (Mercer and Dawes, 57). But they
question the need for an immediacy in the response to teacher initiation. In-
stead, they argue that the second phase should be discussion of the question
between students. This will not only give students the confidence of having
previously discussed ideas with their peers, as well as trying out some “‘wrong’
answers, but also allow for the teacher to involve a wider audience and give
them a clearer idea of student thinking (Mercer and Dawes, 61-62). In our ob-
servations, we should note how much opportunity students are given to under-
take this discussion and exploratory talk, as well as how keen they are to take
part in it, as a gauge to how valued discussion based learning is.

Paul Light and Karen Littleton (2000) have written extensively on the role
of social processes in Children’s learning. They provide a summary of the trans-
formation of understanding through time, discussing what Piaget summarised
as the importance of inequalities of power and status. By this, they mean that
when children are exposed to the thoughts and ideas of adults, they are less

likely to question and develop their own ideas, instead taking on the adult’s
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response as truth. As part of historical skill development, students should be
encouraged to form their own arguments and opinions. If we agree that social
processes avoid the inequalities of power, students who explore material with
other students will be more likely to form their own historical ideas rather than
simply agree with the teacher’s interpretation of the material. In my own ex-
perience teaching history, I've seen this to be the case. Students can often inter-
pret sources in new and creative ways that I hadn’t thought about, indeed if I
had not allowed them to explore together and stuck to a more didactic ap-
proach then they, and I, would have not considered these different viewpoints.
Herein lies the importance in allowing children to discuss their own ideas and
answers, however ‘wrong’ they may be, as this discussion between children,
debating their own opinions and resolving the differences in their own answers
may allow children to think deeper and reach a higher level of understanding
than before (Light and Littleton, 2-3).

For one of their studies, Light and Littleton sought to apply previous evi-
dence that the cognitive processes of planning, would be significantly aided by
social interaction. For this, they produced an adventure game (given that the
decisions made within such an environment lend themselves to peer discus-
sion) which ensured this study was not only well structured, but had a variety
of completion methods (Light and Littleton, 32). The software was also de-
signed to produce several obstacles (in this case, pirates and bandits) to develop
problem solving skills amongst participants and force them to think in depth
about the moves and actions taken within the game. The study was designed to
elicit whether children working in pairs would have any advantage over those
working alone, and then whether this potential advantage would carry over
into a subsequent assessment. Through this, they hoped to show that construc-
tivist learning not only had a positive impact on the task itself, but was carried
through in later learning. A total of 39 students participated split into 13 pairs
and 13 individuals. They had two attempts before all students were separated
and set to the task alone. Of those who had worked in pairs, 72% successfully

completed the programme, whilst only 31% of those who worked alone could
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do so (Light and Littleton, 37). From the computer logs of this study they also
noted that many children began with no clear plan or real understanding of
how to complete the task, and that this developed over time. Further studies
using similar software found similar results, but also posed questions when
their observations suggested that symmetrical pairs (that is pairings on an equal
ability level) produced better results than asymmetrical (Light and Littleton,
50), which is something that other researchers like Tolmie, Howe et al. (1993) or
Kagan (2013) disagree with, in suggesting that groups and pairs of differing
abilities produce better learning construction. This is clearly something that
could be thought about in our questionnaire as to how teachers design their
student groupings as there is some discussion on this topic, Goos, Galbraith and
Renshaw (2002) whose study into creating collaborative group problem solving
found that students who could not critically engage with one another were less
likely to succeed, and so suggests that learners should be grouped with peers of
a similar level.

Whilst this study is important in its suggestion of a clear link between peer
social work and progress, particularly when considering historical skills, pro-
gress which can be carried through to subsequent learning and testing. There
remain a few points to consider.

Primarily, is that these tests were conducted using computer software and
repetition of tasks. Given the speed at which the curriculum in England is run
through, repeating material isn’t likely to be an occurrence. After all, the current
curriculum has students learning roughly 4000 years of history in 11 academic
years. Thus, any advantage co-operative learning may have on the same subject
over time is diminished by the fact the same subject is rarely studied over a
long period of time. Yet, if we do not consider the repetition of subject material,
and instead that of subject skills it could be of some importance. Students re-
peatedly utilise source analysis and argumentation skills, and so repeated stu-
dent co-operative learning using these skills would take place in our classroom.

It is interesting to think then, that by using pair work when using the history
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skills, we could be further preparing students later in their history work, even if
the subject matter has changed, to make better use of their skillset.

Neil Mercer (2007), focuses on the importance of dialogue and talk be-
tween both students, and teachers and students. Presenting us with an over-
view of research on this area. Discussing a project from the 1970’s called ORA-
CLE, Mercer summates:

In a large number of British primary schools ... just because several chil-

dren were sitting together at a table (as was common) this did not mean

that they were collaborating. Typically, children at any table would simply

be working, in parallel, on individual tasks. (Mercer, 23)

Although this particular study is now somewhat dated, he continues to
note that further studies in the early 2000’s affirm this problem that children
work in groups rather than as groups, leading to interactions which never real-
ise their full potential (Mercer, 23). Citing early studies into the effectiveness of
collaborative learning, such as Littleton, as having variables which are too eas-
ily manipulated (for example, the size of groups) and instead emphasises a shift
to a more process-orientated research looking at the influence of group compo-
sition or task design (Mercer, 24), as having the most significant impact on
learning. This continues the previous discussion led by researchers like Kagan
(2013) in suggesting that the makeup of student groupings is of paramount im-
portance to learning progress.

Mercer continues to discuss the importance of time and the classroom in
the learning journey. He notes that, as other researchers such as Barnes (1992)
have surmised, understanding is not suddenly grasped from the abyss. It is a
journey, one which is usually undertaken with classmates and teachers across
academic years with the feeding in of new information and the application and
development of problem-solving skills (Mercer, 102). Mercer also notes this to
be particularly applicable to British schools, whose assessments are designed to
assess cumulative understanding, and not just recall specific data. A student’s

history assessment at the end of year 11 will test writing and analysis skills
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learnt over the duration of their academic life, as well as historical knowledge
and facts which have been picked up more recently. Therefore, the teachers de-
signing of the learning journey, the language and relationship between teachers
and students is important in understanding the success and failure of learning
over time (Mercer, 102-103).

For this research project, Mercer introduces some important considera-
tions. Chiefly, the necessity to differentiate between students working as a
group, and those working in a group. For this, the emphasis of implementation
should be on task design. In our research, we could look to identify tasks where
learners are required to work together, in tasks that are of an adequate diffi-
culty and composition to necessitate co-operative learning (Mercer, 28). It will
be necessary to look beyond the obvious and understand whether students are
really working together to reach a goal, and when interviewing students and
teachers it will be necessary to make this distinction clear, as the lines can be
easily blurred. Continuing this, Mercer’s discussions on the role of language
and relationship will also be important to remember. For Mercer, it was
through language that a teacher could emphasise how knowledge gained today
could be useful in the future, as well as building on the shared classroom ex-
perience from the past. For example, double checking group working guide-
lines alongside vocalising the important aspects of the task builds a relationship
based in the past, present and future (Mercer, 107) and highlights to students
where they have come from, what they are doing and what they’ll take with
them to the next step. We could also then, during our observations examine
how language and the relationships in the classroom are used to help construct
learning and understanding, drawing knowledge from past experiences to take
forward.

The history classroom is a place where, although learners require hard
facts, there is room for interpretation and opinion. Historiography is the study
of historians’ opinions and the trends in history over time. Students should be
encouraged to interact with these, as well as form their own evidenced argu-

ment. A broad study on dialogic group discussions in the US by Reznitskaya,
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Cuo, Clark, Miller, Jadallah, Anderson and Nguyen-.Jahiel (2009) sought to un-
derstand individual outcomes following participation in group collaboration.
But first, it is important to note that the researchers agreed there to be shortcom-
ings of this collaborationist approach. The main shortcoming being that teach-
ers can, with best intentions, try to apply this theory through an endless loop of
open ended questions, thus never really allowing students the opportunity to
form conclusions and make certainties of knowledge, instead the potential of
authentic classroom constructivism is lost in a quagmire of meaningless ques-
tioning (Reznitskaya et al., 29-30). Their research was based on the belief that
students need the ability to use reasoned arguments when dealing with com-
plex problems - like our setting of the history classroom, and historiography.
Through genuine social interaction, students can enhance and find new mean-
ing together whilst not diminishing the role or expertise of the teacher. Students
can be allowed to explain themselves, question others and defend their own
viewpoint, all of which enhance their reasoning and argumentation skills (p. 32,
42) - ultimately key skills in history. Their study focused not on the ability of a
student to recite knowledge, but on the change in quality of student responses
when a dialogic pedagogy is employed, and students are enabled to discuss
and form knowledge with one another.

But what alternative pedagogies exist that could take place in the history
classroom? Though Raina (2011) writes from an Indian perspective, the empha-
sis on multiculturalism within the classroom is a growing area of awareness in

the UK. He writes,

It is contented by many that a constructivist approach, particularly approximating the
ideas of Vygotsky, can accommodate the specific cultural roots of the child, particularly
linguistic, and aid in assimilating the child’s knowledge into a larger knowledge system,
rather than replace and substitute it completely (Raina, 10).

Yet whilst acknowledging the importance of this approach, Raina does
note the dangers of a purely constructivist approach in a multicultural society.
In the search to find a national identity and voice after the colonial period of
behaviourism within education, constructivism can appear to be the answer.

But for Raina, simply making use of this pedagogy brings a danger of cultural
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relativism, in the sense that critical knowledge (such as that found in the sci-
ences) is replaced by the dominating discourse in a society - for Raina this be-
ing the modern popularity of faith-based knowledge (Raina, 23).

Perhaps another pedagogical approach which we may encounter within
the history classroom is cognitivism. Yilmaz (2011) discusses cognitivism on a
pedagogical spectrum as the opposite to behaviourism, and yet not quite the
same as constructivism. The cognitive approach relates to making knowledge
meaningful to individual learners by relating new information to prior learning.
Instruction should be based on existing structures to be most effective (Yilmaz,
205). Within the history classroom this could be exhibited by reflecting on the
previous lesson and through repetition of skills. A consistent structure for les-
sons could also be a fixture of a cognitive pedagogy. Yilmaz does little however
to discuss the differences between constructivism and cognitivism, beyond stat-
ing that they are similar yet different.

