Standing Conference of representatives of departments of economic and social history

Fifth Meeting

2 November 2002

British Local History Room

Institute of Historical Research

The conference was attended by 35 delegates from the standing conference database; a list is attached at appendix 1.

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

Professor Tomlinson welcomed delegates to the fifth standing conference of representatives of departments of economic and social history.

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

Professor Pat Hudson (President of the Economic History Society), Dr Richard Sheldon (the Society’s Membership and Recruitment Officer) and Dr Roger Middleton (the Web Editor and chair of the Society’s IT Committee) spoke to this item.

Professor Hudson advised that the Society’s contract with Blackwell Publishing was currently being renegotiated to include the administration of membership subscription services and the redesign and build of the website.  The website will include a members’ only area with searchable access to the full run of the Economic History Review, from 1927 to the present day; a searchable members’ database and cluster groups.  Membership rates would be held at £21 per annum for five years; £4 for student members for 2003, rising to £10.50 thereafter.  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; and lobbying activities on behalf of the subject – will continue to be provided and will be further publicised by future website provision.

It was hoped that the proliferation of membership benefits enhanced by the website would assist in the recruitment of new members to the Society.  Delegates were asked to be proactive in recruiting to the Society and urged to utilise the tabled membership application forms. 

Dr Sheldon spoke to his tabled paper outlining the proposed activities of the Membership and Recruitment Officer.  These would include:

· Liaison with the web editor and Blackwell Publishing to update the membership list.

· Salvaging, where possible, those membership subscriptions lost due to the administrative problems experienced over the last two years.

· Recruitment initiatives to attract new (including overseas) members and to retain existing members.

· Utilising the material contained in the Society’s institutional survey of departments where economic and/or social history are taught.

· Arranging, at the Society’s expense, recruitment days in appropriate university departments.

Delegates were invited to contact Dr Sheldon with suggestions for recruitment of new members and with any membership queries or difficulties.

Dr Middleton spoke to his tabled ‘work in progress’ home page of the Society’s redesigned website.  He advised that delegates could, over lunch, view the website using computers in the IHR’s computer suite.

In particular, he highlighted the provision of links to academic journals, which would be made available electronically through Blackwell’s Synergy; Synergy will allow users to access the full text of articles by clicking on a footnote.  It is expected that over the next three to five years this will become a major development in electronic publishing.

The site would be populated and tested over the next few months prior to the official launch at the Society’s annual conference, (4-6 April 2003) at Trevelyan College, University of Durham.  Delegates were encouraged to use the new resources and to contact Dr Middleton with suggestions for content.  He stressed the importance of the inclusion of members’ details in the membership database.

Other resources would include Study Packs for Scottish Higher and ‘A’ Level students and the setting up of specialist groups working in particular research areas.  The latter will be managed by cluster editors; one offer of a cluster editor for ‘Labour History’ had been received.  Others were welcomed.  Delegates were encouraged to contact Dr Middleton with suggestions for specialist clusters, links to sites of interest etc.

Delegates suggested that: 

· Contact information should be highlighted on the home page.

· Links to datasets be made

· CTICH at Glasgow might be a possible cluster group.

3. General discussion on external examining

Professor Tom Tomlinson and Dr Katherine Watson, the Society’s representative on the History Advisory Panel of the Learning and Teaching Support Network (LTSN), spoke to this item.

Professor Tomlinson advised that discussions are currently ongoing about what forms external examining will take.

Dr Watson reported that the LTSN had proposed to conduct a study into the role of external examiners and, in particular, wished to consider:

1. The extent to which old and new universities were examining each other.

2. The match between the role of external examiners and fees paid.

3. Extending the functions of the external examiner.

4. The extent to which external examiners are encouraging innovation in teaching and learning.

She highlighted reports from several departments of increasing difficulties in appointing external examiners in economic and social history. Several externals had received multiple requests for their services, and many worked as external in more than one institution simultaneously.  She suggested that the departmental changes may have reduced the pool of potential external examiners: although the demand for economic and social history externals might be expected to have reduced correspondingly, the maintenance of smaller programmes in History departments still required this expertise to be accessible in externals. Rising student numbers had also had a significant impact on the growing pressure facing externals. The LTSN were keen to find ways to identify appropriate externals, encourage them to serve, and to provide effective ways to support their work.

The LTSN had discussed the possibility that:

1. A set of criteria and common paperwork be drafted.

2. A register of external examiners be compiled.

3. A system of accreditation for external examiners be introduced, supported by training, to enable the professional function which externals perform within the university system to be recognised.

It was important, too, to recognise that these issues need to be addressed within a broader context: i.e. all academic staff need to be involved in the role of assessment of teaching and learning and the value of external examiners should be recognised, not only in terms of financial reward, but also in terms of its location within a profile of academic research, teaching and administration.

Discussion ranged widely with several people expressing concern at the notion of accreditation procedures being introduced.  Some emphasised the positive aspects of being externals elsewhere in terms of enhancing curriculum development in one’s own institution.  Most felt that externalling was part of one’s duty to maintain the discipline, although it was recognised that this was becoming harder to fulfil for everyone: many people who were active in the Society and in the ESRC and other research bodies, for example, as well as administrative heads in their own departments were precisely those in greatest demand for externalling.  It was agreed that the balance was often difficult to get right and it was not always possible for all externals to review all the work they were offered in the depth they once hoped possible.  There was concern that the reports made to universities by external examiners should be made publicly available.  To the extent that the LTSN could provide support without adding to the administrative burden of examinations, this was welcomed.

