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Editorial  

History Education greetings, 

Welcome to the December 2019 edition of Yesterday  & Today. 

Unfortunately, this volume appeared a month late, at the end of January 

2021. But one of the minor consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Minor indeed when considering the havoc, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

wrecked all over the world. 

At the beginning of April 2020, just after the severity of COVID-19 

pandemic hit home, it was decided to dedicate the bulk of the December 

2020 edition (volume 24) of Yesterday & Today to the teaching and learning 

of history under COVID-19 conditions. Subsequently, a call-for-papers 

reading: ñYesterday & Today, an accredited open-access journal, with a focus 

on History Education, History in Education, History for Education and the 

History of Education, are calling for papers on the teaching and learning of 

History in the time of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemicò, were 

distributed. Numerous abstracts from across the world were received, but 

alas, many of the initial abstracts were not followed through on, simply 

because of the toll COVID-19 took on history educators and the institutions 

they work in. Others were, no doubt, lured in a different direction by the 

plethora of other scholarly journals also seeking to produce special editions 

on education and COVID-19. The academic articles finally accepted for 

publication were of a high academic standard and spoke directly to the call- 

for-papers. I will say more about this further down. 

But first I want to dwell on several other matters related to history education 

and COVID-19. While COVID-19 served to lay bare numerous societal 

fault lines, it also did so in terms of matters relating to history education. 

Three examples in this regard will suffice. The first relates to the absence 

of history in the numerous ñcloud schoolsò that sprang up in South Africa. 

One would have thought that, considering the zeitgeist we are in, the powers 

that be would include history in the ñcloud schoolsò created on television 

and elsewhere, Alas, this did not happen and the standard privileged fare 

of Mathematics, English and so forth were dished up. The second deals 

with the absence of history educationalists and other social scientists in the 

mitigation policies created by many countries in the world. Such policies, 

by dint of their legal-ethical nature and societal impact, needs more than a 

bio-medical approach. Sadly, this was not how, generally speaking, the 

COVID-19 world was viewed. And finally, whatever curriculum reform is 
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planned in history education in future, planners would do well to consider 

the inclusion of the study of pandemics. 

Back to the December 2020 edition. Volume 24 of Yesterday & Today, for 

the uninitiated the journal is attached to the South African Society for History 

Teaching (SASHT), consists of four sections. The first section contains the 

usual academic articles. The second contains academic articles related to 

COVID-19 and history education, and the third, ñhands-onò or practical 

articles on COVID-19 and history education. The final section contains the 

three book reviews appearing in this edition of Yesterday & Today. 

Section 1 consists of the usual academic articles related to history 

education. In the first Rosa Cabecinhas and Martins Mapera dealt with 

decolonisation and the liberation script in Mozambican history textbooks. 

In the second, Leonard Buhigiro engaged, by means of a career life story, 

with the complexity of teaching the genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda. 

The second section carries  the  COVID-19  academic  articles  related to 

history education. In the first of these Karel Van Nieuwenhuyse, in a 

comparative study, interrogated postgraduate history education studentsô 

perceptions and performances when using different modes of online 

studying. This is followed by an article by Brett Bennett and his team    of 

co-authors who investigated the consequences of COVID-19 on 

international partnership between universities. In her article, Leevina Iyer 

turned the research lens inwards and studied her own educational practices 

as a history education lecturer during COVID-19. Sarah Godsell, in her 

contribution, asked critical questions about her history education practices 

during the pandemic by focussing on the challenges and problems brought 

about by Emergency Online Teaching. Mpilo Dube, in his article, focussed 

on higher education by honing in on the experiences of PGCE History 

students when teaching and learning moved online. A different research 

slant was brought to the special edition by Noor Davids in his article on 

the use of Bernsteinôs Pedagogical Device to teach historical pandemics. 

The final academic paper related to COVID-19 and history education is by 

Siebörger and Firth. In it they ponder the teaching of dying and death with 

reference to the 1918 flu epidemic in South Africa. 

In the third section, consisting of ñhands-onò articles, Bronwynne 

Strydom continues with the 1918 flu epidemic theme by looking at how 

the University of Pretoria reacted to it at the time. This is followed by   an 

autoethnographic piece by Tarryn Halsall, who started her career as 
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an academic in history education on the day when the lockdown was 

announced. The third ñhands onò article is by Leah Nasson in which she 

asks critical questions about online teaching, history education and society. 

Marj Brown, in her article also adopts a critical stance in interrogating what 

she did as a history teacher at an affluent school during COVID-19. This is 

followed by an article by Kirsten Kukard and her experiences of teaching 

history for blended and online learning during the pandemic. In her article, 

Nonhlanhla Skosana, reflects on the dual process on teaching history 

during the pandemic at a township school while also pursuing her postgrad 

studies in history education. This is followed by a ñhands-onò article by 

history education students of the University of the Witwatersrand in which 

they propose a decolonising teachers charter. The final two ñhands-onò 

articles are from fellow African countries. In her contribution Rejoice 

Dlamini reflects on history education during the pandemic in Eswatini, 

while Ackson Kanduza shines the light on COVID-19 in Zambia. 

I am confident that the above contributions will not be the final word on 

history education under COVID-19 conditions and that the 2021 volumes 

of Yesterday & Today will carry further contributions in this regard. 

I would like to conclude this editorial on a sobering note, one that would, 

in my view, serve to contextualise the devastating impact of COVID-19. 

In early January 2021, Dr Gengs Pillay, a leading light in history education 

at secondary school level in South Africa, and former member of the 

editorial board of Yesterday & Today, passed away of COVID-19 related 

complications. Dr Kate Angier, one of the assistant-editors for Yesterday & 

Today, who worked closely with Gengs, contributed the memorial piece on 

the next page. 

Take care and stay safe! 

Johan Wassermann (Editor-in-Chief) 
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Remembering Dr Gengs Pillay ï a history 

education giant 

It is with great sadness that we mark the passing 

of Dr Gengatharen Pillay in January 2021 from 

Covid-related complications and extend our sincere 

condolences to his bereaved family. Gengs had 

been a member of the editorial board of Yesterday 

& Today since 2013 and was a doyen of the history 

education community in South Africa, playing a 

hugely influential role in shaping history teaching 

and learning in post-apartheid South Africa. Enormously generous of spirit, 

Gengs was a charismatic leader with a passion for History; his loss will be felt 

by all those who knew him, from deep rural classrooms of Kwazulu-Natal to 

the examination directorate at Department of Basic Education in Pretoria. 

Gengs had a profound understanding of education, schools, teaching and 

learning acquired over more than 30 years working in the field. He had served 

as a teacher, subject advisor, academic, a provincial and national examiner and 

moderator, a curriculum evaluator for Umalusi, chief editor and author of the 

hugely successful and popular New Generation history textbook series as well as 

serving on the editorial board of the academic journal Yesterday & Today, and as an 

executive member of SASHT (The South African Society for History Teachers). 

Gengs played a key role in turning the post-apartheid history curriculum into 

classroom practice through his workshops, resources and the tireless support he 

gave to teachers. It was this work of curriculum implementation which formed 

the basis of his doctoral research, for which he was awarded a PhD in 2013. 

Gengs remained humble, despite his many achievements and took great pleasure 

in stepping back into the classroom to teach a Grade 12 revision class or to give 

a motivational talk to the ólaitiesô. He was an engaging and enthusiastic speaker, 

telling stories from his own history, of experiences during the struggle, and 

impressing on them the transformational power of education. 

Under Gengsôs leadership and mentorship, History has grown in popularity 

as a choice subject in the Further Education and Training phase. However, 

Gengs supported the Ministerial Task Teamôs 2018 recommendation that 

History should become a compulsory school subject for all learners to Grade 

12. He believed strongly that all South African children should know their own 

history, be proud of their heritage and learn the stories of óordinaryô heroes that 

had been hidden from them in the past. Had he lived, Gengs would have played 

a key role in shaping the assessment standards for the next iteration of the South 

African curriculum. 

Go well Gengs, may you rest in peace in the certain knowledge that your life 

and work has made a profound difference to those of us who had the privilege 

to work with you in history education and to generations of learners who will 

continue to benefit from your lifeôs work. 

Dr Kate Angier, University of Cape Town 

Assistant-Editor ï Yesterday & Today 
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Abstract 

In this article we examine the textbook narratives of the colonial past  and 

the nation-building process in Mozambique, a Southern African country 

which gained its independence in 1975. One of the priorities  after 

independence was to redesign the state apparatus and social system in 

order to decolonise peopleôs minds, foster patriotism and strengthen 

national cohesion. We have conducted a discourse analysis of the verbal 

and iconic content of two Mozambican history textbooks, which are 

exclusively dedicated to national history: one published during the single- 

party or ñsocialistò phase; and the other published in the multi-party or 

ñneoliberalò phase and currently in use. For this purpose, we developed 

an analytic framework to unveil how the textbooksô written and visual 

repertoires, and the combination thereof, convey (or otherwise) a diverse 

and inclusive vision of the nation. Our findings reveal that although there 

have been changes in the types of language and images used, the general 

account of Mozambican history remains identical, emphasising the need 

for national unity under the leadership of the ruling political elite and 

recounting the History of Mozambique from the perspective of a single 

Liberation script, that completely overlooks the agency of women. 

Keywords: Africa; Decoloniality; History education; Intersectionality; 

Mozambique; Nationalism. 

In this article we examine History textbook narratives about the nation- 

building process in Mozambique, a multilingual country (Lopes, 1998)  in 

Southern Africa bordered by the Indian Ocean. According to Israel 

(2013:11), the Mozambican case can be viewed as both ñparadigmaticò 

and ñextremeò. On the one hand, it is ñparadigmatic of a  southern African 

tendency, whereby the political legitimacy acquired in liberation 

struggles,ò in this case against Portuguese colonialism ï ñgenerated a 

triumphalist historical narrative, which became an instrument of state ï 

and nation-building, a catalyst of collective identities, and a tool of power.ò 

On the other hand, it is an ñextremeò case, in the sense that ña prolonged 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2223-0386/2020/n24a1
mailto:cabecinhas@ics.uminho.pt
mailto:martins.mapera@uzambeze.ac.mz
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anti-colonial struggle gave way to a socialist experiment [é], led by a 

charismatic leader of a revolutionary partyò (Israel, 2013:11). Therefore, 

ñin Mozambique the liberation narrative seemed to promise a victory ï not 

only against colonialism and conjunctural Cold War enemies but also 

against the exploitation of man by manò (Israel, 2013:11). However, the 

ñvery dramaticò recent history lived by Mozambicans (Arnfred, 2004:106), 

shows that the dream that it will  be possible to eradicate extreme inequality 

is far from being achieved. 

After the proclamation of the Peopleôs Republic of Mozambique in 1975, 

one of the priorities of the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO) was 

to redesign the state apparatus and the social system in order to overcome 

the colonial mindset, foster patriotism and strengthen national cohesion 

(Basílio, 2010). Education was perceived as the driving force for the 

envisioned social and economic progress. But qualified national teaching 

staff and material resources were scarce. In order to overcome the huge 

rates of poverty and illiteracy inherited from the colonial era, the 

FRELIMO government built upon the educational experiences initiated in 

the liberated areas during the armed struggle. While the Mozambican 

government was struggling to redesign the state apparatus, the so-called 

Cold War gained ground in the region (Piepiorka, 2020). In this context, the 

ñpost-independence development in education was triggered by foreign- 

induced impulses, stemming from ósocialist solidarityôò (Piepiorka, 

2020:289). ñCooperantesò from a variety of countries (Brazil, Canada, 

Italy, Portugal, Nordic countries, among others; Cf. Isaacman & Isaacman, 

1983; Gasparini, 1989), worked as educational advisors, schoolteachers, 

curriculum designers, etc., together with local teams in the huge and 

challenging task of creating an approach that aimed to overcome ñboth 

traditional and colonial modes of educationò, fighting oppressive systems 

of class divisions (Barnes, 1982:407). These post-independence socialist 

goals were integrated into the Mozambican national education system, 

implemented in 1983. 

One of the main priorities was to re-write history and disseminate a new 

narrative of the nation to rescue dignity. The new curriculum materials 

emphasised the history of resistance and the role played by the armed 

liberation struggle (Barnes, 1982) in the nation-building process. As in 

other contexts, the need to legitimise the new political order led to the 

construction and dissemination of a single account of national history. 

According to Coelho (2013), the ñLiberation scriptò disseminated in the 
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public sphere emphasised the armed liberation struggle against colonialism, 

primarily through binary opposites: revolutionary versus colonialist, 

exploiter versus exploited, and so on. This ñusable pastò (Wertsch, 2002) 

was disseminated by various instruments of the state, including the 

education system and the media. 

Since 2010 there has been a growing body of research into Mozambican 

public memory and social representations of national history (e.g. 

Cabecinhas & Feijó, 2010) as well as critical reflection on the ñLiberation 

scriptò (Coelho, 2013) in the Mozambican public sphere, in particular 

analysis of how this liberation script has been conveyed via political 

discourses, films, novels, biographies, etc. (e.g. Israel, 2013; Meneses, 

2011; Schefer, 2016). However, there has been very little research into 

Mozambican history textbooks. 

Cabecinhas, Macedo, Jamal and Sá (2018) developed a synchronic 

analysis of the representations of European colonialism and liberation 

struggles in current History curricula and textbooks for lower and upper 

secondary school education in Mozambique. Cabecinhas, Jamal, Sá and 

Macedo (2021) conducted a diachronic analysis of the Liberation script in 

Mozambican history textbooks since independence.  In  this  article, we 

examine the representations of national history conveyed in two 

Mozambican history textbooks, published in distinct phases: the single- 

party or ñsocialistò phase; and the multi-party or ñneoliberalò phase. While 

previous work has focused solely on the verbal content, in this article we 

will also analyse the iconic dimension, using exploratory multimodal 

analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; van Leeuwen & Selander, 1995), 

informed by an intersectional framework (Crenshaw, 1989; May, 2015), 

which acknowledges that oppression is not a single-axis phenomenon, but 

a complex one, involving multiple social groups. Such an intersectional 

framework is particularly relevant for the context of Mozambique, since 

the Liberation struggle aimed to fight against all kind of oppressions and 

thereby create a nation that would be free from any kind of discrimination, 

in particular racism and sexism. 

In the following sections we provide a brief context for our study, 

presenting the analytic framework and the Mozambican historical and 

educational background. We then present a multimodal analysis of the 

Liberation script in two Mozambican History textbooks, published in 

different political phases. The two textbooks analysed herein obviously do 
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not constitute a representative sample of all History textbooks published 

since 1975. Our aim is far more modest: to reflect on how the images 

chosen and  incorporated  in these textbooks may contribute to the task  of 

decolonising historical knowledge; and the extent to which the visual 

elements are aligned with the text, to convey a single script of the nation- 

building process. We will not, therefore, provide a systematic multimodal 

analysis, including linguistic and layout structures (Kress & van Leeuwen 

1990), nor a comprehensive analysis of the verbal and visual text in the 

two textbooks. We will pay particular attention to the verbal and iconic 

representations of the colonial past and the liberation struggle and how 

they convey group and individual agency, in a way that challenges or 

reinforces the colonial legacy. 

