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WHAT could be more reasonable
than that we should try to build in to
the objectives of our research the ex-
pectation that we can fully justify it
and that we should explain its value
and relevance, if necessary, to the
public who pay us to do it? No doubt,
being liberal-minded, rational and
socially aware, most Oxford aca-
demics would entirely endorse such
an aspiration in principle.

Unknown
Unknowns

Fifth Week Michaelmas Term 2009

tified by teaching duties. How could
the University’s stated principle of
“parity of esteem” among all staff
not be threatened?

This new HEFCE exercise is, like
each of the previous six RAEs, dif-
ferent from its predecessor. This con-
stant pattern of change in the form
and the finally realized effects of
these research assessment exercises
not only makes it almost impossible

The problem is that this reason-

able-sounding notion is, in effect,

becoming more than an aspiration: as a component of
the proposed REF 2012 it is to become obligatory and
used to determine ratings, budgers and quite possibly
careers and jobs. Even a cursory examination of the re-
cent HEFCE proposals makes it all too clear what is in-
tended: Annex D lists 36 specific “possible indicators”
of the suggested new assessment measure of “impact”,
almost all of them applicable only to applied scientific
research. Cosmology, string theory, cognitive neuro-
science and evolution theory will, for example, all strug-
gle convincingly to claim any hkely, short-term practical
importance: the temptations to exaggerate, simplify and
cooularize such claims will be considerable. The hu-
“z-’vesin general face an even greater challenge.
cersities throughout England - Northern Ireland,
“ootznd and Wales reserve their positions - will be sub-
ject to pressures that differentially favor the civerse com-
ponents of the integrated academic enterprise: pure sci-
entific research as against applied, humanities as against
science, research as against teaching. The underlying
driver is funding and the high costs of big science are the
model. Theoretical and small science are tarred with the
same brush. So too are the humanities, despite the obvi-
ous fact that their research expenses are of a quite differ-
ent kind and minimal: employment costs are already jus-

for universities to plan rationally for

future years on the basis of the as-
sessment, but it also suggests that the aim of reaching a
sensible and generally accepted assessment system may
be illusory. REF 2012 would appear to encompass even
more radical changes than earlier versions. The fact
that HEFCE has already performed a U-turn in its REF
planning suggests that HEFCE’s basic assumptions are
themselves uncertain. HEFCE is operating increasingly
to a dangerously hurried time-scale; finalization and
publication of “guidelines on submissions” are planned
for late 2010. It seems doubtful that time will allow any
further round of consultations.

Although these are not discussed in the HEFCE REF
document, there are alternatives! One would be a return
to a situation similar to that prior to the first RAE; up to
then, for many years, the University Grants Committee
had dispensed a quinquennial block grant. It is not obvi-
ous that much has changed since: despite the RAEs, the
relative standings and differential concentrations of re-
search funds across UK universities have shifted only at
the margins. We suggest a more immediately politically
acceptable alternative on Page 6 below.

One can only agree that many aspects of the REF pro-
posals are socially just and politically reasonable per se.
However, the REF carries a cost: it is yet another step on
the slippery slope that universities have long occupied,
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namely the gradual loss of their autonomy to define their
own aims and purposes, and how they can effect them.
The more government assumes this role the more the ac-
ademic profession will wither away, because it depends,
for its very nature, on academic freedom and choice
based on the highest standards of truth and argument.
The David Nutt affair (the Home Secretary’s recent
sacking of the Chairman of the Government’s drug pol-
icy committee over the application of scientific evidence)
surely illustrates how even the results of hard, applied
scientific research are rated as optional and irrelevant
when it suits the short-term purposes of the politicians.
Oxford’s response to the first round of REF consul-
tations, eighteen months ago, was impressively and
eloquently forthright; see “Reminders”. This time we
have been given four months to prepare a considerably
more difficult response. Barely four weeks now remain
because the closing date is 16™ December. Most mem-

bers of Congregation will probably be unaware of how
the University is setting about this task: formally it is
the responsibility of the Research Committee of Coun-
cil. More importantly they will be unaware of any pos-
sible route for their involvement in the preparation of the
response. Will a draft version of the document even be
made available for comment? We do not know. Though
he does not chair the Research Committee —or normally
attend it—it is the V-C who will have to speak out publi-
cally in defense of a document that one must earnestly
hope will be a shining beacon of sanity and common
sense. What a pity that we know so little about how Ox-
ford is going about arriving at a landmark statement of
enormous significance for the future of the UK univer-
sity system.

T.J.H.

Wil

Will there he a Christmas Competition this Christmas?

The editors are at a loss as to the degree of enthusiasm among our readers for
the “traditional” Christmas Competition. We seek suggestions. Readers are
invited to propose a suitable Competition to be published in the final issue of

the Magazine—deadline, 26" November.

NB. OUP is generous in its prizes (in book credits) for printed entries!!
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Reminders

The following are extracts from the University’s response to
the first HEFCE consultation on the REF, dated February
2008, originally available on HEFCE’s website- eds.

While we welcome the attempt to reduce the administrative
burdens on the sector, we question whether the current proposals
will achieve this goal ...

We are also of the view that too much attention has been given
to the need to reduce burdens and that insufficient thought has
been given to the aims of the assessment exercise, the types of re-
search we wish to encourage, and the incentives which we cre-
ate for future generations of researchers. The aim of the exercise
should be to encourage high quality research and to support it
whereveritis found across UK HEls ...

It is also the case that the new framework does not provide an
incentive for researchers to move into new areas and develop ad-
venturous research programmes. A researcher concerned to per-
form wellin the REF would be well advised to continue to work in
the area for which he or she is well known. To the extent that the
REF may inhibit the development of novel research programmes,
itrequires re-consideration ...

We fear that the distinction drawn in the consultation paper
between science based disciplines and non science based disci-
plines will inhibit research between the sciences, on the one hand,
and social sciences and humanities on the other hand. ..

We are concerned about the impact of the REF on interdisci-
plinary activities which take place across and between ‘science-
based disciplines’ and other disciplines. It may result in some
researchers drawing back from such areas, in order to maximise
their citation rates in journals within the Thomson fields ...

This would be extremely unfortunate and run counter to the
encouragement given to multidisciplinary research programmes
by RCUK (such as ageing, the digital economy and climate
change). The problems that confront our society increasingly
defy disciplinary boundaries and much of the world-class, cut-
ting- edge research that is being conducted in UK universities is

king place across the disciplinary divides. It would, to put it
Iv, be extremely unfortunate if the REF acted as an inhibitor
of this tvpe of research given its significance to our society ..

Broad (assessment panel) groups will make it more difficult
to identify and reward pockets of excellence within these larger
units. A small unit producing world class research which is lo-
cated in a return which otherwise consists of large mediocre de-
partments may suffer a damaging loss to its reputation as a result
of being merged in the larger unit and unable significantly to in-
fluence the quality profile produced for that unit ...

The following issues are specific to the Humanities: (i) The
time lag for the citation of Humanities research outputs is greater
than for other disciplines. (ii) Outputs are often cited for far lon-
ger than in other disciplines. Indeed, the importance of research
in humanities sometimes only emerges after a substantial time lag
which may even extend to decades. (iii) The role and assessment
of editions and translations will need to be addressed at an early
stage in the consultation. (iv) In Modern Languages and other
areas much of the most important research appears in languages
other than English. (v) Many humanities research outputs are in
books and monographs, the citations they use are not searched
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by any bibliometric database, and those that count references to
books made in journals are deeply problematic. (v) There are no
reliable citations data for Humanities, and no reliable hierarchy
of journals; the ESF journals list, in particular, is worthless, as
HEFCE hasalready stressed ...

In conclusion, there is diversity of working methods and pub-
lication timescales in the non science based disciplines. Thereis a
risk that these methods and publication patterns will be changed
for no obvious gain if the REF is introduced without carefully
thinking through the consequences. The new framework for the
non science based disciplines should seek to limit perverse incen-
tives and game-playing, and exclude incentives to increase the
volume of research outputs for its own sake ...

There is no comprehensive proxy for assessing research
quality in many of the non-science disciplines; those working
as ‘lone researchers’ can do so without research grants, and re-
search students are not necessarily an indicator of the quality of
their activity. As described above, the capture of citations is not
straightforward ...

