“How can I promote the teaching of history at senior level?”

This question has been asked by a number of teachers. The revised Syllabus has many pioneering features that will appeal to students. Beyond the innovative detail in the syllabus, there are many other positive incentives that may prompt students to take history, not least their personal interest in the subject. There are many advantages and benefits to be gained from the study of history. 

The Council of Europe issued two statements on the teaching and learning of history, one in 1996, the other in 2001. The selection printed below may help teachers to promote the take-up of history in their schools. 
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Council of Europe, 1996.   “History and the learning of history in Europe”. http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/AdoptedText/ta96/erec1283.htm 
People have a right to their past, just as they have a right to disown it. History is one of several ways of retrieving this past and creating a cultural identity. It is also a gateway to the experiences and richness of the past and of other cultures. It is a discipline concerned with the development of a critical approach to information and of controlled imagination. 

History also has a key political role to play in today's Europe. It can contribute to greater understanding, tolerance and confidence between individuals and between the peoples of Europe - or it can become a force for division, violence and intolerance. 

Historical awareness is an important civic skill. Without it the individual is more vulnerable to political and other manipulation. 

For most young people, history begins in school. This should not simply be the learning by heart of haphazard historical facts; it should be an initiation into how historical knowledge is arrived at, a matter of developing the critical mind and the development of a democratic, tolerant and responsible civic attitude.

The new communication technologies (CD-I, CD-ROM, Internet, virtual reality, etc.) are gradually extending the range and impact of historical subjects.

Even if their constant aim may be to get as close to objectivity as possible, historians are also well aware of the essential subjectivity of history and of the various ways in which it can be reconstructed and interpreted. 

The Assembly recommends that the Committee of Ministers encourage the teaching of history in Europe with regard to the following proposals: 

· Historical awareness should be an essential part of the education of all young people. The teaching of history should enable pupils to acquire critical thinking skills to analyse and interpret information effectively and responsibly, to recognise the complexity of issues and to appreciate cultural diversity. Stereotypes should be identified and any other distortions based on national, racial, religious or other prejudice.

· The subject matter of history teaching should be very open. It should include all aspects of societies (social and cultural history as well as political). The role of women should be given proper recognition. Local and national (but not nationalist) history should be taught as well as the history of minorities. Controversial, sensitive and tragic events should be balanced by positive mutual influences.
·  Innovatory approaches should be encouraged, as well as continued in-service training, especially with regard to new technologies. An interactive network of history teachers should be encouraged. History should be a priority subject for European teachers' courses organised within the framework of the Council for Cultural Co-operation in-service training programme for teachers.
Council of Europe, Rec(2001)15 on “history teaching in twenty-first century Europe”.

http://cm.coe.int/stat/E/Public/2001/adopted_texts/recommendations/2001r15.htm
Historical Inheritance: 

Educational activities in the heritage field give meaning to the future through a better understanding of the past. History teaching should be founded on an understanding and explanation of heritage, and should highlight the cross-border nature of heritage

(The term heritage, as used by the Council of Europe, is a concept similar to that of “historical inheritance”, mentioned on p3 of the syllabus).

History and Citizenship:

(History teaching helps students) to make appreciable progress in developing a pluralist and tolerant concept of history teaching, inter alia, through the development of individual research and analysis capabilities

History teaching in a democratic Europe should: 

· be a decisive factor in reconciliation, recognition, understanding and mutual trust between peoples;

· play a vital role in the promotion of fundamental values, such as tolerance, mutual understanding, human rights and democracy;

· be part of an education policy that plays a direct role in young people’s development and progress, with a view to their active participation in the building of Europe, as well as the peaceful development of human societies in a global perspective, in a spirit of mutual understanding and trust; 

· make it possible to develop in pupils the intellectual ability to analyse and interpret information critically and responsibly, through dialogue, through the search for historical evidence and through open debate based on multiperspectivity, especially on controversial and sensitive issues.

Syllabus content:

History teaching, while it must avoid the accumulation of encyclopaedic knowledge, must nevertheless encompass

· development of students’ critical faculties, ability to think for themselves, objectivity and resistance to being manipulated;

· the study of every dimension of European history, not just political, but also economic, social and cultural; 

· development of curiosity and the spirit of enquiry, in particular through the use of discovery methods in the study of the heritage, an area which brings out intercultural influences; 

· study of controversial issues through the taking into account of the different facts, opinions and viewpoints…

Use of sources:
The widest variety of sources of teaching material should be used to communicate historical facts and present them to be learnt about through a critical and analytical approach, more particularly:   

· archives, open to the public, especially in the countries of central and eastern Europe, which now provide never previously available access to authentic documents; 

· documentary and fictional films and audiovisual products; 

· the material conveyed by information technology, which should be individually and collectively studied, with the teacher playing a vital part; 

· all types of museums of the twentieth century set up throughout Europe and the historically symbolic places, which promote a realistic perception by pupils of recent events, especially in their everyday dimension; 

· oral history, through which spoken testimony on recent historical events can make history come alive for young people, and which can offer the viewpoints and perspectives of those who have been omitted from the “historical record”. 

Information Technology:

In the context of the widespread use of information and communication technologies by the young, both during their school and out-of-school lives, it is important that teaching methods and techniques allow for the fact that these technologies: 

· are vital resources for history teaching; 

· necessitate in-depth consideration of the diversity and reliability of sources; 

· allow teachers and pupils access to original sources and to multiple interpretations; 

· spectacularly broaden access to historical information and facts; 

· increase and facilitate opportunities for exchanges and for dialogue. 
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