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Key findings and recommendations
•

Migration and empire have shaped Britain and
our relationship with the world.

•

At Key Stages 3 and 4 (GCSE level), migration,
belonging, and empire can be taught as part
of the History and English curriculum.
However, this is largely dependent on the
modules, topics or texts selected by schools.

•

According to the Department for Education,
the secondary school History curriculum should
ensure that pupils know and understand ‘how
Britain has influenced and been influenced
by the wider world’, ‘the diversity of societies’,
‘their own identity and the challenges of their
time’. Migration, belonging, and empire are
central to understanding these processes.

•

Research shows that the curriculum is
narrow in scope. The new English curriculum
launched in 2014 moved the subject into a
more ‘traditional’ domain, and was branded a
backlash against ‘multicultural texts’ by experts
and commentators.

•

About 4 per cent of pupils taking GCSE
History are taking the ‘Migration to Britain’
option (which also covers some empire) with
exam boards AQA and OCR. Given these
numbers, migration, belonging, and empire
should be covered at Key Stage 3 level across
different disciplines.

•

•

The number of schools teaching migration,
belonging, and empire is unknown. Academies,
which have increased in number, do not
have to follow the National Curriculum.
Flexibility within the curriculum makes it hard to
gauge what is being taught.
Further research is therefore required to make
an assessment of what is being delivered and
what is absent. This research should evaluate
students’ knowledge of migration, belonging,
and empire, as well as teachers’ interest in
and concerns and ambivalences about these
topics. The government should commission
this research and reform the curriculum in
response to the findings.

•

Teachers need more support to equip
them to teach migration, belonging, and
empire sensitively and effectively. A survey
of teachers carried out by the Runnymede
Trust, University of Manchester and University
of Cambridge project Our Migration Story found
that 78 per cent of those surveyed wanted
training on teaching migration and 71 per
cent on teaching empire.

•

Initial Teacher Education (ITE) courses do not
provide the space or skills to enable teachers
to confidently cover sensitive and controversial
issues with young people. Scholarship has found
that some teachers avoid topics they deem
controversial.

•

The UCL Centre for Holocaust Education
offers a useful blueprint for a future
programme to support teachers with
migration, empire, and belonging. It provides
a national programme of ITE for early-career
teachers, online materials and resources,
continuing professional development (CPD)
days, and a Masters accredited online distancelearning course; 90 per cent of participating
teachers say that the CPD course is excellent
and 10 per cent that it is good.

•

The preliminary findings of the TIDE Beacon
Fellowship with 12 selected History and English
teachers further support the need for teacher
training. Future CPD should engage with
academics and draw on the expertise of and
lessons learnt from teachers already engaging
with migration, belonging, and empire.

•

The government should fund a new ITE and
CPD programme for migration, belonging,
and empire in collaboration with universities.

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools
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Executive summary
Migration and empire have shaped Britain, and our
relationship with the world. The Roman Empire and
Anglo-Saxon invasions, the Norman conquest, and
the rise and fall of the British Empire helped forge
our institutions, language, literature and culture.
Cross-cultural contact throughout centuries have
shaped our perceptions of identity and belonging.
The current secondary school curriculum should
ensure that pupils know and understand ‘how Britain
has influenced and been influenced by the wider
world’; the ‘the expansion and dissolution of empires
[and] characteristic features of past non-European
societies’; ‘the process of change, the diversity
of societies and relationships between different
groups’; and ‘their own identity and the challenges
of their time’ (DfE, 2013a, 2013b). This cannot be
fully achieved without a thorough understanding of
migration, belonging, and empire.
The vote to leave the European Union in 2016 has
brought our relationship with migration, belonging,
and empire to the fore. Migration was a major faultline during the Brexit campaign. Talk of a forwardlooking, confident ‘Global Britain’ has followed,
bringing renewed relevance to the Commonwealth,
as Britain searches for new, post-Brexit allies in
once-familiar places. This has exposed a chronic
misunderstanding among our political leaders of
Britain’s relationship, past and present, to its former
empire. The Windrush scandal of 2018 laid bare
the dearth of understanding of successive British
governments about the ‘winding up’ of the Empire.
Further, discussions over a potential border between
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland during
the Brexit negotiations have shown that there is
little understanding of Britain’s past relationship with
Ireland among some of our elected representatives.
The need for a realistic appraisal of our past and
present relationships with the wider world is evident
and urgent.
How migration, belonging, and empire have been
taught in schools and represented in textbooks
has shifted with changes in government. Until the
1960s, the curriculum implicitly supported the merits
of empire and remained evasive on its exploitative
or violent realities for colonised people (Tomlinson,
2019). The most recent iteration of the National
Curriculum, launched in 2014, does provide some
opportunities for migration and empire to be taught

