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Abstract

This paper addresses the status of History teaching and learning in Lesotho
which is at its lowest ebb. Very few schools teach the subject and the poor
Junior Certificate (JC) examination results exacerbate the situation. An
analysis of the examiners’ comments in the last seven years points to poor
and/or lack of essay writing skills among the candidates as one of the
main reasons behind the high failure rate in JC History. In recognition
of the situation’s implications for quality’ teacher education, this study
proposes (1) rigorous pre- and in-service training in the teaching of
History essay writing, and (2) vigilant monitoring that ensures constant
practice and dedicated delivery of the required skills by trainees to JC

History learners in order to improve the examination results.

Introduction

In Lesotho, History is the most unpopular subject in the Social Science
group that also includes Development Studies, Geography and Religious
Knowledge.? For example, the number of schools teaching History dwin-
dled so much that in 2006 - out of 230 and more Lesotho Secondary and
High Schools? - only 17 were still offering the subject mainly because their
Principals have a major in History. Several reasons have been advanced
for this disastrous state of affairs but those commonly quoted have to
do with policy making* and the candidates’ poor examination results.

As could e expected, in Lesotho, as elsewhere in the world, the issue of
examination results in general - and those of the core subjects in par-
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ticular - is of great concern. In the case of the Lesotho History teach-
ers, the real struggle is to attain — let alone maintain - good results in
an atmosphere where, up to 2007, government was not promoting the
subject enough, and parents continue to discourage their children from
doing History because of the high failure rate in a subject they already
regard as valueless. In other words, on the basis of the Junior Certificate
(JC) examination results, it would seem that there is no ‘quality’ teach-
ing and learning of History in Lesotho. This, in turn, leads to an urgent
need to determine what the real problem or contributing factor is and
how it can be solved.

The aim of this study, therefore, is to present the findings that are taken
from the examiners’ commentary on the 2000-2003 JC History examina-
tion results and the performance patterns in 2004-2006. Based on those
findings, the paper draws conclusions regarding the poor performance
of JC History candidates, and makes recommendations for better re-
sults. The study’s main suggestion for improvement is the acquisition of
cross-curricular essay writing skills in all History-teaching Secondary
Schools and teacher-education institutions in Lesotho, namely, the Na-
tional University of Lesotho (NUL) and Lesotho College of Education
(LCE). In other words, this strategy of improving JC History results has
to target both pre-and in-service teacher education.

Conceptual Framework

In recent years and at various forums, there has been an overwhelm-
ing quest for quality education for all and in all subjects. For example,
members of the Lesotho History Teachers Association (LHTA) are con-
vinced that History is being made a scapegoat of a situation where JC
candidates consistently perform poorly in three out of the four core sub-
jects: English, Mathematics and Science, the exception being Sesotho.
Thus, the Association is determined to make sure that what the country
lacks in the numbers of History candidates is compensated by effective
History teaching that delivers impressive examination results. In other
words, given a choice between quality and quantity in their subject, the
teachers have openly declared - and passionately so - that they would
rather have the former every time. This is why since 2000, the Associa-
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tion has kept its own record of the History results for each school in
order to monitor and maintain the signs of gradual improvement which
has been quite phenomenal in some schools.

Sharing the sentiments of the LHTA’s strong desire for quality in school
History, in 2004, the new Head of Language and Social Education
(LASED) in the Faculty of Education at NUL called for a concerted ef-
fort by all teacher educators to help the Lesotho JC (and COSC) candi-
dates to obtain good results. Similarly, the theme - ‘Quality Education
and Research locally, regionally and internationally’ - of the biennial
BoLeSwaNa (Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland and Namibia) Symposium
of Educational Research that was hosted by Namibia in July 2004 -
started everybody thinking about and aiming for quality in the teaching
and learning of the respective subjects, with special emphasis on initial
teacher training.

