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Social representations of history are fundamental in forming social iden-
tities and are consequently critical for understanding intergroup rela-
tions. Social psychological approaches are vital for understanding how 
history education can contribute to conflict transformation and reconcili-
ation processes. In this volume, we discuss the effects, models and impli-
cations of history teaching in relation to conflict transformation with 
an emphasis on how social psychological theories can enrich our under-
standing of history teaching in relation to conflict transformation and 
reconciliation processes.

This book is based on the contributions made by members of COST 
Action IS 1205, “Social psychological dynamics of historical represen-
tations in the enlarged European Union” coming from various coun-
tries who specialize in the study of post-conflict societies. In addition to 
COST IS 1205 members, renowned academics were also invited to offer 
an international perspective on the role of history teaching in conflict 
transformation including contributors from North and South America.

The contributors comprise a mix of well-established, mid-career and 
young researchers and academics who study various actors and factors 
involved in history education ranging from policy making, school cur-
ricula, textbooks, civil society organizations, teachers and teaching prac-
tices themselves. Many of the contributors are particularly interested in 
the role of social representations of the past and of history, and of the 
role of group-based emotions in intergroup conflicts and reconciliation 

Preface and acknowledgements
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processes. The contributors are also in the in processes of prejudice 
reduction, intergroup contact, apologies, guilt, shame, regret, forgive-
ness, moral exemplars and conflict transformation. They all draw on vari-
ous social psychological theories that attempt to understand processes of 
conflict transformation and reconciliation in the context of post-coloni-
alism, post-cold-war transition, post-conflict societies, genocide and the 
holocaust drawing valuable links between social psychological theories 
and various aspects of history education.

A distinct characteristic of this volume is that it stresses the impor-
tance of an approach to history teaching that is transformative at all lev-
els of analysis (intrapersonal, interpersonal, intergroup/positional and 
social representational/ideological). The list of contributors comprises 
social, developmental, cognitive and educational psychologists, historians 
and educators referring to various social psychological theories and mod-
els to better understand the way that history teaching could be enriched 
from an interdisciplinary perspective. Such an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive is described as transformative history teaching, in another outcome of 
the COST IS1205 network of researchers which is the publication of the 
“Recommendations for the History Teaching of Intergroup Conflicts” 
(Psaltis et al. 2017). Transformative history teaching attempts a critical 
understanding of the conflictual past through the cultivation of histori-
cal thinking, empathy, an overcoming of ethnocentric narratives and the 
promotion of multiperspectivity.

The first part of this volume discusses the state of the art from an 
international perspective on developments relating to (a) history text-
book writing in post-conflict societies (b) work from international, 
regional and local civil society organizations on history teaching and rec-
onciliation with the purpose of identifying the various strategies, theo-
ries and models that inspired these initiatives and the extent to which 
they draw on social psychological theory explicitly or implicitly in con-
flict transformation processes, and (c) lay representations of people in 
relation to master narratives in post-conflict societies in South Eastern 
Europe (Croatia, Serbia) and the Eastern Mediterranean (Cyprus) that 
give ample evidence of the pernicious effects of adherence to master nar-
ratives at the representational level as a block to conflict transformation, 
reconciliation and political compromise.

The second part of the volume deals with the question of perpetra-
tor–victim dynamic and the specific tensions arising from the asymmetri-
cal configurations of these different contexts (colonialism and holocaust) 
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when it comes to the question of how to best deal with the legacies of 
the past, ingroup past wrongdoings, master narratives and counter-nar-
ratives as well as the phenomenon of genocide and the holocaust in a 
way that can be informed by social psychological theory. This part makes 
clear that well-established approaches in history teaching, in this context, 
can be problematic not only because they fail to achieve their proclaimed 
reconciliation or moral aims but because they often run the danger of 
reproducing problematic aspects of history teaching that fail to promote 
the historical thinking skills of the students.

The third part focuses on history textbooks and teachers as the main 
mediators of classroom teaching practice in post-transition and post-
conflict settings that pose unique challenges due to the fact of reversals 
in asymmetric configurations of status and power. In such contexts, one 
interesting question is how history teachers from both the new and old 
minorities adjust to the rapture of a transition into a new constitution of 
a newly established nation state. The chapters of this section make clear 
the important role of the quality of deliberations and communication 
around textbook writing and actual teaching practice.

finally, in the fourth part of the volume the focus moves to pedagogy 
and a comparison of various possible approaches that could be taken in 
post-conflict settings at the level of both formal and non-formal edu-
cation through the work of civil society organizations. The context of 
Israel, Northern Ireland and Cyprus is very relevant to explore such 
questions because they all have by now gathered a lot of experience on 
the topic of this volume either through research on history teaching or 
through reflection on the work of civil society organizations in this field.

