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Abstract—The past three decades have seen radical changes in history educators’, policymakers’ and educationalists’ ideas about what it means ‘to get better’ in history as a school subject in the UK. The inception of a National Curriculum for History brought about a much more clearly defined framework for progression in the subject. The introduction of formal (and quite complex) models for measuring pupils’ progress in history, and changing and contested ideas about progression in history as a school subject occasioned vigorous debate, both between politicians, historians and history teacher educators, and between teacher educators themselves. However, less attention has focused on pupils’ ideas about what it means to get better at history, and the extent of their understanding of the models of progression, which have been developed in recent years. The research asked pupils to explain in their own words what they thought it meant ‘to get better at history’. The outcomes revealed that many pupils had very little understanding of the models for progression for history which have been put in place in UK schools, and quite vague and inchoate ideas about what it means to make progress in history. Only a minority of pupils, in some of the schools involved, were able to explain progression in terms which in any way reflected the models of progression laid down in official curriculum specifications, and as expounded in adult discourse about history education. It is possible that many teachers have perhaps made assumptions about the extent to which pupils understand what they have to do to make progress in history, and that more time and thought might be invested in this aspect of history education in order to improve pupil motivation and attainment in history.
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Changing ideas about progression in History in the UK

The past three decades have seen radical changes in policymakers’, educationalists’ and history educators’ ideas about what it means ‘to get better’ in history as a school subject in the UK (Lee and Ashby, 2000, Husbands et al., 2003). Before the advent of a formal, standardised ‘National Curriculum for History’ in 1991, the idea of progression in the subject was loosely defined, not precisely articulated, and seen generally in terms of an aggregation of subject content knowledge, assessed largely through extended writing based on pupil comprehension and recall of what they had been taught. In 1985, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) attempted to define a model of progression based around the development of pupils’ ‘historical skills’ (DES, 1985: 16-19) but this model was exploratory, ‘ahead of its time’ and was not widely adopted in schools. In the words of John Slater, then Senior HMI for History:
Skills – did we even use the word—were mainly those of recalling accepted facts about famous dead Englishmen and communicated in a very eccentric literary form, the examination-length essay. It was an inherited consensus, based largely on hidden assumptions, rarely identified, let alone publicly debated.

(Slater, 1989: 1)
Although this was in some ways a parody of prevailing curriculum arrangements, it was not far from the reality of assessment practice in schools and in public examinations for history. In many history departments, assessment in history was largely a matter of testing pupils’ factual recall and their ability to deploy their factual recall in the context of extended writing, and this was the main method of testing for pupil attainment in external examination at the ages of 16 and 18.
The inception of a National Curriculum for History brought about a much more clearly defined framework for progression in the subject, based on 45 statements of attainment, divided into three main strands or ‘ladders’ of progression:

• the development of historical knowledge and understanding

• the development of pupils’ ability to use historical sources

• the development of pupils’ understanding of historical interpretations.

(DES, 1991)
Many history teachers were very sceptical and critical of the framework for progression and assessment laid down by the original National Curriculum, particularly the ‘discovery’ that attainment in all curriculum subjects could be identified and measured in a number of 10-level scales (Phillips, 1993). This very detailed model of progression was very complex compared to previous notions of progression; it was also quite speculative in the sense that it was not based on an extensive and trialled evidence base. To further complicate matters, the first revision of the National Curriculum for history, in 1995,identified five different ‘strands’ or domains of the study of history that teachers should give attention to:

• Chronology

• Historical knowledge and understanding

• Use of sources

• Interpretations

• Organisation and communication.

