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Abstract
This paper addresses the challenges of educating teachers during the initial teacher education phase
 to teach history in a society which is emerging from a sustained period of violent communal conflict. Briefly, it draws attention to the reluctance of many educators in Northern Ireland to engage directly in potentially sensitive cultural and political debate, and to previous obstacles encountered when introducing controversial issues to student teachers. The paper then outlines the strengths and limitations of history teachers’ responses to teaching history in a divided society to date
. It focuses on one initiative which encourages student history teachers to acknowledge the influence that their own backgrounds may have on how they view, and, subsequently, teach about the past. From an analysis of the qualitative data collected, the authors identify a range of knowledge, skills and dispositions required by teachers to address issues relating to a post-conflict environment. 
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The Challenge of Teaching History in Contested Societies

Experts in the field of education and conflict recognise that teaching history in conflict and post-conflict situations presents special challenges (Smith and Vaux, 2003; Cole, 2007). One key reason for this is that history is so closely tied to emotional identity and collective belonging. Deeply divided societies are often characterised by “identity politics” and experience violence and human rights abuses. In Northern Ireland (NI) the “dominant” narratives of the Unionist and Nationalist communities, respectively, are prominent through symbolism such as wall murals and commemorative marches. In turn, these narratives frame exclusive cultural identities that are used by each community to justify contemporary political positions (Walker, 1996). Those who formally study and teach about the past, are not exempt from these informal encounters with representations of history. Here we are entering the realms of historical consciousness; ‘the area in which collective memory, the writing of history and other modes of shaping images of the past in the public mind merge’ (quoted
 in Seixas, 2006, p.10).

The response of history teaching in NI to conflict deserves to be recognised. By focusing on an enquiry-based, evidence-led, multi-perspective approach, a consensus has been achieved, enabling a common statutory history curriculum to be taught in all schools within the province’s segregated education system (Phillips et al., 1999). While this is a considerable achievement in such a contested society, where history is frequently used for political purposes, obstacles have also been encountered. Research indicates that teachers are reluctant to address the more sensitive aspects of the past (Conway, 2003; McCombe, 2006; Kitson, 2007). They have tended to “hide” behind a mask of professional neutrality by portraying themselves as neutral arbiters of evidence. Thus there is a danger of restricting their students’ exploration of sensitive issues to their historical context, rather than examining, explicitly, their significance for the situation to-day: 
Fundamentally teachers differed in the emphasis they placed on history’s intrinsic and extrinsic purposes and the extent to which they were prepared to be explicit in challenging misconceptions, tackling controversial issues and relating the past to the present (Kitson, 2007).
Here Kitson is referring to Slater’s “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” purposes of history teaching (Slater, 1995, pp.125-6). The former are those aims that are inherent in the subject discipline. The latter are the ‘broader educational aims’, focused on influencing society. Kitson’s findings support an earlier hypothesis put forward by McCully (1998) that tension exists in NI between history teachers who may be prepared to engage in innovative practice provided it remains within the intrinsic framework, and those “risk-takers” whose teaching seeks to influence social change (Kitson and McCully, 2005). It is the contention here that the former suppress that emotional dimension in themselves, and their students, which is so much a part of the partisan histories students encounter on the streets. Unless emotions are addressed, there is a danger that cognitive understanding alone, will not impact on young people’s thinking and values beyond the classroom.

