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Abstract 
The rising trend internationally is for history to be taught in schools with a 

focus on historical significance so that learners may understand relationship 

between the past and the contemporary issues. Given the importance of such 

an emphasis, the present study sought to explore the perspectives of rural 

history teachers about historical significance. In addition, this study examined 

the impact of rurality on the perspectivesof these teachers. A qualitative 

approach was used to collect data by means of interperspectives in the King 

Cetshwayo education district, north of the Tugela River along the coast in 

KwaZulu-Natal. The participants consisted of seven professionally qualified 

history teachers who had taught history for at least five years in the Further 

Education and Training (FET) band. The findings revealed the perspectives of 

these teachers that studying history in a way that highlights historical 

significance develops learners’ understanding of contemporary history and 

political knowledge, acquisition of life lessons, and local, national and global 

awareness of pertinent issues that affect everyday life. The findings also 

revealed that rurality impacted negatively on perspectivesof rural history 

teachers. This research study indicates the value of the potential of historical 

significance to equip and develop learners in the rural South African classroom 

with relevant historical knowledge and the ways in which rurality affects the 

way rural teachers look at issues affecting daily life.   
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Introduction  
History teachers are custodians of historical knowledge. Regardless of the 

socio-economic and political conditions in which they work, they are 

responsible for teaching and learning activities in their discipline in schools. 

One of the mammoth tasks they face is teaching learners second-order concepts 

that provide a tool for studying history or for thinking historically (Seixas 

2008). Thinking historically means ‘developing reasoned judgments about the 

past based on the consideration and synthesis of multiple historical sources’ 

(Baron 2012: 833). For Lee and Ashby (2000), second-order concepts shape 

the way that learners go about doing history. One of these critical second-order 

concepts is historical significance, regarded internationally as one of the pillars 

of historical thinking (Phillips 2002; Counsell 2004; Seixas & Peck 2004; 

Lévesque 2005; Seixas 2006). Historical significance refers to the relationship 

between past and present issues (Arthur & Phillips 2000). In other words, it 

enables learners to understand contemporary issues by comparing them with 

past events. It is suggested that, without a clear understanding of the value of 

historical significance, learners at school may find it challenging to study 

history meaningfully and history teachers may find it difficult to teach history 

from this perspective.  

In line with this view, Lévesque (2005) argues that historical 

significance promotes learners’ ability to use first-order knowledge, that is to 

engage with the practice of history. First-order concepts are what history is all 

about (Peck & Seixas 2008) or what history entails. This implies that historical 

significance should enable learners to use historical knowledge to understand 

current affairs and conditions by so doing they put history into practice. If 

learners can practice history in this way, they may understand why people care, 

today, about certain past events, trends and historical issues (Seixas 2006). 

Such issues help them to understand present life as well as to address and 

survive challenges. Furthermore, a pellucid understanding of historical 

significance can help learners understand how past events impact on current 

ones. The purpose of the present research was to explore the perspectives of 

South African rural history teachers on this topic.  

Historical significance studies emphasise ways in which events and 

people of the past relate to people in the present (Seixas & Peck 2004). In 

addition, Metzger (2010) submits that the teaching of historical significance 

helps learners to interpret and analyse the past in order to make use of it on a 
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day-to-day basis, as it encompasses what happened long time ago but still 

survives for people today. This approach suggests that the past can also help to 

explain the present. It is therefore incumbent for learners to be exposed to 

historical issues and to be taught how to relate historical issues to the present.  

Seixas (2006) further argues that there are two critical aspects of 

historical significance. The first is that historical significance is associated with 

change, which means that a historically significant event or person had deep 

consequences, for many people, over a long period of time. The second is that 

historical significance should be revealing, in the sense that the event or person 

sheds light on enduring or emerging issues in history and contemporary life or 

was important at some stage in history within the collective memory of a group 

or groups. These aspects emphasise the close relationship between the past and 

contemporary issues.  