These were termed the ‘Key Elements’ of the National Curriculum for history, and were intended to ensure that pupils received a ‘broad and balanced’ historical education, which gave some attention to history as a form of knowledge as well as a body of knowledge (Lee and Ashby, 2000).
The 1995 revision of the National Curriculum for History also abandoned the ’45 boxes’ approach (see Haydn, 1994) and substituted a single nine-point scale for attainment in the subject (DfE, 1995). Instead of separating the assessment of pupils’ progress into three different strands, the revised levels of attainment attempted to give an overall ‘best fit’ judgement about what standard pupils were operating at across the various ‘domains’ of history. In a further revision of the history curriculum in 1999, the five ‘key elements’ remained comparatively unchanged but were now described as five aspects of ‘knowledge, skills and understanding’.
Whatever history teachers in the UK felt about these models of progression, whether they agreed with them or not, they were obliged to report on pupils’ level of attainment in all subjects at the end of each key stage (at the age of 7, 11 and 14). In many schools, heads and senior management teams required departments to report on pupils’ levels of attainment much more frequently, in some cases, every six to eight weeks. Some departments split the levels into ‘micro-levels’, others developed a hearty cynicism about both the validity of the levels as a measure of progression, and about the effect of the ‘levels’ system on teaching and learning more generally, and the pressures to ‘teach to the test’ (Counsell, 2004).
In addition to the fact that many history teachers did not believe in the models of progression and the assessment systems that had been imposed by the National Curriculum, these models of progression were much criticised and contested by several commentators in the field of history education. In 1993, Lomas suggested a list of 12 areas where pupils might demonstrate progression in their learning, and these bore only a very limited relation to the models laid down by the National Curriculum specifications (Lomas, 1993). The work of Lee, Ashby, Shemilt, Dickinson and Wineburg explored pupils’ ideas about particular second order concepts in history, in order to gain greater insight into children’s thinking about these concepts, in areas such as empathetic understanding, accounts, cause, rational understanding, explanatory adequacy and objectivity (see, for example, Lee and Ashby, 2000, Lee et al., 2001, Lee and Shemilt, 2003, 2004, Wineburg, 1997). These studies also were at some variance to the ‘official’ model of progression laid down by the National Curriculum. Byrom (2003) also pointed to the complex interrelationship between elements of progression in pupils’ learning – and the problem of retention - the extent to which pupils were prone to regression and forgetfulness in their understanding of history, particularly in terms of substantive historical knowledge. More recently, the groundswell of teacher dissatisfaction with the levels system has led to the development of alternative ways of assessing pupil progress (Burnham and Brown, 2004, Cottingham, 2004, Harrison, 2004).
Given the radical nature of change in assessment practice which the ‘levels’ model and subsequent adjustments to it represented, it is not surprising that teachers did not rush to embrace the model unquestioningly. Phillips’ research (1992) revealed that 72% of heads of history across 5 local authorities were unhappy with the TGAT model as applied to history. Comments ranged from ‘complex’, ‘impractical’, ‘verbose’, to more desperate cries of ‘awful’, ‘daft’, or ‘mad’ (Phillips, 1992: 255). Lawton made the point that as well as adding to the workload involved in assessment, the attempt to use the levels system to make teachers accountable for their impact on pupils’ progress, as well as a formative model to inform teachers’ attempts to move pupils forward in their learning, was always likely to lead to teacher scepticism (Lawton, 1989). The idea that progression was not to be measured primarily in terms of the aggregation of subject content knowledge was also to prove controversial in some quarters (Phillips, 1998).
Ideas about progression have been further complicated by media reporting on school history, which regularly sensationalises gaps in pupils’ factual knowledge of British history (Culpin, 2007), and the public pronouncements of some British politicians about young people’s baleful ignorance of the national past (see, for example, Collins (2005). Both these phenomena foreground the accumulation of subject content knowledge as the prime desirable outcome of the study of history.
Context of this study

Thus, over the past two decades, models of progression in school history in the UK have gone from being fairly vague and underdeveloped, to extremely complex and contested. But throughout the debate about what it meant ‘to get better’; at history in school, less attention has been paid to pupils’ ideas about what it meant to make progress in the subject. To what extent is there a shared understanding of progression between history teachers and their pupils; how aware are pupils about what it means to get better in the subject?
The context of this study was a review of curriculum arrangements for history commissioned and funded by the Curriculum and Qualifications Authority (QCA), the statutory body responsible for the ‘health’ of the school curriculum in the UK. The study aimed to explore pupil perceptions of what they liked and disliked about studying history in school, their ideas about why they were obliged to study history, and their understanding of what it meant ‘to get better’ at history.
Research design

