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1.
Opening remarks: Professor Tom Tomlinson – Convenor, Standing Conference

Professor Tomlinson welcomed delegates to the fourth standing conference and thanked Professor Bob Millward, who had convened the previous three standing conferences.

2.
The Economic History Society: new services and membership recruitment

Professor Pat Hudson, President of the Economic History Society, spoke to her circulated discussion document on the development of web-based services, membership benefits and recruitment strategy for the Society.  Dr Roger Middleton (one of two Council representatives on the Executive) spoke to his tabled paper on the development of the Society’s website.

Professor Hudson advised that the Society has initiated a major overhaul of its website and plans to expand the range of web-based services available to members (and to all with research and teaching interests in the subject).  At the same time, the Review (current and back copies) will become available to subscribers on-line.  Whilst electronic delivery of the Review may reduce the incentive to join, it is hoped that the range of new benefits will offset any negative tendency in this regard.  Professor Hudson asked delegates to be proactive in encouraging colleagues and students to become members of the Society.

Benefits currently available to members – such as access to small grants for workshops, meetings and projects; doctoral and postdoctoral fellowships; postgraduate training opportunities; conferences: annual, standing and women’s committee; assistance with monograph publication; liaison with grant-giving bodies; dissemination of information via newsletter and website; and lobbying activities on behalf of the subject – will continue to be provided and publicised by future website provision.

Dr Middleton discussed developing the Society’s website to allow the membership to interact with the Society and vice versa and to promote economic and social history.  To this end, an electronic membership database, including email addresses, will be compiled.  Dr Middleton and Professor Paul Johnson (chair of the Society’s Publications Committee) had recently met with the web editor of the Political Studies Association, whose website was viewed as a possible model.

Initial discussions on the design and hosting of the website have taken place with Blackwell’s, publisher of the Review. This option will be further explored.  Other options, such as hosting the site on a computer purchased by the Society for that purpose, will also be considered.  Dr Middleton, the Society representative on the board of EH.Net, will seek information about the set up of the EH.Net website.

The appointment of a web editor and assistant and will be considered.

Professor Trainor commented on the slightly negative tone of the session and pointed out that a whole series of initiatives had already been undertaken including: the standing conference, converting the annual conference to a ‘call for papers’ format, invention of the newsletter and subsequent elaboration, and support for postgraduate students.  He emphasised that the Society was attempting to find a way in which its web presence could catch up with the development of activities of the Society and have it serve economic and social historians in the UK wherever they are located.

The delegates welcomed the plans outlined and suggested that the following might be considered:

· Clusters for specific areas, for example, research.

· Well-maintained links to relevant research resources, for example, research libraries.

· The facility to search the membership directory by research interest.

· A bulletin board aimed at postgraduate students.

Some concerns were expressed about monitoring the content of the website, especially if clusters were individually managed, and the ownership of the membership list.

Professor Hudson advised that the economic and social history community would be consulted on the development of the website through an item in the Society’s newsletter and a session at the annual conference.

3. Updates on Research Funding including ESRC and AHRB

Professor Paul Johnson, chair of the Society’s Publications Committee and newly elected member of the ESRC Grants Board, spoke to this item.

He stated that AHRB would, within the next year, be converted into a Research Council with a commensurate increase in funding (three times the amount currently available).  The AHRB and ESRC have, in a joint statement, agreed that both will finance history PhD students.  They will fund across the broad range of history and are happy to offer advice to applicants about which body should receive particular applications.

Professor Johnson advised that the success rate of applications for postgraduate studentships was currently much higher for the ESRC than the AHRB.  The ESRC had supported 85% of all applications in economic and social history (23 awards from 27 received) – the highest proportion in any of the ESRC subject areas.  By comparison the success rate for medieval history applications to the AHRB was 33%.

As the outcome of the Research Assessment Exercise is not yet known, no information is currently available on which institutions and which masters programmes will be recognised by the ESRC.  Professor Johnson emphasised that we should, as a Society, attempt to disseminate information as soon as it becomes available – ideally through the Society’s updated website – to maximise opportunities for students to apply for funding and to move between universities.

As for postgraduate studentships, the success rate of applications for research grants is currently higher for the ESRC than for the AHRB.  The ESRC has funded 53% of applications in economic and social history – the average for all applications funded being 35% – while the AHRB has granted awards to 16% of applications in medieval and modern history.  The figure for AHRB research leave applications is 45%.

Professor Johnson referred to the forthcoming multi-disciplinary research programme: ‘Cultures of Consumption’, funded through the ESRC’s Research Priorities Board, of which Professor Maxine Berg is a member.  Delegates were encouraged to apply to this, and all other ESRC schemes.

Delegates were also invited to suggest agenda items for the Society’s annual liaison meetings with the ESRC and the AHRB.  The meeting with the ESRC, also attended by representatives of the Social History Society and the Association of Business Historians, was usually held in October.  The newly established annual meeting with the AHRB, also attended by representatives of the Social History Society, would be held in February 2002.

4.
Updates on QAA

Professor Tom Tomlinson and Dr Mike French, who act as assessors for the Quality Assurance Agency, spoke to this item.

Professor Tomlinson talked briefly about the current position in England.  He described the proposed new procedure – outlined in the consultation document produced in July 2001 by HEFCE and QAA – of organising QAA review in England.  This procedure is not as invasive as that currently employed.  There are no fixed conditions that departments must meet in the consultation document.  The economic and social history content of any programme will be determined by external examiners – it will also be the external examiners’ role to make sure the department meets the criteria set out in the History Benchmarking Statement.