To further elaborate on the meaning of historical significance, some 

scholars (Seixas 2004; Kohlmeier 2005; Seixas 2006; Peck 2010; Lee & 

Coughlin 2011) suggest that historical significance entails people and events 

that have a great impact on other people and the environment over the longest 

period of time. They argue that historical significance should be measured by 

the effects of such people’s actions over a long time, thus impacting on other 

peoples’ everyday lives. This also suggests that not every historical actor and 

event is significant; some are not in the sense that they are not useful for 

shedding light on current situations. Consequently, it has long been felt that 

learners should be taught to discriminate among historical actors whose actions 

impact on day-to-day survival of other people in relation to historical themes 

or developments (Rodgers 1987). However, these themes or developments 

should have been undertaken or conducted by certain historical actors thus 

becoming outstanding the way they contributed the understanding of 

contemporary events. 

Therefore, this research study seeks to explore the perspectives of rural 

history teachers about historical significance. It is guided by two questions. 

The first being ‘what are the perspectives of rural history teachers on historical 

significance’. The second being ‘how did rurality influence the perspectives of 

history teachers about historical significance’.   

The present study was guided by the social constructivism theory of 

Vygotsky (1962) according to whom teachers construct their own realities or 

knowledge based on experiences and exposure to the environment or society. 

This means that the discourses within the society and school play a big role in 
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helping teachers to acquire experience; for this reason, some proponents of 

social constructivism (Kim 2001; Harrison & Thomas 2009; Siemens 2014) 

contend that learning is socially constructed. In other words, the discourses 

within their own societies affect the experiences and realities that teachers – in 

this case, rural history teachers in South Africa – may come across. 

The article is structured as follows: the literature review focuses on the 

teaching and learning of historical significance nationally and internationally; 

the research methodology is then described; next, the findings are presented 

and discussed; and, finally, the paper concludes with recommendations.  

 
 

Literature Review 
This section addresses the extent to which historical significance has been dealt 

with internationally and nationally. Numerous international studies have been 

undertaken on historical significance in relation to teaching. For instance, Peck 

(2008) argues that historical significance is one of the benchmarks of historical 

thinking and he and Seixas (2004) both believe that, because teaching historical 

significance underpins the teaching of historical thinking, history teachers 

should teach learners historically significant events in ways that develop 

historical thinking. Some studies (Cercadillo 2001; Yeager, Foster and Greer 

2002; Barton 2005; Cercadillo 2006; Peck 2009 & 2010) have focused on 

students’ conception of historical significance in China, Canada, England, 

Spain and the USA. Lévesque (2005) alluded to the importance of teaching 

second-order concepts, one of which is historical significance. From a British 

perspective, Philips (2002) argued for historical significance as a forgotten 

‘key element’ of history teaching in the classroom, and Bradshaw (2006) 

explained how to promote historical significance in the classroom. These 

studies dealt with historical significance in the teaching context of so-called 

‘first-world’ countries. Their focus was on the meaning and conception of 

historical significance or on students’ perceptions about historical significance; 

none, however, provided an in-depth analysis of the perspectives of the 

teachers about the historical significance.   

In South Africa, various studies have explored the value of aspects of 

historical significance at school level. Dryden-Peterson and Siebörger (2006) 

wrote about history teachers as memory makers, whereas Chikoko, Gilmour, 

Harber and Serf (2011) covered the teaching of controversial issues by history 

teachers. Studies by Kallaway (1995 & 2012) also highlighted issues 
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concerning history education of South Africa, and history in Senior Secondary 

School CAPS 2012 and beyond, respectively. Kubow (2007) focused on how 

history teachers construct democracy, and Tibbitts (2006) covered issues about 

making use of history projects to support history teaching in the country. Parle 

and Waetjen (2005) emphasised the importance of teaching African history in 

South Africa, and Dierkes, Yoshida, Clark, Kitson, Valls, Oglesby and 

Chapman (2007) analysed history teaching and referred to the subject as 

dealing with ‘the violent past’. These studies dealt with issues such as the role 

of history in knowledge provision, memories of the past, controversial issues, 

democracy, aspects of history teaching and the history curriculum. However, 

no South African study could be found that addressed historical significance 

as such or history teachers’ perspectives on historical significance. 

Internationally, the education community has understood the value of historical 

significance as an approach, but this international trend has so far been 

neglected in South Africa. The present study attempts to address the gap 

through the perspectives of history teachers themselves.  