Working with Initial Teacher Education (ITE) Students
The avoidance of potentially sensitive cultural and political issues has been a coping strategy for people in NI during the “Troubles” and their aftermath. This capacity to deflect dealing with difference and conflict is well documented (Gallagher 2004, pp.128-129; Arlow 2004, p.264; Morrow, Eyben and Wilson 2003, pp.165-166). Gallagher calls it the ‘social grammar’ of silence, avoidance and politeness. Understandably, teachers, too, are products of a divided society and, therefore, are not immune to its pressures. 
Evidence shows that the student teacher constituency in NI has proved resistant to the more direct aspects of work in the community relations field (Fulton and Gallagher 1996, p.90; Siberry and Kearns 2005). Work with student teachers in our own institution in the late 1990s (Montgomery and McCully, 2000) illustrates the hazards of raising sensitive issues, and the importance of adhering to sound principles of practice. The words of one student who protested, ‘the [workshop] session appeared to be an attempt to call my values into question – my values are the values I will cherish and keep’ (Montgomery and McCully 2000, p.63), encapsulate how emotional reactions, arising from entrenched beliefs, can act as a barrier to constructive dialogue. Ashton and Gregoire-Gill (2003) acknowledge that negative emotions can curtail attempts to develop cognitive thinking in young teachers. Yet they argue that emotion and cognition are inseparable and that previous efforts to effect belief change in student teachers have been too dominated by purely cognitive approaches. Referencing Chinn and Brewer’s
 idea of ‘deep processing’, they argue that conditions should be created whereby students are exposed to personally relevant information that contradicts their beliefs and then should be required to justify their responses to others. From the resulting discomfort, both positive and negative, emotions come in to play. These become the ‘energizers of intellectual activity’ which leads to a more fundamental examination of value positions.

Therefore, an intervention was sought to enable student  history teachers to engage directly with the emotional dimension of their learning; and, through that, to acknowledge the possible influence of their respective biographies on the way they teach about the past. In effect,  could a strategy be identified that would force students to step off their emerging professional pedestal to encounter the raw and emotive reactions to historical events that could be experienced in their classrooms by their pupils? The implication is that experiential teacher education is an essential pre-requisite if teachers are to contribute to the transformative process within post-conflict societies. As Weldon (2005, p.1) asserts from working with practitioners on the reformed history curriculum in South Africa, 

If we are to embrace this values-driven curriculum and develop in learners a respect for human dignity, equality and social justice, then teachers need to develop these same values first and use them to transform their classrooms and teaching.

The initiative featured below was conducted with a group of student teachers drawn largely from the two dominant communities in NI *. Even amongst those educators committed to cross community intervention, there has been tension between those placing an emphasis on establishing commonality and building personal relationships in such mixed groups, and those who have insisted that progress can only be made when group identities are fully recognised and challenged. Research conducted by Hewstone (2003, p.353) informs this work. He found that inter-group conflict can be reduced by bringing together individuals from opposing groups (in NI, Protestants and Catholics) under specific conditions, involving both  inter-personal and inter-group contact. Intergroup conflict is most likely to be resolved where individuals, in the contact situation, are prepared to acknowledge and display their respective cultural identities. Initially, to overcome the ‘high anxiety and fear threat’ (Hewstone 2003, p. 353), the experience should foster inter-personal co-operation, and be perceived to have a common goal. Once in contact, the fostering of self-disclosure and perspective-taking of ‘the other’s position’ are key mediating factors in challenging stereotypes and developing trust. Thus, contact works best over an extended period when there is a positive combination of inter-personal friendship and inter-group exchange. 

