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KG Hammarlund, Halmstad University: 

What can we learn from school 
today?
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�Now what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and 
girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in 
life. Plant nothing else, and root up everything else. 
You can only form the minds of reasoning animals 
upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of any service 
to them... 

Stick to Facts, sir!�

Charles Dickens: Hard Times
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This is not how we do it, is it? Not anymore. There are no Messrs. Gradgrinds in the 
History departments. We all know that History is much more than facts,  Factual 
knowledge is indispensable, of course. But knowing history goes far beyond the capability to 
recall facts. And if you know history on an academic level, you also know that a fact is not a 
simple commodity that can just be picked from the shelf:
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�To set forth historical facts is not comparable to 
dumping a barrow of bricks. A brick retains its form 
and pressure wherever placed; but the form and 
substance of historical facts, having a negotiable 
existence only in literary discourse, vary with the 
words employed to convey them.�

Carl Becker: Everyman His Own Historian
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In his legendary presidential address to the American Historical Association, Becker stressed 
the peculiar character of historical facts:
�To set forth historical facts is not comparable to dumping a barrow of bricks. A brick 
retains its form and pressure wherever placed; but the form and substance of historical facts, 
having a negotiable existence only in literary discourse, vary with the words employed to 
convey them.�
Becker�s statement has far-reaching implications The past as events � Res gestae � is out of 
our reach. What remains of it is potsherds and documents. But (here I quote Micael 
Stanford) the past does not live in potsherds and documents; it lives in the human 
imagination. The historian must rebuild that world that once gave these artefacts meaning. 
In other words, The historian�s field is the story about past events � Historia rerum gestae. 
That story can be written in more than one way, and thus the very same historical fact will 
appear before posterity in a variety of shapes.
Rebuilding, however, is a decisive word. We can never rebuild, or reconstruct, the past as it 
really was. Writing history � or thinking history � also means building, or constructing, 
something new. 
This is how we create connections between  facts that turns an otherwise incoherent 
chronicle into a meaningful discourse. A few entries from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle may 
illustrate this. In the earlier entries the chroniclers never go beyond the facts (or, rather, 
events):
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A.D. 699.  This year the Picts slew Alderman Burt.
A.D. 702.  This year Kenred assumed the 
government of the Southumbrians.
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One cannot possibly argue that such statements, no matter how many, make a narrative. 
This becomes evident when they are compared with later entries:
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A.D. 1090. ...the king was considering how he might 
wreak his vengeance on his brother Robert, harass 
him most, and win Normandy of him.  And indeed 
through his craft, or through bribery, he got 
possession of the castle at St. Valeri... And in the 
midst of these things this land was much oppressed 
by unlawful exactions and by many other 
misfortunes.

KG Hammarlund: What can we learn from school today?