The concluding chapter written by M. Carretero, a co-editor of the 
volume, draws on his experience on history teaching in relation to pat-
riotism, nationalism, social identity processes and reconciliation in vari-
ous parts of the world. It tries to be a reflective commentary establishing 
a meaningful relation between present trends in history education and 
how to rethink them in relation to the teaching of historical contents in 
post-conflict societies. Therefore, this chapter tries to focus not only on 
what to teach but also on how to teach it and how this could contribute 
to conflict transformation. Also, this chapter intends to develop a mean-
ingful relation between social psychology contributions and present ideas 
coming from history education, historiography and related fields.

we have enjoyed the process of preparing our edited volume and 
in particular the support of our colleagues and friends who have been 
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helpful and challenging at the same time. Believing that our work will 
be useful for academics and practitioners living and working in (post-)
conflict contexts has sustained us with positive energy throughout this 
process. we want to especially thank members of the COST Action IS 
1205 (http://www.cost.eu/COST_Actions/isch/IS1205) coming from 
various European countries and beyond.

COST IS 1205 is supported by COST (European Cooperation in 
Science and Technology), which is a pan-European intergovernmental 
framework. Its mission is to enable breakthrough scientific and techno-
logical developments leading to new concepts and products and thereby 
contribute to strengthening Europe’s research and innovation capacities. 
It allows researchers, engineers and scholars to jointly develop their own 
ideas and take new initiatives across all fields of science and technology, 
while promoting multi- and interdisciplinary approaches. COST aims at 
fostering a better integration of less research intensive countries to the 
knowledge hubs of the European Research Area. The COST Association, 
an International not-for-profit Association under Belgian Law, integrates 
all management, governing and administrative functions necessary for 
the operation of the framework. The COST Association has currently 36 
Member Countries (www.cost.eu).

without the intellectual and experiential contributions of researchers 
and academics from this COST Action and the generous funding from 
COST for the various working group meetings, this volume would not 
have been possible. we would like to extend special thanks to the chair 
of the COST Action IS 1205, Laurent Licata, who originally had the 
idea of such a volume in a meeting of COST IS 1205 working groups 2 
and 4 in Cyprus.

we also would like to thank our publishers for their enthusiasm, 
encouragement and support and specifically Eleanor Christie, Laura 
Aldridge and Andrew James.

Charis Psaltis would like to thank all contributors for their valuable 
chapters and their enthusiasm for this project. He would also like to 
thank his co-editors; without them, this volume would not become a 
reality. Last but not least, he wishes to thank his wife Chara Makriyianni 
not only for her own pioneering work, in this field, in the civil society of 
Cyprus but also the valuable discussions along the process of writing up 
parts of this book. Last but not least, for her sacrifice of a lot of her valu-
able time taking care of Maximos when he could not be around due to 
the editing of the volume. Charis hopes that this volume will contribute 
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to both the process of reconciliation in Cyprus and other parts of the 
world and the cultivation of critically minded citizens so that children of 
the world like Maximos live in a more peaceful and co-operative world 
compared to the one we currently experience.

Mario Carretero would like to thank all the members of the COST 
IS 1205 Project, and particularly Charis Psaltis who invited him to be 
co-editor of this volume, because their intellectual inputs were essential 
to achieve a better understanding of history education in post-conflicts 
societies. He would also like to thank Prof. Giovanna Leone and the 
CORIS Department of La Sapienza University (Rome) who supported 
his fellowship as Visiting Scholar for one semester providing excellent 
academic conditions for his work on this book.

Sabina Čehajić-Clancy wishes to thank her colleagues and friends 
that have mentored and supported her throughout her career as a psy-
chologist working in conflict environments, especially Rupert Brown, 
Emanuele Castano and Eran Halperin. She would also like to thank 
her parents and her husband for their unconditional support, love and 
faith. She dedicates this volume to Noah and Ardan, her two greatest 
 achievements.

Nicosia, Cyprus  
Madrid, Spain  
Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
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History Teaching to Promote Positive 
Community Relations in Northern Ireland: 

Tensions Between Pedagogy, Social 
Psychological Theory and Professional 

Practice in Two Recent Projects

Alan McCully and Jacqueline Reilly

introduction

Prior to the Belfast (Good friday) Agreement (1998), Northern Ireland 
(NI) experienced 30 years of violent political conflict, which was widely 
but simplistically portrayed as a religious conflict; while the protagonist 
communities were broadly labelled Catholic and Protestant, these reli-
gious labels signify political, cultural and national identity preferences 
and objectives. The label Catholic is associated with mainly Nationalist 
or Republican and Irish identities, with a reunification of the island of 
Ireland as an objective. The label Protestant is associated with mainly 
Unionist or Loyalist and British identities, with NI remaining part of 
the United kingdom (Uk) as an objective. The Good friday Agreement 
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1998, recognising both groups and establishing a consociational 
devolved government, led to a greatly reduced level of violence, but 
the two communities remain polarised in many ways. This polarisation 
persists in a segregated education system with a large majority of pupils 
attending schools, which are classed as Controlled (mainly Protestant 
pupils) or Maintained (mainly Catholic pupils) with a small and very 
slowly growing integrated sector attended by approximately 7% of pupils 
(furey et al. 2016, p. 3). A major focus of government continues to 
aspire to improvement in community relations, with a range of policy 
documents produced since 1998 leading to the Shared Future, Together 
Building a United Community strategy (Northern Ireland Government 
2013) backed up by a raft of legislation. The latter seeks to ensure equal-
ity and requires that service providers and public sector organisations ful-
fil a duty to promote good relations.