Many of the implications for classroom practice which are written about
“explore instructional materials ... become active constructors of their own
knowledge ... students learn by receiving, storing and retrieving information”
(Yilmaz, 207) could all be features of constructivism. The main difference being
that teachers in cognitivism are aware beforehand of the needs and learning
characteristics of their students and adapt materials, whereas in pure construc-
tivism it is the interaction between pupils which does the hard work. Cognitiv-
ism then, is more likely than not, already a part of the patchwork of pedagogies
previously discussed - a mixture of constructivism and awareness by the

teacher of the learning needs of their pupils.
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3 THE RESEARCH TASK

As we are focusing our research on teaching styles, and personal perceptions,
the research methods used for this project will be qualitative with a focus on an
ethnographical approach given the human element. We'll be undertaking the
research through observational fieldwork within history classrooms, as well as
through interviews and questionnaires to understand our participants percep-
tions of history teaching. To begin, let us consider each of the research ques-
tions, how we will aim to answer it and what place it serves in the overall aims
of the project.
1. How important do students and teachers perceive constructivist peda-
gogy to be, in the history classroom?
2. What kinds of pedagogical approaches do teachers employ in their his-
tory classroom?

Our first research question is related to how important students and
teachers perceive constructivist pedagogy to be in the history classroom. This
information will be collected through semi-structured interviews with the
teacher and select students as well as a questionnaire. In both, the participants
will be asked to identify teaching methods they feel work best for them (given
that students may not understand the pedagogical theory) in the classroom, and
what else could be done to help them progress in their skills and understand-
ing. From this, we can ascertain whether students and teachers place a greater
emphasis on constructivist backed strategies, or elsewhere. It will also allow us
to straight question both teacher and students on what they feel is the impor-
tance of dialogue and communication within their learning. Investigating per-
ceptions of constructivism is important for our project, as it will enable us to
understand how much this approach is already in use within the history class-
room, as well as gain student and teacher insight into how much it works in
their given context.

Secondly, we are looking at the kinds of pedagogical approaches em-

ployed by teachers in their history classroom. Continuing from our first ques-
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tion, wherein we examined the perceptions of teaching methods, next we will
seek to understand the kinds of teaching methods used. This will help us to de-
termine if there is a gap between desired pedagogy and implemented peda-
gogy, to discover if the application of constructivism is appropriate in the his-
tory classroom context. This will be assessed through several methods. The first
being observational fieldwork of a sample of history lessons in which we can
note the pedagogical approaches used, secondly through the discussion and
questionnaires given to both teachers and students we can make some conclu-
sions of their experiences over time, and thirdly perhaps even through looking

at the longer-term schemes of work in place in the schools.
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4 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE STUDY

4.1 The participants

The participants in this study are four history teachers and their classes from
across the East of England. They are teaching in a range of schools including
state maintained, private and academy chains. The students involved will be
from the secondary education age group, ranging from Years 7 to 11; or ages 11
to 18. To ensure continuity across the project we will attempt, wherever possi-
ble, to interview and observe classes with students of similar ages and at similar
places in their academic journey. For example, four groups of students under-
taking their GCSE’s, and four groups of students still undergoing Key Stage
Three. We have asked the teachers to select students themselves to take part in
semi-structured interviews and answer questionnaires. The reason for this is
that the teachers will be best placed to select students who are likely to engage
with the material and provide us with engaging and useful responses. Al-
though not as rigorous as providing responses from every student in the four
classes, the questioning and interview of over 200 students would be, perhaps,
too time consuming and we can presume that not all the responses would be as
rich and detailed as those provided in a smaller, more intimate research proc-
ess. Teachers are encouraged to select pupils from a wider background rather
than just those who would typically volunteer to help.

Our participant teachers, and their classes, have been selected from a
range of school types, so we can hope to draw conclusions about the general
history classroom and not simply contain our evidence to one mode of school-
ing, following (or not) the national curriculum. It is also important to note that
most of the teachers participating have qualified in the past five years, so are
more likely to be resistant to the impact of curriculum and educational change
on their teaching ideology (Eisenbach, 156). We can therefore reliably assume
that we are researching the ideal pedagogy of history teachers through those

who are most likely to be sticking to their favoured teaching style.
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The research method for this project will be qualitative, with a focus on ethnog-
raphy. The reason that this approach has been selected, is that the topic we are
dealing with relates strongly to perceptions and opinions, observing students
and teachers in their day-to-day schooling. As such, the qualitative approach
will allow us to uncover these much more than a quantitative study, which
might give more focus to more specific and narrow data. As well as this, the
reason for giving the project an ethnographic focus is, as Serrant-Green (2007)
notes, that our “aim is to conduct the research in the ‘natural context’” (Serrant-
Green, 4). Conducting our research project with the express desire to observe
and interview staff and students on their real-life experiences lends itself to
ethnography. But further to this, an ethnographic approach will allow us to ex-
plore further the issues which can arise within the natural environment, in

summarising this, Rhodes (1993) writes

One of the great virtues of ethnographic research is its potential to reveal the tensions and
contradictions that emerge from everyday life and reveal, if we let them, the stress points
and underlying fracture lines of the larger society in which it is embedded. (Rhodes, vii)

The ethnographic approach will allow us to explore the contradictions be-
tween, perhaps, teacher ideology and practicality. It will allow us to see differ-
ences in opinions between staff and student as we explore them in a more real-
istic environment for our participants. A different approach which removed
this, may create data which was not grounded within the actuality of daily
schooling. It will allow us to take the ideas explored in our literature review
and examine their application within the classroom - to see the successes and
failures and their applicability.

Alongside this, an ethnographic approach will allow us to take into con-
sideration our own relationship with the data. Being a history teacher, it would
be impossible to suggest that there is no personal connection with this research
project, or that its conclusions may be shaped - in some way - by this relation-

ship. An ethnographic approach will allow us to take these facts into considera-
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tion in a critical and reflective manner whilst maintaining the imperative quali-
tative nature of the study.

We should also aim to follow Tracy’s eight criteria for quality qualitative
research (2010). Amongst others, Tracy notes the importance of rigor, sincerity,
credibility and ethical considerations (Tracy, 840). These are mostly what are to
be expected of a research project. But to ensure we meet these criteria, our data
samples will all be taken from schools, though differing in location and fund-
ing, in similar educational contexts. That being, that they are all schools in the
East of England with similar aged students at similar places in their academic
journey, being prepare for the same exam process. The analysis will follow a
thematic approach, and questioning should not be done so in a way to guide
responses, this is particularly important given my own position as a history
teacher. We will take care to reflect carefully on the research process, highlight-
ing errors and discrepancies in the data and its collection, as well as challenges
we have faced throughout.

The chosen methods for data collection are threefold: A structured ques-
tionnaire for both teacher and students, an open-interview process and observa-
tional fieldwork of a history lesson. Though some researchers have raised con-
cerns about the reliability of questionnaires in gathering data which is consis-
tent over time (Hubbard, 502) or that participants in pencil and paper question-
naires have a response bias, in which they inflate their answers in relation to
previous questions (Peer & Gamliel, 5). Still, questionnaires can ensure validity
when they are constructed using, as Kember and Leung (2008) describe “natu-
ralistic qualitative research to establish the validity of constructs to be included
in a questionnaire” (352). Simply this means that through first exploring your
research with target groups you can establish themes and principles upon
which you can later create valid questions. As such, a pilot study in which we
can make initial decisions over the questions and themes to focus on will be
undertaken before commencing the research project proper.

As well as the questionnaire there will be an open-ended interview proc-

ess with both students and teacher separately. The reason for this is protect both
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parties from the influence of the other, as well as for their own confidentiality. It
will also allow us to explore more in-depth than the questionnaire and go
deeper into responses than the paper and pen methods will allow us. The inter-
views will be fairly free-form, with open-ended questions to gauge deeper
thoughts on the role of constructivism within the classroom. It is hoped that, at
least, within the group interview the presence of other students and their re-
sponses will help encourage others to reflect and contribute further than they
may have done so in the questionnaire. The interview process is an interaction
between researcher and participant, and as such we should consider our own
flaws in the duration of the interview process. Having a pilot study interview
will enable us to reflect much more on the way we have posed questions and
how we can take them forward to better enhance our interview process (Roul-
ston, 363).

Finally, to help answer whether teachers actively apply constructivist
pedagogies we will undertake observational fieldwork of history lessons with
the students we have interviewed. For this, the tasks and teaching style will be
documented and later analysed to determine was kinds of approach the tasks
can correlate to. This should give us some understanding of how history is
taught, and how this compares to how our teachers believe (through the inter-
view process) they teach.

Once our data has been collected, its analysis will take place through a
thematic network approach. This approach will enable us to filter through our
data and develop clear themes and ideas which are recurrent. The creation of
thematic webs will then allow us to give a clear overview of our data for easy
comparison of the themes present in both teacher and student responses. This
will enable us to analyse both perceptions and application of constructivism in
the classroom from both perspectives. Through this methodology, we can no-
tice the patterns which emerge by grouping similar responses and grounding

them to further thinking.
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4.3 Ethical considerations

A further important aspect of any research project is the implementation of
proper research ethics to protect both ourselves and our participants, as well as
to ensure the correct scientific conduct and integrity of our project. As such, we
have consulted both the European code of conduct for research integrity (2017),
BERA ethical guidelines for educational research (2011) as well as the TENK
responsible conduct of research (2012) to ensure the integrity of our project.

To protect our participants, it will be necessary to ensure the proper safe-
guards are in place. To this end, we will ensure we treat both students and staff
with respect and manage the potential conflicts which could arise (for example,
if a student were to discuss a teacher and their methods in depth). To overcome
this, it will be important to “manage data securely, and keep data as open as
possible but as closed as necessary” (EU code of conduct, 6). Keeping data
closed will require us to preserve the anonymity of our participants, to this end
no names of participants or schools will be used throughout the research and
will be removed from data after analysis. Participants are also under no obliga-
tion to take part within the project and will be made aware of their right to
withdraw at any time, even after the collection of the data (BERA, 6). Indeed,
even before collecting the data, it will be important to gain voluntary informed
consent from participants to continue, as well as explain thoroughly the extent
of the project, so that all participants are completely aware of the process and
how their responses will be analysed and used for research (BERA, 5).

Having ensured our participants are aware of their rights to privacy, and
fully aware of the entire research process it will be important to return and
share the results of the research project, so our research subjects can see the full
circle of their participation and the outcomes of their involvement within the
project (BERA, 8).

Alongside our duty of ethical considerations to our participants, are re-
search ethics related to the construction of the research paper itself. Primarily in

this is the importance of recognising results which do not agree with the ex-
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pected outcomes of our research question. Negative results are as valid as posi-
tive (EU Code of Conduct, 7) and it is important that these results are published
and not manipulated through omission or suppression, even if the data negates
the purposes of this research project.