In discussion, the following points were made:

1. The current role of the external examiner is to validate, monitor and adjudicate.

2. Concern was expressed that reform of the process, currently conducted in a consensual manner with minimum bureaucracy, might lead to a proliferation of paperwork for staff and the imposition of standardisation on an institution, rather than on external examiners.

3. A system of robust internal marking and effective monitoring is necessary to avoid the imposition by the QAA of more external examining.

4. The appointment of a panel of external examiners would be welcome should the role of the external examiner be extended.

5. Subject specific training would be required if the role of the external examiner was extended.

6. A register of examiners in economic and social history would be useful.  The EHS may be able to facilitate this.

7. There was no support for making reports publicly available.

4.
RHS Monograph Series

Dr Janet Hunter spoke to her circulated paper on the Royal Historical Society’s Studies in History series, which is supported by the Economic History Society.  Dr Hunter is the Society’s representative on the editorial board.

The main objective of the series is to publish the work of promising young scholars, particularly those seeking a publisher for a first book, normally based on a recent PhD thesis.  It is hoped that the association with the Society will confirm and strengthen a commitment to publishing monographs in economic and/or social history.  Delegates were asked to consider proposing for inclusion in the series theses that could be turned into interesting monographs.  Dr Hunter outlined application and refereeing procedures and encouraged enquiries relating to possible submissions.

The volumes are produced to a high quality and published by Boydell and Brewer.  Members of the Economic History Society and Royal Historical Society may purchase the volumes at a reduced rate.

Delegates welcomed the Society’s involvement in this initiative, particularly in view of publisher trends in reducing the number of monographs published.  The pressures exerted by the RAE on young scholars to publish before they are ready to do so was noted.

5.
CUP: New Approaches to Economic and Social History

In the unavoidable absence of the editor of the NESH series, Professor Maurice Kirby, Professor Paul Johnson  (chair of the Society’s Publications Committee) spoke to this item.

The Society has, in association with Cambridge University Press (CUP), published a series of booklets entitled ‘New Studies in Economic and Social History’.  In an effort to reach a larger audience CUP had suggested that a change of format.  Following negotiation, each volume of the new series will be approximately 80,000 words in length and will address large subject areas (whole courses as taught in UKHE institutions).  The proposed title of the new series is: ‘New Approaches to Economic and Social History’.  The series will be co-edited by Larry Neal, a north American-based member of the Society.

Delegates were encouraged to submit suggestions for titles to either Maurice Kirby or Paul Johnson.

6. Updates on research funding including ESRC and AHRB

Professor Paul Johnson, a member of the ESRC Research Grants Board, and Professor Pat Hudson spoke to this item.

Professor Hudson reported on the recent liaison meeting with the ESRC, also attended by representatives of the Social History Society and the Association of Business Historians and on the recent meeting with the AHRB, which had been attended by – among others – representatives of area studies, archaeology and geography.

ESRC

She outlined the ESRC’s grant schemes and advised that applications from economic and/or social historians had a good chance of being funded.  The following points were highlighted:

· Postgraduate Studentship Scheme: the ESRC had confirmed that deferral of up to one year would be permitted between the first year and subsequent three years; wastage rates would be closely monitored.

· Research Grant Scheme: Applications to this scheme had twice the level of success as grant applications to the AHRB.

· The ESRC is considering the introduction of a five year postdoctoral fellowship, after which institutions would be obliged to offer employment.

· Application forms were being revised.

Clarification was currently being sought from the ESRC about the proposals received from historians for the multi disciplinary research programme, Cultures of Consumption programme (a joint project with the AHRB, directed by a historian); the ESRC had indicated that few had been received – disputed at the recent meeting of the EHS Council.

Delegates were encouraged to log on to the ESRC website for details of research programmes currently under development for submission to the Priorities Board for funding.

Delegates noted that an interim recognition exercise for postgraduate funding will take place during 2003.

They welcomed the news of the increase in the ESRC postgraduate stipend from the current £7,500 to £8,300 in 2003, rising to £12,500 in 2005.

While the ESRC had agreed on the utility of providing feedback on both successful and unsuccessful applications, it was felt that additional demands would consequently be placed on assessors; the ESRC recognised that such feedback would be demanded by the QAA.

AHRB

Professor Hudson highlighted the availability of the Research Leave Scheme, which has a success rate in excess of 50%, and no parallel in the ESRC.

Delegates noted that the AHRB had no plans for 1+3.

Concern remains regarding the lack of procedures between the two bodies for exchanging grant applications which might be more appropriately funded by the other body.

Professor Johnson addressed the topics of quotas and training.

He said that the ESRC had found it very difficult to assess applications for 1+3 on the basis of very little information.  The possibility of reverting to a quota system is being debated.  The implications for economic and social history of a quota system is that there will be an internal logic to concentrate awards in a small number of institutions.  The risk of moving to quotas is that many recognised institutions will become de-recognised as quotas will be in groups of three, four or five students.  One response which institutions and students can make is to approach the ESRC as consortia of departments or universities.

Delegates noted that the AHRB would shortly become a research council and would, in due course, be required to respond to the requirements placed on it by the Office of Science and Technology; consequently, more formal postgraduate training and quota allocation of research studentships may be imposed.  One response could be forming training consortia.

Professor Trainor advised that the Society would continue to have dialogues with both the ESRC and AHRB.  It was hoped that the liaison meeting with the ESRC could be expanded to include representatives from the AHRB.

7. The Condition of Economic History in Latin America

Professor Colin Lewis gave a talk on the subject of the condition of economic history in Latin America.
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