In addition, the themes of both the forty-seventh (47th) session of the
International Conference on Education and World Day of Teachers
in 2004 called for the pursuit of quality education: ‘Quality Education
for All Young People: Challenges, Trends and Priorities; and ‘Quality
Teachers for Quality Education: Training for a Stronger Teaching Force’
respectively. What is even more interesting about the two themes is the-
act that Workshop #4 at the International Conference on Education was
devoted to ‘Quality education and the role of teachers, the same idea
that came to mind when the BoLeSwaNa theme was first announced.
Coincidentally, in the foreword of the newly formulated Lesotho Policy
on Teacher Education and Training (2005), it is stated that “The prime
thesis of this policy framework is that the competency and professional
dedication of the teacher and the trainer determine the ultimate quality
of education provided’ Then, in December 2006, at the 16th Confer-
ence of Commonwealth Education Ministers (16 CCEM) held in Cape
Town, parallel groups of ministers, teachers and the youth reflected on
the theme: ‘Access to Quality Education: For the Good of All

A dictionary definition of quality is ‘the standard of something when
compared to others like it; how good or bad something is; a high stan-
dard or level.... > In the context of education, it is possible that there
are as many definitions as there are authors on the subject, but the over-

220
Yesterday & Today No1, May 2007




MNtabeni—______ History Teaching, Learning and Junior Certificate (JC) Examination
Results in Lesotho, 2000-2006: Implications for Teacher Education

all denominator in all of them will be the pursuit of and factors that
fulfill what is good, better, best, or otherwise in the process of teaching
and learning. Hawes and Stephens demonstrate best the complexity of
defining quality education in their use of one very illuminating anal-
ogy called ‘the quality wheel which is meant to unpack quality teacher
education. In that ‘wheel’ they identify people trainers as a very crucial
factor in achieving quality education, and have accordingly devoted a
whole chapter to this factor.®

Therefore, for the purposes of this study, the quest for quality is not only
in Lesotho’s History education in general, but also in teacher training
and History essay writing skills in particular.

Methodology

The study is a qualitative analysis of data collected from a seven-year
documentation of JC History examination results, particularly the intro-
ductory section of the 2000-2006 pass lists compiled by the Examination
Council of Lesotho (ECoL). The processinvolved combing the documents
and highlighting in Table 1 below the various concerns that ECoL’s docu-
ments have identified as contributors to poor performance in school His-
tory over the years, while Table 2 highlights the patterns of performance.
The paper then suggests the initiatives that NULs and LCE’s teacher
educator(s) could implement at the initial and in-service teacher educa-
tion levels in order to help the schools improve their poor History results.

Data

The tables below capture the core information taken from the pass lists
of the ECoL from 2000 to 2006. The relevant section consists of (1) tab-
ular information — especially Table 2 ; (2) comments and/or remarks
made by the respective examination officers on the performance of the
candidates in general and in subject groups; (3) subject specific remarks
under the ‘Examiners’ Eye’ section, and (4) Performance patterns. Com-
ments/remarks on performance in History appear under both the So-
cial Sciences group and the ‘Examiners’ Eye’ but, due to inconsistencies
explained below, the paper only reflects information from the latter sec-
tion.
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One observation to make regarding the ECoL tabular information de-
scribed above is that, over the years, there have been inconsistencies in
the titles used for Table 2 (in the pass lists) and its columns, possibly
as a way of improving its presentation and content. Therefore, it is not
possible to quote everything the tables of the seven years contain with-
out creating confusion and/or even distorting the original information.
Thus, for the purpose of this study, Table 1 (below) only reflects the
comments and remarks from “The Examiners’ Eye’ section although at
times it, too, was just as inconsistent and even incomplete in highlight-
ing the year-by-year strong and weak points of performance.

Table 1: Comments/Remarks from an ‘Examiners’ respec-
tive on Lesotho JC History Results, 2000-2003
Year Strengths ‘Weaknesses
2000° Improved candidates’ perfor-
mance in History has been
phenomenal
2001 History (Old) showed a general | even though there were fewer
improvement in the quality of high scores that last year

scores

but performance was not as

History (Alt.) was the most good as last year in terms of
accessible and there were more | general performance and high
very high scores compared to scores

last year

History Trial had some good
scores

2002 In History, performance has
dropped with 63% & 72% of

the candidates obtaining E and
above in Trial (514) and Alter-
native (513) respectively. The
greatest concern is that candi-
dates still fail to write coherent
well thought-out essays in re-
sponse to questions but instead
throw some points without any
explanations. The tendency is
to still to write without care-
fully selecting relevant, specific
information in addressing the
task at hand. This affects the
performance adversely.
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2003 The performance this year is Candidates showed weak-

encouraging with the mean of nesses in relating the Current
Affairs issues to their historical
background and were, therefore,

disadvantaged.

100.7 Let us strive for an even
better performance next year.

Source: The Examination Council of Lesotho, Junior Certificate Results
(Maseru: Government Printers), printed at the end every year.

