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GOH CHOR BOON 

Old Problems and ~ew Approaches: 
Motivation in History Teaching 

Historically, many schools in Sin
gapore used the simple method 

of textbook, notes and narration (or 
dictation!) to teach history. Sadly, it 
is difficult to deny the fact that this 
traditional method is still practised 
and, indeed, many teachers would 
claim that it works because it 
produces the desired results in ex
aminations. Why change a system 
that achieves its objectives? How
ever, one serious consequence of its 
prolonged use is that history teaching 
- and learning - becomes unimagina
tive and boring. Many teachers and 
pupils alike reach the stage of stagna
tion, boredom and then, perhaps, a 
total lack of motivation and interest. 
Who bears the responsibility? The 
administrators? the teachers? or the 
pupils? In this article I would like to 
share my pent-up thoughts on the 
issue of motivation in history teach
ing in a rather straightforward and 
open discussion. I would also include 
examples of how we can attempt to 
rekindle the flagging spirit of those 
history teachers who find teaching 
the subject a little too stifling! My 
stand here is quite clear. I strongly 
believe that pupil motivation in his
tory - or any subject, for that matter -
depends significantly on the teacher's 
attitudes and motivation. I agree that 
certain conditions in the schools do 
work against the development of 
strong, positive attitudes. These 
would include the intentional move 
by some principals to channel weaker 
students (especially those with poor 
command of the English Language) 

to study history as one of the 
humanities subjects, the rather ob
solete and uninspiring syllabus, the 
nature of examinations which simply 
demands the regurgitation of four or 
five memorised essays, unnecessary 
administrative tasks in schools, nega
tive influence of the home environ
ment or peers, etc. But I still maintain 
that these walls are not insurmount
able and that something can be done 
to raise the status of history in 
schools. 

A Personal Philosophy 

The process of "rejuvenation" starts 
with the task of asking ourselves 
whether we agree that history is an 
important subject and that it has 
relevance to our society today. Two 
basic tenets must be stated here : 

• Good history teaching has 
never limited itself to factual 
knowledge. 

• The educational value of his
tory is related to the skills of 
historical understanding which 
the adolescent can apply in 
everyday life to other areas of 
intellectual concern such as the 
appreciation of current 
society, culture or politics. 

In short, history teachers must know 
the answer to the seemingly simple 
question - Why study history? 

Related to this point I would like to 
add that history teachers must con-

stantly link the past to the present. 
History is not dead. By indicating its 
relevance to our pupils we can let 
them recognise the worthiness of 
learning the subject. For example, we 
can link the failure of .the League of 
Nations to reinforce world peace 
through disarmament in the 1920s 
and 1930s to the .role of the United 
Nations, the Cold War or the recent 
moves by the United States and Rus
sia to limit nuclear arms build-up. 
There are many other historical 
situations or events which have either 
direct or indirect bearing on contem
porary developments. It is our 
responsibility to impart -this educa
tional value of learning history. 

Knowing Historical Skills and Con
cepts 

The second aspect of motivation in 
history teaching is the awareness of 
the need to develop historical skills 
and concepts in our pupils. The 
problem here is that many of us do 
not consciously develop and impart 
these skills and concepts in our les
sons. Why? I can think of two 
reasons. Firstly, some of us do not see 
the need to do so because skills and 
concepts are not being tested in our 
present examinations. Tons of fac
tual knowledge will suffice. Second
ly, I suspect that some teachers do not 
have a good knowledge of these skills 
and concepts and how to develop 
them in lessons. Whatever the reason 
might be, it is essential for us to bear 
in mind the following skills and con-
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cepts: 

• the recall, evaluation and selec
tion of knowledge relevant to 
the context and to use it in a 
clear and coherent form. 

• the use of a wide variety of his
torical evidence or primary 
sources by comprehending and 
extracting information from it, 
by interpreting and evaluating 
it and by comparing various 
types of evidence and reaching 
conclusions based on this com
parison. 

• the understanding of concepts 
of causation (cause and effect), 
continuity and change, 
similarity and difference. 

• the ability to look at events and 
issues from the perspective of 
people in the past, that is, the 
concept of historical empathy. 

