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there, trivmphs and disasters, love and hate, folly and wis-
dom. Hustory s the universal soap opera that allows us to
Took through the keyhole’ at people in the past, from kings to queens
to the poorest slave and peasant. The key to successful Ristory teach-
tng tsto bring the past to life in the minds of the children, so that they
can imagine themselves there, hear people speak and join i their
debates, controversies and adventures, either as voyewr or partici-
pant. All thiswe and owr children can do, with one essential rider.
Whatever we teach must be honest, in the sense that of must be frue
to the surviving record of the past, our historical sources.®
Unfortunately, thisis not the picture of our classrooms.
The three workshops 1 attended (Budapest, Istanbul,
Ljubljana) presented quite a differentimage: history teach-
1ng 1n most countries of this region 1s sull a rather painful
process of acquiring a large amount of unnecessary facts
and the role of history teacher 1s too often perceived as
some kind of a patriot on duty. Especially national history
1s overburdened with political and military history and in-
cludes too many1mages of our own heroic pastand ‘us’ be-
ing vicams of the ‘others’. At the same time, mula-dimen-
sional approach and the realistic and sober perspective of

T eaching history should be delight, for all human life is

* Jon Nichol and Jacqui Dean, History 7-11. Developing primary teaching
skills, Routledge 1997.
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the othersis missing 1n many textbooks; there are too many
examples how they, even when describing the neigh-
bouring peoples, include quite a number of negative
stereotypes and often no knowledge, Thereis aseriouslack
of, as one partcipant of our workshops putit, “optimism
and sense of humour”, In other words, school history 1s
boring and 1t1s no wonder that, in comparison with other
strong 1nfluences, especially those from media and family
tradition, 1t has a hittle or no effect on our pupils,

In that matter, history textbooks play important role be-
cause, along with the historical knowledge, they transfer
social, cultural and political norms of one society, Unfortu-
nately, they are much too often subjected to influences
from politics and public opinion and too often brought in-
to the position to follow current pohtical trends and spread
1deologies. Many of them still include only one-dimension-
al interpretation of historical problems and do not help
pupils to develop critical thinking and to judge events and
sources, (I sullremember being taught during my teacher’s
traiming at unmversity that textbooks may 1nclude only one
interpretation of events because different opimions can on-
ly confuse pupils!) Nevertheless, there are lately some pos-
11ve developments 1n textbook production, The emer-
gence of alternative and parallel textbooks 1n most
countriesin the region and competition among publishers
helped to 1mprove the quality of design and appearance of
textbooks. However, when curricula and content of text-
books are concerned, changes are much slower and more
time-consuming.

QOur discussions in workshops and experiencesfrom our
school systems also show that 1t 1s somettmes more easy to
change curricula and textbooks than the way teachers are
used to teach (the Sloveman case), Thereis always aconsider-
able resistance among those teachers who are used to the

Boving History, Boved Pupils: The Fole of History Teachers 77

traditional way of teaching history to accept new 1deas and
new methods. If teachers are not prepared and eager to
change their teaching, then the best curricula and the best
textbooks will prove useless,

However, teachers do need help. 1 attended many sem-
1nars for history teachersin Croatia and 1t1s my experience
that many of them feel demoralised and lost, After years of
1deologisation of history as a school subject and neglecting
of history didactics, teachers do need seminars and work-
shops which will help them to update their historical
knowledge, to learn new teaching methods and to learn
how to deal with certain sensitive and controversial topics
which are never lacking 1n the history of this region.

Let me describe 1n a few words the Croanan case. After
the collapse of the socialist system 1n 1990, the Marxist ap-
proach was left out from the curricula and textbooks and
Croatian history was singled out from the earlier Yugoslav
frame. However, because of the polincal pressure, oneide-
ology was replaced by the another, based upon the ethno-
centric presentation of history and elements of national ex-
clusiveness, Relations with neighbouring peoples were
presented primarily through conflicts and the Croatnanre-
sistance to aggression and attempts of destroying Croatian
national identity.

After the parhamentary elections at the beginning of the
year 2000, there were again more talks about the need for
urgent changes 1n history teaching, The Mimstry of Ed-
ucation appointed a Commission, which evaluated the
exisang history curricula and textbooks and recommend-
ed the development of the new ones, [t also recommended
the organisation of seminars for curricula and textbooks
authors, with participaton of foreign experts, and also to
provide them with possibilities of attending courses and
studies abroad.
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But, after much talks and widespread demands for
changes, so far nothing happened. There 1s stll no syste-
matc and permanentin-service traimng of history teachers
and teaching practice remained quite traditional, The
same negatively evaluated curricula stll exast and all new
textbooks have to be written according to them, Didactcal-
ly and methodologically speaking, most of them are stll
old-fashioned, burdened with too many facts and written
1n alanguage which 1s not suitable for children’s age, which
made the subject of history one of the most unpopular sub-
jects at school,

Therefore, teacher traiming 1s essential and could make
a difference, In this respect, our workshops for teachers
could be a one step forward towards different history
teaching, although 1t will be a long and slow process. It
would also do teachers good to meet and share experiences
because personal contacts can also help to overcome prej-
udices and fears from each other. At the same aume, such
workshopscould alsointroduce new teaching methods and
develop alternative teaching materials. It would be also1m-
portant to achieve some co-operaton with Ministries of Ed-
ucation; thiscould provide opportumty for teachers partic-
1pating 1n those workshops to present the results and
materials at the seminars for teachers 1n their own coun-
tries, It 1s also of great importance that umversity pro-
fessors and teachers co-operate because, as far as history
teaching 1s concerned, scientific knowledge of subject and
teaching experience should receive the same attention,

When 1 started to teach history, most of all | wanted to
transfer my enthusiasm and 1nterest for the past to my
pupils. I like to imagine that succeeded to present at least
some toplics in 1nteresting and amusing way. However, my
pupilssall ask from time to time, especially after some real-
ly boring lessons, why do they have to learn history, some-

thing thatislong gone and forgotten and notatallfun. I do
hope that, in tmes to come, there will be more lessons like
first ones and less and less those like second ones. And 1 do
hope that, when bell rings at the end of theclass, 1t would be
possible to hear more often from my pupils the word “Al-
ready?” instead of “Thank God, 1t's over!”,