N.B.: The bolded words/phrases highlight the nature of weaknesses re-
lated to essay writing.

Another data-related observation to be mentioned is that from 2004
onwards, the ECoL pass lists have dropped the general and/or sub-
ject-specific ‘Examiners’ Eye’ section. Instead, the available tabular
information consists of Table 1 titled ‘Patterns of Candidates’ Perfor-
mance’ and and ‘Comparative Grade Analysis Report in All Subjects’
in Table 2. Further restructuring of the presentation of results is seen
in the 2006 record that has the former and not the latter of the tables.
Therefore, the whole situation has necessitated inclusion of another
table in the present study to indicate performance percentages in the
years 2004-2005 instead of comments and/or remarks for 2000-2003.

Table 2 Performance patterns, 2004-2005
Year High Achievers with Mediocre Achievers Low Achievers with
Grades A & B with Grades C & D Symbol E
2004 289 (25%) 458 (40%) 195 (17%)
2005 282 (25%) 521 (45%) 183 (18%)

Source: The Examination Council of Lesotho, Junior Certificate Results
2004-2005 (Maseru: Government Printers)

Data Analysis

Year-by-Year Findings

The inconsistencies notwithstanding, one is still able to identify the
main areas of concern that should be targeted by the History Educa-
tion Unit and other Departments at NUL, LCE, and History teachers
in the schools. For one thing, when the examination results are an-
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nounced, different interest groups in Lesotho usually speculate about
the reason(s) for the high rate of success or failure in each level and per
subject, especially in external examinations like the JC level. What Table
1 does, therefore, is to indicate that a close look at the ‘Examiners’ Eye’
section provides a more informed picture and the real reason(s) for the
candidates’ good or poor performance.®

To start with, Table 1 clearly demonstrates that the History syllabus
review was necessary and worthwhile because ‘Improved candidates’
performance in History has been phenomenal’. The remark refers to
the first group of the JC candidates to write the Trial Syllabus in 2000.
However, this is only part of the History examination results because
there is no reference to the candidates who wrote the Old and Alter-
native syllabi which were being phased out at that time. All three syl-
labi are addressed in the 2001 remarks and performance in History was
generally good because the one common weakness that is raised refers
to lower or fewer pass scores. The year 2002 seems to have been very
bad for JC History because there are no good points recorded in the
results. In 2003, all JC History candidates wrote the same examination,
and their performance was described as ‘encouraging’ although there
was still a weakness of failing to connect the past and the present.

For the following years, Table 2 shows a slight improvement in the per-
formance percentage patterns of the higher and lower achievers, and
even better performance by the mediocre group in 2004-2005. Even
without the Examiner’s Eye’ remarks, the argument here is that the per-
formance patterns in Table 2 are also informative in their own way in
that they were what they were because of more or less the same kinds of
strengths and/or weaknesses reflected in the comments/remarks raised
in years before 2004. At the same time, ECoL’s new format of reporting
the results without any additional remarks by the ‘Examiner’s Eye’ will
make it hard to detect the contributing factors to poor performance as
exemplified in the 2004-2006 pass lists.

Main reason behind poor performance in JC History

On the basis of the information in the ‘weaknesses’ column of the table
above, one can safely conclude that the overarching problem that seems
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to have consistently contributed to the candidates’ poor performance in
the JC History examinations in 2000-2006 has been their (candidates’)
lack of essay writing skills and other related aspects. The other side of
this problem is that the History teachers seem to have been ineffec-
tive in their teaching in general. In particular, they failed to prepare the
candidates in the acquisition of satisfactory essay writing skills by the
time they sat for the examinations. What makes this problem even more
crucial is the fact that the essay format is dictated by the JC History as-
sessment format or the examination question papers.

One examiners’ remark in 2002 captures the overall essence and extent
of the problem with the JC History results thus, ‘[T]he greatest concern
is that candidates still fail to write coherent well thought-out essays in
response to questions but instead throw some points without any expla-
nations! When taken together with similar remarks that are phrased dif-
ferently in the years before and after 2002, the statements point to one
pervasive problem: the JC History candidates have difficulty writing/
answering as required by the questions and expected by the examiners.
Put differently, on the basis of the weaknesses highlighted in Table 1, in
all seven years, there was neither effective (quality) History teaching nor
effective (quality) learning of the subject.