as part of History and English lessons. For example,
the exam boards OCR and AQA launched GCSElevel units on ‘Migration to Britain’ in 2016, which
include some coverage of empire. These are,
however, optional modules. Further, at Key Stage 3
(KS3) level, migration and empire are signposted as
‘suggested topics’.
For English, reforms to examinations in 2015
narrowed the curriculum – something commentators
branded a backlash against ‘multicultural texts’
(Goodwyn et al., 2018). The new curriculum moved
the subject into a more ‘traditional’ domain: a
Shakespeare play, the English Romantic poets,
a 19th-century novel and modern British novel
(Alexander, Weekes-Bernard and Arday, 2015).
This means that it is up to teachers, heads of
department and curriculum leads to decide whether
these topics are covered or not. The result: wide
variations in the teaching of these crucial topics
across the country.
In 2016, the Runnymede Trust, University of
Manchester and University of Cambridge launched
the Our Migration Story (OMS) project to provide
teachers with classroom-ready materials for the new
GCSE History module ‘Migration to Britain’. The
initiative was built in collaboration with 80 academic
historians and has since won two awards. However,
a survey of teachers carried out by the project in
2019 found that 78 per cent of those surveyed
wanted training on teaching migration and 71 per
cent on teaching empire.
In response, the TIDE (Travel, Transculturality, and
Identity in England, c. 1550–1700) project, funded
by the European Research Council (ERC) and based
at the University of Liverpool, joined forces with the
Runnymede Trust to create a fellowship programme to
support secondary school teachers who are already
teaching migration, belonging, and empire as topics.
The TIDE Beacon Fellowship, run for the first time
in 2019, is an innovative 12-week programme of
professional development for a group of 12 selected
English and History secondary school teachers.
It provided the teachers with three cumulative
masterclasses, one a month from March to May.
Each masterclass introduced the teachers to leading
experts and the latest scholarship, as well as providing
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time and space to think through the issues raised.
Masterclass 1 introduced fellows to best practice
in delivering what can be challenging and sensitive
topics. Masterclass 2, held at the National Archives,
aimed to develop teachers’ subject knowledge and
work alongside experienced teachers. The final
masterclass, held at National Museums Liverpool,
sought to help teachers think through how they could
apply what they had learnt and develop materials for
their classrooms. In between masterclasses, teachers
took part in online forums hosted by the TIDE project,
and undertook specialist subject training under the
guidance of the TIDE project team subject experts.
The National Curriculum explicitly calls for pupils to
be taught ‘tolerance’, as part of the British values
agenda. It calls for young people to understand their
own and others’ cultures ‘as an essential element of
their preparation for life in modern Britain’, in which
‘they understand, accept, respect and celebrate

diversity’. Teaching the long, diverse, often-fraught
history of migration, belonging, and empire would
partially achieve this. To adequately prepare students
to be tolerant, confident citizens, these topics must
be understood as integral both to our history and
to the richness of British culture. All children and
young people need to feel a sense of belonging, and
understand their identities. Migration and empire
are not marginal events: they are central to our
national story. As it stands, the story we are telling is
incomplete.
This report explains why teaching migration,
belonging, and empire matters. It outlines what
is currently available on the curriculum and what
is missing. It assesses the barriers teachers face
in grappling with sensitive topics. Finally, it gives
recommendations for change so that we can address
the gaps in the curriculum for the benefit of students
of all backgrounds.

