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Pupils’ enjoyment of history – what lessons can teachers learn from their pupils?

Abstract

The paper explores pupil attitudes towards history as a school subject in England, with a view to developing a better understanding of the factors which influence disaffection or engagement with the subject.  The study attempts to identify what pupils like and dislike about how they are taught and what they are taught in history lessons. The study was carried out in 12 secondary schools with pupils aged 11-14. Questionnaires were returned from 1740 pupils and 160 of these were involved in focus group interviews. The findings show that how pupils are taught appears to matter more than what they are taught and identifies teaching approaches that pupils considered to be particularly effective, and teaching approaches that appear to contribute to pupil disaffection and disengagement from the subject. The study also provides insights into the extent to which pupils find history enjoyable compared to other school subjects.   Although the study is primarily of interest to history teachers, it may also be of interest to teachers of other subjects who have a concern for the degree of pupil engagement with their subject.
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Introduction
Pupil disaffection from schooling has been a concern for a number of years within the UK. In order to tackle this problem effectively it would be helpful to have a clearer understanding of why pupils become disaffected, and what steps can be taken to make education more engaging. A large proportion of recent research has focused on the ‘generic’ aspects of pupil disaffection, for example, the role of teacher-pupil relations in either promoting or averting disaffection (see for example Attwood et al., 2003; Zamorski and Haydn, 2002).  However, an area that has been less extensively researched is the subject discipline dimensions of pupil disaffection; that is to say the reaction of pupils to particular school subjects. There is some debate as to whether the subject per se or the style of teaching and learning has a more important influence on levels of engagement or disaffection with education. A number of small scale studies (Attwood et al., 2003; Brown and Fletcher, 2002; Riley and Docking, 2004) indicate that delivery of the curriculum is an issue. Riley and Docking’s (2004) survey of almost 3,300 pupils show that 19% of Year 8
 pupils and 27% of Year 10 pupils claim to be  ‘generally’ bored at school whilst a survey by Smart Technologies (2006) claims that one in five pupils truant from school, and of these 52% do so because they dislike a particular lesson or subject. The importance of engagement in worthwhile and fulfilling activities as part of  psychological wellbeing (Layard, 2005) has been acknowledged in recent government pronouncements on education, not least in terms of the title of a recent government white paper in the UK, Excellence and Enjoyment (DfES, 2003). Finding out more about the factors which influence pupils’ attitude to learning in particular school subjects offers the possibility of informing attempts to raise standards of educational attainment, and of developing our understanding of the affective domain of the school curriculum.
This paper presents the findings of a QCA funded project (QCA, 2005) which attempted to develop insight into the subject discipline dimensions of pupil disaffection, focusing  on pupils’ enjoyment of a particular school subject, in this case, history at key stage 3
 (KS3) and their experience of how they were taught. Although the findings are likely to be primarily of interest to those who teach history, the outcomes and processes of the research may well be of interest to teachers of other school subjects who have a concern with pupils’ response to the subject which they teach.

The main aims of the project were to gain insight into the scale of disaffection and disengagement with history as a school subject, and into what pupils felt motivated or deterred them from learning the subject. The research was structured so that data could be disaggregated to also gain a better understanding of ‘school’ effect, ‘teacher’ effect, and age and gender influences on pupil attitudes to the subject at Key Stage 3.  

The study deliberately looks at history teaching from the pupils’ perspectives because, as Flutter and Rudduck (2004: 2) explain:
Their guidance can be used to direct our attention to the issues that need to be given priority in planning improvement. Only in this way will teachers be enabled to develop new strategies based on a deeper knowledge and firmer understanding of the complex processes of teaching and learning. 

In addition, as the pupils are the recipients of teaching, they seemed to be in the best position to comment upon what they enjoyed about the experience (QCA, 2004: 10): ‘It’s important because if our views are not heard then the government cannot improve the curriculum.’ (Year 10 pupil)
What do we already know about pupils’ enjoyment of history as a school subject?