One can even add that, for the problem to recur and affect the examina-
tion results as adversely as it did for so long, it must have been obvious
during the course of the two years of study before the final (examina-
tion) year, but without being given satisfactory attention to rectify and
even eradicate it. In fact, a cursory look at the ten years covered by the
on-going larger study, and as confirmed by Seotsanyana, shows that the
problem goes quite far back.’

The nature and extent of difficulties and barriers in History essay
writing

The bolded operative words/phrases in the ‘weaknesses’ column of Table
1 constitute the breakdown and, therefore, specific nature and extent of
the problem of History examination essay writing at JC level in Lesotho.
The main concerns include the candidates’ failure, inability, inefficiency
and/or weaknesses in fulfilling the requirements of the questions and/
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or task(s) asked of them, and these have recurred over the years. These
weaknesses seem to be universal because they correspond with Coun-
sells’ five examples of pupils’ difficulties that are quoted by Haydn:

Many pupils find it difficult to:

- classify information

- organize information and deploy it for a specific purpose
- argue and analyse (as opposed to describe and narrate)

- support their arguments with appropriate detail

- distinguish between the general and the particular.

Similarly, in a section on ‘Students as writers of history, Taylor and
Young recognize Counsell’s contribution of research on this issue. They
first start by identifying the narrative and non-narrative kinds of histori-
cal writing she has outlined. They then hone in on and discuss at length
the statement that ‘[B]oth require similar technical know-how, but to
develop this we have to break through several barriers;'" thus covering
several aspects that correspond with the ‘weaknesses’ in Table 1.

In addition to the universal difficulties or barriers mentioned above, Ba-
sotho JC learners struggle with keeping to the specified region and time
in the questions. Above all, because they are Sesotho speakers first, they
also face problems with English as a second language (or even third for
the Nguni-speakers of Lesotho) as a medium of instruction and hav-
ing to understand and answer questions in a foreign language under
examination conditions. Granted that the programme gives the learn-
ers three years before they get to the final examination, but the results
indicate that their essay writing skills have consistently let them down.
The present paper points to Lesotho’s Teacher Education to address the
problem.

Essay writing in History teaching and learning

The place and importance of essay writing in History is included in
many — if not all - sources that deal with History teaching and learn-
ing, and is discussed at length in textbooks and study guides. For ex-
ample, the History Study Guides for Grades 8-12 by Vorster begin
with an introduction of Guidelines for both students and teachers,

226
Yesterday & Today No1, May 2007




MNtabeni—______ History Teaching, Learning and Junior Certificate (JC) Examination
Results in Lesotho, 2000-2006: Implications for Teacher Education

and the section alerts the latter about what Historical skills to in-
still in the students. Essay writing is listed as the fourth among thir-
ty-five skills, and one would regard the high ranking as an indica-
tion of the skill’s significance in History teaching and learning. '

In concurrence, Mathews, et. al. state that, “Essay writing is a very
necessary skill for history pupils as they need it for assignments, tests
and examinations. But, it is probably one of the greatest weaknesses
and a reason why many of them never achieve good marks in tests and
examinations”" Similarly, in his discussion of the issue of writing as
aspect of learning strategies and the use of language, Haydn declares
that,

Of the range of activities, which take place in the learning of history,
writing is one of the most important and, at the same time, the least
popular among pupils. Yet, it is principally through their writing that
their knowledge and understanding is usually assessed. Writing is an

issue of some COIlCeI‘I’l.14

These sources, and many others on History education, do not only in-
dicate the main areas of concern but also give suggestions of how to
deal with them. Therefore, it is important to understand the statements
quoted above as clear indicators of a universal and immediate need for
quality History [teacher] education with special emphasis on essay writ-
ing skills. The stated concerns also point to the fact that it is incum-
bent upon teacher educators to produce the kind of teachers that will
guarantee quality [History] education by way of teaching essay writing
skills properly in order to achieve good examination results, the kind of
teacher that the Head of LASED wanted his staff members to produce.

Teacher education strategies in developing trainees’/pupils’
History essay writing skills

Knowing what the problem is and where it lies is one thing, but decid-
ing on how to rectify it could be just as, if not more, problematic. In
this paper, poor essay writing skills have been identified as the main
problem leading to poor performance in JC History, and the title points
to teacher [History] education as the target in the Lesotho higher edu-
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cation system that should tackle the problem at hand.
Target group

Making teacher education bear the brunt of the remedial task needed
in JC History is in recognition of and agreement with what Haydn re-
gards as the critical and peculiar responsibility of History teachers in a
quotation taken from one Aldrich: “[I]n the long run, success or failure
in history teaching, perhaps more than in any other subject, depends
on the ability and interest of the individual teacher”'> Therefore, for the
purposes of the present study, the pursuit of quality History teaching
and learning in Lesotho in order to improve JC History examination
results requires regular in-service workshops for History teachers and
improved pre-service training for student-teachers.