Overall, TENK summarises our duty as to follow the principles of “integ-
rity, meticulousness, and accuracy in conducting research, and in recording,
presenting, and evaluating the research results” (TENK, 30). This research pro-
ject will take full consideration of these ethical guidelines and adhere strictly to
them. Through discussion with out participants regarding the purpose of the
research task, their rights and ensuring their anonymity, to a thorough and ac-
curate reflection and dissemination of the data collected - whether it agrees
with our personal expectations or not. Following these guidelines, we will en-
sure a thorough and ethically conducted research project which will protect all

participants throughout.

44 Pilot Study

Following on from the development of our initial questionnaire, the decision
was made to run a pilot study to assess the suitability of the questionnaire for
use in the project, and the feasibility of both the interview and observation
process for future use. The pilot study was conducted in a fifth school, a state
academy school of some 1,200 students aged 13-19 in Bedfordshire, United
Kingdom. This school was chosen as it is typical of most schools in the area, in
terms of pupil and staff numbers, OFSTED rating and exam results, with a
strong uptake in the history department and so gave us the opportunity of an
excellent reference point in which we could conduct our pilot study.

Our pilot study took place across two lessons with the same teacher. The
tirst class observed was a Year 9 group (aged 13-14), and the second was a year
10 group (aged 14-15). The teacher was given a short questionnaire which asked
them to explain their understanding of the key terminology - constructivism,

and also to discuss the pedagogical approach they employ in their teaching. The
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responses indicated that our pilot teacher could easily define constructivism
and the sorts of tasks this pedagogy might employ, but that their own approach
to teaching was not limited to one teaching style. The responses to the ques-
tionnaire were also demonstrably short, especially in comparison to the wealth
of information discussed at length during the interview process. This could be
attributed to several factors, the first of these being the time that filling in de-
tailed answers on a questionnaire can take, only certain individuals are willing
to do so (Flanagan, 10) and that teachers, especially, are short of time - particu-
larly in the vital hour of final preparation before students arrive.

A similar experience was found during the student questionnaire and in-
terview process. Because students were encouraged to complete the question-
naire without my interference, some students left questions blank due to an in-
ability to comprehend specifically what the question was asking. For example, a
question focussed on whether listening to other responses to historical themes
could have an impact on another student’s understanding was poorly phrased
as “Have any other students ever said something during your history lesson
that has made you change your mind about something?”. Out of the six ques-
tionnaires, only two students responded to this question, yet when a similar
theme was posed in the group interview, students could recount classroom dis-
cussions where they had seen things from a different angle. Much like with the
teacher’s questionnaire, the quality of data collected was not as rich as in the
interview process and students were less likely to elaborate than in a group dis-
cussion.

To answer our second research question, related to the methods employed
by history teachers, the pilot study also included observational fieldwork of the
two classes. The objective of this fieldwork was to record the tasks set, teaching
style and methods used by the teacher through the duration of the lesson, these
could then be analysed to discern what sort of pedagogical approach they
aligned with. For example, in our year 10 pilot study observation, the teacher
initially began by setting historical context through a short form of mini-lecture

to set the scene, before giving students resources and setting them on a further
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research task. In this case, the teacher followed a much more behaviourist the-
ory at first with a chalk and talk method, followed by encouraging students to
engage in exploratory learning on their own. This part of the pilot study was
successful in that it allowed us to begin to answer our second research question,
and also engage with the literature which suggested that the history classroom
is more of a patchwork quilt of pedagogy.

Our pilot study has enabled us to identify areas of data gathering which
are likely to be successful and areas which need refinement to better answer our
research questions. The lack of deep engagement with the questionnaire, its re-
sponses and comparisons to the interviews have led to the decision to alter
slightly this part of the methodology. Other researchers have noted the diffi-
culty participants may experience through the misinterpretation of question-
naires (Harris & Brown, 11), and even that there may be inconsistencies in data
collected through a combination of highly-structured questionnaires and more
open-ended interview processes (Harris & Brown, 9). But whilst Harris and
Brown advocate that there should be a similarity in structure and format for
both the questionnaire and interview process in a mixed-methods approach,
they accept that this may force a project to lose its methodological richness.

Taking all of this into account, there is a clear need to alter our methodol-
ogy to produce a much more aligned, structured and rigorous mixed-methods

approach to better answer our research questions.

4.5 Final methodological approach

Our final methodological approach will therefore be as such; the observational
tieldwork in our pilot study was successful in enabling us to properly analyse
the pedagogical approaches of a teacher, and compare these to the responses
given within the questionnaire. Through this, we can hope to identify any pat-
terns in teaching styles and any patterns regarding differences in actual teach-
ing pedagogy and desired teaching pedagogy. So the observational fieldwork

section of our data gathering requires little change.
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However, our questionnaire and interview process will undergo some al-
teration. As per Harris and Brown (2010), the need for similarities in approaches
to remove inconsistencies in the data (p.9) is clear. To this end, the question-
naire and interview sections of data gathering have been merged, to give the
structured questionnaire an accompanying semi-structured interview. To be
clearer, the questionnaire will now be filled in alongside the interview allowing
us to retain the structured nature of the questionnaire whilst also giving the in-
terview a form of structure. This will allow participants to expand upon their
responses and ask questions, whilst also giving the interview the opportunity to
divert away from the questionnaire when required. This approach will solve the
problem of limited time for both teachers and students in school, as well as en-
able us more accurate comparison of responses to the questionnaire with verbal
feedback.

As well as this, the questionnaire responses will divert away from qualita-
tive to more quantitative methods, the use of a Likert Scale on 1-5 will allow us
to compare immediate numerical responses with much more detailed qualita-
tive feedback. Likert scales are not without issue, Watson (2012) writes about
the response bias of participants and the problem with assessing Likert data
accurately. Similarly, Robertson (2012) also states that respondents to Likert
scales can see greater differences in the scale responses than exist (p.6). For ex-
ample, a participants may feel there is a greater distance between a ‘strongly
agree’ and ‘agree’ than there is between ‘neutral” and ‘disagree’. There are also
questions over the statistical reliability of small sample sizes, such as in our re-
search project.

Nevertheless, simplifying the questionnaire into a Likert scale whilst re-
taining the question feedback through an interview will allow us to delve into
why teachers or students have selected their response and how strongly they
truly attribute their feelings. We will also be removing the ‘strongly” term from
the scale to hopefully nullify as much of the psychological bias as possible.
Similarly to the thematic approach, the Likert Scale and a mini-mixed methods

approach will allow us to create thematic maps and graphs to articulate and
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compare the responses to our research questions. Hesse-Biber notes that many
mixed methods research projects can suffer from an over-certainty of their out-
comes due to the employment of different methods, without adequate reflection
on their own biases and influence on the project (p. 784-785). Yet our ethno-
graphic approach, allowing myself as a history teacher to reflect critically upon
myself and my own input on this project, should allow us to overcome these
concerns.

Our final methodological approach therefore, is a linked interview and
questionnaire process in which the participant will undertake the questionnaire
and explain their responses immediately to the researcher, allowing them to
reflect and expand upon their immediate responses, an example of which is
available within the appendices. Alongside this will continue the observational
fieldwork of the teacher’s lessons to uncover the pedagogical approaches em-
ployed and allow comparison with both the questionnaire and interview re-
sponses, to allow us to accurately answer our research questions, it is also use-
ful to note that following the pilot study we were successful in securing stu-
dents of similar ages to undertake this research project, each school involved

will be providing both a year 7 (aged 11/12) and year 10 (aged 14/15) class.
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5 ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

5.1 Relating to our first research question

Our first research question was: How important do students and teachers per-
ceive constructivist pedagogy to be, in the history classroom? To best answer
this, we should consider the responses of our students and teachers from our
interview and questionnaire data. When going through the transcriptions, we
can begin to pick out the core themes which arise most often, as well as several
subthemes developing within these. We shall first consider our teachers re-
sponses to the question, and the themes that develop from them before continu-
ing to our students.

The four key themes which appeared in our interviews were;

1. The individual teachers understanding of constructivism.

This major theme related to individuals own knowledge and ability to
comprehend and explain back to the interviewer their interpretation of con-
structivist pedagogy. This theme would be important in answering our ques-
tion, because if teachers do not understand the pedagogy it would be difficult to
suggest they were actively employing it

2. Actual implementation of constructivist principles within the class-
room.

This theme evolved from our teachers’ descriptions of the methods and
practices implemented by them which are related to constructivism. Yet it also
allowed us an insight into what our teachers saw as negative impacts of the
pedagogy, as well as their own emphasis on constructivism.

3. A ‘teaching gap’ between desired pedagogical approaches and im-
plemented approaches

This theme developed from a set of questioning and discussion within the
interview in which teachers were asked about the sort of pedagogical ap-

proaches they would like to use, versus the approaches they truly employ. The
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theme relates to the notion that teachers are employing alternative approaches
to those they might otherwise, because of some outside issue.
4. Value of constructivism within the classroom.

The final major theme which emerged from our interview data was the
notion of the value of constructivism within the classroom. Closely related to
many of the other themes, this area enables an insight into understanding how
our teachers feel constructivism can be useful within their history classroom.

To understand how important teachers perceive constructivism to be
within the history classroom, we should look at each of these four major themes
and analyse the interview data surrounding them and the minor themes which
emerge from them.

On the following page is the thematic map of our teachers responses
through the interview and questionnaire process - Figure 1. This graphic illus-
trates our teachers main thoughts and ideas relating to the topic and how they
connect with one another. From it we can interpret their understanding of con-
structivism and the value they place upon it within the classroom. Within this
graphic, the major themes to emerge are placed within rounded rectangles, and
the minor themes which occur in relation to these branch off within ovals. We
shall consider each of the major themes and what they mean in relation to con-

structivism within the classroom.
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5.1.1 Regarding the value of constructivism

The first theme which we will look to analyse, is the perceived value of con-
structivism within the classroom. This theme gained clarity through the emer-
gence of several smaller sub-themes within the data. One of which was our
teachers’ belief in the capacity for constructivist teaching methods to encourage
a passion for historical learning within the students. There are several key
points from within the interview and questionnaire process which point to an
acknowledgement within teachers of the importance that constructivist princi-

ples can have in empowering students to love to learn.

“And you think that’s [allowing students independence] important?”

“Yeah, definitely [pause] some of them really get on board, last year we had some great
surgery ones... they find something as a group that excites them and the work... well
you can see some of it on the wall over there... some pupils create some great... really
great stuff when you let them.”