The literature on pupil enjoyment of a subject, and in particular their enjoyment of history, is limited, as the studies primarily focus on gender preferences. This study therefore attempts to address a number of shortfalls in our understanding of what pupils like about history, and what patterns, if any, emerge about who likes history.
Earlier studies have focused mainly on whether some subjects are inherently, or perceived to be inherently, ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ domains, and whether there are differences in perception between pupils at single-sex schools as opposed to mixed schools. Studies by Stables and Wikeley (1997), Hendley et al. (1996) and Colley et al. (1994a) provide useful information about which subjects are preferred and therefore are a valuable baseline for comparison in the context of this study. They however do little to address in depth why pupils prefer some subjects more than others. 

Previous studies have also tended to be limited either in terms of scale or age range. Though Stables (1990) looked at 2300 pupils across 13 schools, and Hendley et al. (1996) included 4263 pupils from 34 schools, these studies, despite being on a large scale, have focused on one particular year group. Colley et al. (1994b) focus on a wider age range of 10-12 year olds, yet their results were confined to a relatively small cohort of 93 pupils in one school. It would thus be difficult to ascribe the findings from these projects more broadly, without further supporting evidence. 
More recent surveys have been conducted by Adey and Biddulph (2001) and Biddulph and Adey (2003). These have been based on a large scale survey of over 1400 pupils, focused on the Year 9 age group and a smaller number of interviews with pupils in Year 11. These studies have the advantage of identifying what pupils enjoy about history, which many of the earlier studies do not address in any depth, but like previous work tend to focus on a narrow age range. The large scale survey also did not disaggregate the findings. It is therefore difficult to say whether there is any difference in pupils’ attitudes towards history in terms of gender, age or by school. Biddulph and Adey (2002) explore more explicitly what pupils like about history and geography teaching through a series of small group interviews with Year 8 pupils. This study revealed that pupils were more affected by how they were taught rather than what they were taught. As Biddulph and Adey (2002) concede, there was a slight contradiction here as their survey responses suggested a preference for the subject whereas the group interviews stressed the manner in which they were taught. Though this would suggest that interesting teaching approaches are important for helping pupils learn, the Ofsted report (2005) indicates that, whilst history is generally amongst the best taught subjects at KS3, one of the weaknesses within history teaching is a dependence on a narrow range of teaching styles, including an undue emphasis on teacher input at the expense of pupils being encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning.
Methodology

To obtain an insight into pupils’ perceptions of history at KS3, it was decided to use a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods in order to have both breadth and depth in the study. The findings are based on pupil questionnaire responses (see figure 1) and focus group interviews from 12 schools drawn from three different areas of the country. Unlike Biddulph and Adey (2001, 2002, 2003) it was decided to use questionnaires and interviews with pupils from the same schools and across a range of year groups from Year 7 to Year 9 (11-14 year olds). A questionnaire containing both closed and open questions was used to gather a snapshot of pupils’ views across a range of schools. Initial analysis of the data from these was then used to construct a series of focus group interviews to pursue some of the issues in more depth. In total 1,740 questionnaire responses were analysed, from 12 schools, including schools from the East of England, London, and the South Coast. These areas were chosen because they offered easy access to schools for both researchers, as well as enabling different types of schools to be used. Within the limits imposed by such a sample size, it was possible to find schools that varied in terms of the nature of the school (independent, faith, urban-rural, large-small), the uptake of history at key stage 4, the percentage A*-C pass rate at GCSE
, the socio-economic background and the number of pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds.  There were 160 pupils involved in the focus group interviews, which typically had 6 pupils in each group, with equal numbers of boys and girls with the exception of one single sex school. The focus groups were also drawn from Years 7 to 9. In most cases interviews took place with one group of Year 7s, one of Year 8s and two groups of Year 9s (one with those who had opted to study history at GCSE (public examination for 16 year olds), and one who had decided to ‘drop’ history at the end of Year 9. The questionnaires were administered by teachers within the schools and as such they had free choice to which classes these were given. This allowed for a 100% return rate of questionnaires but there was a danger that this might skew the results if teachers used classes that were known to like history. However the responses to the questionnaires showed that the classes used did present a broad range of ability and attitude towards the subject. The questionnaire was designed to also give an indication of how pupils viewed history in relation to other subjects.  Even if the classes did prove to like history, it would still be helpful to understand why they liked it. Teachers also chose those pupils involved in the focus group interviews. The guidance given to teachers was that they should try to provide a range of pupils in terms of ability in, and perceived attitude to the subject, with the caveat that they should try to choose pupils who would be reasonably comfortable and confident talking to one of the researchers, and who were likely to be willing to contribute. The stipulation that we would interview pupils who were not choosing to study history at GCSE would be likely to ensure that pupils with potentially more negative views would be represented in the data. 