Since the outbreak of violence in NI in 1968, educators have 
responded in three ways to bring about a more peaceful society: by 
seeking to break down this segregated education system and creating 
common schools; by accepting segregation as a reality and fostering 
meaningful contact between institutions to break down barriers; and by 
pursuing societal change through curriculum innovation irrespective of 
whatever school structures are in place. These approaches have evolved 
and overlapped, as the political situation has moved towards post-con-
flict, but essentially all three strategies currently continue to be visible 
(Gallagher 2004, pp. 119–135; 2016).

The curriculum in NI remains one that is predominantly organised 
through established subject disciplines, but since the introduction of stat-
utory provision in the 1990s (revised in 2007) it contains overarching 
objectives which aspire to bettering community relations, thus implicitly 
contributing to group reconciliation (Smith 2005; CCEA 2007). These 
objectives impact on all subject teachers, but have particular implications 
for teachers of history, which is included in the NI Curriculum at pri-
mary level in key Stages 1 and 2 (ages 5–11 years) as part of the learning 
area ‘The world Around Us’ and also at secondary level in key Stages 
3 and 4 (ages 11–16 years) as a discrete subject; all pupils study history 
to the end of key Stage 3 (age 14). while their established role con-
tinues to be defined by the disciplinary rigour of their subject, history 
teachers are also expected to acknowledge their potential as educators to 
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facilitate greater societal understanding and attitudinal change in young 
people (Richardson and Gallagher 2011; McCully 2012). Consequently, 
curricular and pedagogical innovations have been advocated to advance 
the subject’s social utility, often supported by external funding for spe-
cific projects. Two such recent projects, Facing Our History, Shaping 
the Future (fOHSTf) and Teaching Divided Histories (TDH), are  
featured in this work. fOHSTf, funded variously by the International 
fund for Ireland, the NI Office of the first and Deputy first Minister 
and the Irish Department of foreign Affairs since 2013, provides free 
training for teachers and student teachers as well as workshops and res-
idential courses for pupils. In its first phase, up to 2013, 280 teachers 
and student teachers attended fOHSTf training sessions and 1400 stu-
dents in secondary schools experienced project workshops and residen-
tial courses (ETI 2013, p. 2). TDH is funded by the European Regional 
Development fund under PEACE III. It also provides free training for 
teachers (internationally as well as in NI), and digital resources, lesson 
plans, teaching and evaluation materials are available to download from 
the website. In all, 84 teachers from 24 schools on both sides of the Irish 
border attended TDH training between 2011 and 2014 to prepare them 
to work with students in the 14- to 15-year-old age group (Gannon 
2014, p. 7).

Education addressing community relations in Northern Ireland has 
been extensively researched, yet interestingly, individual academic dis-
ciplines at tertiary level have tended to concentrate on different areas. 
Educationalists have focused on curriculum issues, associated resources 
and pedagogy, while social psychologists have mainly explored the 
dynamics, effects and implications of cross-cultural contact on young 
peoples’ attitudes and behaviour. Thus, potentially fertile areas for 
interdisciplinary collaboration between history educators and social 
psychologists may have been neglected. This chapter examines the aspi-
rations of the NI Curriculum (with a focus on history) to contribute to 
greater community understanding and the expectation, as illustrated by 
fOHSTf and TDH, that history teaching, and teachers, should accept 
a major responsibility for this. The stances of the two projects are exam-
ined to ascertain the implications for approaches teachers might take 
and the potential benefits of a more explicit relationship between history 
teaching and social psychology concepts and theories are explored.
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history teaching and community relations