How do we go about in ensuring that 
our pupils' historical knowledge is 
rooted in an understanding of 
evidence and concepts? The first 
thing, of course, is to make changes to 
the requirements of history examina
tions! The aim here is to provide op
portunities to test pupils' use of his
torical content, skills and concepts. 
Hopefully, we would move towards 
this direction in the near future. The 
second strategy is to develop an inter
est in them. This sounds simple but 
some time and training is required 
before one is comfortable enough to 
introduce and reinforce these skills 
and concepts in lessons. For ex
ample, one can use a series of related 
photographs to show change and 
continuity. Students could be asked 
to describe and account for these 
changes or even to do a short write-up 
based on the visual evidence. We 
could also use political cartoons to 
identify points of view, attitudes and 
values. Indeed, many challenging ac
tivities and exercises based on 
primary sources could be done in 
class if the teacher is motivated to do 
so. 

Developing Historical Content 

One fmal aspect which I think many 
teachers would want to avoid discuss-

ing is their command of historical 
content. There are times when we 
simply feel uncomfortable teaching 
certain topics because we lack ade
quate knowledge and/or dislike 
teaching them. There are also days 
when we leave the classroom feeling 
low (not indifferep.t!) because we 
have taught a superficial lesson. Per
haps there are even occasions when 
we have to read quickly just before a 
lesson in order to remember and ex
plain enough facts to pupils. What 
about teachers who have been teach
ing the subject for many years? Are 
they not the experts as far as the syl
labus is concerned? In my opinion, 
precisely because of the years of 
teaching at the same level, the danger 
of experiencing a sense of stagnation 
and staleness is very real. How do we 
overcome this sense of "content 
deprivation"? I would like to state 
categorically that a motivated history 
teacher is one who continuously seeks 
to know more about his subject. He 
reads beyond the textbooks and is al
ways confident and eager to impart a 
little more to his pupils. Pupils, on 
the other hand, would enjoy listening 
to teachers who provide them with 
interesting information beyond what 
they can read in their textbooks. 

Therefore, a good history teacher is 
one who reads. But then is reading 
beyond the text or syllabus really 
necessary since all these years my stu
dents have done well in the examina
tions with the help of my notes? Why 
bother to read when my pupils do not 
seem interested? How could I find 
time to read when there is so much to 
be done in schools? These are just 
some of the reasons (or excuses?) his
tory teachers would make to defend 
their position. Let us be honest with 
ourselves here. As professionals and 
as one source of information for our 
pupils, it is our moral responsibility 
to preserve and enhance the quality 
of our historical knowledge. We 
should not stagnate and rot. The 
more we read, the more motivated we 
become. And pupils are quick to 
note and response to enthusiastic 
teachers. At this juncture I would 
like to add a short comment regard
ing teachers who would claim that 
they are a motivated lot precisely be
cause their students have consistently 
done well at the "0" or "A" level his
tory examinations. Let us think for a 

moment. Can we conclude that these 
pupils really know history? Perhaps, 
some actually do but, in my opinion, 
one thing is for sure - they know the 
answers to the four or five questions 
which they (or teachers!) spotted 
with great pain and accuracy. It does 
not quite matter whether they fully 
understand historical events; just 
reproduce the answers for survival's 
sake. Forget about your personal 
philosophy of history teaching; 
pretend that historical thinking skills 
and concepts do not exist. Just churn 
out notes and get them memorised! 
On reflection, these teachers do what 
they are supposed to do - produce 
excellent results. Indeed, the task of 
preserving standard is a motivating 
factor in itself but let us not forget 
that we are history teachers and not 
the notes-provider. 

Motivating Approaches 

Let us now assume that you are a 
motivated teacher. How should I 
teach in such way that my level of 
motivation is m.aintained? I would 
like to recommend the source 
method - the use of various types of 
primary sources to teach the content. 
This method is a powerful eye
opener to pupils - it reminds them 
that history learning can be challeng
ing and fun. I have selected some 
sources on Nazi Germany and the 
Pacific War to illustrate the useful
ness of the source method. 

SOURCE A: NAZI GERMANY- OUR 
LAST HOPE- HilLER 

Content Notes 

In 1929 the Great Depression 
started in America. Millions of 
Americans lost their jobs. The 
European countries that had bor
rowed from America were badly hit. 
Since the Dawes Plan of 1924, Ger
many had been lent huge amounts. 
The Depression caused millions of 
German to lose their savings or jobs. 
The German Government was help
less. Eventually, the people gave 
their votes to the Nazi Party of Adolf 
Hitler who became the Chancellor in 
1933. He had clear plans for Ger
many: 



SOURCE A NAZI GERMANY- OUR LAST HOPE - HITLER 

(a) He had planned to have as large 
an area as possible under his Nazi 
rule. He intended to take over the 
resources - coal, iron, wheat and oil -
of other parts of Europe, especially in 
the east. 