The survey was based on a questionnaire survey of 1,740 pupils across 12 schools in the UK, and focus group interviews with 160 pupils from the same schools, including schools from the East of England, London, and the South Coast. Within the limits imposed by such a sample size, efforts were made to obtain findings from a range of schools, in terms of the nature of the school (independent, faith, urban-rural, large-small), the uptake of history at KS4 (14-16 age range), the percentage A-C pass rate in the General Certificate in Secondary Education (GCSE) (national examinations taken at 16) 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 interviews were taped using digital voice recorders and then transcribed before analysis. There were 27 focus group interviews in all, with pupils aged between 11 and 14.
A majority of pupils (just under 70%) reported that they enjoyed history as a school subject (see Harris and Haydn, 2006), but many of them had quite vague or idiosyncratic ideas about why they studied history at school (Haydn and Harris, 2008). This paper focuses on pupil responses when they were asked about what they felt in meant ‘to get better’ at history. With some groups, in the light of pupil responses to this initial question, pupils were asked about what pupils would be like if they had not studied any history at school - in what ways they would be different to pupils who had done history, and in some cases, if there had been no reference to anything other than the aggregation of subject content knowledge in their initial response, pupils were prompted to talk about the idea of developing particular skills as part of progression in the subject.
Findings

The dataset from the transcripts was sufficiently large that it was possible to code responses into ‘types’ of response which give some indication of the sort of thinking that many pupils may be working with in terms of their ideas about progression in history. Year 7 indicates 11-12 year olds, Year 8, 12-13, and Year 9, 13-4. ‘FG’ indicates the number of the focus group transcript.

One of the most common responses, which featured in more than half of the focus group interviews, was the idea that getting better at history was exclusively or primarily about acquiring more substantive content knowledge of the past. One pupil went so far as to suggest that it was not possible ‘to get better’ at history:
I don’t think you can get better… you can’t get properly better, all you can do is be more attentive or like… have a better memory, or be better at recording things, but you can’t be better at it because you’re not discovering things, you’re just learning them so you can’t like physically become better. (School 1, FG 1, Year 7)
The following extracts are examples of responses where content knowledge seemed to be their main idea in terms of making progress in history:
I think it’s just that you learn more things... (School 4, FG 4, Year 7)
Just knowledge really, more knowledge. (School 7, FG 8, Year 8)
More knowledge, like how much you know. (School 11, FG 18, Year 9)
Know more. (School 12, FG 21, Year 9)
Remembering things. (School 6, FG 7, Year 8, Pupil A)

Yes, remembering dates’. (Pupil B)

There were also several responses which mentioned gaining in subject content knowledge, but stating that it was also about getting better at writing, and in particular, getting better at writing essays:
Skills… like being able to write better… essays… they’re good in a way because as you go up the school you’re gonna have to do more aren’t you… so if you start when…

(School 1, Focus Group 1, Year 7)

I’ve learned how to write essays well this year… Mr B gave us a…. in how to write an essay. (Pupil A, School 4, Focus Group 4, Year 7)

I agree… our teacher, Mrs A… she’s taught us how to write a good essay. She’s saying, don’t start off “In my essay I’m going to talk about”… she’s told us to write, yes. (Pupil B)

I do think we learned to structure things better… and it helps the way you put things on paper. (Pupil C)

Because we’ve got to write it… to start off with a balanced argument. (Pupil D)

I’ve got better at essays… instead of just carrying on and writing what I want… I can write what is needed now (School 7, FG10, year 9)

It helps you with your English… kind of like writing everything. (School 7, FG 11, Year 9)
There were also a number of responses where pupils appeared to be struggling to reformulate some of the words and terms which they may have encountered in the course of history lessons, without giving the impression of a clear grasp of the concepts and skills involved, or who expressed their ideas in quite vague and inchoate terms; mentioning ‘sources, or ‘bias’, but without being able to formulate a sentence around the term or concept:
I don’t know… sources and stuff. (School 3, FG3, Year 7)

It helped us to gather everything… and some mind work… bias…’ (tails off)

(School 4, FG4, Year 7)
You get understanding of things.(School 10, FG 14, Year 8, Pupil A)
Yeah… and you learn how to find out information and what kind of questions to ask. (Pupil B)

I think it’s more that you just get an understanding for it and then you sort of… (tails off). (Pupil C)

You learn from other’s mistakes, yeah. (Pupil A)

Understanding things. (School 6, FG6, Year 7, Pupil A)