Attention has been frequently drawn to the negative use of history in 
conflict situations. The promotion by a dominant group of a partisan 
historical narrative has often been used to support an ideological posi-
tion which bolsters that group’s political control at the expense of those 
deemed ‘suspect’ or ‘inferior’ (Bush and Saltarelli 2000; Smith and Vaux 
2003; Davies 2004; Cole 2007). History teaching has thus often been 
associated with shaping the development of particular forms of national 
identity, particularly in newly independent states (e.g. korostelina 2010). 
Consequently, history teaching is highlighted as an aspect of educa-
tional policy, which needs to respond positively if sustainable peace is to 
be achieved (Smith and Vaux 2003; Cole 2007). Therefore, educational 
reformers in contested contexts have acknowledged that reaching con-
sensus on an agreed common narrative is highly problematic and instead 
have argued for history teaching which adheres to the subject’s discipli-
nary process, thus giving students access to the provisional and contested 
nature of historical knowledge (McCully 2012). Drawing on the work 
of the Schools’ Council History Project (Shemilt 1980) established in 
the 1970s, it is argued that a history curriculum that opens the past up 
to the consideration of different interpretations, provided that these are 
underpinned by valid historical evidence, can provide a greater under-
standing of the nature of conflict and challenge prevailing ideological 
certainties, which are often biased in divided societies. It can open up 
possibilities for greater mutual understanding by acquiring insight into 
the thinking of the ‘other’ and develop critical faculties, which, in turn, 
might help move society beyond conflict, thus contributing to reconcili-
ation. However, the advocacy for enquiry-based multi-perspective his-
tory has tended to run ahead of research studies that confirm its efficacy 
in bringing personal and group transformation. This may result from a 
conviction by progressive educators that a constructivist approach, where 
students actively engage in historical enquiry, analysing, evaluating and 
interpreting sources in order to develop historical interpretations, offers 
a clear pathway in situations where emotive positions are deeply held, 
whether in favour of or against biased conclusions. However, there is 
a small body of empirical research with young people that does (ten-
tatively) indicate positive outcomes from an enquiry approach (Barton 
and McCully 2005, 2010, 2012; Goldberg 2013; kolikant and Pollack 
2015).
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As early as the 1970s, innovative teachers in NI saw the potential to 
use evidential enquiry and perspective-taking to prise open students’ 
restricted understandings of the past by challenging partial accounts 
acquired in families and communities. when the first statutory common 
curriculum was introduced in 1991 (three years before the first cease-
fires brought an initial pause to endemic violence and seven years before 
the Good friday Peace Accord), it was notable that the proposals offered 
by the working party set up to advise on history were largely accepted 
by teachers from both unionist and nationalist backgrounds. This was 
despite deep societal divisions and an education system, which reflected 
these divisions. The history curriculum at secondary level (compulsory 
for ages 11–14) harnessed the disciplinary framework to the study of 
key events from Ireland’s past. Students were asked to study periods of 
history deemed essential for understanding the history of Ireland, but 
importantly, these were placed within wider British and European con-
texts (DENI 1991). The document argued for ‘breadth, balance and 
coherence; that multiple interpretations of events be presented in a bal-
anced way, with equal attention to the experiences and perspectives of 
both communities’. Teaching from a disciplinary base presents peda-
gogical challenges, and teachers have varying degrees of understand-
ing of what is required in implementing this in practice. Apart from the 
challenges of dealing with contentious issues and having to take into 
account the potential influence of their own community allegiances, they 
also have to get beyond the mere transmission of historical knowledge 
to encourage critical thinking among their students (Smith 2005, pp. 
148–150; kitson 2007). Despite this, there is evidence—from academic 
research and government inspection reports—that, in the main, teachers 
value the aims of the curriculum and, despite shortcomings, have tried 
to approach Irish history in a fair and even-handed way (Education and 
Training Inspectorate 2006; McCombe 2006).

As already indicated, research into the impact of historical learn-
ing resulting from the 1991 history curriculum in Northern Ireland 
suggests that it has had some positive outcomes (Barton and McCully 
2005, 2010, 2012). These papers were based on data collection involv-
ing interviews with 253 students, in groups of 2 or 3, from 11 different 
schools representative of a variety of demographic, social and educational 
contexts. findings indicated that the enquiry approach was welcomed by 
young people. It had fostered criticality and had some success in helping 
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them make sense of the range of interpretations of the past they encoun-
ter inside and outside school. However, significant limitations were also 
identified. Despite recognising the more balanced and discursive nature 
of school history when studying Ireland’s past, most students’ think-
ing was nevertheless clearly influenced by their respective community 
perspectives. This raises questions as to the emphasis of current prac-
tice on historical understanding as the basis for challenging partisan his-
tory. This, and other work (McCully 2005; Bell et al. 2010), suggests 
that young people often have strong emotional ties to particular cultural 
and political positions, which may hinder critical thinking processes, par-
ticularly when encountering sensitive historical material. Hence, teachers 
may need to take greater heed of the affective dimension of cognition, 
which is so strongly associated with national and cultural identity, and 
adapt their teaching approaches accordingly. However, little attention, 
to date, has been paid to the potential contribution of theories of social 
cognition, which may have something to offer in terms of understanding 
and addressing these issues.

Research outputs have influenced subsequent curriculum develop-
ments. when the curriculum was revised in 2007, nine years after the 
Belfast (Good friday) peace accord, the enquiry dimension within 
history was consolidated further and the focus on the subject’s social 
utility in a post-conflict context was strengthened. for example, it is 
a statutory requirement of the current provision that teachers explore 
with students the impact of history on their sense of identity, cul-
ture and lifestyle, its role in influencing stereotypes and the way the 
past can be used and abused in contemporary politics (CCEA 2007). 
More explicitly than before, these changes recognise that young peo-
ple’s understanding of the past influences their experiences and views in 
the present, which seems to suggest that there is a potential for social 
psychological theories and concepts to be incorporated into the cur-
riculum. Before probing the two curriculum initiatives, fOHSTf and 
TDH, in terms of content relating to social psychological concepts, first 
it is necessary to examine the potential relationship between social psy-
chology, social cognition and history teaching in divided societies at a 
theoretical level.
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social Psychology, social cognition and history 
teaching

A range of potentially relevant and established social psychological theo-
ries can be identified as relevant to history teaching in a divided soci-
ety, including social categorisation and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and 
Turner 1986), stereotype threat (e.g. Steele 1997) and attribution the-
ory (Heider 1958).