Picturing the nation and decolonising historical knowledge 

Debates on how the colonial past is interpreted and how it is taught in 

schools are crucial (Carretero, Berger & Grever, 2017; van Nieuwenhuyse 

& Valentim, 2018) as well as the need to move away from traditional 

dichotomies between Eurocentric and Afrocentric perspectives in history 

education. Nowadays there is a huge worldwide controversy about history 

education (Cajani, Lªssig & Repoussi, 2019). Different trends can be 

observed around the world concerning the ways of operationalising a 

ñmulticulturalò, ñcosmopolitanò, or ñglobalò history education, in order to 

promote multi-perspectivity and a culture of peace. However, despite the 

recommendations established by international  organisations,  such  as 

UNESCO, history education continues to be a privileged arena for   the 

Stateôs soft power, aiming to foster patriotism (often confused with 

nationalism) and convening a vision of the past which legitimises the 

current political order (Wertsch, 2002). 

History education, like other instruments of the State, establishes guidelines 

on what should be remembered from the nationôs past, and also how it 

should be remembered (Valsiner & Marsico, 2019), establishing a link 

between dominant meaning systems or hegemonic social representations 

(Moscovici, 1988) and personal experiences. According to Valsiner and 

Marsico (2019), historical memory is ñsocially suggested to be fragmented, 

superficial, and affectively accepting the hegemonic message encoded in 

the words of the parents (about ones great-great-grandparents), school 

history textbooks, and public monumentsò (Valsiner & Marsico, 2019:vi). 

Several studies have demonstrated the longstanding impact of education 
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and textbooks on the political worldviews of young people, which may 

even be detectable at an adult age (Ide, Kirchheimer & Bentrovato, 2018). 

Remembering is a constructive process (Bartlett, 1933) embedded within 

a specific cultural context and cannot be understood without taking into 

account the interplay between cognition, affect, identity dynamics, 

asymmetric power relations and cultural symbols. For example, Wagoner, 

Bresc· and Awad (2019) stress the need for conducting qualitative analysis 

in order to examine how remembering is transformed over time, according to 

the systems of meaning of a given society and its historical transformation. 

Assuming an interdisciplinary perspective, in this article we will focus on 

history education in Mozambique, conducting an exploratory multimodal 

analysis of the visual ñLiberation scriptò in two textbooks published in 

different political moments. 

Taking into account the extremely asymmetric power relations during the 

period of European Imperialism and the way that they pervasively 

undermined the  wealth,  well-being,  self-esteem  and  self-confidence  of 

former colonised peoples, one of the priorities of African liberation 

movements has been to rewrite history in order to overcome Eurocentric 

perspectives. However, according to Chakrabarty, despite the development 

of alternative historiographies, ñóEuropeô remains the sovereign, theoretical 

subject of all historiesò, functioning ñas a silent referent in historical 

knowledgeò (1992:1-2). 

This ñsilent referentò works not only through the text (concepts used to 

describe historical processes and periods), but also through the images, 

since African textbooks usually rely on the colonial archive (photographs 

of documents, etc.) to illustrate historical events and figures. As will be 

shown below, the need to tell history from a Mozambican perspective led to 

the creation of original illustrations (drawings, photographs, infographics 

and maps) to be incorporated into history textbooks. 

In this article we will focus on the efforts made to challenge Europe     as 

a ñsilent referentò of historical knowledge and to decolonise history 

education through the use of local sources and images. We will pay 

particular attention to the images of historical figures. An intersectional 

decolonial framework was developed to analyse these images, considering 

that each person pertains to multiple social groups (socially constructed in 

terms of gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, social class, age group, etc.), 

occupying asymmetric positions in a given society. In Mozambique, the 



R Cabecinhas & M Mapera    

6    

Yesterday&Today, No. 24, December 2020 

 

 

 

 

Liberation struggle was presented as a fight against two main forms of 

oppression ï the ñcolonialò and the ñtraditionalò ï which had a particularly 

strong impact on women. Womenôs emancipation was considered to be 

crucial for achieving liberation, as expressed in Samora Machelôs famous 

statement during the inaugural meeting of the Organisation of Mozambican 

Women (Organiza­«o da Mulher Mo­ambicana; OMM) in 1973: ñThe 

liberation of women is a necessity for the revolution, a guarantee of its 

continuity and a condition for its successò (Arnfred, 2004:109). 

Overcoming the colonial education system and Mozambican history 

textbooks 

By the 1960s, almost all former African colonies had gained independence 

and Portugal had the only European colonial empire that had not collapsed. 

The political ideology and national historiography, under the Estado Novo 

dictatorship, steeped in strongly Eurocentric and nationalistic assumptions, 

praised Portugalôs ñcivilising missionò (Jer·nimo, 2015). Portugalôs former 

African colonies gained their independence in the mid-1970s, after 

Portugalôs 1974 Carnation Revolution and a long liberation war in Angola, 

Portuguese Guinea, and Mozambique (Valentim & Miguel, 2018). 

According to Arnfred (2004:106) ñthe recent history of Mozambique has 

been very dramatic. There have been several changes of political regimes, 

and almost three decades of war, from the onset of the armed struggle in 1964 

to the Rome Peace Agreement in 1992ò, ending the ñ16 yearsò conflict/civil 

war. Two remarkable political shifts are identified:1) the transition in 1975 

from Portuguese colonialism to political independence and FRELIMO 

socialism; 2) the transition from FRELIMO socialism to neo-liberal 

economic policies and a structural adjustment programme coordinated by 

the World Bank, since the early 1990s. Arnfred adds that although ñthese 

decades of history include dramatic changes in governmentò, in which 

Mozambicans moved ñfrom colonial dominance economy in a one-party 

state, to multi-party democracy and neo-liberal economic structuresò, these 

changes are ñovershadowed by persistent continuitiesò (2004:106). In fact, 

todayôs power structures remain concentrated around FRELIMO, 

providing ña layered form of social stratification within the nationò 

(Sumich, 2010:679), a situation which contrasts with the utopian dreams 

proclaimed during the liberation struggle. 

After independence, the main priority for the education system was      to 

form a ñNew Manò, who would have a patriotic and revolutionary 
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consciousness, free from colonial thoughts or any other form of domination 

(Cabaço, 2007; Mazula, 1995). The prevalence of a colonial mindset in a 

large part of the population and the fact that people identified themselves 

on an ethnic, tribal and regional basis were considered to be obstacles to 

national unity (Mazula, 1995). These problems led to the emergence of an 

educational model based on Marxism-Leninism values, in which tradition 

and cultural diversity were seen as a barrier to building the new order 

(Cabaço, 2007). The process of nation-building was based on erasing local 

cultural traditions, which allegedly contributed to obscurantism (Basílio, 

2010). In this political context, a single vision of the colonial past was 

constructed and mobilised by political leaders, and also in the education 

system, to gather the people around the ñnationò, ignoring distinct 

ethnicities and different experiences, in which the ñheart of national history 

is located in the memory of the struggle for national liberationò from 

colonialism (Meneses, 2011:130). Appealing to unity, the nationalist 

narrative generated profound contradictions as well as continuities with 

modern oppression mechanisms (Meneses, 2011). 

The collapse of the USSR, brought significant changes to Mozambiqueôs 

political system. The end of the civil war (1976-92) led to opening of 

democracy and the transition to a multi-party system. However, the 

liberalisation of the economy and higher foreign investment did not 

eradicate poverty or huge regional disparities (Castiano, 2019). In the 

education system, the transition from a ñsocialistò to a ñneoliberalò phase 

led to implementation of curricular reforms and an opening to the private 

sector, but still maintained inequalities in terms of access to high-quality 

education (Castiano, 2019). 

According to the Ministry of Education (MINED, 2012:21), since the 

country gained independence, Mozambiqueôs Education System had had 

three distinct periods: 1975-1979 ï nationalisation of Education and the 

expansion of the school network and enrolment; 1980-1992 ï shrinking of 

the school network due to the civil war; 1992 onwards ï after signature of 

the Peace Agreement in 1992 there has been major expansion of the school 

network and enrolment, and the opening of private schools and 

universities. In 2004, Public Primary School Education was restructured, 

through introduction of a new curriculum aimed  at  offering  seven  years 

of basic education to all, although this goal is still far from being achieved. 

The curriculum of the General Secondary School Education was 

restructured in 2008, introducing ñmulticultural educationò, oriented 
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towards entrepreneurship and the global market. Public Primary School 

Education is free, with provision of free textbooks, whereas in Secondary 

School Education there are tuition fees and no provision of free textbooks. 

Secondary School attendance rates remain very low today (MINED, 2019). 

A new education reform was recently approved (Law no. 18/2018, of 

December 28) that aimed to ñHarmonise current educational policies with 

regional education initiatives within the framework of the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) and, at the level of the African 

continent, within the framework of the African Union Vision 2063 and  its 

Continental Education Strategy for Africa (2016-2025)ò (MINED, 2019: 

10). According to the new law, public Primary School Education will cover 

six years (instead of the current seven years) and History, as an autonomous 

subject, will be removed from the curriculum. 

After independence, History was a priority subject and was compulsory 

in primary and secondary schools. History is now taught as a separate 

subject in secondary school education: in the lower level of secondary 

school (years 8 to 10) students learn about ñuniversal historyò, including 

Mozambican history, while the upper level is dedicated to African history 

(year 11) and Mozambican history (year 12). The 2018 reform aims to 

include History within a general subject of ñSocial Sciencesò, but the new 

curricular directives havenôt yet been defined. 

Mozambican textbooks follow the mandatory curricula defined by the 

Ministry of Education. In the 2000s there was an opening, which enabled 

different publishing houses to produce textbooks, and a list of various 

textbooks was approved by the Ministry of Education for each year/ 

subject. However, since 2017, a single textbook is recommended for each 

year/subject. In the case of History, the textbooks published by Texto 

Editores (which has its headquarters in Portugal) were chosen to be used 

in all school years (Cabecinhas et al., 2018). 

Narrating  the nation: The (visual) liberation script in textbooks about 

Mozambican history 

In this article we compare two textbooks which focus exclusively on 

national history: A História da minha pátria. 5ª Classe [The history of my 

homeland. Year 5] (INDE, 1986) was the first textbook entirely dedicated 

to Mozambican history published after implementation of the Mozambican 

National Education System (1983); and H12 História [History, Year 12] 
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(Mussa, 2015), resulting from the most recent curricular reform and the 

one that is currently in use. 

As mentioned above, in this article we will pay attention to the efforts 

made to overcome Europe as a ñsilent referentò and to decolonise history 

education, by challenging colonial conceptualisations and using local 

sources and images. In terms of images, we will focus exclusively on 

images of people and the way that these images reinforce or challenge 

asymmetries of power. For this purpose, we have adapted the semiotic 

multimodal analysis grid proposed by Kress and van Leeuven (2001), ï in 

particular that which they call ñrepresentational meaningsò (representation 

of human participants: gender, ethnicity, age, social status, occupation) 

and ñcompositional meaningsò (framing) ï with an intersectional approach 

(e.g. Crenshaw, 1991; May, 2015) in order to engage with complexity, 

rather than analysing each element in isolation. In addition to looking at 

the combination of the elements found therein, we also considered the 

absent elements. The images reproduced in this article aim to question the 

ñsilentò referents in the narration of the nation. The captions provided 

below correspond to the captions that appear in the textbooks (translated 

into English). 

Decolonising the archive 

The textbook A História da minha pátria (INDE, 1986) was written by a 

ñcollective of authorsò whose names are indicated in the bookôs technical 

credits, alongside the authors of the illustrations and graphic arrangements 

and the archives used (in particular the Mozambican magazine Tempo, the 

Historical Archive and the Museum of the Revolution). No sources are 

identified for the images, nor is there any reference or bibliography list. 

There is recurring use of expressions such as ñweò, ñwe, Mozambicansò with 

an emphasis placed on oral testimonies (mainly from peasants and freedom 

fighters) and speeches by FRELIMO leaders, who have the highest number 

of photographs in this textbook, in particular Eduardo Mondlane, 

FRELIMOôs first president, who was assassinated in 1969, and Samora 

Machel, Mozambiqueôs first President, who died in a plane crash on October 

19, 1986, a few weeks before this textbook was published. In fact, the 

textbook concludes with a tribute to Samora Machel: ñThe father of the 

nation is deadò (INDE, 1986:109) and the final page is dedicated to ñJoaquim 

Alberto Chissano, successor of Samora and Mondlaneò, with a photograph 

of the new president, highlighting FRELIMOôs role ñin the fight against 
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tribalism, regionalism, racism and other forms of division of the People, and 

which has helped form the Mozambican Nationò (INDE, 1986:112). 

In INDE (1986) the oral testimonies are presented as having evidential 

status, conveying the truth. The textbook contains various testimonial 

elements ï in the form of photographs, illustrations, maps, chronological 

charts and other documents, all in black and white. The majority are 

original materials (drawings, charts and photographs), complemented by a 

few illustrations from various archives. Both oral testimonies and material 

and archaeological evidence are used to rescue ñMozambiqueôs long 

historyò (p. 7), contradicting the Eurocentric narrative that Africa had no 

history before the arrival of the Europeans. The elders (Image 1: Council 

of Elders) symbolise the preservation of endogenous wisdom and history. 

The textbook H12 História (Mussa, 2015) is illustrated with coulor photos, 

figures, graphs and maps, but none of the sources are indicated. The tables 

are the only illustrations that are always accompanied by a source. There 

is a bibliography at the end, which includes both Mozambican and foreign 

sources, predominantly African and European. This textbook also stresses 

the importance of oral history and material and archaeological evidence in 

order to recover Africaôs history. The textbook states that historical sources 

are a crucial subject and dedicates the first chapter to discussing the 

problem of sources for the different periods in the History of Mozambique. 

The interpretative nature of historical knowledge is addressed, including 

problems related to availability, credibility, access and distribution of 

sources for the reconstitution of the history of Mozambique, and stressing 

the need for oral sources, since ñcolonial historiography left a fragile base 

in terms of source structures (...) a poor record of popular struggles against 

the colonial systemò (Mussa, 2015:12). In this context, the textbook 

includes excerpts from the book Mozambique, 16 Years of Historiography 

(1991:17-27) which states that the almost complete absence of historical 

sources in post-independence textbooks is due to the fragile documentary 

legacy left by colonial historiography, which means that retracing the 

countryôs history depends on ethnographic descriptions, travellersô reports 

and some legal support from the Portuguese administration. Taken as a 

whole, this ñmakes historical reconstruction of the country very difficultò 

(Mussa, 2015: 12). The gaps are being filled by oral testimonies, which in 

many cases are the only available sources. The text explains: ñBecause 

there is still a lack of reliable, written information for the reconstruction of 

certain periods in our countryôs history, oral sources are extensively 
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used in the History of Mozambiqueò (Mussa, 2015:12). Another passage 

from the same excerpt adds : ñWe cannot (é) forget that in any historical 

era or period the class in power determines a certain type of historical 

production, a manipulation for which researchers should always be awareò 

(Mussa, 2015:12), denoting a critical position in relation to the lack of 

impartiality of this type of testimony, and laying a bridge towards the 

limitations of written sources in Mozambique. It is therefore necessary to 

resort to material and archaeological sources, as well as secondary sources, 

in particular those from other countries, but which raised difficulties of 

interpretation due to insufficient mastery of their languages, such as Arabic 

and Hebrew (Mussa, 2015). A photograph of an ñelder who guards the 

Chinhamaperi rock art engravings in Manicaò (Image 2) symbolises the 

importance of ancient history. 