(insert figure 1)
The questionnaires were analysed using SPSS software for ‘closed’ questions and Filemaker Pro for text based responses. The SPSS software allowed for frequency counts and cross-tabulation to be carried out to identify any patterns. Focus group interviews were taped using digital voice recorders and then transcribed before being coded inductively. To code the qualitative responses, the outcomes of the 26 sets of focus group interviews were read using Filemaker Pro. Initial categories were generated inductively from reading this data set and these categories were then applied to the remaining files. These categories were examined to see where any overlaps occurred or if there were any omissions. The categories were then refined accordingly. These final categories were then also applied to the interview transcripts. Once the coding had been completed it was then possible to discern any patterns in the responses, looking at what pupils liked and disliked and whether this corresponded to gender, year group, school or teaching group within a school.
The study was carried out in two phases. A pilot questionnaire was trialled in April/May 2004 and an amended version was then used in five schools in July 2004, in the last few days of pupils’ experience of history in year 7.  After initial analysis of the 330 returns from phase 1 of the survey, one amendment was made to the design of the questionnaire. This was to separate religious education (R.E.) and personal and social education (P.S.E.) where pupils were asked to rank how much they enjoyed school subjects, and how important they felt it was to do well in the subject. Further questionnaires were sent to another seven schools and administered to Years 7, 8 and 9 during the academic year 2004-05. These schools were also visited by one of the researchers after the questionnaire had been completed to carry out the focus group interviews.
Findings
This study shows that the majority of pupils do enjoy history. What they are taught, how they are taught and by whom they are taught are very important in determining their level of interest. Active and participatory teaching approaches are rated very highly. This study also shows that pupils enjoy history in some schools more than others at Key Stage 3, although the data, particularly from the focus group interviews, suggest that this is more likely to be attributable to departmental and individual teacher effect than the socio-economic background of pupils. The questionnaire did not provide data on the socio-economic background or prior educational attainment of individual pupils, but at the school level, there were  examples of high levels of pupil enjoyment of history in schools with an ‘advantaged’ intake, and schools in challenging circumstances, and vice versa.
What do pupils enjoy about history?
On the questionnaire, pupils were asked to recall a good lesson and what they liked about it, as well as other questions about what they had most/least enjoyed about history during the year. There was a degree of repetition in response to the question about recalling a good lesson and what pupils had most enjoyed, so analysis of teaching approaches drew on responses to the question about recalling a good lesson, as this produced a higher number of replies. The responses revealed that a combination of how topics are taught and who was teaching the topics influenced the degree of enjoyment, and to a lesser extent the topic itself. This was reinforced through the group interviews.
Teaching approaches appeared to matter very strongly. There was clear evidence that pupils enjoyed ‘interactive’ activities, involving role play, drama, presentations, discussion, debate, making things and so forth. When asked to comment on a good lesson they had experienced in history, there were 614 positive comments about interactive teaching approaches. Within this figure, the most popular activities were role play/drama (295 comments), discussion and debate (108) and group work (56). This contrasts starkly to what pupils least enjoyed. There were 48 negative comments about the use of interactive teaching approaches, and of these 33 were about doing project work. What is not clear from the data though is the frequency with which such teaching approaches were employed, as the question asked pupils to recall a lesson. However support for interactive teaching came through strongly in the focus group interviews; for example the following comment by a Year 7 pupil was typical of many: 

Well sometimes … I think if you like the topics then you’re more likely to like what you’re doing, the actual work, but if, if you’re not really interested in a topic then sometimes you kind of need something exciting to help you understand and stuff.