Categorisation has been dubbed ‘the cognitive foundation of all forms 
of prejudice’ (Brown 2010, p. viii). Using an information processing anal-
ogy, one of the prime strategies used for the purpose of avoiding infor-
mation overload is categorisation, which allows us to understand the 
environment rather more easily than if we had to evaluate each stimulus 
individually to identify it. Categorisation in terms of social cognition, then, 
is nothing more than the brain taking useful short cuts to understanding. 
Yet this universal cognitive process has huge implications for those teach-
ing in subject areas such as history, because of its close associations with 
prejudice via stereotyping and with Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and 
Turner 1979), which has been widely applied to research in NI.

Social Identity Theory research over the last three decades has pro-
duced evidence of potential interest to teachers of history and other 
disciplines where identity issues may be significant. It is now well estab-
lished that individuals simultaneously hold multiple social identities, may 
develop new identities and can embrace superordinate identities. In NI, 
the possible utility of a Northern Irish superordinate identity for reduc-
ing sectarian attitudes has long been discussed (Trew 1998). Recent cen-
sus data (NISRA 2011) indicate that this identification is on the increase 
although it must be remembered that those espousing a Northern Irish 
identity might still simultaneously maintain a strong affiliation to tradi-
tional British or Irish national identities.

As a result of research in contested spaces, it is argued that a ‘hot’ 
rather than a banal form of national identity (Billig 1995) is actively con-
structed (Stevenson and Muldoon 2010) although as Skey (2009) points 
out these are neither fixed nor discrete, and Jones and Merriman (2009) 
have suggested ‘everyday nationalism’ as an alternative, more dynamic 
term combining banal and hot elements. In such circumstances, it is 
clear that the same contextual information (such as historical events) may 
be construed by different groups (including political actors) to support 
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more than one claim to national identity. It is also clear that humans 
categorise as much as possible, so they also categorise themselves and 
other people into groups (social categorisation), they identify with some 
groups but not others (social identification) and they compare groups 
that they belong to with those that they do not (social comparison), 
often in a way that bolsters their own identity.

Thus, social identity and categorisation are closely related to the 
development of stereotypes and that negative stereotypes of out-groups 
are a fairly inevitable result. Moreover, such stereotyping tends to be 
automatic in character; that is, the individual has minimal if any aware-
ness and/or control over it. Stereotyping is also pervasive and notori-
ously resistant to change (e.g. Geeraert and Yzerbyt 2007). There has 
been a wealth of research on identity, stereotypes, prejudice, and these 
theories have not only been tested but also used to develop interventions 
aimed at reducing prejudice. The contact hypothesis (Allport 1954), 
based on the idea that getting to know members of out-groups would 
challenge negative stereotyping and, hence, ‘re-individuate’ members of 
the out-group, has led to decades of research culminating in evidence 
that one important reason for the positive effect of contact is reduction 
in the anxiety commonly experienced when in the presence of the out-
group (Hewstone 2003).

It would seem then that there is a great deal of theory and evidence 
about social cognition, which paints a mixed picture of the prospects for 
changing prejudiced attitudes. If identity formation, and thinking about 
in-groups and out-groups, is so pervasive, automatic, resistant to change, 
speedy and unconscious, one might be tempted to conclude that there 
is little teachers can do to reduce prejudice in contested social contexts. 
And yet we have noted above evidence from history classes in NI that 
some pupils can and do develop sound historical understandings in par-
allel with their own strong community identities and that attitudes may 
change as a result (Barton and McCully 2005, 2010, 2012). If one of 
the implicit aims of history education in NI is prejudice reduction, then 
some of the more recent developments in the understanding of social 
cognition might inform practical measures to intervene in these pro-
cesses.
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Two of these areas are ‘stereotype threat’ and Situational Attribution 
Training. The former has been shown to influence performance when 
an individual believes that they will perform poorly at a task because of 
their make-up or background. However, Johns et al. (2005) found that 
by teaching about stereotype threat, ‘knowing is half the battle’ or in 
other words this effect could be counteracted. This might be of inter-
est to history teachers where some pupils might feel disadvantaged when 
studying history that is perceived to be that belonging to ‘the other’. 
Acknowledging this at the outset might help to ensure that those pupils 
who would benefit from learning about less familiar historical perspec-
tives do so, rather than simply accept that these perspectives are too dif-
ficult for them to understand and accept.