T01

Here, the teacher is describing the implementation of a group research
project. Within this project, students are separated into groups and given free
rein over the historical topic they want to investigate, as well as how to present
this back to the class at the end of the project. In this instance, some student
posters remained on display within the classroom as exemplar work. Our
teacher remarks that allowing students the opportunity to work together, alone,
can enhance student outcomes through giving them ownership of a project. The
design of this particular task itself also lends itself well to constructivism as
students are forced to build dialogue between one another to determine and
explore the chosen topic. Yet it is important to note the emphasis on the word
‘some’. For within this emphasis, it must be recognised that for some pupils,
this individual responsibility is not well taken. It can be difficult for some stu-
dents to take control of and appreciate the independence of such a project with
the teacher as a guide rather than the sole leader. Other excerpts from the inter-
view data compound this understanding of constructivism enabling a passion

within the students:
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“... okay... why do you like to get them to... to discuss about these things?”

“you do... you do hear things that you never thought of... and you know that history is
about interpretations... so it’s nice for me to hear their opinion... because I maybe hadn’t
thought of it before and... and then they feel like they’re really onto something”

T03

Continuing with the subtheme of the perception of how constructivism
can instil passion in students, here our teacher refers to the capacity of construc-
tivist principles to not only empower students to participate, but also to de-
velop their historical thinking. If we recognise the importance of opinion and
justified argumentation is within the discipline, then it is easy to understand
why our teachers believe that giving students a voice within the classroom can
create a vastly different and legitimate viewpoint which can empower a student
to feel as though they are really contributing, despite their interpretation differ-
ing from the teachers or from other students. It is through this lens that the ma-
jor theme of value of constructivism within the history classroom has emerged.
This notion of instilling passion through constructivism continues to emerge

within our research data:

“well... in history it [constructivism] is [important]... because history is about taking on
multiple viewpoints... and you see it for example, we had a historical debate a few...
well... back in November... and the kids really got into character... they loved it”

T02

Our teacher is discussing two subthemes within the notion of value. Here,
the teacher describes their utilisation of historical debate within the classroom,
not only a practical example but also the impact it has upon students. For this
teacher, this teaching method in which students are encouraged to communi-
cate and interact with one another and the history has proved a good teaching
method to encourage participation. Through giving students a discursive plat-
form in which they explore and re-create an historical argument, they were mo-
tivated and engaged with the subject material far more than they may have

been with an alternative pedagogical approach.

“When do you think your students are enjoying themselves the most in your class then?”

“certainly when... when they are talking... I don’t really believe that any student enjoys
working in silence... I don’t believe that when they are talking they're always... doing
what I wanted them to... but they like the freedom... and then they can talk about the
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work... whether they do or not.”
T03

Our core theme is the value of constructivism within the history class-
room, and for this teacher it is clear to interpret that giving students the ability
to discuss the subject matter with one another, leads to enjoyment within the
classroom. Our teacher continues to question whether all students remain on-
task within constructivist styles but acknowledges that students enjoy the free-
dom to discuss the work with one another when it is given.

These excerpts of data are symptomatic of the general feeling of our theme
- the value of constructivist pedagogy within the history classroom. For many
of our teachers, it has become clear that constructivist principles can encourage
participation and, in some cases, a real participation within students for the
study of history. Yet one of the subthemes which we have identified within the
‘value of constructivism’ is teachers acknowledgement of its value alongside

other approaches.

5.1.2 The existence of a ‘teaching gap’

For this, we should begin to look at the second major theme emerging from our
research data; the notion of a teaching ‘gap” between desired and implemented

pedagogies.

“do you think you employ a wide range of pedagogical approaches in your teaching ...
or do you like to keep your style quite similar?”

“after this chat... and thinking about it... I do [employ wide range of pedagogies] ...
Sometimes pupils work in silence or I'm the one telling them what to do... and others...
others they’re off doing research projects or having pair chats... so... I don’t think that it
can be pinned down to one pedagogy... If I have to get firm and do some rote learning
because my students are... are nearly at their GCSE’s and they don’t know what they...
need... to know [Pause] then I'll do it. But I think in my lessons there are lots of different
strategies... and I'd say it’s by using different strategies we keep things interesting for the
pupils... otherwise they would always know what to expect from... you know... from
me and my lessons”

T01

This teacher, reflecting on their own practice during the interview, though
constructivist principles are utilised within their classroom, they are not the sole

pedagogical approach. Indeed, it is seen as equally important to make use of
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other teaching methods. In this sense, the approach is determined less by phi-
losophy and by perceived importance, but instead by necessity; citing the need
for much more structured and rigid teacher-led learning for example, in the
build-up to the exam period. We can also see that the use of multiple pedagogi-
cal approaches is used from the opinion of not only necessity, but also to en-
courage engagement. By mixing teacher methods within and across lessons, this
teacher believes that students can be kept ‘on their toes” as it were, and unable
to fall into a routine monotony of learning. From this we can understand that
constructivist principles are certainly seen as having a place within the history
classroom, but their importance is no more or less than other approaches, and
indeed they are valued alongside them. It would be impossible to suggest that
without the concern of examinations, our teacher may employ one style more
readily over another, yet it is clear to see that necessities have some impact on
their chosen pedagogy. Indeed, this is further exemplified within another inter-
view in which a respondent teacher confirms that they don’t often follow one

style but teach according to the needs of the subject.

“It would be difficult for me to say I followed one style... that I followed one approach...
I certainly agree that students need the opportunities... but I teach history in the way I
learnt it... It is right to give students an opportunity to give their opinion of course... but
should we you know, be giving an opportunity to discuss things which are historical
fact? It becomes very difficult... some things do not need this... exploration... they just
need... knowing”

T04

Here, our teacher explains that they do not follow a single approach
within their teaching, instead employing different strategies when dealing with
different topics and to address differing needs. This notion of a gap between
practices which could be employed and those which are is further emphasised
by other responses which stress this gap in relation to the necessities of teaching

to examinations:

“We're almost finished the course content and then... it'll be a month or two of revision
lessons... they usually follow the same structure with a recap quiz and a table or a work-
sheet to complete. Revision lessons are tough for everyone... trying to recap two years of
work in two months is very tough going. So, it does become monotonous for me teaching
and for them as well... but these exams are important, it has to be done.”

T04
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“So, when I want to try something... it’s usually with them [the younger students] ... be-
cause if the lesson goes badly... and they don’t learn what I wanted them to learn... it’s
okay because there’s time at the end of the year, or it doesn’t really matter... because it’s
only me assessing them. And I can hold my hands up and say... I messed up in this one
lesson... now in the upper years... there is that pressure and so they don’t get the games
or the independent research projects... or to go and learn outside. It’s a lot more stress-
ful... especially soon because they’re going ... on study leave and they have to have it all
done by then.”

T01

What emerges from these responses is the subtheme of ‘exam necessities’
within our major theme of the teaching gap. For both these teachers, the exis-
tence and the drive to pass exams significantly alters the pedagogy employed.
In our first respondent, learning is described as becoming ‘monotonous’ and
‘tough going’. We can understand that the style used within these lessons is
most likely to be teacher-centred and individualistic as opposed to more dy-
namic and interactive as with constructivism. Our second teacher then affirms
this by noting that in lessons with younger students (who do not share the
exam pressure) there exists the opportunity to utilise different approaches and
try out interesting pedagogies - outside learning, gamification and interaction -
whilst those with exam pressure do not receive these sorts of approaches. We
can understand from this data that teachers enjoy employing constructivist and
more creative pedagogies but can sometimes be restricted by the needs of the

exam period and the education system in which we teach.
5.1.3 Implementation within the classroom

Another key theme emerging from the data was the ways in which teachers
understood constructivism could be implemented, and the ways in which they
sought to do so. As previous data has mentioned, this has been noted to be
achieved through things such as independent group research projects. Yet fur-
ther data would suggest that teachers seek its implementation in historical de-
bates and to tackle large historical questions. Meanwhile the data also acknowl-
edges an appreciation of behaviour management issues that could potential
arise.

As we have previously explored, historiography is the art of historical de-

bate. It is engaging with historical materials and arguing a viewpoint on the
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past. For many of our secondary teachers, this was an important implementa-
tion for the constructivist pedagogy, and would help students” historiographi-

cal skills.

“I remember at university the whole world of historians caught me a bit off-guard... but
there’s so much more done at A-level today... they study historians as much as... the ac-
tual events... So, I do encourage them to become involved in class discussion... maybe
not much when they’re younger... but in the sixth form, definitely... it can help them
write essays because they hopefully understand the concept of multiple viewpoints”

T02

As this teacher explains, introducing this important historical skill can be
achieved through constructivist pedagogy and giving students the opportunity
to express their own viewpoint, whilst arguing against others using the same
evidence. We can understand that asking students to use the same materials
and present their own interpretation of it, could encourage students to under-
stand that individuals can, with the same facts, produce different interpreta-
tions. What is important to recognise however is that this skillset is, for this
teacher, much more important for older students than those we have been
studying in this research project - A-Level students are aged 16-18. A similar
theme of utilising constructivism for classroom debating emerges from another

of our teachers;

“class debates are good fun... we have big class discussions... discussions about you

know, the big question of the class or... what they think something might mean... but

talking about other historians... it's important they have their own opinion and the

can... you know, argue it... but more important than that, is their understanding of fa-

mous historians and historical positions... and usually that involves a lot of simple read-

lng”

T03

Here, our teacher acknowledges that big group discussions of key ques-
tions and sources can be regarded as ‘fun’ and thereby useful in allowing stu-
dents to be both engages as well as allowing the grounds to develop their own
opinion. Yet they also suggest that historiography is best served through other
pedagogies and through individual work and reading. After all, although it can
be useful and engaging to debate historical matters with peers and through this
understand the idea of multiple viewpoints, what is more pressing in an exam
situation is that students can recognise and list famous historians and historical

schools (developing relationships with our previous themes). Whilst these
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could be explored within class through constructivist means, for this teacher the
best way to achieve understanding for their students is for them to undertake a
depth of historical reading.

Yet for many of our teachers the major implementation of constructivism
within the classroom comes because of sharing resources amongst students.
With many students sharing sources and textbooks in pairs and small groups,

co-operation and discussion can be encouraged.

“If you use textbooks ... how do you encourage students to work together with that, or...
do you encourage them to?