Another favoured approach was the use of video. This has not been categorised as ‘interactive’ as it is not always clear how videos have been used in class, but there were 213 favourable comments on its use and only 11 negative ones. It was clear from some responses that video could be an ‘easy’ option as it involved little work but when used well, e.g. short extracts or to support other activities in the classroom as an introduction or consolidation to an activity, video has a powerful impact on pupils as shown by this pupil’s response:

When we watched a video about the plague because it was entertaining and you could really see what it was like to be there, and to feel what they were feeling.

The use of computers did not feature highly. Only 50 pupils mentioned it as part of a good lesson, though there were only three negative comments relating to ICT. More popular were activities that involved drawing something which was mentioned by 100 pupils, although there were some negative comments from pupils who felt that they had been given drawing work which was ‘patronising’, or ‘a waste of time’.
However there was a variation between year groups and their preferences. Year 8s were more likely to express a preference for interactive teaching approaches compared to other year groups in the study. Interactive teaching approaches were mentioned by 40% of Year 8s, 33% of Year 7s and 26% of Year 9s. Drama and role play were the most frequently mentioned teaching approach by pupils in years 7 and 8, whereas Year 9 pupils were more likely to mention use of video in the classroom. Surprisingly, some teaching approaches were hardly mentioned at all, and where they were mentioned it was overwhelmingly by one year group and by pupils in particular schools. For example, field trips were only mentioned in any numbers by Year 7 pupils in schools 1 and 3. The comments pupils made seem therefore to reflect the actual experience of pupils during the year, rather than a ‘wish list’ of teaching approaches.

There does appear to be some correlation between the teaching approaches employed and the level of enjoyment pupils expressed, though there is no precise observable pattern. The most frequently mentioned teaching approaches were use of role play and debates, and an analysis of these particular methods show that schools 1 and 5, which had the lowest mean averages of the sample schools for enjoyment also had the lowest number of comments about the use of these approaches; 14% of pupils in school 1 and 12% in school 5 mentioned such teaching approaches. Whereas in other schools where history was popular there was a higher reported rate of these approaches (see table 1). There are some anomalies. Although there were many instances of pupils expressing approbation for ‘active learning’ approaches and dislike of (what they saw as) excessive reliance on written activities, teacher talk, and the use of text books and work sheets, there is a need to be cautious about simplistic and monocausal ascriptions.  In schools 7 and 8 though the subject was perceived as less popular there are frequent references to role play and debate being used, whilst in school 2, where history was extremely popular, a small proportion of students commented about use of role play and debate. These fluctuations may be accounted for by the fact that the data do not indicate frequency of use of more interactive teaching approaches; pupil replies may refer to one-off instances that were enjoyable but atypical. It is also likely that teaching approaches alone cannot account for the variation in popularity, and that teacher-led and ‘traditional’ approaches  founded on teacher exposition and questioning could also be successful in evincing pupil enthusiasm for history in school. It is not simply a question of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ pedagogy, but whether aspects of pedagogy are executed in a skilful or clumsy and ineffective manner. 
(insert table 1)
In addition, data from the focus groups suggested that the personality of the teacher and the quality of their human interaction with pupils have an influence on the degree to which pupils enjoyed history. This came through much more strongly in the focus group interviews than the questionnaire responses, where it was seen as an important reason for liking history by about 6% of pupils, but only in particular schools. This discrepancy may be a result of the different instruments used to collect data. Evidence from all the interviews clearly supported the idea that the role of the teacher was crucial. Pupils unsurprisingly like teachers who are fun and enthusiastic, but also consider how teachers talk to them as important. This includes both teachers’ ability to explain things and how they address pupils; as these Year 7s explain:
G - she doesn’t talk to us like little kids like some of the teachers, like little Year 7’s, which I don’t like.