Dr French highlighted a number of key points from the current process of review which is going on in History departments in Scotland:

1. Heavy stress on documentation.  Clear evidence is required from departments to substantiate the points made in their Self Assessment Document.

2. Agenda from QAA point of view is that TQA worked.  They are interested in applying the same principles.  Major stress on the concept of ‘enhancement’ – are departments gathering adequate and appropriate information about their students’ learning experiences, and are they responding to issues thrown up by this? Are there systems in place, and are they working?  Are departments reflecting on what they are doing, and can they show this?

3. QAA also interested in “light touch”, which means looking at a range of information on the institution to highlight three or four areas they want to know about.  Light touch is partly rhetoric, but in the self-evaluation document departments have an opportunity to pick out strengths, and highlight weaknesses which have been addressed.  Self evaluation is very important in terms of identifying on-going problems, and indicating strategies that are trying to address them.

It is clear that there will continue to be some form of external assessment of teaching, probably based largely on a system of internal quality control validated by a process of institutional audit by the QAA.  The latest position of the QAA and the Funding Councils can be studied through the information and publications provided on their web-sites.

For the Society, there are important institutional issues as to how we want to promote economic and social history, and to ensure that its essential features and skills are delivered under any new quality audit regime.  The Society should address the question of whether the special requirements of economic and social history are met by the History Benchmarking Statement.  A further issue is that the only benchmark for postgraduate research or taught students are ESRC guidelines or qualifications standards.  The Society might consider reviewing this issue.

In discussion the following points were made:

1. ‘Enhancement’ – the need for departments to reflect on, and improve, their provision in the light of student-led issues – is the central concept of the QAA’s approach.

2. The new arrangements will place great stress on the role of external examiners, who will be required to assess the extent to which departments adhere to the Benchmarking Statement.  Whatever happens there is going to be a change in emphasis of the role of the external examiner, and this should be an agenda item for a conference session.

3. Departments must learn (or remember) how to play the audit game.  Take departmental minutes appropriately, so that any problems can be identified and followed up.  It is important to have a paper trail, and to be able to substantiate any claims that you make about enhancement.

4. It is not clear how departments that have been subject to institutional change can redress judgements based on previous assessments.

The QAA are concerned about the possibility of discrepancy between single and joint honours, and there is a need to ensure that students on different programmes have common experience.  There may be a role for the Society in identifying key elements in the curriculum, or key transferable skills, which all students enrolled for programmes in economic and social history – single or joint – should acquire.
5.
Postmodernity, modernity and medievalism?  Periodisation in history

Professor Penelope Corfield, Royal Holloway, University of London, talked on the theme of periodisation and history, arising out of her current research into Long-Term Time (defined as time through the centuries and millennia).  The enormous growth and depth of historical research these days has led to an understandable period specialisation among individual researchers.  But to counteract that, historians also need to meet together to debate the long-term.

While researchers are scrupulous in defining their terms, sources, and methodologies, there is not the same care in defining the longitudinal framework in which historical studies are set.  Historians often find themselves, as a result, using weak terms, whose meanings have gradually become stretched almost to meaninglessness.

Professor Corfield cited, as specific examples at the core of her paper, the very imprecise meanings and applications associated with the terms ‘postmodernity’, ‘modernity’ and ‘the middle ages’, when applied to periods of time.  Similar criticisms could also be made of ‘feudalism’, ‘capitalism’ and ‘post-capitalism’ when applied as eras of history, especially when applied on a world scale.

In response to such criticisms, historians sometimes argue that the intellectual free-for-all is creative because it gives scope for diversity; and that imprecision does not matter.  Others, alternatively, argue that these chronological concepts are intended as ‘ideal types’ and have heuristic value even if their chronological application has become uncertain.

Professor Corfield argued, however, that the marked diversification in the current study of history should be counterbalanced by a greater search for synthesis, even while being aware that such a synthesis will not be easily found.  But the diachronic is the core subject of history.  Historians should therefore be debating across periods and thematic specialisations as well as within them, to see if and how their research fits together.  Is there a big picture over time or more than one?  And if so, what it is (or what are they)?  It’s time for some new debates.

6. What economic and social history is being taught in British universities

Dr Roger Ryan, who is currently compiling for the Society two inter-related databases, spoke to this item.  The databases will include comprehensive information on: institutions, course lecturers, courses offered, and student numbers on specific courses.  Information on 47 (from a total of 136) UKHE institutions and 430 lecturers has so far been processed.  It is hoped that the task will be completed by spring 2002.

Some tentative conclusions from the survey have shown:

· A decline in economic history degrees, but not a reduction in teaching of the subject.

· Economic historians are most frequently and increasingly located in history departments.

· Innovative research and teaching being carried out in specialist units.

· The range of research and teaching of economic and social history is diversified according to: areas of expertise offered to students, geographic spread and historical period.

· Few history degrees do not include an option of wide-ranging economic and social history modules as an integral part of the course.

While Dr Ryan felt that the movement of economic and social history into history departments had not had a detrimental effect on the subject, some delegates expressed concern about the current provision of quantitative theory to students of economic history.

It was agreed that delegates would contact Dr Ryan with details of those courses in their institution currently omitted from the survey.  It was further agreed that Dr Middleton would liaise with Dr Ryan in the design of the completed set of databases.

It was hoped that the databases would, in due course, provide information for: academic staff, publishers, publicising course research and teaching purposes.

Professor Tomlinson thanked delegates for attending and encouraged the submission of agenda items for the meeting in 2002.  Delegates would be circulated with a copy of the membership of the standing conference database and asked to update the entry for their institution.
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