“Well... The department only has so many books ... and I only do so much printing ...
usually it's one between two. Sometimes thely'll work on their own from the sources but I
think if they’re sharing it... then they can help each other with what they’re looking at”
T04

What we should understand from data such as this, is that constructivist
principles of communication and co-operative learning are not necessarily at
the forefront of a teachers mind when handling resources. But they can become
an unexpected aside as a result of their planning. In this case, the lack of mate-
rials is used by the teacher to encourage one another to seek other students

support before asking the teacher to intervene.

“Every lesson has starts with a learning objective... something that everyone should
know or be able to do, by the end of the lesson... I like to end the lesson by going to ...
going back to the objective and saying... okay, can you answer this or can you do that...
and give it to them... so if it's a big question then it’s... can the class answer this? Can
they come together ... tell me what they’ve spent the last hour doing?”

T01

A further subtheme within the uses of constructivist pedagogy was its
utilisation to answer ‘big questions’. In some cases, it was used by the teacher to
allow students to interact alone with large historical questions. Yet in this case,
it related to reflecting on learning goals and making the students reflect to-
gether on their progress over the lesson. Using constructivism to open up class
questioning and allow students time to think together on an answer before giv-

ing feedback.
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5.1.4 Teacher understanding of constructivism

A final key theme to discuss is the teachers own understanding of the term con-
structivism, and of constructivist pedagogy. There were differences in under-
standing, mainly dependent upon how long our teachers had been in the pro-
fession, but this is something which will be discussed further later. It certainly
seems that our teachers agree there is a rationale and a value to the inclusion of
constructivist pedagogy within the history classroom, but it was also important
to investigate what this specifically meant to them - do they understand it the
way that the research suggests? Teachers acknowledged that constructivist
pedagogy mostly centres around the learner and much of the classroom work

will be undertaken by them and with their peers.

“Okay... so... we're talking about a pedagogy which emphasises interaction between
students as... the method to achieve or... let’s say... to enhance their learning.”
T02

Some of our teachers understood the emphasis that constructivism places
on communication and interaction to develop understanding in students, and
this example emphasises that. However, it is important to note that a further
subtheme develops from this - that is, that many teachers frame constructivism
not alone, but as the antithesis to behaviourism. Some understanding comes
from knowing that it is not the input-output method, but rather one where stu-

dents must develop, contextualise and engage with knowledge on their own.

“I know about Vygotsky, I remember looking at his work... the zone of proximal devel-
opment... getting students together to, develop one another... As a teacher I can’t do all
the work, so constructivism is about giving the students the work.”

T03

Again, this teacher notes an understanding of at least one of the key theo-
rists behind constructivism and its implementation within the classroom, but
furthermore the pedagogy is seen as being one which allows the teacher a
chance to do less work. By this, we can interpret that teachers acknowledge that
constructivism can take off some of the workload burden on teachers being ex-
perts and leaders, and instead places learning responsibility back into the hands

of students.
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“What can you tell me... that you understand or think of when I talk about constructivist
pedagogy. What does that mean to you?”

“Oh wow... okay... if I think about it... it's about building knowledge in students?”
“... 50 how does... how might that look in the classroom?”

“I guess it's making learning more long term... like not just learning facts or... dates. It

would be making students... work with materials... and understand what they are see-

105

It is clear to see that for some of our teachers who have been out of aca-
demia for a while, that there is a weakness in research knowledge - yet this is
something which requires further discussion later, as it would be difficult to
suggest this is the case across the board with such a small sample size. In this
instance however, our teacher struggles to explain clearly constructivism -
there is some awareness that constructivism is more exploratory than simple
information retention but understanding remains weak. This may indeed have

an impact on their assessment of the implications of constructivism and indeed

how they believe they are implementing it within their classroom.
5.1.5 Concluding analysis on teacher themes

We should understand then, that from our research data, our teachers acknowl-
edge that constructivism has a value within the history classroom. Neverthe-
less, this is tempered by other themes at play, such as the necessities of teaching
placing constructivism alongside other pedagogic approaches. It is also impor-
tant to recognise that the uses of the pedagogy are fairly similar amongst our
teachers - that is that it is used to encourage historical debate, engage groups of
questioning and allow support through the sharing and discussion of pair re-
sources. Finally, our teachers understand of constructivism varied, but it was
suitable enough to suggest that they do have an understanding of the approach
as well as how and why it should be implemented within the classroom, even if

the justification for this is more results driven than research driven.
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If we continue now to consider our student responses to our questionnaire
and interview process, we can see on the following page the thematic map of
their responses - Figure 2. Similarly to our teachers, we can plot the core themes
and ideas which are most pressing to them when presented with a discussion
around constructivism in their classrooms. Again, the major themes to emerge
are represented within the rounded rectangles and the minor themes which
emerge within these categories can be found branching off within the ovals.

What is interesting, in comparison to the thematic web for our teachers, is
that much of the student discussion is centred on their opinions and reflections
of working with peers and less on how this may develop their learning. It is
also interesting to note that from these discussions, only three major themes
emerged. These were as follows;

1. Values and issues relating to working with peers

Within this theme were student responses, opinions and reflections on
their experiences working with their peers. As students are the recipients of the
pedagogic approach selected by the teacher, it was interesting to analyse their
thinking around this kind of pedagogy.

2. Teaching methods employed

Another theme which emerged came from discussion in which students
were asked to reflect on how much genuine discursive and constructivist work
they undertook and what this looked like within their history lessons.

3. Development of own historical skills

The final theme was related to perceptions from students of how working
with peers had supported their learning, as well as how the overall approaches
of their teachers had helped to develop their historical skills over the duration
of their academic life.

Again, to best answer our research question we will focus on these three
key themes and their associated subthemes to interpret how important students

perceive constructivism to be in supporting their learning within history.
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5.1.6 Values and issues relating to working with peers

Within the major theme of student reflections on working with peers, comes a
subtheme which, prior to the data gathering, was one I was not expecting to see
too much of within students. That is the student acknowledgement of the dis-
ruption that themselves and other students can create when given responsibil-

ity for their own learning.

“The boys that sit behind me just do not shut up... like even when we’re working nor-
mall%/. .. they’re always in trouble... I don’t even want to think about if they were allowed
to talk more.”

S01Y10A

The emphasis on constructivism within the classroom and its allowance
for discussion and interaction between peers, undoubtedly more power is given
over to the students. In this case, the pupils are questioning whether some
members of the classroom can handle increased responsibility, let alone that
which they currently have. The question is raised then, about how we can im-
plement constructivism to allow peer development and learning, without al-
lowing some students to take this away from their classmates. Even utilising
constructivist principles would, for some students, require stringent ground

rules to ensure a focus on learning.

“We're really good at working together... it’s nice to have someone next to you who you
like and you can work with, but there are some lessons where I'm sat with someone who
I couldn’t work with and then I don’t want to talk to them at all because they just put me
off”

S01Y07A

Continuing with the notion that some students may not be responsible
enough to take charge of their own learning, is the idea of classroom dynamics.
It is impossible to escape the fact that the classroom is a social space, and as
such students will have peers with whom they share stronger connections with.
For this student, who is referencing another pupil who is in the interview
group, there are some students with whom they can develop a strong working

relationship. One where they can successfully collaborate and work together, as
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well as having a social dynamic. Yet, they accept that there are other students
with whom they do not share this relationship and attempts to make them
work together would, if anything, be counter productive as they would be put
off working with their partner. In this case, we see constructivism as an effec-
tive force for some students in the classroom, but only when pupils are engag-
ing peers with whom they share some sense of commonality - whether that be
friendship, work ethic or otherwise. Several other students also noted that in
group discussions the classroom can become “quite loud” (S03Y07B) and that
“some people say everything in the group, but then you have people who will
sit there and do nothing” (S04Y10C).

But student reflections were not entirely negative, indeed there was a
wealth of positive responses to the opportunities constructivism can present.
Amongst those was the enjoyment and engagement within the classroom, as

well as the help and support peers can offer.

“In Mr [X]'s class he like... doesn’t want us to talk so we get told off a lot... I don’t want
to go to his lessons... he’s just really rude about it... I prefer it when like here, like we can

talk to each other... nobody can do it in silence for like an hour it’s mad... you know”
S03Y07B

For this student, the scope to discuss and talk to other students in com-
parison to lessons in which silence is expected, creates an atmosphere in which
students do not dread going to lessons. From this we should understand that
students appreciate the opportunity to not only discuss the topic at hand, but
also to relax more within the classroom, encouraging engagement and confi-
dence.

For those students who do continue to experience constructivist pedagogy
within the classroom, with further opportunities for interaction and explora-
tion, how do they perceive its benefits? A further theme to be explored is that of

the help and support that constructivism offers students in the classroom.

“I don’t really like answerin§ questions. I don’t usually put my hand up because... be-
cause if I get it wrong, I think I look stupid in front of everyone, and I don’t want to look
stupid.”

S04Y07A
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Researchers like Hunt and Sweeting (2014), have noted the importance of
school based social status in the health and wellbeing of adolescents (p.39). It
should come as no surprise then, that for many students the issue of face is a
pressing one. Standard initiation and feedback sessions as much questioning in
the classroom can be, can be an issue for students who are acutely aware that
their peers are watching them. As this student notes, there exists a genuine fear
of being wrong in front of others. The importance of constructivism for these
students then, lies in taking away this pressure and allowing students the op-
portunity to explore answers together in a much safer and more equal discus-
sion before, potentially, returning to the whole class.

Students then, appear to have some appreciation for constructivist peda-
gogy within the classroom - in so much that it can empower them to gain sup-
port from peers, as well as generally enjoying group work situations. They are
however, aware of the problems of disruption that can be caused by construc-
tivism, and indeed that much of their focus and skill development has revolved
around a much more individual and written approach. Still, the opportunities it

presents in many situations, are appreciated. As one student summarises,

“I have fun in history, yeah. [Our teacher] gets us excited about it... we do lots of differ-
ent stuff every lesson... we can talk about things... we watch videos... sometimes we
have to do a Iot of writing but it’s better than other lessons”

S03Y07C

Therein lies the student analysis of constructivism in the history class-
room: it can provoke engagement and enjoyment, but its deployment is regu-

larly alongside other styles depending on the teacher and the lesson itself.
5.1.7 Teaching methods employed

Another key theme which has emerged from our discussions with students, and
one which has some relationship with the values and reflections of our stu-
dents, was the teaching methods employed by our students’ teachers. It is inter-
esting to note then, that one theme which emerged from interviews with stu-

dents was the emphasis on individual work, and especially written work.
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“I like group work but if we are working in a group, it’s usually like... into my book...
everyone has to write the same things on their own.”
S04Y10B

This again, emphasises the important distinction between students who are
working in a group, and students who are working as a group. This is some-
thing which we have touched upon through reading the literature and is argua-
bly one of the hardest things to properly implement into teaching, especially
when given students from a wide variety of backgrounds and wide range of
abilities. Designing a group task with all this in mind is challenging. As such, as
this student alludes to, group work becomes more about sharing resources
whilst still working alone. There exists the opportunity for discussion of the
source material, sharing ideas and opinions, but each student must still com-
plete their own task - usually written in nature. This is something which is par-
ticularly stressed in the UK, the emphasis is on a written pedagogy and that

students should have written evidence of everything they have learnt.

