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FORWARD
Reading this book brought back happy and inspiring memories of visi ng Malta in
2008, when I had the pleasure of talking at length with Yosanne about the challenges
of teaching history both generally and more specifically in Malta. An ancient crossroads in a sea traversed by civilisa ons for millennia, it is hard to imagine a be er
place to teach young people both awe at the complexity of human history and
humility at the challenge of handling the diverse, o en conflic ng accounts, to
which eﬀorts at telling the stories of the past inevitably give rise.
At first glance, the three sec ons of the book appear to be on disparate themes. In
fact, they are profoundly related, and form a unified, if complex argument about
the curricular and pedagogic challenges of history teaching and how to address
them. The chapter arguing for the teaching of history as a discrete discipline is
both brave, in its challenge to prevailing trends, and persuasive. It sits well with
the next chapter which emphasises the need to understand the prac ces of the
discipline so that students have the means to engage in ra onal discussion about
content which, given the way in which the past invades the present, is o en highly
emo ve. The rogue poli cian, preacher or propagandist will always seek to plunder
the past for his own ends, whether out of fear, material interest or a naive desire
to control others’ thinking. Young people must, therefore, know enough about the
past to understand others’ reference points and enough about history to know
how to use the discipline to judge and weigh the veracity of claims.
Vella’s book draws richly on research, prac ce and fer le blends of both, but in its
prac cal dimensions it is always handling intellectual complexity. Characterisic of
the book is an avoidance of the short cut and the undue simplifica on. Instead, it
faces up to the challenge of showing young people the thrill of encountering the
‘other’ in fascina ng stories, the puzzle of interroga ng intriguing source material
and the call to face both with a sense of responsibility – a responsibility to consider
objec ons to which arguments might be open and other ways of narra ng.
In the sec on on essay wri ng and sources, we see a commitment to structured
and purposeful talk. This extended descrip on of how to teach pupils to write
their own causa on essays a ends to the central role of an essay as independent
argument. And in that chapter, while ostensibly a guide to the prac cali es of
wri ng, Vella manages to underline the messages of the whole book: that induc on
into responsible, scholarly decision-making, with careful weighing of evidence
and argument, are essen al if we are to enable all young people to engage in
responsible conversa ons about the past.
At every stage this book eschews quick fixes. At every stage, we are rightly reminded
that history is hard. But the rewards of taking the discipline seriously are many –
they redound not only to personal academic accomplishment, but to a be er way
to live together, to share and explore our pasts.
Chris ne Counsell
University of Cambridge | June 2016
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General Introduction
This book focuses on three basic no ons which I regard to be extremely important
in history teaching. First of all what approach should a history teacher adopt, that
is, what pedagogy or methodology to use. This decision is fundamental before any
teaching can occur. Long gone are the days when ‘knowing the story’ and ‘telling
it’ to a class is suﬃcient. Eﬀec ve history teaching needs a well-trained teacher
who is strong both in subject knowledge and in pedagogical subject skills. Making
history accessible to adolescents and developing historical understanding in pupils
needs specialised training. Therefore the first two chapters debate precisely the
hazards of certain approaches and the benefits of others.
Similarly to most European countries Malta today is a mul cultural society and
teaching any subject in such an environment needs a bit of extra thought. All
democra c poli cians, educators and consultants exalt the benefits of living in a
mul cultural society. However. I have long felt we are rich in rhetoric but poor
in prac cal ideas of how to promote mul culturalism in any classroom let alone
specifically in history lessons. So the second part of the book is in fact presen ng
two personal research a empts (chapter 3 and chapter 4) in the local context
to try and find ways how history can foster and s mulate pupils to think about
mul culturalism.
Throughout my years as a history pedagogist I have watched and par cipated
in various wonderful history lessons where pupils were very much engaged in
learning, and par cipated fully in resource rich lessons with tasks focused on
interpreta on and evidence analysis. Unfortunately there were several occasions
where these same lessons were followed by wri ng ac vi es and it was here that
the pupils floundered. The work produced by the pupils was not up to standard.
I have given much thought to this anomaly and researched various work on how
pupils’ wri ng can be improved. Anybody learning and studying history cannot
escape from wri ng in history; it is part and parcel of the subject. Inevitably you are
going to face occasions where you need to be able to read and understand fairly
long complex text and in turn you need to produce wri en text. Therefore as their
disserta on tutor I took the opportunity to encourage two of my history teacher
trainees to try out various techniques which would hopefully produce be er
wri en pupil feedback and be er pupil understanding of wri en text. The last part
of this book (chapter 5 and chapter 6) are two papers I wrote, based on the work
carried out in these disserta ons. They were successful in both suppor ng pupils’
wri ng in history (Rosaline Caruana’s B.Ed Disserta on) and pupils’ understanding
of history wri en text (Kimberly Caruana’s B.Ed Disserta on).
So this book brings together my most recent research in history teaching which
specifically focused on aspects which I feel are growing in importance in my field.
While by no means oﬀering permanent solu ons I hope this book contributes to
the ongoing quest to find the best pedagogy for history teachers to use.
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All the chapters in this book have been peer reviewed since I always present
my research at various interna onal as well as local conferences and seminars,
and conduct changes or adjustment to my work a er peer feedback.
Reference to the original presenta on can be found at the beginning of each
chapter, together with place of academic publica on.
Yosanne Vella
June 2016
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Approaches in
history teaching
Chapter 1 and chapter 2

Chapter 1 was presented as a paper in Rome in September 2012 during a conference
organised by the Interna onal Research Associa on for History and Social
Studies Educa on (IRAHSSE) or in French AIRDHSS , Associa on Interna onale de
Recherche en Didac que de l’Histoire et des Science Sociales
It had a racted quite an audience since it was a paper going against the prevailing
educa onal trend which promotes teaching in an interdisciplinary approach. This
paper is rare in the sense that it ques ons the wisdom of integra ng history with
other subjects like Social Studies and Ci zenship and highlights the harm done to
history teaching where this method was adopted. There was a very construc ve
and lively debate from the floor not least from Prof Luigi Cajani co-editor of ‘History
Teaching, Iden es, Ci zenship’.
It took a while to find a publisher for this paper in an academic journal since it
is cri cising a very popular teaching approach and editors are understandably
surprised and cau ous. However, it finally appeared in summer 2015 in Heirnet’s
journal. Heirnet is the History Educators Interna onal Research Network, and
their journal is presently one of the most pres gious academic history teaching
journals.
First Publication
Vella, Yosanne (2015) How Do Students Learn History? The Problem With
Teaching History As Part Of An Integrated, Interdisciplinary Or Cross-Curricular
Pedagogical Approach in Interna onal Journal of Historical Learning Teaching
and Research Volume 13.3 pp 60–68
www.history.org.uk
Chapter 2 paper was presented in November 2015 at the Inquisitor’s Palace in
Birgu, Malta, as part of a Conference organised by Malta’s History Society to
commemorate the 450 anniversary of the Great Siege of 1565. It was presented
with the slightly diﬀerent tle of What is the best Pedagogy to use when teaching
the Great Siege in Maltese History textbooks? Some examples of good prac ce.
This paper was unique at this conference, for it was the only one on the history
pedagogy of the Great Siege whereas all the other presenta ons had been done
by historians and were history papers on the Great Siege.
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Publication
Vella, Yosanne (in print) What is the best Pedagogy to use when teaching the
Great Siege in Maltese History textbooks? Some examples of good prac ce
Melita Historica Conference Proceedings
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The problem with
teaching history as
part of an integrated
or interdisciplinary
cross-curricular
pedagogical
approach.

Chapter 1

Introduction

Interdisciplinary/cross-curricular teaching some mes also called an integrated
approach involves a deliberate a empt to apply knowledge and principles to
more than one academic discipline concurrently. This approach is also linked
to project work, topic or thema c teaching which incorporate the integra on
of diﬀerent curricular areas around a par cular topic, a central theme, issue,
problem, process, or experience. This teaching approach is highly favoured in
many Primary schools (5 to 11 years-olds) in Europe and to a lesser extent in
Secondary schools too. In the Secondary sector (11 to 16 year-olds) it is more
diﬃcult to infiltrate as a method because it is harder to remove the subject
barriers, however because of the a rac veness of cross curricular advantages,
a empts occur here too. Thus in the case of humani es such ‘umbrella’ tles
as Ci zenship Educa on, Social Studies and Environmental Studies may replace
separate academic subjects such as Geography, Sociology, Home Economics,
Physical and Social Educa on, Religious Studies and History. These are now
taught as one subject.
This approach is o en seen as a panacea to various problems facing educa on
today; from opening up more space and me on overcrowded school metables
to cu ng down fragmenta on and giving a more holis c, relevant and modern
educa on.1 Unfortunately while undoubtedly having various posi ve aspects,
like most cures, an interdisciplinary approach which mixes history with civics or
with any other subject does not come without a number of serious nega ve sideeﬀects. There are three par cular challenges presented by an interdisciplinary/
cross-curricular approach to history teaching and learning which I feel need to be
addressed. These are less history teaching and learning me, loss of independence
for history as a school subject and the nature of history as an academic subject
and its pedagogy may not be reconcilable with ci zenship educa on and
interdisciplinary approaches.

Problems of teaching history within an interdisciplinary/crosscurricular approach

Less history teaching and learning time
First of all interdisciplinary/cross-curricular approaches compound the already
exis ng problem of very li le history me on school metables, as Euroclio
research shows “the me allocated to history in schools is under pressure
everywhere in Europe with a tendency to further decrease”2 The situa on of the
dwindling history lesson is made worse because within an interdisciplinary/crosscurricular approaches history stops being the focus and has to merge with all the
other subject areas.
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Loss of independence for history as a school subject
This leads to the second diﬃculty that is, that history ceases to exist in its own right.
This was already a worry in 1992 when the top concern of most western European
History Teachers Associa ons was a possible loss of the independent posi on of
history in the curriculum.3 By 2001 another research project, this me from the
Council of Europe on history in schools,4 no ced a considerable change in school
history curricula. “There is now far more emphasis on recent and contemporary
history, and a growing focus on strengthening European consciousness, human
rights and civil society through the teaching of history and civics.”5
The nature of history as an academic subject and its pedagogy
may not be reconcilable with citizenship education and
interdisciplinary approaches.
Ci zenship educa on has become very popular in the last 15 years and many
interdisciplinary curriculums are now tailored to include history and other
humani es within the ci zenship umbrella, and this leads me to the third and to
me the most worrying aspect of an interdisciplinary/cross-curriculum. A concern
that by far transcends both the two previous concerns, that is, the decrease in the
me allo ed to proper history teaching and that history stops being a separate
subject on the school metable. It is important to point out that in the case of
history there is the added problem that history and ci zenship do not always
sit comfortably together; indeed, in some instances they are incompa ble.
Whereas, ci zenship is concerned with developing certain a tudes and values
which currently prevail in a society, history is about ques oning evidence.
Ci zenship is essen ally an ini a on process while history is not designed for
this.
History teachers know that there are various problems when it comes to historical
explana on. One does not need to be a postmodernist to realize that ‘truths’
uncovered by history are imperfect. The ques ons historians ask are determined
by the ques ons of their society, reflec ng the same apprehensions or op mism
of the me rather than the historical period the historian is studying and all this
casts serious doubt on the objec vity of history.
All our historical knowledge comes to us in an indirect way. This is true both for
evidence coming from primary historical sources and for evidence coming from
secondary historical sources. When working with primary sources we are dealing
with what survives; other material which did not survive might have produced
an en rely diﬀerent picture. There will always be the possibility of sources being
forged and the informa on they are giving is en rely false. This can also happen
through mistakes occurring while the historian is working with the sources, for
example mistakes during transla ons or while deciphering calligraphy. But even
if one were to give allowances to these human errors, there exist even more
serious problems when dealing with historical material. A truly untouched
authen c piece of evidence cannot be said to exist. What we have, all comes to
us second hand, even documents, which are o en regarded as sacrosanct where
facts are concerned, were wri en by fallible human beings. Even if they were
actual eyewitnesses of the events they are repor ng, their memory can be faulty.
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The account is influenced by the eyewitness’s prejudices and biases, which may
cause him or her, even if perhaps unconsciously, to exaggerate or modify certain
things.
Furthermore even when correct facts can be established, they only start to have
meaning once the historian has gone to work on them. Facts are only the raw
material, history is a con nual process of interac on between the historian and
his or her facts. To illustrate this point Carr states that: “To praise a historian for
his accuracy is like praising an architect for using well-seasoned mber or properly
mixed concrete in his building.”6 It is a necessary func on but not the main raison
d’etre of a historian. Ul mately the job of a good historian is to rigorously check,
compare and ques on all known facts and informa on about the topic he or she
is researching. Then the evalua on process starts, which includes interpre ng
evidence, explaining, a ribu ng causes, cri cism, tracing results and using the
imagina on. And it leads not to truth – historians can come to diﬀerent conclusions
– but to rather to a valid interpreta on.
However, this means that with secondary sources there are now even more
concerns since besides the bias to be found in the original source of informa on
there is also the writer’s bias to contend with. History teachers know that facts
become facts when historians decide to make them so, even when not expressing
any judgements or opinions historians are being selec ve by the very choice of the
subject they have picked to work on.
“The facts are not given, they are selected. Despite appearances they are
never le to speak for themselves. However detailed a historical narra ve
may be, and however commi ed its author to the re-crea on of the past,
it never springs from the sources ready-made; many events are omi ed
as trivial, and those which do find a place in the narra ve tend to be seen
through the eyes of one par cular par cipant or a small group.”7
For a long me historians thought the history of kings, nobles and great men only
was important and therefore our history only dealt with such topics, leaving out
whole chunks of the popula on who because of their race, class or sex did not fit
this paradigm. This is especially obvious when it comes to women’s history. Women
have been for a long me to coin Sheila Rowbotham’s famous phrase ‘hidden from
history.’8 With the advent of more and more women historians, women’s history
began to be wri en and our perspec ves on whole historical periods have changed.
It is also the historians who decide in what order and context to place the facts and
as any good journalist knows to influence opinion in one direc on you merely have
to select and arrange the appropriate facts. Historians are products of their own
culture and the society and subject to their own prejudices and values.
History teachers today are aware of the very real diﬀerence between ‘the past’
and ‘history’ which are o en taken to mean by non specialists as one and the same
thing, when in fact they are not. It is important to accept that history is merely a
discourse about the past but not the past itself and to a certain extent what Keith
Jenkins says is correct:
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“History as discourse is thus in a diﬀerent category to that which it discourses
about, that is, the past and history are diﬀerent things. Addi onally, the past
and history are not s tched into each other such that only one historical
reading of the past is absolutely necessary. The past and history float free of
each other, they are ages and miles apart.”9
For the past 40 years history pedagogy has been developing and today it is
drama cally diﬀerent from the tradi onal history teaching of forty years ago. The
main objec ve in history teaching is today the teaching of history thinking skills
within a historical context rather than mere memorisa on of facts and pupils are
made aware of the main characteris cs of the discipline. It is important to teach
in history not just the factual knowledge, but what Bruner10 calls the ‘structure’
of the subject. Historical method involves historical thinking and it is the analyses
of sources in par cular, that provide the prac ce for a mode of thinking similar to
what the historian goes through. This approach in history teaching is in fact based
on construc vist teaching methods.
Historical thinking is best described as a form of specula on, highly inves ga ve
in nature so many of the learning theories are not immediately sa sfactory
approaches to history teaching. For example Dewey’s problem-solving model
perhaps so useful in subjects like science and mathema cs might be inadequate for
as Wa s (1972) says “…because the material of history is uncertain and debatable,
it is diﬃcult, if not literally impossible, to solve problems in history…history is much
more concerned with problem-raising than problem-solving”11
Lee, Dickinson and Ashby showed that children’s thinking in history is far more
sophis cated than previously imagined. A er analysing children’s ideas on tes ng
explana ons in history, Lee, Dickinson and Ashby advise:
“From the point of view of day-to-day classroom history teaching, our analysis
so far suggests that we need to recognise that quite young children can
begin to make sophis cated dis nc ons and develop powerful intellectual
tools. We may need both to match such ideas with greater precision in our
teaching objec ves, and to increase our awareness of assump ons which
hold some children back.”12
One of the best descrip ons of what cons tutes good history teaching today is
given by Chris ne Counsell13 and her characteris cs of what make good history
teachers are summed up below:
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1.

They consider learning as highly structured and very risky – (children need all
kinds of structures to think at high level – text one minute, picture the next,
ac vity one minute –teachers need me to learn to teach)

2.

They consider variety – (by using many resources to compare sources and
interpreta ons, to access the past and to construct history in diﬀerent ways)

3.

They value knowledge – (cri cal thinking and reflec on do not mean forge ng
the importance of knowledge. We have to connect knowledge and skills)

4.

They establishing a cri cal, informed and open discipline of history – (by its
prac ses, its processes, its values. This to prac ce casual reasoning and to
construct casual explana on.)

5.

They select the right stuﬀ – (by supplying a framework of thinking about the
kinds of ques ons we ask about the past and the kinds of historical enquiry)

6.

They put emphasis on evidence and interpreta on – ((the processes of the
discipline) this to establish and examine the truth claims that historians make)

7.

They give joy - (by historical enquiry which establishes curiosity amongst
students)

8.