This assessment need not be as comprehensive as the
RAFE2008. It may be that panels could ‘dip stick’ a proportion of
submirted outputs, informed by supporting data (HESA returns
for staff, students and research income). The panels could assess
these outputs and then provide a quality profile ...

As mentioned earlier panels could also identify any potential
game playing, or ‘odd’ behaviour and could perform a useful role
in commenting upon the state of the discipline ...

The validation burdens associated with the REF should not be
under-estimated. Checks will be required at a number of points.
For example, it will be necessary to ensure that the correct pro-
portion of each publication has been accurately assigned to each
author and that the address of the author at the time of publica-
tion corresponds to the institution’s employment records. In all
likelihood it will be necessary to check this information looking
back over a ten year period. The cost of introducing an automated
system of suitable sophistication would be substantial to an insti-
tution of Oxford’s scale ...

We are very concerned about the possible impact of the pro-
posals on early career researchers. We are concerned that the
REF, as presently constructed, gives universities an incentive to
recruit mid-career, established researchers, to the detriment of
early career researchers ...

We also harbour a concern about the substantial power that
will be given to journal editors regarding the acceptance and
placement of articles (given that analysis shows that the placing
of an article within a journal affects its citation count) ...

Finally, the way in which any system is measured is bound to
have an impact upon the behaviour of that system...

Itis vital that careful thought be given to the incentives created
by the REF and that we avoid the encouragement of practices
which are detrimental to the conduct of world class research and
which could, unintentionally, result in a reduction in the interna-
tional standing of UK universities.
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Making Sense of the REF

ROBIN BRIGGS and TIM HORDER

“IN his letter of 22 January 2009 to the HEFCE Chair
about funding for 2009-10, the Secretary of State em-
phasised that the REF should take better account of
the impact research makes on the economy and soci-
ety, and gave further guidance on particular activities
that the REF should encourage:

“The REF should continue to incentivise research excellence,
but also reflect the quality of researchers’ contribution to
public policy making and to public engagement, and not cre-
ate disincentives to researchers moving between academia
and the private sector.””

(quoted from: Research Excellence Framework.
Second consultation on the assessment and fund-
ing of research. HEFCE, September, 2009, §11)

In essence the most important change in the new REF
proposals by comparison with the RAE or the earlier
REF consultation document is the introduction of what
amount in combination to two new criteria (*impact”
and “research environment”) on which research will be
evaluated, in addition to the already established RAE-
style evaluation of research “output quality” per se. The
distinction between these two new categories is hard to
grasp (e.g. both include elements of assessing “secure fu-
ture impacts”, Annex D §3) and they certainly overlap;
together they would account for 40% of the REF evalua-
tion according to the draft scheme.

The HEFCE document sees the REF as building on the
earlier RAE, described here as an:

“assessment of the actual or foreseeable impact of research.
All types of research, including basic and applied research
were assessed on an equal basis. The criteria for quality were
‘originality, rigour and significance’, including significance
to users of research. The assessment of environment and es-
teem included indicators relating to collaboration with and
income from research users, exploitation of new ideas and
products, and influence on public policy advice”. (§52, 53)

ASELECTION OFKEY ISSUES AND ARGUMENTS

¢ The REF proposals make some crucial and funda-
mental assumptions which appear deeply flawed. It
can be argued that the teaching of the next generation
is closer to the core role of universities than research.
To concentrate on research without due considera-
tion of teaching makes a nonsense. The implication
of many current government initiatives is the splitting
apart of teaching and research.

One can debate endlessly how much research or
scholarship has to be an integral part of the work of
good university teachers, but the key point is that the
“research-based”, enquiring, critically questioning
attitude that we aim to pass on to our students comes
out of the research experience of the lecturer. Ideally
students should see research in action and take a part
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in it, but even the writing of an essay marked and criti-
cized by lecturers involves deploying and acquiring
similar skills.

The only mention of teaching in the REF document
is as follows:

“Impact on teaching within HE will be taken into account
where it can be shown that high-quality research has in-
formed practice, not just course content, well beyond the in-
stitution inwhich that practicewas first developed”. (§ 53)

The QR funding element determined by the REF
is treated as if it could be disaggregated from univer-
sity funding as a whole (despite HEFCE’s insistence
in other contexts that universities are expected to set
their own priorities in spending the block grant). So
long as the RAE was based overwhelmingly on in-
tellectual excellence there was a considerable degree
of symbiosis between the demands of research and
teaching. These activities are very largely done by the
same people, so that major changes in the support
given to research in particular areas are likely to have
dangerous consequences for the provision of essential
teaching.

Another split is being imposed in the REF through
its unspoken but evident drive towards tangible eco-
nomic justifications, a trend that will inevitably
favour applied science over basic science, and policy-
oriented social science against more theoretical work,
while further downgrading the humanities generally.
This has destructive implications for the picture of the
university recognized by most academics and sanc-
tioned by history, as an intellectual centre combining
the broadest range of subjects, each given equal status,
so that both staff and students are exposed to alterna-
tive influences. This has proved to be a uniquely fer-
tile matrix for the generation of world-changing ideas
and techniques, one of whose most striking features
has been their unpredictability.

Against the view implied in the REF, it could be ar-
gued that, despite their success, science and technol-
ogy have also created innumerable problems which
society in general is poorly equipped to deal with. Cli-
mate change comes immediately to mind. Technology
may reign supreme but the discontents of still-war-
ring, often starving, nations and of our own dysfunc-
tional society remain badly understood and beyond
the reach of technologies. Science must be balanced
by alternative viewpoints. Above all, universities need
to equip the next generation with the skills and imagi-
nation to cope with the unknown future as civilized
individuals. Among the sensitivities hopefully passed
on are the lessons of history, the appreciation and
valuing of the creative arts, respect for rationality and
argument, understanding of uncertainty, etc. These
fundamental aspects of modern rationality have to
play a crucial role in the future of humanity, and they
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require constant reaffirmation, yet no plausible indi-
cator of impact can hope to capture them.

The proposed REF imposes a set of priorities which
directly undermines the notion of the university as an
internally coherent community of disciplines. Most
controversially the overt intention of the REF is to fa-
vour applied research over “pure”; so following a very
narrow conception of national interest. However,
what little hard evidence there is (Comroe and Dripps,
1976, see Smith, Brit. Med. J. 295, p1404, 1987) in-
dicates that some 62% of the identifiable sources of
major technological advances would have been clas-
sified as “blue skies”, in this case in medicine. The
government’s wish to select out economically profit-
able applied research runs against all past experience,
and contrasts unfavourably with a more sophisticated
attitude in the USA, where the crucial long-term im-
portance of the scientific base as a whole seems to be
much better recognized.

It is easy to point to the fact that a Darwin, New-
ton or Einstein would not have qualified for sup-
port under the current or proposed grant regimes.
It is harder to appreciate how their discoveries were
primarily important for the way they informed our
world view, rather than for any direct “applications”
they may have had. Newton changed the nature of sci-
entific method; Darwin affects all aspects of our un-
derstanding of man and society. These are paradigm
examples of REF “impact”; but it makes no sense to
try to evaluate or grade them. Moreover they can only
be fully understood in a very long time frame.

It makes even less sense to try to generate such
scores across all areas of academic life on an equal
footing. This is particularly evident in the unreality of
the REF proposals when it comes to assessing impact
in the humanities, where no meaningful examples or
proposals are offered by HEFCE.

The REF proposals are founded on the premiss that
it is possible to predict the future significance of aca-
demic activity todayv by looking at past achievement,
on a notably vague timescale. The government record
in forecasting and policy making is hardly reassuring.
But history teaches the unwisdom of any such ambi-
tion. Government is interested in short-term political
gain, while not even the best available “experts” are
clairvoyant.

The single most quest1onab1e element in the proposals
is the new emphasis on “impact”. The proposed crite-
ria by which this is defined (Annex D) make it abun-
dantly clear that different academic subject areas will
be differentially picked out. Very few, if any, of the cri-
teria have any relevance to the humanities at all.

One welcome feature of the proposals is that
HEFCE has backed off from the generalized use of
metrics, although the remaining suggestions for their
use still look naive. The consultation document gives
no reason to think that its unidentified authors (by
implication the Council of HEFCE comprised of 13
persons from business and university administration,
none a practicing academic) have done any better in
establishing objective measures or assessment meth-
ods for impact. That is less surprising when it is noted
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that the current proposals have apparently been gen-
erated in a mere nine months, following the earlier
U-turn on metrics and steered by the forthright letter
from the Secretary of State (quoted above).