Image 1: Council of Elders 

Source: INDE, A História da minha pátria. 5ª classe, 1986, p. 12. 

Image 2: Elder who guards the Chinhamaperi rock art engravings in Manica 

Source: C Mussa, História 12a classe, 2015, p. 12. 
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Contesting the colonial mindset 

INDE (1986:4-7) begins with a short chronological overview of 

Mozambican history, divided into six periods: ñAncient kingdoms and 

empiresò; ñArab presenceò, ñPortuguese incursions into Mozambique and 

resistanceò; ñEffective occupation of Mozambiqueò; ñThe armed National 

Liberation struggleò; and ñIndependent Mozambiqueò. The first chapter, 

intitled ñThe people of Mozambique many, many years agoò, emphasises 

the ancient history of the Mozambican people and the lifestyle of small 

communities, based on harvesting, hunting and fishing. The second chapter 

describes the arrival and settling of the Bantu people, emphasising the 

formation and decline of several kingdoms, in particular Great Zimbabwe, 

Mwenemutapa, Marave, Yao and Gaza. The third chapter covers the ñArab 

presenceò, the ñPortuguese penetrationò and the ñPrazosò of the Zambezi 

river valley. The fourth chapter corresponds to ñeffective occupationò by 

the Portuguese and Mozambican resistance. The fifth chapter is about  the 

armed struggle for national liberation, and the sixth chapter covers 

Mozambique after independence. 

In Mussa (2015) the classification of the different periods of Mozambican 

history is somewhat similar, but is only divided into five periods, since the 

armed liberation struggle is presented as the final phase of the fourth 

period. Independent Mozambique corresponds to the fi fth period, which is 

divided into two phases: the single party phase; and the multi-party phase, 

since 1990/4. Ironically, the image chosen to identify Unit 1 - dedicated to 

the periodisation of Mozambican history and highlighting the need to move 

beyond the colonial archive ï is a photograph of a bas-relief representing 

the imprisonment of Ngungunyane, the last emperor of Gaza, in December 

of 1895, considered to be the moment that signalled the beginning of 

Portugalôs ñeffective occupationò of Mozambique (Image 3). The same 

image, where Ngungunyane is portrayed in a position of submission, is 

shown on three occasions in this textbook. Furthermore, Ngungunyane is 

the only Mozambican identified in images covering the periods prior to 

independence. 

Ngungunyane is also highlighted as a symbol of resistance in INDE 

(1986), and is once again the only Mozambican from this period to be 

identified in a photograph that indicates his name, but with a different 

image: a photograph where Ngungunyane is with his family, after being 

deported to the Azores (Image 4). 
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Image 3: The imprisonment of Ngungunyane 
 

Source: C Mussa, História 12a classe, 2015, p. 81. 

 
Image 4: Ngungunyane with his son (Godigo), the uncle (Mulungo) e Matibjana (Zixaxa) 

in Portugal 
 

Source: INDE, A História da minha pátria. 5ª classe, 1986, p. 45. 

As mentioned above, both textbooks distinguish two periods of colonialism 

in Mozambique: ñforeign mercantile penetrationò and ñeffective occupation 

of Mozambiqueò or ñaggressive imperialismò. However, the type of images 

chosen to illustrate these periods are quite distinct. INDE (1986:21) states 

that ñin 1498 the first Portuguese explorers, led by Vasco da Gama, arrived 



R Cabecinhas & M Mapera    

1

4 
   

Yesterday&Today, No. 24, December 2020 

 

 

 

 

in Mozambique. They were interested in our riches, in particular our gold 

and ivoryò. The Portuguese attacked the Arabs and formed alliances with 

some of the local chiefs, who ñauthorised the Portuguese to settle and trade, 

under certain conditions. A tax was introduced called the óCurvaô. When 

entering Zimbabwe, ruled by the Mwenemutapa, the Portuguese could not 

wear hats or bear weapons and had to clap their hands as a sign of respectò 

(INDE, 1986:23). This asymmetry of power relations is represented in 

Image 5, where the Mwenemutapa is shown in a higher position and the 

Portuguese in a submissive posture and lower position, in contrast with the 

dominant Eurocentric narrative, which portrays colonialism as a top-down 

process, controlled by European agency. 

INDE (1986) notes that ñfrom the outset, the Portuguese colonialists 

encountered strong resistance from the Mozambican people. However, 

some Mwenemutapas betrayed our Peopleôs heroic resistance. This 

betrayal led to rebellions and internal struggles, such as the 1596 revolt, in 

which the Mambos in Quiteve and Manica revolted against Gatsi-Rusere 

controlled by the Mwenemutapa, which allowed Portuguese merchants 

and soldiers to enter and establish their empireò (INDE, 1986:23). It is 

explained that the conflicts between the different groups were encouraged 

by the ñPortuguese colonialistsò, who ñunleashed wars against the people 

of Mozambique to steal their riches. But, the people of Mozambique 

resisted the Portuguese colonialists. The latter were often defeated by 

brave chiefs and warriorsò (INDE, 1986:39). The textbook highlights ñthe 

internal struggles between Mozambicans, the betrayal of some chiefs who 

allied themselves with the Portuguese and the religious influence, which 

allowed the colonialists to begin exploiting our country [é]. Until the 19th 

century, Portuguese penetration into the hinterland and the effective 

occupation of our country was always difficult, due to the heroic resistance 

of the Mozambican peopleò (INDE, 1986:42). A reference is also made to 

the resistance to forced labour (xibalo) in different parts of the country and 

the alliances forged by the Portuguese with other colonial powers to exploit 

the country. Despite these adversities, ñour culture always resisted 

colonialismò (INDE, 1986:56). 

While in INDE  (1986)  slavery  is  illustrated  with  three  drawings  (for 

example, Image 6) and forced labour is illustrated with several 

photographs, the current textbook (Mussa, 2015) also devotes special 

attention to slavery and force labour, highlighting the violation of human 

rights and its undermining effects, contributing to the underdevelopment 
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of Mozambique today, but these topics are not illustrated with images. 

Image 5: Mwenemutapa receives the Portuguese 
 

Source: INDE, A História da minha pátria. 5ª classe, 1986, p. 23. 

Image 6: Slavery 

Source: INDE, A História da minha pátria. 5ª classe, 1986, p. 41. 
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In relation to imperialism, Mussa (2015) focuses on the causes and 

consequences of European expansion, the partition of Africa and the 

imperialist contradictions of the late nineteenth century until the end of 

World War I, the so-called ñpacification warsò and Mozambican resistance, 

colonial rule and racism, World War II and the pan-African anti-colonial 

liberation movements. The textbook emphasises how colonial rule, rooted 

in the idea of ñwhite superiorityò, differentiated between Africans and 

Europeans, in political, economic, religious, administrative, educational, 

legislative and judicial domains. In all areas of life, this duality of criteria 

meant that the infra-structures, education and health services developed 

during the colonial era primarily benefited the colonisers. A concrete 

example was the existence of a two-tier ñlegalò system where problems 

involving Europeans fell under colonial jurisdiction, while litigation solely 

between Africans was settled using traditional local laws. 

Both textbooks directly criticise the education system during the colonial 

area, for ñpreaching the doctrine of submissionò (Mussa, 2015:49) and 

attempting to achieve forced assimilation of Mozambican people: ñThe 

Portuguese colonialists tried to convince Mozambicans that they were 

Portuguese. Mozambicans should only speak Portuguese and no longer 

speak their mother tongues; they should only dance Portuguese dances, 

sing Portuguese songs and learn the history and geography of Portugal.ò 

(INDE, 1986:57). However, the textbook emphasises that Mozambican 

people always resisted this forced assimilation and ñnever stopped speaking 

their mother tonguesò (INDE, 1986:57). 

In particular, both textbooks denounce the harmful effects of the Statute 

of Indigenous Peoples: 

The Portuguese colonialists created two types of education in Mozambique: 

one, for the colonistsô children, called official education and the other called 

basic primary education, which was only for Mozambicans. The first type of 

education only existed in the cities, while the second type was found primarily 

in missions, given by missionaries, especially Catholic missionaries. The 

missionary schools taught the few Mozambicans who could go to school to 

read and write. They also taught us to be shoemakers, bricklayers, tailors and 

other professions that generated profits for the colonialists. Mozambicans 

were never taught to be doctors, teachers, skilled workers or engineers. [é] 

After completing Basic Primary Education and passing the 4th grade exam, a 

Mozambican could stop being óindigenousô, because he or she already knew 

how to speak Portuguese, and already dressed, danced and sang Portuguese 

music and songs. These Mozambicans could therefore be called óassimilatedô 
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(INDE, 1986:57). 

Both textbooks contrast colonial education with the education implemented 

in the liberated areas during the armed struggle: 

In colonial schools they taught the history and geography of Portugal and 

not of Mozambique. Portuguese colonialists wanted to transform 

Mozambicans into Portuguese people with black skin. In the liberated 

areas, schools suffered many problems, but the students, teachers, 

guerrillas, militias and peasants joined forces to solve their problems.ò 

(INDE, 1986:84). 

While INDE (1986) presents several photos of the liberated areas, 

including schools, health services and work, Mussa (2015) only shows one 

photo with the freedom fighters (Image 7). 

INDE (1986) notes that during the armed struggle ñeveryone helped defend 

the country. Children and women took food and weapons to safe places 

while men foughtò (p. 82), adding that ñwomen also actively participated 

in the defence of the liberated areas. Many were FRELIMO guerrillasò (p. 

84). In reference to ñWomen in the armed struggleò, emphasis is placed on 

Josina Machel (Image 8) and other freedom fighters, in particular Mónica 

Chitupila, whose testimony is quoted to highlight FRELIMOôs fight 

against sexism: through the struggle ñI learned that equality between men 

and women was possibleò (INDE, 1986:86). 

Image 7: FRELIMOôs freedom fighters 
 

Source: C Mussa, História 12a classe, 2015, p. 139. 
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Image 8: Josina Machel 

Source: INDE, A História da minha pátria. 5ª classe, 1986, p. 86. 

INDE explains that ñin the national struggle, national unity developed. 

[...] people from different regions of Mozambique felt increasingly united 

ï all were Mozambicans ï and were fighting against the same enemy ï 

Portuguese colonialismò (1986:86). The former freedom fighter Rita 

Mulumua is quoted: ñFRELIMO showed us that we are one people. We 

unite to destroy colonialism. [...] The songs, dances, stories and other 

things were no longer just yao, maconde, or changana, because everyone 

practiced them, regardless of where they came from. They simply became 

part of Mozambican cultureò (INDE, 1986:87). In contrast, in Mussa 

(2015) no woman is quoted or appears an image with her name, despite 

womenôs active role during the liberation struggle. 

The chapter on ñIndependent Mozambiqueò, INDE highlights Samora 

Machelôs speeches, explaining that now ñschools and hospitals started to 

serve the Peopleò (1986:93) while in the colonial period they primarily 

served the exploiters. It notes that ñthe Mozambican people, during the 
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armed struggle, were supported by peoplesò, and now the government   of 

Mozambique ñsupport the peoples who fight against colonialism and 

racismò, namely ñthe people of Zimbabwe, Namibia and South Africaò, in 

their struggle ñfor a non-racial and popularly-elected government, which 

represents the interests of the majorityò (INDE, 1986:98). The textbook 

then describes the process of National Unity, emphasising that this work is 

obstructed by ñSouth African aggressionò: ñSouth Africa attacks 

Mozambique because it is a free and independent nation. Men, women, old 

people and children of all colours live and work together. They attack us 

because we fight tribalism, exploitation and racismò (1986:103). It 

emphasises that ñSouth Africa continues to recruit, train and equip armed 

banditsò and to intensify ñactions of persecution and destructionò within 

Mozambican territory, but states that the ñarmed bandits will  be defeatedò 

(1986: 106). These indirect references to the civil  conflict no longer appear 

in the current textbook (Mussa, 2015), which in turn, emphasises the end 

of the civil war, the end of the ñCold Warò, and the collapse of the racist 

Apartheid regimes in Southern Africa. 

Mussa (2015) emphasises that the liberation struggle in Mozambique 

occurred against the background of growing African nationalism and pan-

Africanist movements, showing photographs of several key African 

nationalists involved in the fight against colonialism and apartheid. The 

last chapter, dedicated to national independence, explains that the racist 

regimes in neighbouring countries took action to weaken the FRELIMO 

government, which helped peoples in their fight against apartheid 

(curiously, Nelson Mandela is the only person illustrated with an individual 

photograph in this chapter on national independence). The importance of 

international alliances is stressed, in particular with non-aligned countries 

and regional supranational organisations, such as SADC, PARPA and 

PARP. The textbook ends with a brief reference to the civil war and the 

national reconciliation process, stressing the importance of democracy and 

the fact that FRELIMO once again won the elections. 

Discussion: Faces and voices of Mozambican history 

As mentioned above, our analytical framework was based on an 

intersectional approach. Among other aspects, we analysed what kind of 

roles were ascribed to different people (whether or not they were ñhistorical 

figuresò) and the asymmetries of power that are (explicitly or implicitly) 

conveyed by both textbooks. We verified whether each person is identified 
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with a name; whether they are quoted; whether they are shown on their 

own (individualised) or in group; and whether they are portrayed in a 

position of power. 

Male faces and quotations are overwhelmingly predominant in both 

textbooks, portrayed in multiple roles. Although most of the faces and 

quotations are of FRELIMO leaders in both textbooks, INDE (1986) 

quotes and shows images of various people, including peasants and female 

freedom fighters (for example, Image 8). No female voices or faces appear 

in Mussa (2015), and there are only occasional references to women, such as 

the writer Noémia de Sousa, the freedom fighter Josina Muthemba Machel, 

and to Precild Gumane, FRELIMO Womenôs League secretary. No woman 

is quoted or represented with an image with her name identified. In fact, a 

very small image of an anonymous ñancient womanò (Image 2) - placed at 

the bottom of an even-numbered page, almost goes unnoticed ï and is the 

only photograph representing a woman in the entire textbook. No woman, 

identified with a name, appears in the illustrations, not even in relation to 

the liberation struggles. This oversight is therefore not just a question of 

the lack of images from a ñMozambican perspectiveò. The richness and 

diversity of the Mozambican archive is therefore not mobilised in the most 

recent textbook about Mozambican History. 

Another puzzling finding is the use of photographs that implicitly 

reinforce colonial hierarchies. As mentioned above, ironically, in Mussa 

(2015) the image chosen to identify Unit 1, dedicated to the periodization 

of Mozambican history, is a photograph of a bas-relief representing the 

imprisonment of Ngungunyane, which is considered to be the moment that 

signals the beginning of Portugalôs ñeffective occupationò of Mozambique 

(Image 3). Ngungunyane, who is the only Mozambican person identified 

in images in this textbook concerning the periods prior to independence, is 

portrayed in a position of submission, with downcast eyes, surrounding by 

the Portuguese in haughty positions. The fact that photographs of these bas-

relief are shown three times is puzzling, especially given that there are other 

photographs of Ngungunyane available, in a dignified position, one of 

which is used in a very small size at the bottom of an even-numbered page 

(Mussa, 2015: 78). Why are there no images of other people who 

symbolised colonial resistance, in particular from other regions of 

Mozambique? Why are the original drawings presented in INDE (1986), 

which convey a challenging view of the colonial past (for example, Image 

5) not included in the current textbook? It is impossible to answer these 
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questions without studying how Mozambican textbooks are currently 

produced and the role of foreign aid and foreign publishing houses. In fact, 

if  we observe who is given a voice or a face underlines how much still 

remains to be done to decolonise historical knowledge. 