Looking at sources. (Pupil B)

I think it’s like… observational skills and things. (School 12, FG22, Year 9, Pupil A)

Because you have to… um… look for sources of stuff… and you come up with points of view and see what other people think of it. (Pupil B)

You look at sources and stuff and tell the points of view. (School 6, FG8, Year 8)

Knowledge and understanding. (School 11, FG18, Year 9, Pupil A)

That’s basically what they mark it on, because… urm… there’s a National Curriculum and there’s knowledge and understanding of it. (Pupil B)

Yeah. (Pupil A)
However, there were some responses where pupils demonstrated an understanding of progression which was to at least some degree more in accord with the ideas specified in curriculum specifications and in line with the sort of ideas that history teachers might hope for. In some cases this was linked to the idea of putting various sources of information together to formulate an explanation of events:
We learn about the causes and the events, and what it led to and things like that. (School 6, FG8, Year 8, Pupil A)

Yes, it’s knowing… rather than just knowing a date, it’s like, knowing a big chunk of what happened… the causes. (Pupil B)

Being able to describe things and why they happen. (School 7, FG10, Year 9)

I think like if you apply what you know and like, being able to answer questions about it and talk about it and stuff. (School 9, FG21, Year 9, Pupil A)

And you can also use knowledge from not just that, say, not the sources, but subjects as well, you use all the knowledge you have if everything to do on that certain subject and put it together. (Pupil B)
There were also responses which demonstrated an understanding of some of the ‘key elements’ (or ‘key concepts and processes’ as they are now termed) in curriculum specifications:
Being able to know whether you can trust someone, or whether you can’t… different people’s view points… understanding different people’s views and like taking that on board. (School 11, FG 16, Year 7, Pupil A)

Yeah, different views and you look at things with a different perspective and it helps you in life as well, because you know you can look at things in a different way. (Pupil B)

And there’s things like… um… provenance… what it is, you know, if you read a source you’ve got to write who wrote it and when they wrote it to see if the source is reliable because that’s like, quite important. (School 12, FG23, Year 8)
Some pupils also mentioned the role that history can play in giving pupils a sense of identity and orientation:
As an overseas student, it has helped me to learn more about England.

(School 8, FG13, Year 9)

It’s useful because it teaches you about what your country did (School 8, FG 12, Year 8)
Where pupils had initially given a response which indicated that gaining more factual knowledge of the past was the main or only way of getting better in history, they were asked a supplementary question about whether they thought there were some particular skills which history teachers were trying to get them to develop through the study of the past, as a prompt which might elicit a more considered and developed response, which showed some understanding of the benefits of studying history as a form of knowledge:
We had to look at people’s motives and things, and I think that things like that are useful for written work and just talking to people in everyday life. (School 6, FG 8, Year 9, Pupil A)

And you can see someone else’s point of view. (Pupil B)

I think analysing sources among pieces of information is quite important. (Pupil C)

Yeah, because you have to analyse sources in life. (Pupil A)
I’ve improved my source skills and writing skills. (School 8, FG 12, Year 9)
Chronological order and stuff. Dates and stuff. (School 11, FG 18, Year 9)
You learn to look at information. (School 11, FG 20, Year 9)
Another follow up question to groups who initially mentioned ‘more facts’, or ‘more knowledge’ as the only areas where it was possible to get better at history was to ask them in what ways they thought pupils who had not done any history at school would be different to those that had studied history. The question elicited very differing responses:
They wouldn’t understand some jokes. They’d seem a bit stupid. (School 7, FG 11,

Year 9, Pupil A)

In what way? (Interviewer)

Less general knowledge… if you come across someone who doesn’t know when World War Two happened, or why it happened, or even if it did happen. (Pupil A)

They wouldn’t have knowledge of our country. (School 11, FG 20, Year 9)

Like empathy skills, because it is about… to really learn history you have to really know what happened and how people felt and how that affected people because life is about people and relationships and it you don’t understand that then you haven’t got much chance really. (School 11, FG 16, Year 7, Pupil A)

It also helps you interpret… how things could be seen… history teaches you that … you might be able to see the … the thing that they’d done could be interpreted in multiple ways like, depending on which side that you’re on. (Pupil B)

