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The theory behind the way British Universities are organised is that there is a link between teaching and research. Students gain a benefit from the fact that those teaching them are actively researching the field that they are studying. This means that they are being taught by those who are not only familiar with the secondary literature on the subject but have also conducted original research in that area leading, initially, to the award of a Ph.D. and, subsequently the publication of scholarly work, whether in the shape of books, articles or in other forms. In addition, the person teaching the subject attends and gives papers at academic conferences, referees articles and reviews books, and participates in internet discussions. This means that the student is aware of not only the latest work on the subject but also that which has yet to appear and even that which is still at an embryonic stage. Conversely, the teacher is exposed to a critical audience and so has to both defend their approach to the subject and justify the value of the particular aspect of the subject being researched. Furthermore, the teacher has to devise ways of making the results of research accessible to a wide audience and relate detailed and specific results to the subject as a whole. This both supplies the teacher with a constant stream of new lines of inquiry and forces them to question the approach taken and the results obtained. At its best the result should be a constant and fruitful interaction where the student and the teacher learn from each other in a mutually beneficial relationship.

So much for the theory! What is the reality? To a large extent the level at which research is now conducted makes it inaccessible to anyone other than the fellow specialists, and these are only to be found at select conferences. What drives that research is the researcher’s own agenda, modified by the views of that select group, rather than the interests of a student audience. This can even be seen in the literature where work is produced for two distinct groups. On the one hand there is the research monograph, journal article, or edited conference volume that is aimed at the group of subject specialists within which it is read and has an influence over time. On the other hand there exists the textbook or web site that caters for students looking for an accessible guide to the subject. The former is what is measured in the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) while the latter is considered less worthy of submission. Consequently, the practicalities of the subject at university level, given the high level of specialisation prevailing, suggest a clear divide between teaching and research. In fact, the two may be said to be in conflict, given the requirements of the RAE. 

However, in History there is one area of teaching in which research and teaching still come together to a very high degree, and that is the Special Subject. Most Departments of History persevere with the teaching of a Special Subject despite pressure to abandon them. Special Subjects are customised programmes taught in small groups by a single academic who is an expert in the field by virtue of research, and this is an anathema to university administrations.  Compared to a large timetabled class using multiple copies of standard texts supplemented by widely available monographs and articles in well-read journals, the Special Subject appears an indulgence. Nevertheless, they are regarded as the Gold Standard among History Departments and are given pride of place in the final year of the degree programme. 

Underlying that position is the fact that the History Special Subject does actually deliver on the mission of the British university sector as they combine both teaching and research at a very high level. This can be seen from the fundamental characteristics possessed by all Special subjects. 

· Designed to reflect the research interests of an academic historian

· Taught by a specialist in the subject 

· Extensive consultation of the latest secondary reading

· Close examination of the most relevant primary sources

· A constant questioning of received opinion on the subject 

The Durham Experience. 

Each member of staff in the History Department at Durham University has the opportunity to offer a Special Subject related to their research. Most members of staff avail themselves of this opportunity though a few find it difficult, even impossible because of the linguistic or technical nature of their research or because of a lack of primary and secondary material. Given the lack of a foreign language among most students, and the low level of scientific and mathematical ability among historians, courses requiring these do not lend themselves to being taught as Special Subjects. Similarly, if the Library does not have the required secondary reading and primary material, and cannot get it, then certain Special Subjects cannot be offered. Nevertheless, the exceptions are few. The result is a wide range of Special Subjects on offer ranging from medieval to modern; British, European and Wider World; economic and social through political and military to cultural and intellectual; and from the study of individuals and events to themes and ideas. All single honours historians must take a Special Subject while those doing joint and combined honours involving History can do so. Numbers vary from a minimum of 6 to a maximum of 20. The Special Subject counts for one-half of the final year of a Durham history degree and is taught by means of weekly 3-hour seminar. The means of assessment is through two 3000 word essays (40%), one 3-hour unseen gobbett
 paper (35%) and one 2-hour unseen essay paper (25%) 

Each Special Subject is seen as having 10 common elements, which all students should acquire, namely

1. A detailed knowledge of a specific aspect of history.

2. An insight into the creation of the written historical record

3. An awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of a range of evidence

4. A familiarity with different approaches to and interpretations of the study of the past. 

5. The ability to test historical interpretation against original evidence

6. The ability to review critically the secondary literature in terms of the value judgements contained therein

7. The development of an independence of thought in assessing primary sources.

8. The opportunity to express considered views both through verbal presentations and in debate

9. The opportunity to develop structured and informed arguments through the production of long essays.

10. The opportunity to frame responses to unseen questions within the time constraint of an examination

Despite this agreement on the core elements of any Special Subject in History, considerable discretion is left to each member of staff to teach in the way most appropriate to its requirements. The distinctiveness of different branches of history, and their requirements, is recognised and accepted. It was clear that no standard format exists that could be applied to each Special Subject. However, it is possible to ensure that all students experience equal teaching, equivalent workloads and are assessed in identical ways, so ensuring comparability. 