But the difficulty with impact is a fundamental one
within the crude scheme now proposed. This is evi-
dent with the strange plan to use selected case studies
as a key part of the impact assessment, without any
recognition of the ways in which such a method will
be wide open to manipulation. The authors appear
to remain unaware of the crucial warning enshrined
in Goodhart’s Law, which emphasizes that when a
measure becomes a target it ceases to be a good meas-
ure.

As the experience of the RAE has shown, these as-
sessment exercises are at high risk of generating un-
anticipated and damaging consequences; they lead to
game playing and force changes in research priorities.
In an age of generalised “grade inflation” academics
will in effect be forced to exaggerate their claims to
impact, subverting academic standards and even hon-
esty.

In terms of the quality of the arguments we are of-
fered, the REF consultation document does not itself
include any evidence as such to back up the new pro-
posals; the evidence and arguments are assumed to
have been dealt with by the expert groups preparing
the document, but the annexes are as sketchy on key
points as is the main text. It is striking just how brief
the descriptions of the principal innovations are, with
no more than a page and a half on “Research Environ-
ment”, for example.

The unnamed authors make it clear at several
points that the set of proposals are as yet incomplete;
work on them is still ongoing. Thus, if one looks (in
Annex B, listing background studies) for the evidence
on the origin and support for measures of “impact”
all one finds is:

“a report by Rand Europe, to be published shortly”, and
“a summary of discussion at aworkshop in July 20097,

The examples given are the obvious and apparently
straightforward ones, so none of the real difficulties
are confronted; to note these major unsolved prob-
lems, as the document sometimes does, amounts to
no more than an evasive tactic. The authors evidently
realized that they were in trouble where the humani-
ties were concerned, so included impact on “culture
and quality of life” in their lists, without any attempt
to show how they could be sensibly evaluated. Here
as elsewhere we are invited to buy a pig in a poke. At
the most bathetic, some marginal suggestions might
be thought to imply that historians or philosophers
will earn points for impact when they appear on tel-
evision.

Presumably HEFCE wishes to convince the aca-
demic community of the merits of the REF and to per-
suade it willingly to participate. This document is far
from offering a coherent, fully argued case of the sort
that academics expect in their own work; it is essen-
tially laying down one set of routines, without discuss-
ing any alternatives. Take it or leave it.
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APROPOSAL FOR A WAY FORWARD

An implicit argument may be detected within these
proposals, that the RAE gave exaggerated priority to
purely intellectual quality at the expense of valuable
applied research. In the absence of convincing evidence
it is hard to know if this belief could be justified. One
would certainly want to see a far stronger case made out
before accepting the need for a new assessment strategy
whose modalities are so unclear, and whose potential
effects are so extensive and unpredictable. Neverthe-
less it does seem reasonable that the REF should include
changes that ensure a proper valuation for applied work,
at a sensible level that would not cause major upheavals,
and whose efficacy could then be evaluated in the light
of experience.

The document does pay lip-service to the need to
reduce the complexity and cost of future assessment
exercises. However it is hard to see how the current pro-
posals would not be more expensive, whereas the simpler
scheme of the following kind would surely be cheaper.

Sensible additional incentives for applied research
could in fact be achieved by changing the scoring system
to make impact an elective rather than a compulsory el-
ement, a move that would have several major benefits.
Tt would greatly reduce the incentive for individuals and
departments to make forced arguments about impact,
allow it to be assessed in parallel with other merits, and
empower panels to use their judgement in a more flexible
way, as is already being proposed in the document for
the use of metrics by different panels. The task of assess-
ment would be reduced, so that it could be undertaken
on all submirted work that claimed impact, the only re-
motely fair method. Panels would have to make judge-
ments about the likely impact of the nominated inputs,
but this would still be much simpler than the elaborate
and unrealistic historical approach adopted in the con-
sultation document. Just as with the abandoned biblio-
metrics, the notion of a scheme that could weigh all these
complex matters adequately is a dangerous chimera,
which is bound to prove unworkable.

The scoring system could be adapted in a number of
ways, so the scheme proposed here 1s merely indicative,
and the values suggested could be changed. A bipartite

system would replace the tripartite one, with excellence
and research environment as the two components. This
would remove the overlap between impact and research
environment, but a more explicit element of impact
could be included under research environment, without
the need to specify percentages. A split between the two
elements of the order of 80/20 or 75/25 might seem ap-
propriate. All inputs would have the option to claim im-
pact as part of their excellence, and this would be graded
on the four-point scale proposed in the consultation doc-
ument. This score would then be used to moderate that
for purely intellectual quality, upwards only, to a maxi-
mum of two points. A 4 for impact would raise work
graded 2 to level 4, that graded 1 to level 3. In similar
fashion a 3 for impact would take a 3 up to 4, and raise
lower scores by 1, while a 2 for both impact and general
quality might require assessment to see if the combina-
tion merited an overall 3, or perhaps be awarded a 2A as
an intermediate grade below 3. Crucially, no input could
score more than 4, even if it achieved this on both sides.
A 2 for impact would stand as the final score even if the
quality assessment was lower. The alternative scheme
would achieve the objective of weighting the scoring to
include impact, without devaluing the very best ‘pure’
research, and would make the whole system far more
transparent and user-friendly. Most of the humanities,
and a good number of scientific departments, would
probably make very little use of the impact element, re-
moving a whole range of problems in the proposals as
they stand.

In an ideal world there might be many better ways of
arranging differential funding for universities, so here we
have simply tried to find a way to modify these propos-
als that would mitigate their most damaging features.
We certainly believe that this modified REF would go
quite far enough as a reworking for the next iteration of
research assessment. If however the government has al-
ready pre-judged the issue without waiting for the con-
sultation, as their latest pronouncement on university
functioning (Lord Mandelson’s “Higher Ambitions”,
published last week) strongly suggests, it would still be
possible to combine a similar optional marking for im-
pact with some other variant on the HEFCE proposals.

Not
the

Gagzette

NB The Oxford Magazine is not an official
publication of the University. It is a forum
for the free expression of opinion within the
University.
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Repairing the REF

SUSAN COOPER

THE government has launched a consultation! on its re-
vised proposals for the REF to replace the RAE. The pro-
posals leave some old problems unresolved and generate
new ones with perverse incentives and unintended con-
sequences. However it is not all bad and suitable modifi-
cation could turn the REF into an improvement.

Grades of Excellence

One of the old RAE problems that is simply copied over
into the REF is the grading scale (§41). While HEFCE
has tried to improve the definition of 4* to require the
“highest standards”, that is still a qualitative statement
which each panel will interpret differently. The distinc-
tion between 2* and 1* keeps its previous definition
based on ‘international’ vs. ‘national’ recognition. | have
no idea how this distinction is to be drawn. HEFCE’s in-
terpretation is paradoxical: in the 2008 RAE it gave no
funding to 1* research, defined as research quality that
is recognised nationally! A sound judgement of research
quality is independent of national boundaries and needs
to be on one (international) scale.

The 2008 RAE results showed wide variations in the
proportions of 4* and 3* between subjects. The funding
method then gave more funding to subjects whose pan-
els graded more generously?. The new definitions stick
to the futile goal of an absolute scale to evaluate whether
UK outputs in one subject deserve a higher 4* percent-
age than in another. A more reliable (and thus ultimately
fairer) solution is to set a maximum percentage that can
be graded as 4*, another maximum percentage for 4*
plus 3%, etc., and require each subject panel to obey these
limits.

Unit of Resource

On the teaching side, the government has for several
years attempted to maintain the ‘unit of resource’ ~ the
amount it pays towards teaching each undergradu-
ate student — by raising it annually with inflation (one
can argue about the appropriateness of the measure of
inflation used, but at least there was a nominal attempt
to maintain the value). On the research side this princi-
ple was abandoned already in 2001 when the increase in
highly-rated departments was not met by a correspond-
ing increase in funds. This could have been justified if it
were due to grade inflation, but this hypothesis was con-
tradicted by government claims that the RAE had driven
an increase in the quality of UK research. The erosion
was even greater in 2008, with some departments ris-
ing considerably in the rankings but seeing a decrease in
their funding.