“Our lessons um... they are quite similar. We will be told a bit about something, and then
we'll write something. Maybe we’'ll also talk about it together. But every lesson we’re
writing, yeah. Learning objective, title, date and then at least a page of writing.”

S02Y10B

The focus on written work in the UK, may be another reason as to why
purely constructivist methods are not employed as much within the classroom.
After all, constructivism moves the focus into the social sphere and the knowl-
edge which can be created through interaction with others. This returns us to
the teachers concerns about the demands of an exam-focused curriculum, stu-

dents similarly notice the emphasis on written work above their discussion.

“Before we started our GCSE’s things weren’t as difficult. Do you remember we spent
that lesson building bridges?”

“Oh, yeah! That was so good... we don’t get to do those things anymore... the lessons
have changed since we started the exams

“... Yeah, it’s a lot more about [the teacher] telling us what we need to do to improve, a
lot of essay writing and such”

S03Y10A/C

A clear shift of focus being noticed by the students in year 10 is that teach-
ers are much keener to stress the importance of individual progression and

written skills in the run up to exams. As such, it is clear to understand that the
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allowance for discursive work begins to dissipate as student’s progress towards
their exams. For students, we can see that they look back on (and continue to
enjoy) the ability to explore and interact with peers with fondness, continuing
to hold these interactions in high regard, even though their lessons take on a
much more individual and written approach.

What we can see within the data is that discursive pedagogy, when em-
ployed, is usually still associated by the students with individual work along-
side these opportunities for discussion. The approaches allow students to inter-
act with one another, but the emphasis is not on such, and all students are still

expected to follow the written requirements of the English system.

5.1.8 Development of own historical skills

A final key theme to emerge from the discussions with students was the extent
to which their teachers, along with their pedagogic methods, had developed
their historical skills over the course of their academic life. This devolved into
two key subthemes. One of which was the notion of support, which fits into
both development of skills and students” reflections on the pedagogy in the

classroom

“Working together... they sometimes keep me going, or remind me of things from other
lessons that I've like, probably forgot about...”
S01Y10C

It would be difficult to escape the reality that within the history classroom,
there is not only the analytical and historiographic skills at play, but also a great
deal of information to be learnt and retained. For students, the opportunities
presented through interaction can be affirmation of prior knowledge as well as
expanding their own understanding. As this student notes, working with others
is a useful tool for both and well received within the history classroom. Similar
ideas emerge within the rest of our interview participants, that constructivism
and working with peers can help to grow support networks within the class-
room. Students also noted that removing the teacher from the leadership role at

the front of the classroom made it easier to approach them for help and support.
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Restricting teacher-led instruction and focussing more on student led methods,

with the teacher as a guide, gave students more confidence to ask for support.

“You know when the teacher asks if anyone has any questions, and like nobody says any-
thing... I've waited before... until I can have them to myself and ask them... it’s just eas-
ier when they’re talking to just you, and not everyone”

504Y10C

With the teacher acting as the learners’ guide, in activities where students
have the freedom to undertake the learning themselves, students can be more
inclined to ask for help and support as the teacher can come across as more
equal than in more traditional teaching methods. Giving students the responsi-
bility for their own learning seems to have helped to develop students’ own
abilities to deal with issues and learn from one another.

Alongside this is the development of students written skills, which almost
all our participants said had progressed throughout their time in the history

classroom.

“Do you think you're any better at history now, than you were... say a year go?”

“I can definitely write a lot more... the essays we did in year nine were about a page or
so... now I'm writing double that. I'm not saying that it’s... any easier... but I can think
of a lot more to write and how I should write it”

S04Y10B

The focus on written work within the English curriculum means that when re-
spondents were discussing the improvement of their skills, many went along
similar lines to this student and focussed upon their improved written work -
in this case, the growing strength in structuring and writing extended pieces of
work. It is questionable that a constructivist pedagogy has improved this par-
ticular skill given that it is a fairly individual one, however if our teachers have
employed constructivism alongside other pedagogies for the duration of these

students” academic lives then it will play a part alongside the other pedagogies.

5.1.9 Concluding analysis on first research question

Let us consider an answer for our first research question, that being, how
important do students and teachers perceive constructivist pedagogy to be,

within the history classroom.
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It is clear to see from our data that for both students and teachers, con-
structivism forms a part of the history classroom. But it is important to recog-
nise that role is not a dominant one. Its implementation is done alongside alter-
native teaching styles which emphasise either student written work, or teacher-
led lessons. The reason for this is that within the education system there is a
clear end goal, and the purpose of teaching is to help students reach that end
goal. Whilst constructivism may be a tool, it is one of many teachers will utilise
to achieve their ends. For students, there is an awareness of the pitfalls of con-
structivism in some students” inability to take personal responsibility, but also
an appreciation for the experiences that such an approach can create - for the
enjoyment of group working and social interaction. They also seem to appreci-
ate the more personal learning environment it can create, one in which teachers
are a part of the learning and not outsiders who students may struggle to con-
nect with.

Overall then, constructivism is seen as important, but no more or less im-
portant than other pedagogical approaches in delivering a quality history edu-
cation for students. Further examples from the transcripts, relating to each of

the themes, are available within the appendices.

5.2 Relating to our second research question

Our second research question is - what kinds of pedagogical approaches teach-
ers employ in their classrooms. To best answer this, during our lesson observa-
tions we noted the types of activities undertaken by students and their duration
to create a form of lesson timeline. From this, we can ascertain how much of
each lesson is spent on tasks which follow a constructivist pedagogy, and those
which follow other styles. The results of these observations are illustrated in
Figures 3 and 4 on the following pages. In both graphs, red colours indicate ac-
tivities of an administrative nature - such as entering the room, handing out
books, assignments and tidying up after activities and the end of the lesson.

Blue colours indicate teaching methods which are either primarily teacher-led
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or allow no room for student discussion or interaction (non-constructivist
pedagogy). Finally, green hues are assigned to activities in which there exits the
possibility for student interaction and communication throughout the task. It is
important to note though, that just because a task has the opportunity for con-
structivist influence, it does not mean the emphasis is on such. Many of the
tasks involved, as we have previously alluded to, group work in which stu-
dents can discuss historical sources but ultimately must complete an individual

worksheet.
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Figure 3 on the page 50 is the spread of activities within our four year
seven lessons and figure 4, represented on page 51, is indicative of our four year
ten lessons. As we have seen in answering our prior research questions, our
history teachers suggested that they feel they take a pragmatic approach to their
teaching. Changing their style according to the needs of the lesson and the
longer term aims. This certainly appears to be borne out within our results, as
we can see in evidence the “patchwork pedagogy’ that our literature alluded to,
as well as no real dominance of one specific pedagogical approach in the history
classroom.

For our year seven classes, it appears at first glance that constructivism is
the dominant pedagogy for teachers. This is partially true, as there did exist
ample opportunity for students to talk to one another during most written
tasks. There was also roleplay and learning games which encouraged students
to explore history together. Yet again, it is important to recognise that many of
the tasks such as worksheets and textbook work, did not emphasise constructiv-
ism. We have coloured them in with the rest of the constructivist pedagogy
only because there were examples of students discussing the work. These tasks
would have been completed just as well alone or in silence, as the emphasis was
on individual work and not on collaboration. So, whilst it would be easy to say
that constructivism dominates our younger group, it is more realistic to say that
the opportunities for constructivism are more widely available for our year sev-
ens than our year tens.

As for our year ten group, Figure 2.1 indicates much more teacher-led
pedagogies in play, and much more silent individual work than our year sev-
ens. The reason for this, we could put down to the kind of exam necessities we
uncovered whilst answering our first research question - students are ulti-
mately being prepared for their final individual exams. This is reflected in the
composition of tasks, some of which involved silent recap quizzes, exam condi-
tion practice and assessment feedback. Much like our year seven groups, where

constructivism does exist, again it is not emphasised, merely allowed to exist
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alongside individual work. For our older groups, the roleplays and learning
games do not seem to have any place within the lessons we observed.

How then, can we begin to answer this research question? From our data,
it is clear to see that teachers use a range of approaches in teaching history.
They appear to take the style which they feel will allow them to best help their
students progress. For older years, this seems to be more teacher-led than the
younger years who have more freedom to engage in constructivism. Indeed,
constructivism does appear within the classroom alongside these other pedago-
gies - but tasks in which the emphasis is on collaboration and communication is
rare. Therefore, we can say that constructivism within our history classrooms
mostly features as the opportunities presented to students to discuss one an-

other’s work and the topic at hand.
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6 DISCUSSION

Reflecting upon both our results and the literature, it is interesting to see some
direct connections. Firstly, when considering Kitson, Husbands and Steward
(2011) with their assertion that pedagogy within the history classroom is more
of a means to an end than a focus, we have seen some evidence in supporting
this. Many of our teachers and students expressed views that there should exist
within the history classroom a range of teaching styles and activities to enhance
learning, and that the diversity of approaches can help students in terms of
growth together and individually. In terms of tasks within the lesson, again
they seem to point to supporting this statement that constructivism exists
within the classroom alongside other approaches.

Within our literature review, we tried to identify which other pedagogical
approaches may appear alongside constructivism if this idea of patchwork
pedagogy does exist. One of which we identified was cognitivism. For Yilmaz,
(2011) cognitivism relied upon making learning meaningful for students by re-
lating new information to previous learning and experiences as well as through
teachers actively targeting students with an understanding of their learning
needs. Within our data, cognitivism shows through as a little-understood but
key part of the learning. For example, especially for our year ten groups we see
the implementation of revision and recap activities designed to reflect and ex-
pand upon prior learning as well as provide context for new material. It is also
evident in the way teachers targeted key students for support and challenge
within the lessons - whether that be through key questioning, writing frames or
one on one help. Rather than relying solely upon discussion and interaction to
extend pupils’ knowledge, teachers use their own understanding of each stu-
dent to better their learning experience. In this sense, cognitivism is another
important facet of the history classroom.