The Personal Experience

The Special Subject I teach is called “The City of London since 1850” and reflects my research interests in the field of financial history. From a specialist interest in the history of the London Stock Exchange I began to branch out into studying the City of London as a whole in the early 1980s. This led to the introduction of a Special Subject on the history of the City of London as a commercial and financial centre from the mid 19th century until the present day. In the 1980s the subject of the City was attracting general interest, as events were leading up to the Big Bang of 1986. At the same time the work that I was doing myself, and that of others, was creating a secondary literature that was sufficient to support the study of the City of London, and there was even an ongoing controversy on its contribution to British economic decline. This secondary literature then grew substantially over the next 20 years as major books and articles appeared either on the City itself and aspects of it or on the relationship between the City of London and British economic, social and political life as well as the imperial dimension. One problem I did face, though, was in identifying and then obtaining relevant original material but my own researches, and following up references in the work of others, enabled me to build up a useful and varied collection of material of interest to the student body. Autobiographies and reminiscences of prominent City people, along with official and semi-official reports, proved to be especially popular sources leading to animated seminar discussions on their value as evidence. As the City of London was an increasingly popular career choice among Durham students, and the Special Subject did engage with the present day, it proved consistently popular with students despite the collapse of interest in economic history generally. At the same time teaching the Special Subject encouraged me to research and write about the City of London more generally than I had been doing before. Through a series of books, articles and papers produced since the mid 1980s I became recognised as one of the leading experts on the history of the City of London. This complemented my established reputation as an expert on the history of stock exchanges and securities markets. The result was that I received invitations to deliver papers not only on the history of securities markets but also on various aspects of the history of the City of London. These came both from within Britain and also from across Europe and North America, resulting in even more publications suitable for the RAE, as edited volumes slowly trickled out, including translations of my work into German. 

Clearly, from my perspective teaching and research had proved mutually beneficial. Many of the questions I was trying to answer in my research had come from discussions that took place in the seminars in my Special Subject, as contemporary reports, letters, pamphlets and books, as well as subsequent reminiscences were produced for inspection and dissection. The same was true from the secondary work especially the polarised debate on the responsibility of the City of London for Britain’s economic failure.  However, as the City of London became ever more central to my research, and the historical literature grew in quantity and quality, I began to focus on ever more specialised areas of the subject. This required a much more technical knowledge, which the students did not possess but which I tended to take for granted. What was developing was a gulf between my teaching and research interests as the subject became ever more narrowly focussed and the technical requirements grew. This position was aggravated by the growth in student numbers at a time of a static staff complement. The numbers studying each Special Subject moved from around 3 to 5 to anything between 10 and 20, creating problems of communication and interaction. 

The problem inherent in teaching one’s own research is to assume a degree of interest and knowledge equal to one’s own. By its very nature, a Special Subject in History is the product of deep and detailed research driven by a desire to answer questions of interest to the person devising the course and to those who shared this enthusiasm.  Consequently, there is a tendency to assume shared aims and objectives so that the process became one of “Learning by Doing, ” Any attempt at formal instruction, such as lectures, could be dispensed with and were replaced, instead, with a detailed discussion of the original sources and guidance in the most appropriate reading for a particular essay.  Over time the students acquired knowledge of the subject through conversation with the subject expert, discussion among themselves, gleanings from the sources, and the evidence and interpretations of the secondary accounts. The brighter the student the more able they were to cope with this method of instruction while the weaker ones never really grasped what was required or even understood what was expected of them. This was very much a process characterised by such expressions as ‘sink or swim’ or ‘survival of the fittest‘.  Unsatisfactory as this situation was it could be tolerated when numbers were low as every student received almost individual instruction. Once class sizes began to grow the seminar size reached a stage when this method of instruction no longer worked. Under these circumstances a rethink was required. The way the Special Subject was taught had to change if it was to be sustainable in the future.

