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Supporting Sixth Formers in their historical learning

Developing the skills students need for transition to university

Dr Barbara Hibbert

The A2 year is the time to be thinking clearly about how to develop the skills
that students will need for the transition to Higher Education. This is the
time to focus students’ minds on the next stage of their education and how
they can best prepare for it, at the same time as reaching the entry level
qualifications they will need. The sort of skills which need to be developed
are of use to all students, whether or not they will go on to study history or
some other subject in higher education, or go into employment.
Increasingly teachers have to address the idea of personalised learning,

with teaching directed towards the needs of individual students. It may
actually be useful to reverse this idea, with students being persuaded to take
control of their own learning, in preparation for the greater independence
they are going to need once they leave school. By the sixth form, students
should be aware of their strengths and weaknesses as learners and be ready
to address these. All the skills which have been developed and scaffolded
through their secondary career should now be coming to fruition and the
teacher’s role should be less one of direct intervention and more one of
guide and mentor, teaching students how to learn rather than simply
imparting facts. Largely this is what good teachers have always done, but it
is always useful to re-examine good practice and consider how it might be
further developed, especially in the light of recent technological advances
and opportunities.
The obvious place to start is Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) which

can empower both teachers and students in ways which were unimaginable
only a few years ago. Nevertheless what follows should not dishearten those
teachers who are less comfortable with the world of web 2.0 and VLEs. They
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should remember that what students value is relationships and that tech-
nology is only a means to an end, not an end in itself. The ideas can be
delivered in a variety of other ways, and the technology can be used at sim-
ple as well as sophisticated levels. Indeed it could strongly be argued that
using new technology with which a teacher was not comfortable or in
which they did not have confidence, would actually be detrimental to the
learning process. It should always be remembered that technology is the
servant not the master and has no virtue in its own right. 
History is a knowledge based subject and the internet provides access to

knowledge on an unprecedented scale. It also allows communication
between individuals in an easy and speedy way. These are the things which
can be utilised to enhance the study of History in the sixth form, and
empower students in their learning, so that they can achieve things which
would previously not have been possible. The more experience students have
of this before they get to university the easier they will find the transition.
What this section will not do is recommend any particular software or

hardware or format, as technology moves on so quickly that it will proba-
bly be outdated before it is published. What can be done also depends on
what systems a particular institution has bought into and this will need to
be discussed with those responsible.

Start small – and use what is already out there!

You may well be inspired by the potential of VLEs to think that you will
put all your sixth form courses online, with exercises to complete, links to
other sites, places for students to hand in work and all the other bells and
whistles that are available. This could lead to fantastic results, or, perhaps
more likely, to exhaustion and a half-finished product which never gets
used properly by staff or students.
Better to start with a less ambitious project and develop it organically as

it becomes clear what works and what is less successful for you and your
students. The most fantastic product, which impresses senior management,
will not improve learning if students and teachers are alienated by it and
do not access it.

What can you usefully achieve?

• Information. Your department may provide a handbook for students with
the basic course information that they need – but how many of your stu-
dents still have this by the end of the year? How many still feel the need to
ask what Board and what specification they are doing? If you were looking
for a hotel or a gift you would probably expect to check suppliers and prices
on the internet rather than have dozens of brochures and a long walk round
the shops, and this is what your students should be able to expect from
their course. It is better for them, and you, if they can check technical
details easily without enraging (or depressing) you by asking the same thing
a dozen times. You can include links to the exam board, the specification



and even past papers and mark schemes online, to guide both students’
preparation and revision. How much further you take this depends on you.
Some teachers would want to put all their teaching notes online, others
would see this as deskilling themselves and even removing their usefulness.
It might be useful to draw a clear distinction between what would be done
in a class meeting and what can be achieved through online facilities so that
it is clear in what ways the teacher is essential, especially in terms of rela-
tionships.

•• Calendar. It could be useful, at the beginning of the year, to put a list of
important dates on the site so that students know from the beginning what
they will be expected to produce over the year and when the deadlines will
be. This can be added to and adjusted as time goes on, but does provide a
baseline. Those students arguing about excessive workloads at various times
of the year lose some of the moral high ground if it can be proved to them
that they had clear advance warning and should be taking control of time
management as part of their studies.

