Economic History Society

(Charity No. 228494)

Standing Conference of representatives of departments of economic and social history

Third Meeting

9 September 2000

British Local History Room

Institute of Historical Research

The conference was attended by 40 delegates; a list is attached at appendix 1.

1.
Opening remarks: President of the Society – Professor Patrick O’Brien

The President welcomed delegates to the third standing conference – convened by Professor Bob Millward – of representatives of departments of economic and social history in UK higher education.

2.
What is happening in schools with respect to history, economics, business studies and economic and social history?

Nuala Zahedieh (chair of the Schools and Colleges committee of the Economic History Society) and Rebecca Carpenter (member of the Schools and Colleges committee and principal examiner for the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance – one of three examining boards in England involving a merger of NEAB and AEB) spoke to this item.  The aim of the committee is: ‘to promote interest in economic and social history in schools and colleges and maintain good lines of communication between teachers of the subject at secondary and tertiary level’.

What is happening to enrolments for A Level History compared to other subjects?

Dr Carpenter reported a decline – in the period 1995-1999 – in enrolments for A level History compared to Business Studies, Psychology, Sociology and Law.  Enrolments for Economic and Social History as a separate A-level have declined rapidly – at an even greater rate than Economics.

History and historical concepts are perceived by 16-year olds to be difficult and to involve a great deal of reading.  This perception will be addressed with the introduction, in September 2000, of AS Levels.  AS Levels will reflect the level of attainment expected of a 17-year old following one year’s post GCSE study.  Pupils will choose four AS Levels, three of which they will take forward to A Level. The new AS levels will force schools to teach economic and social history.  While only a small number of people may choose to do the distinct strand, economic and social history will be in virtually every course.

To preserve the Gold Standard of A Levels the A2 modules – which is the second part of the Advanced level examination (now in two parts) – will be conceptually more difficult.

AQA, one of three remaining examination boards, will offer centres the opportunity to do all six modules – principally based on British History – in Economic and Social History.

What is the significance of History no longer being a core subject for GCSE?

Despite history no longer being a core GCSE subject it is the eighth most popular GCSE.  The number of pupils taking GCSE History remains relatively stable.  However, the distribution within alternatives has changed dramatically, with a large decline in Social and Economic History and an increase in Modern World History.

How are the schools and colleges responding to the regional conferences?

Schools and colleges welcome the opportunity for students to attend lectures on specialist topics, which are clearly focused on examination questions.  Handouts and notes, which can be taken back to school, are particularly welcomed.  It is expected that the response to conferences this year may be down slightly on previous years due to the introduction of the new AS syllabus.

Dr Zahedieh outlined the ways in which the Society’s Schools and Colleges committee was responding to the opportunities available.

As noted above, the Society has for several years organised sixth form conferences for A level students.  The conferences, of which there were two in 1999-2000, each attracted approximately 200 students; an upturn in applications to study economic and social history was noted.  The committee plans to hold four conferences in academic year 2000-2001 and hopes to increase the number of conferences in subsequent years.

The committee has been working on updating the schools and colleges web pages on the Society’s website.  It is hoped to provide a range of resources, including:

· curriculum contacts

· examiners’ thoughts on developments

· information about the conferences

· economic and social history at university

· links to useful websites

The most important task is to produce a range of resource packs aimed at particular AS and A2 modules.  The specifications are very firmly rooted in the humanities area, not social science.  Professor Zahedieh welcomed suggestions for recruiting from the social science pool (business studies, sociology, geography and economics) which has four times as many students as history.
3. Training of postgraduates in economic and social history (including the review of the ESRC Guidelines)

This session – introduced by Professor Bob Millward (Manchester), with contributions from Professor Phil Cottrell (Leicester); Dr Theo Balderston (Manchester); Professor John Benson (Wolverhampton) and Professor Paul Johnson (LSE) – was prompted by the review currently being undertaken by the ESRC into the Postgraduate Guidelines.

Professor Millward – chair of the new ESRC panel reviewing the guidelines for economic and social history, which also includes Pat Thane, Nick Crafts, John Benson and Huw Bowen – undertook to transmit to the ESRC the views expressed at the meeting.

Professor Phil Cottrell (University of Leicester and a former chair of the ESRC committee which approves departments as recognised training outlets for economic and social history)

He said the rationale for having training is to increase completion rates for doctorates.  If economic and social history is to remain a social science subject then training will become even more important as many students have a background in the humanities.  Training falls into two broad categories: Guidelines B and Guidelines C.