The assumption I had always made was that teaching ones own research was easy because it was the one area of history over which I had full command in terms of the knowledge and depth of analysis. In other areas of history I was teaching beyond my specialist knowledge and thus reliant upon the work of others both for content and interpretation. In my general teaching I had always strived to focus on the basic information and the key questions, as determined by the changing thinking on the subject, whereas in the Special Subject it was my own research agenda that drove both the structure and the content. In the face of growing student numbers and changes in the quantity and nature of the literature on the subject, including my own contributions, if I was to teach my own research successfully I had to become more imaginative in stretching it to meet the needs of the students.  What this meant was that I had to make explicit what had always been implicit and then design and deliver a course that would meet the needs of potential students while not compromising the fruits of my own research. Here is the problem at the heart of teaching ones own research. How could the fruits of research be delivered to a group of students without the specialist knowledge and requisite skills required to understand the points being made. If I could not match the conflict between the experienced researcher and the inexperienced student I might as well abandon the Special Subject as a worthwhile exercise and focus, instead, on teaching more textbook based courses with a wider appeal. This would certainly gladden the heat of any administrator! 

With this realisation came a resolve to make an attempt to produce a Special Subject that would both meet my own expectations and deliver to students. That meant not only producing course documentation that was more user friendly but also examining the subject material closely and focussing on those aspects that had proved the greatest success in the past. In this the topics that students chose to do essays on and write examination answers on proved particularly useful. The gobbett paper quickly revealed what was popular amongst the source material. That which involved people in the City ranked most highly while the more technical and statistical material was shunned. The choice of essays and answers to examination questions indicated what topics were most favoured. Those involving the interplay of people and power and the effects of events like the world wars were especially favoured. In contrast those that focussed on institutions like the Bank of England and or the operation of the money market under the Gold Standard were much less popular. Having conducted this analysis I then re-designed the Special Subject to give greater prominence to that material and those topics that had proved to be more attractive to students, This did not mean abandoning those areas that I deemed essential for an understanding of the subject, only altering the balance in favour of those aspects that were more immediately accessible to the non-specialist. 

Once the new programme had been designed the next step was to organise its delivery in such a way as students would immediately begin to grasp what the Special Subject was about and how each topic built on the previous one. I was conscious of the need to integrate an understanding of the topic under discussion, and its relevance to the whole subject, with the use of original sources and secondary material. I thus built into the programme a formal introductory session to each seminar, delivered by myself, in which the students were taught the basics of that topic and its technical aspects As I knew why we were dealing with that topic at that time I was able to both explain the main features and link to what had been and what was too come. By making these introductory sessions formal and with a definite duration it meant that the seminar did not degenerate into an extended lecture which occupied the entire seminar. This did require careful planning in the selection of topics and the sequence of delivery and a disciplined approach to the exposition so that all the essential elements were covered in the allotted time.  

After a timetabled break the introductory session was followed by one involving a student presentation, with a circulated paper, on the particular source under discussion. That source was chosen as the one most relevant to the particular topic under discussion. This was a somewhat contrived exercise as sources do not come neatly packaged, being full of both extraneous material as well as crucial omissions. Nevertheless, the exercise worked quite well as long as reasonable latitude is exercised. As all students are also expected to have read this source, and all were present at the introductory session, the presentation did produce responses and questions, though that was dependent on the nature of the material under discussion. The more controversial and personal was the source the more likely it was to encourage the expression of views. The more bland and technical the less the response, which did lead me to be even more selective in terms of the sources. After the presentation on the source there then followed one on a secondary account, namely a book or article written by an historian. Here I avoided my own work as its use inhibited discussion! Overall, the result was to produce a much more satisfactory reaching experience for all concerned. I was able to continue to teach my research in a way that was acceptable to me while the students were able to grasp the subject much more quickly and appreciate the relevance of all its components.

Conclusion

An experienced historian cannot simply deliver unaltered their research interest to students taking a Special Subject in History, given the numbers to be taught and the detailed and, often, technical nature of much of that research. However, it is possible and also highly desirable that historians continue to teach their research interests, as it is beneficial to both themselves and their students. What is required in order to teach ones research successfully is:

· An appreciation of what can and cannot be done

· A very careful selection of those aspects of research most accessible to a student audience

· The systematic planning of the delivery process

· A conscious effort to integrate the primary and secondary material

· The production of course material that is explicit in its aims

· A willingness to share ones personal research agenda with students

· An unwillingness to let seminars degenerate into mini lectures or quasi research papers. 

If those points are followed it is possible to make the Special Subject in History a rewarding experience for all concerned, marry teaching and research at the undergraduate level, and resist the pressure from administrators to concentrate upon standardised  courses delivered to large classes.
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�	 A gobbett paper contains extracts from the source material consulted and requires students to comment on these.