Also, it like… teaches you to question things. (Pupil C)
In response to this question about whether they felt that a pupil might have ‘missed out’ by not doing history at school, there was also one pupil replied ‘No because they probably filled it in with something else.’
Some pupils expressed their responses in terms of the ‘levels’ system, and the targets which they had been set to improve their work, but the responses suggested that this was not always closely or clearly linked to an understanding of the subject domains described by official curriculum specifications, the key concepts and processes, and in some cases, progression was seen in terms of providing more detailed answers or being neater in presentation:
I’ve stayed at the same level for the whole two years. (School 7, FG 10, Year 9, Pupil A)

I went up, I went from a 4 to a 5. (Pupil B)

What does that mean? (Interviewer)

I’m not sure. (Pupil B)

It’s like… we do essays… the teacher tells you what mark you’re going to get… if you get like, a level 4 for writing points, but then you’ve got to link them together to get level 6. (School 12, FG 23, Year 8, Pupil A)

They give you a target level and then they say, you know… maybe this paragraph was a bit weak… you can put more information here and that should get you up to this level. (Pupil B)

It’s like it being neat and not really scruffy and stuff. (School 11, FG 17, Year 9)
As with the outcomes of the questionnaire survey, the data suggested that some pupils may be hampered in their understanding of progression by the fact that they are uncertain about the overarching purposes and benefits of a historical education. It should be noted that in response to the question asking what skills history lessons helped to develop one pupil who clearly did not enjoy the subject responded ‘Patience and handwriting’. In all 12 schools, there were some pupils who were clearly profoundly disaffected from the subject, and also many who struggled to understand what benefits might derive from the study of history. Two examples are given below:
Like Abby asked why we needed this, because it’s important to know why we need it… because why are we learning it? And she goes “It’s for an exam”. Is that all we’re learning it for, why do we learn it for an exam if it’s not going to be useful for our careers? (School 11, FG 16, Year 7)
It’s not particularly useful for our sort of lives… but it’s useful when you come to exams… but it doesn’t really help us in our outside lives. (School 12, FG 22, Year 9)
One of the most striking findings from the questionnaire element of the study was the number of pupils who appeared to lack understanding of the purposes and benefits of studying the past (Haydn and Harris, 2008), and the deficits in pupils’ grasp of progression issues may be linked to this.