Situational Attribution Training (e.g. Stewart et al. 2010) in educa-
tional settings had been developed on the basis of attribution theory. 
This addresses how we decide whether an individual’s actions are due to 
context or to their own characteristics (disposition) and relates to ste-
reotyping, as negative acts are more often attributed to situation for in-
group members and to disposition for out-group members. Experiments 
have shown that automatic stereotyping can be reduced by repeatedly 
choosing situational explanations over dispositional ones for behaviours. 
This work took place in controlled conditions over a lengthy period, but 
in principle, situational explanations of actions resonate with contempo-
rary arguments relating to empathetic understanding in history. Rather 
than asking young people to ‘imagine you are’ someone in the past, they 
should be encouraged to try to understand why individuals acted the way 
they did in the circumstances pertaining at the time (Lee and Shemilt 
2011).

The principal point of this section is to argue that as theories and evi-
dence in relation to the social cognition processes involved in prejudice 
become better understood, so too does understanding of how best to 
intervene in these processes. we now turn to examine two recent inno-
vations in history teaching in NI designed to contribute to better inter-
group relations. The aim is to analyse to what extent they may have been 
informed by social psychological theories and concepts, and how they 
might be better informed in this regard.
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facing our history, shaPing the future and teaching 
divided histories: a critical analysis

As fOHSTf and TDH are designed to support history teaching’s wider 
remit and have explicitly targeted the social utility of history teaching as 
a central aim, arguably, they signpost possibilities for dialogue between 
educators and psychologists. fOHSTf is an offshoot of the Boston-
based organisation, Facing History and Ourselves. fOHSTf has evolved 
from the facing History philosophy, which began with Holocaust edu-
cation and the power of human agency to bring change if ‘bystanders’ 
can be transformed to ‘upstanders’ in opposition to social injustice. 
Internationally, the work of facing History has been adapted in a num-
ber of conflict-affected contexts including South Africa and Rwanda to 
address the legacies of conflict, but its approach has also been criticised, 
particularly with regard to its role as a conduit for disciplinary under-
standing of history (Schweber 2004). TDH is a local NI initiative; its 
philosophy is rooted in the belief that the use of moving image and dig-
ital technologies to develop creative and critical skills can ‘liberate and 
empower’ young people to engage practically with issues of conflict and 
division (Nerve Centre 2014).

Similarities and differences in the ways social psychological concepts 
and terms are applied within the two project rationales and documents 
will be analysed through a social psychological lens as well as from the 
perspective of a history educator and researcher who is convinced of his 
subject’s contribution to wider societal transformation from conflict, but 
also of the vital need to preserve its historical disciplinary integrity. This 
allows an exploration of the potential tensions arising from the ways in 
which the projects are related to the curriculum, and how history edu-
cators involved in such projects might incorporate social psychological 
terms and concepts in their teaching.

Unsurprisingly, given the importance of gaining access to schools, the 
literature of both projects strongly flags up their relevance to the stat-
utory curriculum and their utility in fulfilling its objectives. for exam-
ple, fOHSTf describes itself as ‘fully aligned’ to the revised NI History 
Curriculum, noting that it is particularly suitable for pupils at key Stage 
3 (kS3 is for pupils aged eleven to fourteen years) and is noted also to 
be compatible with citizenship classes and suitable for cross-curricu-
lar and whole school approaches consistent with the Department of 
Education’s Community Relations Equality and Diversity (CRED) Policy 
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(DENI 2011). The project is therefore clearly aligned to the curriculum, 
and this is reinforced by a schematic which explicitly lays out a detailed 
(term by term over the three years) overview of how the project might 
be implemented at kS3, with how each element of the statutory require-
ments is addressed.

In contrast to the fOHSTf project, TDH initially focuses largely 
on the local context of NI with references to civil rights in the USA 
and a concluding section on international comparisons. The website 
(http://nervecentre.org/education/teaching-divided-histories) details 
six modules each with six lessons, covering the Civil Rights move-
ment, the Conflict, Pathways to Peace, the Easter Rising, the Somme 
and International Conflict and extensive support material is available 
for each. Again, the project is explicitly linked to the kS3 curriculum 
in a schematic, with history identified as a core area, but also appeals 
are made to teachers of English, media and citizenship (and to teach-
ers in the border regions of the Republic of Ireland). Its wider remit 
for preparing young people as ‘contributors to society’ (CCEA 2007) 
is through teacher training to enable them ‘to use moving image and 
digital technologies within the classroom to liberate and empower 
young people to engage practically with issues of conflict and division’. 
Both projects envisage history education as having a social purpose in 
a divided society and therefore might be expected to employ aspects of 
social psychology.