They make possible various encounters to learn all the me – (such as to
encounter the other, otherness, the strange and the familiar)

This is a very rewarding, eﬀec ve but diﬃcult kind of pedagogy of history. A
pedagogy that can be very successful when delivered by excellent experienced
history teachers but if it is to occur, it has to happen in a subject-centered curriculum
and not in an interdisciplinary cross-curriculum one, where the possibility of
untrained non specialists teachers is very high.
As can be seen the debate regarding the nature of history and on the best approach
to teach it, is quite complex, so considering how vola le history is, how can this be
used to pass across the accepted values of a society? Ci zenship is concerned with
educa ng pupils on how to become ci zens. But what does that mean? Definitely
learning values but whose values? In one society ci zenship might mean passing
across par cular dominant religious values, in another it might be ethnic or cultural
values and o en the top priority of ci zenship is to accept the underlying poli cal
values. Pushing forward any one set of values no ma er how noble they might be
is the an thesis of history educa on.
I accept that as Cajani says “on the methodological level, the comparison of
controversial interpreta ons and the analysis of documents, fundamental in history
teaching, provide students with essen al skills for the exercise of ci zenship.”14 But
one has to be very careful, history pedagogy researchers such as Rosalyn Ashby
and Peter Lee never claimed history skills necessarily change a person’s point of
view. For example when discussing their findings on children’s understanding and
the skill of historic empathy Ashby and Lee advise against making “simple-minded
and grandiose claims – that prejudice against cultures or ethnic groups will be
dispelled by empathy exercises in history at school. People’s views are in large
part based on material interests, fear, and their social rela ons with others: the
presenta on of ra onal alterna ves in educa on is o en almost powerless against
all this.”15 I’d like to think that Ashby and Lee is not totally correct and there is truth
in Cajani’s statement and I personally definitely believe that history teaching can
indeed create people that think on a higher level. With the right history teaching
one can get pupils to query the source of their informa on and its reliability, a trait
which is very useful for ci zens of a democracy however the objec ve of history
can never be, as it is in ci zenship, to uphold any one system of government even
if that system of government is democracy.
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Criticism of the ‘beneﬁts’ of an interdisciplinary/cross-curriculum
approach

History teaching is hard work and requires the right type of pedagogy which is
focused and in depth, unfortunately it is very diﬃcult if not impossible to prac ce
this within an interdisciplinary framework which puts pressure on the very
elements that make this possible. But perhaps the benefits of an interdisciplinary
approach are worth the eﬀort. So what are these benefits?
Morris (1970) as cited in Ingram (1979) argues that integra on is an administra ve
device, a way of organising the metable to cope with the expansion of knowledge.
But should we abandon good prac ce for logis cal reasons?16
A stronger argument in favour is that it is child centred17 and “demands that the
curriculum be made relevant, meaningful and so on have been the most potent
factor in the development of the idea of the curriculum integra on”18. Thema c
interdisciplinary appraches help pupils to understand day to day life and place
learning in a context and not compar mentalise a child´s life19.
There is a huge assump on behind these arguments that subject-centred
curriculum resembles one which is authoritarian and where the teacher is the
giver of knowledge and the pupils mere receipients, a method which would fall
under an Essen alist philiosophy, and one which does not take into considera on
the child´s needs and interests. But this is a false assump on, a history teacher
can use a construc vist, child centered method in a subject- centered curriculum
as exemplified by such brilliant history pedagogy as advocated by the work of
numerous history teaching researchers20, while respected peer reviewed journals
on history pedagogy such as Teaching History21 and the Interna onal Journal of
Historical Learning, Teaching and Research22 are a showcase of good prac ce in
history teaching within a subject-centered curriuculum.
This assump on that be er learning occurs in an interdisciplinary curriculum than
in a single-subject one is a very strong one, however there does not seem to be
any solid empirical evidence which backs the theory. The only research study on
the eﬀec veness of cross-curricular teaching versus subject teaching I managed to
find is a study conducted almost 20 years by Yorks and Folio (1993).23 This study
states that students learn be er from thema c, interdisciplinary instruc on than
from a tradi onal, single-subject curriculum. This conclusion is drawn from tes ng
the engagement rates of 254 students learning social studies, reading and math
in a mixed age classroom of 3rd and 4th graders. By observing these rates, it was
demonstrated that there was a higher engagement rate during thema c tui on
rather than during single-subject lessons. This may be correct, higher engagement
may be occurring more in cross curricular ac vi es but this does not necessarily
translate in be er understanding and learning on the parts of the students. What
kind of engagement is really happening?
Is interdisciplinary teaching improving quality of history teaching? It is diﬃcult
to say when empirical evidence is missing, however one source of informa on
is the Bri sh Educa on Department, for Britain is one place where integrated
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approaches have long been advocated and prac ced in classrooms. As early as
1967 the Plowden report was praising this method. “Integra on is not only a
ques on of allowing me for interests which do not fit under subject headings; it
is as much a ma er of seeing the diﬀerent dimensions of subject work and of using
the forms of observa on and communica on which are most suitable to a given
sequence of learning”24.
In Educa on it takes me before one can see whether a method is producing good
results or not, and it was in fact by 1980 that quite unsavoury comments against
interdisciplinary teaching methods began surfacing in various reports by school
inspectors25. One strong cri cism was that there was o en no organisa on of
subject ma er and teaching was being done in a random way, though ul planning
in advance was not occurring. The report of the Sco sh Educa on Department
(1980) was very unfavourable. It states that less than half the projects seen were of
any real significance where learning was concerned and in an ar cle in the Times
Educa onal Supplement26 ‘projects’ which had become synonymous with integrated
thema c teaching were highly cri cised. J.Eggleston argued that topic teaching lacks
learning objec ves, individual pupil needs are not met and reduces prac ce to very
basic skills. Eight years later T.Yendoll evaluates thema c approaches as “confused
thinking, discon nuity, a lack of coherence and progression, suspect classroom
organisa on, mismatch and weaknesses in assessment and evalua on.”27
More recently Annual Reports of HM Senior Chief Inspectors of Schools reported
even more alarming results of ‘hybrid’ integrated courses. In seven of the ten
schools visited between 2008 and 2010 in which curriculum changes had been
made towards integrated approaches, history, with other founda on subjects, had
greatly suﬀered. For example, as stated in one Ofsted Report28.
“a series of themes was created and history teachers were required to make
ar ficial links to them…so the history curriculum lacked coherence and
undermined progression”
“schemes of work and lessons were created in which subject specialists had
limited or even no input; the result was superficial and simplis c teaching
and learning; feedback to students was of limited value because it lacked
subject-specific comments about how they might improve”
“the work set was not as challenging as when students were specifically taught
history in discrete lessons…with students saying the work was too easy”29
Worrying reports indeed and ones which shouldn’t be ignored if the eﬀec ve
history teaching methods achieved in the last 20 years are not to be lost.

Conclusion

I myself was suppor ve of integra ng history within an interdisciplinary integrated
approach some 12 years ago30 but the gap between the rhetoric and the prac ce
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has long since made me rethink the validity of this method and I advised31 great
cau on when history in Malta’s New Na onal Curriculum became one of five
subjects that make up Ci zenship Educa on.
Undoubtedly one of the foremost pioneers and advocators of interdisciplinary
approaches is Heidi Hayes Jacobs an American educa onal consultant on
interdisciplary methods since the early 1980s, it is interes ng that even she detects
that there can be a problem. As Jacobs (1997) says “Without a commitment
to when a skill will be taught, there is no commitment. Furthermore, skills are
not taught in a vacuum. They are addressed in applica on to content, and they
are evidenced in a product or performance by the learner”32. In explaining the
procedures for curriculum mapping Jacobs makes it clear that to be successful
a interdisciplinary/cross-curricular method needs to combine content, skills and
performance assessment. She gives detailed and complex case studies that build up
learning ac vi es step by step in a developmental fashion. But does this happen in
our European schools? All experts on implemen ng such an approach33 agree that
that staﬀ need a lot of support if interdisciplinary approaches are to be successful,
unfortunately in many cases there is no guarantee that such support is available.
Therefore in the case of history one should proceed with extreme cau on when
implemen ng an interdisciplinary cross-curriculum approach, rather than gaining
the much hoped for benefits it might in fact prove to be the complete destruc on
of eﬀec ve history pedagogy.
Endnotes:
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What is the best
Pedagogy to use
when teaching
the Great Siege
in Maltese History
textbooks? Some
examples of good
practice.

Chapter 2

Introduction

The ‘Great Siege’ has long been considered as a very important topic in Maltese
history and has been included in the syllabi of various classes in both primary
and secondary Maltese schools be they State, Private and Church schools. Our
history textbooks have almost always included it as one of their main chapters,
and without a doubt this event is very much embedded in the historical narra ve
of our na on and evokes huge na onal pride. I think the simple straigh orward
message which has always been passed across to our youths is best represented
by how the Great Siege was described in an ar cle which appeared this year in a
local newspaper “the epic 1565 ba le that made a legend out of a li le island that,
against all odds, withstood invasion from an empire.”1
Unques onably the ‘words’, ‘expressions’ and ‘na onalis c feelings’ in our school
textbooks regarding the Great Siege warrant whole studies, however this is not the
aim of this paper rather I would like to focus on the actual pedagogy of the subject,
that is the teaching methods used to teach this topic.

History pedagogies

There are various methods a teacher can employ when teaching history. One
approach is known as the ‘tradi onal’ method and reflects the posi vist stance
on history, that is, the no on that there is an absolute truth out there which
needs to be learnt and we progress along as new informa on is discovered. This
teaching method can be done by various means. Tradi onal history teaching can
be presented in quite a tedious and boring manner like for example giving notes
for students to study or reading narra ve directly from a textbook or listening
to a teacher talking to the class and giving the ‘story’ of what happened. On the
other hand tradi onal history teaching can be presented in quite interes ng ways
especially through the use of IT technology like for example through the use of
power point presenta ons, or ‘google’ searches. Wikipedia is the perfect example
of tradi onal approaches to history with very interes ng up to date informa on on
historical topics. However, this teaching approach always rests on a very important
assump on, that is, pupils are presented with the latest finished product – the
work of historians. The construc on of new thinking is not as highly valued as the
ability to demonstrate mastery of conven onally accepted historical knowledge.
History is seen as a body of informa on which has to be passed on to pupils.
On the other hand another approach which is quite diﬀerent is that which is
some mes called ‘Innova ve History Teaching’ also known by various other tles
for example ‘New History Teaching’ a term used in the late 1960s and 70s in
England and s ll favoured to this day in Malta, as well as ‘the Source Method’ a
term very o en used in the European history teaching context. In this approach
history is taught as a form of inquiry with a focus on history thinking skills, which
school children can use to analyse and interpret historical material. The ability
to learn factual informa on is not the main priority within the framework of this
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teaching paradigm, rather it is a teaching method described by R. Ben Jones back
in 1973 as a history teaching method that “lays less emphasis on content and more
on the process of learning.”2 Indeed by the 1980s and 1990s researchers in history
pedagogy confirmed the eﬀec veness of this method, in par cular the pioneering
work of Denis Shemilt which demonstrated that the historical thinking of secondary
school pupils who had been taught through this approach far surpassed those
taught by through tradi onal approach.3 Furthermore Lee, Dickinson and Ashby
showed that pupils can indeed benefit from this approach, for children’s thinking
in history is in fact far more sophis cated than previously imagined. A er analysing
children’s ideas on tes ng explana ons in history, Lee, Dickinson and Ashby advise:
“From the point of view of day-to-day classroom history teaching, our analysis
so far suggests that we need to recognise that quite young children can
begin to make sophis cated dis nc ons and develop powerful intellectual
tools. We may need both to match such ideas with greater precision in our
teaching objec ves, and to increase our awareness of assump ons which
hold some children back.”4

History teaching in Malta today

The move towards ‘New History’ or ‘the Source Method’ started to occur in Malta
by the late 1980s and the President of Malta’s History Teachers Associa on could
report by 1997 that “Today, it is not a rare occasion for our students to handle
photocopies of oﬃcial documents, le ers, diaries or caricatures par cularly those
dealing with the 19th and 20th century.”5
This was further confirmed in a recent research study on history teaching in
Malta, where it was observed that “teachers who graduated prior to 1980 rarely,
if ever, use New History methods, whereas almost all of those who graduated
a er 2000 o en or always use New History methods in their classroom”.6 By 2008
James Degiorgio’s study indicated that 78 per cent of history teachers were now
strongly in favour of teaching history skills and, in par cular, to giving students an
opportunity to prac ce the skills of analysing historical primary sources.
Contrary to the tradi onal approach it is true that to teach in ‘the New History’
approach a history teacher has to be highly skilled and well trained, however it
is a very meaningful way of teaching the subject. This method has con nually
evolved during the past 40 years and history educators today who use this method
understand that history teaching must involve historical thinking which is highly
specula ve in nature and it is the analyses of sources in par cular, that provide the
prac ce for a mode of thinking similar to what the historian goes through. The best
descrip ons of what cons tutes good history teaching today is brilliantly summed
up by Chris ne Counsell when she describes what makes good history teachers:
1.
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They consider learning as highly structured and very risky – (children need all
kinds of structures to think at high level – text one minute, picture the next,
ac vity one minute –teachers need me to learn to teach)

2.

They consider variety – (by using many resources to compare sources and
interpreta ons, to access the past and to construct history in diﬀerent ways)

3.

They value knowledge – (cri cal thinking and reflec on do not mean forge ng
the importance of knowledge. We have to connect knowledge and skills)

4.

They establishing a cri cal, informed and open discipline of history – (by its
prac ses, its processes, its values. This to prac ce casual reasoning and to
construct casual explana on.)

5.

They select the right stuﬀ – (by supplying a framework of thinking about the
kinds of ques ons we ask about the past and the kinds of historical enquiry)

6.

They put emphasis on evidence and interpreta on – ((the processes of the
discipline) this to establish and examine the truth claims that historians make)

7.

They give joy - (by historical enquiry which establishes curiosity amongst
students)

8.

They make possible various encounters to learn all the me – (such as to
encounter the other, otherness, the strange and the familiar)7

Teaching the Great Siege in Maltese schools and textbooks: the
Traditional Approach

So what teaching method is presently being used to teach the Great Siege in
Maltese schools? I will now describe a few examples from current textbooks and
school ac vi es that will demonstrate how this subject is being taught in our
schools. Grajjiet Malta was introduced as the history textbook for State schools in
1975 and was an oﬃcial textbook up to as recently as five years ago. There are no
names of authors of this book but the text was directly plagiarised from Andrew
Vella’s history books ‘Storja ta’ Malta’ with very slight modifica ons and with added
pictures while the original Andrew Vella8 history books contained no illustra ons.
Today it has largely been discarded by the majority of schools however it is quite
possibly it is s ll being used by some teachers so I will refer to it.
Grajjet Malta is a perfect example of tradi onal history teaching, basically a
comprehension exercise with ques ons at the end to confirm that pupils have
learnt the informa on given. Compared to what had existed before this book was
definitely an improvement and apart from a number of inaccuracies as far as the
basic narra ve is concerned it is fairly good. However, with regards appearance
and teaching approach it can be very heavily cri cised:
The many illustra ons reproduced in the three books, using colour, were
theore cally supposed to enliven the text and support the narra ve, but to the
contrary, the hues used generally produced a more confusing then comprehendible
pictorial message. This is because the colours were in monochrome and the greens,
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Table 1

yellows and blues used, in real fact made the recogni on of what the pictures and
drawings were supposed to be showing rather diﬃcult to decipher. This series of
textbooks failed from its origins to meet the requirements of the modern approach
to history teaching and learning. Indeed many flaws were evident from the first
years of their introduc on in the secondary schools.9
Another cri cism can be levelled at this textbook for its socio-poli cal agenda
which seems to have been to “emphasises the various vicissitudes experienced
by the Maltese people and how bad and nasty the ‘foreigner’ was”10, and this
nowhere be er shown than in the narra ve of the Great Siege saga.

30

Table 2

For many years and quite possibly even today somewhere on the island the method
used to teach the Great Siege is s ll direct reading in the classroom by the teacher
or a fellow pupil of the story of the event from Grajjiet Malta accompanied by
some explana on by the teacher and then answering the ques ons at the end of
the chapter (see tables 1, 2 and 3). In various schools one might not actually find
the book but instead teachers use it to create their own notes or online worksheets
and handouts and produce slightly more interes ng versions with more a rac ve
pictures11, although the principle remains basically the same. The word ‘sources’
might start to make an appearance although it is o en used incorrectly to mean all
pictures irrespec ve whether they are actually a historical primary or secondary
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Table 3

source and even when the pictures do happen to be historical sources, there is
o en no real a empt to get pupils to engage with them. They usually follow the
format of a text followed by a ‘quiz’ where pupils are asked a set of ques ons
which normally take the form of ‘fill in the blanks exercises’ or ‘crossword puzzles’
to test the pupils’ context knowledge. (See tables 4 and 5)
Similarly tradi onal history teaching and history textbook today may appear quite
‘modern’ when compared to Grajjiet Malta. Most definitely appearance wise
there is a huge improvement, a case in point is the book edited by Tony Pace12 and
published by the Educa on Department (See table 6) . It is a colourful series of

32

textbooks widely used in State secondary schools in forms 1, 2 and 3 and en tled
‘Storja ta’ Malta’ , however, once again the tradi onal approach is the teaching
method behind most of these text books.

Table 4

Tables 7 and 8 demonstrate how ‘For fica ons before and a er the Siege’ are
presented, a list of facts giving the informa on on the changes before and a er the
Great Siege regarding Malta’s for fica ons and then followed by an exercise is to
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Table 5

look up informa on from the text or further
research from the internet, as it happens
from the notes found on the same online
teachers’ website men oned previously
http://schoolnet.gov.mt/history/Options/
Op ons.htm

Table 6
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Table 7
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Table 8
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Teaching the Great Siege in Maltese schools and textbooks: the
‘New History’ Approach

However, while it is true that tradi onal history teaching s ll goes on in our schools
especially by the untrained and the weaker history teacher the majority do not
use this approach and by far the Source Method is the more common approach.
Knowledge in history comes to us through sources therefore the more sources we
use the be er. One example of teaching the Great Siege in the ‘Source Method’
approach is best highlighted by a Sec O Level Maltese history textbook en tled
From the Coming of the Knights to EU Membership (See table 9) a History Teachers’
Associa on publica on edited by myself13. The writers were all prac sing history
teachers in various Maltese schools and ‘New History’ tasks and ac vi es chosen
for this book were all tried and tested in real classroom situa ons and conducted
by the writers themselves.
Pupils are introduced to visual evidence
on the Great Siege in the form of
historical maps coming from the 16th
century (See table 10a & b). Ques ons
are asked about the viewpoint of the
Chris an creator of the map for example
ques on 3a:
Look at the map 2. Look at the top part
of this map. Iden fy some of the saintly
persons shown. Why do you think the
cartographer (map maker) drew them
abl
ble 9
at the top of this map which shows the TTable
events of the Great Siege?
Another very interes ng task is that of ques on 4:
Look at map 3. This is a 16th century map of Malta drawn by the Turks. There are
only a few places shown on it. Find on this map the entrance to the Grand Harbour,
Marsaxlokk Harbour, St. Paul’s Bay, Mdina and the Citadella in Gozo. Why do you
think the Turks only drew and gave importance to these places?
Here the learning objec ve behind these tasks is two- fold. One is to provide
opportuni es to analyse primary historical sources and the other is that of mul perspec vity. Mul -perspec vity helps pupils to move away from the ethnocentric view
of the event and to see it from ‘the other’ perspec ve. To mean anything history must
give a synthesis based on mul -perspec vity. “It must admit a mul plicity of vantage
points, various points of view and several historical accounts and interpreta ons.”14
Pupils become aware that there were diﬀerent protagonists who held diﬀerent values
and agendas and by cross-referencing their views reliability in history will increase.
While the Chris an European maps are complex detailed drawings implying the
importance and sophis ca on of the island and one which had Divine backing, the
Turkish view is that of a simple for fied rock and as the ones besieging it, their main
concern was naturally the main fort and the good harbour spots!
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Table 10a
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Table 10b
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An even higher level exercise which unfortunately is not found for this topic in
this textbook is ge ng pupils to contrast diﬀerent interpreta on of the event
from secondary sources, that is, how diﬀerent writers interpret the event. As Terry
Hayden et al say:
“Encouraging pupils to be aware of the way historical events, people and situa ons
may be diﬀerently interpreted, reduces the opportuni es for the imposi on of
the ‘one version’ history with its poten al dangers. An understanding of why such
diﬀerent interpreta ons occur might make a valuable contribu on to the health of
a democra c society.”15
Pupils need to learn how history itself works, it is far from a pris ne exercise.
There are various problems when it comes to historical explana on, for all our
historical knowledge comes to us in an indirect way. This is true both for evidence
coming from primary historical sources and for evidence coming from secondary
historical sources. When working with primary sources we are dealing with what
survives; other material which did not survive might have produced an en rely
diﬀerent picture. There will always be the possibility of sources being forged and
the informa on they are giving is en rely false and an exercise on the Great Siege
found in From the Coming of the Knights to EU Membership17 provides an excellent
exercise to illustrate this (See table 11). In 1560 on the eve of the Great Siege
Guzeppi Callus, a Maltese doctor, wrote a le er of protest against Grandmaster La
Vale e. This protest led to Callus’ arrest and eventual execu on. Huge eﬀorts were
made to eliminate Guzeppi Callus from history and through this exercise pupils
inves gate how despite all the eﬀorts to eradicate this historical figure everything
came to light in 1633 when Dun Filippo Borgia wrote about him in 1633 and how
this 17th century document was picked up by historians hundreds of years later.
This has proved to be a very popular exercise in schools especially the tasks which
reveal the ac ons and mo ves behind the almost successful cover up which
must have occurred in the 1560s. The pupils are then invited to build a picture of
Guzeppi Callus by analysing an array of sources (his testament, court cases he was
involved in, oﬃcial le ers appoin ng him Mdina’s doctor, Universita documents
which show he was present at mee ngs, contracts and prescrip ons he made etc
See table 12a/12b) uncovered by historians once the lid was blown away!
Card ac vi es where pupils have to analyse and sort out diﬀerent statements
about a historical event are proving to be very meaningful pedagogical exercises
and such an exercise is found in From the Coming of the Knights to EU membership
(See tables 13 and 14). ‘Why did the Turks a ack Malta in 1565?’ is a causa on
ques on, one o en asked in history. History by its nature involves reading and
wri ng and producing an analy cally well-reasoned wri en response to such
ques ons is very hard for pupils. Tradi onally history teachers set such tasks to
pupils with no support whatsoever, pupils were le to their own devices with very
o en poor or mediocre results. History teachers and researchers are finding that a
good sequence for an educator to adopt is that of first engaging the pupils in a card
ac vity which may take many forms, in this case pupils have to physically place
statements close to or far away from the ques on according to their relevance
and importance (Counsell, 2011)17. In turn a wri ng framework is provided to help
the pupils structure their thoughts (See table 15). Wri ng frames are not a ‘fill in
the blanks exercise’ searching for one correct piece of informa on but rather a
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‘scaﬀolding’ exercise to help support pupils’ thinking and indeed at the end of the
essay wri ng ac vity diﬀerent essays to the same ques on are produced.
Another card exercise on the Great Siege is found in this textbook (See tables
16a/16b) and again this is followed by a wri ng frame (See table 17) addressing the
historical ques on ‘Do you think the Great Siege was won because the Maltese and
the Order were fortunate (lucky) or because of good planning and good thinking?’
This me what is required is an explana on and a discussion.
Another book specifically on the Great Siege for school children and which also
a empts to use ‘the Source’ method has just been published by Heritage Malta
as part of the 450 anniversary of the Great Siege and it is intended that this book
is distributed free to all school children. While in my opinion this book is a hybrid
between the two teaching methods of Tradi onal and New History methods. On
the one hand it contains long narra ves intended to pass on long passages of
informa on to pupils while on the other hand there are genuine tasks which use
‘New History’ teaching where pupils are asked to engage in source analyses.

