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The new National Curriculum flowers in September. 
Meanwhile, it is time for some pedagogical and 
horticultural wizardry in the Key Stage 3 history garden. 
The continuities and changes to national curriculum 
history mean that, if you wish, you can leave your 
history garden much as it is, perhaps with a bit of 
content weeding and creative knowledge-planting 
here and there. You might decide, however, that this a 
good time for some radical replanting of history study 
borders, or a restructuring of the whole Key Stage 
3 history garden in order to create stronger themes, 
deeper understanding and greater overall appeal. Figure 
1 (opposite) contains three suggestions for replanting 
and restructuring. 

Crafting the enquiry question
Whether you go for radical replanting or simply tidy up the 
borders, an important pedagogical tool will be the carefully-
crafted enquiry question. Over the last few years rigorous, 
challenging and intriguing historical questions have 
become a sound basis for planning quality learning in 
history.1 Now is the time to prune and fertilize these 
enquiries with some important criteria in mind . 

The work that the Historical Association Secondary 
Education Committee carried out in 1996 in an 
analysis of high quality planning across England, 
revealed a growing rigour (still patchy, but definitely 
discernible) in teachers’ ability to plan questions for 
lesson sequences that used a central historical idea. 
Such ideas are far from new in history education, 
gaining currency through SHP and associated research 
since the 1970s, but recently we seem to have seen 
a resurgence of departments driving an aspect of 
historical learning through an enquiry question that governs a 
short sequence of lessons.2 

There is much to learn from recent innovation.  Such 
enquiries need to be thought about both individually 
and collectively.

First, what makes an individual enquiry question a 
good one? Does each of your enquiry questions:

•	 capture the interest and imagination of your 
pupils?

•	 place an aspect of historical thinking, concept or 
process at the forefront of the pupils’ minds?

•	 result in a tangible, lively, substantial, enjoyable 
‘outcome activity’ (i.e. at the end of the lesson 
sequence) through which pupils can genuinely answer 
the enquiry question? 

It is very easy for these criteria to conflict. For example, 
‘Why did medieval towns grow?’ is certainly historically 
rigorous and would allow a strong learning focus to be 
placed upon change and/or causation as the organising 
idea for work on towns. But is it exciting? Will each 
teacher in your department be able to reiterate it with 
passion and mystery, lesson by lesson, as they lead pupils 
towards its resolution in a final concluding activity? 
Possibly not. It could, however, be converted into 
something more pithy, something with a more obvious 
puzzle element, that can be used to intrigue pupils and 
connect one set of facts with another. For example, the 
enquiry question might keep its historical scope, but 
gain more pith and puzzle by being worded in one of 
these ways: 

EITHER
How much did towns matter in the Middle Ages? 
It would be impossible to do this  reasonably well, 
even with the least able of pupils, without placing 
some emphasis upon change during the medieval 
period. Admittedly, the change/cause focus is more 
implicit here, but the teacher will find it easier to 
build in learning devices that lead pupils to reflect on 
nuances and distinctions: towns clearly mattered to 
these people more than to these people; towns clearly 
did matter to these people, but they didn’t realise it; 
towns clearly mattered more in this period than in 
this period, more in this region than in this region. 

Into the Key Stage 3 history garden: 
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Drawing upon a range of practice, Michael Riley analyses the characteristics of a good enquiry 
question.  He explores the importance of careful wording of the question if it is genuinely to help 
the teacher to integrate areas of content into a purposeful learning journey and without distortion. 
He then moves on to discuss  criteria for arranging and positioning enquiry questions across 
the whole Key Stage. Attention to this bigger whole-Key-Stage picture is crucial if progression 
through reinforcement and revisiting is to be secured and if knowledge-growth is to be taken 
seriously, alongside the development of rigorous historical thinking. 