•• Research. There is a wealth of useful, accessible information on the web.
There is also a lot of rubbish, including websites put up by US high school
students to publicise their latest class paper, as well as the deliberately men-
dacious and misleading. Holocaust denial sites might be seen as among the
leading contenders in the latter category, although even they can lead to
very constructive historical discussion about evidence and reliability. Some
information is freely available; some things have to be paid for. It is worth
looking at subscription sites and deciding which will help your students and
then linking both free sites and sites for which you have a subscription
through your VLE. That way your students only have to learn to go to one
entry point but they will be able to access multiple sites. Sixth formers can
be very conservative creatures and making it easy for them to be adventur-
ous is the key here. The sort of sites which you might want to subscribe to
include History Today, which gives access to the full archive of both History
Today and History Review, its sister magazine, produced for A level history
students. This means that you can ask students to read specific articles with-
out having to go to the expense and trouble of duplicating them, and stu-
dents can research more widely, particularly when they are starting a
historical investigation for A2 coursework. In addition to articles by academics
on particular topics there are book reviews, skills supplements and other
advice and help for students. It is likely that students will find advice and
help from someone more expert than their teacher on at least some subjects
they might be having difficulty with! They might even read articles, for
interest, on topics which are not part of their A level studies! Another site
designed for the study of A level History is www.history-ontheweb.co.uk
which promotes e-learning and publishes the magazine new perspective.
Their site contains particularly valuable advice for teachers wanting to set
up a VLE. Access to websites such as these is also invaluable for teachers
researching new topics for their own teaching.

•• Study skills. It is possible for teachers to put up their own guidance on the
various study skills which their students need, or to put up links to the many



websites available. This means that students can be guided towards what is
relevant to them without time being wasted for students who have already
mastered a particular skill. A variety of useful websites are available, including
ones designed for undergraduates at various institutions of higher education,
which are open access, and should cater for just about every sixth form need
imaginable. One of the major skills is, of course, the use of the internet itself
and help with this can be found at www.vts.intute.ac.uk/detective/. Intute are
a consortium of seven universities working with various partners who bring
together the expertise of various people to evaluate web resources and provide
a structured approach to help people find and use them. While their main tar-
get is university students, the resources they provide are accessible enough to
be used by sixth formers and provide a valuable learning tool. Again this is a
learning tool which may be valuable to teachers as well as students.

•• Communication. For me the most useful aspect of the new technology has
been the creation of an emailing group so that I can send messages to my stu-
dents at any time. This may perhaps become less successful as email becomes
‘old’ technology to them and they move towards the use of social networking
sites as their main method of keeping in touch, but I still find it an extremely
useful tool. It is possible to post messages on VLEs but these rely on students
logging in to receive them. I think that this is much less effective than mes-
sages which pop into their inboxes regularly. The effort put into creating the
emailing group is well worthwhile and I have found no abuse of the system
by students. Any teacher concerned about giving out their personal email
address could create one to be used only for this purpose. Any student who
did abuse the system can easily be removed from the group. The type of mes-
sages which I send out include alerts to TV or radio programmes which might
be of interest to students. With the advent of BBC iPlayer they can even time
their viewing and listening to suit their social lives! I also send links to news-
paper articles and book reviews, reminders of essay deadlines, details of com-
petitions, open days and anything else which I forgot to mention in class or
which will take up too much time, or which I want students to have a record
of having been told! Students need encouragement to email back and to put
up comments for themselves but we can get a good exchange of views going
on certain topics and many of our former students prove reluctant to leave
the group once at university, with some still posting comments or replies into
their second year and others saying that it just gives them comfort to still be
receiving regular communications while away from home!

•• Essays/deadlines/homework tasks. These can be posted on the site along
with suggested bibliographies, outline guides to new topics, suggestions for
structuring notemaking and any tricky points to watch out for. Links to
relevant websites for more information will also be useful to the student. 

•• Information on choice of Higher Education. It is impossible for any A
level teacher to be up-to-date with all the changes in Higher Education and
it is difficult to avoid passing prejudices on to students, but one use for a
VLE is to link to various university websites and newspaper guides to
encourage students to investigate further without the need for a grand tour
of the country through open days. This means less expense and time out of
class for students and a clearer focus to the visits which are undertaken. The



sixth form journals include articles on how to choose a university and what
is involved in different courses and links can be made to internet forums
such as The Student Room, where information can be swapped with other
students from around the country who are making similar choices.

That completes a round-up of the basic uses of a VLE for a History depart-
ment, and there should be nothing there which is too challenging for
historians! For bright young things, and for the more adventurous mature
teacher, there is much more to be achieved however.