Conclusions 

In this article we have explored how the colonial past and the nation- 

building process are narrated in two Mozambican History textbooks, one 

published during the single-party period (INDE, 1986), and the other one 

currently in use (Mussa, 2015). Although there are changes in the type of 

language used and the type of images chosen to illustrate the colonial past 

and the liberation process, the general account of Mozambican history is 

identical in both textbooks, presenting the colonial liberation struggles at 

the core of the nation-building process. However, the erasure of the agency 

of women is particularly evident in the current textbook. 

Since the beginning of the liberation struggle, the teaching of history was 

viewed as a priority in order to decolonise people minds and build national 

unity. Colonialism is described as a violent process, which disrupted 

African societies and its devastating consequences explain current 

divisions and underdevelopment. The invasion of the national territory, the 

exploitation of its natural and human resources, the slave trade, the 

discriminatory and racist colonial rule are the main subjects addressed   in 

both textbooks, as well as the strong and enduring resistance against 

colonialism and the liberation struggle. Both textbooks emphasise that the 

long resistance against foreign occupation failed to be fully effective 

because Mozambicans were disunited and because of betrayals by several 

local chiefs who established alliances with the foreign invaders. Both 

textbooks illustrate how colonial rule differentiated between Africans and 

Europeans in political, economic, religious, administrative, educational, 

legislative and judicial domains. In all areas of life, the dual criteria meant 

that the infra-structures, education and health services developed during 

the colonial era only benefited the colonisers and not the local people. 

While INDE (1986) relies mainly on oral sources and original images 

(drawings, photos and maps) to build a history from the Mozambican 

perspective, the current textbook (Mussa, 2015) is richer in resources 

(coloured images, documents, sources) but essentially depends on the 

colonial archive for images to illustrate the history of Mozambique prior 

to independence. In fact, Mussa (2015), in line with the requirements of 
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ñmulticultural educationò attempts to offer a more balanced vision of the 

past in terms of its verbal account, but the different perspectives are simply 

juxtaposed. There is limited engagement with diversity, achieved through 

more information about the ways of life of different peoples in the various 

regions of Mozambique, but this attempt at inclusion is not anchored in 

images or quotations of peopleôs voices. 

Overall, both textbooks convey an official history (Wertsh, 2002) that 

legitimises the current ruling elite, under the umbrella of a simplified 

Liberation script that depends on binary opposites ï in particular exploiter 

vs. exploited (Coelho, 2013). Although with some nuances, arising from 

the political situations in Mozambique and abroad, both textbooks adopt a 

narrative of agency, stressing the ingroupôs successful resistance against 

foreign oppression and highlighting the heroic role played by several 

actors during the armed struggle for independence, who are acclaimed as 

national heroes. There is also a narrative of suffering, which stresses the 

profound undermining effects of colonial rule. 

While all Mozambicans ï men and women ï are depicted as victims    of 

the colonialism, women are referred to as dual victims, suffering two 

oppressions ï colonialism/imperialism and tradition/tribalism ï, especially 

in INDE (1986). Both textbooks emphasis the fight against colonialism 

and racism, but whereas, in the context of the single party period, the fight 

against ñtribalismò is one of the main focuses of concern (INDE, 1986), in 

the context of the multi-party period the fight against tribalism vanishes, 

giving room to approach issues on cultural diversity (Mussa, 2015). 

However, that goes in tandem with an absence of references to the fight 

against sexism and the erasure of womenôs agency in the current textbook. 

In fact, as in other postcolonial contexts, the Liberation script disseminated 

in the Mozambican textbooks erases womenôs  agency,  and this erasure  is 

particularly evident in the current textbook (Mussa, 2015) where no 

women is quoted or identified with an individual image (photograph or 

other type of illustration). Despite the fact that women played an active 

role in the armed liberation struggle, and despite the fact that the fight 

against sexism, alongside the fight against racism, was one of the pillars of 

FRELIMOôs propaganda, in the absence of either a name or face, women 

are simply not recognised as agents of history. 
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This striking exclusion of women from the narrative script of the nation, 

especially in the current textbook, echoes Spivak (2014): ñAlthough 

liberation struggles forced women into apparent equality in the 19th 

century or even earlier, when dust settles, the postcolonial nation returns 

to the invisible, long-term gender structures [...]. Colonised and coloniser 

unite in gender violenceò, erasing women as an agent of history. In fact, 

the reproduction of the former sexist colonial order in many postcolonial 

states challenges the clear-cut binary opposition between the colonial and 

postcolonial. Questioning binaries is precisely one of key requirements of 

a truly decolonial approach. 

Some of the trends we observed in these two Mozambican history 

textbooks are also found in other Southern African countries and beyond. 

As explained by Cajani, Lªssig and Repoussi (2019:7), the new independent 

countries ñhave felt first and foremost a need to nationalise their history in 

order to assert and consolidate their independence as a nationò and ñthey 

are challenged to construct a narrative showing in a meaningful way the 

entanglements of the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periodò, a 

complex task that ñinevitably encompass divided memoriesò. According 

to the authors, nowadays ñHistory teaching in many African countries 

persists in taking a Eurocentric or nationalist viewò, citing the UNESCO 

Harare Newsletter (January-March, 2012:4), which states that History 

education in Africa is ñdisproportionately focused on the colonial periodò 

(Cajani et al, 2019:4). Are these two tendencies ï Eurocentric and 

nationalist ï opposed, or they are merely two sides of the same coin? This 

is a complex question which deserves a multi-layered critical analysis of 

the particular configurations and reconfigurations in each Nation-State 

according to its specific historical, cultural and socioeconomic context and 

political contingencies. 

In a commentary paper about the representations of the colonial past    in 

textbooks in  several  countries,  Wassermann  (2018:267)  pointed  out 

that ñWestern sources and historical actors were overwhelmingly 

foregroundò in current textbooks. All in all, although there is ña marginal 

decrease in Eurocentrism in favour of a more balanced interpretationò, the 

changes portray ñsnippets to cling to rather than an actual decolonial turnò 

(Wassermann, 2018:267). In fact, building decolonial perspectives 

remains a very challenging task. It is not just about making visible the 

colonial oppression and inverting the value systems of the Eurocentric 

narratives. It requires challenging the paradigms, social categories and 
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binary systems forged during the colonial periods and also to engage fully 

with the diversity of memories and experiences (Cabecinhas & Brasil, 

2019; Quijano, 2000). Moreover, it requires the creation of the material and 

symbolic conditions that allow the participation of all Mozambicans, men 

and women, in expressing their own stories and listening to the stories of 

others. A true decolonial turn is extremely difficult  to achieve and requires 

social justice, dialogue, respect and a profound engagement with diversity, 

with all its complexity. 
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Abstract 

The Tutsi, the Twa and the Hutu are three social groups that have enjoyed 

a monoculture and lived on the same land. In 1994, around one million 

Tutsi were killed in a genocide organised by the then interim government. 

It is almost impossible to find any category of people who resisted 

participating in these killings, which have had tremendous long-lasting 

consequences. The extent of the killings made the genocide against the Tutsi 

one of the most researched topics in the history of Rwanda. However, only 

a few studies have focused on the teaching of this topic. In this article, I 

argue that the teaching of the genocide against the Tutsi is not an easy task 

because the teacher has to be careful not only in the choice of the 

methodology but also in selecting words to be used in a history class and 

taking into consideration the Rwandan socio-political context. In order to 

understand the phenomenon of teaching the genocide against the Tutsi, this 

study adopted a qualitative approach with a career life story methodology. 

This approach helps us to understand one history teacherôs views on his 

experience of teaching the aforementioned phenomenon. The selected 

teacherôs views cannot be generalised. However, they can give insight  into 

the situation. Rukundo is one of the eleven Rwandan history teachers 

interviewed in 2013 and again in 2020 in Rwanda during and after my PhD 

research. This story was chosen because Rukundo is one of the four out of 

eleven history teachers who indicated that they predominantly used the 

learner-centred approach recommended by the 2008 and 2010 history 

curricula and the current competence-based curriculum. The choice of  the 

above participant can help the readers to understand not only the 

complexity of teaching the genocide against the Tutsi in history in Rwandan 

secondary schools but also the way the career life story used in this article 

was constructed to explain Rukundoôs lived experience. 

Keywords: The Genocide against the Tutsi; Controversial topics; Career 

life story; Official narrative; Peace Education. 
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Introduction  

The genocide against the Tutsi is one of the 20th centuryôs genocides 

perpetrated in a post-colonial African country. Officially, more than one 

million Tutsi were killed in a genocide organised by the then provisional 

government. Even if the genocide is one of the most researched topics in 

the history of Rwanda, few studies have focused on how this phenomenon 

is taught in Rwandan secondary schoolsô history classes. 

To understand this phenomenon, a qualitative research design was chosen. 

Qualitative research with a career life story methodology was constructed 

to describe how Rukundo reacted the first time he taught about the genocide 

against the Tutsi and to show how he achieved the aims of the lesson.    In 

addition, the career life story highlights the content covered and how the 

topic is taught. This particular methodology is useful to understand 

Rukundoôs lived experiences by using his own words and describing the 

context he is working in. 

A Rwandan teacher of history at secondary school, Rukundo was selected 

from a case study on history teachersô experiences of teaching the genocide 

in Rwandan secondary schools because he affirmed that he used the 

participatory approach recommended by the history curriculum (National 

Curriculum Development Centre, 2008, 2010; Rwanda Education Board, 

2015:3-7). This choice can help us to understand  how  he  complied  with 

the philosophy of the history curriculum. As a qualitative study,   the 

perceptions of Rukundo cannot be generalised but they can give an 

understanding of what is happening in the Rwandan schools. The choice 

of the above participant can therefore help readers not only to understand 

the complexity of teaching the genocide against the Tutsi in Rwandan 

secondary schools but also how the career life story used in this article was 

constructed to explain Rukundoôs lived experience. 

The research was guided by the following research questions: 

Å What are the topics related to the genocide against the Tutsi that are being 

taught (and not taught) by Rukundo? 

Å What are Rukundoôs aims, methods and experiences in teaching the genocide 

against the Tutsi? 

Å What are the factors that led Rukundo to teach the genocide the way he does? 
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The research showed that Rukundo skilfully adopted the proposed 

teaching approaches and adapted them within the socio-political context. 

He avoided the tension between official interpretations of facts  and  those 

held by the common population. By side-stepping an unofficial 

interpretation of facts, he avoided polarising the class and being accused of 

being a genocide denier but he also knew how to use favourable situations 

such as the role of rescuers to teach the genocide in view of building a 

peaceful Rwanda. 

My argument is that teaching the genocide against the Tutsi is a challenging 

task which requires the teacher to take into consideration the fact that 

Rwandan society in general is still affected by the effects of genocide. The 

choice of teaching methods, the selection of words used and the topics to 

be avoided in plenary discussions should be meticulously done for self- 

care and for not harming learners and the society. 

 
Literature review  

The consulted literature highlights certain topics that are sensitive and 

difficult to discuss in post-conflict societies (Korostelina, Lªssig & Ibrig, 

2013; Epstein & Peck, 2018). The genocide against the Tutsi is one of those 

sensitive topics that are controversial and difficult to teach (Buhigiro, 

2017:190; Nkusi, 2004:55-84). A body of literature highlights various 

aspects of the genocide including the historical background of the genocide 

(Newbury, 1995; Prunier, 1997), the controversial role of the international 

community (Berdal, 2005; Gouteux, 2002; Melvern, 2000), and the context of 

genocide education in Rwanda (Bentrovato, 2013; Duruz, 2012; Freedman, 

Weinstein, Murphy & Longman, 2008; Masabo, 2014; Rutembesa, 2011). It 

also deals with the teachersô positionality while teaching controversial topics 

in different contexts. On one hand, there are, for instance, positions which 

can favour learner-centredness and the development of critical skills. In  this 

regard, teachers can use the balanced approach or they can be Socratic cross-

examiners, devilôs advocates or risk takers  (Lockwood,  1996:29-  30; 

McCully & Kitson, 2005:35; Stradling, 1984:1-12). Using either the 

balanced approach or Socratic cross-examining, teachers can help learners 

to deal with different sides of an issue while playing devilôs advocate, where 

teachers take a side of an issue different from that generally accepted with a 

view to enhancing learnersô analytical skills. The debit side does not allow 

learners to deal with all sides of an issue like the balanced approach. On the 
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other side, stated commitment, containment, avoidance, peace-making and 

indoctrination hinder active reasoning and participation (McCully & Kitson, 

2005:35; Stradling, 1984:1-12; Wassermann, 2011:10). By containment, 

teachers do not tackle controversial topics, they rather analyse cases from 

afar that are similar to the ones at home. Avoiders simply skip controversial 

topics. This is the case of British teachers who do not talk about al-Qaida so as 

not to be accused of unpatriotic behaviour (Philips, 2008:120). Peacemakers 

prefer to engage with forgiveness instead of critically analysing the origins 

of conflicts (Wassermann, 2011:10). With indoctrination, teachers convince 

learners to adhere to the official version of facts. They can falsify data or teach 

something without evidence. The procedural neutrality can be on both sides, 

depending on the teacherôs aim (Stradling, 1984:6). It involves adopting a 

strategy in which the teacherôs role is that of an impartial chairperson. 

While the Rwandan history curriculum (National Curriculum 

Development Centre, 2008; 2010; Rwanda Education Board, 2015:3- 

7) emphasises a participatory approach and enhancement of learnersô 

competences (knowledge, skills and values), the literature describes 

advantages and disadvantages of teaching methods and resources used in 

teaching genocide and other controversial topics. The literature suggests 

the use of multi-perspectivity and an inquiry approach (McCully, 2010:166; 

Stradling, 2003:14), contextualisation, use of resource persons, stories 

including survivorsô testimonies in view of micro-history (Lawrence, 

2010:51-52; Lawrence, 2012; Lindquist, 2006:217), using parallels with 

other genocides (Avraham, 2010:S33-SS40; Waterson, 2009:6-7), a cross- 

curricular approach through art (Thorsen, 2010:191-196); and using 

information communication technologies (ICT) (Lawrence, 2010:47-53; 

Totten, 2000:65-71), pictures (Toll, 2000) and field visits (Smith, 2012:97- 

107). What is missing from the literature is how an individual teacher 

explains her or his experience of teaching the genocide in a post-genocide 

context so that we can understand the challenges of navigating between 

enhancing learnersô critical skills and respect of the official narrative. As 

the genocide is a historical event and considering that people use stories to 

talk about their life experiences, this paper seeks to explore, through a 

career life story methodology, how a Rwandan secondary school history 

teacher narrates his experience of teaching the genocide. As Clandinin and 

Connelly (2009) posit ñexperience happens narrativelyé educational 

experience should be studied narrativelyò (2009:19). 
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Career life story as research methodology 

Career life stories are used in a qualitative research methodology within 

the interpretative perspective. They are in the broad category of narrative 

research such as narrative inquiry (Webmaster & Mertova, 2007), life 

history (Seetal, 2005), life stories (McAdams, 2008), biographies (Berma, 

2010) and autobiographies. Atkinson considers that both life story and life 

history tell a story about individual life but with a different emphasis and 

scope. The first ñcan cover the time from birth to the presentò (1998:8), 

while an oral history can focus on a specific aspect of a personôs life. In 

the case of this research, a career life story can also cover the period from 

the time a person starts working to the present and it deals with important 

events, experiences and feelings about their professional life. Career stories 

have been conducted in other contexts too, including psychology (Jones, 

2013:37-53; Tinsley-Myerscough & Seabi, 2012:742-764). In the same line, 

some authors highlight the benefits of career life stories. These advantages 

include, for instance, the ability to explore and communicate experience, 

entertain, educate, inspire, motivate, put scattered information in the same 

understandable frame, and as an educational research tool. Life stories help 

us to know about the subject matter (Webster & Mertova, 2007:15). By 

sharing stories, participants understand better what they are doing and 

obtain greater self-knowledge. It is also a way of ñpurging, or releasing, 

certain burdensò (Atkinson, 1998:27). Some teachers feel certain emotions 

due to sensitive topics and when they talk about their experiences they feel 

relieved. On the debit side, telling a story involves the issue of memory, 

which can be deficient or guided by an individual context (McAdams, 

2008:246; Riessmann, 1993:22). It is why stories require interpretation 

ï they do not speak for themselves. They can be constructed by using,  for 

instance, written and visual texts, field notes of shared experience, 

participantsô own commentaries, journal records, storytelling interviews 

(unstructured) and personal philosophies (Riessmann, 1993:47). 

