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“Our history trip was an extremely bene� cial and unique opportunity 
for the students to really experience history outside of the classroom 
which never fails to intrigue, shock and enthuse all involved.

“The students’ interest was kept consistent by excellent, engaging 
Rayburn Tours guides and the historical sites themselves.

“We chose Rayburn Tours because they have always 
provided us with a � rst-class service! Every tour has been 
great. Every year we learn a little more ourselves.”

The John Fisher School, Berlin.

One infallible way to 
ENTHUSE AND ENGAGE YOUR STUDENTS!

First-class service from Rayburn Tours...
Tours designed to match areas of the National 
Curriculum from Key Stage 3 to AS/A Level. 

Our history expert Paula Kitching; lecturer, regular 
contributor to the HA’s journal and former advisor 
to the Department of Education and Skills.

Knowledgeable and experienced tour guides.
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You are clear about what the national Curriculum means by interpretations of history (when pupils 
study how people in later times have reconstructed and presented the past) but you can’t seem to 
translate this into enquiries that successfully marry rigour and interest. You know that pupils should be 
exploring interpretations created by others rather than constructing their own but you are not quite 
sure what you actually want pupils to do with them, and even less certain about what a meaningful 
final outcome might look like. Your experiments tend to result either in pupils producing their own 
interpretations, or making stereotypical and ahistorical judgements about why interpretations have 
been constructed. 

This page is for those new to the published writings of history teachers.  Every problem you wrestle with, 
other teachers have wrestled with too. Quick fixes don’t exist. But if you discover others’ writing, you’ll 
soon find – and want to join – something better: an international conversation in which others have 
explored, debated and tackled your problems.  This edition’s NNN problem is:

Teaching pupils to analyse interpretations

The quick guide to the 
‘no-quick-fix’

Start by making sure you are 
absolutely clear about what 
‘historical interpretations’ means as 
a technical curricular term. Begin 
with: 

McAleavy (1993) TH72. 
McAleavy’s seminal work has 
influenced generations of history 
teachers. he is crystal clear about 
what historical interpretations 
means in its technical curricular 
sense (and critically is also 
clear about what it does not 
mean), on the range of types 
of interpretations, and what we 
should be getting pupils to do with 
them. 

now read Howells (2005) 
TH121, an excellent example 
of a teacher wrestling with the 
challenges of putting McAleavy’s 
principles into practice. Reflecting 
on the potential pitfalls that can 
result in reductive thinking and 
outcomes, he offers a number 
of practical suggestions of how 
pupils might be engaged more 

what do you do?

New, Novice or Nervous?

meaningfully with the work of 
academic historians. 

To see an engaging interpretations 
question at work, read Hammond 
(2007) TH128. Inspired by howells, 
hammond developed an enquiry 
that sought to make pupils more 
aware of the relationship between 
historians’ methods and the 
construction of interpretations. 

But what about all the other types 
of interpretations McAleavy talks 
about? Wrenn (1998) TH91 
builds directly upon McAleavy’s 
work, showing how war memorials 
can be studied as historical 
interpretations and setting out 
principles for constructing effective 
activities. 

Meanwhile Card (2004) TH117 
explores visual interpretations, 
making clear the absolute necessity 
of developing secure substantive 
knowledge both of the period 
being interpreted and the period 
doing the interpreting. Fordham 

(2014) TH156 applies the same 
principles to a different kind of 
popular interpretation, a children’s 
book. 

Finally, for an inspirational 
example of how even primary 
school pupils can be taught to 
make meaningful comparisons of 
different types of academic and 
popular interpretations, have a look 
at Brown and Wrenn (2005) 
TH121.


