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NOTES FROM THE OTHER SIDE: TEACEING HISTORY
IN THE PRONT LINF STATES
by Nell Parsons

I hope to join you today. But who knows, maybe I can't.
86 hare ara notes of what I would hanve sald a couple of
months enrlier.

I have been asked to salk from my experience in Zombla,
Swazilond, Zimbabwe sand Botswana, over the past 16 years.
It bagan with university tenching, and continued into
educationnl resenrch, ascompanied by writing sanlor and
Junior secondnry textbook materlal and sitting on many
ourriculum development committess.

When I arrlved in Znmbla, it was little more thyn siz
years after independence.’ . The University's Hlstory
curriculum still assumed thnt students hnd been through
the colonial educational system, kmew little or no African
or Znmbisn hlstory ond needed to have crash courses in them.
Year 1 was 'Zamblae and Nelghbouring Areas from Eprllest
Times to the Present Day'!, and was tought by a tenm of four
or five lecturers.

After a couple of yeanrs we changed this, becnuse students
hnd now had thelr 111 of unntionnl(ist} history in secondary
school, found 1% a llttle boring to face it sgain lmmediately,
and needed new atimulation - ns well ns a new Hlatory course
better intemrated into the still developlng Economlc and
Socinl Studiass gurriculum of the Unlversity. So we gave
them n Yenr I course looklng at mnjJor themes of three
Third World arens that were very unfamiliar to them -
the Middle East, Indiu, and China, China was & blg hit.

The next yenr we substituted Iatin Amerlca for Indin.
Students could now progress to Year II, and to more convent-
fonal Afriecan/Western history, hopefully refreshed by the
new perspectives,

The Unliverslity of Zumbin nlso offered drgrees by
correspondence studies, The ides had been that anyone, with
very minimal quallficatlions, could have a orack at dolng
externnlly the same courses sg{well qualifled)internal
gtudents., At first we trlsd to give correspondence students
the same Year I course ns internnl students - a unit by
unit coursa of mimeo'd@ "lectures", supported by set books
and by nurerous extracts from other books and scholarly
articles as reading. But our correspondence students were
no greem shoots stralght® out of school. They were mostly
30-45 year old primary teachers, with limited budgets, who
wanted to upgrade themselves and join the burgeoning
buraaucratic ellte. Half dropped out during the year, nnd
otharg falled the oxam, So we were certainly supporting
the elitist principle of educntlon as a never stopping
train from whlch the nmajority of pnssengers were thrown
with dreadful injury at each station.
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Most of our correspondsnce students wera confused by all
the scholnrly paraphernalia that we threw at them. They
tried to plaglarise it, completaly lgnores 1t, or more usuvally
regurgitated'common prejudlices and whet they had learnt in
gchool themselves.

So we completsaly redesigned our Year I Hiatory course to
de-pduente and then re-educnte correspondence students -
to claar their minds of colonlnl cobwebs. We bagan"the new
course by attacklng tha pregonception of“"primitive” fnd' . -
foivilized"peoplss,nnd systemutlcally unenrthed Lhe prajgdloes
of thes colonisl currieculum through “Bus?:en: n?dd"%nntxkigg
Conquast and Colonizntion. Thus one unit started by asking
1fn3hlte pagple had bullt Grent Zimbnbwejthe unmit taught throuah:
ridiouling the idea. (While with internal students the iden
wns 8o allen thnt wa had barely mentloned 1t except as un

aside.)

In Swazlland T bacama involved in writing iunior =econdury
materials for Botswanm, Losotho smnd Swazilmnd. It had sterted
in 1973 when teachers from the three countries, ot & History
Workshop, resolved to replace the existing, tronsitionsl
and semi-colonial Hlstory syllabus and toxtbook., That took
snother six  years before tha firat book of a multi-authored
Boleswn Junlor Certificate Hlstory of Southern Afrien
{Heinemann, 1979-81} nppenred.

The initial plan was for one tencher from each country
to be glven a year off to write the books. But no Hinlstry
of Hducatlon would swallow that. And 1t also transpired
that, left to thelr own devices, teachers were so unsure
nbout the naw scholarly history that they merely bowdlerifad
br " Africanlzed the information in old eolonlul textbooks

~ rather than writing anything radlcally new in Informutlon
and Interpretation., So the academies bogan to hijuck the
writing and editing of the books - revealling that muny of
thelr concepts were pratty nirblown when reduced to slmpler
langunree, ‘

Frustrated with the interminndle process of bargaining,
and the compromises remched, I rasolved to jump shead und
write a "new history" for genlor secondnry schools on my owr.
I started from the poilnt of vlew of whant I expected my
students to have studied: befora they came lnto Year IIat
university. It had alwnys frustrated me that, while I wanted
to go beyond names and events into Interpretutlons st Yenr II-IIX
umiverslty level, I was always stuek with reluting so much
background narrative when teaching Southern African history.
Students had never heard, say, of Claments Kadalie before.
Byt I could not hlawe them, given the textbooks on Southern
African history that they hed had ut secondury level.

