North American History Teachers’ Network meeting: Keele University, 18 March 2011.

The Network was organised in summer 2010 by Catherine Armstrong who felt that there were few forums for lecturers in American history in the UK to meet to discuss their teaching practice. The network has about 30 members and its first meeting discussed important issues such as postgraduate teaching, curriculum design and provision of sources. The second meeting of the North American History Teachers’ Network was held on Friday 18 March 2011 at the David Bruce Centre for American Studies at the University of Keele. The event was organised by Laura Sandy, a specialist in colonial and antebellum slavery at Keele and was attended by ten scholars from other universities.

The programme of the day was varied and informative and allowed us to explore some general concerns that face HE teachers and some that pertain specifically to historians of North America. The day started with a talk by Gervase Phillips of Manchester Metropolitan University entitled ‘Adventures in Podcasting’. He used the session to demonstrate the simplicity of the technology and we then had a roundtable discussion on whether the use of podcasted lectures is desirable in pedagogical terms. Gervase showed us how to record a podcast using a Handy-recorder and then upload it onto the web. A discussion was had about the merits of audio versus audio-visual podcasting with special reference to problems of copyright when visual material is displayed on the net. Podcasting as a way of selling yourself and your institution was explored with David Blight, a Civil War expert at Yale, being shown as an example of good practice. http://academicearth.org/courses/the-civil-war-and-reconstruction-era-1845-1877
Podcasting offers a wealth of possibilities for the lecturer: an alternative to a standard lecture podcast is the debate format with two scholars discussing scripted questions. On the negative side, fears were expressed that this technology would render lecturers unnecessary. It was also unclear how often podcasts would have to be refreshed: every year, every few years?

After a coffee break, the discussion turned to how to embed ‘employability’ into history teaching and this session was led by Gervase and Faye Simpson (also from MMU). They presented two different ways to enhance a student’s career potential when they leave university. Gervase discussed his first year core unit called Rise of Persecuting Society in which skills are embedded into the curriculum. He produces a ‘skills handbook’: an extensive document that informs students of the skills that an historian acquires and how to use them to sell themselves in the workplace. 

Faye runs a second year module entitled ‘History in Practice’ which provides the opportunity for around 20 students to go on a work placement for one day a week for 6 months as part of their second year studies. Faye’s approach was enlightening for the group as although she now teaches within a history department she trained as an archaeologist and her background provided some interesting comparisons. In both examples, it was emphasised that the confidence of students was a key part of promoting employability. When students’ confidence was high and they realised their strengths and skills, a history degree can provide the best possible start for a career. We discussed specific skills that employers might be looking for and the importance of role-playing at Graduate Assessment Centres was raised. By practising this in the history classroom, the process could be demystified for students. Other employability-related tasks suggested included asking students to write a DNB entry or plan a museum exhibition. 

In the afternoon David Gleeson (now of Northumbria University, formerly of the City College of Charleston) led a session on what the UK could learn from the experiences of the privately-funded US mass education system. Although his take on the future was a positive one, some of the discussion afterwards took a more pessimistic tone, but all agreed that there was plenty that the US did well about which Americanists could educate our colleagues. He highlighted the importance of student evaluations in the US system and suggested that these might be better used in the UK to allow students to express their dissatisfaction. David also alerted us to the range of ‘value-added’ activities that faculties offered students in the US, such as history societies. 

In terms of teaching improvements, the use of attendance requirements to pass a particular course and student-led honour courts to judge cases of plagiarism were cited as innovative. From this side of the Atlantic, the Sheffield American History wiki was also highlighted as an example of good practice, which allowed students and staff to contribute to a list of electronic resources.

The session drew to a close with delegates sharing advice on how Americanists could use connections in the US to enhance their own careers, such as using college housing while on research trips in return for giving a paper, or by asking an American institution to offer a research fellowship giving access to the library, but which would also look impressive for the REF.

Altogether this second meeting was most successful and a third meeting is currently being planned for Autumn 2011. If you are interested in joining the network, please email the organiser Catherine Armstrong C.M.Armstrong@mmu.ac.uk