Another interesting study to reflect upon is Mercer’s work on talk within
schools. Despite reflecting upon a 1970’s project which is now over forty years

old, Mercer (2007) noted that students were often working individually when
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placed in groups. It was Mercer’s assertion that this was often the case, which
inspired this research project to include questions about such within the re-
search process. The results therefore were interesting to identify that this prac-
tice was, for the most part, still the case. Students could still identify that group
work would be undertaken into their own book, and teachers as well would
give everyone the same task within group work. The reasons for this are com-
plex and revolve around difficult issues such as accountability within British
schools, yet despite education moving forward significantly since the 1970’s
these practices are still common and may indeed be detrimental to the expan-
sion of constructivism within the history classroom.

Nevertheless, as Husbands (1996) alludes to the importance of words in
history, and Lwin and Silver (2014) note with regards to the importance of talk
within classrooms, it is clear to see from our data that history teachers appreci-
ate the role that discussion has within the discipline. In our examples of lesson
activities there are a wide variety of times in which students are either simply
allowed to discuss or actively encouraged to do so. As Husbands relates to the
importance of all words - spoken and written - indeed history teachers make
writing a key aspect of all their lessons.

It certainly seems then, that our results would justify what the literature
was suggesting. That language is an important aspect of the history classroom,
that it can be used to help develop students skills - both soft and historical. Yet
it is important to recognise how we arrived at these results.

Most importantly to note, is that it would be impossible for myself as a
history teacher to disconnect myself from the research process given that I was
the interviewer and the observer. Looking, in many ways, to justify my own
teaching practice I undoubtedly subconsciously picked up on things than a
more independent researcher may have done. It should also be considered that
in the process of conversing with interviewees I would respond and direct the
conversation - though still, not to make implications on others behalf. It is my
own connection with the data which may have resulted in interviews with more

of an emphasis on this idea of mixed-pedagogic approaches and so, in future a
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much more independent process may be required to ensure higher validity of
the research project.

Furthermore, the small sample size of our research project threw up unex-
pected issues. For although we interviewed some twenty-six students, giving us
a good range of students and their responses, these were spread only across
four teachers. In this way, the depth of data retrieved from history teachers was
somewhat weaker than that from the students. As a prime example, was the
creation of a Likert-scale in the questionnaire following the pilot study. With
some immediacy after the interview process, when entering in this data, it be-
came apparent that trying to draw conclusions from statistical data with only
four participants was impractical and unreliable. The Likert scales data was
dismissed for the depth of information otherwise available in the interview
process, instead serving only as a barometer which was used by both inter-
viewer and interviewee throughout the conversation to elicit further thoughts
and opinions based on their immediate responses.

Because of the small sample size of our teachers, it is difficult to make
generalisations and form valid conclusions from our results. Perhaps the best
example of this, is in the theme of ‘teacher weakness of research knowledge’
which emerged from our interviews. Our four teachers were comprised of two
teachers at the start of their teaching career (less than three years teaching ex-
perience) one with less than five years and a final teacher who had been teach-
ing for around ten years. What became clear from our interview data was that
for those teachers who had recently qualified there was a much clearer picture
of educational research - presumably given that they had recently qualified and
conducted their own research projects in becoming teachers. Whilst for those
teachers who had been in service longer their understandings of pedagogies
were usually vaguer and without reference to specific researchers or principles.
This could have presented interesting findings for the importance of construc-
tivism and indeed, educational research within teachers. However, with such a
small dataset and only one or two teachers to back up these findings such con-

clusions are often difficult to suggest. It would be unwise to suggest that such a
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research weakness existed across all long-service teachers, rather than such a
weakness existed in the case of the teachers we have worked with.

We should also recognise that teachers in the UK are seldom observed as
they are here in Finland, usually teachers are observed up to only three times in
an academic year (NUT, 2014). So, for our teachers and students to have re-
searchers within the classroom is an exceptional thing. As such, we should ex-
pect there to be some margin of error with regards to normalcy. By this we
mean that although our lessons observed showcased the existence of multiple
pedagogies, with examples of good group and independent work it would be
difficult to suggest that our teachers did not attempt to showcase the very best
of their classroom practice rather than the normality of day-to-day schooling.

A final important point to note, is the issues that arise from the selection of
teachers to participate within this study. All of whom are teachers I know per-
sonally or have had working contact with throughout my time as a history
teacher. It is entirely possible therefore that this sample was not representative
of wider trends, and the outcomes were therefore affected by the selection
methods implemented by myself for this project.

This research project has been a labour of love for myself as a history
teacher. I have sought to understand the place that constructivism has within
the classroom, to justify and inform my own future teaching practices. What we
have instead discovered is that both teachers and pupils acknowledge that dis-
cussion-based learning has an important role to play within history teaching,
but that one pedagogy alone is not suitable nor preferable for either party.
Many students enjoy discussion but also work well under structures which give
them space to think clearly, many teachers enjoy giving students free rein to
take themselves where they choose but also need control to guide students
through difficult examinations. What we should take from this project is that
history teaching requires a mixture of pedagogical approaches, none more im-
portant than the other. Though relationships between students and teachers are

vital on the learning journey, what a teacher should focus on within the history
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classroom is the longer-term goals of the learning and design it so it may suit

both the learners and these aims.
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Example of student questionnaire showcasing inputted Likert scale and space

for additional comments alongside interview (rarely utilised):

Pedagogy of the history classroom
Student guestionnaire

Al infarmation recorded on this guestionnaire ond throughout the subssquent research
process will remain confidential. | undertake participation in this research task willingly and
understand thot | may withdraw myself from the process ot ony time.

Name
Group

Al questions are assessed on g 1-5 scale (1 being strongly disagree, 5 being strongly ogree). If you
haove any gquestions regarding the survey, please do not hesitate to ask. There is room under each
gquestion for comments, but your verbal responses will be recorded.

1. llearn bestwhen | am working on my own

1 | 2 | 3 [ 1 [ 5

Cisagres Agree

2. It's important to me that | can talk to other students about the lesson

1 2 3 4 | 5

Dizzgres Agree

3. | have changed my opinion based on someone elsa’s responsa in a lesson

1 2 3 4 | 5

Cisagres Agree

4. My teacher often sets us group work

1 | 2 | 3 4 | 5

Diszgres Agree

5. My history classroom is a loud classroom

1 | 2 3 4 | 5

Cisagree Agree




Example of completed lesson observation form:
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Further data relating to teacher themes:

Theme

Source

Data

Understanding of constructivism

Antithesis to
behaviourism

T01

” 1 remember looking at two really... the first was the dog
one... behaviourism, that’s it... It's where you do something
right and you get a reward... but constructivism is different...
it's about getting to the right through working together”

T04

“I remember reading about behaviourism, of course... that’s
the one where I'm in charge and I hold all the cards, right?”

Student
focussed

T02

“Okay... so... we're talking about a pedagogy which empha-
sises interaction between students as... the method to achieve
or... let’s say... to enhance their learning.”

T03

“I know about Vygotsky, I remember looking at his work...
the zone of proximal development... getting students together
to, develop one another... As a teacher I can’t do all the work,
so constructivism is about giving the students the work.”

T01

“Instead you turn to the students and say, okay. You work this
out... you work that out... what have you learnt together to-
day?”

T02

“Communication between students to... look at what they
each think and then expand one another’s understanding...
through exploring that together.”

Teacher weak-
ness in research
knowledge

T04

“Oh wow... okay... if I think about it... it's about building
knowledge in students?”

T04

“I guess it's making learning more long term... like not just
learning facts or... dates. It would be making students... work
with materials... and understand what they are seeing”

T03

“But honestly, it's been a while since I did much reading of...
into educational research, so... I might be wrong on this”

Classroom implementation

Historical
debates

T02

“well... in history it is ... because history is about taking on
multiple viewpoints... and you see it for example, we had a
historical debate a few... well... back in November... and the
kids really got into character... they loved it”

T02

“I remember at university the whole world of historians
caught me a bit off-guard... but there’s so much more done at
A-level today... they study historians as much as... the actual
events... So, I do encourage them to become involved in class
discussion... maybe not much when they’re younger... but in
the sixth form, definitely... it can help them write essays be-
cause they hopefully understand the concept of multiple view-
points”

T03

“class debates are good fun... we have big class discussions...
discussions about you know, the big question of the class or...
what they think something might mean... but talking about
other historians... it's important they have their own opinion
and they can... you know, argue it... but more important than
that, is their understanding of famous historians and historical
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positions... and usually that involves a lot of simple reading”

T01

“It's good for them to understand it... so we do make them
argue their point of view... whether that’s in a group or in
front of the whole class or in writing”

T01

“things such as, activities where they move around the room...
And then I'll ask a student or two to explain their point of
view... then another, and another”

Shared re-
sources

T04

“Well... The department only has so many books ... and I only
do so much printing ... usually it's one between two. Some-
times they’ll work on their own from the sources but I think if
they’re sharing it... then they can help each other with what
they’re looking at”

T02

“I think... much of what we do in terms of peer interaction...
is mostly in the pairs... they are given a question together or a
source together and they have to work with the person next to
them or the people around them. It's easiest to manage that

”

way

T01

“think pair share, there’s a lot of pair work”

T03

“The... most of it comes from the pairs... I think a lot about
who I want to sit next to who... so I can make sure they’ll
work well together

The big ques-
tions

T01

“Every lesson has starts with a learning objective... something
that everyone should know or be able to do, by the end of the
lesson... I like to end the lesson by going to ... going back to
the objective and saying... okay, can you answer this or can
you do that... and give it to them... so if it's a big question
then it’s... can the class answer this? Can they come together
... tell me what they’ve spent the last hour doing?”