Conclusion

This paper tried to give an explana on of how the Great Siege is being taught
through our textbooks in Maltese schools, of course this is a mere overview
percep on from personal experience as a teacher educator in the Faculty
of Educa on and from analysing the textbooks or worksheets and handouts
themselves. Undoubtedly for a more correct image to emerge this explana on
needs to be substan ated by first hand empirical observa ons of history teaching
on the Great Siege in real classrooms and further supported by a synthesis of
pupils’ oral and wri en feedback. It is only then that one can see how what is being
advocated and depicted in textbooks is being translated into eﬀec ve pedagogy.
However, from the exercises in the present textbooks there is cause for cau ous
celebra on. There is s ll a long way to go before the Great Siege is taught in an
excellent manner however as shown there are various examples of good prac ce.
Sources are being used some mes correctly while at other mes unfortunately
their poten al for being very good tools to teach the Great Siege is not being fully
exploited. Textbook writers and history teachers also seem fearful of le ng go of
the no on of giving reels of informa on on the Great Siege in the desperate hope
that this will make pupils ‘learn’ what happened irrespec ve of the avalanche of
research on history pedagogy which shows that this is a fu le exercise, it is not how
pupils learn and worse s ll it is not how history works! At the same me there are
also a number of very good tasks such as the card ac vi es which support pupils’
historic understanding and there seem to be a growing understanding on the part
of educators that pupils cannot be assigned wri en tasks without some form of
help from the history teacher to his or her pupils which produce be er responses.
Kitson Clark back in 1967 said that good history produces people that think about
rather than merely accept informa on: “What is your authority for saying this?
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And, as a par cular ques on: How do you know that this happened? They are
ques ons which both historians, and men and women who are not historians,
ought to learn to ask much more o en than they do.” The teaching of such a
rive ng event as the Great Siege provides an excellent opportunity to use correct
teaching methods that present textbooks as a facilitator of learning and not a mere
giver of informa on.
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publica on Shared Histories for a Europe without dividing lines.
Publication
Vella,Y.(2013) “Comba ng Islamophobia through History Teaching’ Erckert Beitrage 2013/3
h p://www.edumeres.net/urn Germany
Vella, Y.(2014) “Is it possible to change students’ a tudes towards ‘The Other’ through
history teaching? A Case Study in a Maltese School” in Shared Histories for a Europe without
dividing lines Council of Europe Publica on
h p://www.shared-histories.coe.int Strasbourg
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Strategies to
learn about
multiculturalism and
diversity through
Maltese history

Chapter 3

Introduction

Back in 1999 I gave a presenta on at a Euroclio Conference (European Associa on
of History Educators) in Edinburgh on Heritage and Na onal Iden ty where I quite
brazenly claimed that “It must be emphasized that Malta is not a mul cultural
society, on the contrary, it has a quite homogeneous popula on.” (Vella, 1999 p.13)
Quite an uncompromising and straigh orward statement but indeed at least where
my work place, that is school classrooms, was concerned it was so at the me and
had been so, throughout my own childhood school experience. Up to the 1990s a
teacher in any Maltese school faced a class of pupils who were ethnically Maltese,
Roman Catholic and usually hailing from the villages surrounding the school, and
further segregated by gender since co-educa on in secondary schools only came
into existence when a few new Private schools introduced it in the 1990s and then
in State schools as recently as 2014. So you either taught at a boys’ school or at
a girls’ school and furthermore from sociological studies conducted in the 1980s
diﬀerent social classes gravitated into par cular schools (Sultana, 1991; Darmanin,
1991). Therefore in many ways my statement that Malta was a homogeneous
society at that point in me was very much a truism.
However, I was not to know back then that 1999 was a very significant year for it
was the year preceding the 21st century when it all started to change in Malta as
far as popula on is concerned. Ini ally it happened very slowly with the first few
hundred migrants arriving annually on boats and ra s from Africa but slowly it
gained pace un l between 2008 and 2012 when compared to other industrialized
countries “Malta received, on average, the highest number of asylum-seekers
compared to its na onal popula on: 21.7 applicants per 1,000 inhabitants.”
(UNHRA., 2012, p.13). A er joining the EU in 2004, EU members also started to
trickle in, followed by Eastern Europeans mainly from the Bal c States.
This has now resulted in quite interes ng classrooms; for example a class I recently
visited to see one of my student teachers during her teaching prac ce was a year
nine class (13 year olds) where only 3 were ethnic Maltese, there were three
Russians, two Pakistani, three Italians, two Serbs and one Libyan. Perhaps this was
an extreme case and it is true that in some villages 90% of pupils would s ll be
ethnic Maltese and Roman Catholic, but in others you can get a kaleidoscope of
pupils in one classroom just like the one I visited. In Malta today it is not uncommon
to have various ethnic groups in the same class.

Multiculturalism in Malta

There is no ques on in my mind that any country, community or agency that
embraces democracy must also embrace multculturalism. Inclusion of all and
acceptance of diversity are fundamental to human rights and democra c values.
This is not to negate the challenges that exist and it is here that schools can make
huge contribu ons in mee ng these challenges. Poli cians and administrators seem
to ins nc vely sense this and whole heartedly push mul culturalism in educa on,
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but it is not an easy route and teachers’ apprehensions cannot be ignored. They
are very real, and educators and schools in Malta as well as abroad struggle to face
the challenges resul ng from social and demographic changes brought about by
immigra on and mul culturalism (Zembylas, 2010).
What makes our mul cultural Maltese classrooms quite interes ng is that they
are a recent innova ons, a few immigrant pupils in our classrooms were born
in Malta while many others were not. It is quite diﬀerent from having diﬀerent
ethnic pupils who are second or third genera on children of immigrants. In
many ways we are at this point in me in unchartered territory. For example
one ongoing debate is what language to use, oﬃcially we are bi-lingual and most
Maltese speak English but many Maltese pupils do struggle with English and
much prefer to use Maltese. For all the years I’ve been in Educa on the policy
for history teaching in Malta was that Maltese was to be used for all instruc on
during history lessons and I personally was always very strict about this and
insisted with my trainees that all teaching materials had to be in Maltese.
However, the situa on has now changed while oﬃcial policy has not yet caught
up and at the moment there is no oﬃcial policy on what language to use during
history lessons. The advice I was given by the History Educa on Oﬃcer in May
2015 and who seemed as unsure as I am about the situa on was to play it by ear
and take a decision once you get to know your class. I suppose this makes sense
under the circumstance and research has shown that codeswitching is in fact a
useful pedagogical tool (Camilleri 1995; Heller and Mar n-Jones 2001). One has
to adapt to the audience in front of you and one history lesson I observed by
a smart mul tasking history teacher trainee was conducted in three languages
Maltese, English and Italian.
There are a number of sociological, educa onal and poli cal studies that address
the impact of schools on their society where diversity is concerned. Issues of equity
and jus ce are addressed in these studies, as they should, however they o en
stop short when it comes to answering teachers’ very important ques on ‘but
what do I do in my classroom?’ The posi on of many of these studies is ar culated
by La Belle, J. and Ward, C (1994) when they say what their book is not, in the
introduc on of their now classical work Mul -culturalism and Educa on:
“… nor is it a book about how to teach mul culturalism in the classroom. Although
we review pedagogical and curricular approaches to mul culturalism and address
the issues of educa ng the student from diﬀering social and cultural backgrounds,
we do not instruct how and what to teach to enhance diversity.” La Belle, J. and
Ward, C (1994, p.2)
And it is precisely this ‘what and how’ that is my par cular field of interest, working
on the assump on that mul culturalism is a good thing this study a empted
to find ways how history as a school subject can promote diversity in the real
classrooms.
There are moments in history where communi es do remain fairly isolated and
this may give the false impression that mul culturalism is a recent phenomenon
however when looking at the past from a holis c perspec ve it is in fact the
‘isolated’ moments that are the rarity rather than the norm. In this study I wanted
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‘Patriot’ protest against integra on Malta September
29, 2014

Paris A acks November 13, 2015

pupils to become aware of Malta as an island that hosted diverse communi es
throughout its history. People of various ethnic origins did co-exist together with
the local community. Few in Malta seem to be aware of this and some people view
mul culturalism as a nega ve no on created by liberal poli cians and as a result a
number of an -integra on and an -mul cultural demonstra ons have occurred.
Unfortunately or perhaps fortunately the dates I had chosen together with the
head of school to start my history lessons and try out the strategies was the third
week of November 2015 star ng Monday 16th and the Paris A acks occurred on
the 13th, the Friday before. It was quite unse ling and I considered very much
whether it would be appropriate to do the ac vi es.
I decided to go ahead with the lessons and in fact there were no real problems at
all.

The Research Design

With some thought history as a school subject can in itself be a means to teach
mul culturalism. Of course the worse possible approach is to give a teacher
centered power point presenta on on mul culturalism in history! Show and tell
them what’s it all about and ‘they will get it’. A great tempta on for many teachers
but unfortunately that is not how pupils learn and absorb values and no ons, one
has to use much more eﬀec ve strategies. It is also not the way language acquisi on
works, language acquisi on being an indirect objec ve in mul cultural classrooms.
To learn a language research has highlighted the need to design ac vi es which
involve more pupil interac on (Dalton-Puﬀer, 2005, 2007).
Wonderful ideas on mul cultural teaching in history come mostly from Britain
mainly Levy and Smart’s work on Mul cultural Britain1 and various inspira onal
papers in Teaching History2 journal. In history every statement needs to be backed
up by evidence and pupils need to learn this. We can have diﬀerent interpreta ons
but to be valid they need to be based on sources of evidence and one finds that the
most eﬀec ve history pedagogies in fact make use of historical sources to answer
the very important historical ques on ‘how do we know’.
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What sources to use?

Pain ngs are one useful source which o en inten onally or uninten onally depict
the socie es of their me. Visual evidence has been used to target inclusion and
diversity in history teaching, and one such pedagogical approach was used by Jane
Card when she used the pain ng of Dido Belle and Lady Elizabeth Murray. This
society portrait shows Dido Belle the illegi mate mixed race daughter of Captain
Sir John Lindsay, as Card says:
“Visual images such as Dido Belle and Elisabeth Murray portrait are powerful
media for pupils to learn contemporary ethnically and diversity issues, concerns,
problems and solu ons. They are accessible to all pupils; as such they bring the
past to life to illuminate the present.” Card, 2013 p. 19

Pain ng of Dido Belle and Elizabeth Murray a ributed to Johann Zoﬀany, 1779

Similarly I searched and found pain ngs which while depic ng everyday life in the
past in Malta also included people of diﬀerent races (See figures 1, 2 and 3). I
then created group work ac vi es (available in both Maltese and English) for each
source.
Apart from the visual evidence I wanted to include evidence from prehistory as
well as classical mes. One illumina ng presenta on given by Ilona Aronovsky 3 at
a Heirnet Conference in London in September 2015 gave me the idea on how to
focus on one historical site which brings together a number of artefacts belonging
to diﬀerent civiliza ons. This would show that people were constantly on the
move, travelling, immigra ng, bartering, trading and generally mixing together in
socie es that can only be described as mul cultural and diverse. One impressive
pedagogical tac c used by Aronosky is that of using maps in such a way as to show
the interconnec vity presented by the artefacts found in the Su on Ho site. They
show where the things came from and their mul cultural aspect. For Malta one
mul period site which brings together a huge number of primary sources is the
Tas-Silg site at Marsaxlokk a village in the South of Malta. This is a large complex
where archaeologists have found remains of Megalithic Temples, Bronze Age
se lements, Punic, Hellenis c and Roman Temple, as well as Byzan ne remains,
with one par cular interes ng artefact found in the Greek layer from Mesapotamia.
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Figure 1: Antoine Favray 1706 – 1789 The Visitors

Figure 2 Guiseppe Cali 1846 – 1930 A re-evoca on of 18th Century Malta
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Figure 3 A.W.C. McFall 1862 – 1923 A variety of figures on the Palace Square, Valle a c. 1886

Tas-Silg site
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Activities/ Lesson Plan

Title of lesson: People have always been on the move resul ng in diversity in all
socie es throughout history including Maltese history
Tme: Lesson plan covers two sessions of 35 minutes each
Objec ve: Analysis of sources archaeological and visual evidence
Historical Evidence from Maltese History
Tas-Silg a mul -period site
Image of 19th century Malta (McFall drawing)
18th Century pain ng – Ladies (Favray pain ng)
18th Century pain ng – Upper Barrakka (Cali pain ng)

1.
2.
3.
4.

Resources used

Time line of around when these civizations were at their height

Megalithic Mesopetamia
/ Temple
Civiliza on
Builders
started
4000 B.C.E.

Bronze
Age

3100 B.C.E. 2500 B.C.E.

Phoenicians
700 B.C.E.

Ancient
Greek
Period

Ancient
Rome

Byzan ne

300 B.C.E.

100 B.C.E.

300 A.C.E.

Gozo
Maps
Comino

Malta

Tas-Silġ
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Rome
Greece
Mesopotamia

Phoenice

Chart showing on one side view of
Tas-Silġ from an ariel, from a side and
from an on site perspec ve
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Other side of chart showing plot of Tas-Silg where
pupils had to place chronologically on top of each
other the Primary sources found on the site.

The Primary Sources

Phoenician

Cicero accused lV erres of stealing from the
temple of Juno at tas-Silġ. Cicero told Senate:
“The representa ves of Malta, who were sent
here by the leaders of their land, give evidence
that the lhe from Juno’s temple; that this person
le nothing inside it, that that place, where o en
the ships of the enemy took refuge, where pirates
every year typiucally spent spent their winters,
but no pirate ever desecrated or destroyed the
temple, it is only Verres who emp ed it.”

Roman

Byzantine

Byzantine

Greek
Megalitic

Mystery
How did it
get to
Tas-Silġ?

Mesapotamia found
in Greek layer
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Introduc on: I put up the words ‘mul cultural’ and ‘diversity’ up on the whiteboard
and the class discussed the meaning of these two words. Then I told them that
today we are going to try and inves gate whether Malta ever had in the past
diverse communi es and a mul cultural society. It was emphasised that in history
your answer should always be based on Evidence. (Photo 1)

Photo 1 Discussing meaning of mul culturalism and diversity

The following three ques ons are put on the board and class told they will be
asked these ques ons a er following a PowerPoint presenta on People on the
move (3 minutes long Photo 2)
a.
b.
c.

Where did the first human beings come from? How do we know?
How come today they are found everywhere?
Why do people move about?

Photo 2 Power Point Presenta on
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Development

Class divided in groups and each one goes through 5 tasks with teacher feedback
and class discussion a er every task (See Photo 3)

Photo 3 Class divided in 5 groups

Each group was asked to work through the task and then there was group and
teacher discussion/feedback on the answers given by each group.
Step 1: Pupils were asked to work task 1 which was the Tas-Silg Ac vity – TasSilg a mul -period site. Set of artefacts from Megalithic , Bronze Age, Hellenic,
Roman Byzan ne found at Tas-Silg were given to the pupils. (See Primary Sources
in Resources sec on) The pupils were instructed to place them on plot (see charts
in resources sec on) in chronological order use meline to help you.
Photos 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 show pupils working on Task 1

Photo 4

Photo 5
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Photo 6

Photo 7

Photo 8

Step 2: Pupils had to work out as a group work task 2 and a er task
was completed there was class and teacher feedback on the work.
Diversity in Maltese Society

0&  "!  "   " #

 " %  

     /3$3
 &
& "!  " " ! ! 
   &8
& "!   !
!  &8
&    "! "!$
!"  !$ $  &8

 "  #


1&   " !   
!   "&

 




  "*/5.4)/567+ '  (&

/&     "# #




















2&   "  "/6
"#

Task 2

Step 3: Pupils had to work out as group work task 3 and a er task was
completed there was class and teacher feedback on the work.
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Diversity in Maltese Society

  

   
    


A.W.McFall “Some Figures at the Palace Square” around 1886
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Task 3

Step 4: Pupils had to work out as group work task 4 and a er task was completed
there was class and teacher feedback on the work.
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Task 4

Photos 9, 10 and 11 show pupils working on tasks 2, 3, 4 and 5
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Photo 9

Photo 10

Photo 11

Conclusion of lesson

Last 20 minutes of lesson was done by pupils working individually and answering
the following worksheet
People have made the following comments on Facebook, Twi er and Newspaper
blogs.
What would you say to them ? Write your answer under each comment and you
must use historical evidence to back your answer.
1.

It is not natural for people to mix. It goes against nature to have a mul cultural society.

2.

The greatest cultures and naƟons only had one race of people.

3.

In Malta everyone has always been exactly the same. There was no diversity.

Analyses of Pupils’ Responses

Year 7 (11 year olds) and Year 8 (12 year olds)
The following are a few sample answers given by the two classes. I categorised
them into three type of answers. Those that gave very good responses that showed
‘Reasoning which make direct reference to sources with detailed explana ons’,
those that gave quite good responses which showed ‘Reasoning which just gives
general arguments, and only brief reference to sources’ and those that gave ‘Brief
answers with no a empt to use evidence’.
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Year 7
Reasoning which make
direct reference to sources
with detailed explana ons

Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources

Answers with no a empt to
use evidence

Statement 1

Statement 1

Statement 1

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

No not against nature
because at other mes
people with dark skin used
to mix and in pain ngs they
were painted in.

Not true because before we
were always mixed not by
two but many people and we
always did well and moved
ahead.

You’re wrong because in
the 18th century there were
mul -culture and I know
because people in the 18th
century le evidence

What you say is incorrect!
Coloured people have existed
for a long me. They are
people like us.
I know you are wrong! What
if your great grandparents
were mul cultural ? If it is
not natural you wouldn’t be
here.
It is natural since someone
from your family could be
from Italy so how come it is
not natural.
Natural that people mix
because there are those that
come from other countries
for a journey or because of
war
No because before there
were diﬀerent people and
society always moved ahead.
Not true. Human beings
always mixed and emigrated.
Not true. People always
mixed.
Yes it is natural that people
mix because everyone is
the same and everyone is
human.
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Reasoning which make direct
reference to sources with
detailed explana ons
Statement 2
The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people

Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources
Statement 2
The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people
This is false because the
Greeks, Romans and others all
mixed with the Maltese.
No Romans always mixed.
Not true because both the
Greeks as well as the Romans
were mixed and in fact they
did very well and they were
the best in the world.

Brief answers with no
a empt to use evidence’
Statement 2
The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people
Not true because everyone is
made diﬀerent; and there are
many races where we came
from
No they mix because if they
do not mix there would not
be communica on
Not true because there were
people in other countries.
Maybe they mixed because of
war.
No. The best race was
mul cultural and we have
evidence.
No they are never of one race.
Not true because you and
your family came no from one
race but many.
It is nice to say ‘Hey I’m half
Italian and half Australian’
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Reasoning which make
direct reference to sources
with detailed explana ons
Statement 3

Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources
Statement 3

Brief answers with no
a empt to use evidence’
Statement 3

In Malta everyone has always In Malta everyone has always In Malta everyone has always
been exactly the same. There been exactly the same. There been exactly the same. There
was no diversity.
was no diversity.
was no diversity.
No, you are wrong because
we mixed with many people
including Arabs and English
and so we were and s ll are
people of many na ons

Really! That’s what you
think?
In Malta loads of people
coming from various parts of
the world
In Malta we were never
the same because we were
always mixed with other
people.
300 years ago there was
mul culture already
No this is not true because
they mixed and there is
evidence
No not everyone was the
same because all were
diﬀerent and there was
diversity everywhere.
At the moment in Malta
there are immigrants and this
has been happening for many
years.
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Year 8
Reasoning which make
direct reference to sources
with detailed explana ons

Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources

Statement 1

Statement 1

Statement 1

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

It is not natural for people to
mix. It goes against nature to
have a mul -cultural society.