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools
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Why teach migration, belonging, and empire?
In its current form, teaching on the history of migration,
belonging, and empire at school and university level
is available, but limited. A recent survey by the Royal
Historical Society of around 700 university-based
historians highlighted that the curriculum at school
level was narrow and limited, with consequences for
black and minority ethnic (BME) under-representation
on UK history undergraduate courses (Royal Historical
Society, 2018).
British schools are increasingly diverse, raising
further questions about not only what is taught in
schools but also how.
Nearly 17 per cent of children aged 0−15 in England
and Wales are from BME backgrounds. BME young
people make up around 27 per cent of state-funded
primary and secondary school pupils in England
(DfE, 2018). For a curriculum to be truly ‘national’,
it needs to reflect the reality of over a quarter of the
pupils populating our classrooms. A curriculum that
takes little account of the long-standing presence
of minorities in Britain and why they moved here,
and fails to offer a comprehensive evaluation of
their treatment, will do little to end the stereotyping
and racist attitudes that continue to hinder the life
chances of BME adults.
Research by NatCen and the Runnymede Trust
in 2017 found that racial stereotypes are still a
pervasive part of popular beliefs. It found that 44
per cent of those surveyed believed that ‘some
races are born harder working than others’ (Kelley,
Khan and Sharrock, 2017). All ethnic minority
groups experience higher unemployment rates
(Ethnicity Facts and Figures, 2018). Although the
causes of this disparity are complex, widespread
racial stereotypes are not a welcome addition to the
job prospects of minority populations. To build a fair
society that works for everyone in the long term, we
need to start with education.

This is underscored by a legal obligation, under
the Equality Act 2010, for schools to have ‘due
regard’, when considering practices and policies,
to removing or minimising disadvantage and
also to encouraging participation when it is
disproportionately low. Finally, dealing with inequality
is a moral obligation: it is simply the right thing to
do (Royal Historical Society, 2018). The teaching of
migration, belonging, and empire offers scope to
address some of these issues of representation.
Inclusion and representation are important. However,
teaching migration, belonging, and empire is not
relevant to students from current ethnic minorities
alone. It offers all young people the opportunity to
better understand the dynamic world they inhabit. It
will give British students of all ethnic backgrounds a
fuller understanding of the varied and wide-ranging
cultural inputs that have contributed to the making of
Britain. It is important to recognise that the complex,
diverse, and often fraught history of Britain’s
engagement with other nations, races, and cultures
happened both within its shores and beyond. It is not
an addendum to British history, literature, and culture,
but an intrinsic part of it.
In recent years, debates on expanding the
curriculum have gained more traction and
recognition in public debates and academia. In
higher education these debates can be seen in calls
to ‘decolonise the curriculum’ (Bhambra, Gebrial and
Nişancıoğlu, 2018) but have also been stimulated
by thoughtful scholarship looking at the legacies
of the British transatlantic slave trade (Draper,
2010; Hall, 2014). Such scholarship acknowledges
that these topics are fraught with complexity and
controversy. To teach them well requires a great deal
of knowledge, skill and sensitivity. It also demands
coordinated planning, resources and support, for
students and teachers alike.
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What is on the History and English curriculum
and how is it taught?
At Key Stages 3 and 4 (GCSE level), migration,
belonging, and empire can be taught as part of the
History and English curriculum. However, this is
largely dependent on the modules, topics or texts
selected by schools. This discretion has notable pros
and cons. It gives schools and teachers the flexibility
to tailor what they teach based on their expertise
and their pupils’ interests. But it also makes it difficult
to map what is being taught and allows for large
variations in knowledge.

Key Stage 3
English
At Key Stage 3, there is scope for teachers to
cover migration, belonging, and empire – but this
is dependent on the interests and choices of the
school.
Pupils should be taught to read increasingly
challenging fiction and non-fiction including whole
books, short stories, poems and plays from a variety
of genres, historical periods, forms and authors. It
must include:
•

English literature, both pre-1914 and
contemporary, including prose, poetry and drama

•

Two Shakespeare plays

•

Seminal world literature.

This allows for flexibility but makes it difficult to
assess the extent to which migration, belonging,
and empire are being covered in English lessons in
classrooms across the country.

History
Currently, the Holocaust is the only statutory topic at
Key Stage 3. The curriculum provides a list of nonstatutory, suggested topics that can be selected by
teachers to ensure their pupils understand Britain’s
past and that of the wider world, some of which
cover migration and empire.

•

The expansion and dissolution of empires;
characteristic features of past non-European
societies and achievements and follies of
mankind

•

Abstract terms such as ‘empire’, ‘civilisation’,
‘parliament’ and ‘peasantry’.

Department for Education, 2013
Some of the non-statutory topics suggested by
the DfE to enable pupils to reach this level include:
Norman conquest; the migration of people to, from
and within the British Isles (before 1066); the Act
of Union of 1707; Britain’s first colony in America;
the development of the British Empire; Britain’s
transatlantic slave trade; and Indian independence
and the end of empire.
What is covered is largely dependent on the
discretion of the school. Notable historical
developments, such as the colonisation of the
Caribbean, Irish Home Rule and migration to Britain
following the Second World War, are missing even
from the non-statutory suggestions.