It is currently impossible to define an appropriate
‘unit of resource’ for QR (quality related) funding be-
cause there is no clarity on what it is actually supposed
to fund. Previous to fEC grants, it seemed that QR paid
for the research part of academic salaries; infrastructure
needs simply went unmet. When fEC (full Economic
Costing) was originally introduced with Research
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Councils funding only 80%, QR was supposed to supply
the missing 20%. Academic research time? is now sup-
posed to be funded on fEC grants, but this works bet-
ter in some areas than in others. The limited Research
Council funding available for the humanities means fEC
grants can only cover a very small minority of academic
salaries. The Science and Technology Funding Council’s
severe funding problems have recently led it to decide to
fund a maximum of 16% of academic time, which is also
completely inadequate. Despite the resulting need for
QR to plug the gaps in funding for essentials, the govern-
ment apparently thinks it is for ‘something else’, as last
year universities were asked to report on what sorts of
new things QR funding had allowed them to do.

Without the principle of a constant unit of resource,
the RAE/REF leads to a Malthusian disaster. In the
run-up to an RAE/REF, each university sees that it is
much better off recruiting new academics before the cen-
sus date rather than afterwards, so there is an increase in
total numbers in a sort of ‘RAE fever’. By the time the
bad news about the decrease in per capita funding comes
through, there are only a few years left to decrease costs
as people retire before the next pandemic of RAE fever
comes around.

Adding to the problem is the government’s desire to
increase the numbers of undergraduates going to univer-
sity. Since a university is supposed to do research as well
as teaching, usually with academics doing both so that
students get the benefit of being taught by research-ac-
tive staff, this also pushes for an increase in researchers.

Lacking a principle of a unit of resource for research,
the government is free to ignore the resulting problems
and call on universities to make ‘efficiency gains’ and
other sacrifices until the whole system simply breaks.

Requiring Research Excellence AND Impact

In the meantime the economy has broken and the gov-
ernment wants universities to help fix it. Would the pro-
posed REF support or hinder this? The main change in
the new proposals is to add to the section evaluating re-
search excellence a new section evaluating ‘impact’. The
scores are to be combined so that a top ranking can only
be achieved by being excellent in both.

In the past the RAE has led to great prominence being
given to excellence in pure research, with applied re-
search being neglected. The solution is not to require
that everyone do both in order to be regarded as excel-
lent, but to give applied research an equal chance. Work
that is excellent when evaluated as pure OR applied re-
search should be rewarded, without requiring an AND.

The criteria discussed in §39 do allow an OR in
the evaluation of the ‘significance’ of a research out-
put, defined as “the capacity to make a difference ei-
ther through influence within the academic sphere, or
through actual or potential use beyond the academic
sphere, or both”. This broadening is to be welcomed, as
is the inclusion of ‘grey literature’ in §46. However these
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are both part of the evaluation of research outputs and
‘impact’ is to be evaluated separately, so instead of a true
OR we have something more complicated. The impres-
sion that ‘impact’ is creeping into everything and being
over-emphasised is causing a great deal of anxiety.

In principle separate profiles could allow separate re-
wards for research excellence and impact, but we all
know that great emphasis is put on the reputational re-
ward based on the combined score. This generates pres-
sure for every university to try to do everything rather
than to play to its strengths. Even worse, §72 says a
unit can only get the highest score for impact if it has
“achieved impact across the full range of activities and
contexts appropriate to its field of activity”. If we are
each required to do everything, we will do nothing well
and the effort will be inefficient. Government has said
that it wants to support diversity in HEI, but requiring
that a HEI excel in both initial research and application
in order to get a top overall grade perversely punishes di-
versity rather than supporting it.

Impact of What?

The path from initial research breakthrough to eventual
impact can be long and complicated. There is no reason
to assume the process is more efficient if the whole path
is travelled by people within the same institution. How-
ever the proposal (§68) does not allow an institution to
earn impact credit for research it has initially done but
which is exploited by another institution, nor appar-
ently for the reverse. The research which eventually has
the largest impact may take the longest to do so because
it requires a total paradigm shift and may be excluded
by the proposed 10-15 year window. These issues cause
perverse incentives against developing applications of
research initiated in another HEI, never mind in another
country, or long ago, and thus reduces the UK’s capacity
for gaining economic and other benefit from research
wherever, whenever and by whoever it was initially per-
formed. This problem would disappear if work to get
impact from research were allowed to gain credit on its
own merits.

A Positive View

While defending the value of pure research, we should
not be snobbish and claim it is the only thing of value.

Work in creating ‘impact’ of research, whether of one’s
own original research or that of others, deserves equal
prominence and reward in the REF. This can be achieved
by loosening up the definition of the outputs evaluated in
the main component of the REF to include applications
as well as original research*. The evaluation of research
outputs is already set up to allow a varying emphasis on
the ‘significance’ and a modest broadening of the defi-
nition of ‘significance’ can accommodate what is being
sought as ‘impact’. The key difference is that a given out-
put can be rated excellent for its value as pure research
OR for its significance OR for a combination of the two.
This allows each researcher, each research unit, and each
university to develop its own emphasis.

Such broadening of the criteria may not appear to be
in the immediate interests of Oxford, which benefits sig-
nificantly in its total QR funding from the ‘concentra-
tion’ aspect of RAEs previous to the 2008 one (which
was re-imposed somewhat on the 2008 RAE by the
STEM ring-fencing). However we must beware of trying
to defend a stance based on thin ice that is bound to melt
away under our feet anyway. It is better to promote a sys-
tem that tries to be fair to all and which would preserve
the recognition of the value pure research, only remov-
ing its exclusive right to such recognition.

A government that considers equal treatment of pure
research and impact not to be strong enough should
consider that historically the research with the greatest
impact was usually done out of pure curiosity and its im-
pactcame in ways not yet conceivable at the time.

1 The consultation document is on http:/www.befce.ac.uk/pubs/
befce/2009/09_38/. The § in this article refer to the numbered para-
graphs of that document. The submission deadline is 16 December
2009. Oxford’s Research Committee will be preparing the Univer-
sity’s response using inputs from the Divisions.

2 The resultant shift of funding away from the sciences would have
been so strong that the government decided to ‘ring fence’ science
funding. This counteracted the shift in a very coarse way but left
strong variations between different subjects on the same side of the
fence.

3The corresponding Estates and Indirect costs, proportional to the
academic’s FTE, also go on the grant and nearly double the total
amount.

4¢Case studies’ could be allowed as an optional type of research out-
put to increase the scope for submitting applications.
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“Impact” and the limits of storytelling

JOHN COLEMAN and GREG KOCHANSKI

IN two related changes, HEFCE (presumably at the be-
hest of H. M. Government) now requires us to tell stories
about the impact of our research. Since this past Spring,
all research council grant proposals are required to tell a
story about the impact the research will have, and now,
in the REF (“Research Excellence Framework™) con-
sultation, it is proposed that we will be required to tell
stories about the impact - the demonstrable “economic,
social, public policy, cultural or quality of life impacts” -
that our research has had outside academia.

So, let’s talk about storytelling. Any stories we tell
will be limited by the facts, but they will also be limited
by the necessity that they be believable. Logically, there
are four kinds of stories: false stories and true stories,
combined with stories that are believable and those that
arenot. Examples of all four sorts abound in history and
academia.

Quantum mechanics, for instance, is a true story that
is nearly unbelievable. We like to think that if an elec-
tron starts here and ends up there, it follows a certain
path and you can know where it is every step of the way.
It’s hard to imagine that electrons don’t work that way,
and it takes intensive training to get students to believe
what electrons actually do.

And there are stories that are false but that virtually
everyone believes at first. In linguistics tutorials, we see
students come in with certain pop-linguistic ideas that
are hard to eradicate. There’s a widespread belief that
when we listen to speech, break it down into a string
of discrete phonemes (consonants and vowels), and
then clump those together into words, which enables
us to look up their meaning in our mental dictionaries.
There’s the belief that there are separate little modules
in the brain: one for phonetics, one for grammar, one for
meaning, and so on.

