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Overwhelmed by overview? Bewildered by how to teach bigger pictures? Tied up in mental knots by 
trying to work out the difference between thematic stories, frameworks and outlines? You are not 
alone. Like many history teachers, you feel more confident when teaching depth studies but find 
yourself beating a rapid retreat when faced with the challenge of teaching coherent overviews. More 
by accident than design, your schemes of work tend to consist of a series of in-depth enquiries. Pupils 
undoubtedly enjoy their history lessons and demonstrate a secure knowledge of particular episodes, 
which they use to construct answers to historical questions. But at the back of your mind nags the 
awareness that they are unable to join these little stories together into any kind of coherent big picture. 

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 overview

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

Teachers have long wrestled with 
the challenges posed by teaching 
overview. Start by reading Riley 
(1997) TH 88, who suggests that 
we need to think flexibly about 
what constitutes outline knowledge 
and offers a range of practical 
strategies for building different 
types.  Riley’s emphasis on thinking 
carefully about how overviews and 
depth studies are positioned relative 
to one another has influenced 
much subsequent work by teachers. 

Banham (2000) TH 99 models 
one possible approach, using  an 
extended depth study to establish 
particular understandings that 
make the subsequent, demanding 
overview more easily digestible. 
Explicitly building on the work of 
Riley and Banham, Barnes (2002) 
TH 107 proposes a model in which 
the overview ‘frames’ an entire unit 
of work. Unlike Banham, Barnes 
chose to start with a big over-
arching enquiry question into which 
subsequent depth enquiries fed, 
arguing that this promotes an overall 
coherence, enabling  pupils to grasp 
some of the essential characteristics 

what do you do?

New, Novice or Nervous?

of the period as a whole. Gadd 
(2009) TH 136 also wanted her 
pupils to come away with a coherent 
big picture but in the form of a large-
scale narrative. In contrast to Barnes, 
she taught a series of depth enquiries 
before asking pupils to construct 
their own big narrative. 

Dawson (2008) TH 130 is 
concerned with even  bigger 
narratives – the kinds that pupils 
construct across an entire key stage. 
Arguing that coherence is unlikely 
to be achieved if topics are only 
linked by a chronological thread, 
Dawson suggests that by the end 
of Key Stage 3 pupils should be 
able to tell several thematic stories 
across time; stories, for example, 
about power and democracy, 
everyday life and empires. Rogers 
(2008) TH 133 takes a different 
approach to developing pupils’ 
big pictures of the past. Inspired 
by the work of Lee, Shemilt and 
Howson, he used a topic-based 
‘framework’ (defined as a flexible, 
outline structure to which pupils 
are introduced at the start of a 
topic and which is then modified 

and refined during the course 
of teaching) not only to develop 
pupils’ big pictures by helping them 
to synthesise and contextualise new 
knowledge, but also to nurture their 
historical consciousness. For further 
suggestions, read Nuttall (2013) 
TH 151, who took inspiration from 
Rogers to develop the teaching of 
frameworks of knowledge across 
a number of units. Finally, for 
an evaluation of both Dawson’s 
and Rogers’ approaches, look at 
Howson (2009) TH 136. 
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