Here the narrator suggests explanations, considers the intentions of the actors, makes causal 
connections between events � in other words, the narrator �reconstructs� the past by placing 
known facts in an imagined framework of possibilities that links the facts together, thereby 
creating a meaningful whole. But in doing so the narrator also must go beyond the verified 
facts. The historian cannot avoid this tricky act of balancing on the thin edge between the 
imaginative and the evidential, between fiction and fact, since history consists of both. As R. 
G. Collingwood put it: �To ask what it means is to step right out of the world of scissors-
and-paste history into a world where history is not written by copying out the testimony of 
the best sources, but by coming to your own conclusions.�
Our conclusions must, of course, be well founded. History is imaginative � it is not 
intuitive.
We can therefore summarise: knowing history is being able to tell � or hear, or find:
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A coherent story that is
�  built from facts
�  conveys meaning to these facts
�  uses facts as evidence that support the
   truthfulness of the story
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- a coherent story that is (a) built from facts, (b) convey meaning to these facts, and (c) 
where the facts are used as evidence that supports the narrative�s truthfulness.
Which words are the important? Not these (sorry, Mr. Gradgrind):
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A coherent story that is
�  built from facts
�  conveys meaning to these facts
�  uses facts as evidence that support the
   truthfulness of the story
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But these:
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A coherent story that is
�  built from facts
�  conveys meaning to these facts
�  uses facts as evidence that support the
   truthfulness of the story
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Traditionally, students have been expected to �pick up� the best way of doing history 
through finding out, on their own, what scaffolds have been used for the construction of 
already completed works, scaffolds that aren�t directly observable. Few, if any, course books 
have described the process through which a conclusion becomes supported by factual 
arguments. Few, if any, lectures or seminars have been devoted to discussions on necessary, 
sufficient, and contributory causes in historical explanations. A typical seminar (in Sweden, 
at least) means  that a scholarly text is analysed with respect to the author�s conclusions and 
to the arguments used in supporting the conclusions. Well and good � but discussions often 
remain at a superficial level. The thought processes involved are seldom discussed.  
Questions such as �Why is this a strong argument?� or �What do we mean by causal 
connections?� are not always touched upon. This does not mean that we lack knowledge 
about these things, but that this knowledge often takes the form of tacit knowledge. And 
since it is seldom put into words it can be a difficult task for a teacher to describe or explain 
what it really is. This, in turn, can create difficulties when teachers try to help students 
develop their thinking � we lack the words to describe what it is about.
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But learning history, learning to know history, is very much a case of �learning by doing�, 
just as learning to play the trumpet � attribute of Clio the muse as can be seen in Vermeer�s 
painting. You cannot expect to master the trumpet only by reading a manual and listening 
to a lot of recordings. Nor can you learn history only by reading handbooks and a number 
of scholarly works on history. You must do it yourself, you must grab the trumpet � grab 
the sources and your pen (or laptop). You must understand how it is done, and I here use the 
word �understand� in the tradition of Wilhelm Dilthey. It is another kind of understanding 
than the formal understanding of a text. If I say �I understand every word of this manual 
but when I look at the engine I still do not understand how it works�, I have reached a 
formal understanding � but not a material. And this is what is important here.
If you are studying the trumpet you will meet, from your very first lesson to the Master 
Class at the Academy of Music, exercises and études: didactic pieces designed to provide 
practice material that helps you developing your skills. If you are studying history, such 
learning material is less common. 
So what can be done?
As a history lecturer I do most of my teaching in the teacher education program � a 4-5 year 
program that can be described as a Combined Honours merged with a PGCE. This also 
means that the history courses get a �vocational turn� - part of the studies of, for instance, 
the revolutionary era or the world wars, deals with how one can teach about it.
When presenting lesson examples to my students it soon became clear that they dealt with 
them in the very same way as secondary school pupils do. They were puzzled, intrigued, 
challenged. They discussed possible interpretations as well as their merits and drawbacks. 
They lacked the procedural knowledge that would have made them able to �see through� 
the examples that therefore became cognitive, not meta-cognitive experiences � or rather, 
both: at the same time they developed their own understanding of history as a discipline, 
and their understanding of how this understanding can be facilitated.
This shouldn�t have surprised me. I was familiar with the famous statement of Jerome 
Bruner:
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�...intellectual activity is everywhere the same, 
whether at the frontier of knowledge or in a 
thirdgrade classroom...The difference is in degree, 
not in kind. The schoolboy learning physics is a 
physicist and it is easier for him to learn physics 
behaving like a physicist than doing something 
else.�

Jerome Bruner: The Process of Education

KG Hammarlund: What can we learn from school today?

Even if this statement was originally intended as an argument to undermine the old 
tradition of rote learning in school, why shouldn�t we regard the relation as symmetric? 
Maybe the learning, in kind, is the same for a first-year student and a school year three 
pupil? If so, the same models might well be applicable?
Among these models are the �Mystery activities�. Most common, I think, at Keystage 2 or 3 
� but yes, they are useful for university courses too! One of the most well-known and wide-
spread is designed by Christine Counsell (leader of History PGCE courses at Cambridge 
University:
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Why did the Great Fire get out of control and 
destroy so much of London?

KG Hammarlund: What can we learn from school today?

