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The place of history teaching in French educa5on 
A legacy 


•  1814	First	naDonal	curriculum	(secondary	6ème-1ère)		
•  1833	IntroducDon	of	"elements	of	history	and	geography	and	especially	of	
the	history	and	geography	of	France"	in	primary	educaDon	which	had	just	
been	generalised	
•  1863	IntroducDon	of	history	in	philosophy	class	("up	to	the	present	day")	
•  1891	History	combined	with	geography	teached	from	the	9th	grade	
(biographies	of	illustrious	men	of	ancient	and	modern	Dmes,	famous	
historical	scenes,	etc.)	to	the	final	year	(philosophy)	



The place of history teaching in French educa5on 
The current situa:on

•  40,000	teachers	including	29,000	specialised	teachers	in	public	educaDon	
•  Last	two	years	of	primary	schools:	prescribed	1h20	of	history	and	geography	
per	week	
• Collège	(6ème-	3ème):	3h30	per	week	(with	moral	and	civic	educaDon)	
• High	school	(Lycée)	(2nd	-	Terminale:	general	and	technical	tracks):	3	hours	
per	week	+	4	hours	in	1ère	and	6	hours	in	Terminale	for	high	school	students	
(general	tracks)	who	have	chosen	"History-geography,	geopoliDcs	and	poliDcal	
science	».	

• A	discipline	whose	place	remains	important	



Legacy 
Discipline as a vector of na:onal sen:ment 
(especially in primary schools)

•  "Moral	and	patrioDc	educaDon:	this	is	where	the	teaching	of	history	in	primary	school	should	lead.	If	
it	is	to	leave	in	the	memory	only	names,	that	is	to	say	words,	and	dates,	that	is	to	say	numbers,	it	is	
beZer	to	give	more	Dme	to	grammar	and	arithmeDc,	and	not	to	say	a	word	about	history.	Let	us	
break	with	acquired	and	transmiZed	habits;	let	us	not	teach	history	with	the	calmness	that	befits	
the	teaching	of	the	rule	of	parDciples.	We	are	dealing	here	with	the	flesh	of	our	flesh	and	the	blood	
of	our	blood.	In	short,	if	the	schoolboy	does	not	take	with	him	the	living	memory	of	our	naDonal	
glories;	if	he	does	not	know	that	his	ancestors	fought	on	a	thousand	baZlefields	for	noble	causes	;	if	
he	has	not	learned	what	it	cost	in	blood	and	effort	to	make	the	unity	of	our	homeland,	and	then	to	
free	from	the	chaos	of	our	old	insDtuDons	the	sacred	laws	which	made	us	free;	if	he	does	not	
become	a	ci9zen	penetrated	by	his	du9es	and	a	soldier	who	loves	his	flag,	the	teacher	will	have	
wasted	his	9me.	"		

•  E.	Lavisse	arDcle	"History"	in	Ferdinand	Buisson,	Dic$onnaire	de	pédagogie,	1885	
		

• =>	One	goal:	Na>onalise	French	Society.		



Heritage 
History forges the na5on France

«	Child		
On	the	cover	of	this	
book	you	can	see	
the	flowers	and	
fruits	of	France.	
In	this	book	you	will	
learn	about	the	
history	of	France.	
You	must	love	
France	because	
nature	made	it	
beauDful	and	history	
made	it	famous.	»	

Feeling	that	history	teaching	has	played	
its	part.	
•Myth	of	an	equal	opportunity	school	
•Myth	of	an	inclusive	and	efficient	
school	
=>	Nostalgia	for	a	lost	school	and	a	lost	
France	

Pencil	box	with	naDonal-
republican	imagery	
(plumes	Sergent-major)	

ÉDITION	DE	1914	



Legacy 
A self-confident history

•  The	history	taught	from	the	1860s	to	the	1960s	in	accordance	with	
the	methodical	standards.	
• A	poliDcal,	military,	biographical	and	event-based	history	centred	on	
France.	

•  Important	pedagogical	concern	in	primary	school	because	of	the	
naDonal	funcDon	since	the	end	of	the	Second	Empire	(puong	pupils	
to	work,	introducing	documents,	local	history,	etc.).	
• Magistral	teaching	in	secondary	schools.	
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La	collecDon	Malet-Isaac	(1920-1961)	



History teaching destabilised.

•  Three	main	factors:	

•  1.	Change	in	audiences:	democraDsaDon,	diversificaDon	
=>	change	of	methods	(pedagogy	/	didacDcs)	
•  2.	Changes	in	historiography	and	epistemological	concepDons	
-=>	Update	the	content	and	type	of	history	taught,	bring	the	history	taught	up	to	
date	with	the	history	produced	by	research		
•  3.	Conflicts	over	the	funcDon	of	taught	history	and	the	place	of	naDonal	history	
⇒ The	desire	to	open	up	taught	history	to	new	geographical	areas	and	new	issues	
(the	place	of	women,	decentring	the	European	point	of	view,	etc.)	