Guidelines B – relating to broad generic social science training – are written by the ESRC’s Training Board.  It is heartening, he said, that a number of consortium projects have gone through.

Guidelines C are written by members of the subject review panel.  The opportunity exists for the Society and individuals to write with comments to the ESRC, either individually or through Bob Millward or Paul Johnson.  It would have to be very carefully articulated why the ‘C’ section of the booklet should be drastically changed, or it may be that the subject would split into two – economic history and social history, which would be a weakening of the subject.

Training should receive about 60% of the students’ class and working time, the other 40% being in the hands of departments.

Dr Theo Balderston (University of Manchester)

Dr Balderston emphasised that training must be of good quality.  A revision of Guidelines C – to allow students a choice of economic and/or social theory training – would be welcome. Supplying a wide range of training at an appropriate level will be an increasing problem.

It is not clear that bracketing economic and social theory training together serves the interests of the discipline, the students or the Society.  It is not economical to run purely research-based MAs which are solely targeted at people who want to do PhD research.  The effect of this training, particularly in an area where the student does not want it, makes the MA programmes unattractive.  Programmes should be devised which will be attractive to students.  60% requirements would be better made by course.

Professor John Benson (University of Wolverhampton, member of the ESRC review panel and former member of the ESRC recognition committee)

Professor Benson spoke about training for part-time students.  With the introduction of fees undergraduate students are behaving more like consumers.  However, part time research students are already consumers and acting like consumers.  There are in excess of 50,000 part time research students, which is just over half of all research students.  The figure is even higher in new universities.

Part time research students are a much more diverse group who tend to complete in almost exactly the same time as full time students.  Furthermore, some do not require or desire formal training because of their professional experience.  The distinctiveness of part time research students should be recognised and consideration given, in particular, as to whether the training suitable for full time students is appropriate for part time students.

Professor Paul Johnson (LSE and responsible, on behalf of the Society, for reporting to the new ESRC review panel on the views of those departments which are currently recognised as training outlets for economic and social history)

Professor Johnson is currently compiling a report on the views of economic and social historians on the Guidelines.

Professor Johnson posed the question: “Is a 19th century model, i.e. the PhD thesis, appropriate for 21st century training?”  Four aspects which are problematical for research training in economic and social history in the 21st century are:

1. Monograph: Publishers do not want to publish a student’s PhD thesis.  It might be more appropriate to suggest that students start out with writing several shorter pieces.

2. Narrowly focused: students will not have time to develop this when new lecturers are expected to lecture more broadly.

3. Highly original: this requires time to read, understand, find appropriate sources, process and write up.  In a 1+3 model this would have to take place mid-way through the first undergraduate year.  In practice, even to do the PhD students have neither the time nor the intellectual background to develop significant original topics.  It might be more appropriate were the ESRC or AHRB to ask supervisors or prospective supervisors to bid for prospective studentships.

4. Single authored piece of work: time is a factor.  New possibilities for co-operating and sharing have emerged through the use of new technologies and the world wide web.  It is difficult for one student to master the complexity of research methods, in particular in quantitative subjects.  We should now accept that PhD students should be able to borrow expertise to complete some aspects of their thesis.

A discussion followed during which it emerged that there was no support for the 1+3 model approved by the ESRC.  Reasons cited were:

· Likely increase in drop out rates.

· Difficulties in recruitment.

· Difficulties in bringing arts-based students to the required level of competence in economic theory, while those students who have training in economics will not find it at all useful.

There was no support for changing the PhD.

It was hoped that the ESRC’s new review panel might take from the discussions that there is some feeling for more flexibility in the guidelines.

4.
Current problems in teaching history honours students: a talk 

Professor Bill Rubinstein, department of History and Welsh History, University of Wales, Aberystwyth discussed the current problems in teaching history honours students.

History as a discipline has many problems:

· There is no longer a common core of the subject.

· It is losing its role as the central and archetypal arts degree.

· Many students have problems with grammar.

· Many students are unable to write well.

· Students know very little history other than that of the 20th century.

The history discipline must come to terms with these changes.  There is no common strategy for dealing with students’ illiteracy or inability to write.

A discussion followed during which the commitment brought by part-time students to their studies was highlighted. The positive impact – on other students – of this high level of commitment was emphasised.

Mature students were found to be studying early modern history.

Students nowadays have skills and capabilities in visual areas which current lecturers do not have.