Conclusions

The outcomes of the survey suggest that in spite of the extensive and high profile debate about the purposes and outcomes of school history between policymakers, historians and history educators, many pupils in the UK may have a very limited understanding of the framework for progression in history outlined in recent curriculum specifications.
Models of progression in history have become much more sophisticated and complex compared to the pre National Curriculum era, but learners’ understanding of these developments may have failed to adjust to these changes, and their complexity may have made it difficult for teachers to make models of progression transparent to their pupils. There is also some evidence to suggest that many history teachers have reservations about current instruments for measuring pupil progression and attainment in history (Burnham and Brown, 2004, Counsell, 2004, Harrison, 2004).
It is possible that policymakers and history teachers make assumptions about pupils’ understanding of progression, and that some departments may not be spending enough thought and time making clear to pupils the ways in which they can make progress in the subject. This is a difficult area, given that one of the problems that history teachers currently wrestle with in the UK is lack of curriculum time – the amount of time given to school history is almost half that which was envisaged at the inception of the National Curriculum, and many pupils have only one history lesson of under one hour’s length per week (Culpin, 2007, Ofsted, 2007). However, time invested in explaining to pupils what it means to get better at history, in terms which are meaningful to them, may well be a sensible investment, and may serve to reduce the fundamental confusion which is evident in many pupils’ testimony. At the moment, we are only aware of one text book which gives explicit attention to the issue of what it means ‘to get better’ at history (Dawson, 2003).
From the sample of schools and pupils in this study, there is little to suggest that progression in pupils’ understanding in this area is age related. Many of the more sophisticated understandings of progression came from younger pupils, and there were a substantial number of 14 year old pupils in the survey who, having studied history as a school subject for 9 years, appeared to consider progression in history in terms of the aggregation of subject content knowledge, or at best, a combination of this and progress in essay writing technique, with very little reference to developing insight into history as a form of knowledge, and into their understanding and use of second order concepts in history, such as cause, change, evidence, significance and interpretation. There also appeared to be at least to some extent a ‘departmental’ or ‘teacher’ effect in the responses. There were more ‘high-level’ responses in some schools within the sample (schools 6, 10,11 and 12 contained a much higher proportion of comments which to some degree reflected an understanding of adult discourse and curriculum specifications relating to progression). This suggests that there are things that departments and teachers can do to develop pupils’ understanding of what it means to get better at history.
There is a degree of irony or paradox in these findings. The whole system of National Curriculum ‘levels’ was designed to strengthen the levers of progression in the subject, by providing transparent criteria which would help pupils to move up from one level to another, and most schools in the UK place considerable emphasis on progress in the National Curriculum levels. However, the aggregation of levels into one global scale for progress in history, mixing up all the components or strands of history (in current terms, the key concepts and processes) into one outcome, seems to have made pupils lose sight of the different domains of progression. There is some evidence from this data to suggest that even when they do ‘go up a level’ in history, they have little understanding of what this means, and the levels become an end in themselves, rather than a key to pupils’ understanding of progression. The levels may have become ‘detached’ from the various domains of historical knowledge and understanding in pupils’ minds and the obsession with ‘levels’ of attainment engendered by the National Curriculum system may have served to confuse rather than enlighten pupils, in terms of what it means to get better in history. There is some evidence to suggest that pupils are thinking about levels as hoops to jump through rather than being related to aspects of history as a body and form of knowledge. The Historical Association in the UK has also pointed to some of the possible distortions caused by inappropriate use of progression models:
Research-based models work on the assumption that pupils’ second-order concepts do not develop in parallel. Thus separate models are needed for pupils’ ideas about evidence, change, cause and so on… A research-based model does not break down into convenient numbers of levels. It can identify an order in which ideas might develop but the gap between its ‘levels’ will not be equal. Research-based models cannot therefore be used to measure progress against precise targets (in the way that the National Curriculum Attainment Target, for example, is often used). (Historical Association, 2006)
Lee and Shemilt (2003, 2004) make the important point that progression in history needs to be seen not just in terms of constructing children’s thinking about the past, but in understanding, addressing and even ‘attacking’ their misconceptions and helping them to make particular ‘moves forward’ in terms of replacing their immature ideas about what history is and how it works, with more sophisticated and powerful ones. Focus on pupil misconceptions is still quite limited in much of the political and policymaking discourse on history education.
Counsell (2004: 2) suggests that the emphasis on ‘levels’ may also have had a damaging effect on teachers’ attempts to address progression:
Working as an Advisory Teacher, with over 50 schools, I found a mixture of condemnation and incomprehension. There was also a fair amount of bizarre, inconsistent and meaningless attempts to implement it… It seemed to have the surprising effect of stopping teachers from thinking about what it meant to get better at causal thinking, or using sources or whatever…. The drive for measurement and accountability has also been behind this curious distortion of ‘assessment for learning’ into (as far as history is concerned) a puzzling closing down of thinking about progression in history, and instead a pressing of the level descriptions into inappropriate service.

Some of these problems may be linked to deficits in pupils’ understanding of the purposes of studying history in school in general. More explicit focus on explaining to pupils the full range of ways in which the study of the past can be of benefit to them in their lives outside and after school, and careful unpicking of the ways in which it is possible to get better at history may lead to increased pupil engagement and attainment in the subject, and a reduction in the number of pupils who are profoundly disaffected from the study of history by the age of 14 (Harris and Haydn, 2006). This might best be achieved by making use of the comparatively straightforward (and less contested) lines outlined by Lomas (1993), as a complement to the complex, highly technical (and contested) models which have been debated by policy makers and history educators over the past two decades. It is important that teachers have an understanding of pupils’ ideas about history that is grounded in research evidence, and the works of Lee and Shemilt, amongst others, provide valuable understanding of the ‘moves’ that pupils make in the way they develop towards more powerful and helpful understandings of second order concepts in history. But there is also a place for a less technical and complex agendas for progression in history, which can be more easily shared with learners.
A modest proposal emanating from this study is that policymakers, history teacher educators and history teachers need to give more consideration to devising some way of making it clear to pupils what it means to get better at history as a school subject in ways that are meaningful to pupils.
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