=>	ReducDon	of	history	to	idenDty:	polemics	



1. Changing school popula5ons :

•  TransformaDon	of	the	public	
("massificaDon")	

• AboliDon	of	the	Sixième	
entrance	exam	(1956)	
• Unified	secondary	school	for	
all	(1975)	
• ObjecDve	of	80%	of	a	class	of	
age	to	reach	the	
baccalaureate	(1985)	

Infographie	:	L’histoire	
	



Transforma5on of teaching methods and tools
•  Gradual	introducDon	of	didacDc	concern	in	secondary	educaDon	
(documents,	puong	students	to	work)	

Concours CAPES/CAFEP 2017 - H412 
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-NaDonal	Centre	for	EducaDonal	
DocumentaDon	1955	
-	NaDonal	Pedagogical	InsDtute	1956	
-  NaDonal	InsDtute	for	EducaDonal	

Research	1976	(INRP)	

-  PromoDon	of	the	use	of	documents	
(from	the	1950s	for	secondary	
schools)	

-  Prescribed	interacDve	lessons	
-  DefiniDon	of	the	skills	

(competences)	to	be	acquired	by	
the	students	

Pages	extraites	du	manuel	d’histoire-géographie,	classe	de	sixième,	

Alexandre	Ployé,	dir.,	Paris,	Magnard,2016,	p.	40-41.	



2. Changes in historiography and 
epistemological concep5ons
•  Post-war:	Rise	of	the	social	sciences	

•  1960s	Triumph	of	economic	and	social	history	(F.	Braudel,	E.	Labrousse)	

•  1970s	History	of	mentaliDes	

•  1980s	Breakdown	of	history	(Temps	présent,	Memory,	Actors	and	events,	Micro-history	Microstoria,	Global	
History,	Connected	history,	History	of	everyday	life	Alltagsgeschichte)		

•  Epistemological	presenDsm	(H.	I.	Marrou,	M.	de	Certeau...)	Importance	of	narraDve.	

•  Can	taught	history	remain	the	same?	
•  TradiDon	of	scholarly	upgrading	allowed	due	to	curriculum	wriDng	by	specialists	ater	consultaDon	with	
academic	historians	

•  However,	'schooling'	can	be	difficult	



The programmes are ini5ally controversial 
within the profession
•  1961	"Braudel's"	final	year	programme,	which	introduces	the	study	of	non-
European	civilisaDons	("Grammar	of	CivilisaDons")	

•  «	The	history	of	civilisaDons	cannot	be	taught	without	a	solid	knowledge	of	
events.	We	must	rehabilitate	event-based	history	and	be	careful	not	to	
chase	people	away	from	the	events	of	which	they	are	the	authors.	It	being	
understood	that,	for	us,	an	event	is	the	invenDon	of	the	steam	engine,	the	
introducDon	of	the	beetroot	into	the	culDvaDon	system	much	more	than	
Cleopatra's	nose.	»	Robert	Hubac,	President	of	the	Society	of	History	and	
Geography	Teachers,	1962.	

•  =>	Programmes	gradually	abandoned	and	reduced	to	the	most	usual	
elements	



Then the controversies invade the public space 


Curricula	from	1977	
•  6th	From	prehistory	to	the	9th	century	with	study	of	the	
local	environment		

•  5th	From	the	1st	to	the	16th	century:	Islam.	The	Western	
world	11th	-	13th.	Extra-European	civilisa>ons:	China	(or	
India)	and	a	pre-Columbian	civilisaDon.	The	great	discoveries	
+	study	of	a	theme	over	a	very	long	period	(e.g.	transport)	

•  4th	Europe	from	the	16th	to	the	end	of	the	19th	century	
(1520	-1914)	+	study	of	a	very	long-term	theme	(e.g.	
"Certain	features	of	Western	civilisaDon"	such	as	"types	of	
power"	or	"social	categories")	

•  3rd	The	world	from	1914	to	the	present	day,	with	a	"special	
focus	on	France".	The	end	of	the	programme	is:	"Today's	
civilisaDon:	the	quesDoning	of	tradiDonal	values	and	changes	
in	life".	

•  The	economic,	social	and	poli>cal	ini>a>on	is	integrated	
into	the	study	of	various	history	and	geography	issues		 «	Your	children	are	no	longer	being	

taught	history	»	
Octobre	1979	
	



•  "History	is	no	longer	taught	in	schools	or	colleges.	History	is	first	of	all	
chronology:	chronology	has	disappeared.	History	is	then	about	stories:	
there	are	no	more	stories.	It	is	also	the	relaDon	of	facts	and	events,	it	is	to	
get	to	know	great	men	as	much	as	to	imbibe	ideas.	However,	with	the	
introducDon	of	the	so-called	early-learning	subjects,	history	and	geography	
have	been	abandoned	in	primary	educaDon	[...]	In	secondary	schools,	the	
curricula	are	reduced	to	very	general	concepts	and	the	key	concept	of	the	
formaDon	of	our	people	has	been	eliminated.	Thus	it	is	possible	to	leave	
secondary	educaDon	without	knowing	who	Joan	of	Arc	is,	or	what	Lazare	
Carnot	or	Richelieu	did,	and	without	knowing	either	the	baZle	of	Austerlitz	
or	that	of	Waterloo.	In	short,	high	schools	train	illiterates	in	history.		
• Michel	Debré,	speech	to	the	NaDonal	Assembly,	30	May	1980	
Michel	Debré	is	a	former	Prime	Minister	of	General	de	Gaulle	(1958-1962)	
and	one	of	the	main	draters	of	the	consDtuDon	of	the	Fith	Republic.	
Valéry	Giscard	d'Estaing	(centre-right	and	pro-European)	is	President	of	the	
Republic.	