The Intervention

The intervention was inspired by a project conducted by education departments of McGill University and the Université de Montreal in Quebec. Tutors undertook a field-trip to Grosse Ile, the point of entry to Canada for Irish emigrants escaping from the Famine, to explore the cultural perceptions of Anglophone and Francophone student teachers and their relationship with each other. For the Northern Irish initiative, three consecutive year groups of Postgraduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) history students from a range of cultural and socio-economic backgrounds (numbering between 14 and 17 students each year, 46 in total), went on a field-trip to two sites associated with the year 1916. They visited Kilmainham Gaol, in Dublin, and, on the following day, the Somme Centre, in Co. Down, NI . The Republican leaders of the Easter Rising were executed at Kilmainham. The Somme Centre commemorates the role of Irish soldiers in World War I with a particular focus on the contribution of the 36th Ulster Division at the battle of the Somme. Both events have special significance for Nationalists and Unionists in Ireland, being viewed as “blood sacrifices” to the cause in their respective communities and have been represented, extensively, in contemporary wall murals and songs during, and after the NI conflict, with the intention of inspiring their communities to action.
Student engagement was twofold. At the level of practice, participants were asked to critique the sites as potential venues for curriculum-based field-work; places that they might consider taking pupils in the future. At a reflective level they were asked to explore their personal and professional values and the impact these might have on their teaching. The sites were chosen because they were believed to offer experiences that would generate emotional responses, facilitate ‘deep processing’ and cause students to question unconscious assumptions.
The conditions prevailing within the groups were consistent with Hewstone’s contact principles. The visits took place half-way through the PGCE programme. Each group had already spent much time together and engaged in considerable collaborative learning. Trust was evident in the manner in which individuals interacted. Cultural background and difference had been acknowledged at different times during the previous months on the programme. Also, the sites offered students insight into their own and “the other’s” dominant narratives.
Data Collection
The qualitative data collected drew on student voices to evaluate the field-trip experience as a potential strategy for preparing to teach sensitive history. It was collected in three ways.  On each visit a researcher was present to take notes, as students walked around the sites and during the follow up discussion led by the tutor immediately after the Kilmainham visit. Then, in the week following,, students were asked to submit an entry to an on-line discussion forum by responding to this stimulus, provided by the tutor:
I'd like each person to add a reflective piece on the field trip experience. Can you respond at two levels? The first, from the perspective of the teacher. Were the sites valuable as venues? How effectively did they interpret the past? How would you use them? The second, from a more personal perspective. What did the visits mean to you? Emotions? Deepened Understanding? In the context of your own upbringing and background?

Students were also required to respond on-line to at least one entry of their colleagues. Finally, each year, the researcher convened a focus group, selected by random, stratified sampling taking into account gender and cultural background, to further explore these issues.
Findings

From feedback given during the visits, and in on-line and face-to-face discussions, it was clear that the sites had been successful in awakening the emotions of the participant groups. This was especially so at Kilmainham. Several students used the term “emotional” to describe the visit. One talked of being “overwhelmed by the atmosphere” and another that the “the smell and feel made it [the visit] worthwhile”. Phrases ranging from “eerie…scary” to “disturbing …uncomfortable” to “romantic” were used to describe different aspects of the gaol tour. For the great majority of student teachers, irrespective of background, the gaol made a significant impact as indicated by their reactions; it was “very memorable and moving” and it “left an indelible print on my mind”.
Understandably, the Somme Centre, an interpretative exhibit rather than the actual site of the event, did not quite evoke the same reactions. For instance, one participant perceptively commented that the emotional equivalent of the gaol experience might be, “if we were walking the fields of the Somme we would have had a real shiver down the spine moment”. Nevertheless, several were moved by some of the artefacts and stories. One student talked of having “a sense of anticipation and panic”, another of being “nearly in tears” and another referred to its stories as “heartbreaking”.
When the data were analysed collectively, four categories of response were identified. These were  viewed as being on a continuum from those who reacted in a largely cognitive way to those who were increasingly empathetic in their response: 

· The Professional Stance

· Personal Resonances
· Affirming and Challenging from Within

· Understanding the Other.
The Professional Stance

There were students who concentrated mainly on questions which addressed what they perceived as being within the professional realm of the history teacher: issues pertaining to the pragmatic concerns of learning, teaching and organisation
. So, for example, one restricted her comments to her own teacher competence,
Both sites presented their history in very different ways. I felt the Somme centre was more user-friendly and that very little subject knowledge would have been required to get to grips with the information.
Another valued the sites according to their appeal to young people,

As venues to make field-trips... The Somme would win this hands down. If we look at Kilmainham..., yes it was my favourite, but the jail would be less of an attraction to young people.