On examination, both fOHSTf and TDH were found to employ ter-
minology drawn from or related to Social Identity Theory. Associated 
most strongly with Tajfel (2003), as previously noted this is one of the 
most widely used frameworks for social psychological research in NI 
(Garry and McNicholl 2015). first, investigating the philosophy under-
pinning fOHSTf a key aim is that ‘facing History helps pupils learn 
to combat prejudice with compassion, indifference with participation, 
and myth and misinformation with knowledge’ (http://www.fohstf.
co.uk/#/about/4550679310). It seeks to do this by establishing its 
key ideas, first through studying the Holocaust, then focusing on the 
partition of Ireland and its consequences. Pupils embark on a journey, 
beginning ‘by exploring questions of the individual and society -who am 
I? what makes my identity? where has it come from? How much do I 
choose and how much is given to me?’ This consideration of social iden-
tity is a fairly fundamental social psychological concept, which is then 
used as a basis for considering ‘we and they’. why and how do we as 

http://nervecentre.org/education/teaching-divided-histories
http://www.fohstf.co.uk/%23/about/4550679310
http://www.fohstf.co.uk/%23/about/4550679310
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humans include and exclude? How does this play out in our lives? what 
is the role of prejudice and stereotyping, and what happens when this 
turns to active discrimination?’ Again the concepts of social categorisa-
tion, stereotyping and prejudice are core concepts for social psycholo-
gists. The foundations thus laid, the emphasis appears to shift towards 
the historical, looking at the Holocaust and identifying how these con-
cepts played out, and how choices were affected by identity, introducing 
the idea of ‘bystanders and upstanders’. Judgement, legacy and memory 
feature next and the social psychology content seems less prominent, 
reappearing in the final, ‘Choosing to participate’ phase, where preven-
tion of exclusion, prejudice and violence are the focus.

The Education and Training Inspectorate report (ETI 2013) on the 
project notes positively the application of the project’s principles to the 
context of Irish history in the curriculum (the long-term and short-
term causes and consequences of the partition of Ireland). However, 
from a history educator’s perspective Schweber’s reservations on facing 
History’s efficacy, both in relation to historical disciplinary efficacy and 
in relation to effecting attitudinal change, merit consideration (Schweber 
2004). The report’s evaluation concentrates on teachers, finding that 
their ability to teach controversial and sensitive issues had been enhanced 
and that they had greater understanding of the role of history education 
in divided societies. None of the above terms emanating from social psy-
chology are evident in the report, although the inspectors note that the 
effects on pupils included enhanced conflict resolution skills and cross-
community friendships. The report concludes that ‘very effective meth-
odologies were used to develop the young people’s understanding of 
both themselves and of others, and extend their capacity for engaging 
with others in the reconciliation process’ (ETI 2013, p. 4). Other docu-
mentation available on the implementation of fOHSTf displays a simi-
lar dearth of reference to the social psychological concepts which appear 
from the general description to underpin the approach. This suggests 
that any conflict resolution skills and cross-community friendships that 
have been fostered by teachers are not explicitly related to the social psy-
chological concepts, which are evident in the project rationale, but not 
its implementation or evaluation.

Turning to TDH, its stated aim for teachers is to provide them with 
‘the confidence, skills and specific resources and support that enables 
them to explore contentious history and identity in the classroom’. In 
addition to local networks, it is intended that participants should share 
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resources, experiences and expertise internationally with an emphasis on 
the promotion of shared societies and the enabling of young people to 
explore common experiences of conflict and peacebuilding. Alongside 
the explicit links to the curriculum standard terminology drawn from 
social psychology is evident, with the concepts of identity, prejudice, dis-
crimination all being referenced. However, subsequently, there is little 
evidence of the terms being used in ways consistent with social psycho-
logical concepts.

for example, TDH presents identity as strongly related to political 
groupings rather than as an individual and multifaceted construct, as in 
the Module 2 ‘Questions and answers’ teaching resource where teach-
ers are advised that in an activity where students are asked to create a 
table stating what a Nationalist and a Unionist is, ‘Nationalist should be 
defined as a person (some students may mention that Nationalists are usu-
ally Roman Catholic) who favours political independence for a country/a 
union with the Irish Republic. Unionist should be defined as a person who 
favoured the maintaining of the political and cultural union with Great 
Britain (some students may mention that a Unionist in Northern Ireland 
was usually of the Protestant religion)’. Similar advice is offered in relation 
to comparing a Republican, who differs from a Nationalist by willingness 
to use ‘any means necessary’ to achieve a united Ireland, and a Loyalist, 
who differs from a Unionist by willingness to ‘engage in violence’ to 
maintain the union with Britain. Nationalist and Unionist political iden-
tities are thus clearly aligned with religion and Republican and Loyalist 
political identities clearly associated with violence. In the context of the 
lesson, which is titled ‘key players in the conflict’, it might be argued 
that this binary representation is appropriate, but from a social psycho-
logical perspective this approach is unlikely to lead to reflective engage-
ment with the concept of identity as a complex and nuanced issue. 
Indeed, the research of Barton and McCully (2012, pp. 399–400) drew 
attention to the dangers of a binary approach and the need for teachers 
to recognise the complexity of perspectives in the past.