(b) He intended to destroy the 
hated Treaty of Versailles that a weak 
Germany had been forced to sign in 
1919. Germany would refuse to obey 
it and the army would not stay within 
the limit of 10,000 men. 

(c) He aimed to bring together all 

German-speaking people into one 
great state or Reich. This great 
Reich would provide the Lebensraum 
or living spaces for its people. 

Some of these plans were explained 
in his book Mein Kampf. Hitler him
self did not quite know how to achieve 
them. He was a great opportunist 
and the people believed in him. 

This propaganda poster by the Na
tional Socialist clearly depicts the 
sufferings of the people. U nemploy
ment hit 6 million in 1932. Hitler was 
seen as their last hope. 

--- - -~ - -- ~-- --------- - -

Usage of Source 

The teacher shows the source and, 
at the same time, explains the histori
cal content as mentioned above. 
Then he poses questions to evaluate 
pupil understanding of content and 
use of skills and concepts. This could 
also take the form of a written exer
cise. Some sample questions are 
listed below: 

(a) Could you guess the time period 
of this poster? 

(b) What does this poster tell you of 
the situation in Germany (in the early 
1930s)? What evidence in the poster 
could you use to support your 
answer? 

(c) Why was Hitler regarded as the 
people's last hope? What were some 
of his great plans for Germany? 

(d) This poster shows how the mas
ses could be influenced (or in
doctrinated) by the eloquence and 
charisma of individuals. Could you 
bring out a 'few examples of in
dividuals in history of what historians 
termed as the "cult of historical per
sonalities"? 

Clearly, we do not expect eneourag
ing answers to all the questions. For 
that matter, we need not ask too many 
questions; we could teach our pupils 
what to look out for in the primary 
source and how they could use it to 
learn more about history. 

SOURCE 8: THE PACIFIC WAR
"SCRAM!" 

Content Notes 

This British cartoon reveals the 
background to the Japanese attack of 
Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941. 
Towards the end of 1940, the United 
States cut off ·supplies of certain 
kinds of fuel to countries outside the 
western hemisphere, with the aim of 
making it more difficult for Japan to 
wage her war against China. This 
move was seen by the Japanese 
militarY as an important step in the 
deterioration of American-Japanese 
relations. About a year later, in July 
1941, United States, together with 
Holland and Britain, made a decision 

l 
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SOURCE B THE PACIFIC WAR- .. SCRAM 1 .. (c) Observe the details of the car
toon carefully and suggest one inter
pretation of what the cartoonist has 
in mind. 

~' SCltAJl! , . 

to freeze Japanese assets. That was 
the last straw for the Japanese. 

Usage of Source 

The teacher could relate this politi
cal cartoon to one of the main causes 
of the Pacific War and Japan's in
vasion of countries in South East 
Asia. Uncle Sam assumes the role of 
a petrol attendant who rudely refuses 
supplies to the Japanese tank driver. 
Notice the size of the Japanese and 
his tank, as compared to Uncle Sam 
and America's oil reserves. This 
drawing also reflects subtlely the 
strong racial overtones which literal
ly painted the Pacific War red! 
Again, the teacher could think of 
some questions which could be used 
as springboards for further discus
sion. Some examples are listed 
below: 

(a) Why was Japan in desperate 
need for oil? 

(b) Now that USA refused to supp
ly oil what did the Japanese military 
government decide to do to maintain 
her oil supply? 

As a matter of interest and to stimu
late thinking, the cartoon below is a 
useful "follow-up" teaching material. 
Notice the common factor- oil. 

SOURCE C: THE PACIFIC WAR -
THE KAMIKAZE Pll..OT 

Content Notes 

By 1944, the Allied forces, mainly 
America.ti, gained many hard fought 
victories and poised to attack the 
Land of the Rising Sun. In August of 
the same year, the Imperial Navy 
sought volunteers to fly suicide at
tacks against the advancing 
American fleets. Hosokawa was one 
of the many young Japanese who 
joined the 721st Squadron of the 5th 
naval Flying group, the first official 
kamikaze unit. Kamikaze means 
"divine wind" - an allusion to the for
tuitous typhoon that drove a Mongol 
invasion flotilla from Japan's shores 
in 1281. 

While some kamikaze crafts con-

Check under my bonnet, clean my windshield, inflate all my tyres, and vacuum my floor mats 
... then I just might buy a buck's worth of regular ... 