For the more advanced or adventurous

•• Online debates. The easiest way to get involved in something like this is
through a website which is already established. Oxford University Faculty of
History led the way some years ago with History Off the Shelf (HOTS)
http://hots.modhist.ox.ac.uk/boards/invboard/index.php.1 ‘The site is moderated
by Oxford students, and sixth formers can sign in and start debates on any
topic which interests them (perhaps the issues raised in their next essay?).
Perhaps inevitably many of those who post on the site are students hoping to
go to Oxford, but this is not an exclusive site and it would be good to encour-
age more students to use it. The Historical Association (HA) has also pioneered
online debates with their ‘Centenary Debates’. These were moderated by an
historian and the intention is that there will be further debates for all key
stages in the future. Once teachers are confident in using external sites they
can begin to develop ‘in-house’ debates. This can involve setting a question
before a seminar is held in class and obliging all members of the class to post
a contribution before the lesson. This can help students overcome nervous-
ness at speaking in front of their peers, by enabling them to try out ideas and
respond to others before the actual seminar. Face-to-face discussion then
improves because the groundwork is completed before the seminar. One con-
sideration is the need to provide feedback to students on the quality and use-
fulness of their posts. This encourages participation and helps to develop
skills further, as well as being part of the traditional role of teachers.

•• Preparation for roleplay or class debates. Prior posting on the site can be
developed further as preparation for roleplay or a formal debate in class.
Students could be asked to post a biography and character assessment of
whichever historical person they are to play. Others can comment on their
accuracy and add material. The teacher can post sources, including cartoons,
speeches, or photographs which relate to the characters, to start students
off, or they can be asked to find their own. Anything which makes students
use and transform material rather than just regurgitating it develops higher
order thinking skills. A further step can be taken by making links with other
schools doing the same courses and holding debates across the internet,
either in real time if the logistics allow or over a set period of time, with

1 A very useful and impressive new site, The History Faculty, has recently launched and provides
resources – for example, historians’ podcasts and opportunities for online discussion. It is
available at: www.thehistoryfaculty.com/.



moderation by the teachers. This can be very motivating as no student
wants to see their school as inferior.

•• Source work. This can be developed in the same way as debate by posting
various sources and asking students to comment on them online before
they are used in class. Students can also be asked to find and post their own
sources and justify their usefulness to the rest of the group. The sources can
also be used to answer questions or create narratives of various kinds.

•• Wikis and websites. Students will probably have more facility in develop-
ing these than some of their teachers. On a VLE they can be viewed by the
rest of the group in a way which is impossible with paper resources and the
resources produced one year can be used critically by next year’s students. 

•• Contact with historians and local universities. Most institutions of
Higher Education are keen to develop links with the local community and
VLE makes it easier. It might be possible to post podcasts of relevant lectures
for sixth formers to use. Historians could moderate and judge web-based
debates either within a school or between two or more schools. They might
be willing to be on the end of email for a fixed period of time to answer
questions about particular topics being studied. 

•• Groupwork. Many of the activities described can be undertaken either in
groups or individually, with all the advantages of groupwork for developing
team skills as well as providing encouragement and challenge. Some of the
disadvantages of groupwork, such as the need to find times and places to
meet can also be overcome in a virtual environment. Debates and mock tri-
als can be prepared in groups and then take place either in class or online. 

•• Assessment. There are huge possibilities here for students to engage in peer
assessment and group activities to help them understand the requirements
of the exam and how to meet them. Essays can be posted for students to
mark and comment on, they can be annotated, answers can be prepared in
groups with different students taking responsibility for different parts of the
answer. Commentary can then be provided by the teacher or by an exam-
iner and ways to improve an answer can be highlighted. 

Overall the advantages of VLEs will become more apparent as time progresses,
as students and teachers become more familiar with the technology and as
technical support in schools develops. It is vital that they are seen as supple-
menting and enhancing the role of the teacher, not supplanting it. Class meet-
ings are still the place where most learning will take place but with careful use
of a VLE that learning can be more productive and the role of the teacher
should be more clearly focused on ensuring that each student’s learning
needs are being met, rather than just providing notes. Students will still need
to make notes, they will still need to produce written work, they will still need
to be monitored and guided through face-to-face contact with their teachers.
A VLE can provide space to prepare for oral work, but mock trials, debates,
question and answer sessions and discussions are more likely to take place
productively in class situations rather than videoconferencing. 
VLEs should not replace relationships between teacher and student but

should help to make the requirements of courses more transparent. They



provide the opportunity for students to collaborate and communicate, to
access learning materials and to engage in productive and meaningful dis-
cussion with each other and with those outside the immediate school
environment. They can be initially accessed in a relatively low-level way
and then develop as the confidence and familiarity of the teacher with
them grows. VLEs are only useful if students and teachers are engaged by
them; they are also only as useful as the content put in and have no virtue
in themselves. It is pointless to put a lot of effort into producing one if it
is just there because senior management have demanded it, if no produc-
tive use is made of it. Students have to believe in it, which means that they
have to be constantly directed to it, until its use becomes second nature,
and the material and links provided have to be of real use to the students.