“It doesn’t go against nature
because in a pain ng by A.W.
McFall we can see a Turkish
man with Maltese women
in ghonellas. And nobody is
doing anything to him. Even
in the Roman period the
Roman Army had many men
from diﬀerent countries and
the Roman Empire was one
of the strongest”

Not true. You are wrong
there is evidence everyone
can mix and part of nature.
The pain ngs found say that
everyone is mixed. Example
Antoine Favray’s pain ng.

In historical mes it was
natural for people to mix
because black and white
people together work be er
than being apart.

I say you are wrong about it
eve4ryone is equal in history
people of mix cultural in
McFall picture. There are
people in the Palace Square
around 1886.

No you are not right! Because
if you don’t know we are all
the same becauise we all
originated from Africa, so
we are basically all the same
and it doesn’t go against
nature. There are are many
good benefits from being in a
mul -cultural society like:
we are going to learn from
other cultures
It is natural that society is
mul -cultural because we
immigrate and we mix and
we’ve been mixing from the
start with diﬀerent cultures
and we have evidence from
tas-Silg and many other
places that le remains
that we mixed with many
diﬀerent people of diﬀerent
cultures.
No it does not go against
nature
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Answers with no a empt to
use evidence

No, you’re wrong. Nature
isn’t about having all the
same people. Have you never
heard of migra on? Well it’s
when people move to other
places and no it’s not true, it
does not go against nature to
have a mul -cultural society,
because we have looked at
evidence of the past to show
that it does not go against
nature to have a mul cultural society
It is natural because now
we are mul -cultural. We
have to respect others. In
pain ngs of the past you
could see mixed people.
Don’t agree with him/her
because from beginning of
lesson we learnt that from
the beginning all people
started to go everywhere
and they get encouraged by
others.

People get fed up in the same No you are wrong. It is good
place
for people to mix because I
think that the people can get
They have a right to be happy to meet diﬀerent cultures.
Because they can get to
If we want to we can go
understand more cultures,
where there are black
religions and languages …
people. First people came
No because everyone is
from East Africa and started
human and we have evidence
to spread around the world.
I think you are saying wrongly
because people are part
of natrure and you have
black people. In the 18th
century Favray drew picture
which has in it people of
mul cultural society and they
talked to each other

Don’t agree because humans
are made to travel. Also it is
good that we mix because we
can mix with other cultures.
Don’t agree with you, colour
of skin should not eﬀect
everyday life.
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Reasoning which make
direct reference to sources
with detailed explana ons

Brief answers with no
a empt to use evidence’

Statement 2

Statement 2

Statement 2

The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people

The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people

The greatest cultures and
na ons only had one race of
people

You are wrong everyone
mixed ‘mul cultural’
everyone mixed. With
the evidence we found
a er Rome took every
country everyone mixed
and everyone lived with
everybody. In the pain ng by
Antoine Favray even people
of dark skinned worked with
whites.

I say it is wrong because the
ancient Romans were not
just just Italians these were
people from diﬀerent na ons
and cultures in Rome.

The greatest cultures and
na ons have lots of races
because without some races
we couldn’t get to where we
are.

That’s legend you should go
back to school and learn all
over again like roman empire
was one of the greatest
empire was made up of
diﬀerent races and all cooperated and made a great
na on.

No it couldn’t be because
with help of migra on people
have moved all around the
world. There isn’t a country
with only one race.

I don’t think so because
everybody had diﬀerent
ideas from diﬀerent cultures.
I know this because before
in the 18th and 19th century
there was already a mixture
of cultures and our evidence
is the pain ngs that Antoine
Favray and A.W.Fall did.
The greatest cultures and
na ons were made of
diﬀerent races and we know
this because people in the
past le pain ngs which
show diﬀerent races like the
pain ng of A.W.Fall ‘Xi figure
f’Misrah il-Palazz’ which was
painted in 1886.
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Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources

There was never one race
look at McFall’s pain ng.
You are never going to find
a country with one race.
In McFall’s pain ng you
find people from diﬀerent
countries

If na ons and cultures mix
we will have people with
more talents and learn new
things.
No because one of the
greatest were the Romans
and these were mixed
mul cultural
You are wrong look at places
like America and how strong
they are together with
diversity
No because we have
evidence best races are
mixed.

Reasoning which make
direct reference to sources
with detailed explana ons

Reasoning which just gives
general argument and only
brief reference to sources

Brief answers with no
a empt to use evidence’

Statement 3

Statement 3

Statement 3

In Malta everyone has always
been exactly the same. There
was no diversity.
Not true everyone was
diﬀerent. For example
black eyes and others blue.
Everyone was diﬀerent like in
the pain ngs we found like
of Antoine Favray and McFall
everyone diﬀerent.

In Malta everyone has always
been exactly the same. There
was no diversity.
I would say that isn’t true
because there were people
with coloured skin in two
pain ngs and even now
people have diﬀerent skin
colour and races.

In Malta everyone has always
been exactly the same. There
was no diversity.
In Malta not everyone was
the same because people
were born from diﬀerent
families and people from all
over the world got mixed.

It’s not true, Malta has
You’re wrong because in
changed a lot. There is
I have to disagree with you
history
we
know
that
Sicilians
evidence people move to
because in history there
came before anyone else so
other places you can’t just say
are remains of things from
we
have
diversity
we
have
that without looking at the
other contries and it proves
that a lot of races have been English, Bulgarian, Italian and evidence.
African people and the fact
in Malta and another thing
that Malta has been ruled
I do not agree because people
is the language because it
over by a lot of diﬀerent
in Malta are all diﬀerent
has Arabic, Italian, English,
countries.
because people came from
Phoenician etc that’s another
everywhere like they had
proof.
Not true Phoenicians, Arabs, done a long me ago from
No, you’re wrong because
Normans, French etc they are Africa.
evidence says otherwise.
all diﬀerent, that’s way Malta
Evidence says that in 1886
is mul cultural.
Yes there was the proof in
(circa) we were already mixed.
pain ngs
A.W.Fall drew a pain ng with People from diﬀerent
diﬀerent races which look like
countries came to Malta
I don’t think so because
to be Arabic, Egyp an and
and we can tell that because people on voyages must have
Turkish and more.
otherwise we wouldn’t have stopped here.
I don’t think it’s true because got the plague.
we have evidence at tas-Silg.
There were remains from the False because there are lots of
me of the Greeks, Prehistory, pain ng showing blacks and
Medieval and other remains
whites together.
from other mes. That way
we know there was diversity.
In Malta there was always
diversity and we know this
because we have evidence in
pain ngs of Antoine Favray
‘The Visitors’ and of Guiseppe
Cali ‘Memory of Malta’ which
show people of diﬀerent races
in Malta together.
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Conclusion

There were no students who agreed with the statements on the handout and while
some of the pupils’ answers were simple straight forward comments as to why they
were against the statements, there were others who also backed their arguments
with evidence from the past which they had come across during their ac vi es in
these lessons or some mes even using evidence from their own personal history
knowledge. The pupils’ statements are all valid arguments even those that fall
within the weak brief response category but of course we as educators should aim
for ge ng responses which fall within the ‘Reasoning which make direct reference
to sources with detailed explana ons’ category. Those in this category were not
few in number although the age diﬀerence between year 7 (11 year-olds) and year
8 (12 year-olds) surprisingly did have quite a significant eﬀect, with year 8 pupils
on the whole giving be er responses. Year 7 showed they did understand the idea
that there was always mul culturalism in the past and we have evidence to prove
it but they could not actually men on the specific evidence from the exercises they
did in class. This shows that repe on of similar tasks and more teacher support is
needed for 11 year-olds. On the other hand many of the 12 year-olds did men on
very specific evidence and did recall quite a lot from the tasks they had done.
In both cases however it is evident that the class ac vi es and teacher support
had a very direct influence. This means that teaching approaches do indeed eﬀect
pupils’ performance for the be er. I had two main aims in this whole exercise, first
I wanted to pass over the concept of mul culturalism being a phenomenon that
is as old as humankind and not a modern one at all and by using historical sources
from diﬀerent centuries I believe this was achieved. This concept is of course one
interpreta on in history but a valid one for it is not a mere statement but one
backed by historical sources that give us the evidence. This leads us to the second
aim of this study, which was to transfer this precious history idea to the class, that
is, that in history one can have a valid interpreta on only as long as it is based
on evidence. Similarly a tudes, values and opinions should only be formed a er
looking at the evidence rather than mere unfounded emo ons. Through historical
evidence one is also in a posi on to challenge incorrect informa on on social
media today. From the pupils’ responses this concept was clearly understood by
those who did not just pass comments but backed them up with specific historical
evidence.
This short study was not based on one par cular topic from the Curriculum but
purposely used model tasks from various historical periods which can easily be
adapted to any topic or tle. The tasks were closely linked to the objec ve of
the lesson and this together with the interac on and pupils’ a en on during the
lessons show it was a successful exercise; further validated by the pupils’ wri en
feedback which show that a sizeable number did in fact back their arguments with
examples from the past. Diversity and mul culturalism cannot be taught in one
history lesson or by giving a lecture using par cular topics which are deemed to be
appropriate like for example ‘Human Rights’ and ‘Immigra on’ . On the contrary
strategies similarly to those employed in this study should be integrated in whatever
the historical topic and me period being taught is and should become an integral
part of the repertoire of skills of a competent and eﬀec ve history teacher.
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Combating
Islamaphobia through
History Teaching

Chapter 4

Introduction

Islamaphobia has long been a phenomenon in Malta due to the island’s strong
Catholic culture and long history of conflict, with Muslim Arabs or Turks frequently
regarded as “the enemy”. Today with the appearance of irregular immigrants from
Africa who started arriving in Malta a er 2000, the local popula on is now faced
with a new situa on, that is, with the presence of a small but growing Muslim
community on the island. This paper details an a empt to use history teaching as a
possible tool to combat prejudice and one-sided images of “the other” within the
Maltese context using a topic from the Maltese history Na onal Curriculum, that
of the Great Siege of Malta in 1565.
The history learning ac vi es were carried out in a co-educa onal private school
with three diﬀerent classes of Year Eight students (12/13 year-olds), a total of 74
pupils. These classes consisted of mixed achievers and were not set or streamed
in any way ; the pupils’ social backgrounds were reasonably homogeneous, with
their parents tending to come from an upper middle class background. The vast
majority of pupils are Catholics and the school oﬀers compulsory Catholic Religious
educa on, although it exempts pupils from a ending Religious classes if their
parents formally request that their children opt out. This school educates pupils
from the ages of 3 to 16 and most subjects including history are taught in English.

Phobias based on religious affiliation in the
21st century

A phobia is an extreme or irra onal fear or dislike of a par cular situa on, animal,
thing, or, as in this case a group of people. This phenomenon of Islamaphobia, is,
of course, not solely a Maltese concern; in most Western socie es Islamaphobia is
a growing problem. One might even, posit the view, that today Islam has replaced
communism as the perceived global enemy to the West. Ali A. Mazruli goes as
far as to describe the situa on as a ‘Global Apartheid’, and calls it a new form of
tribalisa on (Mazui, 2007). Interna onal events like the ongoing war and conflict
in Afghanistan and Iraq have contributed to an Islamaphobic atmosphere, fanned
further by the publica on of the infamous Danish sa rical cartoons in 2005. More
recently, we have observed, European states taking measures to contain the
perceived Islamic threat by such poli cal moves as the referendum in Switzerland
on the banning of minarets and the proposed ban on burkas in France. This fear
is not always irra onal; for one cannot deny the fact that religious aﬃlia ons can
in extreme cases lead to brutal acts. Violent interpreta ons of Islamic jihad are
on the increase, fueling hatred of Chris an and Westerners, among radicalized
fana cs who according to Irshad Manji wri ng in Newsweek, describe moderate
Muslims as the “near enemy” and Westerners as the “far enemy”(Manji, 2008).
Similarly, some Chris an extremist aﬃlia ons promote a doctrine that the white
race will one day take over and secure complete dominance a er a cataclysmic
war against other races and religions (Barkun, 1994) a belief exemplified in the
reasons given by Anders Brevik for the massacre he commi ed in Norway in 2011.
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There is no doubt that a phobic a tude towards a group of people based on
their religious beliefs or aﬃlia on, whether this a tude is held by Chris ans or
Muslims, can have an impairing and damaging func on in a democracy, quite apart
from the real danger that this type of phobia can lead to hate-mo vated conduct
which inflicts harm on society. Since in the case of Islamaphobia the constructed
enemy profile encompasses various diverse na ons, cultures and socie es, the
prejudice is not limited merely to interpersonal dynamics but infects rela ons
between and within larger social groups. All this implicates more than one country
and needs a global response, ours is an interdependent age in which the ‘other’
is always present. A response is needed which involves new forms of coopera on
based on respect aimed at everyone’s interest. Therefore it is important that the
nega ve experience of this phobia is replaced by a more realis c percep on based
on ra onality. A strategy is needed that recognises that ordinary Muslims and
Chris ans are indispensable partners in the fight against prejudice and xenophobia.

The unique contribution of history teaching and learning

A correct approach to the teaching of history can oﬀer unique opportuni es to
experience the perspec ve of the “other”. The theory of construc vism describes
the process of change that occurs in one’s thinking as learning occurs. Tradi onally,
knowledge has been treated as a collec on of facts and informa on; however
‘knowing’ also involves organising informa on and the forming of concepts. The
very process of collec ng informa on brings about new frames of thought into
which, the knowledge can fit. Knowledge itself is not fixed, but rather is con nually
transformed with each new discovery. There is the view that, combined with the
correct pedagogical approach, history in the classroom can be “the most overtly
construc vist subject” (Copeland, 1998 p. 119).
Lee, Dickinson and Ashby (1996) have shown that children’s thinking in history is
far more sophis cated than previously imagined: they propose that the a ainment
targets in the English Na onal Curriculum for history radically underes mate
children’s cogni ve thinking ability. A er analysing children’s ideas on tes ng
explana ons in history, Lee, Dickinson and Ashby (1996) advise:
“From the point of view of day-to-day classroom history teaching, our analysis
so far suggests that we need to recognise that quite young children can
begin to make sophis cated dis nc ons and develop powerful intellectual
tools. We may need both to match such ideas with greater precision in our
teaching objec ves, and to increase our awareness of assump ons which
hold some children back.” (Lee, Dickinson and Ashby, 1996, p.19)
The theory propagated by Vygotsky, known as a socio-historical approach to
learning has contributed much to the construc vist movement in educa on. His
well-known contribu on to teaching and learning is his idea of the zone of proximal
development, which refers to the rela onship between pupils’ developmental
level when working on their own and their poten al development through
problem solving under the guidance of adults or peers who know more. Another
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of Vygotsky’s concerns was the over use of and over-importance given to, tes ng
to measure children’s abili es, these which Vygotsky believed produces a sta c
rather than t a dynamic learning environment.
Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the role of the teacher as facilitator. Absorbing skills
and concepts on one’s own is a slow process; however under structured guidance
the learner can reach a higher a ainment.
According to Vygotsky (1962) teaching and learning are inseparable from their
social context. Keith Barton and Linda Levs k’s work in America on children’s
learning in history is significant in highligh ng the importance of the social context.
Beside cogni ve developmental stages and children’s experiences of school, they
describe how other factors such as rela ves and media, influence children’s
thoughts processes and learning. (Barton 1994, 1997; Barton & Levs k 1996)
Human beings are capable of cultural and cogni ve behaviour which Vygotsky
called “semio c media on”, this belief led Vygotsky to place great importance
on the role of instruc on in children’s learning. Thus the interven on process is
crucial and the teacher who knows his or her pupils well is best placed to ins gate
learning. Today we frequently refer to this process as “scaﬀolding” to describe the
interac ons between adult and child, which cons tute the support provided as
children learn how to perform a task they previously could not do on their own.

Transferability of thinking skills and concepts used in history

While a empts to readdress the balance in socie es and to teach about groups
perceived as the “other” through history teaching projects run by such agencies
as the Council of Europe and Euroclio (European History Teachers Network)1 are
commendable, it is rather naïve to expect change in content to be the whole
solu on. A shi in topics will not cause a shi in thinking; placing “Immigra on”
and the “History of Human Rights” instead of more tradi onal topics such as the
“French Revolu on” or the “First World War” will not necessarily make people
respect human rights or sympathise with the plight of newcomers in their
homeland. Unfortunately, prejudice endures even a er considerable exposure to
logical cogni ve reasoning, or as G.W.Allport famously said: “Defeated intellectually,
prejudice lingers emo onally”. (Allport, 1955, p.311)
Projects such as Historiana and Navigate 1 are a step in the right direc on, for they
do go hand in hand with a pedagogy based on thinking skills. This is important
because unlike facts and content informa on which could be classified as “content”,
skills are not ed to the topic being studied, but the concepts and knowledge
experienced may be transferred to other, unrelated topics.
If one assumes that learning can be applied to new se ngs one must also believe
in this transferability of learnt skills. The research described in this paper was
designed with the hope that the skills pupils learn during the ac vi es the O oman
Empire in the sixteenth century, will in fact be transferred to the way they view
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Muslims or Chris ans today. There are various studies in existence which emphasis
the idea that much of what is learned is specific to the situa on in which it is
learned (Lave, 1988; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Greeno, Smith, and Moore, 1992).
Carraher, Carraher and Schlieman (1985) gave accounts of Brazilian street children
who could not work certain mathema cal computa ons in the classroom but
were performing similar ones everyday while selling in the streets supports this.
These studies appear to imply that par cular skills prac sed in one situa on do
not transfer to other situa ons.
It would appear that in certain occasions the human mind does compar mentalise
tasks for par cular situa ons and transfer of these skills to another situa on
does not occur. However, it does not follow from this that transfer of skills cannot
occur at all. Many of the examples which support strictly situated learning come
from the field of mathema cs, while it is obvious that some skills, like reading,
are con nually transferred from one context to another. As Anderson, Reder and
Simon (1996, p.6) say “The fact that we can engage in a discussion of the contextdependence of knowledge is itself evidence for the context-independence of
reading and wri ng competence.” In history educa on Barton and Levis k’s work
showed that the cultural situa on their pupils where coming from determined
their historical thinking (Barton and Levis k 1996). The skills learned in a nonschool se ng, the family and the media were being used to work out the tasks
given by the researchers in a classroom exercise. Therefore transfer of historical
knowledge as well as skills such as understanding chronology did in this case occur.
History does not repeat itself; there are too many variables at work for exactly
iden cal situa ons to arise. However, similar pa erns can be detected in history.
David Theo Goldberg certainly sees racism as specific to a par cular situa on
and not as a clear- cut fixed emo on “race is irreducibly a poli cal category…
and there is no generic racism, only historically specific racisms each with its
own sociotemporally specific causes.” Goldberg (1993, p.90). On the other hand,
Bodenhauser, Mussweiler, Gabriel and Moreno seem to be correct when they
state that “pervasive, culturally embedded forms of social condi oning tend
to produce consistent pa erns of aﬀec ve reac ons to certain social groups.”
(Bodenhauser, Mussweiler, Gabriel and Moreno, 2001, p.321) There does seem to
be a mechanism that puts into ac on an automa c response which is triggered oﬀ
when a group is nega vely evaluated, regardless of circumstances and temporal
context. For example, there are many parallels between historical and present-day
hate crimes; racially mo vated acts are born out of racist a tudes, making those
a tudes powerful predictors of subsequent hate crime (Hamm, 1993) Other
similari es between past and present hate crimes include characteris cs of the
crimes, perpetrators and vic ms (Petrosino, 2003).
Islam and Chris anity are two religions which each have their own set of beliefs,
rituals and prac ces; historically these two organised religions were communal
systems which historically defined two blocks of empires. One was either a believer
or an infidel, one either belonged to the group or not; interes ngly both groups
used very similar terms to describe themselves and the “other”. It was adivision
into two comprehensive domains, a division which unfortunately may take on a
central significance even today in history classes in Maltese schools.
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Exploring iden ty, diversity and mul -perspec vity in the teaching and learning
of history is an acute current concern of history pedagogists2 In some ways the
researcher is fortunate in that while Islamaphobia is very much a present day
phenomenon, the topic chosen here for the classroom. that of ‘the Great Siege’, is
not related to a present ongoing conflict situa on. Therefore there is not the added
diﬃculty of an on going conflict situa on when it can be very diﬃcult to address
the ‘other’ perspec ve as a ested by the work of Eyal Navah 3 and Alan McCully4.
A key part of a democra c process is understanding diﬀerent points of view, learning
to tolerate uncertainty and gaining awareness that history holds very few cases in
which guilt and innocence can be assigned unambiguously to one par cular side of
a conflict. Cogni vely understanding shades of grey can be a very diﬃcult concept
for students to achieve and a very hard concept to teach. As Chris ne Counsell
says, “Teachers need me to learn to teach in ways that are challenging and pupils
need careful training if they are to get used to the idea that the history lesson is the
place where you learn to tolerate uncertainty.” (Counsell, 2004, p.29)

Maltese society

Malta is a predominately a Catholic island. Its cons tu on clearly states:
1.