So too with impact stories. For research proposals,
believabilitv will be the dominant effect because there
are no hard facts. Proposals must contain a story about
impact in the more-or-less unknown future (this will be
a mixture of hope, guess, and fiction). Looking forward,
it may not be possible to plausibly and honestly predict
the direct impact or public benefit. And even for the ret-
rospective case studies that would be required for the
REF, believability would still be at least as important as
facts. The full story of how any research project affects
society is complex and filled with detail; many history
books (with competing viewpoints and conclusions) are
written about some discoveries. Yet, for the purpose of
the REF, it must be condensed to a few paragraphs, and
the condensation will be governed by believability.

So, what stories do people tell and believe? Simple,
linear stories without too many steps. We like stories
where each cause has one effect and each effect has one
cause. We like stories with a single inventor, hero, or vil-
lain. For instance, when we think about one output of
“research and development” - Microsoft Windows - we
may think of Bill Gates as the cause, even though a little
arithmetic makes it obvious that he couldn’t have writ-
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ten all the code by himself. (Nor, in fact, did he even have
time to personally hire all the programmers.) In reality,
Microsoft Windows has a large number of direct causes,
each of whom was influenced by books they had read,
courses they took, e-mails they received, and conversa-
tions they had in hallways. There is a backwards-spread-
ing tree of causality behind Windows, much like the tree
of your ancestors.

But, suppose you wrote a book on programming in
1988. Would you dare write in your impact statement
that you helped make Microsoft Windows? Would any-
one take it seriously if you did? Of course not. But, with-
out question, some academic’s research helped Mzcrosoft
engineers make the design decisions that were critical to
Windows’success. The trouble with REF is that any spe-
cific story you could tell would (with 99.9% probability)
be wrong in detail, and therefore hard for the referees to
believe, even though impact happened. Windows would
certainly have been different had no books on computer
science ever been written.

Predicting impact - predicting anything — may be im-
possible if human society is chaotic. Any small change
might grow and eventually lead to a society that would
be completely different in detail (though perhaps simi-
lar in certain overall properties). A good analogy is the
weather, where the flap of a butterfly’s wings will (in
a matter of weeks) rearrange the pattern of thunder-
storms. Chaos often happens in a system with lots of
components and complicated interactions, and society
can reasonably be described that way. If society is cha-
otic, the only kind of impact you could honestly measure
would be immediate impact. If you were to tollow the
chain of cause and effect more than a few steps, it would
be overwhelmed by the effects of flapping butterflies.
But, whether or not society is really chaotic, we tell (and
believe) stories as if it is 720¢.

Overall, research certainly has a strong impact on so-
ciety: many aspects of modern society can be traced back
to someone’s research, and many improvements were
inspired by research. But, telling a specific, convincing
story is hard because only certain types of true stories
are convincing. Because of this, impact statements are
an untrustworthy tool.

Even in hard sciences that we think of as being fairly
close to market, it was or would have been impossible to
believably predict the real impact of such developments
as steam engines (which plausibly led to the spread then
demise of canals), techniques for growing single crys-
tals (which led to microelectronics), the computer (“The
Final Question” [1956] by Isaac Asimov shows how
inaccurately the future of computers was predicted),
white-light holograms (now most frequently found in
gift-wrapping paper and on credit cards), speech codec
chips (mostly found in talking birthday cards and mo-
bile phones), lasers (ubiquitous in CD and DVD players)
and so on.

How much more difficult it is, then, to tell a story
about the wider public impact of history research. And
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yet, Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(1776) woke echoes in 2008, during the credit crunch,
when the “decline and fall of the American empire” was
the subject of hundreds of blogs. Are they part of Gib-
bon’s impact? And there are also the butterflies in our
culture: nihilism, counterpoint, and Abkhazian syl-
lable structure. They form part of the rich dynamic of
our culture, but what is the impact of a butterfly on the
weather? We do not know how (or if) the world would
be different had these things been thought of differently;
but it is hubris to say that they have no effect just because
we cannot draw the path.

Telling plausible stories about impact is somewhere
between impossible and damaging. The resultant sto-
ries will be written to be believed, and reviewers will be
continually on the fork between unpalatable mixtures of
guesswork and optimism. The stories will have as much
in common with fairy tales as with scholarship or sci-
ence. Forcing researchers to tell such tales as part of their
work should be vigorously resisted: it will not lead to the

wise expenditure of public money, and teaching us to lie
is hardly good policy.

We offer as exercises for the reader:

1) Produce the impact statement that would be part of
a proposal to write the Communist Manifesto (Marx
and Engels, 1848).

2) Produce the 1968 version of the retrospective im-
pact statement.

3) Pretend to be a reviewer back in 1847: comment on

both (1) and (2).

4) Draft impact statements (according to your per-
sonal taste) for Gilbert White’s Natural History of
Selborne, Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Free-
dom, or Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch.

The View from beyond Russell Square

P

ROB CUTHBERT

In Victorian times, before the Football Association came
together in 1863 to agree on a common set of laws of the
game, it was necessary before any fixture for the teams
to agree on which laws they would use for the game. In
21% century higher education there are echoes of this
gentlemanly chaos in the discussions about research as-
sessment. But it is to be hoped that this time the rules will
not ultimately be decided, as they were then, in a private
meeting of public school men from the leading clubs, me-
diated by Oxbridge!.

Research assessment is always accident-prone, be-
cause of researchers’ overdeveloped tendency to analyse
and proselytise about methods and their consequences.
The iniquities of the audit culture? are well-known, but
research assessment compounds the problem, in the
way it brings out narrow self-interest in so many people,
departments and whole institutions. There are many
claimants to the moral high ground, but too often they
see no further than their own patch.

Across the whole of higher education, research as-
sessment is repeatedly misused for purposes beyond its
stated aim~-which is to assess research quality in units
of assessment to help inform decisions about research
funding. However, research assessment has a major in-
fluence not only on the units of assessment, but also on
individual academic careers and on institutional repu-
tations, and it may be mobilised to justify the closure of
teaching as well as research in some departments.

Since this broader use is inevitable, the architects of
any new research assessment process must have an eye to
its broad impact, not just its narrow fitness for purpose.
The proposed Research Excellence Framework will have
significant effects beyond the so-called ‘research-inten-

* The Russell Group is an association of 20 major research-inten-
sive universities in the UK, formed in 1994 at a meeting convened
in Russell Square, London. bitp:/fwww.russellgroup.ac.uk/
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sive’ universities, indeed, beyond higher education insti-
tutions altogether. And it will have significant effects on
the whole of academic practice—teaching, research, and
public service—not just research. We should consider its
effects in these terms, and to do so we need to examine
our assumptions about higher education and universi-
ties, and about teaching, research and the relationships
between them.

Theideal of higher education

Higher education now extends far beyond the kind of
universities that once made up most of the sector. The
1963 Robbins Report shaped how we think about higher
education, defining the purposes of higher education in
such memorable terms that we still take it as the classic
statement: “the development of the general powers of
the mind”, and so on. But Robbins’ idea of the univer-
sity corresponded to an age when universities catered for
less than 10% of the population. Thatidea of the univer-
sity had evolved from the Humboldtian idea of academic
freedom realised in 19 century Germany, mediated by
Newman, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Robbins and oth-
ers, and modified by mid-to-late 20th century liberal
democracy. Martin Trow?, its principal exponent in the
1960s and 1970s, drew on the Humboldtian ideal not
only in terms of academic freedom but also in terms of
the research-teaching-scholarship (R-T-S) nexus as the
defining characteristic of the university. Trow’s expres-
sion of that idea, and his model of higher education pro-
gression from elite through mass to universal provision,
was so beguilingly plausible that we uncritically swal-
lowed a narrow idea of the RTS nexus, which has domi-
nated policy thinking ever since.

But mass higher education does not mean more of the
same. A system that in the mid 20 century catered for
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less than 5% of the rising generation now accommo-
dates almost 50%, with new demographic diversity, new
kinds of preparation for admission, and an explosion
of new subjects to study. There are now more HE stu-
dents in FE colleges than there were in the whole of the
university sector in the 1950s. There are more and more
private providers of HE, some even allowed a university
title. Globalisation has created new collaborators, new
competitors and new opportunities. To comprehend this
variety we need to change how we think about higher
education.

