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WHAT DO OUR STUDENTS THINK 
OF HISTORY LEARNING? 

Review by Dr Moo Swee Ngoh and MS Lulie Tan 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of history as a curricular subject 
is compulsory for all lower secondary 
pupils in Singapore. The stated objectives 
of history learning are as follows: 

to foster in the individual a strong sense 

of identity and pride in his own country 
and appreciation of his heritage; 
to develop in the pupil a broader and 
more balanced world view by helping 
him to become a more informed 
individual who is better able to 
understand the regional and global 
developments in the present; and 
to develop in him an enquiring mind 
and lead him to higher-order thinking 

through the acquisition of historical 
skills and inquiry learning. 

It is clear from the educational objectives 
outlined that history learning is meant to 
be more than mere presentation of facts by 
the teacher and their acquisition by the 
students. The added new focus is on the 
promotion of higher order thinking and 
inquiry learning skills in students through 
the study of history. This is essential for 
history learning to be meaningful, and if 
students are to be motivated and challenged 
in the process. 

Therefore the primary aim in instructional 
design for the study of history is no longer 

that of content mastery. Instead, history 
teaching should be designed to stimulate the 
interests of students and to develop thinking 
skills related to the discipline. This will 
enable the students to use history as a basis 
for understanding the present and for 
guiding projections into the future. Some 
of the thinking skills that can be developed 
through the process of history learning and 
investigation include comparing, analysing, 
evaluating, making informed inferences, 
and drawing generalisations. 

This article reports on some of the 
preliminary findings of a local study on how 
students think and make meaning in history 
learning. 

REVIEW OF RESEARCH 

Findings from studies on students' 
cognitive processes during classroom 
instruction (Tay-Koay Siew Luan,,l992; 
Belinda Charles, 1989; Ertrner, Newby, and 
MacDougall, 1996) suggest that students 
learn better if they are more actively 
involved in the learning process. Classroom 
instruction should provide opportunities for 
students to develop and to be nurtured into 
thinking, responsible and self-motivated 
learners. Tay's study ( l  992) showed that 
students not engaged in higher-level 
thinking processes, became passive 
recipients of information, and they tended 
to lose interest in lesson-relevant matters. 
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The study by Ertmer et al. (1 996) noted that 
students who adopted process goals 
appeared more persistent when faced with 
difficult tasks, and they would also 
emphasise strategies needed to analyse a 
case rather than facts needed to make a 
correct analysis. 

The emphasis on promoting thinking skills 
development in history learning was 
introduced in 1993 at the same time when 
a revision of the history syllabus was 
undertaken. History teachers were 
enco;raged to make the necessary changes 
in their teaching approaches, and to adopt 
strategies and methods that would help 
achieve this important educational 
objective. How successful has this change 
been in bringing about a de-emphasis on 
rote learning and fact acquisition and in 
promoting thinking in history learning by 
teachers? Are students required to do more 
of higher order thinking now in the learning 
of history? What impact, if any, has this 
made on the perceptions that students have 
of history learning? 

LOCAL RESEARCH STUDY 

To answer these questions, a local study is 
currently underway of lower secondary 
history classes to find out if and how 
students are engaged in thinking and 
making meaning in history learning, and 
how they perceive the study of history. It 
also includes a survey among history 
teachers on their approaches, strategies and 
methods in history teaching. 
The pilot study was conducted in four 
schools involving 200 lower secondary 

students and seven history teachers. The 
sample included a mix of government 
neighbourhood, autonomous, and aided 
schools. The mode of inquiry used included 
lesson observations, semi-structured 
interviews, students' work (products of 
history learning activities), and 
questionnaires. The questionnaires had a 4- 
point scale, and respondents were invited 
to give reasons for their responses. 

A summary of the findings (Table 1) 
obtained from the questionnaire returns 
completed by the students and classroom 
observations, and a discussion of the results 
are presented below 

Sum Cheah 
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Table 1 : 
Student Responses To Questionnaire On History Learning 

1 2 1 try to answer T's questions during History lessons. 1 74.9 1 
I always pay attention during History lessons. 