The religion of Malta is the Roman Catholic Apostolic Religion.

2.

The authori es of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Church have the duty and the
right to teach which principles are right and which are wrong.

3.

Religious teaching of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Faith shall be provided in all
State schools as part of compulsory educa on.

(Cons tu on of Malta Act, 1964 line 2)
This notwithstanding Malta is a member of the European Union and func ons as
a democracy, which grants freedom of conscience, to individuals. Unfortunately
this does not safeguard against fundamentalist religious views which do exist and
these distort images and misconcep ons of “the other”. Borg and Mayo describe
this basic lack of knowledge of the culture of “the other” in the case of Malta in
the following way:
“…the term ‘Turk’ is o en used interchangeably with ‘Muslim’. The imagery
generated by the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature dealing with
the ‘tradi onal enemy’ (read:Turks) is that of ‘the sons of Mohammed’, who
regarding the Maltese as ‘wicked’, were bent on ‘enslaving’ Malta to convert
it to Islam and to replace the Bible with the Qu’ran.”
(Borg and Mayo, 2007, p. 181)
The various minor racist incidents against Moslems that occur in Malta, undoubtedly
owe their roots to this and similar depic ons in the Media with regards Moslems.
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For example in May 2009, a small group of Moslem men as a form of protest,
a er being refused the use of a flat to gather together and pray, decided to pray
outside on a popular seafront promenade. This provoked a major incident in Malta
with numerous newspapers and blog sites being inundated with complaints at this
perceived provoca on, and the fi een Moslem men “needed the presence of two
police oﬃcers to ensure they were not a acked, insulted or otherwise harassed.”
(Caruana Galizia 2009, 13)

The design of the research

The objec ve of this research study was to readdress the nega ve depic ons of
‘the Muslems’ in Maltese society and to oﬀer pupils in one school an opportunity
to explore history through the perspec ve of “the other” .
The author decided to work within the topic of ‘the Great Siege of 1565’, which
is one of the topics on the school’s curriculum. The 1560s were the heyday of the
O oman Empire and Malta was part of a larger Turkish plan to imperial expansion.
At this me, Malta had great strategic value, for if the O omans captured Malta,
they would be able to use it as a loca on where they could build their forces
and Malta was territory very close to the Chris an Europe. However, rather than
the usual presenta on of the “Turks” as the invaders who suddenly make an
appearance in the narra ve, I gained the permission of the school and class history
teacher for the class to inculde an extra lesson on the ‘Great O oman Empire’ as
an introduc on to the topic.
The aim of this study was to provide an opportunity for these students to learn
about the O oman Empire by understanding diﬀerent perspec ves and learning
about the complexi es of human mo va on. The medium through which this was
done was by the analysis of primary historical sources.

The study

A few days before the session, the pupils in each of the three classes was asked to
answer in wri ng the following ques ons “What do you think Malta would have
been like in the 16th century , as a place to live in, had the O oman Turks won the
Great Siege in 1565?” and “Why do you think this?” A few days later the following
lesson on the O oman Empire was carried out.
The teacher introduced the lesson by showing a meline to explain the me period
during which the O oman Empire existed. (See figure 1).
This was followed by a teacher-centered Powerpoint presenta on on the O oman
Empire (See figure 2). This was basically a short 10-minute narra ve accompanied
by maps and sources to show the expansion of the Empire placing par cular focus
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Figure 1 Teacher explaining meline

Figure 2: Powerpoint presenta on on the expansion of the
O oman Empire and the Fall of Constan nople in 1453.

was placed on one event, that is, the fall of Constan nople in 1453. The pupils were
told how the O oman Empire is important because many states which are now in
the Balkans, in the Mediterranean, in the Middle East and Arabia were under the
control of O oman Empire which means that at one me the people of these
regions were all ci zens of one Empire. Besides this, people who have diﬀerent
religious and iden ty used to live together in peace for a long me as a ci zen of
the O oman Empire. The presenta on further explained that besides this, people
with diﬀerent religious aﬃlia ons and iden es had lived together in peace for a
long me as ci zens of the O oman Empire, and that for this reason, the O oman
Empire is one important example of peaceful mul -cultural coexistence.
Passages from secondary sources were used to narrate Mehmet’s entrance into
St. Sophia’s church. The teacher explained how historians agree on the story
that Mehmet, the O oman Muslem leader, bent down to scoop up a fis ul of
earth, pouring it over his head to symbolise his self-abasement before God. Hagia
Sophia was the physical embodiment of imperial power; and now it belonged to
him. He declared that it was to be protected and was immediately to become a
mosque. Historians say that an imam was called to recite the call to prayer. The
teacher gave par cular a en on to the fact that Mehmet was also a man of the
Renaissance, an intellectual who recognized Hagia Sophia’s greatness and saved
it. The teacher commented on how
remarkably, the sultan allowed several
of the finest Chris an mosaics to remain,
including the Virgin Mary and images of
the seraphs, which he considered to be
guardian spirits of the city.
The class was then divided into four
groups and each group was given a set of
primary sources (see Appendix 1) on the
O oman Empire (see figure 3) as follows:
Group 1:
Group 2:
Group 3:
Group 4:

Artefacts
Politics
Buildings
Society

Figure 3: Each group was given a pack with primary sources on
the O oman Empire
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These sources (Appendix 1) had been chosen by a group of Turkish secondary
history teachers during a teachers’ workshop conducted in Ankara, Turkey by the
author in 2009. During this workshop the author had explained the objec ve of
this research project and asked the Turkish teachers to choose the most suitable
primary sources which would in their opinion best represent the splendor and
richness of the O oman Empire (see figure 4). This workshop was a very good
opportunity for the author to obtain Turkish history teachers’ insigh ul perspec ve
on the O oman Empire, and the occasion generated a great deal of feedback and
discussion. One par cular concern of the Turkish history teachers was that only
the posi ve aspects were being presented and therefore the Maltese Catholic
students would be presented with a biased view. However, a er much discussion
it was decided that because of the strong nega ve images of the O oman Empire
that prevailed in Malta up to now, it was necessary to re-address the issue. By
presen ng the posi ve aspects the teachers concluded that in fact a more balance
view would result.
Together with the primary sources the pupils were given the following grid which
they had to fill in a er they analysed the sources (see figure 5), sample of students’
responses (Appendix 2).
A er the 20-minute group work session, each
group reported back to the class on what they
could say about the O oman Empire from the
set of sources they had been given (Figure 6) . A
sample of their replies can be found in Appendix
2.

Figure 4: Turkish history teachers discussing the best
primary sources to show the splendour and richness
of the O oman Empire through its artefacts, poli cs,
buildings and society. The chosen sources were then
eventually presented to the Maltese school children as
part of the ac vi es. Ankara 2009

A few days a er this lesson, pupils were then
asked again to answer in wri ng the same
ques on they had been asked before the lesson:
“What do you think Malta would have been like
in the 16th century , as a place to live in, had the
O oman Turks won the Great Siege in 1565?”
and “Why do you think this?”

Look carefully at the O oman-Turk sources
What can you say about these people from your pack of sources
Society
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Religion

Poli cs/Leaders

Arts/Music

Others

Figure 5 Pupils working in groups on the O oman
primary sources

Figure 6: Pupils talking about what the O oman
Empire a er analysing their sources

Description and analysis of students’ responses

Analysis of “What do you think Malta would have been like in the 16th century ,
as a place to live in, had the OƩoman Turks won the Great Siege in 1565?”
The students’ response to the first part of the ques on produced the quan ta ve
data. The Likert scale was used to analyse the pre-lesson and post-lesson responses.
“What do you think Malta would have been like in the 16th century, as a place to
live in, had the O oman Turks won the Great Siege in 1565?”
u
u
u
u
u

A much be er place to live in
A be er place to live in
The same
A worse place to live in
A much worse place to live in
Much be er

Be er

Same

Worse

Much Worse

Pre-lesson

0

1

9

57

7

Post-lesson

0

7

14

43

4

Table 1: Results of analysis of students’ responses to the first part of the ques on
60
50
40
30
20

From Graph 1 comparing the pre-lesson
results (blue) to the post-lesson results
(red), we observe that a er the lesson
fewer students selected worse/much worse
and more selected be er/the same than
before the lesson.

10
0

Graph 1: Students’ responses to the first part of the
ques on displayed as a line graph
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Another way of represen ng the pre- and post-lesson results is to assign the
following values to the diﬀerent responses and then calculate an average score for
each case:
A much be er place to live = 1
A be er place to live = 2
The same = 3
A worse place to live = 4
A much worse place to live = 5
This gives a mean score of 3.95 for the pre-lesson vote and a score of 3.65 for
the post-lesson vote. These figures indicate that in the pre-lesson results, the
average score was almost at “A worse place to live”, while the post-lesson results
lie around midway between “The same” and “A worse place to live”, indica ng a
shi of 0.3 in the mean from pre- to post-.lesson results.
This is quite a reasonable posi ve result considering such the small scale of the
experiment; it is very encouraging to note that a slight shi in a tude occurred
a er just one lesson. Of course there might be various variables at play which
aﬀect students’ responses, such as students picking up the enthusiasm of the
teacher in favour of the O oman Empire and therefore re-thinking their response
the second me round to conform more to what they think is the “expected”
response rather than what they really believe. However, it is also possible that
they might genuinely have responded diﬀerently because they now have a be er
insight into the O oman Empire and their awareness has been raised to other
possibili es.

Analysis of “Why?”

The students’ responses to the “Why?” in the second part of their ques on was of
great use as qualita ve data, which shed further light on students’ thoughts on the
topic. It was evident that a major concern which influenced students’ responses1
was undoubtedly the issue of religion. According to many students, whether Malta
would have been a be er place or not a er a Turkish conquest depended on
whether the Maltese would have been allowed to prac ce or not their religion. As
one student commented before the lesson was conducted it taking the view that
it would have been a much worse place to live in “I think it would be bad because
the Order (the Chris an leaders of the Maltese, the Knights of St. John) was a very
generous environment and the Turks were not so we would probably be living in
a place full of hate and cruelty against the God that we believe in.” The following
are more examples of students’ comments before the lesson on why Malta would
have been a worse place to live in where the apprehension of losing one’s religion
is clear:
“because the Order of St. John were kind while the Turks were cruel and
maybe wouldn’t have the right medicines and our religion would change”
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“I think Malta would be a worse place to live in because the Turks are ruthless
and they would have made Malta slaves possibly conver ng our religion,
which would have a big impact on our countrys heritage”
Despite a shi towards less extreme views, a er the students par cipated in the
lesson, as indicated in graph 1, religion s ll remained the primary concern of the
students albeit now tempered with posi ve remarks such as the comment that the
Turks were “good at medicine” and would not destroy churches but convert them.
However, this would apparently have been insuﬃcient to prevent Malta becoming
a worse place to live in.
“I think that if the O omans won the Great Siege, it would a worse place to
live in because they would probably put up more taxes and change some of
our charges and cathedrals into mosques”
“The Turks will kill all the catholic people but the Turks are advanced in
medicine.”
“Because we would have had to learn another diﬀerent religion and live a
completely diﬀerent lifestyle to now.”
A er the lesson which showed that Muslem leaders such as Mehmet could act
responsibly one student did not think this was enough and was of the view that
Malta would have been a much worse place to live in because “A worse place to
live in because although Mehmet let some chris an items in the church stay up he
would have made them convert to Islam and made them their slaves and would
have to pay harsh taxes to the O oman Turks.”
Nobody either before or a er the lesson said Malta would have been a much
be er place to live in had the Turks won; before the lesson only one student from
the three classes answered that Malta would have been a be er place to live in
had the Turks won. She said “I think it would have been a be er place to live in
because the Turks were good people”. On the other hand, a er the lesson there
were 7 students who said that they thought Malta would have been a be er place
to live in. These are their responses to the “Why?” ques on:
“As the O oman Turks had a very interes ng culture, it would add much
more to the Maltese culture and add to its architecture”
“The Turks respected all religions in Malta the majority of the populance was
Chris an only some of the populance was Muslim, the Turks wouldn’t change
the populance, they would respect our religion no ma er what”
“I think it would be diﬀerent and so I would like to try it and it would be
diﬀerent”
“I think it would be be er because the O omans are very peaceful and hard
working people. They are also musical, ar s c and rich.”
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“A er learning a bit about them I think that they are very good rulers and they
were a very large empire. The only problem is that they were a monarchy.”
Again there are no guarantees that the answers represent an actual change in
a tude however, the statements are accompanied by informa on students gained
during the ac vi es of the lesson, specifically men oning the areas they analysed
in their primary sources. It would appear that indeed knowledge does bring about
more nuanced judgements and a more complex understanding of a historical
situa on. There is also an acknowledgement that while the O oman Empire was
diﬀerent from Malta it was not necessarily a “bad” diﬀerence but an interes ng
one - as one student said “and so I would like to try it”. Greater knowledge did
not always give rise to less hos le a tudes towards the Turks; indeed, newly
acquired knowledge was used be some students to jus fy why Malta would have
been a worse place to live in: “It really depends but if the turks used it for a port
or something we would have become slaves and have to build Mosques and our
religion will have to change and lots of confusion and wars to get Malta back to
the Order”.
The reasons given by those students responding that Malta would have been the
same, neither be er nor worse, were also highly illumina ng. Before the lesson,
we recorded simple and superficial answers such as: “It would be the same because
everyone will s ll be happy, even if our religion changes.” as well as the slightly
confused response which again hinges the interpreta on of such a change as good
or bad on whether the religion of the Maltese people would have been subject to
changes: “I think it would have been the same because perhaps the Turks would
have been like the knights just wan ng the Maltese to convert to Islam. They could
have justly done the condi ons if you want to convert to Islam or not.” A prac cal as
well as a na onalis c reason was given by one student who said that he chose “the
same” “because whether a Maltese leader or a Turkish leader won the Great Siege
it wouldn’t make a diﬀerence. I would have preferred a Maltese leader obviously
because we live in Malta. If the Muslims took over Malta would probably be very
rich because Muslims come from Libja and Libya are very rich” A er the lesson,
the responses that said Malta would have been the same a er a Turkish conquest,
were more in number and tended to be more detailed and revealed more historical
thought such as this example “I think it would have been the same because the
Turks would have taught us diﬀerent things like medica on; but then again we
would probably have had to change Religion yet again. We might not have been
able to be under English rule so we might not be speaking English now. They could
have also used the poor as slaves.” and “Because the knights helped the Maltese
live a good place but even the O omans would because when they showed mercy
in Rhodes to the knights they most probably would have done the same to Malta.
Also they show a lot of mercy as they did when they conquered Constan nople.”
Other comments considered that Malta would be the same because “I think it
would stay the same as the O oman Turks are very cultured but I think the only
thing which would change are the religion and the way we are governed” and “The
O oman Turks would have bought a lot of diﬀerent culture to the Maltese Islands
and the Turks where decent people.”
While change of Religion was the most frequently cited as a reason for Malta
being a worse place to live in a er a hypothe cal conquest; it was not the only
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considera on; cap vity and slavery were fears before and a er the lesson.
Students said “I think this because the Turks wanted Malta probably to make the
Maltese slaves” “Because if you were a Chris an you would be slave” (before
lesson) and “because we could have been slaves for the Turks” (a er lesson). There
is also the concern that it would be “a much worse place to live in because there
will be figh ng!” and that Malta would be caught up in wars and figh ng. One
student explained the confusion that would follow a Turkish conquest by alluding
to several historically and in our mes military considera ons “It really depends
but if the turks used it for a port or something we would have become slaves and
have to build Mosques and our religion will have to change and lots of confusion
and wars to get Malta back to the Order”.
For history teaching it is also worth no ng students’ understanding or lack
of understanding, of the concept of long term and short term consequences
in history. The ques on “What do you think Malta would have been like in the
16th century , as a place to live in, had the O oman Turks won the Great Siege in
1565?” and “Why do you think so?” actually asks for students to name short- term
consequences, as it was deemed too complex to ask 12/13 year olds about the
long- term consequences spanning hundreds of years which would be necessary if
one asked about how an O oman victory in the Great Siege would have aﬀected
Malta today. Indeed some student responses did focus only on the short-term
consequences as in this example “Because the Turks would want to capture other
Islands and make Malta a base of war and make them fight with them” and
“Because at the me things were harder and there was always a risk. It was easy
to lose a family member and easy to lose your house. Freedom and happiness was
also hard to gain as if the Turks would have won everything would change and they
would destroy the Maltese spirit and do everything there way and how they want
it and Malta would have no rights.”
However, analysis of the responses indicates that many of the responses of the
students, when thinking about the consequences, pictured Malta today. Many
students were not thinking of the short-term consequences for Malta in the 16th
century; rather for many of them there was an immediate shi to today. More
specifically it is evident that their thought processes focused on how this would
eﬀect “us”/ ”me” (the Maltese/me a Maltese person) today. It is interes ng to
note the frequent use of pronouns like ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘our’ even when referring to
the 16th century the students are inden fying with the Maltese popula on of that
me as “us” and analysing the situa on in a very personal and subjec ve way. For
example:
“I think that if the Turks won the Great Siege Malta would be a worse
place to live in because our culture would be changed completely and we
would probably have to follow new rules and religions and probably dress
in diﬀerent ways and there would be a lot of Arabic buildings and ar facts.”
“I think Malta would be a worse place to live in because of the cruel masters.
Maybe our religion would have changed and our life wouldn’t be the same
as it is now.”
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“I think that it would be a worse place to live in because there won’t be much
Chris anity, no more freedom and I am happy to be Maltese.
Some even a empted to relate the eﬀects of a hypothe cal O oman conquest in
Malta in 1565 not to today or the immediate short term but to other historic events,
such as Malta becoming an Bri sh colony in the 19th century : “We might not have
been able to be under English rule so we might not be speaking English now.” And
the student who said “ Because if they won in 1565, then there might’ve been
war more o en, and Malta wouldn’t have much independence” is most probably
thinking of Malta’s independence in 1964. One student even explicitly referred to
a percep on of the Turks to today “Because the Turkish countries nowadays are in
war and are having a lot of problems” although the student was probably referring
here to the Arab upraisings which were current news when this research was
conducted, therefore the student is evidently making the typical Maltese mistake
of mixing up the Turks with the Arabs.