In view of gathering data, I employed emergent methods including visual 

techniques (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006; Hesse-Bieber & Sharlene, 2008). 

Rukundo was given an A4 piece of paper to represent his experience of 

teaching the genocide (Buhigiro, 2017:169; Buhigiro & Wassermann, 

2017:151-174). Drawing was a hint for him to engage with a difficult topic 

and to dissipate his emotions. As a drawing can be misunderstood, in this 

research it was supported by an interview in order to discover    the 

participantôs unique perspective through his own voice (Atkinson, 
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1998:124). The participant was requested to provide the meaning behind 

his drawing. A series of pictures from the internet that related to the history 

of Rwanda and which were selected based on the key aspects of the history 

curriculum regarding the teaching of the genocide helped Rukundo to talk 

about the content. In fact, ñimages evoke deeper elements of human 

consciousness that [sic] do wordsò (Harper, 2002:13). More specifically, 

the selected pictures were in line with the long- and short-term causes of 

the genocide such as traditional relationships, ethnographic photographs 

taken under colonial administration and the crashing of President Juvénal 

Habyarimanaôs plane. Other aspects included the genocide actors, weapons 

used during the tragedy and the consequences of genocide. Rukundo was 

given five minutes to observe the photographs and thereafter asked to choose 

five photographs most appropriate for his teaching of the genocide. This 

process helped to identify key aspects in the teaching of this phenomenon. 

The analysis of verbal data from the above research  methods was done 

through open coding (Cohen, Manion  &  Morrison,  2011:561)  and the 

drawing was first analysed through semiotic analysis in order     to 

understand the complexity of the depiction (Berger, 2004:16; Parsa, 

2004:844). Conceptually, semiotics is the study of signs and what they 

symbolise in daily life. A photograph, a drawing, a gesture or a word are 

different forms of signs. In this case, I was concerned with the meanings 

of a drawing depicted by Rukundo. With the visual approach, I considered 

three types of signs, namely icon, index and symbol (Sebeok, 2001:10- 

11). An icon expresses real meaning. For instance, a photograph of Yuhi 

III  Musinga represents the photographed Rwandan king. An index implies 

a relationship that it establishes with the object through sensory features 

(Türkcan, 2013: 601). For example, cumulonimbus clouds which indicate 

imminent rain. The symbolic meaning is known through convention. For 

Christians, a cross is a symbol of their religion recalling their redemption 

through Jesusôs crucifixion. As signs can mean different things depending 

on the time and place, Rukundoôs drawing was analysed according to 

Rwandan culture. The drawing was the data, Rukundo was the analyst and 

his descriptions were regarded as the primary results. In the second step, 

they were analysed through open coding. 

This analytic strategy of using open coding line by line was guided by the 

research questions and controversial issues theory (Buhigiro, 2017:130- 

142). The purpose of coding was to describe and reorganise the data by 

arranging the data into categories. The created categories were used to 
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compare things in the same category to develop theoretical concepts and 

organise the data into broader themes and issues. For instance, certain 

concepts based on the theoretical ideas such as risk taking, avoiding, 

peacebuilding, indoctrination, hard experience and teaching methods were 

used as a priori codes to think about the use of visual methods, in line with 

controversial issues theory. All common codes such as teaching the 

genocide using films, teaching the genocide through museums, or teaching 

the genocide by visiting affected communities were grouped together     to 

form bigger themes such as teaching methods and resources. Other codes 

such as teaching the genocide for  nation-building and  teaching  the 

genocide for historical knowledge became the aims of teaching the 

genocide. Given the sensitivity of the genocide and the research questions, 

I added other themes, namely the commencement of teaching the genocide 

and emotions. However, to avoid duplication, the theme about emotions 

has been dealt with extensively in another work to be published soon 

(Bentrovato & Buhigiro, 2021:124-150). The selected themes became the 

plan to construct the career life story and were used during the presentation 

of Rukundoôs story. More conceptual and interpretative themes were 

generated. For instance, using resources was adopted in lieu of teaching 

resources. During the interpretation, the silences were also identified in the 

data (Fuji, 2009:148). For the first level of the analysis process, the 

interview was converted into one  comprehensible  story  which  serves to 

illustrate the complexity of teaching the genocide against the Tutsi. More 

specifically Rukundoôs story is composed of a short biography,   his first 

experience in teaching the genocide, selected aims and content, teaching 

methods and resources. For ethical consideration, anonymity was used as 

per the consent form and the first person was used to respect Rukundoôs 

own voice. This paper highlights key aspects of the constructed story based 

on the research questions. The subsequent data presentation followed by 

discussions is based on themes from the data. This analysis and 

interpretation of the constructed story constitutes the second level of 

analysis to allow the reader to better understand the meaning of the story 

and its context. 

 
How did Rukundo react at the commencement of teaching the 

genocide? 

The story starts with a brief overview of Rukundoôs profile. During my 

first field research, Rukundo had been a history teacher for 13 years. He 
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had completed his bachelorôs degree in History with Education at the 

former Kigali Institute of Education. I met him outside his rural school 

with limited resources in the Eastern Province. The internet facilities had 

very modest bandwidth and teachers were obliged to use their cell phones 

to search for information. Electricity was a problem and the school library 

was very small. I met him for the second time in a training of teachers of 

history organised by the National Iterero Commission in December 2019. 

After the biography, the story goes on to tell of Rukundoôs first response to 

the teaching of the genocide against the Tutsi: 

When I was given the course on the genocide to teach the first time I did 

not find it easy. This was the case because I could not imagine what the 

learners were thinking about the subject. Moreover, during my first year of 

teaching history I was challenged on issues related to ethnic groups and 

the trauma my learners have experienced. In an attempt to come to grip 

with the challenges I faced I started reading various resources related to 

the social groups in Rwanda. I also attended a training course organised 

by the Ministry of Education which empowered me in preventing cases of 

trauma before they occurred. As a result, I feel that I can teach learners 

how to speak when they are talking about the genocide; the terminologies 

they are supposed to use and the terminologies they are  to avoid so as  not 

offending their neighbours. For instance, they should not talk about the 

victimsô remains but their corpses or bodies, terms which are more 

respectful. For the genocide against the Tutsi, they should not use the 1994 

civil war, the 1994 upheavals or Rwandan conflict of 1994. 

The commencement of teaching the genocide was full of anxieties and 

commitment to teach this phenomenon. A kind of  anxiety  about  how the 

learners would react to the subject struck Rukundo. His anxiety was due to 

the sensitivity of a topic with psychological, social, economic and political 

awful effects. Even today, the country, learners and teachers are still 

affected by the past. Thus teachers have to be careful of their own emotions 

and those of their learners. 

Apparently, Rukundoôs fear was also due to some aspects like ñethnicityò, 

which are currently considered taboo in Rwandan society. While the current 

Government of Rwanda is promoting Rwandan citizenship instead of 

ñethnicityò, dealing with such issues can be risky (Bentrovato, 2016:227; 

Freedman et al., 2008:664). Traditionally, the three social groups ï Twa, 

Hutu and Tutsi ï shared the same culture. Under Belgian colonial rule 

(1916ï1962), the porosity of these classes eroded. No one could change 

from one class to another because they were recorded in identity cards as 

separate ñethnic groupsò. After independence, the Hutu-dominated regimes 
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(1962-1994) continued to consider Hutu and Tutsi as two separate ñethnicò 

groups. Thus, no more changes of social class were possible except for those 

who did it by corruption to gain socio-political advantages and for their 

own safety. The genocidal killings were guided by these elusive ñethnicò 

identities. In 1994, power was taken by a rebellion dominated by former 

Tutsi refugees. In post-genocide Rwanda, the Rwandese Patriotic regime 

(RPF) is struggling to construct a ñunified Rwandaò. History is therefore 

used to show how the colonial administration brought divisionism which 

was reinforced by the two first republics. ñEthnicityò is thus viewed by the 

Government as one of the causes of the genocide. This view is criticised by 

external opponents and some scholars as a strategy of silencing opposition 

(Bentrovato, 2016:227). However, ñethnicityò cannot be avoided while 

teaching about the genocide (Gasanabo, 2014:115). The tension between 

government policy and the teaching of the genocide overwhelmed 

Rukundo. For his self-care, Rukundo expressed some fears, but as a trained 

history teacher he was not discouraged. His decision to teach can be 

understood because history is an examinable subject at the end of the 

ordinary level (13-16 years) at the national level. Skipping the topic could 

have led to learnersô failure. Moreover, silencing the topic could be viewed 

as a conspiracy tantamount to genocide denial (Rutembesa, 2011:159). 

Some scholars have noticed the commencement of teaching the genocide 

as risky and horrific (Masabo, 2014:131; Philips, 2008:25). Despite this 

appalling task, fear and anxiety, which are negative emotions (Alberts, 

Schneider, Martin, 2012:863), did not prevent Rukundo from working hard 

to face the challenges related to teaching the genocide. Rather, the 

mentioned emotions became a motivating factor to him academically and 

psychologically when preparing the course to efficiently respond to the 

learnersô queries. Pedagogically speaking, before teaching a new topic  the 

teacher thinks about aims, appropriate teaching methods, learnersô 

knowledge and ñabout what questions or problems are posed by the topicò 

(Haydn, Arthur & Hunt, 2001:46). 

 
Why teach the genocide? 

The story goes on to explain the aims of teaching the genocide. In his 

story, Rukundo described the importance of nation-building and using this 

strategy: 
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My primary aim while teaching the genocide and its related controversial 

issues is to unite Rwandans and to teach learners the nature of good 

relationship to the extent that they would not engage in genocide-like 

atrocities. In line with my primary aim, I teach learners to debate so that 

they can defend their ideas, make judgement[s] and take decisions. Given 

my teaching the genocide experience, and my interest in the history of 

Rwanda, I formed an anti-genocide club here at my school. The aim behind 

this club is also in achieving my primary aim. The club assists the school in 

the promotion of a culture of peace, tolerance, reconciliation and patriotism 

amongst learners in order to transform them into good Rwandan citizens. 

As part of the activities of the club, learners are also given the chance to 

debate issues school wide. 

The teaching of the genocide against the Tutsi for unity or nation- 

building is one of the stated aims in history curriculums at secondary 

schools (National Curriculum Development, 2008:3; National Curriculum 

Development Centre, 2010:5) and one of the broad competences in the new 

competence-based curriculum (Rwanda, Education Board, 2015a:5). The 

aims guide teaching and learning. A lesson without aims can lack 

coherence, hence becoming useless (Haydn et al., 2001: 46). Peace 

education, with its emphasis on living in harmony and with tolerance  and 

without any distinction of religion or other forms of discrimination that 

caused the genocide against the Tutsi, is also among the stated aims. Other 

generic skills such as learnersô critical thinking have to be enhanced. 

Similarly, the differentiation of genocide from  inter-ethnic massacres, the 

involvement of international community and the consequences of the 

genocide were also part of the aims. 

The prioritisation to teach the genocide for nation-building and not for 

historical knowledge can be problematic given the Rwandan context where 

one ñethnicò group was systematically killed by another and children from 

both sides have to study in the same classrooms. This teaching requires 

enhancing the learnersô analytical skills to understand historical evidence 

in a non-partisan way. The school is therefore one of the best places to 

foster the culture of unity for nation-building. It hosts a young generation 

composed of children from all social groups who, through interpersonal 

relationships, can become unity champions. 

Teaching the genocide for nation-building seems to have a twofold focus. 

First, it can help learners to understand the importance of good 

relationships, and second it serves as a means of genocide prevention by 

sensitising learners to avoid genocidal violence. In other words, teaching 
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the genocide for genocide prevention is intimately linked to living in peace 

and harmony as an intention stated in the Rwandan history curriculum 

(National Curriculum Development Centre, 2008; 2010). For Cole and 

Barsalou (2006:4), ñ[H]istory should be taught in a way that inspires young 

people to believe in their own ability to effect positive changes in society 

and contribute to a more peaceful and just future.ò The above aims are also 

in line with the Governmentôs policies of unity and reconciliation already 

envisaged in the Arusha Peace Agreement signed in 1993 between the then 

Rwandan Government and the Rwandese Patriotic Front and reinforced as 

a national policy after the genocide. 

Teaching the genocide so that learners can gain other transferable skills is 

another aim for Rukundo. In this regard, learners can defend their ideas on 

the genocide through debate. Learnersô debates are done during history 

class and with the whole school community. Therefore, the idea of debate 

is also intertwined with genocide prevention. Specifically, genocide 

prevention cannot be achieved by leaving out any group of learners. 

Putting this into perspective, school discussions can lead to a community 

free of discrimination. Learners can also be adequately equipped to face 

contradicting messages, convey appropriate information and make correct 

decisions. Thus, teaching the genocide goes beyond the stated aims and 

reflects on the impact of teaching the matter. 

This history teacher also has a sense of historical consciousness when 

teaching what happened, what is happening and what will happen. This 

means that the genocide is taught within its historical context, not in 

isolation, by looking at its causes, sequences and effects. Other scholars 

also posit that sensitive issues such as the genocide have to be taught so that 

learners understand why and how these tragedies occurred so that they can 

contribute to their future prevention (Burtonwood, 2002:69-82; Eckmann, 

2010:9). As learners discuss the past objectively, they also avoid biases 

and stereotyping. In teaching and learning, the aims guide the content. 

 
Which content is covered by Rukundo while teaching the genocide? 

The participantôs story focused on the content related to the genocide, 

including its historical background, genocide-related controversial topics, 

causes, sequences and its consequences. In the following paragraphs, the 
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story is presented in a dialogical way to describe the classroom situation.2
 

For me, genocide is the act of killing a target group of people to the extent 

that nobody may survive to tell the story. Just it is an extermination of a 

certain group of people. 

The challenging issue is that this is not explained the same way elsewhere 

where the genocide is equated to a simple waré Other topics that I have 

to engage in include the planning of the genocide, its execution, the way it 

was halted and its negative effects on Rwanda. 