The above suggestion foresees a three-front approach where the Lesotho
teacher training institutions, the History teaching schools and, at times,
a combination of the two, are all geared to address the problem. The
approach also points to a situation of intensifying what is already being
done and also introducing new strategies to instill proper History essay
writing skills during the training of the student-teachers at NUL and
LCE, and also working closely with the History teachers in the schools.
That way, when the newly qualified teachers join those on the ground,
they will all be speaking one language of essay writing skills, and pulling
together to improve the JC History examination results.

Language competence

In Table 1, the JC History examiners have raised a very strong concern
regarding the candidates’ standard of English in general and essay writ-
ing in particular. Therefore, the first issue to consider and pay special at-
tention to should be the mastery of the language and essay writing skills
by both the student- and History teachers in the schools.

In the Lesotho education system, English language is the medium of
instruction from the fourth year of primary schooling, and it is also one
of the core (and usually most failed) subjects up to high school.’* Em-
phasis on English Language continues at NUL where the Common First
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Year’s Communication Skills Course (CSS100: 8 A/B) has to be passed
before one can proceed to Third Year."”

Over the years, many student-teachers have had to repeat CSS100 at
Second Year, thus making the English Language Education (LED) Unit
worry about the possibility of language incompetence that may be passed
on to the learners’ regular schooling and poor performance in English
and other subjects’ examination results. These concerns have forced the
lecturers in the Unit to lead the way in several language-related reme-
dial strategies.

Therefore, not only do the lecturers concerned address the issues of ef-
fective teaching of English Language and Literature as a whole, they also
look into the specific reasons behind the high failure rate of JC English.
Second, in recognition of the fact that the problems run across the cur-
riculum, the lecturers also liaise with their counterparts in other teach-
ing subjects to supply them with subject-specific language examples for
emphasis and/or problem eradication. Third, it has been suggested that
all student-teachers who choose English Language as one of their teach-
ing subjects should be forced to take Literature as well, more so because
the two are taught as one subject at JC level. Fourth, members of the
NUL Faculty of Education (FED) have long felt that the Communica-
tion Skills section in the Teaching Practice Assessment Tool should give
credit to student-teachers who encourage pupils to ask and answer in
full sentences.

At institutional level, there is a widespread call on the NUL campus
- led by the English Department and FED - for cooperation in strict
observation of the correct way of writing essays. The call also includes
insistence on complete sentences, correct grammar and spelling in
all courses, and the use of English during consultation with lecturers.
For its part, the History Department has a reputation of being a very
tough unit on campus mainly because of the staff members’ insistence
on both subject-matter and proper language.'”® Overall, the main idea
is for everybody in the teaching profession to constantly harp on, im-
merse the students in and saturate them with correct English Language
practices until these become part and parcel of their educational jour-
ney. For student-teachers, the language competence in their own stud-
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ies should be guided to also translate into effective teaching/learning
and good examination results.

Subject-specific language use

Closely related to the teachers’ mastery of the English language in gen-
eral is how the language is used in the teaching and learning of the re-
spective subjects, with particular emphasis on essay writing. In the case
of History, Haydn has devoted a whole chapter to what he calls ‘Learn-
ing Strategies and the Use of Language in History, and not only is it
fascinating to read but it also presents examples that are easy to detect
and implement in any History classroom."

As indicated in Table 1, the Examiners’ Eye has used a variety of expres-
sions (and repeatedly so) to indicate the link between the weaknesses
and poor performance in JC History examinations. Overall planning for
and implementation of strategies to prepare student-teachers in His-
tory - and refresh their certified counterparts - in teaching essay writing
skills should start with their assumed knowledge in the seven categories
identified by Shulman.*® In other words, it will be necessary to deter-
mine and take into account what student- and History teachers bring
into the task at hand that will facilitate and/or hinder success, and this
will then be integrated into what they need to know in order to teach
History essay writing skills effectively.

All discussions of essay writing skills underpin the understanding of the
question as the first step of the process. What this means is that teach-
ers should instill in the learners that every question or topic of an essay
has instruction words which state what the question or topic wants the
learner to do — the task at hand - and that there could be as many as
such words as there are ways of asking or re/phrasing questions.