B And she calls us students...

G Not Year 7’s.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the single biggest set of responses related to the topic taught; there were 873 references to the topic when asked what they had most enjoyed in history. In many cases it is not clear whether the topic was mentioned because the teacher used a particular activity which was enjoyable or whether the topic per se was enjoyable. There was also no discernible pattern in identifying whether any particular topic was more interesting than another, particularly in years 7 and 8. Pupils mentioned a wide range of topics and whilst some within a school enjoyed a particular topic, others did not. Some topics though were more likely to arouse interest because of their nature. Amongst Year 9 students the world wars and particularly the Holocaust had a powerful effect on those who had studied it by the time they had completed their questionnaires. The following extract from a pupil in school 9 expresses the view of many others:

I most enjoyed learning about the Holocaust as I find this part of history very sad but extremely interesting and quite unbelievable considering what people did to other human beings.
This view most likely reflects the ‘mature’ nature of this age group in their exploration and understanding of the world in which they live. A few pupils did not enjoy this topic, but whether this was due to the nature of the topic or how it was taught is not clear. It might be assumed that the generally positive response to these more ‘relevant’ topics would strengthen the case for studying more modern history. However, during the focus group interviews, pupils were asked what topics they would like to study and a frequently cited example was the Ancient Egyptians.
Whether any of the factors (teaching approach, teacher or topic) are more important than others is difficult to ascertain and so it is not easy to identify reasons for differences between schools, between boys and girls in their levels of enjoyment, and for differences between different year groups within a school.

What do pupils not enjoy about history?
There are a number of pupils for whom history is an overwhelmingly negative experience. In response to why history is on the timetable, one pupil responded ‘Because the pupils need sleep so they made history up’. Many pupils simply responded that they found history boring or they could not see the point of it, however a large number were able to identify more precisely why they did not enjoy it. Reference to a topic was the most frequent response with 593 comments being made. Particular topics are identified as uninteresting, but as explained above, there seems to be no consensus as to which topics are popular and which are not. 
The most frequently mentioned least popular activities were written work, mentioned 394 times, tests 151 times, working from textbooks or worksheets 57 times and homework 41 times. Though these are unlikely to be unexpected, the figures for textbooks and worksheets and homework may be lower than one would anticipate and there was no real difference between pupils in years 7-9. The figures for writing do show a distinct shift between year groups. Year 7 pupils disliked writing far more than Years 8 and 9; 27%, 19% and 19% respectively. It may be that essay writing was relatively new to Year 7 pupils and that they initially found it difficult. However there were some subtle differences. Pupil respondents disliked essay writing, but were happy to carry out other written tasks. Creative writing in the form of historical stories based round an event like the Black Death appeared popular. Most complaints about essay writing occurred in schools 1, 7, 9, 10 and 11, suggesting in other schools this was not a prominent part of the subject or was handled in a more positive way. Yet of these schools, pupils showed a positive response to history generally in schools 9, 10 and 11, suggesting that despite the concerns raised, essay writing detracted little from the subject. It was only in schools 1 and 7 that we can see history was unpopular overall and essay writing may only be part of the problem. Comments about tests were overwhelmingly confined to two schools, 10 and 11, where whole school policies demanded regular formal assessment points. These complaints became far more pronounced as the pupils move through Year 7 to 9. Despite this, the Year 9 pupils in these schools still held a positive view of the subject, which was likely to be offset by the teachers or the teaching approaches adopted in these places.
Though the school effects were very marked in terms of what pupils enjoy, the same cannot be said for gender differences. An analysis of what pupils enjoyed by gender revealed no major differences. Girls were marginally more likely to mention liking videos, role plays and group work, and not liking working from textbooks or worksheets. However the overall numbers involved are small. For boys and girls then it seems that a variety of teaching approaches that are essentially ‘interactive’ appeal to both.
How enjoyable is history?