GCSE
A reformed GCSE in English has been taught since
September 2015, with History reforms the following
year. A key feature of the reforms was new and
demanding content, with both History and English
reforms being influenced by the work of the US
cultural theorist E.D. Hirsch. His concept of ‘cultural
literacy’ prioritises teaching the ‘traditional canon’ of
knowledge (Hirsch, Kett and Trefil, 1987).

English
The new English curriculum is more restrictive than
its predecessor. Pupils must cover:
•

A Shakespeare play

•

The English Romantic poets

•

A 19th-century novel

During their study at this level, students should be
able to understand:

•

A modern British novel.

•

Research found that some English teachers who
wanted to teach a wide range of texts to their pupils

How Britain has influenced and been influenced
by the wider world

Department for Education, 2015

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools

struggled to balance this desire with the need to
adapt to the new GCSE exam regime (Goodwyn et
al., 2018).

History
Similarly, in the 2018 annual survey by the Historical
Association, many History teachers voiced concerns
about the appropriateness of the new curriculum
specifications. However, new opportunities to study
migration, belonging, and empire were introduced
at this level. A new history breadth study, ‘Migration
to Britain’, that also covers some aspects of empire
was added by the exam boards OCR and AQA. The
largest exam board in the UK, Pearson (which owns
Edexcel), made no such offer.
Low GCSE migration history uptake
As GCSE History is optional, the number of students
taking these modules is limited. In 2018 there were
248,925 entries for the GCSE History examination
across all boards, and about 38 per cent of students
take History to GCSE level (Ofqual, 2018).
At the same time, the numbers taking up the new
‘Migration to Britain’ module are smaller still. In 2018,
figures show that 10 per cent of AQA GCSE History
entries took this option. This compares with 73 per
cent opting for the ‘Health and People’ option and
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16.6 per cent for ‘Power and People’. The proportion
opting for the migration study at OCR is similar,
with 8 per cent taking this GCSE History B syllabus,
again about 1,500 students out of the total 248,925
entries. Overall, about 4 per cent of pupils taking
GCSE History are taking ‘Migration to Britain’ with
AQA and OCR.
Given these numbers, if we are to ensure migration,
belonging, and empire are widely understood, they
should be covered at Key Stage 3 level across
different disciplines.

Academies and the National
Curriculum
Academies – schools that are publicly funded but
run independently of local authority control – do
not have to follow the National Curriculum (Gov.uk,
2019). They must follow a ‘broad and balanced’
curriculum but they otherwise have autonomy
over what is taught. This acts as another barrier
to assessing how many schools are teaching
migration, belonging, and empire.
As a result, making a convincing case to major
academy chains so they cover these topics as part of
their curriculum is essential.
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Teaching difficult topics: the need for training
The public discussion of migration, belonging, and
empire is loaded with potential controversy. Teachers,
who may not have been taught these topics during
their own time at school, may need support to feel
confident delivering such material.
In 2016, the Runnymede Trust, University of
Manchester and University of Cambridge launched
the Our Migration Story (OMS) project to provide
teachers with classroom-ready materials for the
GCSE History module ‘Migration to Britain’. The
initiative was built in collaboration with 80 academic
historians and provides downloadable lesson plans
and supporting online content. A small survey of 112
teachers launched by the project in 2019 found that
respondents very widely agreed that further training
in how to teach both topics would be valuable. For
example, 78 per cent of all teachers who answered
the question wanted training on migration, while
71 per cent wanted training on empire; of History
teachers, 83 per cent wanted training on migration,
74 per cent on empire. The responses were mostly
from White British teachers (69%) who taught History,
English or Geography (or multiple subjects).
Working with trainee History teachers over a threeyear period, Richard Harris found that some teachers
avoided topics they deemed controversial. Others
would engage with sensitive issues but did not
encourage pupils to engage with the causes of the
controversy, while a final group seized opportunities
to tackle challenging topics head-on. Teachers who
felt history education had a wider purpose beyond
the classroom were more likely to engage with
sensitive issues (Harris, 2012). Teachers, across
subjects, need support and training that equips