1970s and 1980s HE policy was dominated by binary
thinking. The polytechnics had grown from a different
vocational applied tradition of higher education and
were funded for teaching but not for research. The fund-
ing regime allowed the polytechnics to expand freely in
response to student demand, and they became the larg-
est part of the sector in terms of undergraduate student
enrolment. Controlling the cost of local authority higher
education became a major policy issue, but expanding
the polytechnics was comparatively cheap because their
level of funding per student, the so-called ‘unit of re-
source’, was much lower. The University Grants Com-
mittee, which tried and failed in 1981 to hold a line on
universities” higher unit of resource, was politically em-
barrassed* into disaggregating universities’ funding,
declaring that the cost of teaching a student was mar-
ginally lower in universities than in polytechnics, with
the rest of the university unit of resource being spent on
research~thus quantifying the original QR pot. Pres-
sure for greater accountability for that QR spending led
directly to the RAE and the creation of separate funding
streams for teaching and research.

This separation was taken for granted as the natural
order of things when the binary policy ended: the poly-
technics gained university title, and there were uni-
fied Higher Education Funding ‘Councils for England,
Scotland and Wales. Binarism lived on with two main
streams of funding, T and QR, preserving dual floor
funding for those universities which would soon be call-
ing themselves the ‘research-intensives’.

The dominant idea of the RTS nexus and its conse-
quence, the idea of the university as a site for the nexus,
means that for the last 20 years policy-makers and man-
agers have been obsessed either with how the post-1992
universities can get more money for research, or how to
stop them getting more money for research and get them
to concentrate on something else. After each research
assessment exercise the funding council modelled fund-
ing formulae until it could create the even steeper hier-
archy of funding demanded by Government. In each
case—until 2008-the funding council injected new
money into the pot to protect the best-funded. But with
no new money after RAE 20085, the consequence of
identifying excellent research in all kinds of places was
for the first time a small net transfer of funds to those
places—and disproportionate squeals of protest from
the pre-1992 universities which had lost a small per-
centage of their total QR funding to upstart ‘islands of
excellence’ beyond the research-intensive pale. This is
tendentiously labelled ‘leakage’ by those who believe,
like Michael Arthur, chair of the Russell Group, that a
limited number (Arthur puts it at 25-30) of universities
should forever be protected as the guardians of world-
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class research for the sake of our economic competitive-
ness®.

This is of course an elitist view, but there is nothing
wrong with elitism in principle. Indeed, the academy de-
pends on it, in the sense of encouraging the survival of
the fittest ideas, and their eternal openness to new chal-
lenge. But the kind of elitism espoused by critics of re-
search assessment and its consequences too often slides
over from worthy academic elitism into snobbery and
mere protection of the status quo. The stakes, of course,
are high. Not so much for Oxbridge and the golden tri-
angle, who may have their attention diverted but will not
have their existence and reputation threatened by such
ephemeral trivialities as research assessment exercises.
But the other research-intensive universities have more
to lose: they fear relegation from the premier league of
research-intensive universities. And like the beneticiar-
ies of other English premier leagues, they marshal argu-
ments in favour of the status quo.

Rugby Union has a persistently strong lobby to abolish
promotion and relegation from the Premiership—which
of course is always said to be for the good of the game at
the highest level, and to preserve national competitive-
ness. In football, the Premier League clubs find the no-
relegation argument attractive, but settle for fixing the
funding regime so that the top clubs get the lion’s share
of television money and exposure, are able to attract dis-
proportionate shares of new talent, and are cushioned at
the point of failure with ‘parachute payments’ to support
their return to the top league as soon as possible.

In higher education, the Russell Group continues to
argue for no promotion or relegation, which is always
said to be for the good of the science base and to pre-
serve national competitiveness. Failing that, they seek
to fix the funding regime so that the top universities get
the lion’s share of research money and exposure, are able
to attract disproportionate shares of new talent, and are
cushioned at the point of failure with parachute pay-
ments (whether in QR, or in ‘moderation’ funds) which
reflect nothing but the fact that they used to perform at
premier league level, but their form has dipped.

Analogies with the US are often cited. But in US HE
there is a greater variety of institutional types, and there
is greater upward and downward reputational mobility
for institutions, even if the top two or three are never in
doubt. And in American football, as in almost all sports,
the funding and talent regimes are designed to promote
greater competition, by steering new talent to the teams
least successful in the previous season. The rhetoric of
competition is embodied in how the system works. In
English HE, universities preach the rhetoric of competi-
tion but seek a funding regime which denies it. Ameri-
cans preserve competition, the English preserve the
status quo.

Research and /or teaching

The self-interestedness of the argument is obscured by
an unduly narrow view of the ways in which research,
teaching and scholarship may fruitfully interact. The
theology of the R-T-S nexus has fuelled an endless search
for evidence to justify the belief that research and teach-
ing must be linked for high quality higher education to
be possible. In a broad sense this is inevitably true, but
that broad truth does not mean that the 19t century ver-
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sion of the R-T-S nexus must be reproduced in every unit,
every department, every faculty, every institution where
there is teaching, research or other forms of academic
practice. The macro-nexus is essential; the micro-nexus,
especially in the internet age, is not. On the contrary,
good research can be done where there is no teaching,
and good teaching can go on where there is no research.
We need to find a better way of capturing the pluralism
of institutions in a 21% century mass higher education
system, one which allows that there may be many differ-
ent ways and many different contexts in which research,
teaching and scholarship can interact.

Let us start with some research evidence. At the same
conference where the Russell Group chair delivered
his broadside in favour of the top 25-30 institutions,
Jonathan Adams of Evidence UK, a leading analyst of
UK research performance in global context, presented
evidence that there is indeed a ‘super elite’ in UK HE.
Adams showed that the global prominence of UK re-
search is significantly due to a small proportion of work
which is ‘super-cited’. This ‘very concentrated peak of
exceptional excellence’ is significantly located in just
five universities—Oxbridge, UCL, Imperial and the
LSE-a statistically significant golden triangle. Beyond
that golden triangle, 4* excellence truly is widely dis-
persed and not confined to a premier league of 25 or 30
institutions; for example, the 1994 Group of universities
slightly outperforms the Russell Group once the golden
triangle five are removed.

And this research has developed despite funding re-
gimes which strongly steered research funding towards
that top 25. For competitiveness or value for money,
investing QR outside the top 25 delivers much greater
returns. The Russell and 1994 Groups make much of
statistics about proportions of academic staff submitted
in the RAE, but this is neatly sidelined by the REF pro-
posals, which allow for the publication of such statistics
but deny them a place in the assessment process. This is
surely correct. To do otherwise would be rather like de-
nying Italy a place in Rugby’s Six Nations Champion-
ship because so few of its citizens play the game. There
was of course an excellent heritage for the preceding Five
Nations (and before that the four nations of the UK}, but
the authorities sensibly perceived that openness to new
entrants would be good for the game as a whole. And
just as in the RAE, new entrants soon adjust to the point
where they start beating some of the old competitors.

Does this mean that we should encourage all universi-
ties to become more like the once-successful research-in-
tensive universities? Of course not, because there is more
than one game to be played. Higher education is about
world-class research, but it is also about public service,
knowledge exchange and most of all about teaching half
the population. A latter day Robbins would no doubt
speak of higher education’s role not in terms of ‘main-
taining a common culture’, but rather in supporting the
continuing regeneration and transformation of our cul-
ture. Higher education is for citizenship, and we should
not restrict its scope to a few universities of a particular
kind. We should abandon the social elitism inherent in
binary thinking. There is a wide range of relationships
between teaching and research in different kinds of uni-
versity, and there are higher education contexts, like
private providers, research laboratories and FE colleges,
where the research-teaching nexus idea breaks down
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completely. The terms of the argument were and are too
narrow.

There is of course a hierarchy of esteem, in which re-
search-intensive universities are and perhaps will always
be at the top. Nevertheless, not all universities want to
be narrowly research-intensive, and not all university
academics want to work in a research-intensive univer-
sity. Research, teaching and scholarship are important
for any academic. Across different HE contexts, the psy-
chological contract between the academic and the insti-
tution usually depends on some self-determination in
terms of work patterns, a freedom to think and speak,
and a freedom to pursue research as well as an obligation
to maintain scholarship. Our perspective should respect
those academic preferences, but recognise that they need
not take only one historically-favoured form. They need
not imply exactly the same kind of academic freedom in
every context. But, if we believe that research and teach-
ing must be connected for the health of both, then we
should not define a small minority of HE contexts as the
only places to be funded for ‘proper research’. If we do
that, we label the vast majority of institutions, with the
vast majority of students, as inferior places®. The mar-
ket will of course always do that, but that is no reason to
legislate for concreting over the shifting sands of institu-
tional performance and reputation.