In  each year there were one or two students who then did not engage in further reflection, preferring to remain within the domain of educational practice rather risking encroachment on
 their own values.
Personal Resonances
For others, the sites succeeded in triggering personal family associations. For one young man  a link was established through his grandfather,
I really enjoyed visiting Kilmainham Jail because it dealt largely with the Easter Rising and key individuals from it. I really loved this topic at school as my Great Grandfather was part of the Free State Army’. (Male, Nationalist background)

Another participant made connections through the sacrifice of her great grandfather,

I felt much more for the Easter Rising participants than I thought I would. However, having a family history involved in the Somme (my Great Grandfather fought there and lost his three brothers) made the Somme Centre more intriguing for me. (Female, Unionist background).
In both instances family involvement was an important stimulus to historical interest. In a third case, the family association went beyond curiosity and affirmation. At a personal level, this individual experienced the challenge that historical investigation can pose to one’s family’s prevailing (nationalist) value system; in this case the uncomfortable knowledge that a descendant had died fighting for the British army, 
My Great Grandfather died at the Somme and it was a ‘dirty’ family secret never discussed. I found out about it by chance because I found his medal when I was about 10.  (Female, Nationalist background)

This sensitive disclosure, made at an early stage in the on-line discussion, set a marker for others, signalling that it was appropriate to share more personal thoughts and insights.
Affirming and Challenging from Within

There were those for whom the visit initiated a reassessment of their views on their own community’s position. The final comment quoted in the previous section indicates that the field-trip was helping the participant to place the history of her own family within its community perspective. Later, she pursued this, first by drawing attention to artefacts associated with a topic she often found missing in her community’s master narrative, the role of Cumann na mBan, the female wing of the militant Republican movement 
I was impressed by the introduction of some of the artefacts of Cuman na mBan which is, for me, a forgotten history …
Going further, she disclosed that the republican material exhibited at Kilmainham had caused her to re-examine the impact of that dominant narrative itself:
…. the bitterness between the treaty and anti-treaty side. All in all, it left me with a greater understanding of conflict, bitterness but above all, I never mind what the British have done to us? What have we done to ourselves and continue to do?  (Female, Nationalist background)

For the tutor, this type of comment is reassuring. It suggests success in that deeply held cmmunity perspectives are being challenged. However, initially at least, it can be more disconcerting when the experience appears to re-affirm community positions, or indeed, awakens or re-awakens, community identity, as is the case in the response below. 
I found the Church Remembrance lists at the end of the tour very moving as it shows the impact on the small community. It even made me stop and look at the Roll of Honour at the back of my church the Sunday after. (Female, Unionist background)
And yet, a connection is being made with the student’s own upbringing and, possibly, she will use this with her pupils in future to bring out the enormity of the oimpact of the war on ordinary people. This comment appears to mirror Barton and Levstik’s vision of ‘caring’ through historical learning, Such learning ‘invites us to care with, and about, people in the past, to be concerned with what happened to them and how they experienced their lives’ (Barton and Levstik, 2004, pp. 207-208). This ‘empathy as caring’ is a potentially important tool in breaking down emotional barriers in contested societies. From caring comes the motivation to study the past. As the authors perceive it, it establishes an emotional connection with stories of the past, ‘the mechanism for rendering history meaningful’ (p.241). Crucially, through caring comes the possibility ‘to change our beliefs or behaviours in the present based on what we have learned from our study of the past’ (p. 229). This is especially so if ‘caring’ can be identified with the experience of the “other”.
Another comment re-affirming a student’s connection with his own community may be more jarring but following analysis, demonstrates that the field-trip was fulfilling its remit. The student was reacting to a wall plaque containing contemporary text, detailing one eminent Englishman’s response to the Somme attack: ‘I am not an Ulsterman, but yesterday, the first day of July, as I followed their a.m. attack I felt I would rather be an Ulsterman than anything else in the world’.
I felt very strange at this point. I would consider myself the least patriotic person but when I read this I felt really proud of the sacrifice made and the esteem in which men were held. Maybe, despite our efforts we cannot get away from national identity and patriotism. (Male, Unionist background)

Through a realisation of the emotional association embodied in the comment above, it is likely that this student teacher will be more aware of his potential for unconscious partiality.  It also prepares him better to teach pupils for whom the ‘blood sacrifice’ of the Somme is of deep community significance.