Usually, the same instructions words are used in both the general, spe-
cific and assessment objectives that appear at the beginning of a sylla-
bus and as instructional objectives of a lesson. For example, the ‘user-
friendly’ format of the Lesotho JC History syllabus has a column of one
hundred and twenty-four (124) End of Level Objectives for the three
Forms A, B, and C*! which are dominated by such words as ‘describe,
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discuss, define, outline, explain, compare, and the like. Therefore, in
what one source has titled: “Teach about Question Meanings: How do
I know what the question means?, the teachers are advised how to help
the learners understand the instruction words by defining the require-
ments of each one of them as opposed to the others. In fact, most, if not
all, sources that discuss essay writing skills usually provide a glossary of
the ‘question’ words to help establish a common understanding of what
they mean.

What this means, therefore, is that History teachers and those still in
training should maintain a constant familiarisation with the JC sylla-
bus Assessment Objectives and Scheme as well as previous examination
question papers, all of which contextualize the instruction words. For
example, the assessment objectives® read as follows:

By the end of the course [three years] candidates should be able to:

+ Explain historical terminology and concepts.

o Recall, select and explain the relevant content.

+ Analyse and interpret information or evidence to make coherent
and logical decisions.

+ Demonstrate knowledge of historical developments in Southern Af-
rica and selected themes in the history of the World.

« Empathise with the past, and interpret events and decision-maing
of a particular period in the light of information and conditions pre-
vailing at that time.

The assessment objectives are immediately followed by the Scheme of

Assessment in four sections (A, B, C, and D) that constitute the three

hour examination paper.”® The first two sections consist of multiple-

choice and ballad questions respectively but the last two sections re-
quire the candidates to display essay writing skills thus:

SECTION C: Short Essays

Twelve (12) essay questions are asked in this section. Candidates are
expected to answer in five to ten (5-10) lines any six (6) questions.

SECTION D: Long Essays

231
Yesterday & Today No1, May 2007




Intellectual Thoughts

Six (6) essay questions are asked in this section. Candidates attempt two
(2) essays of thirty (30) lines each.

A quick look at past JC History examination question papers confirmed
that the format was followed to the letter, and that the instruction words
would have been familiar to the candidates. However, as indicated in the
‘weaknesses’ column of Table 1, doing exactly as asked in the essay ques-
tions is problematic for the candidates.

Regular Use of Relevant and Appropriate Resources

There is a need for constant reference to and practice with History essay
writing suggestions that are provided in History education texts, text-
books, and tons of essay writing guidelines posted on the internet. This
activity should start with the very first History essay that that student-
teachers write, and they should continue with the practice until it be-
comes a habit they carry beyond their graduation into their teaching
career and professional development.

History Education Sources

As far as History education sources are concerned, one good example
is the brief chapter by Mathews, et. al. in which they discuss the four
steps of teaching essay writing, and their views represent many other
teacher training sources that deal with this topic. The four steps include
selection of a topic and working out a plan for the essay; discussion of
the question with the pupils and guiding them to find out exactly what
the question is asking; writing the requirements of the question on the
board in point form, and extending (together with the pupils) the basic
plan into a more detailed scheme for the essay. The chapter provides
specific examples for all of the steps, thus making it a possible handout
for all learners to use when they work on their own essays. **

Regarding school textbooks, it is encouraging to see that they are now
paired off with corresponding teachers’ guides which go hand-in-hand
with methodology/pedagogy courses. For example, there is a section on
‘How to approach essay writing’ in the Teacher’s guides of the Oxford
History textbooks series.”> That way, teachers can photocopy the rel-
evant page(s) for students to refer to time and again in order to sharpen
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their essay writing skills until these come to them naturally.

School Textbooks

In Lesotho, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) has em-
barked on a textbook loan scheme that ensures accessibility to textbooks
for all learners up to JC and in all subjects, including History. By so do-
ing, the Ministry is trying to eliminate one of the commonly-quoted
culprits of quality education, that is, lack of textbooks, especially among
the poor majority. Another positive outcome of the new policy is that
it has attracted local authors to write more relevant textbooks in the
respective subjects. The availability of textbooks and teachers’ guides
means that teachers will have many options of learners’ activities based
on the textbook. However, the Textbook Evaluation Tool that is used
places more emphasis on teachers’ and learners’ activities than it does
on writing skills. Therefore, it is for the History teachers in particular to
write’ and/or insist on the use of textbooks that pay special attention
to writing in History as discussed at length by Haydn.