them to cover these topics in their classrooms
and reinforces the importance of history beyond
examinations.
Recognising this need, the Historical Association
produced a leaflet, TEACH, offering teachers
guidance when covering emotive and sensitive
issues. They suggested that teacher-quality CPD be
introduced to give teachers the support and tools
they need (Historical Association, 2007).
The Initial Teacher Education (ITE) courses currently
on offer do not provide the space or skills that would
enable teachers to confidently cover sensitive and
controversial issues with young people.
The proposed CPD would also equip teachers to fulfil
their requirement to promote basic important British
values as part of pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and
cultural (SMSC) development. This requires young
people to understand their own and others’ cultures
‘as an essential element of their preparation for life in
modern Britain’, in which ‘they understand, accept,
respect and celebrate diversity’. Currently, teachers
are not trained to deal appropriately with difference
or to evaluate how their own beliefs and biases might
affect what they teach and how they teach it (Harris
and Clarke, 2011; Harris, 2012).
Third-sector organisations like EqualiTeach offer
such training for educators. The government
should consider streamlining such provision into ITE
programmes. As Bhopal and Rhamie (2014) have
argued; ‘greater training is needed in relation to the
practical assistance that student teachers require in
terms of increasing their understanding of diversity’.

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools
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What could teacher training look like? Lessons
from the TIDE Beacon Fellowship
The TIDE Beacon Fellowship, run for the first time
in 2019, is an innovative 12-week programme of
professional development for a group of 12 selected
English and History secondary school teachers.
Funded by the European Research Council (ERC),
the TIDE (Travel, Transculturality, and Identity in
England, c. 1550–1700) project is based at the
University of Liverpool. It looks at how mobility in the
great age of travel and discovery shaped English
perceptions of human identity and difference. With
support from the Runnymede Trust, they created a
fellowship programme to support secondary school
teachers who are teaching migration, belonging, and
empire as topics.
The programme delivered three cumulative
masterclasses, one a month from March to May
2019. Each masterclass introduced the teachers to
leading experts and the latest scholarship, as well
as providing time and space to think through the
issues raised.
Masterclass 1 introduced fellows to best practice
in delivering what can be challenging and sensitive
topics. Masterclass 2, held at the National Archives,
aimed to develop teachers’ subject knowledge and
work alongside experienced teachers. The final
masterclass, held at National Museums Liverpool,
sought to help teachers think through how they could
apply what they had learnt and develop materials for
their classrooms.
In between masterclasses, teachers took part in
online forums hosted by the TIDE project, and
undertook specialist subject training under the
guidance of the TIDE project team subject experts.
The applicants to the Beacon Fellowship were an
atypical group in several ways. The application
process meant that participants already had a
strong interest in migration, belonging, and empire
and wanted support with engaging students,
expanding their knowledge or introducing these
topics in their schools. Nevertheless, preliminary
findings from our pre- and post-fellowship survey
and interviews with teachers provide some useful
insights into what might be needed in terms of
supporting CPD in this area.

The value of working with
scholars and scholarship
Having access to online material alongside the
training proved useful for the teachers who took part
in the fellowship programme. It stimulated new ideas
and revelations, even among those who considered
their knowledge of the topics to be strong. Some
fellows really valued the access to online primary
resource material that challenged their thinking.
Particularly, the opportunity to take a long view of
the topics of migration and empire, often setting
them within more familiar frameworks such as the
Tudor period, complicated notions of belonging. The
matching of university scholars with teachers was
useful and productive. However, any future iteration
of the programme should consider the fact that
the different teachers taking part will have different
needs, determined by their students, their schools
and their own life experiences.

The need to recognise
teachers’ and students’
contexts
Beliefs and attitudes played a significant part in
teachers’ motivations for doing the fellowship. The
fellows’ planned responses each week reflected both
their own experiences and interests but also those
of their students. Students will have varying levels of
knowledge, and teachers need to meet them where
they are. Fellows took into account their students’
interests, misconceptions and levels of knowledge
and incorporated them into their reflections.
The fellows’ passion for the topics and personal
investment in the programme – in which they were
taking part in addition to their teaching – made the
planning work involved exacting on an intellectual
and emotional level.

The importance of sustained
collaboration, shared
expertise and dialogue
In Masterclass 2, the fellows had the opportunity to
speak to a panel of teachers experienced in teaching
migration, belonging, and empire, about their
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experiences. This proved useful and helped to shape
the fellows’ lesson plans, from micro considerations
such as which language to use to broader
considerations related to how to frame the enquiry.