 

Figure 1
Three suggestions for replanting your Key Stage 3 history garden 

Three suggestions for replanting your 
Key stage 3 history garden 

1. Break away from the monolithic six areas of study and create smaller, related studies

Year7 

•	 Britain 1066-c.1500

•	 The Crusades

•	 Britain c.1500-c.1700

•	 The European Reformation

Year 9

•	 Dictatorships

•	 Nazi Germany

•	 The Second World War

•	 The Holocaust and Human Rights 

Year 8

•	 Empire and slavery

•	 Britain c.1700-c.1900

•	 Living conditions in our locality

•	 Indigenous peoples of North America

2. Plan a ‘Schools History Project Garden’ for Key Stage 3 
which blends development and depth studies  

Year 8
•	 Cromwell and the English Civil War

•	 European empires 1500-2000 (development/outline 
study)

•	 Chartism and Suffragettes

Year7
•	 The Norman Conquest

•	 King John and Medieval Kingship

•	 Change and continuity in everyday life 1066-2000 
(development/outline study)

Year 9
•	 Global conflict 1900-2000 (development/outline 

study)

•	 The Western Front

•	 The Holocaust

3.  Structure areas of study to emphasise the 
European and World dimension

Year 9

•	 Europe and the wider world

•	 Global conflicts

•	 Remembering the twentieth century

Year 8

•	 European Expansion 1450-1750

•	 Reformation and revolution

•	 The impact of industrialisation

Year7

•	 The Celts

•	 The Middle Ages

•	 The Renaissance



The question carries within it the notion of to whom did 
towns ‘matter’? and when? and why? There is much 
meat and potential detail here for the more able, and 
many entry points for the less able. 

OR
In what ways did medieval towns matter to the 
people who didn’t live in them?  The canny history 
department would revisit this later in 1750 to 1900 
or even craft a development study that links the two. 
For, clearly, towns mattered beyond the town both in 
the Middle Ages and the industrial period and there 
are complex and interesting things to be said about 
continuity and change. 

OR
When were the turning points in the development 
of medieval towns?  This would shift teachers’ 
content selection into examples of the impact of 
domestic and international trade, and many other 
factors. Pupils could be set all kinds of mini-problems, 
with given criteria, to wrestle with the idea of what 
constitutes a ‘turning point’ and what does not.3

But town growth may still not be that thrilling. What 
other big historical ideas, concepts or themes, might 
enliven a study of medieval towns? A question like ‘Did 
the towns make people free?’ pushes a study of the 
towns into a new area of historical learning.  Teachers 
need a question that places all the grind through guilds 
and apprentices and masters and rules about the sale of 
mouldy fish into a very clear context – a specific and 
intriguing learning journey.  Towns were supposed 
to make you ‘free’ weren’t they? (Dig out all those 
sources about escaping from countryside bondage and 
dwelling in the town for a year and a day.) Escaping to 
a town made you free didn’t it? Didn’t it? Start delving 
into town life and all kinds of rules and restrictions and 
customs start to abound – all kinds of rules, rules to 
make you safe, rules to make you free, rules to make 
some people privileged, rules to keep some people 
out, rules to encourage some people in...? So just how 
‘free’ were the townspeople? What did ‘freedom’ 
mean, then, anyway?

Start to conceptualise towns as a study in insiders 
and outsiders, rule-breakers and rule-makers and you 
are no longer just ‘doing town life’. Moreover, the 
question, ‘Did the towns make people free?’ is highly 
topical: children are always fascinated and worked up 
by questions of rules, fairness and freedom. Make these 
your themes for a study of towns and pupils will never 
view these words in quite the same way! Above all, 
they will be working on guilds and apprentices and 
so on, for a purpose. There will be a specific puzzle in 
the question that constitutes, instantly, a set of criteria 
for choosing, arranging and prioritising information. 
As Mike Gorman so often points out, learning in Key 
Elements 4 and 5 are connected. History departments 
cannot spend too much time exploring that interplay 
when planning for pupils to make progress.