In a balanced and reflective internal evaluation report (Gannon 
2014), there is recognition that TDH has brought together a group of 
history teachers who are ‘risk-taking … with a passion for history and 
a personal commitment to peace and reconciliation’ (Gannon 2014) 
and that young people have engaged with sensitive history and gained 
some insight into the ‘other’ community. Yet the author also acknowl-
edges that the technological dimension tends to drive the learning with a 
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danger that digital media production ‘distracts from the process of criti-
cal analysis’ (Gannon 2014). A textual analysis indicates that the single 
narrative presented of Northern Ireland’s recent past in project mate-
rials is a balanced one, but it fails to problematise issues in a way that 
facilitates genuine historical enquiry. This is supported by the evaluation 
report, which concludes that the project’s potential to fulfil its social 
objectives is heavily reliant on the intuitive skills of its leading practition-
ers. Greater exposure to applied social psychology may help to broaden 
the base of teacher expertise.

In summary, from the perspective of the social psychologist, both pro-
jects might be accused of drawing on, yet failing to exploit, the potential 
for improved intergroup relations, which might be achieved by history 
teaching incorporating an approach more explicitly informed by social 
psychology. for example, the multiple and complex nature of social iden-
tities appears relatively unexplored in TDH, while in fOHSTf, prejudice 
is to be fought with compassion, by the individual. Both approaches are, 
however, consistent with the Northern Ireland Curriculum, which clearly 
has a focus on the development of the individual pupil. fOHSTf (and 
to a lesser extent TDf) provides teachers with tools to realise the social 
utility of their discipline. However, the social roots and multidimensional 
nature of the phenomena implied by the terms used seem neglected. 
Social psychologists have long argued, for example, that individual preju-
dice is symptomatic of wider social issues rather than interpersonal ones 
and therefore, as Billig (1976) noted many years ago, requires a social 
analysis.

Moreover, there is little evidence that recent theoretical develop-
ments in social psychology have been incorporated into either of the 
two projects explored. Dovidio et al. (2010) note that in the wake of 
the Holocaust, social psychological attention was initially largely directed 
at identifying personality and individual differences related to preju-
dice, discrimination and related behaviours. This moved on over time to 
theories based on functional relations between groups as illustrated by 
social categorisation and social identity. This progression, from viewing 
prejudice and discrimination as a result of individual dysfunction, then 
as a result of normal intergroup processes and on to a more multidimen-
sional understanding which takes into account dynamic aspects, opens 
up many avenues for research. This may eventually enable more effec-
tive approaches to prejudice reduction, to which the projects examined 
aspire.
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from the perspective of the history educator, both projects also raise 
questions around the respective demands of disciplinary authenticity and 
social utility made on teachers by a curriculum aspiring to prepare young 
people to be contributors to a society with deep divisions. for example, 
how far should teachers, even when committed to bettering community 
relations, be cognisant of principles of social psychology in their teaching 
of history? If, as is argued by one of the authors of this chapter, discipli-
nary integrity necessitates that it is not the role of history teaching to 
engage directly in aspects of prejudice reduction (McCully 2012) then 
has social psychology a part to play? The answer is yes, in that history 
teaching with social purpose should challenge the certainty of identity 
positions shaped by uncritical versions of the past, inherited from the 
community. To do so would benefit from insights into individual need 
and the social psychological processes which are so pertinent to commu-
nity relations. we suggest that a number of tensions may emanate at least 
in part from how community relations orientated funders evaluate pro-
posed projects in this area in relation to the NI Curriculum. we argue 
that history educators would benefit from a deeper understanding of 
the potential and limitations of the relationship between history teach-
ing and social psychology theory in the context of a divided society. This 
would enable them to better understand history’s potential and limita-
tions in contributing to positive community relations and help them to 
make connections with other areas of the curriculum, including citizen-
ship education, where contemporary attitudes can be clarified.

conclusion

This preliminary analysis raises a number of tensions in relation to using 
history education as a tool to improve community relations in NI, 
between the curriculum, funding bodies, project designers and history 
teachers. first, the Revised Curriculum quite correctly focuses on pupil 
outcomes. In other words, its aims are pitched at individual level. A focus 
on the individual is not congruent with current thinking in social psy-
chology, but harks back to post-war attempts to correct dysfunctional 
individual attitudes. funding bodies in conflict-affected societies are 
often positively disposed towards projects which are explicitly linked to 
curriculum objectives directed towards peacebuilding and which incor-
porate relevant theoretically based terminology. Project designers often 
compete for funding and may take the curriculum into account when 
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developing proposals and also use terminology borrowed from social 
psychology to produce a convincing proposal, but the social psycho-
logical elements may not be reflected in project implementation. History 
teachers, rather than social psychologists, are tasked with delivering the 
projects and must not only satisfy project evaluators and school inspec-
tors, but also must meet curriculum objectives, teach sensitive and con-
troversial issues, enable pupils to achieve good exam results and on top 
of all this, hope to improve community relations. facing such demands 
teachers, whose training and professional identity are wrapped up in a 
subject specialism, are likely to retreat to the comfort of disciplinary rig-
our. Exposure to current ideas in social psychology and greater collabo-
ration with social psychologists might encourage risk-taking to push the 
boundaries of history’s social utility, even when guarding its disciplinary 
integrity.
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