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I’m David Blunkett; I’m the Member of Parliament for Sheffield Brightside and I’m a former Education, Employment and Home Secretary.
Thank you.  Did you study history at school or in further education?

I did history at school but it wasn’t until I got into further education that I really got interested.  I was taking A levels at evening class and I did economic history one night a week and managed to get a B which encouraged me enormously and I decided history was quite a nice subject after all …

[Laughter]
And, I mean, obviously it formed part of the politics degree, the Political Theorem Institutions Degree that I took, a great deal of it was about Political Philosophy but it was also about modern Political History both British and International so the grounding that I had when I did the A level was very useful.  

Would you say history is important then in the school curriculum as a whole?

I think it’s vital.  It was a history teacher that really got me engaged because it was his enthusiasm for linking what had happened in the past with present day events, the current affairs rooted in an understanding of what had taken place before that really fired my enthusiasm and my imagination and, you know, I became very committed to history and all its off-shoots in terms of the citizenship curriculum and an understanding of human geography and a whole range of subjects that should come together and should encourage people to want to see it as an integral part of understanding the world we live in and life in general.

Thank you.  So you think that’s relevant to all children, they should all study some history?
Yes I do.  If I have a regret it’s that we didn’t press hard enough.  All the pressure was to relieve the curriculum and particularly the 14+ and I’ve got this niggle inside me that we really ought to have said that everybody should study history through to 16 and that we should have been much clearer as to how that integrated into the primary curriculum because there was never really a contradiction between putting emphasis on literacy and numeracy in primary and actually being able to have a much broader curriculum because we should have been able to use the literacy curriculum, the literacy arm, as a way of getting into subjects like history and bringing them alive, making them something that would inspire youngsters to have an enquiring mind.
[0:02:45]

Mm.  That’s an issue that has, has now come to the fore hasn’t it?  More people have used history resources for literacy as…?

Yes they have and Jim Rose’s primary review will help with that.  I think we’ve just got to encourage people to be imaginative and of course information technology used well and understood well and developed as a specific curriculum tool can do… 
[Bell ringing]

This will stop in a minute.

Alright to go on?
Continue, yeah.

Okay.  Taking you back to 1997when you first came to Government, what were your priorities for the school curriculum when you were appointed Secretary of State?
Well, one of my priorities was actually to ensure that the curriculum equipped youngsters for the rest of their lives and that it was sufficiently focused to ensure that youngsters had those tools for lifelong learning and obviously that meant, because I come from a very deprived community and represent a constituency that had had a lousy deal in education, actually getting youngsters both at 11 and then at 16 into a position where they could progress, and that wasn’t the case.  My second priority was to develop citizenship in the curriculum and history obviously was important to that.  I mean, I’ve talked to teachers trainees on citizenship courses and they’ve astonishingly told me stories about how they’ve been tutored by History Teachers who clearly didn’t understand the importance of History like saying, ‘Why are you developing a module for a teaching practice which involves showing youngsters how to vote and how voting operates?’  And my immediate instincts was well obviously that teacher had never taught anything about the plebiscite in 1933 in Germany and the importance of youngsters understanding what’s happening in a democratic society.  So, it’s all, it’s very important I think to get people to think more broadly than just the facts that they’re engendering.  I mean, I’m all in favour of didactic teaching when it’s necessary but the lunacy of believing that if we just fill people with statistical facts, data or dates then somehow they’ll make sense of them has historically been proved to be completely wrong.
[0:05:18]

Mm.  That’s quite a complex view, the relationship between history and citizenship.  I mean, a recent Ofsted report found history teachers weren’t actually very much involved in the delivery of the citizenship curriculum.  Do you find that surprising?

Yes I do and I think it’s very disappointing.  I think there’s been a reluctance by head teachers to see citizenship as a tool for getting – 

[Bell ringing]

As a tool for getting youngsters engaged more broadly with learning and... I think that’s been a mistake and I think also not understanding the crossover with these critical subjects so you can’t understand how our democracy works today unless you’ve got a grasp of the historical background and backcloth to it and how different regimes and administrations have developed in different forms and how democracy works in different areas of the world.  All of that brings in history.  I mean, after all if Napoleon, if Hitler had had a better grasp of history he wouldn’t have gone into Russia, thank God he did…
[Laughter]
But he wouldn’t have gone into Russia at the particular time he did and he wouldn’t have been caught in the winter as Napoleon was.
Yes.  I wonder why History Teachers have been reluctant.  I mean, do you think it’s about how schools themselves have thought about the delivery of the citizenship curriculum, that they thought about it as a bolt on rather than…?
Yes I think they have seen it as a bolt on rather than integral to.  I think they’ve also got a … with the way the syllabus is laid out and the way that the timetables done, people do tend to do tram lines, particularly as secondary level.  Um... And I also think there’s been a bit of fear from history teachers that somehow citizenship was going to take over and encroach rather than the other way round where history should be embracing the citizenship curriculum and seeing this as a great opportunity to get history up in lights.