ALL (%) 

83.4 

1 5 1 enjoy participating in groupipair work. and role-play. I 1 '  I 81.4 1 

3 I understand most of what is taught during History lessons. 

4 I ask questions when I don't understand. 

87.8 

61.4 

l 8 1 learn to analyse the cause & effects of events. l 1  86.4 l 

6 I think about what T is explaining during History lessons. 

7 I learn to compare present with past during History lessons. 

1 9 1 learn to organise History information using diagrams. 1 1  63.8 1 

78.9 

79.9 

1 10 I am able to imagine past events in History lessons. 1 1  84.4 1 
I 11 I think learning History is useful. l 1  92.4 1 
1 12 1 like learning History. 1 1  79.4 1 
l 13 1 look forward to History lessons. l 72.4 l 

The Findings 

An analysis of the findings show that more 
than 92 % of students surveyed regarded 
the study of history to be useful. Many 
felt that they could "draw lessons from the 
past", "learn from past mistakes", "under- 
stand the present better", "know their own 
heritage and roots", and that the study of 
history would help them "understand gov- 
ernment policies better". Apparently, these 
students could see meaningfulness, rel- 
evance, and even importance in history 
learning. This was encouraging in view of 
the government's efforts in National Edu- 
cation the primary aim of which is to help 
our students know about Singapore's past 
and her development so as to understand 

how we have been shaped as a people, the 
present, and future challenges. 

P 

It was also apparent that the majority of 
the students (79%) liked learning history 
(Item 12). This could be due to the fact his- 
tory was considered an 'easy' subject as 
indicated by 88% of students who felt they 
could understand most of what was taught 
during their history lessons (Item 3). 

Despite all this 28% of students reported 
that they did not feel enthusiastic about 
having history lessons. The reasons cited 
inc1uded:"lessons can be boring depending 
on the topics", "too much teacher talk", and 
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"listening to teacher's explanation is 
boring". These responses suggested that 
many of the history lessons might still be 
teacher-centred and the students had not 
been sufficiently engaged or challenged in 
the learning process. At least 17% indicated 
that they did not pay attention during history 
lessons (Item l), and 21% indicated that 
they did not think about what the teacher 
was explaining to them (Item 6). This meant 
that approximately one in five of the 
students surveyed did not appear to have 
made cognitive connection with the 
learning process during history lessons, let 

ar 
alone be actively engaged. 

Further indications that the students might 
not have been sufficiently engaged in 
thinking were given in the responses to Item 2. 
More than 25% of the students said that 
they did not try to answer their teachers' 
questions during history lessons. Some of 
the reasons given included "being afraid of 
giving the wrong answers", "shy to answer 
the teacher's questions", and "some 
questions were too difficult", "the teacher 
was too fast", and "the answers were mostly 
found in the textbook". When the students - 
did not understand, 39% indicated that they 
did not ask the teacher for help (Item 4). 

Evidence obtained from classroom 
observations revealed that teachers were 
clearly aware of the need to ask questions. 
Most of the questions asked, however, were 
low order and convergent, which merely 
required the students to recall information. 
This was the pattern especially when the 
teacher adopted a predominantly expository 
style of teaching. As the students had 
claimed, answers to the 'recall' questions 
could be found in the textbook. It was not 
surprising therefore that some students did 
not attempt to answer them. 

Some higher-order questions were asked 
during the lessons observed. For example, 
"What do you think of Hall Wu Di as a 
ruler?", "Was Qin Shi Huang a good or 
bad ruler?", and "Why was the attack on 
Pearl Harbour important?" However, 
these were often glossed over. It was also 
observed that little wait-time was given for 
students to process their answers to these 
higher-order questions. Such a practice 
could have discouraged students from 
making an effort to answer the teacher's 
questions. 

The students did acquire certain 
thinking skills through history learning. 
More than 80% indicated that they 
learnt to make comparisons between 
past and present, to analyse the causes 
and effects of events, and to imagine past 
happenings (Items 7,8, & 10 respectively) 
during history lessons. It was observed that 
group activities were conducted in some 
of the classes and these provided 
opportunities for students to develop higher 
order thinking skills. More than 8 1% of the 
respondents indicated that they enjoyed 
doing group work (Item 5).  