Conclusion

One cannot change hundreds of years of “us” and “them” mentality overnight.
However, by moving away from “lecture-type” tradi onal history teaching towards
a more construc vist approach , some progress in terms of a tudes in this study,
did occur. In this study students were not presented with a collec on of facts but
they par cipated in the construc on of the narra ve.
Students created diﬀerent interpreta ons from primary historical sources, which
greatly helped to create new frames of thought and a sense of ownership of the
interpreta on. This can be seen from the frequent reference in their statements
a er the lesson to their “discoveries” on the O oman Empire which came about
from their class tasks on the sources. It is evident from this that the teacher was
not doing the thinking for the pupils; but by conscious support and key ques ons
allowed learners’ change of percep on to gradually emerge. In Vygotskian terms,
the teacher was the facilitator of the learning. It would seem that what is actually
happening in this instant was that learning is occurred piece by piece, one part at
a me with fresh knowledge is absorbed while old informa on was discarded and
conflicts resolved as the students constructed new conceptual frames of reference.
Strategies learnt in history lessons have an immediate importance outside history;
history is not an inert discipline, but rather aﬀects the whole way in which we see
the world. In this case the students became acquainted with the O oman Empire,
which is tradi onally figured as “the enemy”, and they became making sense of a
world that was alien and foreign to them and how it interacts and impacts on their
world. All this not withstanding one must thread very carefully and not blithely
assume that history teaching can automa cally change a tudes. Roselyn Ashby
and Peter Lee present a forceful argument warning against “simple-minded and
grandiose claims – that prejudice against other cultures or ethnic groups will be
dispelled by empathy exercises in history at school. People’s views are in large
part based on material interests, fear, and their social rela ons with others: the
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presenta on of ra onal alterna ves in educa on is o en almost powerless against
all this.” (Ashby, R & Lee, P. p.65)
Nevertheless from students’ responses in this study one can detect evidence of
a deeper historical understanding taking root a er the lesson, and a change in
a tude did occurred, although it is diﬃcult to say how significant and long-term
that change will be.
More studies are needed to produce empirical evidence to support the no on that
communica on promotes awareness and that in turn this knowledge about “the
other”, acquired through such awareness, will make society more democra c and
more humane. One possible way of achieving this, is through educa on, and in this
case specifically history educa on.
Notes
1.

Historiana is an ongoing project by Euroclio, the European History Teachers’
Associa on, started in 2010. It is an a empt to create the first ever online history
interac ve textbook for the whole of Europe. While Navigate is a similar online
history interac ve site for school children produced by the Council of Europe.

2.

For example Euroclio (European History Teachers’ Associa on) 2008 Conference
was en tled “The Past in the Present: Exploring Iden ty, Diversity and Values
through History Teaching”. Similarly Euroclio (European History Teachers’
Associa on) 2009 Conference was en tled “Taking the Perspec ve of the
Others: Intercultural Dialogue, Teaching and Learning History”

3.

Professor Eyal Navah a empted to use history teaching to produce a common
narra ve of Isreal and Pales ne. This project was explained in his paper “First
steps towards reconcilia on: a two narra ves approach of history educa on in
an inter-conflict situa on:Pales nians and Israelis” Paper given at Euroclio April
2008 general conference.

4.

Alan McCully used history teaching to analyse the Northern Island conflict with
school children. See for example ‘‘They took Ireland away from us and we have
to fight to get it back’’: Using fictional characters to explore the relationship between
historical interpretation and contemporary attitudes’ (with N. Pilgrim), Teaching History
(2004) 114, 17-21; History Education’s Responses to a Divided Community: the example
of Northern Ireland, Storia e Memoria (2005) xiv (1), 97-106; Teaching controversial
Issues in a Divided Society: Learning from Northern Ireland, Propero, (2005), 11 (4),
38-46

5.

Students responses are quoted verba m including grammar and spelling
mistakes
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Appendices
Appendix 1
The Sources in the Packs students worked on in groups
Group 1 Artefacts
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Group 2 Poli cs

Group 3 Buildings

Group 4 Society
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Writing in history
teaching
Chapter 5 and 6

Presen ng research work on workable and eﬀec ve prac cal strategies which can
be used by history teachers in their classrooms are always very popular sessions at
history teaching conferences and my inten on was to write these papers based on
the disserta ons of Rosaline Caruana and Kimberly Caruana (similar surnames but
no rela on) and then to co-present with my ex-B.Ed students at Heirnet Conferences;
one in summer 2014 in Slovenia and the other in the following summer of 2015
in London. Alas, both Rosaline and Kimberly were unavailable to a end these
conferences and I had to give the presenta ons alone. S ll the important part, that
is, the ideas generated by these papers were very well received by the audiences
at both conferences and indeed have since been adopted as teaching methods in
other countries, and are currently being used in both history classes in schools and
in university teaching courses on history pedagogy abroad.
Chapter 5 was published in Heirnet’s 2015 journal while chapter 6 is in print and
should appear in Heirnet’s next journal of 2016.
Publication
Vella, Yosanne and Roseline Caruana (2015) “Raising Performance In History Teaching While
Improving Secondary Students’ Essay Wri ng Skills” in Interna onal Journal of Historical
Learning Teaching and Research Volume 13.3 pp 118–131
www.history.org.uk
Vella, Yosanne and Kimberly Caruana (in print) “An inves ga on into finding eﬀec ve ways
of presen ng a wri en source to students.” In Interna onal Journal of Historical Learning
Teaching and Research
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Raising performance
in history teaching
while improving
secondary students’
essay writing skills

Chapter 5

Introduction

Essay wri ng has always been an integral part of history teaching in secondary
school. It is o en used as a way of assessing students’ understanding of a par cular
aspect of the historical topic being studied. All experienced history teachers
know that good pedagogy during the lesson will probably result in be er student
response in their answers in essay form, however the authors of this paper wanted
to find tangible evidence of this actually happening. It was also the aim of this small
scale research ac vity to try and raise students’ understanding in history lessons
by giving the essay exercise more a en on. Normally a er history lessons the
essay is given once, corrected by the teacher and the students eventually receive
their mark or grade. In this case the authors wanted to create a situa on where
there is a more gradual development into the learning and the class ac vi es and
essay wri ng revisited under diﬀerent forms before the final result is produced by
the pupils. While at the same me firmly keeping in mind real classroom situa ons
where me constraints are o en an issue in history lessons.
Permission was granted from the Malta’s Educa on Department in order to carry
out the research with a year 9 class (13 year olds), the Head of School and the
history teacher of the class were both willing to help in this research by allowing
the researchers to carry out the history lessons in the school and in the classroom
respec vely.
In all there were four lessons of 45 minutes each and the topic which was taken
from the Na onal Curriculum and which is part of the syllabus for this class was
‘The building of Valle a, Malta’s capital city’. The main objec ve of the lessons and
the eventual tles of the essays were ‘Why was Valle a built?’ and ‘What were
the consequences of the building of Valle a?’ So basically the history thinking
skills the researchers needed to focus on were in fact the concepts of cause and
consequence.
Cause and consequence are two major concepts in history. It has been said that
they “are arguably the most complex of the key concepts . . . They are diﬃcult
to teach because it is easy to make assump ons about the extent of your pupils’
understanding of cause and consequence.” (Haydn et al, 2008, p.105)
Many debates have arisen over the concept of causa on “One of the major
reasons for debate here is that causa on is rooted in con ngency and uncertainty.”
(Phillips, 2002, p.42) There could be many causes which eventually lead to an
event. However, it is diﬃcult to say whether event one and event two were the
sole causes of the final event; or whether there was another event which was not
major, as the others, but could also be seen as a cause. It can o en happen that the
teacher choses certain causes over others and presents them to the class however,
history pedagogical research ( Counsell,2004; Hayden, 2008; Phillips, 2008)
suggests that it is much be er to create a learning situa on where students decide
to highlight which causes and consequences are more important a er careful
analyses of evidence. Then they need to link them together, sort them under longterm causes/consequence and short term causes/consequence and then organize
them according to their level of importance as causes of the final event. In the case
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of causes Calleja (2003, p.35) suggests that “The learner must understand how the
diﬀerent causes and mo ves have worked together to make one event, or several
events, happen.” Students find all this quite diﬃcult especially when it comes to
linking causes together and to understand that an event happened due to mul ple
causes and not just one cause. Students also tend to believe that the last cause
which precipitated the event is the most important one “events were ‘inevitable’.
It is almost as if, given a certain combina on of causes, an event was ‘bound to
happen’. (Haydn et al, 2008, p.106)
This simple ‘clean’ explana on takes away the issue of doubt or uncertainty and
therefore is more comfortable for students to think in this way and only a few
students can actually make a diﬀerence between the predictability of scien fic
causa on and the unpredictable historical events which are manipulated by
individuals. In this regard it is in the teacher’s remit to remind students to be cynical
concerning conclusions that a certain event was inevitable. By studying history we
are studying events planned by human beings; hence we cannot be certain about
their purpose and objec ves behind each event.
If students are able to master the diﬀerence between the mo ves or hidden
agendas and the real cause, then they are able to understand and work through
the concepts of cause and consequence. Haydn et al (2008, p.107) argue that
despite the fact that every event is ‘unique’, pupils should use key “words such as
‘social’, ‘poli cal’, ‘economic’, ‘technological’ and other adjec ves” to help them
understand and categorize causes and consequences, always, keeping in mind that
these terms may be used in diverse events.

The survey

The following is the format of the four lessons conducted consecu vely over a
period of just over a month. According to the school metable Maltese history
lessons occur once a week.
Lesson 1
Step 1: First the researcher introduced herself to the students and explained the
research she will be carrying out. (2 minutes)
Introduc on: The teacher showed a picture of Valle a to the students and asked
why was it built? (5 minutes)
Step 2: A PowerPoint was presented to the students with possible reasons as to
“Why was Valle a built?” The researcher explained the powerpoint presenta on
while answering any queries. (15 minutes)
Step 3: A er listening to the causes which led to the building of Valle a, the
students were presented with a tradi onal format essay sheet. The sheet included
the tle of the essay: “Why did the Order of Saint John build the city of Valle a?”
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and students were asked to write the causes that led The Order of Saint John to
build the city of Valle a around 200 words(18 minutes)
Step 4: The researcher collected the essay sheets and the students were thanked
for their collabora on. (2 minutes)
Lesson 2
Introduc on: The researcher showed the students a picture of Valle a on the
Interac ve Whiteboard and asked them “What was that place?” and “Why, did
they think, it was built?” (5 minutes)
Step 1: A er few minutes discussing their answers, the class was divided in 5
groups with 4 students each. Each group was given a set of causa on cards and the
ques on “Why was Valle a built?” Each group was carefully chosen so as to have
a mixture of achievers in each group. Where possible, students were grouped as
follows: two high achieving students and two low achieving students. This helped
in suppor ng each others’ learning (5 minutes)
Step 2: For the first task each group had to put the causa on cards in a line
according to their importance. The group members discussed each cause together
and started from the most important to the less important ones.(10 minutes)

Figure 1 - Causes Line of Importance

Figure 2 - Most important Causes in the Line of Importance

109

Step 3: A er each group finished placing the cards in the line of importance, each
cause was discussed together in class, as groups. Throughout the discussion,
students from each group came out and placed the causes in the line of importance
on the Interac ve Whiteboard. (15 minutes)
Step 4: For the second task students had to put the same causa on cards in
the inner or outer square, according to their importance. The causes which the
students considered as ‘most important’ were placed in the inner square, while
those causes which they considered as ‘less important’ were placed in the outer
square. (10 minutes)

Figure 3 - Causes Chris ne Counsell Task

Step 5: The teacher together with the
students discussed the answers of each
group. Also, during the discussion, students
from each group placed the causes on
the Interac ve Whiteboard, according to
what they had discussed in their group.
The researcher also provided students
with feedback during the discussion. (15
minutes)
Step 6: All the cards were collected and
the students were presented with a guided
wri ng frame with the tle “Why was
Valle a built?”
Figure 4 - Causes Guided Wri ng Frame
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Lesson 3
Introduc on: The researcher showed the students the first slide of the PowerPoint
which was a picture of Valle a and asked students if they remembered the causes
which led to the building of Valle a. (5 minutes)
Step 1: A PowerPoint was presented to the students, this me with the possible
consequences of the building of Valle a “What were the consequences of the
building of Valle a?” In a similar way to the first lesson, the researcher read all the
consequences and explained them one by one in further detail, while answering
any ques ons. (15minutes)
Step 2: For this step of the lesson students were required to write, in a tradi onal
form essay, the consequences of the building of Valle a. Students were presented
with an essay sheet including only the tle “What were the consequences
of the building of Valle a?” They were asked to fill in the sheet by wri ng the
consequences that came about due to the building of the city of Valle a. (20
minutes, around 200 words)
Step 3: The researcher collected the essay sheets and the students were thanked
once again for their collabora on. (2 minutes)
Lesson 4
Introduc on: The researcher showed the students a picture of Valle a and
conducted a brainstorming session of the situa on in Malta a er the building of
Valle a. (5 minutes)
Step 1: The class was divided in 5 groups with 4 students each. Each group was
given a set of consequences cards and the ques on “What were the consequences
of the building of Valle a?” (5 minutes)
Step 2: For the first task each group had to put the consequences in a line
according to their importance. Star ng from the most important consequence to
the less important ones, the students discussed them together and arranged them
accordingly. (10 minutes)

Figure 5 - Consequences Line of Importance
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Figure 6 - Most important Consequences in the Line of Importance

Step 3: A er each group finished placing the cards in the line of importance,
each consequence was discussed together in class, as groups. Throughout the
discussion, students from each group came out and placed the consequences in
the line of importance on the Interac ve Whiteboard. (15 minutes)
Step 4: For the second task students had to put the same consequences cards
in the inner or outer square, according to their importance . The consequences
which the students considered as ‘most important’ placed them in the inner
square, while those which they considered as ‘less important’ placed them in the
outer square. (10 minutes)

Figure 7 - Consequences Chris ne Counsell Task
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Step 5: The teacher together with
the students discussed the answers
of each group. Also, during the
discussion, students from each group
placed the consequences on the
Interac ve Whiteboard, according
to what they had discussed in their
group. The researcher also provided
students with feedback during the
discussion. (15 minutes)
Step 6: All the cards were collected
and the students were presented with
a guided wri ng frame with the tle
“What were the consequences of the
building of Valle a?”. (20 minutes)
Step 7: The researcher collected the
students’ wri ng frames and they
were thanked for their collabora on.
(2 minutes)
Figure 8 – Consequences Guided Wri ng Frame

Analysis of students’ responses

Students’ essays (total of 4 essays one produced at the end of every lesson) were
marked according to a prepared criteria. This marking criteria was set up so as to
allocate marks for each men oned cause and consequence. Each men oned cause
and consequence held one mark, while two marks were allo ed for an elaborated
explana on of the cause or consequence. This was an open marking scheme hence
there was no maximum number of marks a student could get. The more elaborated
causes and consequences, the student men oned, the more marks were allo ed.
The marks acquired for each men oned cause in the students’ essays, a er lesson
1 and a er lesson 2 were gathered and a graph was plo ed for each cause given.
The following is a table with all the causes presented by the students:
Causes
Fort Saint Elmo did not oﬀer proper defence for the Grand Harbour
A er the Great Siege life was diﬀerent: the Order decided to stay in Malta and
thus needed a good for fied city
The Order wanted to build a city which could protect two important harbours;
Marsamxe and The Grand Harbour
The village of Birgu did not give them good shelter anymore
It was La Vale e’s wish to build a new city
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The Order of St John had the money, therefore they could build this big city
The Order of St John wanted to show their greatness and economic power
with this city
The Order wanted a city like Rhodes
The Order wanted to have lots of ci es
The Order wanted a new city
Table 1 - All Causes men oned in Students’ essays

Similarly marks acquired for each men oned consequence in the students’ essays,
a er lesson 3 and a er lesson 4 were gathered and a graph was plo ed for each
ques on. The following is a table with all the consequences presented by the
students:
Consequences
Commerce moved from Birgu to the new city
A new city equipped with all the necessi es
City with the highest defence
Mdina and Birgu lost their importance
Auberges and places of great importance surviving up to today where built
inside this new city
The Order of St John remained associated with the city of Valle a
A city that became the capital of Malta where you find shopping centers, bars
and shops among others
The Bri sh, who were the successors of the Order, used this big city
Today, the government of Malta uses this city as an administra ve centre
The Order of St John showed their economic and social power with the
building of this city
Table 2 - All Consequences men oned in students’ essays