CfHE has a programme of beacon schools (not to be
confused with our Beacon Fellowship) that helps to
develop the leadership potential in teachers who take
responsibility for teaching about the Holocaust.

Lessons learnt: what we can
take forward

The impact of this approach is impressive and broadranging, as the latest end-of-year report makes
clear: 90 per cent of teachers indicated that the CPD
course was excellent and 10 per cent determined
that it was good. Teachers commented favourably
about the thought-provoking nature of the training,
the quality of the resources and the way in which
they were now enabled to challenge widespread
misconceptions. One teacher, commenting on
the value of the CPD, said: ‘Making the Holocaust
accessible to KS3 students is not easy feat. It is a
harder feat to do so whilst still also maintaining great
sensitivity and compassion. This CPD, in both its
resources and delivery, achieved both those feats
exceptionally well.’ These issues of access, sensitivity
and compassion are no less applicable to the topics
of empire, migration, and belonging.

Future CPD should engage with academics and draw
on the expertise of and lessons learnt from teachers
already engaging with migration, belonging, and
empire. Further, it should recognise that the context
in teachers’ classrooms will vary widely across
the country. This should be reflected in the course
content, so it can equip teachers to meet their
students where they are and to consider their own
biases and how to teach emotive and contentious
topics sensitively.
A full, follow-up evaluation will be available later
in 2019.

A blueprint for change:
UCL Centre for Holocaust
Education
The TIDE Beacon Fellowship sought to study other
successful models of teacher development, such
as the Historical Association fellowship, sponsored
by Agincourt 600 (Burn, 2019), and especially the
work of the UCL Centre for Holocaust Education
(CfHE). The CfHE was established in 2008 with
joint funding from the Pears Foundation and the
Department for Education with the stated belief
that ‘education practice should be informed by
academic scholarship, empirical research and
practical classroom experience’. The momentum for
this work was made possible because the Holocaust
had been made a compulsory part of the curriculum.
Given a range of shared characteristics between
the Holocaust and the topics of empire, migration,
and belonging, such as the continued resonances
in popular culture and political discourse and the
resulting need to approach with sensitivity, the work
of the CfHE offers a useful model for supporting the
professional development of teachers.
Drawing on its world-leading research, it offers
support for teachers, free of charge, at all stages of
their careers. This ranges from a national programme
of ITE for early-career teachers, online materials
and resources, CPD days and a Masters accredited
online distance-learning course. In addition, the

The impact on student knowledge is equally
impressive. In 2018/19 the CfHE surveyed 886 Key
Stage 3 students whose teachers had attended
the Centre’s CPD. They found that 70 per cent of
students in a sample of classes where the teacher
had attended the CPD were able to correctly answer
a range of core knowledge questions about the
Holocaust (Foster et al., 2016). Further, the impact
study also demonstrates how the acquisition of this
core knowledge helped the students in the sample
‘to develop deeper and more informed understanding
of the Holocaust’ (UCL CfHE, unpublished annual
report, 2019: 17).
The Centre’s work is pioneering, extensive and
impactful. The identification of both teachers’ and
students’ issues, concerns and misconceptions is
vital. What the CfHE shows us is that having this
sort of research agenda in relation to the teaching
of empire, migration and belonging, is vital if we are
to find ways of better supporting the teaching of
these subjects in schools. In its interim assessment
report to the DfE, the CfHE highlights the following:
‘The Centre’s success in improving how teachers
teach, and students learnt, about the Holocaust is
in large measure due to the careful way that all its
programmes are uniquely responsive to the national
research studies’ (UCL CfHE, unpublished annual
report, 2017: 4). Well-targeted support, regular
evaluation of impact and a strong link to both
academic scholarship and the classroom have made
the Centre a success.