•  The	polemic	that	accompanied	Alain	Decaux's	appeal,	which	saw	the	
union	of	all	poliDcal	forces	(from	the	extreme	right	to	the	extreme	let)	
against	the	Giscardians,	was	a	success.	It	contributed	to	the	isolaDon	of	
Giscard	and	his	defeat	in	1981.	
•  It	also	became	a	kin	of	model	to	be	reproduced..	

•  The	appearance	in	textbooks	of	dossiers	based	on	historians'	research	
on	the	Vichy	government,	on	slavery,	on	the	Algerian	war	(parDcularly	
on	the	pracDce	of	torture,	repression	and	state	crimes	in	metropolitan	
France),	and	then	in	official	programmes,	for	example,	on	memory	or	
on	the	work	of	historians	on	Vichy,	the	Shoah	and	the	Algerian	war,	
are	considered	to	be	signs	of	"repentance".	



•  "The	school	curricula	recognise	in	parDcular	the	posiDve	role	of	the	
French	presence	overseas,	parDcularly	in	North	Africa,	and	give	the	
history	and	sacrifices	of	the	French	army	combatants	from	these	
territories	the	prominent	place	to	which	they	are	enDtled"	Law	of	23	
February	2005,	ArDcle	4	(invalidated)	

•  "History	does	not	teach	facts,	it	gives	an	interpretaDon	of	them,	and	
the	historical	distance	or	the	privilege	given	to	this	or	that	type	of	
causality	will	give	the	same	facts	a	different	interpretaDon.	I	borrow	
this	reflecDon	from	Paul	Ricoeur,	who	thus	underlines	the	limit	of	
historical	objecDvity"	(ChrisDan	Vanneste,	UMP,	NaDonal	Assembly,	
siong	of	Tuesday	29	November	2005).	



• Curriculum	2010	5th	grade	
•  The	beginnings	of	Islam	about	10	%	
•  The	feudal	West	approx.	10%	
• Views	on	Africa	approx.	10%	
•  Towards	modernity	end	of	XV-XVII	century	
about	40%	

The	study	arDculates	the	long	Dme	of	African	history	between	the	
8th	and	the	16th	century	with	a	choice	of	one	of	the	following	
civilizaDons	in	sub-Saharan	Africa:	
-	the	empire	of	Ghana	(8th-12th	century)	
-	The	empire	of	Mali	(13th-14th)	
-	The	Songhai	Empire	(12th-16th)	
-	the	Monomotapa	(15th-16th)	
	
The	study	of	the	birth	and	development	of	the	slave	trade	is	based	
on	the	example	of	a	route	or	a	slave	trade	to	North	Africa	or	the	East	
and	leads	to	a	map	of	the	currents	of	the	black	trade	before	the	16th	
century.	

Août	2011	
	



•  "The	deconstrucDon	of	our	history	is	
rampant	and	the	proponents	of	
these	revisionist	theories	are	slowly	
digging	their	furrows.	Without	
anyone	reacDng.	Increasingly	turned	
towards	the	only	guilt-inducing	
reading	of	the	past	and	this	eternal	
spirit	of	repentance,	France	is	
mulDplying	the	memorial	laws	
(Taubira	law	2001).		[...]	We	must	
stop	what	I	call	the	culture	of	
denigraDon,	a	speciality	of	the	
French	media,	and	understand	that	
the	history	of	our	country	is	one	of	
the	greatest	in	the	world	and	that	all	
countries	envy	us	this.	
•  Dimitri	Casili,	reproduced	on	various	
blogs	in	2010	



Drama5za5on…

«	History,	the	big	sell-off:	how	the	new	school	
curricula	prepare	the	French	civil	wars	of	
tomorrow	»	
Blog	Atlan$co	28	avril	2015	
	

Their	project	is	to	return	to	teaching	
history...	as	they	imagine	it	to	be.	



What effects?

•  The	teaching	of	history	has	become	an	issue	in	elecDon	campaigns.	
• On	several	occasions	the	drat	curricula	have	been	revised	because	of	
controversy	(e.g.	dropping	opDonal	subjects,	disappearance	of	non-
European	socieDes)	
• Possibly	a	return	to	poliDcal	and	event-based	history	and	heavy	
curricula.	

=>	mistrust	of	teachers	who	are	increasingly	supervised	by	more	and	
more	detailed	programmes	