SOURCE C THE PACIFIC WAR - THE KAMIKAZE PILOT 

WIN.NERS 
and 

LOSERS 
VETERANS REMEMBER VVWII 

Kamikaze pilot rebuilds his life, career, 
as Japan emerges as world superpower 
By COLIN NICKERSON 

T OKYO -The radio h:sd been 
pl~cl!d on thl! :situ o( the 
Shinto shrine :st Kom~tsu 

,\ir 0;1se. home to the r~mnants of 
:1n Imperial Navy Oyinl! squ:~dron 
c:~lled the Jin It:~ I. or Thunder Gods. 
:sn elite k:~mlkue un1t. 

Sub·lleuten:~nt H:~ch l ro Hoso· 
k:~wa . 3 2-4-year-oh.l combat pilot 3lld 

THIRD OF FOUR PARTS 

prominence signify that J:~pan J.s the 
lonSJ · t~rm "victor" oC humankind's 
bloodiest ,..ar. 

"If a man loses his hoiJse and all 
that is precious .to him to fire. he 
may build a new and bi@:~er hC'use." 
said Ho~kawa. "llut it is nd:culous 
to say he has 'conquered' nre. 

"Japan is nch while the United 
States. 1 know. has some problems. 

.... _ .. , ....... 
In 1945, Hachlro Hosokawa was a 
24·yur-oid Japanese kamikaze 
pilot. His nation, with two cities 
redue.d lo atomic rubble, sunen
dered to the Allies. Since then, 
Hosokawa has seen his country 
prosper to one o( the world's lop 
er.onomlc powers. 

· Kamikaze pilots were responsible for sinking 34 allied ships, damaging 288 and killing 2,300 sailors and marines .... Hosokawa himself was 
slated to fly his own "one-way attack" in August 1945 but the war ended first. "You must understand, those of us in the kamikaze were not 
suicidal fanatics," Hosokawa said. "By 1944, our pilots were taking such heavy losses that we all expected to die. We did not welcome the idea 
of death, but we strongly believe that we were fighting to preserve the nation and the Japanese race from extinction. We were young, the war 
was not of our making, our courage was born of our innocence.". Like so many of his generation, Hosokawa is at once proud and worried by 
the nation Japan has become. "I do not know if Japan today is a land worth dying for .... " 

sisted of ordinary Zeros jammed with 
high explosives, the elite "Thunder 
Gods" of the 721st Squadron flew 
crude rockets called Ohka, meaning 
"exploding cherry blossoms." These 
crafts carried 1200 kilograms of ex
plosives, a pilot strapped into a tiny 
cockpit, and enough fuel for a three
minute flight. 

Usage of Source 

Though it is not necessary to test 
students' knowledge of battles, I fmd 
it odd not to mention about famous 
battles or military exploits when we 
teach them the World Wars, includ
ing the Pacific War. Indeed, many 
decisive battles determine the fate of 
historical events. Unless the teacher 
knows something about it, they will 
teach "fragmented" history and, in the 
process, robbing students of knowing 
the excitement, misery, bravery and 
other important aspects of human 
conflict in history. 

For this source the teacher could 
ask pupils to read the personal ac
count given by Hosokawa and to 

reflect for a moment the thoughts of 
the former kamikaze pilot. It is not 
easy to develop historical empathy 
but the least we could do is to try. 

(Incidentally, in the 1990 Gulf War, 
it was reported that the Iraqis would 
resqrt to suicide squads.) 

(a) What do you understand by the 
statement "We were young, the war 
was not of our making, our courage 
was born of our innocence."? 

(b) Attempt to explain why 
Hosokawa said that "I do not know if 
Japan today is a land worth dying 
for .... " 

(According to Hosokawa, the young 
Japanese are losing their sense of 
dedication and willingness to 
sacrifice. The old values of commit
ment to the nation, of reverence for 
the unique Japanese culture, now 
mean little to them. It bothers him 
deeply that the Japanese government 
has sought to eradicate memories of 
World War Two and that the people 
do not learn from it. In his opinion, 
Japan should be a more modest, more 

reflective nation -and not be so ob
sessed with riches and expensive 
cars.) 

Some Last Words 

A good teacher is a self-motivator. 
He likes his subject and is always 
eager to keep his knowledge up-to
date. He also realises the "ripples in 
the pool" effects of his enthusiasm on 
his pupils. Of course, it is never an 
easy task to motivate people, espe
cially if we have pupils who reply to 
you "History is boring" when asked 
upon their views of the subject. But 
first thing first. Let us now wipe away 
undesirable habits, adopt a new, 
refreshing attitude and look ahead 
with pride - because we are history 
teachers and we teach our pupils to 
know history. 

Gob Chor Boon is lecturer, Division 
of History, National Institute of 
Education, Nanyang Technological 
University, Singapore. 
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