The responses from the pupils indicated that history was a popular subject. One question on the survey was direct and asked pupils whether history was ‘quite enjoyable’ or ‘not very enjoyable’. This was designed to force pupils into a decision and would allow comparison with previous studies where such a question had been asked. On another question, pupils were asked to rate history on a six point Likert scale (0-5), in relation to other subjects.

In response to the first question, 69.8% of pupils felt that history was ‘quite enjoyable’. This reflects an increase compared to previous studies (see table 1). There was a large variation between departments, with results from one school indicating that 85.9% of the pupils found history enjoyable, falling to 51.1% at the other end of the continuum (see table 2).  Although there did appear to be a ‘departmental’ effect, there were even wider variations between some teaching groups within the same department (for example, in one school, between 94.4% of pupils in one group reporting that they enjoyed the subject, compared to 50% in one of the other groups). Overall, from the Likert scale, History rated as the fifth most enjoyable subject behind Physical Education (PE), Design Technology (DT), Information and Communications Technology (ICT) and Art (see table 3). Interestingly, these are all subjects that would generally require pupils to ‘do’ things actively. The mean response for history of 3.08 indicates that pupils were generally positive about the subject. 

(Insert table 2, 3 and 4)
Who enjoys history?

The subject did appear to be gender neutral in terms of popularity, with boys slightly favouring the subject compared to girls. Asked whether history was ‘quite enjoyable’, 71.6% of boys said it was, compared to 68.9% of girls. These figures are very similar to those from the Likert scale. Boys had a mean response of 3.15 and girls 3.06. 

However the Likert scale showed the range of responses and within this there were different patterns (see table 5). Though fewer girls indicated a positive view of history, those that did were more likely to be more positive than the boys. This was also true at the bottom end of the scale, where more girls showed a very negative level of enjoyment. This though could possibly be a trait of girls, as other studies, such as Hendley et al. (1996) show that girls are more likely to take extreme views towards history. Indeed this may be true of girls generally as Colley et al.’s (1994b) study of gender preferences for subjects suggested that girls were more likely to have a broader spread of views, whereas boys tended to provide responses that cluster towards the middle.
(insert table 5)
Overall history appeared to be consistently popular with boys and girls across all year groups. The only exception seemed to be Year 8 girls who showed the only overall negative score on the Likert scale. Amongst the boys, those in Year 8 were the most positive, followed by those in Year 9 and then Year 7. The pattern for girls though was different. Year 9 girls were the most positive, followed by Year 7. The Year 8 girls were the most negative of any year group and had a mean average below 3.0. The findings from the Likert scale were supported by the responses from other questions. When asked whether they found the subject ‘quite enjoyable’ or ‘not that enjoyable’, the only noticeable difference in levels of enjoyment was in Year 8 where 77% of boys showed they liked the subject as opposed to 63% of girls. It is not clear why such differences should exist though potentially issues like how the subject is taught as discussed above are likely to be important.

Taking the analysis a stage further, by looking at levels of enjoyment by school, showed a far more complex pattern. This complexity makes it far more difficult to generalise. It was clear that in some schools history was popular, but this varied across year groups and between boys and girls within a school; for example in school 10, history in Year 7 was not very popular with either boys or girls, but became very popular with Year 8 boys and was then particularly popular with girls in Year 9. This contrasted to school 9, where history in Year 7 was popular with both sexes (but particularly with boys), yet in Year 8 boys seemed to enjoy it less and by Year 9 both boys and girls had negative view of the subject. 

Discussion
The findings from this study appear to have wide-ranging implications, relating to current educational initiatives, professional development and the role of initial teacher education.