This study focused on the perspectives of rural history teachers who 

teach or work in areas in which public schools are characterised by lack of 

basic services, where learners travel long distances to schools that often lack 

suitably qualified educators, and in which classes are large and teaching aids 

frequently inadequate (Pini, Moletsane & Mills 2014). Rural teachers are 

known to work under difficult conditions. Furthermore, in attempting to 

incorporate historical significance into the classroom, rural history teachers 

also contend with poor or unavailable access to libraries, or to quality 

information about contemporary issues in South Africa and globally to which 

to refer learners in the process of developing historical thinking. Therefore, 

rural schools represent the country’s most deprived context for embedding 

historical significance in the teaching of history in the country. The 

perspectives of rural teachers thus offer a view of the discourses that occur in 

schools situated in rural areas and provide a lens through which to consider the 

impact of rurality on teaching and learning activities.  

 
 

Method 
This small-scale study perspectiveswas conducted in the King Cetshwayo 

district, north of the Tugela river along the coast, covering Empangeni and 

Richards Bay and their surroundings. Because the intention was to gain 
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understanding of history teachers’ perspectives, a qualitative approach was 

adopted, as advised by Henning et al. (2009), Cohen et al. (2011) and 

Cresswell (2014), on the grounds that it enables in-depth and detailed 

understanding of people’s perceptions of the phenomenon under study and the 

meaning that individuals or groups ascribe to it (Lewis 2015).  

For the purpose of this study, purposive sampling was used to select 

seven professionally qualified history teachers. This method offered a 

deliberate choice of participants for the qualities they could bring to the study 

(Etikan, Musa & Alkassim 2016). The criteria for selection were that 

participants had to have worked in the King Cetshwayo district, taught history 

in the Further Education and Training (FET) band (grades 10–12) and had a 

minimum of five years’ teaching experience. Interperspectives were employed 

to allow the researcher to predetermine questions to be asked and the freedom 

to seek clarification (Doody & Noonan 2013).  

The right to privacy for participants was provided through the use of 

pseudonyms. They signed consent form and were informed of their right to 

withdraw at any time during the interview if they so wished. They were also 

assured that only trends and patterns of data would be included in the 

discussion of findings. After the interperspectives had been conducted, the data 

were coded and analysed thematically. This enabled the researcher to identify 

and analyse patterns of meaning to illustrate themes that were important in the 

description of the phenomenon (Braun & Clarke 2006; Cohen et al. 2011; 

Liñán & Fayolle 2015). Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) argue that 

thematic analysis enables the emergence of themes to be discussed. To this 

effect, four themes emerged for discussion in this study.  

 
 

Findings and Discussion 
The four themes that arose were as follows: understanding contemporary 

history, developing political and social knowledge, learning life lessons from 

history, and creating local, national and global awareness of pertinent issues.  

 
 

The Four Main Themes for Knowledge  

Theme 1: Understanding Contemporary History 
All the participants understood clearly the meaning of historical significance 

in terms of its connection with the present. The quotations below are a testimo- 
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ny of how they viewed historical significance.  

 Participant 1 explained that ‘historical significance equips learners 

with knowledge of the contemporary world’. Participant 3 added: ‘historically 

significant aspects enable learners to compare and understand the relationship 

between contemporary history and the past’.  

 This study found that the rural teachers believed that historical 

significance develops and promotes among learners the skill of making 

meaningful comparisons. This skill comes into play when comparing past and 

present events, thereby linking contemporary historical issues with the past. As 

comparison takes place, identification of similarities and dissimilarities 

between the past and present also occurs. It means that not only does historical 

significance develop knowledge, but it also helps to develop generic skills. The 

perspectives of the rural history teachers in this study exemplify the theoretical 

framework of Seixas (2004), which suggests that the significance of historical 

events and people manifests itself in the classroom when learners can see the 

relationship between past events and people in the present, and emphasise the 

usefulness of historical significance in linking and identifying relationships 

among contemporary issues and past events. Peck (2010) bolsters this view by 

arguing that learners’ understanding of historical significance can make them 

understand their own position in the world and help to make them competitive 

in the world because they would have mastered the significant issues of the 

past that also relate to their own time and place current ones thus making them 

competitive in the world. The ability to link the past and present can offer 

people understanding of the existing relationship between their country and the 

world. The relationship between the past and contemporary events can also, in 

the view of Peck and Seixas (2008), make learners understand the effect of 

change that manifests itself when the past influences the present and thereby 

help them to appreciate historical knowledge (Yeager, Foster & Greer 2002) 

and its value in their own lives.  