The personal or individual study

This is something about which my department feels passionately as it is
the main opportunity for sixth form students to engage in ‘real’ history, from
finding a topic and setting a question, to constructing a bibliography,
researching, reaching a judgement and writing it up in a scholarly way,
avoiding plagiarism and correctly referencing all sources.
It is the point in the study of A level History when all the skills and

knowledge which have been developed over the course come together and
students have to consolidate and use them for themselves. They have to
go beyond information provided by the teacher and the basic text book
and become familiar with different ways of accessing information: school
and local libraries, websites, journals etc. Some may even engage in origi-
nal research using primary sources. 
To access the top levels in the mark scheme students also have to engage in

historiography and produce a critical evaluation of historians’ interpretations.
The thought of this can be intimidating at the start of an A2 course and

the tasks need to be broken down into a manageable process, starting with
the choice of topic. 
Some students have a clear idea of what topic they want to focus on for

their personal study. It might be something which has always interested
them or something which they have never had the chance to study for-
mally before. Others are completely overwhelmed by the vastness of the
possibilities. Both types of student need close supervision and support at
this stage, as the quality of the final study and the ease with which it is
completed is very dependent on the suitability of the initial choice of subject
and the precise question chosen. Students need to be shown the marking
criteria at this stage to ensure that they choose a topic which enables them
to meet those criteria. They also need to see a selection of studies produced
by previous students to give them a model to work towards. If they are to
show how historians can hold different views on a topic then it makes
sense to choose something about which there is a clear argument or debate
and readily accessible historiography; if they need to focus on significance,



then how well a topic can exemplify that must be considered at this stage. 
Once students have a topic in mind they need to explore the availabil-

ity of sources through school and local libraries and the use of electronic
resources. There is no point in pursuing a topic, however intrinsically
worthwhile, if the resources are difficult to access.
Next students need to form an appropriate question. Guidance is avail-

able from the examination boards on this and often takes the form of
advice on the use of appropriate stems so that the question will enable the
student to meet the assessment criteria. It is useful if a department keeps a
list of questions tackled by students in the past; a section of the depart-
ment’s VLE could be devoted to this.
Then the hard work starts. Students need to read and make notes in a

more sophisticated and independent way than they have usually done
before. If they develop these skills properly it will make the transition to
university study much easier as well as enabling the production of a high
quality individual study. 

Reading

One of the issues to be considered is students’ existing conception of the
purpose and practice of reading. Wineburg (2001) has repeatedly remarked
on the differences in the ways that professional historians and students of
history in North America approach historical texts. He believes it is neces-
sary for historians to ‘share their mental habits’ with students, showing
them ‘how to get started when they lack necessary information, how to pre-
pare their minds to deal with new topics, how to develop a hunch’. Teachers
need to demonstrate to their students the importance of reading critically,
for interpretation rather than the accumulation of facts. Students who are
only used to using photocopies, handouts or a single textbook are ill-served
when it comes to the production of an individual study and will certainly
struggle with the requirements of reading at university. Sources need to be
more than the short gobbets often encountered, which can be seen as illus-
trative or as alternative repositories of information, rather than offering
insights into different interpretations. The skills of skim reading, ‘gutting’
texts and sorting the relevant from the irrelevant may not have been essen-
tial up to this point in the study of history at school, but they are vital at
university and invaluable in the production of the individual study.
Increasingly A level textbooks dispose of contested knowledge and present
history as a series of facts to be learned, often closely targeted on potential
examination questions. They become something akin to ‘set’ texts. Such
‘badged’ books are liked by both students and teachers because they seem to
contain everything needed for success in a particular course, but history as
higher level study cannot be comprehended adequately from such a ‘core’
text. The great benefit of the personal study is that it is impossible to con-
struct a good one from such sources; reading and notemaking have to be
much more sophisticated activities than such sources allow.



