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History and education  
Across cultures and down the ages, education has evolved through dynamic relationship with multiple influences in society.  This is an intrinsically social process encompassing a broad continuum of activities, ranging from pervasive institutional practices (for example, mass schooling or education within the family) to the singular activities and influence of individuals (such as the humble student or the visionary innovator).  Historical research reflects this continuum and historians of education are as much interested in causality within the broad social structure as with the dynamics and influence of personality upon events.   



 
To frame understanding, research in history pays particular and close attention to sequence and chronology in human affairs.  As such, the temporal dimension of educational activity assumes prominence and historians assert that ahistorical or anachronistic understandings of educational practice are significantly and needlessly impoverished.  Diminished understanding of this kind is widespread, including in policy circles, and this acts as a spur for research aimed at recovering and reconstructing past events in order to increase the understanding of education in the present and its prospects.     
What should historians of education study – and how?
Over the last half century, probably the most influential definition of the history of education has also been the widest.  For the American historian Bernard Bailyn, education is ‘the entire process by which a culture transmits itself across the generations’ (1960:14).  Faced with this breadth of focus, a challenge for researchers, seeking both to enlarge historical understanding and influence educational theory, policy and practice, is to select studies with contemporary resonance.  In support of this, the discipline of history has specific techniques which can be acquired through training and refined through practice, regardless of the career stage of the researcher (see McCulloch and Richardson, 2000).
The most powerful and illuminating histories are those where the object of study – in education, an idea, say, or an organisation or popular movement – is traced in time and space.  However, the internal impetus which propels the evolution of an educational activity needs also to be plotted in dynamic relation to the tempering or enabling effects of its context.  Beyond the art of arranging and pacing the narrative, much of the skill contributing to the best work in the field lies in the choice and depiction of context.  

A sustained body of high quality work has been generated over the last 50 years. During this time, exacting editorial standards have been the norm and a central feature emblematic of rigour in the discipline has been historians’ over-riding concern to be faithful to their sources, especially where the evidence revealed is counter-intuitive.  A further strength of historical research is that, of itself, narrative has wide aesthetic appeal.  When reinforced with the elegance that characterises much historical writing, the potential for such research to generate ‘impact’ is high, particularly so when subject matter is rendered with intellect, humanity and imaginative power, and a way that invites readers to ponder on present concerns.
Prospects, including interdisciplinary opportunities 
Internationally, the field is small, but well networked.  It is endangered in some countries, including the smaller countries of the UK; in England it is vulnerable but probably stable at present, with small clusters of researchers evident in four or five universities.  Compared to other disciplines, there is a tradition of high reliance on (costly) principle investigator time and low interest in undertaking collaborative or programmatic studies.  There can be little doubt that, in future, early and mid-career researchers (of whom there are perhaps 25-35 in the UK) will need to position themselves carefully when selecting projects and seeking funding.  The impending Research Excellence Framework poses a formidable challenge to the sustainability of the field in the immediate years ahead.
In relation to other disciplines in education research, history has close affinities with aspects sociology (for instance, causality and narrative research) and policy studies (for example, institutions and politics).  Studies congruent with philosophy (e.g. curriculum and pedagogy) and psychology (e.g. theories of eugenics and the medicalisation of education) have flourished from time to time. Curiously, links to economics remain under-developed, despite having obvious potential and contemporary resonance.
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