Comparing essays after lesson 1 and after lesson 2
The graphs comparing the average class marks achieved in the essays a er the first
lesson and the average class marks of the essays produced a er the second lesson
clearly show quite a significant improvement in the average marks of the class.
Table 1 shows the criteria used for marking. There is a general overall improvement.
The extra lesson revisi ng the causes by means of interac ve tasks appears to have
greatly aided in ge ng pupils to give more causes and to accompany these with
explana ons.
Pupils picked up informa on men oned in the PowerPoint and then discussed them
during the tasks in the second lesson like for example “Fort Saint Elmo was not enough
to protect the Grand Harbour” and which was later reproduced in their essays.
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It was however common for students when wri ng down causes which they
remembered to do so in very short sentences or phrases, some mes even four
word sentences such as: “Saint Elmo is not enough.” This hindered them from
gaining marks because it showed that they did not understand the real cause
but they only remembered bits and pieces of it. On the other hand, they did use
long sentences a er the 2nd lesson when they tried to link causes to each other,
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although s ll o en failing to explain the causes correctly.
The ‘bound to happen’ reasoning Hayden, 2008 talks about occurred with the
cause that stated that “A er the Great Siege life was diﬀerent: the Order decided
to stay in Malta and thus needed a good for fied city” where students discussed
how life had changed a er the Great Siege, when the Order decided to stay in
Malta and thus wanted a strong for fied city. Many students were inclined towards
a ribu ng this as one of the major causes for the building of Valle a and they did
this before and a er all the lessons.
It is encouraging to see that some causes not men oned at all or men oned very
briefly in the first essays started to appear in an elaborated way in the second
essays. For example, this happened with the following cause “The Order wanted
to build a city which could protect two important harbours; Marsamxe and The
Grand Harbour” In spite of the fact that this is a very important cause, students
failed to explain it well, or did not men on it at all a er the first lesson while it
gained a fair amount of importance in the essays a er the second lesson. In their
first essay most students just men oned the cause in fact at this stage only one
student added an explana on to this cause in her essay. In comparison a er the
second lesson there were 9 students who elaborated this cause, moreover, there
was a diﬀerence in the language usage of some students. For example “On the
other hand, one must not forget that another cause was that the order of Saint
John wanted to build a city which would protect the two most important harbours
of Malta, those of Marsamxe and The Grand Harbour.” This student had in her
previous essay not men oned this reason at all, this would imply that through the
ac vi es she gained more insight and now not only men oned it but added an
explana on.
As the lessons progressed especially during the class interac ve card ac vi es,
students were directly involved in the decisions on which causes were most
important and which were less important. Through discussions and debates,
students reasoned the causes together and agreed as a whole group where it
was best to put these. The class discussion was very important when it came to
students’ understanding of each cause and one could no ce during the task that
students were elabora ng their answers by recalling what had been said in class.
This was clear when students first discussed how “...the Order was afraid of being
a acked again, he had to do something to protect the people...” and wrote “...the
Order feared an a ack and thus they wanted a city which could protect them.”
“The village of Birgu did not give them good shelter anymore” was quite familiar
to the students and they referred to it in all the essays. However, it is interes ng to
note that in the first essays many students were not assigned marks for this cause
not because they did not men on it, but because they did not use the correct
wording or explana on. A considerable amount of students described Birgu as:
“broken”, “fallen”, “not good anymore”. Using only these words, students did not
succeed in explaining the cause. One student, showed that she was aware that
Birgu was not needed anymore by the Order but did not know or did not men on
why, however, the same student in her second essay wrote “Another cause of the
building of Valle a was that the Order realized that Birgu was not of any good use
for them anymore, hence they wanted a new city.”
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This confirmed, yet again, the importance of involving students in decision-making
tasks, in order to achieve complete understanding and mastering of skills. Those who
men oned it elaborated it very well, giving the full cause with further explana on.
The interac ve conversa ons and discussions held between students during the
tasks facilitated mutual learning as they supported each others’ understanding.
The students were definitely learning from each other and evidence for this can
be seen from the essay answers a er lesson 2 when students o en used similar
words such as “feared an a ack” and “St Elmo was heavily damaged”.
There were causes like “It was La Vale e’s wish to build a new city” which were
very popular and appeared in all the essays both a er the first and second lessons.
In fact there is only a nominal diﬀerence between the marks obtained in both
essays. (see graph 5) This is probably because Valle a being named a er La Vale e
is easy to remember.
The cause which stated that “The Order of St John had money, therefore they
could build this big city“ caused much debate. During the group work there were
diﬀerent opinions within the groups, some students said that the Order did not
have money, while others said that they did not have enough money because they
requested addi onal funds from the Pope and other European Kings. Three out
of five groups opted to place this cause between the most important and the less
important. Hence, they did not agree whether it was an important cause or not.
The other two groups decided that it was one of the most important causes which
led to the building of Valle a. This was clearly reflected in the marks assigned
where the total added up to twenty five marks. It is interes ng to note that twenty
marks were assigned for an elaborated cause, while the remaining five marks were
assigned for men oning the cause only. This meant that students’ answers in the
essay reflected their opinions expressed in the class group discussions.
The following causes “The Order of St John wanted to show their greatness and
economic power with this city”, “The Order wanted a city like Rhodes”, “The Order
wanted to have lots of ci es” and “The Order wanted a new city” were introduced
in the study with the purpose of serving as possibly less important causes.
Discussions during the tasks took the form of a real debate in which students
presented their opinions, while also explaining why they thought other student’s
reasons were wrong. The common percep on among students was that the Order
did not specifically build the city of Valle a to show its power or to show that it had
a lot of money and as the graph 6 shows this was a common student percep on
before the second lesson. The ac vi es in the second lesson seem to raise the
students’ awareness to human mo va on and hidden agendas.
Students did not know where the city of Rhodes was and this created an atmosphere
of curiosity among students in the groups. Unfortunately since they did not know
anything about this city and its connec on with the Order, students concluded
that this was not an important cause which led to the building of Valle a. Hence,
every group placed this cause as the least important, in the line of importance and
made sure it was touching the outer edge of the second task which meant that it
was not important as cause.
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The same result was obtained in “The Order wanted to have lots of ci es” which
students only obtained three marks in. This cause stated that the Order wanted
lots of ci es. During the discussions students unanimously substan ated that this
was not a valid cause for the building of Valle a. Hence, the majority of students
decided to exclude it from their essay.
“The Order wanted a new city” was a cause which s mulated mixed feelings
among students. This was due to the fact that some of the students linked this
cause with another cause which stated that: “The Order decided to stay in Malta
and therefore needed a for fied city.” They argued that since the Order wanted a
for fied city then they also needed a new city according to their needs. However,
during the discussion students debated among themselves that as a cause on its
own it did not represent the real need of the Order. As a result, only six students
men oned it in their second essays, with no one elabora ng it further.
Comparing students essays after lesson 3 and after lesson 4
Similarly, as with the case of the causes, at the end of lesson 3 and 4 students
were asked to write an essay men oning the consequences brought about by the
building of Valle a. Each consequence men oned, both a er the third and fourth
lesson according to the criteria (Table 2). The graphs comparing the average class
marks achieved in the essays a er the third lesson and the average class marks of
the essays produced a er the fourth lesson once again register an improvement in
the average marks of the class. It would seem that the pedagogy used in lesson 4
similar to the pedagogy used in lesson 2 helped students to produce be er essays,
this me on the consequences of the building of Valle a.
In both essays students men oned various consequences, for example, they o en
men oned the moving of commerce from Birgu to the new city as one of the eﬀects
of the building of Valle a.. Quite a few students men oned this consequence, one
of them even elabora ng it further, explaining that the new city a racted people
and became a hub of commerce. However, in the second essays a higher mark was
assigned, due to the fact that almost all the students men oned this consequence
and also a higher number of students elaborated it further. One par cular student
who men oned this consequence in both her essays described the consequence
in this way: “Among other things, there were people who went to live in the new
city. This is because there they were protected through the for fica on and could
also find work. This in turn led the moving of commerce to the city of Valle a
where people started selling and buying their products.”
The discussions which took place in class during lesson 4 involved the interac ve
card tasks and these provided students with opportuni es to share each other’s
ideas regarding each consequence. These gave students a wider context of thinking
and linking eﬀects of an event with one another and this helped them to obtain
much higher marks for their second essay on consequence.
The consequence of the building of Valle a was that “ the Order and the Maltese
could enjoy a new city which catered to all their needs” obtained only one and a
half marks in the first essay and thirty marks in the second essay. Despite being
one of the most logical consequences of the building of Valle a, students failed to
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men on it in their first essay. On the other hand, in the second essays high scores
were achieved for men oning it and adding elaborated reasoning. Second me
round students showed quite a high level of understanding in their essays with
such statements as “Another consequence of the building of Valle a was that they
built a new city where they had everything they needed, shops, for fica on to
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protect them from a acks. Consequently people did not have to walk from village
to village in order to buy food but they had everything catered for in one city.”
Other good statements produced by the students were “The building of Valle a
brought about very important consequences, amongst which is the strong for fied
city.” and “Without any doubt these eﬀects brought about other eﬀects, given that
they wanted a for fied city to protect them from any a acks, they built a new
for fied city which led to protect them from the enemies.” This suggested that
students not only understood the consequence, but also iden fied and linked
causes which brought about certain consequences.
Remarkably enough, the fourth consequence which stated that Birgu lost its
importance, was not men oned at all in the first essay on consequence. By contrast
in the second a empt the mark assigned for this consequence was twenty. This
reflected the lack of understanding through a mere PowerPoint explana on where
students acted only as listeners and observers. In their second essays such answers
as “The building of the city of Valle a le important consequences, amongst
which the loss of importance of Birgu, this was important because it led to the
building of a new for fied city, through which they could protect themselves.” and
“Without any doubt these eﬀects brought about addi onal consequences such
as the consequence that the importance of Birgu and Mdina started decreasing
because many people moved to the new city” appeared. Through these sentences
it was evident that students had discussed this consequence extensively among
themselves, expressing their acquired knowledge in their choice of words and
elaborated answers.
The consequence that “Auberges and places of great importance surviving up to
today where built inside this new city” brought an unexpected result in the first
essays on consequence. Quite a few men oned it in their first essays and many
in their second a empt where there was a very visible change in the words used
in order to describe this consequence. During the explana on of the third lesson,
one student asked the researcher what did “bereġ” mean and the researcher
explained by men oning “Il-Berġa ta’ Kas llja” the oﬃce of the Prime Minister.
This gave a reference point to the students and thus it was an eﬀortless answer to
write and men on the current Prime Minister in their essays instead of men oning
“il-bereġ”. During the tasks in the fourth lesson students had the opportunity to
discuss this among themselves and explain to each other what were the “bereġ”
and the rest of the important places, such as the Co Cathedral of St. John. This, in
turn, refrained student’s need to men on the Prime Minister in their essays and
describe clearly the proper consequence.
One of the outcomes of lesson 4 was that students men oned for the first me that
a consequence of the building of Valle a was that the Order of St. John remained
associated with this city. Students explained how the Order of St. John remained
ll this day associated with the city of Valle a and how the Order, especially Gran
Master La Valle e, was remembered every me students visited this city.
One of the most popular consequence men oned by students in all the essays on
consequence was that it “ became the capital of Malta where you find shops, bars
and shops among others” . Although there was s ll there was a diﬀerence on how
the students wrote about it during the fourth lesson. From “The city of Valle a is
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the capital city of Malta nowadays” in her second essay one students gave a be er
answer with “However, on the other hand one cannot forget that there is the city
of Valle a, which nowadays is the capital city of Malta where one can find shops
which sell everything. This in turn led to the building of commercial centres.” The
la er statement was more complex then the former and the general response to
this by the class is also reflected in the graph 12.
The Bri sh, who occupied Malta a er the Order, had their own plans for the city
of Valle a. This was clearly explained to the students during the third lessons,
however only nine students reported it in their essay with no explana on a er the
fourth lesson students showed from their answers that they were well aware of
who succeeded the Order, that is, the Bri sh and what buildings they made use of.
This was confirmed through the graph 16.

Conclusion

This study has various limita ons and by far does not address all the facets of how
students can achieve higher standards when wri ng history essays which deal with
the concepts of cause and consequence. This research does not begin to address in
depth the problem of ‘con ngency’ and ‘uncertainty’ men oned by Phillips (2002)
which is a very important issue for causa on in history. There were no students
who showed during the lesson or in their essays deep understanding of the cause/
consequence concepts. It is doub ul whether any students could actually make a
diﬀerence between the predictability of scien fic causa on and the unpredictable
historical events which are manipulated by individuals.
It is also debatable how much the students were in fact actually coming up with the
causes/consequences themselves, what they were actually doing was ge ng more
involved in the selec ng and discarding process of the given causes/consequences
and this is very useful for it helped them to produce essay wri ng of a higher level
but ul mately the causes/consequences were given and at no point did they come
up with the causes/consequences themselves as advocated in excellent history
teaching.
However, students were able to remember more of what was done during the
lessons and to produce be er answers. Moreover, key words found in the cards
of the causes and consequences were significantly used by the students in essays.
This implies that students were aware of what was wri en in the causes and
consequences cards and made use of them. The discussions and debates among
students put them in a stronger posi on when it came to wri ng of the essays. It is
evident, from the graphs, that students were not able to deliver elaborate structured
statements a er just following the explana on of the researcher/teacher during
the lesson. This tradi onal teacher-centred approach gives li le space for students
to be involved and therefore to be able to inves gate their own learning.
In their second a empts they were able to men on more possible causes/
consequences and more importantly to support these with reasons and
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explana ons. This is an achievement for it shows a significant move away from
giving a mere short list of causes/consequences towards more categorising and
reasoning of causes/consequence. The class ac vi es helped produce be er
history understanding, and it is a good start towards helping students produce
be er and more meaningful essay answers.
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An investigation into
ﬁnding effective
ways of presenting
a written source to
students

Chapter 6

Introduction

Wri en historical sources are o en used in history teaching and learning, apart
from being an integral part of rou ne history lessons they also come up in the
form of summa ve assessment in annual exam papers. Students are required to
show comprehension of the text, knowledge about the period in general and any
other skills such as the analysis of the source where the student has to be able to
detect bias and comment on reliability of text. Therefore, there is a real need to
train well our students on how to work with wri en sources. Many students find it
diﬃcult to comprehend the wri en source for various reasons however if the right
teaching takes place, students can tackle and analyse wri en sources.
There are many problems the teacher needs to be aware of, for example students
might not have enough background informa on and knowledge about the subject
in general and hence, they find it impossible to understand what the text is all about.
The teacher needs to set the context at the beginning of the lesson before giving the
students the wri en source for them to analyse (Blyth & Hughes, 1997). Some mes,
there might be cultural diﬀerences which the children find incomprehensible and
this might confuse their whole understanding of the text. Wassermann (2013)
emphasises the importance of the “cultural memory” which changes the historian’s
perspec ve of whoever is analysing the par cular source. The teacher needs to
ensure they know about such cultural diﬀerences before s/he presents a source to
the class. Moreover, language may be archaic and some words might have changed
their meanings over me and this leads to unnecessary confusion and the style and
the form in which the text is wri en might render a historical text incomprehensible
to secondary school children. There may also be legal jargon or words and phrases
in a foreign language which they might not understand. Furthermore, there might
be too many unnecessary details in a text. Some mes texts might be too long and
this might make the students lose interest. D’Amato, carried out an ac on research
project to find out why her low-achieving thirteen-year old male students were not
mo vated to learn history. From the research carried out, she concluded that:
The close rela on between language and teaching-learning of history was one
of the strongest barriers…I noted that the linguis c demands of the subject of
history, the language used when communica ng with the students, along with
the demands placed on their use of language created barriers and hindered their
learning (D’Amato, 2008, p.58-59).
All this shows that one of the main problems students face when tackling wri en
sources is the language barrier and students also experience diﬃcul es when
the historical term they need to understand is a theore cal higher order concept
and not tangible such as movements (slave revolt); ins tu ons (the Church) and
diﬀerent cultures (medieval). Research work on language diﬃcul es in history
teaching and learning, have long been documented (See for example Bernbaum,
G. 1972; Banham, D. 2000; LeCocq,, H. 2000; Smith, P. 2001).
This short study tried to find ways of how a complex, long, wri en source can be
made palatable to secondary school children. It a empted to find prac cal ways how
a wri en source can be made easier by adop ng the right pedagogical approach.
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Figure 1a

The chosen text is an exercise found in a History Sec O Level textbook From the
Coming of the Knights to EU Membership (Vella, 2009). This exercise presents a
wri en source in the form of a le er which dates back to 1959-60 and is about
the events of the Se e Giugno which had occurred 43 years prior and it is wri en
by a mill owner of the me, Antonio Cassar Torregiani. A er being asked to read
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Figure 1b

the le er the pupils are requested to analyse the source by answering a set of
ques ons. (See Figure 1a and 1b) The researcher chose this par cular wri en
source a er a conversa on with the editor of the book herself, Vella pointed out
that there was a problem with this exercise since teachers had complained to her
that students found it hard and diﬃcult to do, while at the same me it presented
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valuable historical evidence and therefore it would be a great loss if the exercise
was put aside. This research work provided a good opportunity to create resources
to support students’ learning by helping teachers to present this exercise in such a
way that their students’ recep on to it would improve and ul mately their wri en
responses would be of a higher level.
The exercise was analysed to see what was making it so diﬃcult. There was a
linguis c barrier for there were diﬃcult terms such as ‘bourgeoisie’ which would
pose a barrier for the students’ understanding. Moreover, it was a real possibility
that teachers were giving the exercise without first giving enough background
informa on on the historic contextual events referred to in the le er. Presenta on
of a source can definitely make a huge diﬀerence as to how it will be received by
pupils and presenta on of this exercise as found in the textbook is not very good.
Despite the colour image of Antonio Cassar Torregiani the le er is an authen cally
reproduc on of the original typed le er. It is long and tedious to read and needs
quite an eﬀort to read it at one go, apart from the fact that due to its length finding
the correct answer to the ques ons asked of it can be quite a daun ng task. Be er
organisa on and management of this source was needed.
The ac vi es created were aimed at tackling the men oned problems and it was
hoped that through these adjustments and altera ons this wri en source would
become more comprehensible to students. History classes in a girls’ Secondary
State school were used to try out the ac vi es. The researcher used history lessons
to try out the new tasks and to see how the students would perform before and
a er they had tried out the tasks on this source. Students’ answers were then
corrected by three teachers (See Appendix 1 for the Marking Criteria used) and an
average mark for the students before and a er the lesson was calculated to see
whether the changes had had any impact.

The Study

The lessons were spread over two double history op on lessons: one with a form
3 class and the other with a form 4 class (the topic of this le e ‘the Se e Giugnio
Riots’ is part of the Sec O Level three year course in secondary school and may be
taught at any stage). There were four form 3 students (13 year-olds) and five form
4 students (14 year-olds).
The researcher who carried out the fieldwork was not familiar with the students
however she knew the teacher and hence there was full help and collabora on
to test out the methodological variables created by the authors of this paper. The
teacher helped by giving the class the exercise from the book to work as class work
during one of their lessons before the new ac vi es. Behaviour-wise the form 3
students were quite restless while the other class consisted of a mix of students.
A good working rela on was established with all the par cipants and consent to
carry out the study was a ained from the ethics board and school administra on
informing all par cipants and their guardians as well as teachers and the Head of
School of the study’s purpose and giving them their right to drop out of the study
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if they wished without giving a reason. Confiden ality was ensured throughout the
whole study.

The Different Strategies

1.

An authen c-looking le er (Figure 2) which had a yellowish background (to
make it look old) was given to the students in an envelope together with a
magnifying glass. Each student was given the le er in an envelope individually.
When they opened the le er, there were exclama ons of how lovely the le er
looked especially when compared to how it is presented in the book. They
inquired about how such an artefact had been created and this showed that
their interest had already been captured. When they were using the magnifying
glass, one student was heard saying that she will be using the tool a lot in the
future when she becomes an archaeologist.

Figure 2

129

It was smeared with a teabag so as to look old and wrinkly. This idea was obtained
from reading books on how to make artefacts a rac ve to school children mainly
Murphy (2005) and Andree (1993). The font was enlarged but the same style
was kept as this is the same as the typewriter’s font. Then, they were instructed to
read it individually and five minutes were allowed.
2.

Then the text was read by the researcher and some words which were thought
to be diﬃcult in English were given Maltese transla on and some mes rather
than a mere transla on a short Maltese explana on was given (Figure 3 )

Figure 3
3.
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The students were then given another copy of the source: this me round it was
printed on hard card board and it also had enlarged font size and line spacing
(Figure 4). Moreover, some phrases within the text were in bold or highlighted
so as to draw the students’ a en on to them as there are many unnecessary

details in the text. Furthermore, the paragraphs were numbered and an empty
textbox was added on top of each paragraph. The tasks were the following:
a.

The students were provided with a number of sub tles/ headlines which
they had to determine whether they deem fit or not to fit in the empty
boxes on top of each paragraph. (Figure 5)

b.

The students had to work this together so as to peer assess and help
each other. In addi on, pictorial sources were added aiming to enhance
meaning to the text. (Figure 6)

c.

They were asked to give a name or a descrip on to the pictorial sources .
A vocabulary box was also added at the end of the source so the students
have a constant reference to the meaning of the diﬃcult vocabulary

Figure 4
4.

Ques ons from the book were given to the students but the chronology order
was changed. The reason behind this was that the sequence of the ques ons in
the textbook did not follow any chronological pa ern which made it necessary
for students to search for answers in a haphazard fashion. By placing the
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Figure 6
Figure 5

ques ons chronologically the task was made easier and less confusing. Hence,
ques ons 1-3 can be answered by reading paragraphs 1 ll 4, ques ons 4-5 by
reading paragraphs 5 ll 9 while ques ons 6-7 by reading paragraphs 10 ll 13.
The numbering of the ques ons in the book as they appear in a parallel way to the
researcher’s version
Ques on on book

Ques on on researcher’s version

1

4

2

1

3

2

4

3

5

5

6

6

7

7

8

8

9

9

All these exercises had to be worked in groups (See Figures 7a and 7b)
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Analysis
of data

E a c h
student
showed an

Figure 7a

Figure 7b

improvement a er the teaching had been carried out in class. The low-achieving
students and also the high achievers improved their mark and this was the case
for every ques on. The average total before the tasks had been that of 12.72 out
of 50 meaning 25.4% and the average total a er the tasks was that of 24.3 out
of 50 resul ng in a 48.6%. Hence there was an increase of 23.2% in the mark.
The average mark student mark almost doubled. Apart from source presenta on,
the way in which the ac vi es were managed and organised also probably helped
the students understand and cooperate more, another factor which might have
contributed was the peer work. One can note the improvement below as data
from answers for each ques on are discussed as well as displaced as percentages,
tables and graphs .
Question 1: There is no date on this letter. Find out when it was
written by reading the last sentence in paragraph 11
The ques on has 5 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is 1.89
(37.8%) while the a ermath is 2.1 (42%) and hence there is a discrepancy of 4.4%
Table 1: Average mark of the whole class for question 1 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

1.89

2.1

Percentage mark

37.80%

42%
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Discussion of answers before the
study
Many of the students confused the date
of when WWII was over and this led the
researcher to realise that it should be
pointed out during the explana on or
while reading the le er to the students.
Others tended to avoid the maths part
and quoted Cassar Torregiani by saying
that the le er was wri en fi een years
a er WWII. This was considered as
correct but did not receive the full marks.