Whatever your focus, clearly a question like ‘What 
was life like in the towns?’ or ‘How did people live in 
the towns?’ is just not of the same order. Many PGCE 
students are now  trained right from the outset to sniff 
out such weak questions. We need to be clear about 
what exactly is wrong with them. Such a question is 

merely descriptive. Quite apart from the fact that it is 
far from intriguing and will leave neither lower nor 
higher attainers buzzing with intellectual curiosity and 
excitement, it is just not historically rigorous. It does 
not take you into an understanding of the way history works. It 
says nothing about the status of the information that 
will render it history. It is in danger of drifting into 
mere antiquarianism. 

One area where it is easy for opportunities to be 
missed in the framing of enquiry questions is in the 
teaching of evidential understanding. Some teachers 
believe that ‘doing work with sources’ all over the 
place, whatever the enquiry, will develop the relevant 
source skills. My experience of working in and with 
history departments suggests that there are times when 
this is perhaps better achieved by a specific focus on a 
particular evidential problem as part of the enquiry question. 
This means that the whole enquiry lifts the classroom 
discussion into the evidential issues. Of course, no 
teacher would want to do this all the time, but it is 
worth asking where, on your workscheme, are the 
enquiry questions that will keep the primary learning 
focus on skills with sources and evidential work. How 
will certain questions systematically introduce or 
reinforce particular evidential  problems? Questions 
that shine a spotlight on evidential difficulty might be 
phrased like these: 

•	 Why is it difficult to tell...?
•	 Who can tell us about...?
•	 Why is it so difficult to find out about...?
•	 What can... (type of people/type of chronicler) tell 

us?
•	 What kinds of understanding can ... give us? 

Some textbooks have particularly thought-provoking 
enquiry questions. A question like ‘Who can tell us 
about the Sioux?’ instantly shines a learning spotlight 
on the problems of accessing sufficient or reliable 
evidence to make claims about some of the native 
peoples of North America.4

Figure 2 shows an activity used by Christine Counsell 
in one of her workshops at the SHP Conference in April 
this year. She called it the Dodgy Questions Game. If 
a department wanted to have a depth enquiry on the 
Treaty of Versailles in Year 9, clearly it would need to 
look to its wider planning for progression in a decision 
about which second-order concept or process to focus 
upon.  Some of the questions place a primary emphasis 
on evidence, some on interpretation, some on change, 
some on cause and so on.  But a department would also 
have to debate what constituted a rigorous question in 
its own right. This is what the Dodgy Questions Game 
is all about. Some of these questions are better than 
others. But there are one or two that I would rule out 
altogether, simply because they encourage morally 
superficial or anachronistic judgements as opposed 
to historical thinking. For example, the first question is 
seriously dodgy, but the second allows the same issues 
to be addressed in an historical way. Christine asked the 
workshop participants to reflect on the historical criteria 
they would use, first, for jettisoning a couple of these 
questions as insufficiently rigorous, and, second, for 
choosing a question that would be appropriate for 
securing progression from earlier work in a similar 
domain. 
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Forget, for a moment, where each question might sit in the wider scheme and examine 
each enquiry question for historical validity and for teaching potential in its own right. 
Be alert to sloppy wording that will tend to moral superficiality rather than rigorous 
thinking. 

The Dodgy Questions game – 
an inset activity 

1. Was the Treaty of Versailles fair? 

2. Why have some people thought that the Treaty of Versailles 
was not ‘fair’? 

3. Did the Treaty of Versailles cause the Second World War? 

4. Why did the Treaty of Versailles take the form that it did?

5. Who can tell us about the Treaty of Versailles? 

6. Who was to blame for the Treaty of Versailles? 

7. Why has the Treaty of Versailles been interpreted in so many 
different ways? 

8. Have historians been too harsh on the treaty of 
Versailles? 

9. Why does the Treaty of Versailles matter so much? 

10. Why did the Treaty of Versailles matter so much? 

11. Why does everyone remember the Treaty of    Versailles? 

12. What did the makers of Versailles want?  

Which questions 
create opportunities 

for a direct focus 
on Key Element 3 

Which questions 
lend themselves to 

explicit teaching about 
evidence?