There are learners who argue that in the neighbouring countries there are 

many different ñethnicò groups, but they do not kill  each other or their 

neighbours. As a result, it is not accepted by all history learners that the 

existence of different ñethnicò groups led to the genocide. To them, one 

cause cannot explain the origins of the genocide. 

Another controversial topic that is discussed in my history class when 

teaching the genocide relates to the issue of a double genocide. 

Learner: Teacher, I think there is also another genocide due to the fact 

that I heard that some Hutu people died in the ñLiberation Warò. 

Rukundo: It is not genocide because people who died in the war were not 

targeted. During the war, there was no planning or intention to exterminate 

all Hutu. After the genocide, there were few people who were victims of the 

revenge killings due to the Rwandese Patriotic Front soldiers who were 

unhappy because of their relatives who were horribly executed. The 

government made enough efforts to stop this inacceptable attitude. Soldiers 

who did so were convicted in military courts for their deeds. 

Based on my explanation, I am confident that learners are able to 

differentiate between the actual genocide and the effects of the ñLiberation 

Warò and scattered revenge killings which followed the genocide against 

the Tutsi. 

Within the context it is evidenced that the teaching of the genocide raises a 

conceptual challenge between genocide and war. Rukundo did not refer to 

the United Nationsô conceptualisation of genocide; rather, he provided his 

own understanding. He refrained from identifying a specific target group. In 

this regard, he mentioned, ñjust it is an extermination of a certain group of 

peopleò. As earlier stated, in pre-colonial Rwanda, the Hutu and Tutsi were 

two fluid social groups belonging to the same culture. One individual could 

shift from one group to another. For instance, a Hutu could become a Tutsi 

after the acquisition of many cows, which was a sign of wealth, or because 
 

2 The ñLiberation Warò is the civil war that opposed the Juvenal Habyarimana regime and the Rwandese 

Patriotic Front, Inkotanyi, from October 1990 to 1994, when the latter were fighting mainly for power 

change and for the Rwandan refugees return to their homeland. 
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of a political promotion. However, this was not a general rule because all 

cow owners or political leaders were not Tutsi only, some Hutu could have 

more cows than Tutsi, and some Tutsi were agro-pastoralists. The situation 

was quite complex and it kept changing with time. It is why Rukundo does 

not consider Tutsi as an ñethnicò group and thus his understanding does 

not match with any category of people mentioned by the United Nations 

conceptualisation. For the latter, genocide is conceptualised as specific acts 

committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, the national, 

ethnic, racial or religious groups (Jørgensen, 2001:285-313). Some scholars 

considered the United Nationsô definition incomplete (Kissi, 2004: 115- 

133; Straus, 2001:349-375). For instance, the extermination of political 

groups during the Second World War is not included in a view of hiding 

pro-Soviet Union regimesô atrocities. Silencing ñethnicò groups in the case 

of Rwanda is prudent because it can contradict the Government policy of 

promoting a unified Rwandan identity (Freedman et al.: 2008:664). From 

the same perspective, Rukundo preferred not to comment on the learnersô 

case of neighbouring countries where ñethnicò problems were discussed 

openly (Vandeginste, 2014:263-277). Teaching history this way promotes 

a docile citizen but does not help a critical learner. It is also unsafe for a 

teacher to deal with issues that are not discussed publicly. 

In the case of Rwanda, equating the genocide against the Tutsi to a simple 

war is very sensitive. This is because the opponents of the Rwandese Patriotic 

Front-led regime wanted to exploit what was officially called individual 

and isolated cases of revenge perpetrated by some soldiers to connect them 

to a deliberate extermination (Belof, 2014:269), thus attracting the 

attention of the international community. The teacher-centredness adopted 

by Rukundo on this matter is evidence of the sensitivity of the topic. 

Rukundo did not take the risk to raise this sensitive issue: it was raised by 

a learner. In addition, Rukundo did not allow the learners to discuss it. He 

preferred to tell them which narrative to adopt. This preaching was aimed 

at protecting the teacherôs and learnersô safety by avoiding the propagation 

of unofficial narratives which could be considered as genocide denial  and 

divisionism. In Rwanda, the crime of genocide ideology is used as a pretext 

to skip or avoid discussing some aspects of the genocide that would lead to 

a prosecution for an unintentional crime. According to the law, the 

negation of genocide includes, for instance, the support for a double 

genocide theory for Rwanda or a misconstruing of the facts to mislead 

people (Republic of Rwanda, 2013:38-39). 
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The idea of the existence of ñethnicò groups as the cause of the genocide 

was challenged by learners. For them, other neighbouring countries have 

many tribes or ñethnicò groups, but they do not engage in wars or genocidal 

acts. In reality, the causes of the genocide, like any other historical event, 

are multiple. One learner made it clear by adding that the cause was ñthe 

exclusion against the Tutsi and people from southern regions in education 

and some public sectors positionsò. Other causes of the genocide, such  as 

the role of media, international community influence and the former 

regimeôs fear of losing power due to the pressure of the war launched by the 

Rwandese Patriotic Front, were not pointed out by Rukundo. This silence 

can be understood in as much as the quota policy propounded by political 

leaders in the early 1960s implied exclusion of Tutsi. Consequently, 

learners pointed out the prominent cause. However, teaching the genocide 

without mentioning other causes is deficient and can lead learners to keep 

their misconceptions on the matter. 

Rukundoôs avoidance to discuss the double genocide problem concurs 

with McCullyôs (2012:145-159) scepticism about using a multi-perspective 

method to analyse a recent contentious history still coupled with trauma 

and anger. In Rwanda, the genocide is still fresh in the minds of a good 

number of Rwandans and some of them are either suffering from post- 

traumatic stress disorder (Munyandamutsa, Mahoro, Gex-Fabry & Eytan, 

2012:n.p.; Sibomana, 2017:13) or are afflicted by other consequences of 

the genocide, such as the loss of loved ones or properties. 

 
How is the genocide taught? 

Rukundoôs story continues with the teaching methods used in teaching 

the genocide. In the following extract, the participant explains different 

strategies he uses to deliver this sensitive topic: 

Given my academic qualification and experience, since the  beginning  of 

my teaching career, I like using interactive methods when teaching 

genocide and its related controversial topics. It helps learners to 

internalise their content and some activities like group work increase their 

unity. In the introduction of my lesson on the causes of the genocide, I ask 

the learners questions about the definition of genocide according to their 

understandings. I also ask questions about pre-colonial Rwandan society 

so as to determine what they know mainly as causes of disunity. I follow the 

same approach for the body of the lesson. The learners can give answers 

according to what they knowé 
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Sometimes, I divide the learners in my history class into groups so that 

they can analyse stories related to the genocide and understand specific 

decisions. For the planning of the genocide, for example, I, mainly use a 

study done by the Rwandan Parliament (Parliament, The Senate, 2005). It 

deals with the genesis and development of the genocide ideology. It shows 

for instance how colonial racism changed into national ethnicity, the role of 

political parties, and the role of propaganda, and the description of enemy, 

namely the Tutsi in the post-colonial period. For this topic, I use a teacher- 

centred approach because the document gives a series of hatred policies 

and extract of speeches. It is done in this way because my main aim here is 

not to help learners internalise this discrimination but to understand how 

bad policies can lead to disastrous events. 

The use of teacher-centredness to talk about some topics including ñethnicò 

identities and hatred policies can be explained by Rukundoôs knowledge of 

Rwandan society. In fact, there were divergent discourses about ñethnicò 

identities during and after the genocide as stated earlier. The study 

mentioned was based on European racial theories that could negatively 

influence learners because these theories were exploited to fabricate hatred 

policies. Thus, Rukundo avoided learner-centredness. The adoption of 

discussion on ñethnicò identities could generate the flow of uncontrolled 

information, which could either polarise the class or harm certain learners. 

ñEthnicò identities are side-stepped in the history curricula in order to avoid 

the recurrence of divisionism (National Curriculum Development Centre 

2008; 2010; REB, 2015). However, ñethnicò identities are mentioned in 

public for a purpose but are not openly discussed. For instance, in public 

talks, ñethnicò identities can be referred to in order to show the impact   of 

hatred policies or genocidal processes. Rukundo complied with the 

curriculum and official narrative by not engaging with ñethnicò identities 

and hatred propaganda by using critical pedagogical methods. Rukundo 

used teacher-centredness, which can be categorised as teachers who can 

deal with difficult  or abstract ideas instead of avoiding them (Haydn et al., 

2001:73; Totten, 1999:36-39). 

Despite this teacher-centredness, Rukundo adopted a learner-centredness 

through stories. The following paragraphs are extracts of a story about a 

young person, the narrator, describing his life during the socio-political 

changes of the early 1990s, characterised by the re-instauration of a multi- 

party system and the war between the Rwandese Patriotic Front and the 

then Government. It is used by Rukundo to teach the genocide. 
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Before the genocide erupted, I was very young and strong. I was a member 

of our political party youth organisation. We used to accompany the party 

leaders in political meetings. Youth, we were sensitized to be ready to 

secure our country. When the genocide started, we felt that it was 

courageous to kill Tutsi as we were told that they were Rwandese Patriotic 

Front accomplices as a way of protecting our country. I thought we were 

really protecting our country. May God forgive me! 

During the Gacaca courts, I pled guilty and confessed to have killed people 

in my village. The Gacaca courts reduced my sentence and I was released. 

For the moment, I participate in activities of helping my neighbours who 

were affected by the genocide and I pray so that no more people be involved 

in such hate deeds against Tutsi or oneôs neighbour. 

I ask at once a series of questions to the learners after two minutes of 

reflection, the latter start giving their views: If it was you who were young 

member of the political party, what would you have done at the eruption of 

genocide? Did those involved do something good? The decisions taken was 

it done with judgment? What do you think about the decision to plead 

guilty? Was it a firm decision or a strategy to be released? 

Such questions help learners to enhance their thinking skills in a neutral 

manner. This procedural neutrality position helped the learners to understand 

the complexity of the execution of the genocide. However, Rukundoôs 

questions had some limitations because they were not interpretative. Such 

questions require the use of evidence and inferences. In this case, evaluation 

of the story with the available evidence and historical knowledge was not 

done. Rukundo also failed to put the character in his historical context. 

Apparently, the proposed  questions  were  aimed  at  teaching  learners  to 

be able to take responsible decisions which, in the view of genocide 

prevention, thus insisted on the historyôs educative value. 

What is emerging from the story is that by using stories Rukundo wanted 

to develop a series of skills and values. For instance, the learners were 

given time for reflection before responding so they could develop their 

analytical skills. Discussing stories in groups was intended to help learners 

to be responsible for their own education. Learning the history of the 

genocide in that way also fostered a climate of collaboration, mutual 

respect and tolerance (Prince & Fielder, 2006:123). In addition, learners 

could understand that normal people could become perpetrators (Eckmann, 

2010:9). Through truth-telling, stories can contribute to reconciliation as 

was the case during post-war Polish-Jewish relations due to the narratives 

of the righteous (Bilewicz & Jaworska, 2013:162). 
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Considering theories about controversial issues, the use of discussion  by 

Rukundo can be connected to the nurturant facilitator (Lockwood, 

1996:499) because he did his best to engage learners on values clarification 

within a safe environment. However, the story was not crafted by learners 

to enhance their generic skills and participation. Avoiding the learnersô 

stories did not totally engage the learnersô participation when teaching a 

contentious topic. Apparently, sometimes Rukundo took the risk of asking 

sensitive questions. This was the case when he himself pleaded guilty, 

which could have brought undesirable narratives into the history class. He 

proposed another question which could suggest an alternative answer to 

guide learners in their choice. A kind of learner-centredness was practised 

in view of the teacherôs safety and that of the learners. 

 
Which resources? 

Rukundoôs story went on by unfolding teaching aids which helped him to 

achieve his teaching aims. These included, amongst others, pictures, maps, 

films and resource persons. Pictures depicting different actors in the 

genocide, such as the United Nations or French troops during the 1990s, 

orphans and other genocide consequences and the hope for Rwandans to 

live a better life in the future. 

Regarding the use of ICT, Rukundo narrated how films and the internet 

were used in the history class: 

To concretise the event, I used also to screen films such as Tuez-les tous 

to show learners how the genocide was executed and how the Interahamwe 

militiamen killed people. Pedagogically speaking, in my view, with films 

learners observe and listen at the same time to what happened. They are 

requested to write a summary of the film. They are also given homework. 

This also helps them to relate to what they have learnt in class. 

Teacher: In your todayôs homework respond briefly to the following 

questions to be submitted in our next history lesson: Show if colonists 

contributed to sow divisionism in Rwanda. Explain the role to propaganda 

and how Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines contributed to the 

killings. By considering J.P.Chr®tienôs comments explain the role of elites. 

Discuss the role of France in Rwandan conflict and finally discuss if the 

film conclusion contribute to the Rwandan reconciliation. 

I also urge my history learners to use sources from the internet while 

preparing, for example, their presentations. But the learners are not free to 

use any website - only the recommended ones such as the documents on the 

National Unity and Reconciliation websites. 
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The use of ICT has been identified as a theme in this story. Rukundo was 

worried by the learners visiting his website in his absence. He took 

precautionary measures relating to the learnersô use of the internet. On the 

one hand, this decision can be seen as a way of preventing learners from 

harm by watching traumatising films. On the other hand, learners can be 

influenced by genocide deniersô websites. Alongside the internet, films 

were also used. By paying attention, films were an opportunity for learners 

to enhance their skills and values, including decision-making, writing and 

listening to othersô views. In brief, it was a chance to enhance their visual 

literacy. It could also help learners to become human rights activists. 

Enhancing the learnersô critical thinking due to interpretative questions 

asked by Rukundo was another aim. However, by selecting specific 

websites, learners should get some preliminary techniques to critique 

history in order to analyse a large number of electronic sources. The most 

important thing is not to hide some sources, but rather to be able to 

understand why different people have different views. Missing such skills 

can lead to lack of tolerance and respect of othersô views. 

The benefits and disadvantages of ICT have been discussed in history 

education by some authors (Haydn 2000:102-134). What Rukundo did to 

achieve his aim of building a better Rwanda and enhancing the learnersô 

skills is supported by the literature. Totten (1987:63-67), for instance, 

encouraged the use of video presentations as they could make a topic real 

for learners. More importantly, the learners were obliged to try to see and 

critically interpret the images so as to gain literacy skills. Thus, films were 

not used for entertaining learners; rather, they were used to understand 

content, enhance some skills and build a better Rwanda. The lack of  other 

ICT-related activities, such as computers for designing databases on 

genocide issues and PowerPoint presentations, can be explained by the 

shortage of resources in Rwandan schools. Preventing learners from using 

any website can be seen as a kind of indoctrination instead of protecting 

them against unofficial narratives. 

Concerning museum and field study as resources, the story runs as 

follows: 

Before the visit, learners are requested to write in their notebooks main 

ideas and questions to the local leader or elder. Back at school, they are 

requested to find similarities or particular aspects of the told testimonies. 

Similarly, my class visits to the Rugarama memorial site and families that 

have been affected by the genocide discuss how they have been assisted 
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and live with their neighbours. In my view, learners are interested in 

knowing how people were reunited after horrible events that had occurred. 