Understanding the Other
Evidently, the intervention
 succeeded in persuading ITE students to examine popular interpretations of the past in their own community, however it also sought to enhance their  understanding of the other community’s position. One indicator of  this was considered to be how far students could process the commonality of the concept of ‘blood sacrifice’. Certainly, there was a desire amongst participants from different backgrounds to explore common ground. Most were comfortable in seeing the legacy of the First World War as something that deserved to be shared:

After all “we” did come together for a common cause – maybe this should be emphasised more in schools – just a shame it didn’t last! (Female, Unionist background)

An interesting on-line discussion ensued on the Somme Centre guide’s use of “we” in the context of history and to whether he was referring exclusively to Ulstermen, or to all those Irishmen who fought in the war. 

I found it endearing too [guide’s use of “we”] and I am from a nationalist background …. It dealt with the fact that Irish were 
involved in the war also and could help students make sense of the common misconception that it is a British war.  (Male, Nationalist background)

There is a sense here that this respondent is both reclaiming participation in the war for his own community (which many within it might shun), but also acknowledging that history is enriched when individuals identify directly with key events. One discordant note was sounded however in relation to commonality,  signalling a warning for those who, too cosily, seek to foster a common identity through history:

Whilst I understand that they wish to concentrate on the achievements of the soldiers from the island of Ireland, it was not a battle that they fought exclusively (Male, English background)

Coming from outside NI, this student clearly felt somewhat excluded by the Somme Centre’s focus on Ireland’s contribution to the war to the detriment of a broader interpretation of the event.

As regards transferring the idea of “blood sacrifice” across the cultural barrier, the extract below gives grounds for optimism, not least because it suggests that this student’s vision of history teaching was expanded by the Kilmainham visit: 

. 

Rather than just seeing them as names that I needed to learn for an exam [those executed at Easter, 1916], it became more about the motivation … the blood sacrifice and the gravitas associated with it was made obvious to me… when we went down the back steps and into the courtyard and the tall walls that surrounded it I was thinking if I had been taken out there it would have been the last time I’d see the sky. (Female, Unionist background)

Again ‘caring’ appears to be the catalyst for triggering greater cognitive understanding.

The initiative, then, sought to engage participants in meta-cognitive thinking, encouraging them to process  emotions engendered by the field-trip visits. The two comments below are not indicative of all students’ responses but they do reveal the potential for exposing student teachers to emotive contexts:

I was surprised how much my views were changed by the visits, especially regarding the 1916 rising. Coming from a Controlled [de facto Protestant] educational background I have to be honest and say that the Easter rising was a topic that was addressed but never studied in depth and I had never really considered the men who fought as “real men”. They were always in my head, simple part of a chain of events which led to partition: not real people, fighting for what they believed was a very real and genuine cause, and certainly not husbands, fathers sons and brothers. (Female., Unionist background)

This suggests that the understanding gained from previous historical study has been significantly enriched by the insight acquired through engaging with personal emotions. That such experiences can even transform the value base from which a young teacher operates, is encapsulated below:

The visit to Kilmainham really challenged me. I have to admit I had some inbred feelings …I realised how much historical events like this get distorted as a result of the current political situation. My views of the Easter Rising were totally tainted by my opinions on the situation in NI and, I guess, this was the lens I used to view the past. But Kilmainham really shattered that lens. (Female, Unionist background)

Impact on Teaching?