A further incentlve to writing the book wns the zrowing
population of youns Soweto refugees in Swnzilund, who éeemnd

to balieve that the history of Afriecan resist o
i th Ehemeaioat an resistonce had Lezun

The reéult of three or four yenrs lobour 1is
mf oY r yer ‘ enlled A Ney
Fistgry of Southern Afrien, published two or three yeuars later
by ﬁa?mi}lnn (1902}, It has holf 1t orlsingl Lext and
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1llustrations, und now peters out norith of the Llmpopo
instead of in Katanza/Shaba. Still 1t is » long book, und
has been criticlzed for trying to cover “every domn tribe"
south of the Limpopd ~ 20 that people everyuhere can put thelr
locnl history in widar context.

Sikce moving (back) to Botswuna slx years ugo, I've written
a {tuwo part) Junlor secondary History texthook for Zimbybwe,
#nd have participated 1n the death of Jjunior secondary History
in Rotswana.

I wui becams marglnonlly involved Lln the first ever Hlatoxy
textbocka wrltten and published for liberated Zimbabwe
by the new Zimbabwe Publishing House., I was a reader for -~
an upper primary text und then the first bock of &« junlor
gecondary text. I was fronkly dlasappolnted by the manuscript
of tha Ilntter, sulong simllar lines to my frustratlon wlth the
Bolasua Junior Certificate History. I susgested thut an
uvowedly Bocinligt Lextbook should concern itsalf more with
questions of Production and Struggle: these two catchirords -
wers then trumpeted in the introduction while the text was
lurmely unaltered.

When I was asked to write a rival textbook, for the new
Zimbnbwe loweX: ssogndary asyllsbus (from Australoplithesous to
Apnrtheid, with excursions to Anclent Ezypt and the Industrial
Rovolution and Modern Ching), I therefore ugreed., The
charllenge was how to Focus on Froductlon and Strusgle, from
a damperatic Rociulist (not soelal democratl) perspective,
while waintalning reader imterést. The alternative, as I had
sean, wus to lurd a conventlonal nakrative wlth odd outbursts
of compleX Scientific Socislist terminoclogzy. The result,
called Focus on History (College, 1985~86?, has not yat been
properly critiqued.

In Botswang, junlor secondary Hlstory has been dissolved
by bureauczratlc fimt ond intenrated into a new Soclal Studles
syllubng togathar with Geography and Development Studies.
Protests by exponents of the three dlssolved subjects have bheen
followad by a ereative strugple in reuriting the new syllabus.
Ag first concelvaed, Soelal Studles was merely the splicing
togethar of Geogrnphy smd History - and getting rid of the
suppogadly subversive qualities of Developmant Studies, which
had contrasted capltunlist and soclallst and Afriean paths of
development, Then, uaing s Nigerian precedent, we began to
lutegrate Geosraphy and History around stories involving local
children, foocussing on Banvironmentsl lasues. That pretty well
digasted Geography, but left greut gollops of raw History
a8 well as globs of Clvica and Culture,

Now we seem to be moving towards & more dialectical:uppromch
uslng the twin themes of Environment ¢nd Development - thus
abstracting the mnjor themes of the old Geokraphy and History,
and geelng them as continually Interucting, OFf course thare
are dangers of "environwental determinism®, or of seelng
development as a unilineur motor of progress, rather than
faclng the contradictions reveanled. To paraphruse the hilstorimm |
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Terence Ronger st the Hurare hilstory conference in 1983,
effective study of history can only rise out of exposing
the (locnl, national, internptlonal) contradlictlons in
goclety. In Botswanu, questions of the environment (viz.
Kalnhari) envelope nearly all questions of development (viz.
cattle) - and are at the root of class strugsles pust and
ptesgent,

Botawann is presently moving btownrds universal education
to junior secondnry level (Standards 1-% in loenl rurluncel,
and the Social Studies curriculum is in n state of flux.
The confusion of a new junlor secondanry syllabuas angexed
tenchars until the Ministry of Educntion bergn brlated workshops
in the dlgtehots. But there is now n growlng consnnsus on
the core of the syllabug, while recognising thot adsption te
loeal clrcumstunces in each distrlet 1s the next tusk.