After such visits, learners are given time to explain what they have seen and 

to reflect on how the genocide has impacted on people. Moreover, 

according to me, by visiting families they get to realise that there is a hope 

for the future and that Rwandans will be united. The reconstruction of the 

country is one of the ways that can show affected learners that they are not 

alone. However, I admit that visiting sites can be a problem as it requires 

transport which not every learner can afford. The study tours were adopted 

in my second year of experience after identifying where and who to visit 

and the school planning financially for it. 

The development of understanding a genocide of the past can be done by 

visiting museums and genocide memorials. The new competence-based 

curriculum does not mention the use of museums in the unit on genocide 

(Rwanda Education Board, 2015a:32-33, 2015b:26-27). During the study 

tour, invited resource personsô choices have a double objective. On the one 

hand, choosing a local leader could transmit an official narrative to 

learners. On the other, choosing an elder could serve to teach learners from 

her or his lived experience. In this case, Rukundo accepted that multiple 

views could arise. For instance, people from the targeted Tutsi social group 

were killed but also political opponents and rescuers suffered during the 

genocide. Thus, learners got to understand that people had different 

experiences during the genocide. Genocide memorials are also used to 

increase the learnersô historical understanding and critical skills by 

comparing testimonies with other sources. In other words, study tours to 

museums and local communities can be a way of reflecting on the local 

history and helping learners to gain direct information about reconciliation 

by empathising with affected communities. According to McAllister and 

Irvine (2002:433), ñEmpathy can potentially foster openness, attentiveness, 

and positive relationships.ò But the danger is that learners might over- 

identify themselves with either the victim or the perpetrator (Waterson, 

2009:7). The choice of the person to visit in the community was, in the 

case of this study, meticulously done. If selection is not well done, it is not 

easy to achieve the learning outcome of the study tour. It denotes lack of 

experience and the subject matter changes into amusement. Briefly, the 

study tours proved to Rukundo that the genocide could be taught beyond 

the classroom to increase the learnersô participation and development of 

their skills and values. 
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Conclusion 

In post-genocide Rwanda, the use of the participatory approach proved to 

be challenging for Rukundo even though it was recommended by the 

history curriculum. The participant refrained from pedagogically engaging 

learners with certain topics such as double genocide, ñethnicò identities and 

race. Fear of being accused of genocide denial dictated the use of lecture 

mode for this topic for which the official legal version provides a clear 

positioning. Thus, multi-perspectivity does not seem to be a panacea in 

history teaching. Given the context, discussing the aforementioned topics 

could polarise the classroom by bringing harmful messages into a society 

still affected by the genocide consequences. Adopting a self-care attitude 

does not only aim at respecting the official narrative, but also to avoid 

harming learners and the community. Thus, compliance with the official 

narrative, the societal sufferings and the way of interpreting the curriculum 

guides how the Rwandan genocide and related topics are taught. This 

means that teachers should have the capacity to critique the syllabus and 

use resources in line with the learnersô specific social and cognitive needs. 

Teaching the genocide does not only aim at enhancing historical knowledge 

by putting the genocide into its wider context for discussing causes, 

sequences and effects. Given the Rwandan context, a range of activities 

adopted by Rukundo aimed at helping learners to become responsible 

citizens who could responsibly take decisions. With the same perspective, 

the learners are the first trained to reflect on what they are going to do. 

Thus, teaching the genocide goes beyond historical knowledge; rather,    it 

aims at imparting values and behaviours which can be used to cure 

Rwandan societyôs scars to learners. 

In terms of controversial issues theory, the story proved that Rukundoôs 

positions kept changing with regard to the topic or aim to be achieved. 

Some positions such as the teacher as Socratic cross-examiner (Lockwood, 

1996:29-30) or taking a balanced approach (Stradling, 1984:6) were adopted 

while asking questions to train learners to make decisions. In the face of 

hard topics, including those punishable by Rwandan law, a commitment to 

adopting the official version, which was tantamount to indoctrination, was 

embraced. However, some positions, such as risk-taking or playing devilôs 

advocate, were not adopted by Rukundo. Rather, he cautiously preferred 

to avoid bringing uncontrollable discussions into class. This scepticism 

shows that Rwandan society is still fragile and teaching the 



JL Buhigiro    

48    

Yesterday&Today, No. 24, December 2020 

 

 

 

 

genocide cannot blindly follow the proposed participatory approach. By 

taking this risk, the teacher can be plunged into genocide denial or polarise 

the classroom. The challenge is that imposing one narrative can also lead 

to learner anger and frustration. Teaching the genocide thus poses a double 

challenge: developing the learnersô critical skills and respecting the official 

narrative. Instead of preventing learners from dealing with some issues  or 

using some sources, an effort should be made to teach them to analyse 

evidence, including a range of electronic sources. Learners should be taught 

to look for evidence and identify its strengths and weaknesses. In order  to 

enhance critical skills while discussing contentious topics, Rwandan 

schools should be considered safe spaces where such discussions can  take 

place and teachers should be constantly trained and sensitised so that 

schools become venues for constructive confrontation. This means that they 

should allow learners to increase their knowledge through discussion, but 

the community at large should also be involved in this process to a certain 

extent, otherwise learners will lack the skills to discuss hard contentious 

topics and discern why people have different views. This gap can lead to 

lack of tolerance of divergent views hence sources of other conflicts. 
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Abstract 

Interactive and collaborative learning in óliveô and online (synchronous 

and asynchronous) environments generates an influence on the perception, 

motivation and outcomes of learning among students. From that theory, the 

aim of this contribution is to analyse the effects of different teaching 

approaches unexpectedly provoked by the COVID-19 pandemic. The object 

of this study is a masterôs course titled ñHistory and Educationò of which 

half the classes were taught via synchronous live lectures in an interactive 

and collaborative group condition and half via asynchronous digital 

modules to be individually completed without interaction or collaboration. 

The effects of those different conditions on studentsô perception of the 

comprehensibility and ease of studying the course, on studentsô interest, 

motivation and efforts, and on their learning performance was examined 

via a descriptive and exploratory case study using a questionnaire and  the 

outcomes of a written examination. In the questionnaire, the course 

students had to score both conditions for several issues and explain their 

scores. The results show that the live lectures obtained better average scores 

than the digital modules, except for the perception of the ease of studying 

the course. Also, more students attributed higher scores to the live lectures 

on each issue, again except for the perception of the ease of studying the 

course. The learning performances did not generate differences between 

the two conditions. These results are discussed within the existing research 

and reflected upon in the light of the continuous pandemic forcing higher 

education to combine different shapes of teaching. 

Keywords: Highere education; Interactive and collaborative learning; 

(A)Synchronous learning; Online learning; Teacher presence; History 

education. 

Introdu ction 

Learning, as the theory of constructivism states, is an active and 
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constructive process.1 Social constructivism adds to this powerful insight 

by pointing to the social dimensions of learning and by incorporating the 

role of others into the learning process.2 It refers to learning as an interactive 

and collaborative process. In the past six decades, an extensive body of 

literature has been published, showing that interactive and collaborative 

learning generates positive learning outcomes compared to individual 

learning.3 Interaction and collaboration can increase studentsô interest, 

motivation and study effort for, amongst others, students long to be socially 

responsible and to form social relationships with their peers.4 The self- 

determination theory states that together with a sense of competence and 

autonomy, connectedness is also a basic need of learners that needs to be 

met in order to reinforce motivation in all learning contexts.5 Furthermore, 

by providing the necessary support and interaction with qualified others 

(such as the lecturer or fellow students), interactive and collaborative 

learning exercises an influence on the quality and outcomes of learning and 

on studentsô learning performances. At the same time, however, research 

shows that collaborative learning does not automatically generate good (or 

better) learning outcomes. To accomplish that, several conditions have to 

be met such as meaningful interaction aimed at fostering an understanding 

of the topic under study.6 

Particularly since the 1990s, a very important extra dimension has been 

added to the research into the effects of interactive and collaborative 

learning, namely that of computer-supported (online) learning. Research 

has been conducted into the role of computer-supported collaborative 
 

1 JD Bransford, Al Brown & RR Cocking, How people learn: Brain, mind, experience, and school 

(Washington (DC), National Academies Press, 2000); CT Fosnot, ñConstructivism: A psychological theory 
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Wigfield, ñAcademic and social motivational influences on studentsô academic performanceò, Educational 

Psychology Review, 10, 1998, pp. 155-175. 

5 RM Ryan & EL Deci, ñSelf-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social 

development, and well-beingò, American Psychologist, 55, 2000, pp. 68-78; EL Deci & RM Ryan, 

ñMotivation, personality, and development within embedded social contexts: An overview of self- 

determination theoryò, RM Ryan (ed.), Oxford handbook of human motivation (Oxford UK, Oxford 

University Press, 2012), pp. 85-107. 

6 DW Johnson & RT Johnson, ñCooperation and the use of technologyò, DH Jonassen (ed.), Handbook of 

research on educational communications and technology, (Mahwah NJ, Erlbaum, 2004), pp. 785-811. 
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learning environments, into the differences between small group and 

individual learning with technology, into online and distance education  in 

various interactive and collaborative conditions, and into the effects   of 

synchronous and asynchronous learning.7  Here, too, positive effects  of 

interactive and collaborative learning emerge, albeit again subject to 

conditions, for example, that attention is paid to individual accountability; 

that media should support collaborative discussion in order to be more 

effective; that interaction and collaboration are to be included in 

asynchronous learning conditions in order to make them effective; and that 

the instructor should take up an active role in online or distance education 

in order to influence studentsô performances. 

In short, interactive and collaborative learning can have positive effects 

on learning processes and learning outcomes in both synchronous and 

asynchronous conditions. This two-fold issue of collaborative interactive 

versus individual learning and of synchronous versus asynchronous 

learning environments became urgent in the spring of 2020 due to the 

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. This crisis imposed an obligation on 

educational institutions worldwide to switch immediately from 

synchronous live lectures to asynchronous digital conditions as on-campus 

live education was immediately suspended in many countries. 

Apart from the difficulties accompanying  the  ñdigital  switchò  that  had 

to be made, the extraordinary circumstances due to the COVID-19 

pandemic allowed, at the same time, an opportunity to analyse the effects 

of different teaching approaches within one course, in terms of physical 

live or synchronous lectures versus online asynchronous conditions and of 

interactive and collaborative versus individual learning. This contribution, 

being part of a special issue addressing ñteaching and learning history in 

the time of the COVID-19/coronavirus pandemicò, reports on such an 

analysis. The course used as the object of this analysis is a masterôs of 

history at the University of Leuven (situated in Flanders, the northern 

Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) titled ñHistory and Educationò, which 
 

7 Y Lou, PC Abrami & S dôApollonia, ñSmall group and individual learning with technology: A meta- 

analysisò, Review of Educational Research, 71(3), 2001, pp. 449-521; K Kreijns, PA Kirschner & W 

Jochems, ñIdentifying the pitfalls for social interaction in computer-supported collaborative learning 

environments: A review of the researchò, Computers in Human Behavior, 19(3), 2003, pp. 335-353; Y Lou, 

RM Bernard & PC Abrami, ñMedia and pedagogy in undergraduate distance education: A theory-based 

meta-analysis of empirical literatureò, Educational Technology Research & Development, 54(2), 2006, pp. 

141-176; PC Abrami, RM Bernard, EM Bures, E Borokhovski & R Tamim, ñInteraction in distance 

education and online learning: Using evidence and theory to improve practiceò, Journal of Computing in 

Higher Education, 23(2/3), 2011, pp. 82-103. 
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is taught by the author.8 Half of this course, dedicated to the history of 

secondary school history education in Belgium, was taught via interactive 

and collaborative synchronous live lectures; the other half, addressing   an 

international perspective on history education, was offered via 

asynchronous online modules that had to be completed individually by the 

students. This allowed research to be conducted into the effects of both 

conditions on a number of learning issues. Studentsô perceptions of their 

interest, motivation and efforts to engage with the course in each of the 

two conditions was examined, as well as studentsô learning performances 

for both parts of the course. The specific circumstances of the digital 

switch halfway through the semester also allowed two additional issues to 

be examined. Because the two parts of the course titled ñHistory and 

Educationò were each taught in different ways, it was also possible to 

examine the perceived comprehensibility of the two parts of the course  as 

well as the perceived ease of studying both parts by the students. The 

analysis made it possible to not only examine the effects of each condition 

on studentsô perceptions and performances, but also to compare both. 

In what follows, first the research context, questions and methods are 

explained, then the results of the study are presented and discussed. 

Research context: History and education 

The course titled ñHistory and Educationò constitutes six credits (ECTS) 

and is offered within the Master of History programme and the Educational 

Master of Cultural SciencesïHistory Didactics programme, both at the 

University of Leuven (Belgium). That university mainly attracts students 

belonging to the White majority group in Belgium and the lower-middle-, 

upper-middle- and upper-classes of society. The course is particularly 

meant for prospective historians and history teachers and is an elective of 

both masterôs programmes. In the academic year 2019-2020, 15 students 

enrolled for the course: three female and 12 male students. All belonged, 

in terms of socio-economic status, to upper-middle-class households. The 

course consists of two parts. In the first part, the history of secondary school 

history education in the Low Countries (the current territory of Belgium 

and the Netherlands) since the end of the 18th century and in Belgium since 

its establishment in 1830 is addressed. The second part provides an 

analysis of secondary school history education in other countries around 
 

8 For more information on the course, see https://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/2019/syllabi/v/e/F0VE1AE. 

htm#activetab=doelstellingen_idm1561056, as accessed on 5 November 2020. 
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the world. In particular, history education in the Netherlands, the United 

States, Russia, Rwanda, Israel and Palestine, and the Arabic Muslim world 

is studied. The focus is on recent  and  current  societal  debates and 

expectations about history education in those countries and on the 

influence of those debates on the shape and outlook of standards, curricula 

and textbooks for history education (in terms of main aims and content 

orientation). History education in this course is not examined through a 

history didactics lens. Rather, a cultural history perspective is taken, as the 

guiding questions are, How are the past and history approached in history 

education? Whose history is addressed and for what aims? And what does 

the relationship between the state, society and history education look like? 

This course is scheduled in the second semester (between February and 

May) of the academic year and takes two hours a week over a period of 12 

weeks. Half of the course is spent on the history of history education in 

Belgium, the other half on an international perspective on history 

education. The weekly two-hour classes are a combination of lecturing and 

collaborative and interactive learning that focuses on fostering an 

understanding of the topic being taught via, for instance, group work, 

Socratic dialogue and group debate,  which  is  often  centred  around  and 

starting from document analysis. All classes are accompanied by       a 

PowerPoint presentation that serves as a basis for students who are 

expected to take notes themselves. A learning text is not provided. 

However, because of the COVID-19 pandemic,  the  organisation  of  the 

classes had to change drastically. From mid-March onwards, the 

University of Leuven suspended all physical live classes and obliged all 

lecturers to make a digital switch. They had the choice to teach online, to 

design digital modules, to provide students with PowerPoint presentations 

and an accompanying voice-over, and so forth. For the course ñHistory and 

Educationò, this meant that while the lessons on the history of history 

education in Belgium had been provided via physical live classes, the lessons 

on the international perspective on history education had to be offered in a 

digital manner. Therefore digital lesson modules were designed on Toledo, 

the e-learning platform of the University of Leuven. These modules had to 

be completed by the students individually, without collaborative learning 

activities; did not contain deadlines; and were set up in an asynchronous 

way so students were free to choose when precisely to complete them. This 

also meant that no collaborative or interactive educational activities such 

as discussion forums were provided. This shape of online education was 
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chosen as it left students free to choose when to engage with the modules 

and at what pace. Some students still had to work on their theses and others 

on a pre-service internship in secondary education. This way, their agendas 

were not overloaded during weekdays. 