One skill that appeared to be the least 
developed among the students surveyed 
was that of using concept maps, graphic 
summaries and charts to organise 
historical information (Item 9). Only 64% 
reported that they had learnt to use this tool 
which is generally regarded to be important 
in helping students organise their learning 
and in improving student understanding. 

CONCLUSION 

One of the main educational objectives for 
history learning in Singapore today 
emphasises the development of an 
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enquiring mind and higher order thinlung skills in students, through the a~quisition of 
historical skills and inquiry learning. Findings from this study show that there is now a 
greater awareness of this goal amongst history teachers, and students are acquiring some 
of the skills and thinlung processes of history learning. However, much more needs to be 
changed especially in teaching approaches and methodology if history is to be embraced 
by all students as an interesting, enjoyable, and challenging subject to study. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING 

Teachers of history today find themselves in a position that many of their 
predecessors might not have dreamt possible - that their subject is given its 
due recognition and place of importance in Singapore's secondary school 
curriculum. The introduction of National Education has promoted its study 
and, in turn, students now have a healthy regard for the subject in terms of its 
usefulness. They are beginning to appreciate the importance and relevance 
of history learning. The findings of this pilot study have confirmed this fact. 

Given its higher profile, the increasing recognition of its importance, and the 
general perception among students that its lessons are not difficult to 
understand, it may not come as a surprise that 80% of the students surveyed 
reported they liked to study history. While the study showed that 72% of the 
students actually looked forward to their history lessons, it also meant that : 

almost one in three histoiy students did not find the lessons interesting; 
one in five reported that they did not always pay attention during history 
lessons; 
one in four did not try to answer teacher's questions; a 

one in three would not ask even when they did not understand. 

The findings of this limited study may still provide pointers for teacher action: 

1. It is time to change students' perceptions of history learning. History 
teaching has to move away from the emphasis on content mastery and 
rote-learning that is still prevale~zt. 
The study has shown that today's students seem able to appreciate the 
importance of history learning. It is also apparent that the "general 
atmosphere" for the study of history has vastly improved. History teachers 
will need to seize this opportunity and help bring about a lasting change 
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in students' perceptions of history learning. It must be recognised that 
the traditional teacher-centred expository style of history teaching 
(which still seems to be the predominant mode of instruction in 
Singapore classrooms) is no longer adequate. 

2. Instructional strategies that emphasise active student participation 
and engagement of student critical thinking will have to be the norm 
in history teaching. 
The study shows that students enjoy doing group work in history lessons. 
Classroom observations revealed that inquiry-oriented group discussions, 
where used, provided many opportunities for higher-order mental 

,processes. Other activities that can be introduced include role-play, 
debates, mock trials, and the construction of mind-maps, graphic 
organisers and visual organisers to structure their learning. As shown in 
the findings, one important area that clearly needs developing is that of 
using concept-mapping and other forms of diagrams to organise historical 
information. Incorporating purposeful group activities in history lessons 
will make history learning more interesting and perhaps even challenging. 

3. Effective use of quality questions and questioning skills, and the 
encouragement of student questions are critical in developing student 
thinking in history learrzing. 
Evidence from the study showed that while teachers asked questions 
during history lessons, these questions were predominantly low-order, 
requiring the students merely to recall information that was in the 
textbook. When higher-order questions were asked students were not 
given sufficient wait time to process their answers. Students' written 
comments also showed that some teachers might not have been very 
encouraging in their questioning and responding techniques. More than 
25% of the students reported that they did not try to answer teacher's 
questions, and almost 40% would not ask their teachers if they did not 
understand the lesson. Students will develop an enquiring mind only if 
teachers encourage them to ask questions during the learning process. 
To promote higher-order thinking in their students, teachers will have to 
work on their own questioning techniques - both in the quality of the 
questions asked and the skills in questioning and responding. 
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4. Through history teaching promote the development of thinking processes 
such as comparing, analysing, evaluating, making informed inferences, 
and drawing generalisations. 
The findings showed that a large majority of the students (80% - 86%) 
did think about what their teachers were teaching during history lessons, 
and they learnt to use thinking processes such as comparing the present 
with the past and analysing the causes and effects of past event. They also 
learnt to imagine past happenings. Efforts at facilitating the development 
of these thinking processes in students would need to be increased and 
further reinforced. These are skills that every student should acquire in 
the course of studying history. 
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