Graph 1

Discussion of answers after the study
An improvement was noted a er the study. Prior to the study, the students were
ge ng lost in the original source as there was no numbering of the paragraphs and
they had to count them un l they found which paragraph is the eleventh. A er the
study, the paragraphs were numbered and the font was increased and hence, it
was easier for the students to immediately find out which one it is. The researcher
followed sugges ons made by Vest (2005) and these seemed to improve student
achievement (see Chapter 2, p. 11).
Furthermore, the ques ons given to the students a er the lesson are not in the
same chronology order as can be found in the book even though they are the same
ques ons.
Question 2: What in the opinion of Cassar Torregiani were the
causes of the disturbances of the 7th June 1919?
The ques on had 8 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
3.96 (49.5%) while the a ermath is 4.4 (55%) and hence there is a discrepancy of
5.5%.
Table 2: Average mark of the whole class for question 2 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

3.96

4.4

Percentage mark

49.50%

55%

Discussion of answers before the study
Students had to men on four of these causes. The answers varied and prior to
the study, many of the students did not give the four reasons and hence lost
marks; in fact many of them simply men oned one or two of these causes. There
was only one student who answered in full but the majority referred to a few. For
instance, the following are the answers which two students gave to this ques on:
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“the causes of disturbances were
various and the exaspera on of
the high cost of foodstuﬀ and
the low standard of living” and
“the background including the
introduc on of succession du es
without proper representa on, the
agita on of a Na onal Assembly for
self-government”.
Discussion of answers after
the study

Graph 2

A er the study, it is noted that students men oned more causes than they did in
the first me they answered this ques on. This may be because the text had an
enlarged font and the causes were easier to find and it the student could read the
text with ease apart from the fact that it was more invi ng. The bold text helped
them focus even more on the important parts of the text rather than to pe y
detail and they could easily spot the causes they had to men on.
Question 3: Why was Cassar Torregiani on the National Assembly?
(read par. 4)
The ques on has 4 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
0 (0%) while the a ermath is 2.2 (55%) and hence there is a discrepancy of 55%.
Table 3: Average mark of the whole class for question 3 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

0

2.2

Percentage mark

0%

55%

Discussion of answers before the study
All of the students got this ques on
wrong the first me round. The reason
behind this may be because they
mistook the paragraph from where
they had to get the informa on as
due to the small font and lack of line
and paragraph spacing, it is diﬃcult
to determine which paragraph is
which and where one ends and
the next one starts. It may also be
because they did not understand
what Torregiani was trying to explain.
Graph 3
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Discussion of answers after the study
A er the study, the mark increased by 55%. This is probably due to the paragraphing
and the bigger font which eases the diﬃculty and makes one more comfortable
while reading. Moreover, the students were told the context during the study and
hence, they knew be er what they were reading about and hence had a fuller
comprehension of the text.
Question 4: Where was he going when he was informed that his
house in Valletta had been attacked?
The ques on has 2 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
1.2 (60%) while the a ermath is 1.2 (60%) and hence there is no discrepancy (0%).
Table 4: Average mark of the whole class for question 4 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

1.2

1.2

Percentage mark

60%

60%

Discussion of answers before
and after the study

Graph 4

The students achieved a similar
result prior and a er the study when
answering this ques on. This was not a
very challenging ques on as they could
easily understand where Torregiani was
going. However some of them s ll gave
incomplete answers and hence the marks
were halved. There were also some who
answered with ‘to London’ looking at the
second half of the text even though the
ques ons given by the researcher had the paragraphs from where they had to
extract the answers indicated to them.
Question 5: Go through paragraphs 7 to 11 and then make a list of
Cassar Torregiani’s efforts to keep the price of the bread down.
Say why he was unsuccessful in each case.
The ques on has 16 marks. The average mark of the students before the study
is 3.26 (20.375%) while the a ermath is 6.7 (41.875%) and hence there is a
discrepancy of 21.5%.
Table 5: Average mark of the whole class for question 5 prior and
after the study

136

Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

3.26

6.7

Percentage mark

20.38%

41.88%

Discussion of answers before the
study
Before the study was carried out many
students were only giving one or two
answers. For instance, the following is
an answer which a student gave to this
ques on: “he imported a shipload of
wheat which was loaded and carried by
his ship”. There were many who le it
blank and this reflects that many of them
had given up or could not understand Graph 5
what was expected out of them. In fact,
one student answered with: “the riots s ll happened, people s ll died” which is
clearly out of context. No one gave the full answer and the reason behind this
may also be the discomfort the students felt while reading the text and while
trying to look for answers. Moreover, as no explana on had been given, students
may not have understood the eﬀorts and work Torregiani was doing to keep the
price of bread down. The diﬃcul es in the level of English may have been of a
hindrance too for the students to comprehend and answer be er this ques on
and this proves D’Amato’s work on the students’ language barrier when faced with
a wri en source with diﬃcult vocabulary.
Discussion of answers after the study
A er the study, the average mark doubled and there were more a empts at
answering the following ques ons. All students had an a empt at it, unlike the first
me when there were some who just le it out or gave up before this ques on.
Marks varied however, there were those who got full marks as well and everyone
seemed to have understood that Torregiani was making an eﬀort in order to help
the Maltese.
Question 6: He says that the ﬂour mills of L. Farrugia & Sons
(Farsons) were burnt down but his ﬂour mills at St. Georges were
attacked but not burnt down. How were Cassar Torregiani’s mills
saved?
The ques on has 2 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
0.56 (28%) while the a ermath is 1.3 (65%) and hence there is a discrepancy of
37%.
Table 6: Average mark of the whole class for question 6 prior and
after the study
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Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

0.56

1.3

Percentage mark

28%

65%

Discussion of answers before the study
Many of the students were wri ng invalid
answers prior to the study and there
were some who le it blank. This reflects
the students’ lack of understanding of
the text and the diﬃculty in the English
language in the studied source. In fact,
some answer examples prior to the study
are as follows: “by the English soldiers”,
“they were saved by the mob” or “they
were saved because maybe no one
a acked them”.

Graph 6

Discussion of answers after the study
A er, the majority of students gave the full answer and men oned that the mills
were saved because the workers gave them a bag of flour each and also protected
the mills with bayonets. There were some who lost half the mark because they
men oned that the mills were protected with bayonets only without men oning
the bag of flour or vice versa.
Question 7: Why did he go to London and what happened there?
The ques on had 3 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
0.22 (7.33%) while the a ermath is 1.57 (52.33%) and hence there is a discrepancy
of 45%.
Table 7: Average mark of the whole class for question 7 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

0.22

1.57

Percentage mark

7.33%

52.33%

Discussion of answers before the study:
There were two students who le this ques on unanswered prior to the study.
Another student invented the answer and wrote: “he was afraid and he talked to
the King” while another student wrote that the reason behind going to London
was to go to the hotel. The reason behind this probably is that the students were
disheartened with the length of the source and its unfriendly presenta on before
the study. Moreover, there were others who were falling into the trap of recoun ng
a story and the list of events that happened in London in chronological order instead
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of going straight to the point leaving the
important part out. For example: “He was
ushered to a room where Lord Morley
received him with a kind and courteous
way” simply extrac ng part of the text
and pas ng it down. It seems that the
students did not understand the text and
the ques on itself and hence, did not
manage to go into the heart of the ma er
when answering. They did not answer the
‘why’ part of the ques on.
Graph 7
Discussion of answers after the study
On the other hand, a er the study was carried out, the students were answering
the ques on more directly and men oned the facts that Torregiani was ordered
to leave Malta to recount what was happening here and there were a few who
men oned that he ended up giving the speech he had to give at the Na onal
Assembly on the 7th of June. However, the habit of recoun ng the events as
happened in chronological order s ll appeared in the students’ answers.
Question 8: This primary source might revise how the disturbances
of the Sette Giugno are viewed. Why do you think so?
The ques on has 5 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
0.52 (10.4%) while the a ermath is 1.9 (38%) and hence there is a discrepancy of
27.6%.
Table 8: Average mark of the whole class for question 8 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

0.52

1.9

Percentage mark

10.40%

38%

Discussion of answers before the study
This proved to be challenging as the
students could not extract the answer
from the text. The answer to this
reflects whether the students have fully
understood the text or not. Students have
to be skilled at detec ng bias to answer
this ques on and prior to the study
answers were confusing. For example, “I
think that this is original” and “primary
source might revise the disturbance of the
Se e Giugno”. There were three students
who le this ques on unanswered.
Graph 8
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Discussion of answers after the study
A er the study, the answer varied and some students pointed out that Torregiani
is wri ng, that it is a primary source and that it’s from the point of view of a
miller. The students would not have concluded likewise hadn’t the ques on been
discussed in class. The students suﬀered when it came to expressing themselves in
this ques on. The a empt at answering can be seen for example: this reflects that
they need to be aided more when it comes to their language skills in order to avoid
any form of language barriers as D’Amato (2008, p.13) emphasises.
Question 9: How reliable do you think the source is? Why do you
think so?
The ques on has 5 marks. The average mark of the students before the study is
1.11 (22.2%) while the a ermath is 2.9 (58%) and hence there is a discrepancy of
35.8%.
Table 9: Average mark of the whole class for question 9 prior and
after the study
Av. mark before study

Av. mark a er study

Actual mark

1.11

2.9

Percentage mark

22.20%

58%

Discussion of answers before the
study
Answers prior to the study varied
and there were some invalid ones
for example: “because it has an old
font” or “because that was what I
thought”. However, there were some
answers which men oned “biased” and
Torregiani’s “point of view”.
Graph 9

Discussion of study after the study
During the study this ques on was discussed in class with the students. The
students did not get the full marks because it was felt that some of them could not
express themselves well. For example: “you cannot trust his words, because we
don’t know if it’s true or not”. However, there were some quite valid answers such
as: “I don’t think it is very reliable as it is taken from a biased point of view and not
that of the whole na on”. The facts that there was a comparison with other views
made the answer a very valid one. Moreover, the student did not answer with a
‘yes’ or a ‘no’ and hence, indirectly replying that there were some truths in the
source. Any answer was marked good as long as the student managed to support
the answer with a valid reason. Through class discussion during the study the
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students briefly debated on what they think about the subject and the researcher
encouraged them to make use of the text as proof to back their answer with a valid
reason.

Conclusions from the study

The purpose behind the work done for this disserta on was to improve the teaching
and the presenta on of the wri en source and for the students to understand how
to analyse the text in more detail. The aim of making the text in the ques on more
invi ng was reached and the students were mo vated and understood the source
more.
The researcher tried to eliminate the problems students face when trying to tackle
a wri en source. The problems found when tackling this par cular wri en source
and which may cons tute poten al problems in other wri en sources were as
follows:
1. The linguistic barrier
Certain language in the source was outdated and students were not knowledgeable
enough in English and needed extra help in order to comprehend the full text.
Specific history terms such as a ‘House of Review’ and ‘Na onal Assembly’ also
posed a problem as students did not know what they mean.
2. The cultural barrier and the lack of background information
Time changes people and cultures. The students may find it diﬃcult to understand
social life during warfare as they are used to a diﬀerent lifestyle and condi ons.
Hence, it is quite challenging to empathise and understand the me of when the
source was wri en. Anachronisms of values and ideas may also hinder the students
from a full comprehension of the context of when the source was wri en.
3. The presentation of the source
The technique in which the source was primarily presented troubled the students
as well. The source had a small font and was presented to the students as a chunk
of incomprehensive words. This made the students weary and the majority gave
up in finishing the en re task.
4. The presentation of the questions based on the source
The source was merely given to the students without any scaﬀolding techniques.
The students felt inept as there were no other preceding tasks helping them
answer the ques ons on the source. The students hence ceased to make an eﬀort
to answer the set of ques ons based on a source which they have never done
any work about. There was no teacher management or organisa on in the source
presenta on.
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Table 10

Table 11

Tables 10 and 11 show the breakdown of average mark before and a er tasks for
each ques on and the final total average class mark before the ac vi es (12.7) and
the total average class mark a er the ac vi es (24.3)

Recommendations

It is the authors’ opinion that the following changes to the presenta on of this
wri en source played a strong, important part in the students’ improvemented
performance, an improvement of 23.2% a er the study was carried out
(See Appendix 2 for one example of a student’s wri en work which shows
the improvement before and a er the new tasks) . Therefore the following
recommenda ons which may be useful to teachers when preparing any wri en
source.
1.

In order to solve the linguis c barrier, archaic words should be explained to the
student during reading and a vocabulary/transla on sheet may be given to the
students for them to refer to during reading. In the sheet there may also be the
explana on of specific history register.

2.

To avoid a possible cultural barrier, it is recommended that the teacher asks
students ques ons about the me when the wri en source was wri en.
Moreover, more informa on may be added by the teacher about the period
in order for the student to have a clear idea of the me and the culture of this
me when the source was wri en. The researcher recommends a se ng of the
context for the students as suggested by Blyth (1997) and Hughes (1997). In
fact, during the study, it could be observed that the students seemed more at
ease when the context was set.

3.

For a be er presenta on of the source:
a.
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Present students with authen c old looking paper which may be smeared
with a teabag to get a brownish hue. Moreover, when dried the paper may
be crumpled for it to look older. This is done for the students to be put in
the picture and appreciate the source more.

5.

b.

The font and the line spacing need to be increased for the students to read
the text with more ease.

c.

Pictures and a descrip on alongside them may also be added especially
for visual learners. However, the authors suggest that teachers need to be
careful not to add a lot of pictures as this may lead to the students ge ng
distracted from the wri en source itself.

d.

The important parts of the text which the students need to focus on may be
highlighted and put in bold. Parts of the text can also be changed to another
colour to grab the students’ a en on more.

e.

The paragraphs may be numbered. This helps the students not to get lost
and flustered while reading the text or trying to answer any of the ques ons.

f.

A magnifying glass may be used to scru nise the source be er, this proved
to be quite mo va ng and exci ng to the students.

Prior to the ques ons based on the source, the authors suggest giving the
students scaﬀolding tasks which help them when it comes to answering the
ques ons individually. Tasks may vary and one may be matching a sub tle from
a list provided to the student with its respec ve paragraph. In fact, in the ‘Note
from the Editor’ sec on in the textbook, From the coming of the Knights to
EU membership from where the studied source was taken, the editor suggests
that some exercises can be used as a prepara on task to something else or as a
conclusion to a topic. In fact, the editor of the book points out that:

The objec ve of this textbook is not to create an all-encompassing coverage of the
SEC syllabus to be regimentally followed by the class teacher. On the contrary it is
meant only to oﬀer a supplement to the syllabus to be used in conjunc on with
various other ac vi es. The prac cal examples purposely only touch a few of the
sup-topics in the syllabus (Vella, 2008).
6.

Moreover, the students probably do be er when there is more teacher
management and a be er organisa on of the lesson in class. Peer work and
class feedback via an interac ve whiteboard prior to the final exercise where
the students had to work individually were carried out and these were definitely
an asset.

This study has shown that there can be a marked improvement in students’
responses when the correct pedagogical strategies are employed, with the right
approach a tedious exercise was transformed into an exercise which Counsell
(2004, p.18) would describe as one of those that “give joy - by historical enquiry
which establishes curiosity amongst students”.
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Appendix 1
Marking Criteria for the three teachers correc ng the students’ answers and on
which the average mark was produced
1.

There is no date on this letter. Find out when it was written by
reading the last sentence in paragraph 11
Total of 5 marks
1-2

3-4

5

If students answer
‘1950s’. This is because
in the introductory
page, it says ‘wri en in
the 1950s’

If students show working
but the addi on is
incorrect (error is in the
maths)

If students show
correct working and ans
Students need to add
together 1945 (the year
when WWII was over)
and 15 years
i.e. 1945+15= 1960

2.
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What in the opinion of Cassar Torregiani were the causes of
the disturbances of the 7th June 1919?

Answer:
a. Introduc on of succession du es without paper representa on
b. Agita on of Na onal Assembly for Self Government
c. Exaspera on of the high cost of foodstuﬀ
d. Low standard of living
Total of 8 marks
For each causa on men oned student is given 2 marks. If the 4 causes are
men oned, student gets 8 marks.
1 mark

2 marks

If students write down only one or
two words without giving the full
answer. For example they simply
write ‘succession du es’ or ‘agita on
of Na onal Assembly’ without
saying that this was to fight for ‘selfgovernment’ or if students reply only
with ‘self-government’.
3.

If students give the full
comprehensive answer

Why was Cassar Torregiani on the National Assembly?
(read par. 4)

Answer:
He was a represen ng the cons tuted body of the ‘Casino Maltese’.
Total of 4 marks
Students need to men on whom he was represen ng
4. Where was he going when he was informed that his house in
Valletta had been attacked?
He was on his way to the Circolo Giovine Malta, the place where the Na onal
Assembly was going to hold their first mee ng
Total of 2 marks
1 mark
If students do not men on the Circolo
Giovine Malta e.g. to first mee ng of
the Na onal Assembly

2 marks
If students give full answer as shown
above

5. Go through paragraphs 7 to 11 and then make a list of Cassar
Torregiani’s efforts to keep the price of the bread down. Say
why he was unsuccessful in each case.
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Answer:
Total of 16 marks
Give 2 marks for eﬀort
and 2 marks for reason.
If answer is not full e.g.
‘no insurance’ only, give
1 mark

Give 2 marks for eﬀort
and 2 marks for reason.
If answer is not full e.g.
‘bread tax’ only, give 1
mark
Give 2 marks for eﬀort
and 2 marks for reason.
If answer is not full/too
brief, give 1 mark

Give 2 marks for eﬀort
and 2 marks for reason.
If answer is not full/too
brief e.g. ‘subsidy’, give 1
mark

Eﬀort
2 marks for every eﬀort
He risked the greater
part of his family
belongings and did not
insure his ship so as
not to raise the price of
bread

Unsuccessful
2 marks for every reason
Wasn’t successful
because his ship was
torpedoed and sunk
leading to a doubling of
prices of freights (goods).
Insuring the ship was far
too expensive.
However, this was fu le
He pleaded the Bri sh
to suspend the bread tax as Lord Methuen didn’t
un l more favourable
want to suspend the
mes.
bread tax
When faced with a
decision either to import
wheat at the current
high price or to stop the
importa ons, Cassar
Torregiani decided to
con nue impor ng
He insisted on a subsidy
on the bread tax; a
suspension of this tax

He couldn’t get the other
millers to decide easily

But this wasn’t accepted
and looked at as
something unheard of

6. He says that the ﬂour mills of L. Farrugia & Sons (Farsons)
were burnt down but his ﬂour mills at St. Georges were
attacked but not burnt down. How were Cassar Torregiani’s
mills saved?
Answer: He says that his employees were a happy crew and they defended his mills
with crow bars and bayonets. Moreover, they oﬀered the crowd bags of flours if
they don’t burn the mills down.
Total of 2 marks
1 mark

2 marks

If students answer only with “they
If students give the full
oﬀered the crowd bags of flours if
comprehensive answer as shown
they don’t burn the mills down”
above
without men oning that fact that
they defended the mills with bayonets
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7.

Why did he go to London and what happened there?

Answer: He met the Bri sh Lord Morley there who wanted to know what was
happening in Malta and why was there unse lement. At that moment Torregiani
remembered the speech he had to give at the Circolo Giovine Malta and ed to
explain about their wish for a self-government to ensure imposi on of local taxes
by local representa on. Moreover, he suggested a House of Review.
Total of 3 marks
1-2 marks

3 marks

If students refer only to the Bri sh
who enquired about the happenings
in Malta

If students men on the Bri sh
enquiries and also Torregiani’s
pleadings for the self-government

8. This primary source might revise how the disturbances of the
Sette Giugno are viewed. Why do you think so?
Answer: This source gives us an idea of how the disturbances of the Se e Giugno
are viewed from the point of view of the miller not of the crowd as per usual in
other sources. Usually the millers get the blame and in this case, we see how this
miller is defending his posi on by telling us about his eﬀorts for the people and his
experiences

1-2
If students’ answer
is very brief such as
‘Torregiani is wri ng’

Total of 5 marks
3-4
5
If students men on
Students need to
Torregiani’s point of view men on that the point
of view is diﬀerent and
dis nguish with the
usual sources about the
Se e Giugno which are
from the point of view of
the other people not the
millers

9. How reliable do you think the source is? Why do you think so?
Only to a certain extent. There are some true facts to it but it is told from the point
of view of someone who wants to defend his name and posi on and hence, may
be biased as well.
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Total of 5 marks
1-2
3
If students answer if students answer
with only ‘yes’ or ‘yes’ or ‘no’
‘no’
without backing
it up with a
reason which is
good enough for
examples ‘yes,
because it is in the
past’

4
If students answer
‘yes’ or ‘no’
backing it up with
a valid and a good
reason such as
‘no, because he
is biased’ or ‘yes,
because there are
some facts which
are true’

Appendix 2
One students wri en answers before and a er the new tasks

Before new tasks
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A er new tasks

5
If students answer
that it is valid to
a certain extent
or ‘yes’ and ‘no’
backing their
answer, they get
full marks
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