T04

“I don’t think I do it with these students, but with my older
ones we will discuss historiography together and look at big
historical issues together”

T02

“small things maybe they can do by themselves... but when it
comes to an important point, or source... it’s useful to stop and
talk about it together to really drive it home”

Behaviour man-
agement

T04

“Some classes... I simply cannot trust to behave the way I
want them to”

TO01

“when you give students the freedom to discuss then of course
there’s a natural concern about where that might go”

T02

“I structure it very firmly... to keep on top of it all”

T04

“A few weeks ago I had them in groups working together...
when it came to the time to... present back to the class... one
group had barely anything... they hadn’t worked on any-
thing... all that time and effort and they had wasted it... I was
not happy”

T03

“Behaviour management is something we have to keep on top
of so it is always pressing in your mind about... what to do
and where to be in the classroom”

Teaching ‘gap’

Variety in
teaching

TO01

“after this chat... and thinking about it... I do ... Sometimes
pupils work in silence or I'm the one telling them what to do...
and others... others they're off doing research projects or hav-
ing pair chats... so... I don’t think that it can be pinned down
to one pedagogy... If I have to get firm and do some rote learn-
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ing because my students are... are nearly at their GCSE’s and
they don’t know what they... need... to know [pause] then I'll
do it. But I think in my lessons there are lots of different strate-
gies... and I'd say it's by using different strategies we keep
things interesting for the pupils... otherwise they would al-
ways know what to expect from... you know... from me and
my lessons”

“It would be difficult for me to say I followed one style... that I
followed one approach... I certainly agree that students need
the opportunities... but I teach history in the way I learnt it...
It is right to give students an opportunity to give their opinion
of course... but should we you know, be giving an opportunity
to discuss things which are historical fact? It becomes very
difficult... some things do not need this... exploration... they
just need... knowing”

“I like to change things up and introduce different tasks.
Sometimes it gets boring doing the same thing every week...
I've had that before with my GCSE students... filling in tables
every week”

“If I can just go back... well... you know... putting in different
T02 tasks is so important, so they don’t get bored... because if
they’re bored then they don’t take the information in”

“I teach according to... you understand... the needs of my
students and the topic... so sure, maybe if I had a class of all
A-star students I would do whatever I wanted... but that’s not
the case!”

T04

T02

TO3

“We're almost finished the course content and then... it'll be a
month or two of revision lessons... they usually follow the
same structure with a recap quiz and a table or a worksheet to
T04 complete. Revision lessons are tough for everyone... trying to
recap two years of work in two months is very tough going.
So, it does become monotonous for me teaching and for them
as well... but these exams are important, it has to be done.”
“So, when I want to try something... it's usually with them ...
because if the lesson goes badly... and they don’t learn what I
wanted them to learn... it's okay because there’s time at the
end of the year, or it doesn’t really matter... because it’s only
me assessing them. And I can hold my hands up and say... I
messed up in this one lesson... now in the upper years... there
is that pressure and so they don’t get the games or the inde-
pendent research projects... or to go and learn outside. It's a
lot more stressful... especially soon because they’re going ...
on study leave and they have to have it all done by then.”

T03 “It's exam-season... you know how itis... It is what it is”
“Even if they have an in-school assessment coming up... I
T03 have to change my teaching... I mean, part of our curriculum
is interpreting questions”

Exam  necessi-
ties
T01

“A few weeks ago I had them in groups working together...
when it came to the time to... present back to the class... one
T04 group had barely anything... they hadn’t worked on any-
Behaviour man- thing... all that time and effort and they had wasted it... I was
agement not happy”

“It is disheartening... when you make these tasks and put a lot
T02 of effort into lesson planning... if they don’t take to it... so it
becomes easier to do things a certain way, a safer way”




70

Value within the classroom

Passion in
students

T01

“Yeah, definitely [pause] some of them really get on board, last
year we had some great surgery ones... they find something as
a group that excites them and the work... well you can see
some of it on the wall over there... some pupils create some
great... really great stuff when you let them.”

T03

“you do... you do hear things that you never thought of... and
you know that history is about interpretations... so it’s nice for
me to hear their opinion... because I maybe hadn’t thought of
it before and... and then they feel like they’re really onto some-
thing”

T02

“well... in history it is... because history is about taking on
multiple viewpoints... and you see it for example, we had a
historical debate a few... well... back in November... and the
kids really got into character... they loved it”

TO3

“certainly when... when they are talking... I don’t really be-
lieve that any student enjoys working in silence... I don’t be-
lieve that when they are talking they’re always... doing what I
wanted them to... but they like the freedom... and then they
can talk about the work... whether they do or not.”

T04

“I mean... when you give them the chance... you can see them
light up a bit”

T01

“For the ones who love history especially... the ones who want
to go on to do it at GCSE and A-Level, when they can use the
stuff together... and they have the freedom... they are let loose
a little more, and they enjoy that”

Part of wider
pedagogical aim

T01

“I wouldn’t ever... I don’t think... just do one thing with my
students... I'm not sure how that would even work?”

T04

“If they do get to discuss and interact with one another... work
in groups and what not... it'll be with other tasks in the les-

”

son

T02

“I couldn’t imagine a genuine secondary classroom with the
use of just one pedagogy... especially one like this... I think
kids need the structure as much as they need the freedom... So
we do the discussions and the exploring... but it's alongside
the essays and the written work”
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Theme

Source

Data

Working with Peers

Disruption

SO01Y10A

“The boys that sit behind me just do not shut up... like even
when we're working normally... they're always in trou-
ble... I don’t even want to think about if they were al-lowed
to talk more.”

S02Y07A

“Last week I got sent out for talking too much, like... I do
chat, I can’t help it”

S03Y07B

“if everyone is chatting it gets quite loud”

S01Y07A

“We're really good at working together... it's nice to have
someone next to you who you like and you can work with,
but there are some lessons where I'm sat with someone who
I couldn’t work with and then I don’t want to talk to them
at all because they just put me oft”

504Y10C

“some people say everything in the group, but then you
have people who will sit there and do nothing”

Enjoy being in
the classroom

S03Y07B

“In Mr [X]'s class he like... doesn’t want us to talk so we get
told off a lot... I don’t want to go to his lessons... he’s just
really rude about it... I prefer it when like here, like we can
talk to each other... nobody can do it in silence for like an
hour it's mad... you know”

S03Y07C

“I have fun in history, yeah. [Our teacher] gets us excited
about it... we do lots of different stuff every lesson... we
can talk about things... we watch videos... sometimes we
have to do a lot of writing but it’s better than other lessons”

S01Y07B

“I like it here, it’s better than some other lessons”

S01Y10C

“I remember we did some group projects last year and they
were so much fun. I got to work with my mates and you
never do that really, so I actually wanted to go to lesson”

Pair-work

S04Y10A

“It depends who I'm sat next to, some classes I like it and
others I don’t... teachers don’t really listen to who we want
to sit next to”

S02Y10B

“If we’ve been given pictures and stuff, it'll be between two
of us to work together and look at them. It’s important who
you sit next to... because they’re gonna be who you have to
work with the whole year”

S03Y07C

“I get on really well with [X] so it’s great because I'm work-
ing with her but I can just like talk... about the work and
stuft”

Help & support

S04Y07A

“I don’t really like answering questions. I don’t usually put
my hand up because... be-cause if I get it wrong, I think I
look stupid in front of everyone, and I don’t want to look
stupid.”

S01Y10C

“Working together... they sometimes keep me going, or
remind me of things from other lessons that I've like,
probably forgot about...”

S03Y07C

“and then I don’t mind asking her for help, because she’s
my friend and we have talked so much that it's okay”
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History skills

Help & support

S01Y07A

“We're really good at working together... it's nice to have
someone next to you who you like and you can work with,
but there are some lessons where I'm sat with someone who
I couldn’t work with and then I don’t want to talk to them
at all because they just put me off”

S04Y07A

“I don’t really like answering questions. I don’t usually put
my hand up because... because if I get it wrong, I think I
look stupid in front of everyone, and I don’t want to look
stupid.”

504Y10C

“You know when the teacher asks if anyone has any ques-
tions, and like nobody says anything... I've waited before...
until I can have them to myself and ask them... it’s just
easier when they’re talking to just you, and not everyone”

S02Y10B

“I think our teacher does a pretty good job of making eve-
ryone comfortable... I know a couple people who don't like
to ask questions but when you do, it’s not like you get sin-
gled out for being an idiot”

SO03Y10A

“We're supposed to do this thing where we ask people
around us for help first, it’s bit stupid but I think it kinda
works... I don’t mind asking the people I sit near for help...
they're all pretty nice”

Improved writ-
ing

S504Y10B

“I can definitely write a lot more... the essays we did in
year nine were about a page or so... now I'm writing dou-
ble that. I'm not saying that it’s... any easier... but I can
think of a lot more to write and how I should write it”

S01Y07C

“I can write a lot more now than I did at primary... the
teachers here want more and more from you”

S03Y10A

“Essay structure is something that I think I've gotten better
at in this class... when we look at pee paragraphs and all
that... it makes things a bit clearer”

S04Y10A

“Me too, it's mental how much more I can write, and bring
in other stuff as well”

Teaching methods

Pair-work

S01Y10C

“Working together... they sometimes keep me going, or
remind me of things from other lessons that I've like,
probably forgot about...”

502Y07C

“Our teacher wants us to chat about stuff together usu-
ally... especially when like... he’s asked a question and
nobody wants to answer... he’ll tell us to think about it
together and then he’ll pick on someone”

Wide variety

S03Y07C

“I have fun in history, yeah. [Our teacher] gets us excited
about it... we do lots of different stuff every lesson... we
can talk about things... we watch videos... sometimes we
have to do a lot of writing but it’s better than other lessons”

S01Y07B

“We do a lot of stuff, we’ve made some posters and like...
done some acting and videos... but a lot of lessons are just
like usual lessons it’s just every now and then we do some-
thing really weird”

504Y10C

“T feel like we could do more stuff, because some lessons
get a bit samey... but everyone is talking all the time about
exams so what else are we gonna do”
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Individual focus

S04Y10B

“I like group work but if we are working in a group, it's
usually like... into my book... everyone has to write the
same things on their own.”

S01Y07A

“I like to read my green form and see what I have to do to
improve. We did an assessment just before Christmas and
now I know how I need to improve”

S03Y10C

“we actually sat down in assembly a few weeks ago and she
told us that it’s up to each of us to get the grade we deserve.
There’s a lot of pressure on each person”

Written focus

S04Y10B

“I like group work but if we are working in a group, it's
usually like... into my book... everyone has to write the
same things on their own.”

S02Y10B

“Our lessons um... they are quite similar. We will be told a
bit about something, and then we’ll write something.
Maybe we’ll also talk about it together. But every lesson
we're writing, yeah. Learning objective, title, date and then
at least a page of writing.”

S03Y10A/C

“Before we started our GCSE’s things weren't as difficult.
Do you remember we spent that lesson building bridges?”
“Oh, yeah! That was so good... we don’t get to do those
things anymore... the lessons have changed since we
started the exams”

“... Yeah, it’s a lot more about [the teacher] telling us what
we need to do to improve, a lot of essay writing and such”

S01Y07A

“I'm on my third workbook of the year... I write so much
every lesson”

504Y07B

“I hate writing and we have to do so much of it. Even when
we talk about everything we have to write everything it’s
the worst”