We should instead welcome the diversity of the Eng-
lish HE system, and the fact that it can contain such a
variety of institutional types, each capable of perform-
ing in its chosen areas of practice at the highest level. We
should look for HE policies which seek to protect the
world-class nature of the whole higher education sectoz,
emphasising collaboration and mobility between catego-
ries rather than encouraging universities to rush for the
‘mission group’ lifeboats while the mother ship found-
ers. That means recognising that there is more than one
model for academic excellence as a university. Not all ex-
cellent universities embody the 19t century R-T-S nexus;
not all excellent universities are research-intensive; not
all excellent higher education goes on in universities. We
need to find a better way of thinking about higher educa-
tion.

Rediscovering academic freedom

The core problem is the fragmentation of our perspec-
tive. One of the lesser-known founders of the Lon-
don School of Economics, Halford Mackinder said:
“Knowledge is one. Its division into subjects is a conces-
sion to human weakness.” Our knowledge of academic
practice should be one. We have made concessions to
academic weakness long enough. We have to stop think-
ing about teaching and research separately, and recre-
ate a unified idea of academic practice. And we can do
it by going back to Humboldt’s better idea, the idea of
academic freedom, in its full Humboldtian sense as ap-
plying equally to teachlng, research and other forms of
academic practice.

There are asymmetries in how we see teaching and re-
search. Teaching, however inspirational, does nothing
for your academic reputation, but research brings fame
and fortune. This is why the hierarchy of esteem inevi-
tably favours the research-dominated institutions. The
asymmetry is a problem for any higher education insti-
tution and any higher education system. In Britain we
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have made it worse by separating the funding streams
for teaching and research. That makes the reputational
hierarchies steeper, it intensifies inter-institutional com-
petition for resources, and it encourages academics and
universities to fall into the trap of seeing teaching and re-
search in competition with one another, instead of being
interwovern.

The key to improving and changing our world view
is academic freedom, for research and for teaching. The
Humboldtian ideal was what John Searle in the 1960s
called a “special theory’ of academic freedom’, some-
thing which claimed special privileges for the academy
in a repressive society. Searle said that with the spread of
more liberal democratic regimes the special theory gave
way to a ‘general theory’ of academic freedom, in which
the freedom necessary for academic enquiry becomes
less distinguishable from the general societal freedom of
expression.

This makes the distinctiveness of the university, as
a context for understanding the world, harder to pin
down. But in the 21 century we have Western Govern-
ments introducing identity cards, imprisoning people for
years without charge, restricting civil liberties, and in-
creasing surveillance of innocent citizens. We have com-
mercial companies expanding theirintellectual property,
claiming even the human genome. We have 24/7 media
intrusion into our public and private lives. And we have
the Internet, recording everything and making it acces-
sible. It is becoming much easier to see some differences
between the classic freedom of academic enquiry and the
modernised version of democratic liberty.

We need to reconsider the merits of the idea of aca-
demic freedom as a special liberty, to be exercised only
by those who can show a purpose which requires it. And
perhaps that academic freedom should then be exer-
cised only in defined contexts—which might for exam-
ple mean contexts which are in effect licensed as sites
for teaching or research by universities, or by academics
acting freely as curriculum designers, editors and confer-
ence organisers. And if we think of academic freedom in
this way we can begin to reshape higher education—not
by shoring up the shaky edifice of the research-teaching-
scholarship nexus, but by once again defining contexts
in society which distinctively and disinterestedly pursue
or promote understanding, and claim the intellectual
freedom needed in that context to promote that under-
standing.

We need to work on the idea of academic freedom, to
understand its dimensions and its range. We are nowa-
days so illiterate in terms of academic freedom that some
academics think they have a right to make controversial
statements on anything, whether or not it falls within
their field of expertise. There are others who think they
can censor research and comment just because they find
it objectionable or politically incorrect, even though it is
legal. And then there are those who mistakenly conflate
institutional autonomy and academic freedom. I suggest
we start by thinking of academic freedom as that scope
which an individual academic needs to maintain his/
her academic practice with integrity, while institutional
autonomy is the scope an institution needs to enable its
academics to practise with integrity within their sphere
of activity. But those ideas can no longer be contained
within von Humboldt’s conceptions. We need a 21 cen-
tury idea of academic freedom and we need new ways
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of seeing the higher education world. T suggest we focus
on the interplay between academic purposes, academic
freedoms and academic contexts.

Narrow purposes might require only narrow freedom.
In a commercial context where the purpose is high-level
professional training, academics might require only the
freedom to draw on the results of other people’s research
to instruct trainees in developing work-related skills.
In a commercial context such as an industrial research
laboratory, where the purpose is commercial problem-
solving or new product development, the freedom to
conduct applied research and development means closer
working relationships and exchange between university
and industry academics, with correspondingly greater
freedoms for the commercial researchers.

In a further education college the broader purpose of
education for individual development calls for the free-
dom for teachers to express controversial opinions with-
out fear of retribution. And in a university dedicated to
expanding our understanding of the world, which does
all kinds of research as well as teaching, we can still lay
claim to the widest kind of academic freedom, to teach,
research and publish in a spirit of relatively untram-
melled intellectual enquiry.

This is simply a sketch of the ways in which we might
begin to ‘calibrate’ academic freedom. Perhaps Terrence
Karran’s careful typology of academic freedom in Eu-
rope'® can help to put flesh on the bones of the argument,
but that would be another article.

If we do not pay close attention to the nature of ac-
ademic freedom and its contingent justifications, we
might damage what is most important for higher edu-
cation. We need to recognise that there may be good
teaching and good research in a wide range of both
commercial and public higher education contexts, but
the precise nature of the academic freedom needed to
protect the integrity of academic practice will vary with
context and purpose.

If we care about teaching, research and scholarship,
and we want to respect and defend all the places where
good research and teaching go on, we need to change our
understanding of the academic world. We can use the
concepts of academic freedom, academic purpose, and
academic context to reunify academic practice without
homogenising it.

We need to abandon the idea of the (micro) research-
teaching-scholarship nexus as the organising idea in how
we think about higher education. We need to abandon
the idea of the university as the only legitimate context
for higher education. We need to adopt an idea of higher
education which recognises the necessity of academic
freedom, but qualifies the extent of academic freedom
according to purpose and context.

Let me illustrate what that different way of thinking
about higher education might mean.

HEFCE should not try to micromanage university
strategy. From our present perspective, diversity of mis-
sion degenerates into all aspiring to go up the league ta-
bles by being more like the universities at the top—the
ones which appear most fully to embody the research-
teaching-scholarship nexus ideal. And as long as there
are separate T, R and third stream funding streams in
their present proportions, this will not change. HEFCE
should fund institutions by mission, the way merchant
banks finance companies in which they invest. There is
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ample room for accountability and inter-university com-
parison against a range of criteria, but we should not
start from a formula which breaks funds down into T
and R. We need more of what John Bevan at NAB used
to call the ‘judgmental overlay’—the accountable exer-
cise of administrative discretion—and less of the formu-
la-driven ‘performance management’ which actually
drives down performance levels.

Government could tune policy more directly to an
idea of institutional mission which does not reinforce the
teaching-must-be-done-alongside-research  tendency.
This is a perfect fit with the Leitch agenda, but the price
for Government is the granting of academic freedom in
a whole range of contexts which currently are beyond it,
in particular the workplace. From this perspective giv-
ing Foundation Degree awarding powers to FE colleges
was probably the right thing to do, albeit done probably
for the wrong reasons. Another example: in pursuing
wider participation, rather than requiring every univer-
sity to make a pro rata contribution and obsessing about
working class students in the Russell Group, Govern-
ment could take a Popperian view of social inclusion
and define it as a problem for universities collectively to
solve, by working together. That would encourage us to
think about how to promote social inclusion through
the whole range of academic practice, not just teaching,
but also research, knowledge exchange and public serv-
ice. That way we might be able to shift attention away
from the exceptionally-qualified 3000 state school and
FE college students who don’t get into the Russell group,
and onto the well-qualified many hundred thousand
who do get a good higher education, but not in those uni-
versities. And it would keep the reputational hierarchy
more fluid and dynamic.