5.
Teaching history by numbers

Professor Pat Hudson (University of Cardiff) spoke to her book, ‘Teaching history by numbers’, on quantitative history, its role and how one might teach it. Particularly troublesome is how to teach quantitative history to historians as opposed to economic historians.

Professor Hudson outlined what worked for her:

1. Start the course by emphasising basics – the advantages and disadvantages of quantitative methods in history.

2. Emphasise the very simple nature of most statistics, especially descriptive ones.  Also, emphasise the importance of not leaving numbers to someone else.

3. Emphasise the methodological similarities between quantitative and non-quantitative approaches and the importance of having a mix of the two.

4. Take a historical approach.  Historical evaluation of quantification will get historians interested.

5. Cover a limited number of analytical techniques.  Move on to analytical techniques after spending a long time on very simple descriptions of techniques and display methods.  Concentrate on the data and the reliability of the data.  Always come back to the historical as opposed to the statistical significance of results.

6. Finally, use an appropriate and successful textbook with a glossary.

A discussion followed.  Professor Hudson hoped that the course could be sold as one which developed transferable skills – skills which would help to raise the profile of economic and social history.

6.
Benchmarking

Mr Roger Lloyd Jones (Sheffield Hallam University), the Society’s nomination as a subject specialist reviewer to the QAA, spoke to this item.

The review process – already begun in Scotland and due to commence in England and Wales in 2001 – has a number of implications for the subject.

The documentation would suggest that the following areas might be worth considering:

1. The set of academic standards

2. The self-evaluation report and Subject Benchmark Statement

3. Academic review and external examiners

4. Judgement on academic standards and learning outcomes

Mr Lloyd Jones concentrated mainly on the first item but give some indication of the significance of the others.

1. The set of academic standards

The process is such that the Review is divided between academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities.

1.1
Academics Standards

In terms of academic standards there are four components on which a department will have to respond:

(a) Programme aims and intended learning outcomes

(b) Curriculum design and content

(c) Assessment

(d) Enhancement

(a) Programme aims and intended learning outcomes are concerned with the evaluation of intended learning outcomes in relation to external reference points, such as the Subject Benchmarking Statement.

(b) Curriculum design and content are particularly important in terms of economic and social history and the review process.  Will there be sufficient subjects to allow the design of a curriculum which will meet the learning outcome in your claim?  How does the subject group ensure that the curriculum enables the student to achieve the learning outcomes?  How is it effective in promoting learning and also how the subject group attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of the ways in which the subject group plans, designs and approves the curriculum?

(c) Assessment is a key aspect of standards.  The QAA wants reviewers to examine closely standards it determines and the extent to which assessment has a clear set of criteria which both internal and external examiners can utilise between different categories of achievement.

A second issue which has implications for the subject is the view that the assessment strategy of a department should have adequate provision for formative assessment as well as summative assessment.  Review activities should include discussions with teaching teams, with external examiners and, of particular importance, discussion with students.  The assessment strategy should also look at systems for recording progress.

(d) Enhancement is concerned with the way in which the subject group can show that it is concerned with striving for improvement in standards.  How does the department review and enhance the academic standards?

1.2
Quality of learning opportunities

(a) Teaching and learning – review activities will include direct observation of teaching where judged necessary for reviewers.

(b) Student progression – reviewers are concerned with ascertaining whether there is an appropriate overall strategy by the academic group in terms of written guidance, where there is a clear student profile.  A whole range of documentation will be considered, including student questionnaires; discussions will take place with staff, students, external examiners and administrative staff.

(c) Learning resources – includes both an evaluation of the collective expertise of the academic staff and their suitability for effective delivery of the curriculum.

2.
The self-evaluation report and Subject Benchmark Statement

The self-evaluation report is the key document which the department is expected to deliver.  Reference to the Subject Benchmark Statement would be expected.

3.
Academic reviewers and external examiners

Academic reviewers will see a sample of the students’ work.  

4.
Academic judgement and report

Three judgements are possible:

Confidence

Limited confidence

No confidence

There are three categories in the judgement on quality of learning opportunity:

Failed

Approved

Commendable

Some discussion followed.  It was confirmed that there would be 2-4 reviewers for each department.  Reviewers will receive documentation and then decide on the nature of the review.  The meetings could take place over a period of 6-8 weeks or longer.  Discussion with the external examiner will take place only if (s)he is in agreement.
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