 Further supporting the relevance and importance of historical 

significance, Lèvesque (2005) argues that present-day commemorations, or 

‘memory-history’, give identifiable contemporary reasons for ascribing impor-

tance to events of the past. In other words, commemorations are informed by 

the relationship between the past and present events. Therefore, the mastery of 

historical significance can develop the ability to link the past with the present. 

Hunt (2000) suggests that historical significance raises fundamental questions 

that are important for adolescents to consider. As adolescents consider 
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fundamental questions, their interpretative skills may also come into play. It is 

therefore helpful for them to develop understanding of historically significant 

events so that to find answers to fundamental questions about critical issues of 

the past and their own present. The knowledge acquired via historical signifi-

cance can be used to investigate and anchor historical narratives (Lèvesque 

2005). However, for history teachers contemporary issues do not cover learn-

ers’ understanding of their position in the world, effects of change, memory-

history, findings answers to fundamental questions about the past and historical 

narratives. These are critical issues that define and inform historical signifi-

cance but the exposure of history teachers limits their scope; consequently they 

did not think beyond comparing relationship between past and present.  

 
 

Theme 2: Developing Political and Societal Knowledge  
According to Participant 2, ‘historical significance enlightens learners about 

political and societal knowledge’. Participants 3 also held the view that 

‘historical significance equips learners with knowledge of political and societal 

values’. Participant 1 argued ‘as learners study about different political and 

societal leaders they learn about the pros and cons of inhumanity, cruelty and 

ubuntu amongst other things’. Participants 4 asserted that ‘historical 

significance introduces learners to democratic and autocratic government’. 

Participant 7 suggested ‘democratic government promote equal rights for all 

people irrespective of race, colour, background or whatsoever’. Participant 2 

submitted that ‘historically significant issues also cover the representation of 

people in national, provincial and local governments’. 

 Another finding of this study points out that the teachers saw historical 

significance as dealing with political and social issues, and illustrates their 

understanding that these issues develop political and social knowledge. 

Previous studies that have been carried out argue that political issues refer to 

past events that have an effect or had specific and enduring meaning (Van 

Eeden & Warnich 2018) on individuals. Besides other political and social 

issues, the present study also revealed that values played a part in the analysis 

of history in the participants’ classrooms. The values that emerged as important 

for the teachers in the study were humanity, kindness, ubuntu and tolerance as 

opposed to cruelty. Some participants lamented inhumanity and cruelty, 

claiming that these violate human rights, and recommended active promotion 

of ubuntu. Some of the teachers believed that awareness among learners of 
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political and social values in history and in their own lives may help with good 

citizenship based on ethics that emanate from adherence and keeping of values. 

The perspectives of history teachers put it vividly that values were an important 

aspect of the their history teaching since values help to promote good morals.  

 If values have been taken care of and are observed accordingly, they 

may promote a good socio-political conditions where everybody lives with 

hamorny. In support of this argument, Partington (1980) and then Counsell 

(2004) contend that socio-political values are remarkable, remembered, 

resulting in change and revealing hence they may be a yardstick for promoting 

historical significance. Partington (1980) presents five criteria for measuring 

these significant issues for which values are part. These criteria are importance 

(which measures the importance of past events to the people), profundity 

(which measures how deeply people’s lives were affected by these past events), 

quantity (which is about the number of people that were affected by the past 

events), durability (which measures how long people’s lives were affected by 

the past events), and relevance (which is about the contribution of the past 

events to increased understanding of present life). It means that political issues 

that are deemed to be significant should satisfy these criteria presented by 

Partington (1980). The comments from scholars revealed a deeper sense of 

historical significance than it was the case with teachers. According to 

scholars, historical significance is underpinned by certain criteria whereas as 

per history teachers it enlightens, equips, and introduce learners, promotes 

human rights and representation of people. Teachers looked at historical 

significance at a face value taking into account what happens in their rural area 

but did not go beyond school situation. Therefore, even though history teachers 

and scholars presented positive perspectives about historical significance but 

they looked at it in different pespectives. While teachers focussed on what it 

does for learners, scholars went beyond that alluding on issues that inform it.  