Each of the six digital modules was built following the same outline.  An 

introduction was offered in order to generate interest in the topic. It 

consisted of a news article, a quiz to test previous knowledge, a padlet 

gauging their opinion on a specific topic,9 etc. The main part of each digital 

module ensured an alternation between pieces of theory and assignments 

(often based on document analysis) followed by automatic feedback (in 

terms of a model answer) and sometimes a padlet to write down their 

opinions on a matter, which then became visible to the other students. The 

assignments were not mandatory: students could skip them if they 

preferred. As all students in the course were graduates and hence 

experienced students, it was left to them to decide whether to complete the 

assignments or not. The students were considered sufficiently experienced 

to judge this for themselves. At the end of each digital module, students 

were offered a learning text, containing all the content they needed to study 

for the written examination. 

The written examination for this course consisted of two substantial 

questions. One encompassed a major thread in the history of history 

education in Belgium, such as the tension between disciplinary and 

citizenship goals, or the relationship between the secondary school subject 

of history and academic historiography. The other was a comparison 

between history education in different countries, for example, to what 

extent and via what strategies is history education meant to contribute to 

social cohesion, or how and why are professional historians included (or 

not) in giving shape to secondary school history education.10
 

 
Research questions and methodology 

As half of the course was taught via live synchronous lectures in an 

interactive and collaborative group condition and half via digital modules 

9 A padlet is an application to create an online bulletin board where students and teachers can display 

information, collaborate, reflect, and share links and pictures. 

10 Besides this, students also had to write a paper as part of the evaluation, in which, based on at least two 

published academic papers, they had to elaborate either on an aspect of Belgian history education from    a 

historical perspective, or on the outlook and shape of history education in a country in the world, not 

addressed in the course. This paper assignment is not included in the further analysis, as it has no connection 

with the different teaching approaches under study. 
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to be individually completed asynchronously, this allowed time to examine 

the effects of the two different teaching approaches on studentsô perception 

of the comprehensibility and ease of studying the course; on studentsô 

interest, motivation and efforts; and on their performance for the course. In 

so doing, connection was sought to the vast body of literature on interactive 

and collaborative learning and its effects. This study contributes to that 

literature, as it examined a group of graduate students and compared two 

different conditions for one group (instead of using two groups and 

additional control groups to test the two conditions). The following 

research questions guided the analysis: 

Å What are the effects of the two different educational conditions on studentsô 

perceptions of the comprehensibility and ease of studying the course on 

studentsô interest and motivation and on the efforts they made to engage with 

the course? 

Å What are the effects of the two different educational conditions on studentsô 

performance for the course? 

Å What are the differences to be discerned when comparing the results of  the 

two previous questions? Can differences be found between the two 

conditions in studentsô perceptions and performances and, if  so, how should 

this be accounted for? 

The comparison was explicitly included as a research question because it 

is highly possible that the two conditions might have generated substantial 

differences. With regard to comprehensibility of the course content (1), 

live lectures offered opportunities for the lecturer to provide explanations 

to the students; direct questions and answers for collaborative interaction; 

and direct feedback on the assignments. The digital modules, by contrast, 

could be completed by students at their own pace, asynchronously, without 

interaction, yet with automatic feedback (in terms of a model answer 

provided after each assignment) and with the provision of a learning  text. 

In terms of the ease of studying the course (2), while the lectures were 

accompanied by PowerPoint presentations and live explanations, no 

learning text was included as the digital modules provided a learning text. 

With regard to interest in the course (3), while lectures were synchronous 

and live and included interaction and collaborative learning activities,  the 

digital modules were asynchronous and could be completed at the 

studentsô own pace at a time that suited them best, yet individually. 

Regarding studentsô motivation to get started with assignments (4), the 

lectures required some reading beforehand, yet assignments were mostly 
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completed during the lecture, in interaction with the lecturer and fellow 

students and according to a pace determined by the lecturer. In the digital 

modules, the assignments were done individually, at oneôs own pace and 

without being obligatory (cfr. supra for a justification in this respect). This 

means that while the effort (5) was included (and obligatory) in the 

lectures, the effort to complete the assignments in the digital modules was 

not obligatory. Lastly, all these issues could have generated an effect on 

studentsô performance (6) for the written examination related to this course 

as, on the one hand, students were provided with information by the lecturer 

during the live lectures (via PowerPoint presentation and explanation), yet, 

on the other hand, they obtained full learning texts in the digital modules. 

In order to get a view on the above-mentioned issues, a descriptive and 

exploratory case study, including quantitative and qualitative elements, 

was set up. In particular, a questionnaire was designed in which students 

had to assess the live lectures as well as the digital modules with a score 

from one to ten on each of the issues under examination. The questionnaire 

included clear, unambiguous questions, such as, ñHow do you assess the 

comprehensibility of the learning content, in condition é?ò or ñHow do 

you assess the effect of condition é on your motivation to engage with the 

learning content?ò The unexpected character of the COVID-19 pandemic 

did not allow validation of the questionnaire in a pilot study. Nevertheless, 

it was checked to assess whether the questions were indeed well understood 

by the students by explicitly asking them if all questions had been clear 

(which was the case) and by checking whether the studentsô explanation 

accompanying their scores actually related to the questions (which was the 

case as well). Students were invited to explain their scores and to describe 

the differences or similarities they experienced between the teaching 

approaches. Furthermore, they were asked whether they had experienced 

big differences in the time they spent on the lectures versus the digital 

modules and whether they wanted to make additional comments relating 

to the different teaching approaches of the course. When the questionnaires 

were handed in just before the start of the examination period, a so-called 

anonymous other kept track of them, anonymised them, and then attached 

the scores on both examination questions to each studentôs questionnaire. 

In so doing, the anonymity of the students was guaranteed. The analysis 

was done in a qualitative way, in search of patterns in the studentsô answers. 

The questionnaire was completed by 11 of the 15 students who enrolled 

for the course. Four students did not attend any of the classes as they 
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took up teaching jobs in a secondary school on the day the course was 

normally taught. They were, therefore, removed from the analysis sample. 

This means that the analysis was done on the basis of 11 completed 

questionnaires, meaning 73 per cent of the students enrolled in the course 

participated in the research. Initially, the idea was to supplement the results 

stemming from the questionnaire with data from qualitative (individual or 

group) interviews. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the June 

examination period at the University of Leuven was extended by two weeks, 

after which deliberations still had to be organised. As a result, because the 

students indicated that they wanted to leave on vacation immediately after 

receipt of their final results, it turned out to be impossible to organise such 

interviews. 

Results 

What are the effects of the two different educational conditions on 

studentsô perception of the comprehensibility and ease of studying the 

course, on studentsô interest and motivation, and on the efforts they made 

to engage with the course? And can differences be found related to those 

issues between the two conditions? 

With regard to the participantsô perceptions, the results show that the live 

lectures obtained better average scores for the perception of the 

comprehensibility of the course, for studentsô interest and  motivation and 

for the efforts they made to engage with the course and then the digital 

modules. The only exception concerns the perception of the ease of 

studying the course: in this case, the digital modules obtained a (very 

slightly) higher score than the live lectures (see Table 1). Also, in general, 

more students attributed higher scores to the live lectures than to the digital 

modules on the above-mentioned issues, again except for the perception of 

the ease of studying the course (see Table 2). 

When looking at the individual student level and scores instead of the 

overall level and average scores, it was found that three students attributed 

higher scores to the live lectures compared with the digital modules on each 

of the issues under study; one student did the opposite and systematically 

scored the digital modules higher than the live lectures on each issue; the 

other seven students attributed varying scores, although they assessed the 

live lectures on more issues with higher scores than the digital modules. In 

what follows, each of the issues and their scores are analysed. 
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Table 1: The average score (out of 10) attributed for each issue to the live lectures and the 

digital modules. 
 

 

Issue 

Average score 

attributed to the live 

lectures (out of 10) 

Average score 

attributed to the 

digital modules 

(out of 10) 

Comprehensibility 9 8 

Ease of studying 8.2 8.3 

Interest 9.1 7.5 

Motivation to get started with assignments 7.7 6.1 

Actual effort to complete the assignments 8.5 5.9 

 
Table 2: The number (and percentage) of students attributing higher or equal scores for 

each issue to the live lectures and the digital modules. 
 

 

 
Issue 

Number of 

students 

attributing a 

higher score to 

live lectures 

Number of 

students 

attributing a 

higher score to 

digital modules 

Number of 

students 

attributing 

both an equal 

score 

 

 
Total 

Comprehensibility 8 (73%) 2 (18%) 1 (9%) 11 (100%) 

Ease of studying 4(36%) 5 (46%) 2 (18%) 11 (100%) 

Interest 7 (64%) 1 (9%) 3 (27%) 11 (100%) 

Motivation to get started 

with assignments 
8 (73%) 2 (18%) 1 (9%) 11 (100%) 

Actual effort to make the 

assignments 
9 (82%) 1 (9%) 1(9%) 11 (100%) 

Regarding the perception of the comprehensibility of the course content, 

students attributed the live lectures a 9/10 on average, and the digital 

modules a score of 8/10. Eight students attributed a higher score to the live 

lectures, two to the digital modules and one student attributed both an equal 

score. Live lectures were hence preferred by the majority of students who 

indicated that they could better concentrate on the course content when 

listening during a live lecture or talk. Furthermore, they appreciated the 

possibility of being able to ask direct questions and receive an immediate 

answer, feedback or have a debate about it with fellow students. Also, they 

stated that the coherence and connections between historical facts and 

phenomena became clearer during the lectures, because the lecturer made 

them explicit while explaining, asking questions or debating points. The 

student who rated the digital modules higher on comprehensibility did so 

because the digital modules offered a clearer structure than the live 
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lectures. According to him, the PowerPoint presentations during the live 

lectures were not able to reveal the structure of each lecture as clearly. 

The perception of the ease of studying the course was the only issue on 

which the digital modules scored (very slightly) better than the live lectures. 

While students attributed 8.2/10 on average for the live lectures, the digital 

modules received a score of 8.3/10. Four students attributed a higher score 

to the live lectures, while five did so to the digital modules; two students 

attributed both equal scores. Those students who expressed a preference 

for the digital modules regarding this issue did so because the modules 

provided them with a learning text. They indicated that this was very 

helpful, as it included everything they had to study. During live lectures, 

they stated, one had to take notes and if one paid less attention during a 

part of the lecture, one might miss crucial information. Other students, 

however, did not consider the presence of a learning text as contributing to 

the ease of studying the course. In their opinion, the live explanation  of 

the lecturer made connections between the historical phenomena being 

addressed clearer and more explicit and helped them to distinguish the 

main points from the side issues. They hence preferred the live lectures. 

A large majority of the students indicated that live lectures stimulated 

their interest more than the digital modules. While they attributed a score 

of 7.5/10 on average to those modules, the live lectures were attributed a 

9.1/10. Seven students rated the live lectures higher, one student preferred 

the digital modules, and three students attributed an equal score to each 

medium. While all students indicated they were interested in the course 

material, most of them nevertheless preferred an  enthusiastic lecturer and 

collaborative interaction to the individual completion of the digital 

modules. The one student who indicated the opposite did so because he 

considered the international comparative perspective on history education 

much more interesting than the historical perspective of history education 

in Belgium. His preference for the digital modules was hence related to the 

specific content rather than to the particular teaching approach. 

In terms of motivation to get started with assignments, the live lectures 

scored higher. While the students assessed live lectures with an average 

score of 7.7/10, the digital modules gained a score of 6.1/10. Eight students 

attributed a higher score to the live lectures, two students preferred the 

digital modules and one student attributed both an equal score. The 

advantage of digital modules, some students stated, was that they could 
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complete them asynchronously, at their own pace, without experiencing 

any stress. For the rest, students particularly connected advantages to   the 

live lectures. The interaction, cooperation, exchange of ideas and debates 

stirred more motivation and furthermore, fostered the quality of the 

reflection. The fact that assignments had to be completed during the 

lectures and were discussed together, increased the motivation as well, as 

students had the feeling that in so doing, their effort led to a tangible result. 

The level of motivation to get started with assignments seemed to be 

reflected in the actual effort to complete the assignments. While students 

gave a score of 8.5/10 on average to the live lectures for actually making 

the effort to complete the assignments, the average score attributed to the 

digital modules was 5.9/10. Moreover, nine students attributed the live 

lectures a higher score; one student did the opposite, and another student 

attributed equal scores. Students particularly pointed at the added value of 

the collaborative interaction during live lectures as the driver to complete 

the assignments before and during the lectures. Because of the absence of 

interactive cooperation in the asynchronous digital modules ï this would 

have hindered the students completing the modules at their own pace ï and 

automatic feedback in terms of a model answer being generated, students 

did not feel encouraged to complete the assignments. The only advantage 

of the digital modules, one student stated, was that they indeed allowed 

him to complete the assignments at his own pace. 

What are the effects of the two different educational conditions on studentsô 

performance for the course? And can differences be found between the two 

conditions in studentsô performances? 

In order to examine a possible effect of the two conditions on studentsô 

learning performance on the written examination, two substantial questions 

were asked, one encompassing a major thread in the history of history 

education in Belgium (which had been addressed during the live lectures), 

and one on a comparison between history education in different countries 

(which had been addressed in the digital modules). When looking at the 

scores for the two examination questions, at first glance no difference could 

be discerned. The average score for both questions was 13/20. 

When looking at the individual student level, it was found that two 

students scored better for the question related to the content seen in the live 

lectures, while three scored better for the question related to the content of 

the digital modules (see Table 3). Six students gave the same score for both 
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questions. It hence seems that, overall, the different teaching approaches 

did not clearly affect studentsô performance for the course. 

 
Table 3: Individual examination scores per student on the two questions (related to 

contents addressed resp. in the live lectures and the digital modules). 
 

Student 
Score (out of 20) on exam question 1 

(content during live lectures) 

Score (out of 20) on exam question 2 

(content digital modules) 

1 12 8 

2 14 14 

3 13 14 

4 14 14 

5 14 14 

6 14 16 

7 14 14 

8 14 14 

9 13 13 

10 12 14 

11 13 12 

Conclusion and discussion 

The aim of this study was to examine the effects and influence of two 

different teaching approaches in a course titled ñHistory and Educationò 

on studentsô perception of the comprehensibility of and ease of studying 

the course, on their interest, motivation and effort to complete assignments, 

and on their performance in the written examination. The results show that 

the perception of the ease of studying the course and the performance in the 

examination were almost equal for the synchronous live lectures in which 

interactive and collaborative learning was present and the asynchronous 

digital modules that were completed individually. Regarding the perception 

of the comprehensibility of the course, differences were found in studentsô 

interest as well as their motivation and effort to complete assignments,   in 

the sense that students attributed higher scores to the synchronous live 

lectures than to the asynchronous digital modules. 

In interpreting the results, drawing conclusions and reflecting on 

consequences, caution is required. Several limitations of this study should 

be considered. The study concentrated on one course only, in which only a 

limited number of students were enrolled. All students belonged to upper- 

middle-class households, meaning they probably had a quiet place in their 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