At least two of these 
questions are likely 

to encourage morally 
superficial judgements 

rather than rigorous 
historical thinking. Which 

are they? 

Figure 2
The Dodgy Questions Game – an inset activity from Christine Counsell’s workshop at the SHP Conference April 2000 



This brings us on to the second  consideration: how 
do your enquiry questions look collectively? What part 
do they play in making sure that different types of 
progression will happen across the Key Stage? Clearly 
any enquiry is only as good as the positioning of the 
the question in relation to the questions that precede 
and follow it. Collectively, do your questions: 

•	 address the range of skill, knowledge and 
understanding required by the revised history 
order? 

•	 blend outline and depth within and across 
enquiries in order to create more profound 
understanding? 

•	 reinforce each other in order to promote pupils’ 
knowledge-building as they progress through Key Stage 
3? 

•	 create patterns of reinforcement in historical 
thinking so that questions of the same type will 
resonate with pupils, teasing out old learning?

The Historical Association pamphlet on the twentieth 
century already offers detailed advice here and its 
principles are still entirely relevant, easily transcending 
the minor changes in the new order.5 But some 
departments are now implementing such principles 
with much greater confidence, securing rigour in 
learning by breaking out of the old ‘study unit’ 
pattern, which the new order explicitly frees us to 
do. The case study in Figure 3 illustrates how one 
department will secure new balances and blends in 
order to develop both deep historical knowledge and 
critical historical thinking in its pupils. 

Pulling it all together: a case study
Figure 3 is based on the way in which one history 
department has really made use of the increased 
freedom and opportunities in the revised National 
Curriculum order to strengthen its Key Stage 3 enquiry 
questions.6 The department follows an SHP syllabus 
at GCSE and wanted to include a development study 
in each year at Key Stage 3. It has used the reduction 
in prescribed content to plan for significantly fewer, 
but more rigorous and motivating enquiry questions. 
Some of these questions are ‘home-grown’ while 
others are selected from the QCA schemes of work 
or from questions used in commercially-produced 
resources. The result is a creative combination 
of mutually reinforcing and knowledge-building 
enquiries.

The thirty-three enquiry questions in Figure 3 are 
one approach to planning for increased motivation, 
coherence and challenge for September 2000. 
Underpinning the questions are some important 
principles for question-framing in the Key Stage 3 
history garden:

•	 The enquiry questions cover a wide range of 
people, events and situations. At the same time, 
they seek to reinforce key themes and concepts. 
Notice, for example, the repeated focus on the 
concept of control in the political questions and the 
emphasis on the diverse experiences of ordinary 
people in several enquiries. The deliberate and 
interesting mirroring of questions in the studies 
of the English Civil War and the French Revolution 
will support a challenging, comparative approach 

to these events.

•	 The range of question types supports the 
development  of  knowledge,  sk i l l s  and 
understanding as pupils progress through the 
key stage. The enquiries are carefully planned 
so that pupils tackle the five areas of second-
order understanding – cause and consequence, 
change and continuity, similarity and difference, 
evidential understanding and interpretations – very 
directly and at regular intervals. There are no banal 
questions that are merely descriptive such as ‘What 
was life like in...for... ?’

•	 Several enquiries have a distinct local focus in 
keeping with the revised order’s new emphasis 
on this. These questions seek to blend local and 
national history in creative ways. ‘What lay 
behind the weavers’ riots in Frome?’ is simply 
a local entry point for an explanation of the 
causes of the industrial revolution.Whose lives 
were changed by the Second World War? will 
be researched, partly, by interviewing local war 
veterans. The study of a nearby castle in order 
to assess its typicality adds an important local 
dimension to the development study of castles.