 The study further reveals political systems of government and 

governance as some of the issues that also underpin political and social 

knowledge. The political systems that teachers mentioned in this study were 

democracy and autocracy. According to teachers, democracy should be dealt 

with deeply since it is one of the values enshrined in the constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa and it promotes equal rights and equal representation 

as opposed to autocracy. In line with this, Hunt (2000) suggests that historical 

significance develops understanding of a range of concepts such as freedom, 

equality, democracy, which are chaaracteristics of democratic country, 
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depression, slavery and also the role of the state in the provision of welfare for 

its citizens.  

 Not only does historical significance deals with democracy but it also 

deals with autocracy which is in contrast with democarcy. While democracy is 

a system of government constituted by the whole population through elected 

representatives, autocracy is a government whereby only one person has 

absolute power. According to the perspectives of history teachers, autocratic 

governments are not good because they sometimes result in the overthrowing 

of government due to members of the community being unhappy with its 

operations. History teachers’perspectives on democracy and autocracy are 

complemented by Hunt, (2000) when arguing that historical significance 

includes issues related to power, decentralisation and government. In other 

words, teachers’ perspectives emphasise the pertinent role that democracy and 

autocracy play in enlightening learners about issues of power. Therefore, this 

research notes that the perspectives of history teachers show that historical 

significance deals with political issues and values; according to them political 

issues and values shape the way people live and behave. 

 
 

Theme 3: Learning Life Lessons from History  
Participant 4 affirmed that ‘historical significance is about life skills that 

history learners need in order to live a better life’. Participant 6 argued that ‘life 

skills are amongst the benchmarks of good citizenship that historical signifi-

cance perpetuates’. Participant 3 alluded to the fact that ‘via historically signifi-

cant issues learners learn to avoid mistakes similar to those committed in the 

past’. Participant 1 suggested ‘historical significance makes learners assertive 

in all spheres of life’. Participant 2 explained ‘historical significance develops 

generic skills like analysis, evaluation, communication and critical thinking’. 

 The findings of this study have also shown that according to the 

perspectives of rural history teachers, historical significance addresses generic 

skills such as analysis, evaluation, communication, accepting others and 

critical thinking. As per the perspectives of history teachers, during the 

engagement with historical significance, some generic skills are utilised and 

they help learners to be clear about historical significance. This view is not far-

removed from the argument of Bradshaw (2006) that in order to understand 

historically significant issues one needs to deploy a range of skills which may 

help to reach substantiated judgments. In other words, after learners have 
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developed and acquired skills, they may find it easy to engage with historical 

significance. So the perspectives of history teachers show that if learners can 

understand life skills they may develop an ability to make a complex and 

thoughtful judgements without explicit scaffolding (Bradshaw 2000) from the 

teachers. This may sugggests that after acquiring and developing generic skills 

learners may not need teachers to help them understand significant issues, via 

clarifications, but they can develop understanding of historically significant 

issues on their own and easily. Learners may live independently from teachers. 

This is good because everyone should live his/her own life independently and 

acquisition of skills can assist in that regard. A clear understanding of historical 

significance can help to explain why other events and periods are significant 

and resonant (Husbands 1996; Lèvesque 2005). Also the acquisition of skills 

may enable learners to live a better life thus being able to deal with issues 

affecting their lives. Therefore, one can regard skills as the benchmarks of good 

citizenship. In other words, learners may need to acquire life skills in order to 

be good citizens.  

 The perspectives of rural history teachers have also revealed that 

historical significance enables learning from past mistakes commmited by 

historical actors. During engagement with historical significance people should 

assess the contribution that people of the past made as well as understand the 

attitudes and ideas that gave rise to such past human actions (Arthur & Phillips 

2000). The assessment of past human actions may compel the identification of 

actions that were good or bad. Consequently, people may learn to shy away 

from bad ones while adopting and using the good past human actions for their 

survival. Learning about past mistakes may help learners not to commit same 

mistakes in the near future. Therefore, according to rural history teachers 

historical significance is about life and generic skills, is a benchmark of good 

citizenship, teaches learners to avoid mistakes and makes learners assertive in 

all spheres of life.  