At the moment the U.K. government has pushed for a more flexible curriculum (see DfES 2005a and 2005b), whereby a more vocational curriculum can be promoted. Part of the reasoning behind this is to stop pupils becoming disengaged and disaffected with the curriculum. This move seems to suggest that it is the curriculum rather than pedagogy that is at fault in creating disaffection. Our findings suggest that the picture is more complex and what appears to matter is ensuring that pupils have a positive experience when studying the subject. It is clear, as this study shows, that history does have a widespread appeal among boys and girls across years 7-9 and that there does appear to be a wide range of teaching approaches adopted. This supports the findings of Biddulph and Adey (2002: 3) that ‘It was the learning process that made the subject interesting or dull, not the subject content per se’. Pupils enjoy the subject and how it is taught. It is possible to make it engaging and accessible for pupils. The fact that pupils prefer interactive learning experiences though is hardly surprising. Both Cooper and McIntyre (1994) and Biddulph and Adey (2002) make this point:

pupils recall more readily lesson activities that they associate with a relatively high level of arousal … Invariably pupils describe a high degree of constructive participation in the events recalled. (Cooper and McIntyre, 1994: 79)

Cooper and McIntyre (1994) identify an important issue; both teachers and pupils are aware of teaching approaches that are enjoyable and enable pupils to engage with and understand what is being taught. However it is clear that such approaches are not universally adopted, nor are they regularly employed by those teachers who are inclined to use them. Contextual factors such as the time available, nature of the class, concerns about classroom management often influence teacher choice of activity more readily than what are seem to be effective teaching strategies. There appears to be an important distinction to make here, identified by Cooper and McIntyre (1994); the type of fun, ‘hands-on’ teaching approaches pupils enjoy are perceived by teachers to be a means of engaging pupils, whilst pupils see them as integral to effective learning. This does not mean that we purely pander to what pupils like; Flutter and Rudduck (2004: 3) are advocates of listening to the pupil voice yet concede ‘we do not suggest that undue weight should be given to them’. Some elements of history, such as essay writing are an essential component of the discipline, and just because pupils dislike them do not mean they should be avoided. There is a need for balance but it is likely that we can engage pupils more effectively through how we teach them if we listen carefully to their views.

The study also reveals what pupils at different stages like about their history experience. Even in year 9, where there is a core of pupils who have decided to drop the subject, some of whom are profoundly disaffected from the subject, the majority of pupils have a favourable view of the subject. Though there is no particular pattern to pupils’ preference about topics, some such as the Holocaust, traditionally taught in year 9, receive more widespread approval than others. The nature of the topic and the seriousness of the issues it addresses seem to be appropriate for pupils of that age. It is worrying therefore that a number of schools appear to be moving towards a curriculum structure where the traditional three year KS3 is being squeezed into two years. One rationale for this appears to be the need to engage pupils with the curriculum by fast tracking them onto examination routes, either academic or vocational, which are seen as more meaningful. This means that history departments are being required to compress a lot of the topics they teach. This seems to go against the government’s desire for a ‘strong grounding in the basics’ (DfES, 2005a: 28) and as Counsell (2006: 24) explains a pupil’s entitlement to history ‘could be as little as 50 minutes a week for just two years’. The possible impact of this could be that teachers adopt more didactic approaches in order to cover the content that is outlined in the curriculum. The consequence of this would be that teaching approaches that engage pupils are used less and so disengagement with the subject could grow.  The compression of the curriculum also means addressing topics that current Year 9 pupils find enjoyable and interesting earlier in the school, which may be less appropriate for the age of the pupils. As this study illustrates, many pupils in Year 9 do like history and appear to enjoy the topics covered, such as the Holocaust receive particular approval.

