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Overview of the research informing this talk: 

Aims/focus:  

• to explore how historical knowledge and historical practice are represented in the 16-

18 curriculum (A-Level and equivalents);  

• to investigate the reasons why they had come to be represented in this way;  

• to consider the effects of this on students’ understandings of history and the nature of 

historical knowledge.  

• Methods: Detailed textual analysis of a corpus of seven documents, connecting 

close linguistic analysis with a wider body of relevant literature and theory: 

 OCR, Edexcel & AQA A-Level specifications.  

 CIE Pre-U specification.  

 International Baccalaureate (IB) History subject guide.  

 Ofqual Conditions and Requirements and Guidance for History.  
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Presentation aims: 

1. On the basis of these research findings, suggest three possible ‘new 

horizons’ for further developing the A-Level History curriculum going 

forward: 

 a) Diversification. 

 b) Enriched understandings of ‘evidence’ and ‘interpretations’. 

 c) ‘Keeping pace’ with disciplinary developments. 

2. To introduce a model for inter-professional engagement that can 

address these issues. 

3. Introduce three discussion points for the online conference forum. 
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1. Diversification 
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Chronological ‘de-diversification’ 
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Geographical ‘de-diversification’ 
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‘De-diversification’ of historical methods and 

approaches. 
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‘De-diversification’: pre-colonial, non-Western 

peoples and societies are most invisible at present. 

(A-Level specifications only) 
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Why Diversify? 
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2. Enriching current conceptualisations of ‘sources’ 

and ‘interpretations’. 

AO1 Demonstrate, organise and communicate 

knowledge and understanding to analyse 

and evaluate the key features related to the 

periods studied, making substantiated 

judgements and exploring concepts, as 

relevant, of cause, consequence, change, 

continuity, similarity, difference and 

significance. 

 

50-60% 

 

AO2 Analyse and evaluate appropriate source 

material, primary and/or contemporary to the 

period, within its historical context. 

20-30% 

AO3 Analyse and evaluate, in relation to the 

historical context, different ways in which 

aspects of the past have been interpreted. 

20-30% 

(Ofqual, 2014a) 
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‘Primary sources’: beyond the ‘cult of the archive’ 

(Jordanova, 2006) 
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‘Interpretations’: integrating the ‘memory turn’ and opening 

up a wider range of accounts to critical scrutiny 
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3. ‘Keeping pace’ with developments in historical 

scholarship. 

a) ‘Big picture’ developments/trends – e.g. cultural history, 

decolonising the curriculum. 

b) Mid-level updates on directions of travel in particular 

areas of scholarship (e.g. what have been the most 

significant developments in historical scholarship on 

twentieth century Germany in the last five years?) 

c) ‘Micro’ level dissemination of specific historical 

research projects – sources and methods as well as 

findings. 
 

Different people/groups might take responsibility for different 

levels of dialogue and dissemination. 
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How might collaboration between secondary and 

higher education contribute? 
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The (intended) A-Level 

curriculum: specifications 

and assessments.  

‘Washback’ / ‘backwash’ (e.g. Baird et al., 2017; 

Torrance, 2007) 

Interpreted by Awarding Bodies 

Requirements set by minsters, DfE and Ofqual (regulator) Higher 

Education 

as one 

‘consultant’ 

and 

‘respondent’ 

Day-to-day educational practice in schools and understandings of what 

knowledges and practices are ‘valued’. 

influences 

consultation 
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The (intended) A-Level curriculum: 

specifications and assessments.  

‘Trickle up’ (e.g. Chapman 2011b, Phillips 1998) 

Minsters, DfE and 

Ofqual (regulator) 

Higher Education as 

long-term partner: 

dialogue and 

collaboration. 

Pedagogic norms in secondary education  

(schools, initial teacher education, teacher subject associations etc.). 

Awarding Bodies 

influences 
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Achieving sustainable curriculum change through 

inter-professional collaboration and dialogue: 

1. Long-term and ongoing dialogue and engagement (short-term or 

one-off interaction have significantly less effect). 

2. Requires genuine two-way dialogue and co-construction of 

knowledge, values and norms (not one way ‘knowledge transfer’). 

3. Greatest learning and change occurs from activities embedded in 

day-to-day practice, and/or involving jointly working on concrete 

outputs together. 

4. Small-scale projects would ideally lead to scalable outcomes that 

can be embedded in day-to-day practice e.g. design of educative 

curriculum materials that help students AND teachers learn. 

 
(Edwards, 2012; Hofmann, 2019; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2011)  
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Discussion question 1: 

In relation to dialogue between HE and secondary 

education (schools, assessment professional, publishers 

etc.) about the History curriculum, who should  

a) facilitate; and  

b) participate 

in these dialogues?  

 

How can we maximise the contribution of existing professional 

organisations and networks whilst also engaging new 

stakeholders that may not yet be involved in these 

communities?  
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Discussion question 2: 

What channels and resources do you have experience of 

using to either  

a) (as an academic) disseminate scholarship & research 

findings to secondary educators; or 

b) (as a secondary educator/assessment 

professional/publisher/resource author) access 

historical scholarship and research findings?  

 

Which channels – in your experience – enable curriculum 

development and change more or less effectively and 

why? (e.g. journal databases, direct collaboration, social 

media, via professional association etc.) 
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Discussion question 3: 

What experiences do participants have of co-producing 

(across HE/secondary sectors) curricula or educational 

resources, or using the outcomes of HE-secondary 

collaborative projects?  

 

What worked well or less well in these experiences? What 

recommendations would you make for developing and 

scaling up these types of projects?  
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I look forward to talking further in the Conference discussion forum. 

 

Full references can be found in the slides on the Conference website. 

 

I would be delighted to respond in more detail to enquiries about the 

research and evidence which informed this presentation. 

 

Thank you! 

          

    

@dickens_siobhan seo26@cam.ac.uk 
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