[0:07:26]

Take you onto the literacy and numeracy hours which you’ve referred to, do you think they did lead to a neglect of other subjects such as history and geography for the under 11s?
I think there was a bit of a tendency in some schools who took things so literally that they were lacking in confidence to do what was most appropriate.  And whenever I went as the Secretary of State into literacy hours, and I did quite a lot of that, I used to encourage them in the small groups in the work they were doing to actually see how they could broaden the understanding of the world and therefore history playing a part in that so that what youngsters were reading was not just because they had to read a book but what the purpose of reading was for.  And understanding the world around you, knowledge of what’s come before and that obviously also encompasses cultural differences and world history and how we got to where we are, how, you know, Jonathan Swift could describe us as a mongrel race, all those things then have a bearing on how young people relate to each other and to the wider world.  So it’s a great opportunity really at primary to ensure that history is an integral part of that process of gaining the tools for life and reading the words on the pages one is the beginning of the tools but actually shaping what you’re reading to inform your mind and to inspire you to want to learn is to bring that tool alive.

Do you ever feel, I mean, those two initiatives were probably the two most important initiatives since the national curriculum came in to shape what happened at school.  Do you ever feel frustrated about the fact that these things when they came onto the ground weren’t quite always what you  hoped?

[0:09:22]

Um... I spent all the eight years I was in Cabinet being frustrated…

[Laughter]
And I was, I was frustrated because it didn’t matter how often you tried to explain what I’m saying now, I did at teachers conferences and I did at leadership events, actually people hear what they want to hear and if they didn’t like it they wanted to hear that they had grudgingly got to go along with it and therefore they’d do it but they wouldn’t do it with imagination and creativity, whereas others did and nothing stopped a teacher from being creative except the lack of will to be it.

Mm.  So does that point to the need to sort of reform the teaching profession?
Well, I think we have.  I think that modern teacher training and Teach First and things of these sort are really bringing things alive and like some of the young people I meet now who are going into teaching are really inspiring and that’s what we need because they’ve got to lead by example, they’ve got to believe it, they’ve got to feel it, they’ve got to want to enthuse the youngsters with a love of learning.  And I think they are doing it and I think also they’re able to deal with the contradictions because we’ve been criticised for not being specific enough about the particular form of phonics that had to be taught and that comes well when in the same breath with the very people who want to insist on a particular form of phonics are then talking about releasing the national reins and letting schools do what they like, you know, we’re full of paradoxes.

[Laughter]
He says, smiling.

Over the past few years there’s been some debate in the press about how the school curriculum, and in particular history, can contribute to the development of national identity.  Now, I know sometimes that tends to be a sort of right wing concern but do you have views on that about the role of history in moulding or that promoting a national identity?
I think there’s quite a lot of loose thinking about how national identity is reinforced.  I think it’s reinforced by building people’s self-confidence, in a sense of belonging and their own confidence as an individual with self-esteem and self-determination.  And I think what history does is to enable people to root how they feel and think and the relationships they have with others into the past.  But it’s a living thing, I think what’s wrong with the way that it’s often debated in terms of identity is to see somehow history as teaching us what we should be now, whereas actually it shows us how we’ve grown and flourished and developed into that mongrel race…
[Laughter]

[Laughter]
[0:12.12]
And how we continue to be a melting pot in which elements are absorbed and we change and society changes with it and I think the link between that and my idea of citizenship programmes is for people to be able to have the facts but to be able to analyse what they mean in practice and above all how they influence what is taking place.  We are not static, we are all of us influencing both our own identity and how people feel around us and my only worry is that glue, that sense of mutuality is disappearing and I think we’ve got to find ways with the internet of bringing that alive again, perhaps in different forms.