Stemming from this evidence are two further thoughts; one is related to the role of initial teacher education and the other to the shape of the curriculum. To tell teachers to adopt more interactive teaching approaches alone will not bring about change. It has been shown that altering teacher actions and beliefs can be extremely difficult (see for example Fullan, 2001). The importance of school effect that is shown in this study shows teachers can make a difference and that good practice worthy of emulation is available. How this is achieved is difficult. There is an obvious role for initial teacher education, but Haydn (1997) has shown that trainee teachers will often settle for ‘defensive’ teaching approaches in response to classroom management concerns, rather than adopt tactics like role play which are seen as ‘high risk’. If such teaching approaches become the norm during teaching practice, then it is possible that they become routine once trainee teachers move into full time posts and opportunities to use more interactive approaches are less likely to occur. The evidence from this study would suggest that if beginning teachers remain in an essentially didactic mode it is possible that this will reduce the levels of pupil engagement and enjoyment, potentially promoting greater levels of pupil disengagement. 
In addition it has been assumed that trainee teachers follow a model of development outlined by Fuller and Bown (1975), where concerns about self dominate early on, eventually to be replaced by concerns about pupils. This model would suggest that attempts to get beginning teachers to focus on what learners appreciate would be difficult to achieve at early stages in the training process. However this model has been criticised and there is growing work to suggest that trainee teachers do have early concerns about the quality of pupils’ experiences and attempt to accommodate this into their planning (see Burn et al., 2000 and 2003). This work would suggest that it is worth encouraging beginning teachers to use interactive teaching approaches.  Other work though highlights the difficulties of changing beginning teachers’ conceptions of effective teaching (for example, Korthagen et al., 2001), and where change has been effected it often gets ‘washed out’ (Zeichner and Tabachnick, 1981). The latter is a particular issue where teachers are expected to spend a large amount of their training course working in schools alongside experienced colleagues. The solution would appear to lie in working with these experienced teachers so that their teaching incorporates teaching approaches as favoured by pupils. This is a potential area for further research.
It would seem from this study that within history teaching there is a range of practice, some of which is more engaging and some less so. It does that many pupils enjoy more interactive and participatory methods of teaching, and would consequently prefer to encounter these on a regular basis. The potential therefore exists to counteract issues of disaffection through examining not just what pupils learn but also how they are taught. This study therefore raises important questions about how we can move forward. First, are current educational initiatives that focus on curriculum structures and curriculum content rather than teaching approaches going to solve the problem of disaffection? The outcomes of this study suggest that subject pedagogy is an important factor and ought to be considered alongside curriculum structures and content. This raises questions about the move towards pushing ‘less academic’ pupils towards vocational subjects (see Mansell, 2006) and whether this will prevent disaffection. There is perhaps an assumption that such pupils will be more motivated by taking vocational subjects which some policymakers and schools perceive to have more relevance to less able pupils. However, vocational courses, if poorly taught, are just as likely to result in disaffection as poorly taught academic subjects. Furthermore, this study suggests that many pupils of all abilities and ages enjoy school history and think that it is useful, even if their reasons for believing it to be useful are, at present, rather inchoate (QCA, 2006). Second, if we wish to promote change in the practice of some teachers, what are the best means to achieve that, either through pre- or in-service training and finally, to what extent are teachers and departments taking appropriate heed of what pupils have to say about the teaching of school subjects. 
� In England and Wales, pupils are referred to by year group. Year 7 is for 11-12 year olds, Year 8 is 12-13, Year 9 is for 13-14 and so forth.


� Key stage 3 normally covers the year groups 7-9, i.e. the 11-14 age range. Within this period of time, pupils have to study a specified national curriculum set of subjects which outline content, concepts and skills that need to be covered and the expected level of attainment for pupils. There is a growing trend whereby schools are moving towards a two, rather than three year, key stage 3 curriculum. 


� GCSE stands for General Certificate of Secondary Education. It is the main form of examination that pupils take at the end of the compulsory school leaving age in England and Wales. Pupils are awarded grades A* to G. Schools are often judged by their A* to C pass rate. 
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