Response by the AUPHF to the AHRC’s proposed new system of postgraduate funding, October 2006
The following response of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French was made following the consultation of the membership of the AUPHF and its Executive Committee. For details of the AHRC proposals, please see the report of the AHRC working group on postgraduate funding at http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/ahrb/website/images/4_98561.pdf
1. How would a BGP (Block Grant Proposal) bid be formulated in institutions supporting your subject area?

	It is difficult to comment given the lack of detail given in the proposals. The main fear most of our and other associations have is of the effect of the proposals on small institutions and subjects, particularly in the Arts and Humanities (A and H). How would such a scheme be part of a national scheme (in particular in terms of an overall view and the relationship between the research councils), and, operationally, how would it work inside the institution in both a meritocratic and fair way to the advantage of A and H scholarship?


2. Does your subject area have an existing strategy for postgraduate research and training in the arts and humanities that they could contribute to a bid for BGP funding?

	In most institutions French studies has addressed the strategic issue of postgraduate research training by sharing in wider A and H research training programmes. As regards targeted, pre-identified disciplines or areas within a discipline, most A and H subjects must bear in mind and be responsive to individual excellence in minority research areas. How this need can ‘contribute’ to a bid remains problematic without further information and consultation. One of the dangers of such a development would be the ruling out of PhD funding in certain areas.


3. Would it be more helpful for institutions to bid for a sum of funding to be translated into specified award numbers, or to bid for a number of awards at a fixed unit cost?

	The essential drivers of the awarding of funding should be the awarding of funding to the most meritorious candidates, transparency and system flexibility. The current system is rigorous, accountable and arguably transparent. Giving decision-making in this area to senior management inside institutions would compromise the system. Fields of research cannot be exhaustively predicted or prescribed. There is already within the current system procedures for capacity building and ring fencing where appropriate.


4. What would be the advantages for your subject area of applying for up to 5 years’ funding (as compared to the current annual competition system)?

	Five-year schemes would create major difficulties within the funding system. Movement of staff between institutions would complicate the system, and more particularly the screening out of many institutions from competition over long periods of time, and probably definitively, would be the result. Is this the intention? Would such a system reward the best candidates?


5. Would the BGP work more effectively if some flexibility were allowed to institutions once awarded?  What would be the extent of any changes institutions might wish to make to the proposed distribution of awards?

	See answer to q.3. The ‘internecine warfare’ potential within institutions and their departments should not be encouraged; collaboration within and between institutions should. There should be a national overview that can only take place outside, and above, institutions.


6. Do you foresee any issues with the implementation of BGP funding in your subject area and/or the sector?

	Our answers to all the above questions indicate that there would be a whole range of ‘issues’. There is great reservation over any such implementation. There is also quite simply not enough detail provided for such reservation to be addressed, let alone lifted. Our subject area needs to be given the proper opportunity and time to defend or offer improvements to the current system. Moreover, it is arguable that any such scheme would actually cost a great deal more to operate than the current relatively effective one.


7. Do you have any suggestions for improvement to the model that would be beneficial for your subject area and/or the health of the sector as a whole?

	As things appear, it seems any new system, in order to work properly, would need to have the old system imposed upon it. This would defeat the object of the proposal – to the extent that they are understood given the lack of information.


8. Are there potential or existing collaborations in your subject area that would consider putting forward a collaborative BGP bid to the AHRC?

	More detail required. Collaborations exist, and where they are helpful to scholarship should be and are currently encouraged. PhD scholarships in our area, however, should be largely tied to individuals rather than to projects.
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