For the learners, regular use of the textbooks should, in turn, resuscitate
the diminished reading culture among the Basotho youth and also im-
prove their writing skills. In fact, because History is a reading subject,
there is a general belief among History (and even English Literature)
teachers that lack of reading skills is one of the factors that lead to poor
examination results. This view is confirmed by Harris and Foreman-
Peck who identified and addressed the need for appropriate study skills
by ‘focus[ing] mainly on reading strategies as I wished to make students
more independent in this area’ The effort was a great success but the
‘students still appeared to find problems extracting relevant informa-
tion from books, which suggested they needed more help to create a
tighter reading focus’ because ‘where students had a focus when reading
they were able to pull out key ideas and pieces of information on top-
ics, which helped them generate understanding and conviction in their
views.”’

Internet Resources

One other very informative example is on the internet and, although
it is meant for students, it is just as useful for teachers. Not only does
the author provide the general rules for writing an essay and the steps
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of writing an effective essay, but he makes the process easy to follow
follow by breaking it into twenty-one items. Each one is followed by
succinct discussions of essay writing skills using History examples, and
there are sample papers.”® Thus, once downloaded?®, this source, too,
can be used by learners at their own convenience.

Workshops
Running workshops for History teachers usually banks on an aspect of

assumed knowledge on the part of the participants regarding the issue
of History as a discipline and a subject. The expectations also rely heav-
ily on the understanding that when History teachers graduated, they
had - just as the student-teachers will have - ‘perfected’ their own essay
writing skills accordingly, and familiarized themselves with the relevant
materials in school History essay writing so as to eliminate the problems
described above. Most crucial in this respect is the teachers’ ability to
impart the said skills to their pupils.

The LHTA’s annual workshops that used to be run by Lesotho’s MOET
through its inspectorate unit were suspended for a long time, but they
have now been resuscitated by a non-governmental organization, the
TResource Centre (TRC). At these workshops then and now, the ten-
dency is to present content-loaded papers that barely tough on how to
teach that content. There have also been very brief sessions that high-
light some of the weaknesses behind the performance patterns, but
hardly any time to pick and dwell on one problem such as lack of essay
writing skills. The gatherings could also be used by the schools that con-
sistently perform well in or improved their History examination results
to share their secrets.

Action Research

In their preparation for the requirements of the JC examination, the
Lesotho secondary schools that offer History usually introduce learners
to writing History essays from the very first post-primary year of study.
They also organise mock examinations in the year of the third year but,
according to the results in Table 1 and 2, more concerted effort needs to
be put into those practices. Therefore, one way of enriching participa-
tion in workshops and cutting down on the content papers would be
to introduce action research presentations on essay writing activities
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and experiences in the teachers’ respective classrooms, and the learn-
ers’ performance in the mock examinations. The Lesotho History teach-
ers could learn a lot from one very good example of a successful action
research remedial effort that was conducted by Harris and Lorraine-
Peck.

Overall, most of the strategies suggested above, with a few exceptions,
are not new as such which then begs the question ‘why raise them at all?’
The main difference this time is that, in the dearth of History education
research in Lesotho, this study is a call for a concerted effort and cam-
paign by all stakeholders to refine and intensify the strategies already
in place, and also combine the known with the new suggestions in the
teaching and learning of History essay writing skills. This seems to be
the main problem that hinders good performance in JC History, and
the issue of rectifying the situation constitutes the crux of this study.
Meanwhile, the larger study considers many more possible problems
such as ‘out-of-field” teaching,* afternoon scheduling and the length of
the examination question paper, Principals leaving most of the History
teaching to junior staff, and the like.

Conclusion

Every year since 2000 (and before), the History examiners in Lesotho
have stated their main concerns about the poor JC History examina-
tion results in the remarks that appear in introductory section of the
pass lists. On the basis of those comments and remarks, this study has
highlighted the overall problem as the candidates’ lack of essay writing
skills, and also made suggestions about how to help rectify the situation
in the context of teacher education. The idea is to instill proper History
essay writing skills in the schools teach and in teacher education institu-
tions. That knowledge is to be turned into a habit by following the sug-
gested strategies so as to make the JC learners think about the skills and
practise them constantly during the three year continuous assessment
in preparation for examination purposes.
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