That’s an interesting idea.  Could you explain to me how the internet could be used to, if you like, provide the glue?
I don’t think it’s an alternative to reinforcing sense of community with people actually as gregarious human beings living and meeting and rubbing shoulders.  But with the collapse of large scale industry and therefore the mutuality that came from working together in quite considerable numbers, in a city like mine people worked in factories and employed six, eight, ten thousand people, and in some parts of the world that still exists but not here, it’s not a replacement, it’s almost a layer on top, it’s almost a different level where communities of interest, where people can connect, where they can learn about each other and sometimes support and develop that mutual contact and reinforcement can happen.  So, I think it’s a, it should be almost like a parallel to try to reinforce neighbourhood and community.  And I produced a report a year ago called Mutual Action Common Purpose and I’m very keen on encouraging volunteering, encouraging mutual action and self-help and self-determination and I think the two can go together.
And schools would be a key part of that?

[0:14:27]

Schools are the centre of communities.  We talk about the school community but what we actually mean is that the school is at the centre of community and the more we open the school up, and many schools now do so that they are open in the evenings and at weekends, that they are part of adult learning, they’re part of family outreach but they’re also part of the regeneration of the community and even, you know, the ability to open up and use the technology that schools have at their disposal, the ability to engage with sporting activities, the willingness of a school to actually reach out and use the facilities of the community and the knowledge that can be gained from the community, all of those are really important.

So identity isn’t just about what’s taught in the classroom?
No, identity is very much a living thing about how people relate to each other and how they feel about themselves.  And the worse sort of er emphasis on identity is for those who are afraid of difference and of diversity and then you get into the realms of the BNP of course.

Mm.  But of course they pedal a version of British history...
They do.  And one of the twists, of course, is that the more educated, the more travelled, the more affluent people are, they can, they have the ability and the capacity to open up their minds to ideas, to influences, to difference.   But of course they’re not threatened in the same way by the rapidity of change.  So, helping youngsters to be able to cope with rapid change - economic, social and cultural - should be part of the learning experience at school and history is a good place to start with explaining that and how it’s worked historically.

That brings me onto the other issue which we referred to earlier on about diversity and since 2008 that specific concept of diversity has been introduced into the history curriculum, which seemed to have come from teachers but do you think there’s a risk that the school curriculum by taking on these issues that are a contemporary interest can become politicised intent or content?
[0:17:00]

There’s always a danger, there was a danger when we established the citizenship and democracy, um programme, um... We have… One thing that I’m absolutely clear about, because I did teaching at College of Technology, is that students, even young students, can spot when they’re being fed a line as opposed to fed the means to make up their own minds.  And we need to be vigilant and that’s why the inspectorate needs to take these things seriously but we need to be, I think, confident about it.  I think what I find is that young people themselves are really quite enthusiastic about issues relating to diversity and it’s adults who get screwed up about it.

Mm.  Recently as the national curriculum has been relaxed there has been a trend towards integrating subjects in primary schools - and this came out in Jim Rose’s report didn’t it?

Mm.

And also ages 11 to 13, there’s a minor trend but still there towards integrated approaches to delivering humanities.  Do you think that that’s a desirable change?
I think it’s desirable so long as there’s rigour.  I think if it’s an excuse for people not really teaching very much or not knowing very much or not instilling very much then of course we’ve sold the pass and people will go private and they’ll go down more traditional routes and like get into Oxford and Cambridge and Imperial and they’ll carry on running the world.  Um...Whereas what my idea would be is that it is rigorous, that it is clearly overseen that head teachers need to know what they’re doing and they’re laying it out and what the teachers are up to and it needs to be rigorously evaluated and, you know, I… I’m unashamedly in favour of rigorous assessment.  I don’t see how you can tell how a young person is developing and whether they’re making progress or whether teachers are actually capable of teaching unless you do that.

Mm.  Although many teachers would say that the problem is that the assessment then controls the content of the teaching.
[0:19:16]

Well, I think if... If it’s so minutely focused and if it’s so badly undertaken that you simply teach to an assessment or a test then it’s been badly designed in the first place.  I think what an assessment should be is how to evaluate the broad learning experience that young people have had and the capability of teachers with a whole variety of intelligences and levels of learning to be able to take youngsters forward so that they are not only learning what’s put in front of them but they’re enthusiastic to broaden that learning.  And, you know, that comes back to the love of learning again and the enquiring mind.
Mm.  Can I ask a mischievous question?
Yeah.  I thought some of these were already.

[Laughter]

You mentioned just at the start that you quite favour making it compulsory for students to study history up to 16.  Now, that’s something that the Conservative Party is already talking about now, if they came into power and actually pursued that policy would you then support them?
Yes I would, yeah.  I mean, I... Mischievous or otherwise there are rare occasions in life when I think they’ve probably got it right.

Thank you.  I’ll finish on that.
Very good.
[End of recording]
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