Teaching Black and Asian History in Schools

Who is the better known? Emperor Augustus or Septimius Severus? Florence Nightingale or Mary Seacole? There's no contest. Augustus and Nightingale get star billings in most popular histories, while Severus and Seacole are at best consigned to the footnotes…Black history is largely neglected in British schools ... all that most schoolchildren hear about is the slave trade of the 18th and 19th centuries. The Guardian October 5, 1999.

History teachers [are] urged to include imperial past … the story of the British empire has been airbrushed out of history … it should be at the core of what we teach people about modern British history (Dr Niall Ferguson) … we have school after school doing week after week of British social history and only one week on the empire. In terms of significance, that isn’t enough (Scott Harrison, head of history for Ofsted) The Guardian July 5, 2003.
It seems almost uncanny to have woken up this morning knowing that I was going to write this seminar and then open my newspaper over the breakfast table to find the second of the articles cited above staring at me over my ‘Special K’. What I intended to argue in this seminar was that Black and Asian British History should become one of the prescribed elements of the National Curriculum. It seems that (indirectly through the vehicle of ‘empire’) my ideas have chimed with a wide spectrum of contemporary historians. 

If one of the assumptions of the National Curriculum was that all students should be prepared for “life in a multicultural society” (NCC 1990 p.2), then History has a strong responsibility for this. Departments should lead their schools in putting forward a curriculum that reflects the fact that Britain in the 21st century is a multicultural society and has been for thousands of years. In ‘Minority Ethnic Pupils in Mainly White Schools’ Tony Cline et al argue that ‘mainly white schools do not adequately prepare their pupils for life in a society that is culturally and ethnically diverse’ They then state that this ‘is unlikely to change unless greater priority is given to that goal in … curriculum development’.

There has been a failure by the government, QCA, Ofsted and schools to develop a curriculum that reflects the Black and Asian experience in Britain and how it has shaped our current position. To be sure the National Curriculum for History stipulates that there must be units of European and World History, but my experience of teaching topics such as ‘the crusades’ or ‘black people of the Americas’ has been unsatisfactory – often crammed in at the end of the year, and limited in the ways in which the content can be related to the student’s own experiences. Why black peoples of the Americas instead of black peoples of Britain? students ask.

Niall Ferguson’s argument that ‘empire’ has been neglected from the curriculum can be addressed by using this as a vehicle to demonstrate the ways in which Britain developed into a multicultural country hundreds of years before the SS Windrush docked in Southampton in 1948; the study of Elizabethan England can be enhanced by a debate about her proposal to repatriate the ‘Blackmoores’ that were living in poverty and begging. This can be compared to contemporary arguments about immigration and asylum seekers. The study of the Chartists and the Cato Street Conspirators can be enlivened by the stories of William Cuffay and William Davidson respectively (see their entries on John Simkin’s Spartacus website).  Fabrics patterned and styled along Indian lines began to be produced by British manufacturers across the Midlands and Yorkshire. These are but a few illustrative examples.

Black and Asian British History is not separate but integral to our history. It is not something that should be tagged on as an afterthought; it should pervade throughout the curriculum.

As well as raising the awareness of all students of the Black and Asian presence in Britain, the teaching of Black and Asian British History can be an effective tool for challenging the underachievement of ethnic minority students. Only 30% of pupils from black Caribbean families achieved 5 or more A*-C grades, Black African pupils 40% and Bangladeshi 45% (Institute of Race Relations 2003) As QCA argue, the multicultural ‘approach … enables young people from minority ethnic groups to identify with the curriculum and engage in the learning process, with the desired outcome of raising their educational attainment’. 

My own experience of teaching in a multicultural school in London confirms this. I believe that one of the best ways to raise a student’s level of achievement is to make the history that they learn relevant to their lives. Whether this is through comparative examples – the genocide in Rwanda and the genocide against the Jews in the Holocaust; the crusades of the 11th and 12th centuries compared to the current conflicts in the Middle East – or by identifying the influence that Black and Asian people have had on key events in British history – the role of black abolitionists, the impact of Indian textile techniques on the textiles of the industrial revolution, the black chartists - all contribute to a sense of belonging and ownership of our collective history. One of the highlights of my year is hearing the response from students (of all races) to the events that have been organised for Black History Month every October. Students tell me that, feeling that their experience is being reflected in their school and seeing their motivation and aspirations soar. If only this was an everyday experience.

Until recently the dearth of resources for teaching Black and Asian British History has meant that teachers have had to rely on their own interest in the topics to carry out the research and produce classroom material. Although there were obvious exceptions: Individuals such as Olaudah Equiano, Ignatius Sancho and Ottabah Cugoano have been more thoroughly documented. The BBC made a good schools programme on Equiano while Martin Spafford and Marika Sherwood’s have produced an excellent resource book ‘Whose freedom were Africans, Caribbeans and Indians defending in World War II’. 

However a lack of resources is now no longer an acceptable reason for not teaching   Black and Asian British history. The Internet has many excellent sites which offer fantastic resources for the classroom teacher. The National Archives has taken a massive lead in producing an almost definitive guide to the pre-1850 presence of Black and Asian people in Britain:

www.pro.gov.uk/pathways/blackhistory/index.htm                                                          The National Archive, pathways to the past, Black presence: Asian and Black History in Britain 1500-1850.

http://lmal.org.uk/priorities/index.cfm?ArticleID=210&NavigationID=161             The London Museums Archives and Libraries Black History resources for schools.

http://www.irr.org.uk/history/index.html                                                                       The Institute for Race Relations Black History resources

http://www.be-me.org/body.asp                                                                                       The Black and Ethnic Minority experience archive

Now is the time to address the fact that Black and Asian British history has been ‘hidden’ for too long. 