 
 

Theme 4: Creating Local, National and Global Awareness on 

Pertinent Historical Issues 
Participant 7 asserted that ‘historical significance makes learners aware of what 

transpired in South Africa and led to current situation, how the world has 

developed to date and the importance of representation’. Participant 3 claimed 

that ‘historical significance makes learners aware of the constitution and some 
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nitty-gritties of democracy’. Participant 2 argued that ‘historical significance 

makes learners aware of what is happening around them and the world’. 

Participant 6 affirmed that ‘historical significance makes learners aware of how 

changes are initiated and how they occurred’. Participant 4 argued that 

‘historical significance enables learners to learn about progression or 

continuity of events thus learning how events unfold from one event to 

another’. Participant 1 affirmed that ‘historical significance provides an 

awareness about other people’s history will create understanding and respect 

for different cultures thus promoting harmonious living amongst citizens’. 

 The findings of this study, as per rural history teachers, suggest that 

historical significance develops in-depth knowledge about issues that affected 

their country and world at large. Van Drie, Van Boxtel & Stam (2015) argue 

that in-depth knowledge about country and world issues enables learners to 

make informed judgement. One of the criteria for measuring historically 

significant events, mentioned earlier, is revealing. It means that if historical 

events are revealing, they should affect individuals. The argument of history 

teachers that historically significant issues develop in-depth knowledge shows 

that historical significance reveals some issues in learners. The perspectives of 

rural history teachers also revealed that historical significance develops in-

depth knowledge about changes and development that occurred in the past, 

knowledge about constitution and democracy, and representation of people. 

This view is complemented by Phillips (2000) and Hunt (2000) when they 

contend that historical significance helps learners to give meaning to events 

and development of the past and relate it to their own lives and to present times. 

The developments and changes show how ancient events progressed to date. 

However, in order to link past and present events, historical thinking and 

historical reasoning come into play thus enabling learners to practise history 

(Van Drie et al. 2015). In other words, for learners to develop understanding 

of historical significance, they need to think and think historically. To this 

effect, Van Drie et al. (2015) argue that to show full understanding of historical 

significance, learners should consider the changes brought about by historical 

actors as well as impact these changes had over individuals. This links with the 

view of teachers about changes and development which can be regarded as 

some of the yardsticks of historical significance. The perspectives of history 

teachers enable theorisation (Historical Association 2007) which is inline with 

‘making history’ and may enable reflections on ones actions. It meanss that 

historical significance enables learners to put history into practice. In addition 
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to historical reasoning and historical thinking which enable historical 

significance, Cercadillo (2006) also suggests historical understanding. 

Therefore, when engaging with historical reasoning, historical thinking and 

historical understanding one promotes and addresses historical significance.  

 The findings from rural history teachers also revealed that historical 

significance promotes understanding and respect for different cultures. 

According to rural history teachers, the study about historical significance 

enables engagement with different people from different races with different 

cultures. This may result to the understanding of diverse cultures and may also 

promote respect for other cultures. The study by Yeager et al. (2002) also noted 

that historical significance encapsulates cultural constructs, cultural factors as 

well as cultural forces that develop knowledge about different cultures. It 

means that the perspectives of history teachers were not far-removed from the 

argument of Yeager et al. (2002). This suggests that the study of cultural 

aspects may develop a deep understanding of different cultures as per the 

perspectives of rural history teachers. The perspectives of rural history teachers 

in relation to different cultures is complemented by Lèvesque (2005) when 

arguing that cultural connections are one of the types of ‘memory significance’. 

In other words, via historical significance people may connect to different 

cultures and rural history teachers strongly belie in that. Therefore, engagement 

with historical issues is a way of showing interests and concerns about past 

events (Seixas 2005) including understanding of other people’s cultures.    

 In a nutshell, the perspectives of rural history teachers in relation to 

historical significance and creation of awareness were that historical 

significance deals with how the world has developed and importance of equal 

representation of people which is in line with the constitution and democracy. 