Concluslons

The experlences relpted nbove seem to show that no syllabus,
and cartainly no textbook, 1s for ever, or for everyone.

The curriculun as n whole has to bhe adaptable over the yeurs,
and to different constitueneles notably uge-groups end
rerionnl/oultural groups - whil® maintalning enough intezrity
to satisfy 'national' needs,

This implies the need for a progresslve aprronch in
rewriting syllabl by stages. To quote a Hozambleosn curriculum
development officer to me in 1982, "First we had to nantlonalize
the currioculum, Thet we hove done. Now wa hnve to socinlize
the curriculum, This we are dolng. Next we hove to lnternmtion-
nlize the curriculvm, But that's probably o long way off,
in the 1990s."

One has to clenr out the coloninl cobwebs. But in so
doing one must recognize that (through virtuslly no fault
of their own) the cobwebs ara in the minds of the exlsting
teachers, "New men", or rather new people, do not come popping
out of a revolution lilte robots, On the contrary one should
make & virtue out of human fnllibility, and learn by recognising
and then bullding on from previous mistakes.

The other "lesson" that many be lenrnt from the nbove
experlences is the need to udapt syllabl to different lkinds
of puplls or students, There are two separate questions to
answer in each cnse = what te learn, and how to leurn 1it.

What to learn is o politically wvexutlous question that must
relect the interests of those who set the syllabl. 4
dletatorinl state will simply dictate the syllabus content -
ond in the most extreme case exmctly how the syllabus should
be taught lesson by lesson. The problem 1s how to preserve
demoorstle inltiantive from the roots - students, teachers,
parents, others - und to combine it with guidellines for somn
kind of nationnl uniformity and for the students to progress
ohwards ih an Inteerated system of educntion. '
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'How to learn’ often gets ruther lost in the political
burgaining in committees over sylinbus content. It 1s purtly
8 matter of whut order to leurn things in, Myny sylladbus
writers have realised the dunger of aluwanys putting the eurliest
history nt the begin égg of the hilstory ourriculum, It
results in often theﬁ plex history being studied in the most
simple way. But I will not argde the point here, 4As Samuel
Johnson once said, 1t doesn't remlly mather. It's llke
disputing which leg to put in which trouser leg, while all
the while your bottom 1s cold and bare., While you dispute
which of two things your child should learn first, the other
child has legrnt them both,

Most of the educatlonsl theory tnught in tencher training
1p -of not much practlenl uvse for History. History 1z &
humanity appesling to the growth of intellect and imagination,
rathar than a mathenabical-type subjact testing s6-called
intelligence, The best wa¥ to leurn about how to teuch History
1s to obsarve what kinds of reading snd other enfeypedt. 't -
sparks dirfeyent. peoplels intelleets -and irnglnation.

The historlan Kleran Egan has pointed to the curricular
fallacy of trying to staurt off smmll children with study of
their homes and local communitles, when what they want are
falry tales and drean worlds., Upper primary, on the other
hend, is ripe for romantic History in tgles of heross end
villalns, Junior secondary is beginning to move intoe philo-
sophlonl speculantion about the meaning of things, why the
world is ae 1% '1ls, or was as 1t was. Whlle students become
more skeptical nbout such total explanations by the time they
enter collaege. :

Politicul conglidarations nuy determing that the oywyiculum
must have "expanding horizons" from household through local
community through national und international levels. But
thyt does not solve, and uayy well ezucerbyte, your problems in
teaching the syllabus. .

W » » % .

The experience of other countries in Southern Africa begs
quastlons for People’s Educatlon in South Afyien tomorrow.

Aa nn outsidar, my understanding of -yout'situstion is limited.
But I nssume that People's Educatlon means popular purticipatlon
in setting the syllabus, in tenching 1t, and in writing its
taxts; and that you gre faced by the perennlal problen of v
'the people! versus *the exparts!. (Whioh isn't really s problem
u8 long es they continually challenge each other constructively.}

The experience of othar countries sugrests the real problens
coma in the settling~down period s couple of years after the
"ravolution'. When a bright new junlior secondary syllubus
wag Iintroduvced ln .- Zambla, cld people were veary happy to
come into the elassroom, or to talk to euger young interviewers,
for the flrst year -~ snd possibly for the second year. But ’
they tired of repstitlon snd begun to boycott the new popular
hlstory, all for a quliet life. The only seeming ulternative
far achools was to bring a party hnck inte the c¢lussroom, whose-
main purpose was often to tell the kids that Tpfiependence
hud been the be-all and the end-nll of history. And temchars,
Yho1aftnr &1l also want a qulet life, all too often gave up
Trvine +mn .