Water su
pplies 

were unusually 

low in 1666

Throughout 

London, heating 

and lighting were 

provided by fire

Someone started a fire in Pudding 
Lane

Fire fighting 
equipment was 

not good enough 
to cope with a 

large fire

Most buildings 

were made of 

wood A strong wind 
was blowing

Town officials 
did not believe 

that it was going 
to spread and 

took no action at 
the startHouses in London were 

built very close together

�The question card  Why Did The Fire Get Out of Control and Destroy So Much of 
�London?  was put in the upper left-hand corner of the sheet. The first task was to arrange 

the cards in order of importance, with the card most relevant to answering the question 
placed nearest to the question. Any cards over which there was disagreement could be placed 
on the edge of the paper. Cards that were not relevant to the question were placed outside 
the Zone of Relevance:
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The Zone of
Relevance

Question 
Card

Question 
Card

Most 
relevant to 

the question

Second (3rd, 
4th...) most 

relevant

Least 
relevant to 

the question

Irrelevant to 
the question

Undecided 
about this 

card

After discussion, groups always place the cards in a different order, and this always gives 
much scope for whole class debate. Each group in turn will be asked to explain the 
reasoning behind their choice of the most important factor. It may come as a surprise that 
producing a list of factors/causes is not the same thing as producing an argument � 
important knowledge for KS 3 pupils, but for some of my first-year students, too.
Another cause for consternation is that there is no right answer � just as there can never be 
just one story. As Christine Counsell has said: �History teaching is about cultivating 
readiness. It is training children for uncertainty� - training them to accept uncertainty, and 
to enjoy uncertainty. Well, that�s another thing that doesn�t come automatically to all of my 
students.
It is not uncommon that pupils put the �irrelevant� Pudding Lane card high up in the Zone 
of Relevance because they are prone to carrying a proxy question in their head (such as 
When did the Fire start ? or How did the Fire of London start?). But the question under 
investigation is neither �When� or �How�, but �Why�. Information related to the question is 
not the same thing as information relevant to the question � again something that quite a 
few of my own students need to think about.
Asking the students to find headings under which the cards can be grouped trains their 
ability to find similarities and differences as well as their ability to distinguish between �big 
points� and �little points�, where the latter are vital in supporting the former. The �little 
points� are not without importance, but they are, in the context in question, not significant.



The idea behind the activity is to give the students the opportunity to get a grasp of 
concepts such as significance and relevance � concepts without which no scholarly work in 
history could be written, but seldom or never explicitly dealt with in the text itself � and 
thereby difficult to learn simply be reading historical works. At KS 3 you might be content 
with having given the pupils a first glimpse of the epistemological maze of history studies. 
But we should not forget Bruner, who said that even if there is a simlarity in kind between 
school and academy, there is a difference in degree. The deceivingly simple activity can 
easily be transformed into a seminar on necessary, sufficient, and contributory causes in 
historical explanations. Organising the cards according to short, medium, and long-term 
causes opens up for discussions on chance and coincidence, on the importance of human 
actions and decisions, or maybe for an introduction to the Annales school. 
Assuming that historical knowledge is far more than just knowing what happened in the 
past and that history cannot exists unless the leftover bits, the evidence available, are tied 
together through a process of imaginative construction, it seems reasonable to suggest that 
students of history should be given the opportunity to develop not only a substantive 
knowledge of history but also the procedural knowledge that is vital for understanding both 
the construction process and the requisites that must be fulfilled in order to meet scholarly 
standards.
A lot has been done in developing higher education history. A lot also remains to be done. 
Taken as a whole, the task is both time-consuming and intellectually demanding. Small 
steps can, however, be taken today. Academic teachers can benefit greatly from what alredy 
has been written on history teaching in higher education by Alan Booth, Ludmila 
Jordanova, Peter Stearns and many others � but also from the research, books, and articles 
dealing with school history teaching. From this field, often overlooked by academic 
teachers, activities and études � didactic pieces designed to develop student skills � can be 
borrowed and put to use without much adaption. After all, the intellectual activity is (or 
should be) the same, no matter if we meet history in the classroom, the lecture hall, or the 
seminar room.
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�I often think it odd that it should be so dull, 
since a great part of it must be invention.�

Jane Austen: Northanger Abbey

�Invention� is probably too strong a word, but without �imagination� (and imaginative 
construction) we wouldn�t have History. To figure out, practise, and understand the process 
of imaginative construction is actually what makes history fun � that�s what the job is about.
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