Teachers need to provide challenge for students and guide them in their read-
ing. Rather than being provided with pre-digested summaries, students should
be pointed towards whole chapters, whole articles, ‘difficult’ texts. In order to
prepare AS students for the construction of the personal study at A2, the expec-
tation should be that from the start of the course each essay should have a bib-
liography of at least three items and proper referencing should be demonstrated
and encouraged. Teachers should be trying to introduce students to the idea of
history as a discipline. Specialist sixth form magazines are often the easiest way
to quickly get hold of some ‘real’ historians’ ideas and start this process. 
Teachers should share their own reading and developing understanding of

topics with students, so that they can see that our understanding changes
over time and with further reading and research. Each generation creates
its own interpretations and a teacher is likely to have a different view of top-
ics after 20 or more years teaching than they had as an undergraduate.
Students need to be taught to think about what they are reading for: is it
information or interpretation and is there any conflict between the two? 
The skills of historical reading must be constantly reinforced; it needs to be

recognised that for many 16 and 17 year olds the written word is no longer
the main medium of communication, and they need to be taught the skills
of reading. Students have a tendency to read unselectively and uncritically
and this is something which needs to be addressed if they are to achieve
higher levels of thinking. They will not necessarily recognise different genres
of writing or focus on the motivation of the writer or the purpose of the piece …
There is a tendency to think that if a historian wrote something it either must
be true, or that it is less reliable than an account by an eye-witness because
the historian was not there at the time. There is a place for reading fiction,
which can be a way into a period for students, to help them get a ‘feel’ for a
time or a place which might otherwise be very alien to them, but they must
understand the difference between this and ‘historical’ writing.
Teachers increasingly need to be aware of the possibilities of electronic

media as a powerful research tool for students. Subscriptions to websites
such as that of History Today can be very cost effective compared to equip-
ping a library or having a full range of textbooks and using such sites
develops important research skills for students. Equally there are many
excellent television programmes available now and access to these on
video or DVD can help students. They do need to understand however
that such programmes are also ‘authored’ and need to be approached with
the same skills and caution as a written text. 

Notemaking and the construction of an historical narrative

Once the skills of reading have been mastered, students need to think about
writing, both in terms of notemaking and in terms of constructing an his-
torical narrative. Notemaking is a skill which students need to develop
independently both in preparation for the production of an individual



study and for further study at university. Early in their A level course they
can be provided with choices, for example being expected to summarise
the main points of a chapter or article, but to do so in their preferred for-
mat, be it flow chart, mindmap or linear notes. Notes should focus on the
transformation rather than the acquisition of knowledge, so that rather
than being provided with comprehensive handouts, students are expected
to create notes from a range of sources and in a variety of forms. There are
many ways to help students with notemaking in the early days of their A
level course: from textbooks, guided by handouts which give them page
references; for homework, sometimes with frameworks given by the
teacher and in class, from the teacher explaining things to them. Even
notemaking from the teacher talking can be an active and engaging activ-
ity as long as students feel comfortable in interjecting comments and ques-
tions which are welcomed and encouraged by the teacher. 
Thoughtful teachers should ask what notes students need, and why, and not

just use the production of notes as a comfort blanket for student and teacher.
They need to consider whether notes are a record of a lesson, or a topic,
whether they will be used for revision, or to write an essay. They also need to
consider whether different purposes require different forms of notemaking. If
students can make good notes at AS, this should help them when they have
to research a topic for their individual study. They will then have to make
notes independently without guidance and frameworks provided by the
teacher and this is a skill which needs to be developed throughout their stud-
ies. 
Most of the work students do will end in the construction of an histori-

cal narrative, whether for the personal study, or in exam answers, or in an
oral presentation. Students who have been taught to think critically about
reading and notemaking should find the final step of constructing an his-
torical narrative much easier. Thinking critically about what is involved
and the criteria for judging the worth of a piece of historical writing is yet
another skill which needs to be developed throughout the sixth form.
It can be seen, therefore, that there are many ways to encourage students

in their ‘struggle’ for independence during their sixth form years. It is a
challenge for both teachers and students to let go of the more passive ways
of teaching and learning which can lead to success in terms of achieving
grades, but which do not help students to develop their potential intellec-
tually and are less satisfying professionally for teachers. Students who do
develop higher level thinking skills, who can read critically and with
understanding, who can transform knowledge rather than merely receiving
it, are the sort of students who will be welcomed into institutions of higher
education and who will have a headstart towards success. 


