
  
Preparation for History at University 

To become a historian, you need to be able to analyse sources, read widely and look at how events add up 

to the bigger picture of the time period being studied. The resources below will help you prepare to study 

History at University and gain a base knowledge of some of the most popular topics studied.  

The Gresham Lectures: These lectures are made by lecturers at Gresham College and cover a range of 

historical topics including 20th Century history, colonialism and Tudor history.  

https://www.gresham.ac.uk/schools/history 

The Open University – Free courses: https://www.open.edu/openlearn/free-courses/full-catalogue 

Here are some that are particularly useful for you to complete. They will get you used to working 

independently. Self-motivation is key at university as you are in charge of structuring your own time. Try to 

complete an hour every other day of one of the courses below.  

Course Overview Length 
of 

study 

Link 

Early modern Europe: 
an introduction  

This course gives an introduction to the early 
modern period: 1500-1780. This is a time 
period studied in the first year of most 
universities for the change it had over social, 
religious and cultural issues.  

10 
hours 

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/early-modern-europe-
introduction/content-section-0?active-
tab=description-tab 

Roaring Twenties/ 
Europe in the interwar 

period 

This course looks at society and culture in 
interwar Europe, focusing on modernisation 
and the extent of change that happened as a 
result of World War One. 
 
The tasks in the course will help build up your 
skills in interpreting visual sources, using 
historical data and summarising 
historiographical reviews.  
 

14 
hours  

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/roaring-twenties-europe-the-interwar-
period/content-section-0?active-
tab=description-tab 
 

Late nineteenth-
century Britain and 

America: The people 
and the empire 

This course looks at ‘ordinary’ peoples 
attitudes towards Empire in the 19th Century 
and American attitudes to imperialism.  

4 
hours  

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/history/social-economic-history/late-
nineteenth-century-britain-and-america-the-
people-and-the-empire/content-section-
0?active-tab=description-tab 

Introducing the 
Classical World 

This unit is for historians looking to study 
Classics at university.  
 
The tasks in the course will help you build 
your skill sin using sources to study the 
Classical World. 

20 
hours  

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/classical-studies/introducing-the-classical-
world/content-section-0?active-
tab=description-tab 

The French Revolution  This course looks at the main events of the 
French Revolution and its significance.  

16 
hours  

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/history-art/french-revolution/content-
section-0?active-tab=description-tab 

The Enlightenment  This course looks at the nature and scale of 
cultural changes during the Enlightenment 
including the impact it had on science, 
religion, the classics, art and nature.  

16 
hours  

https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-
arts/history-art/the-enlightenment/content-
section-0?active-tab=description-tab 
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Podcasts:  

 BBC In Our Time: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01dh5yg/episodes/downloads There are hundred 

of history topics to choose about. The Podcast gets historians who specialise in the topics on to debate key 

historical questions. 

 The BBC also do a range of historical podcasts here: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/category/history 

 History Extra Podcast: comes out three time a week, featuring interviews with 

notable historians talking about topics spanning ancient history through recent 

British to American events.  

Books: The best way to prepare for a History degree is to read the history books that 

interest you, either related to your school work or ranging beyond it – and be 

prepared to discuss your views on those books and their arguments.  

Remember you can make use of the local libraries digital library service for books – you don’t have to buy hard 

copies.  A lot of books are also free on audible.  

General history pre-reading classics:  

In Defence of History - R. Evans  
What is History? - E.H. Carr 
The Idea of History - R. Collingwood 
The Interpretation of Cultures - C. Geertz  
 
history books recommendations:  

Sapiens – A Brief History of Humankind by Noah Yuval Harari  

Spanning the entirety of human history, from the first humans to walk the earth to scientific, cognitive and 

agricultural breakthroughs, revolutions, religion and wars, Harari, an Israeli historian, manages to cover the last 

70,000 years of human existence into less than 500 pages. With an insightful and clear voice, Harari offers a 

thought-provoking insight into some of the biggest breakthroughs in human history and explains how it came to 

be that humans dominated the earth. 

 

Women and Power: A Manifesto by Mary Beard  

 A condensed history of gender politics. If you have any interest in the study of gender, then this is 
an essential read. 
 
Silk Roads by Peter Frankopan  

Sweeping right across Central Asia and deep into China and India this book is an exploration of the forces that 

have driven the rise and fall of empires. It is an important account of the forces that have shaped the global 

economy and the political renaissance in the re-emerging east.  

 

Eleanor of Aquitaine by Alison Weir  

Eleanor of Aquitaine was one of the leading personalities of the Middle Ages, and also one of the most 

controversial. In an age when women were treated as mere chattels, she made her own choices, wielded power 

and won widespread respect.   
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Historical Documentaries:  

BBC have a range of historical documentaries: https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/categories/documentaries-

history/a-z?page=2 

Netflix:  

Louis Theroux (BBC): episode 3 (Louis and the Nazis) and episode 18 (The Ultra Zionists) 

The Vietnam War: Documentary filmmaker Ken Burns gives a forensic and gruelling 

account of the Vietnam War. 

13th: This Netflix original documentary explores the United States' history and relationship with racial 

inequality. The show is named after the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, which resulted in 

the prohibition of slavery and freed all those who were held captive. However, the documentary shows how 

black people are disproportionately affected by the country's prison system and how inequality is still rife.  

Bobby Kennedy for President: Historical footage and leading voices of the era examine the “Bobby 

Phenomenon” of the 1960s and the legacy of the man who helped redefine the country.  

JFK: the making of a president: Explores how JFKs worldview was influenced by his younger years, when he 

endured poor health, family tragedy and a demanding father.  

Who killed Malcolm X?: Decades after the assassination of African American leader Malcolm X, an activist 

embarks on a complex mission seeking truth in the name of justice.  

Secrets of Great British Castles: Dan Jones goes on a journey back in time to Britain’s most iconic structures 

and their infamous inhabitants  

World War Two in Colour: From the attack on Pearl Harbour to D-day, the events of World War II come to 

life in colorized footage.  

Auschwitz: The Nazis and the Final Solution. This documentary tackles one of history’s most horrifying 

subjects: The Holocaust and the infamous Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp.  

Einsatzgruppen: The Nazi Death Squad: this documentary series examines the Einsatzgruppen, Nazis 

responsible for the mass murder of Jews, Romani and Soviet prisoners in Eastern Europe.   

Dunkirk: soldiers and civilians struggle by land, sea and air to evacuate the British army and their allies.  
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