QAA should rewrite its codes of practice to reflect
the range of degrees of academic freedom that might be
appropriate in different contexts and for different pur-
poses. The audit question should become: is this good
enough in this context, for this purpose? Not: is this
sufficiently like the mythical ideal gold standard course
found in the research-teaching-scholarship nexus?
Even better, codes of practice could be rewritten on the
basis that we can trust most people, most of the time,
to do things right and to do them well enough, and so
we should focus our efforts on identifying and address-
ing the minority where this is not the case. However aca-
demics and institutions might themselves not be ready
to accept the consequences—which would be a return to
a focus on quality itself, not quality systems, and the ro-
bust prosecution and punishment of cases of failure. If
we could live with that then the QA A might indeed be-
come more like a support service for quality enhance-
ment, and less like an enforcement agency.

Higher education providers, universities and others,
need to be more subversive and more assertive in pro-
tecting their definition of academic practice, against the
reductionist pressures of Government and its agencies.
To give a small example, as a Deputy Vice-Chancellor
I was required to complete an annual HEFCE return
which asked how much my university spent on widen-
ing participation. I got into the habit of giving an answer
equal to the University’s entire budget, since I declined to
accept that our spending was or could be fragmented in
the way the question presumed.
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And most importantly academics need to face up to
the consequences of their own rigid thinking, and change
their ways. We need to pay less attention to our freedom
to research and publish, and much more attention to
how we use our academic freedom in teaching and in
knowledge exchange, and whether there is enough of the
right kind of freedom in all the contexts where academic
work is done. We need to switch our research attention
away from research-teaching linkages and towards de-
veloping a new idea of academic freedom, calibrated for
context and purpose, to take the place in our minds of
the idea of the research-teaching-scholarship nexus.

Reframing the Research Excellence Framework

If we could do all that, what kind of research assessment
would we need? In traditional terms, discussion about
the REF collapses into factional squabbles about who
wins and who loses, or petitioners claiming that ‘impact’
and the REF will kill the spirit of inquiry, bringing about
the end of higher education civilisation as we know it.
While those things need to be heeded, the most impor-
tant consideration is the health of the higher education
system as a whole. It is time to move beyond 1984 policy
thinking: it is unhelpful either to assert ‘research-inten-
sive good, teaching-intensive bad’, or to say that all uni-
versities are equal, but some are more equal than others.
Government will not and cannot be expected to pay for
everything. But we can at least try to ensure that Gov-
ernment does not unnecessarily inhibit public choices
for HE by inventing a formally stratified HE system,
with unfortunate financial, academic and social conse-
quences.

Universities and other providers of higher educa-
tion will develop their own mix of teaching, research,
knowledge exchange and public service in different and
perhaps distinctive ways. The assessment and fund-
ing regimes should encourage diversity and competi-
tion, rather than close it down. Formal stratification of
the sector, as proposed by Michael Arthur, should be
resisted. In battles about the REF we should keep our
sense of perspective and aim to win the war for higher
education as a whole. The strategic objective in the forth-
coming battles about research assessment, higher under-
graduate student fees and public spending cuts should be
to win back, if possible, some greater degree of auton-
omy for institutions and freedom for academics—a ‘trust
dividend’ as the quid pro quo for the cuts which must
inevitably follow the Government’s rescue of the finan-
cial system. Perhaps we could even make a move towards
more peer review as part of the process which decides
how institutions are funded — Government might not re-
tain quangoes like HEFCE. Reductionist target-driven
performance management diminishes higher educa-
tion’s contribution not only to economic prosperity, but
also to society, culture and human understanding.

‘Impact’ in research assessment has many dimen-
sions and many implications. As Bahram Bekhradnia
argues'!, the whole point of every research assessment
exercise has been to evaluate the impact of research in
academic terms. We should not let the argument de-
scend to a yes/no squabble about whether ‘impact meas-
ures’ are a good thing. A new Government might decide
to drop the kind of approach currently proposed in the
REF consultation, and HEFCE has, as William Cullerne
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Brown points out'?, cleverly designed the impact propos-
als to facilitate their later removal if required.

We should use the REF debate to remind policy-
makers about the impacts not only of research, but also
of teaching and other academic practice. Bekhradnia
rightly argues that the RAE is a more efficient way of as-
sessing research quality than, in particular, the way re-
search councils assess grant proposals. But the negative
effects of the audit culture carry their own significant
costs, and we must develop the argument that excessive
surveillance can make ‘performance management’ fail
in its own terms, by actually driving down the overall
level of performance.

There may be a limit to our influence on broad-brush
Government policy. So we should try harder to improve
how higher education sector is managed and led”. There
are many steps on the ‘implementation staircase’* and
we should be using the discretion available at every step,
to improve the academic and institutional impact of
higher-level policy decisions, and to protect the diversity
of the system as a whole.

There is more than one game in higher education.
Some universities are like golf clubs. They attract mem-
bers by providing exclusive facilities and social prestige,
and they impose high entry qualifications and checks.
They retain members because members don’t want to
lose their privileges. Other universities are more like
football clubs. They have a loyal local following. Even
though the supporters know that their club may never
be in the Premier League, the club retains its members
because they love the game and they feel an identity, loy-
alty and pride bound up with their club being part of the
local community.

There is more than one game at stake in our discus-
sions about the REF. A change in the offside laws affects
how football is played not only in the Premier League
and Championship, but also in the Blue Square Premier,
and even in the local park. A change in research assess-
ment methods has an impact on teaching as well as re-
search, and an impact on every place where academic
work goes on. Impact matters, but it matters far beyond
research. Everyone in higher education has a stake in
how research assessment works. If we fail to recognise
that, we might end up appealing against a foul REF. It is
to be hoped that the rules will not ultimately be decided
in a private meeting of public school men from the lead-
ing clubs, mediated by Oxbridge.
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Impact-driven D Phils

Sir — 1 wonder how many of those con-
cerned about REF are also keeping a
weather eye on the discussion about the
future of doctorates? It is surely important
to remember that freedom for research stu-
dents matters as much as that of academics
engaged in research. Universities UK com-
missioned ‘research’ from Vitae,'one of the
numerous consultant ‘organisations’ now
offering higher education their support and
guidance. Their report may now be read on
the UUK website.? It has a good deal to say
about taught doctorates and professional
doctorates and other current trends, and it
is aligned with the notion that the pursuit
of truth ought to have a measurable com-
mercial impact.

When the report was presented at the
House of Commons on 29 October, UUK’s
new President told an audience of Vice-
Chancellors and MPs that:

“We need to promote the attractiveness of the
UK PhD to employers, as well as students. We
alsoneed to domoreto encouragemobility be-
tween academia and business, and vice versa.
Transferable employability skills for PhD
graduates, allowing them to work effectively
within industry as well as academia, are criti-
cal.”?

Business-facing research is the future,
then, and not only for academics.
Ubttp:/fuwww.vitae.ac.uk/
2hitp://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Publica-
tions/Documents/research_report_doctor-
ate.pdf
*hitp:/fwww.vitae.ac.uk/policy-prac-
tice/375-165451/President-of-UUK-bigh-
lights-doctoral-employability-as-key-prior-
ity-for-postgraduate-review-.himl.

Yourssincerely
G.R Evans
Oxford and Cambridge

Lost Apostrophes
Sir— Preferably not!
Yours sincerely
JOHN DE’ATH
Jesus College

A Photograph of the

Czar

Faces against the snow,
years ago:

aman, his daughter and son
and Prince Nikita.

The shy child is cheerful;
The girl and the Prince,
watching from careful eyes,
know they have lives to spend.
The Czaris relaxed, likeable,
holding a spade.

His life is paid for.

They’ve been playing a game.

Ebb Tide

The sea is rinsing the stones at the tide’s

Edge, dragging them back and forth and dropping
hem again twice a day, so that each stirring

Smoothes their corners more and bares their bright veins

Twisted before the birds’ shrewd berry eyes.

The regularity of this recurring

A clock moon-wound to infinity, soothing

As an opiate will soon tranquillise.

Erase the strain from deadline-haunted faces

And ease the hurried tapping keyboard hand,

Until illimitable motion traces

An undulating screen across the mind

And susurration of the waves replaces

All stridence, as the sea ebbs from the sand.

The Czarevitch has snow on his knees;

Tatiana’s tailored skirt

is whitened; three guards
of the revolution,

not quite at ease,

stand against the forest.
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