Furthermore, the perspectives of history teachers also were that historical 

significance is about the discourses of the world as well as how countries have 

progressed to date. Lastly, historical significance encapsulates understanding 

about different cultures  

 
 

Influence of Rurality on Perspectives of Rural History Teachers 

about Historical Significance 
It is notable that rural history teachers share partly the same sentiment as most 

of the scholars. Even though these teachers work under terrible socio-political 

and economic conditions they still see some positives on teaching and learning 
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activities. The fact that their perspectives were partly complemented by 

scholars regardless of the terrible conditions they work under, shows that the 

rural educational context had an influnce on their perspectives.  

 Rurality and its socio-economic and political conditions impacted 

negatively on the perspectives of history teachers in numerous ways. The way 

history teachers looked at historical issues was linked to scholars. However, 

history teachers did not look at issues they presented deeply as it was the case 

with scholars. This may suggests that even though history teachers and scholars 

shared the same sentiments about historical significance but teachers looked at 

issues at face value rather to consider impact that perspectives may have on 

individuals. This may have been influenced by the rural exposure that both 

learners and teachers had which meant that teachers had to accommodate the 

level of knowledge for learners which is shaped by the socio-economic and 

political conditions that shape the way they think. To do this, teachers may 

have been compelled not to look at issues deeply so that learners may 

understand.  

 For example, for history teachers contemporary issues were only about 

comparisons; which is one of generic skill. They did not look at the effects of 

having these skills like it was the case with scholars. Some of the effects, 

presented by scholars, are an ability to reach substantiated judgment and take 

informed decisions. It means that history teachers did not associate 

contemporary issues with historical skills which are some of the key concepts 

of history and history teaching. Furthermore, they did not, for example, allude 

on how to use generic skills to increase a deeper understanding of historical 

issues. This suggests that the exposure they had, for teaching, only limited their 

knowledge to a face value in order to make it easy for learners to understand. 

Also for history teachers, contemporary had to do with relationship betwixt 

past and present and did not look at impact of contemporary issue on what 

happens around learners’ lives. In other words, for history teachers 

contemporary issues evolved around comparing relarionship between the past 

and present. Furthermore, rural history teachers looked at historical 

significance as enlightning, equipping and introducing learners to certain 

aspects and nothing beyond that.  

In addition to contemporary issues, history teachers contended that 

historical significance is about political and social issues, and values. However, 

they did not alaboratye more on these political and social issues in order to 

indicate that they had deep understanding of these issues. They also stted that 



Mbusiseni Celimpilo Dube  
 

 

 

324 

historical significance is about values and only mentioned some of the values 

they referred to but did not explain how to go about promoting and keeeping 

these values. They also posited that historical significance enlightens, equips, 

and introduces learners to political and social knowledge but did not allude to 

how historical significance enlightens, equips and introduces learners to 

political and social knowledge. Furthermore, history teachers submitted that 

historical significance promotes human rights and representation of people but 

did not elaborate on how it does that. They also affirmed that historical 

significance encapsulates democracy and autocracy, generic skills and, 

changes and development. Lastly, history teachers asserted that historical sig-

nificance encourages learning from past mistakes and devlops understanding 

and respect for different cultures. However, they did not describe how 

historical significance helps learners to learn from past mistakes. These are all 

the issues that history teachers raised or alluded to lightly but did not discuss 

them figuratively in order to cover all the relevant aspects. 

Therefore, rural history teachers represent South Africa’s most 

difficult socio-political and economic educational conditions. Knowing the 

range of their experiences can help to determine targeted set of strategies and 

resources to deal with and aproach conditions in which rural learners are taught 

history.  

 
 

Conclusion  
The findings, though not generalizable, demonstrate various aspects of history 

teaching in schools that contribute to the development of historical knowlegde. 

After engaging the rural history teachers, it became clear that historical 

significance can be studied – even in deprived classroom conditions – because 

it helps to develop knowledge about contemporary historical events, as well as 

political and social knowledge and life lessons from history, and it also helps 

in creating local, national and global awareness of pertinent issues that affect 

human beings. These aspects are critical in promoting good citizenship. 

Therefore, the arguments of rural history teachers was that the knowledge that 

learners develops via historical significance equips learners with deep 

historical knowledge which is of great value in their lives.  
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