Naturally, we cannot know from this study whether or not the impact of the visit will actually influence classroom practice. However, it seems reasonable to assume that the young woman quoted immediately above is unlikely to view the Easter Rising in quite the same way when she next encounters it with  her pupils. 

The focus group interviews asked students to describe how the field-trip might influence their teaching about the events of 1916. 

It removed it from normal study, like in my school where it is a Protestant and Catholic thing… the subtleties of the thing were brought out like the pro versus anti treatyites … just on how comrades could turn on each other and that this is still there in Ireland .. it was no longer Prods and Catholics .. it was just that people couldn’t agree . … still this goes on  .. came home feeling very ignorant about history and needing to know more  … (Focus group comment).
A key outcome of learning in contested environments must be that history does not provide simple answers. Only when teachers comprehend this complexity can they develop that understanding in pupils, especially in segregated schools where the range of peer responses may be restricted. The field visits  helped these trainee teachers deepen their subject knowledge and  understanding of how history is processed in day-to-day life. It was encouraging, too, that a number of students contrasted the experiential learning experiences of the field-trip with what they had observed in classrooms. They recognised that more might be done to confront the formal / community history interface:

I think as schools we are failing. The school I was in on Teaching Practice I felt I was being pushed. The teacher said, “no, I’m not having Red Hands of Ulster” … it’s up to me as a teacher not to be partisan or to take a one-sided view …we need to learn more ourselves… it’s important that children know that opinions need to change.. (Focus group comment)
Conclusion: Knowledge, Skills and Dispositions

The field visits, then, appear to have had a significant impact on those who took part. But how do the findings illuminate our general understanding as to the knowledge, skills and dispositions required to teach history effectively in a society emerging from conflict?  

First, history teachers must have a sound grasp of the cognitive underpinnings of the enquiry approach to teaching their subject and thus be able to induct students in evidence handling skills and in making judgments as to the efficacy of different interpretations.

Second, it is transparent that teaching history effectively in any context is enhanced by a deep knowledge of the topic under scrutiny. In the case of divided societies, it is particularly important to make conceptual connections between internal events and similar situations in other countries. In the example above, it was the “blood sacrifice” that provided the link for comparative study and reflection. 
Third, it is also crucial that teachers immerse themselves in the human aspects of past, contentious events. During the visit to Kilmainham gaol, several students from a Unionist background remarked on how they had been moved by the James Plunkett / Grace Gifford story which followed in the wake of the rising:

“it was an eye-opener for me, because it humanised it. I went home and told my parents about how Plunkett got married the night of his execution … how she went home a widow and went into a shop to buy herself a marriage ring … the next day Plunkett’s marriage and death were recorded in the same “Deaths and Marriages” column”.

This is an excellent example of what Barton and Levstik mean by motivating student learning through the ‘caring’ aspect of history. It is not unreasonable to expect that this teacher will utilise this story with  pupils in years to come. 

Finally, this work provides insight into appropriate teacher dispositions. It supports the proposition that teachers will not be able to teach sensitive history effectively until they have first recognised the role of emotion in their own learning and, in the process, confronted the potential impact of personal values and identity on their teaching. It is envisaged that teachers who emerge from experiential learning initiatives, such as those illustrated in this study, are those who: 

· take risks by making connections between past and present and by fielding and challenging strong reactions in the classroom

· view history as the pursuit of truth but not necessarily the provider of “the truth”

· are comfortable with complexity and uncertainty and foster this in students

· regard history as a discursive process where “perspectives” and “interpretations” are debated and de-constructed.

These history teachers will have the capacity to facilitate pupils’ effective engagement with sensitive and controversial issues and to contribute

 positively to a society that is slowly in transformation toward a more just and peaceful future.

* individual students are described here as being from a Nationalist or Unionist background. These terms indicate their broad cultural and religious origins (ie Nationalist / Catholic: Unionist / Protestant) and do not necessarily reflect the students’ political or religious standpoints.
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