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools

How do young people
understand migration,
belonging, and empire?
There is limited research on what young people
believe and understand about migration, belonging,
and empire. A 2014 YouGov survey found that, out
of 1741 British adults surveyed, 59 per cent reported
that they were proud of the British Empire. While
imperial pride was higher among older people, about
half (48 per cent) of 18–24-year-olds felt pride in the
Empire (YouGov, 2014). The survey did not include
an evaluation of how BME people felt about the
Empire.
Small-scale studies in English secondary schools
shed some light on how students feel about how
migration, empire and belonging is covered in History.
Research by Adam Burns (Burns, 2014, 2016, 2017)
has found that students across a range of sites
thought that having empire as a focus of study was
important. They felt it helped to explain the types of
relationship Britain has currently with other parts of
the world, and the contemporary British multicultural
society they live in. However, Burns found that the
life experiences and existing beliefs of the students
had more of an impact on their views about empire
than what they learnt in the classroom. The beliefs of
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parents and the messages propagated by the media
will also have an impact.
For ethnic minority students, the focus on slavery
and the Tudors at the expense of other topics was
a theme highlighted in some small-scale studies
(Runnymede, 2015). A study by Kay Traille (2007)
found that students of African-Caribbean descent
and their families expressed that history should,
among other things, provide a means of feeling
proud about oneself. If slavery is the only major
representation of black history that black pupils see
featured in their studies, this is unlikely to engender a
sense of pride.
It is evident from these small studies that teaching
migration, belonging, and empire helps students
from all backgrounds better understand the
country and its relationships with the wider world.
All students, irrespective of background, need to
understand Britain’s long history of contact with
other cultures, and its identity as a site of such
cross-cultural engagement. For minority students,
this can also contribute to the development of
self-worth and pride. Further research is needed to
properly understand what is being taught and the
level of young people’s knowledge of migration,
empire, and belonging.
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Conclusion and recommendations
The teaching of migration, belonging, and empire
across disciplines is desperately needed. The
question of belonging – who we were, who we
are and who we want to be – has taken on a new
urgency. The Brexit campaign and negotiations,
and the national conversation that has ensued,
have exposed divisions and fault-lines about what
migration and belonging mean to us. Teaching these
topics is not solely a matter of inclusion of minority
student groups, but is equally important for the
entire student body, to impart a full and complete
understanding of the country and the culture that
students inhabit, as well as the history and heritage
that lies behind that culture.

•

This should include a CPD programme that
should engage with academics and draw on
the expertise of teachers already engaging with
migration, belonging, and empire. It should be
empirically based, scholarly and reflect the needs
of teachers.

•

A model that encourages conversations and
collaboration across subject areas should
be developed in schools. This can both gain
from the increasingly interdisciplinary nature of
research on these topics, as the TIDE Beacon
Fellowship has demonstrated, and lead to more
coherent and practically efficient teaching.

But teachers need support to teach what can be
controversial and uncomfortable topics sensitively
and effectively. They need structured, tailored support
and teaching methods and training in handling
difficult topics, as well as in recognising conscious
and unconscious biases both for themselves and in
their students and in addressing these biases.

Evaluating the extent of the
problem: areas for further research

The development of such support needs to be cocreated with the teachers themselves so that it is
practical and meets the needs of a wide range of
classrooms. And teachers need to be supported at
an institutional level. Teachers and schools are under
immense pressure with limited resources. As a result,
this kind of institutional support is difficult to achieve
without a pragmatic allowance and encouragement
built into the curriculum, and championed by exam
boards and the statutory curriculum framework.

Recommendations
A comprehensive CPD programme for migration,
belonging, and empire
•

Learning from the success of the Centre for
Holocaust Education, the government should
fund a similar initiative, in collaboration with
universities, for migration, belonging, and empire.
Like the CfHe, it should provide a national
programme of Initial Teacher Education (ITE)
for early-career teachers, online materials and
resources, CPD days and a Masters accredited
online distance-learning course.

•

Not enough is known about how migration,
belonging, and empire is being taught, or which
schools are delivering such content. A coherent
picture is needed, particularly at Key Stage
3 level. Equally, not enough is known about
institutional constraints and the impact that they
have on curriculum choices.

•

Research is needed that evaluates teachers’
knowledge of empire and migration, their
interests and motivations for teaching empire,
and finally their concerns and ambivalences
about doing so.

•

Research is needed that evaluates students’
knowledge of empire and migration, and the
sources of that knowledge.

•

In response to the evidence, the government
should make reforms to the National Curriculum.

Exam boards
•

Pearson (the owner of Edexcel) should consider
a GCSE option in line with the OCR and AQA
GCSE History option ‘Migration to Britain’.

•

AQA and OCR should continue to promote
their new GCSE options ‘Migration to Britain’
and support schools to adjust to what is a new
thematic study.

Teaching Migration, Belonging, and Empire in Secondary Schools
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