•	 Finally, the questions manage to resolve the tricky 
tension between rigour and fun, alluded to earlier: 
they are historically rigorous and pupil-friendly 
at the same time. They invariably challenge pupils 
to think for themselves and to make judgements 
about the past, but in questions that offer, or will 
require, clear historical criteria. Pupils are forced to 
think by the careful choice of question starters such 
as ‘What lay behind...?’ ‘How much...?’ and ‘Why 
is it so difficult...?’.  They are enticed at the outset 
by the deliberate (and deliberately provocative and 
controversial) inclusion of words like ‘terrible’ and 
‘shocking’.   

Notice, too, the avoidance in Figure 3 of  non-questions 
with obvious answers such as ‘Was Britain the only 
country to...?’ or ‘Did people enjoy themselves in...?’ 
where the answer would be, plainly, ‘Yes’ (or ‘No’) and 
where the question conveys no sense of the challenges 
of historical distinction or historical classification. 

Finally, it is important to stress that planning only 
takes us so far. Even if the framing, positioning and 
clustering of questions is perfect, these questions 
are only as good as the history teachers’ deep 
understanding of what the question is trying to do 
and their delivery and questioning skills in driving 
home the points of interest to the pupils. Where the 
question remains as a mere device in a workscheme 
grid, but is not driving the heart and soul of the lesson, 
it is not much use. At the end of a carefully structured 
enquiry, pupils will gain much satisfaction from 
tackling a difficult question head on. If the teaching 
has been good, they will be able to debate the issues 
in an informed way. The sheer precision and focus of 
the question will have helped to deepen their hunger 
for more knowledge and heightened their quest for 
tighter evidential support for their arguments.7 

Structuring enquiry-questions for the new national 
curriculum should be an intellectually challenging 
and creative process. So, whatever the weather in the 
Key Stage 3 garden this summer term, enjoy your 
planning.
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A whole Key stage plan: creating resonance through conceptual 
themes and deliberate patterns of question type.

YEAR 7

YEAR 8

YEAR 9

Term 1: Change through time: ordinary lives 1300-2000
Did life get better for ordinary people?

How did people in our locality enjoy themselves 1300-2000?

How much did the treatment of the poor improve?

Why is it so difficult to find out about changes in the religious beliefs of 
ordinary people?

Term 2: The French Revolution
How did King Louis XVl lose control of his kingdom?

What made the ideas of the revolution so shocking?

Does Robespierre deserve his reputation as bloodthirsty tyrant?

Did Napoleon betray the revolution?

Term 3: Industry, politics and empire 1815 – 1960s
Why did it take so long for women to get the vote (1815-1928)?

What lay behind the weavers’ riots in Frome?

Was the British Empire ‘A Good Thing’?

How have interpretations of twentieth century India been changing? 

Term 1: Medieval Britain
How did William gain control of England?

How well did medieval monarchs keep control?

In what ways did the medieval Church control ideas?

Why did the peasants get out of control?

Term 2: Change through time: castles 1066-1500 
Why did castle defences change in the Middle Ages?

Is Farleigh Hungerford a typical medieval castle?

How did fortified buildings change and develop in the Islamic world?

Term 3: The English Civil War
How did King Charles l lose control of his kingdom?

Why was the English Civil War so shocking?

Does Oliver Cromwell deserve his reputation as a harsh dictator?

Why did the House of Stuart fall?

Term 1:  The First World War and after 
How did a murder lead to war in 1914?

What made the First World war so terrible?

Why did Hitler gain control of Germany?

Term 2:  The Second World War 
Why do historians disagree about the causes of the Second World War?

Whose lives were changed by the Second World War?

How should we remember the Holocaust? 

Term 3:  Change through time: race and human rights
When did slavery begin?

What lay behind the horrors of the European slave trade?

Did emancipation free the slaves?

How far has Britain become a successful multicultural society?

How similar/how different was the impact of ethnic diversity in Britain 
and France 1945 to 1995? 

Did the Universal Declaration of Human Rights make any difference? 
(various case studies)

A whole Key stage plan that takes advantage of the freedom 
Figure 3
A whole Key Stage plan that takes advantage of the freedom in the new national curriculum order to plan for 
greater rigour in historical thinking and reinforcement of knowledge.




