
Annex A

Consultation questions and response form

1. Responses to the consultation should be made by completing the form below, and returning it by e-mail by midday on Wednesday 16 December 2009.

2. All responses should be e-mailed to ref@hefce.ac.uk. In addition:

a. Responses from institutions in Scotland should be copied to Pauline Jones, Scottish Funding Council, e-mail pjones@sfc.ac.uk.

b. Responses from institutions in Wales should be copied to Linda Tiller, Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, e-mail linda.tiller@hefcw.ac.uk.

c. Responses from institutions in Northern Ireland should be copied to the Department for Employment and Learning, e-mail research.branch@delni.gov.uk.

3. We will publish an analysis of responses to the consultation. Additionally, all responses may be disclosed on request, under the terms of the Freedom of Information Act. The Act gives a public right of access to any information held by a public authority, in this case HEFCE. This includes information provided in response to a consultation. We have a responsibility to decide whether any responses, including information about your identity, should be made public or treated as confidential. We can refuse to disclose information only in exceptional circumstances. This means responses to this consultation are unlikely to be treated as confidential except in very particular circumstances. Further information about the Act is available at www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk. Equivalent legislation exists in Scotland.
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	Are you responding:

(Delete one) 
	On behalf of an organisation 





	Name of responding organisation/individual
	RAE2008 sub-panel UoA 52 French Studies

	Type of organisation (Delete those that are not applicable)
	Ad hoc meeting of the members of the RAE2008 sub-panel in UoA52 French Studies


	Contact name
	Professor Leslie Hill, FBA

	Position within organisation 
	

	Contact phone number
	     

	Contact e-mail address
	leslie.hill@warwick.ac.uk


Consultation questions 
(Boxes for responses can be expanded to the desired length.)
Consultation question 1: Do you agree with the proposed key features of the REF? If not, explain why.

We write as the members of the RAE2008 sub-panel in UoA52 French Studies. A number of us were also involved as panel members in RAE2001. Our experience of research assessment makes us particularly aware of the need for a robust, proven, and consistent methodology in all aspects of the assessment process; we also feel it is indispensable that any research assessment exercise should not only be credible in its own terms but also enjoy the confidence of the research community whose outputs, strategies, and procedures it is designed to evaluate. In so far as the REF proposals reiterate principles and practices corresponding to those which were found effective in previous exercises, we are in broad agreement with them. However, we wish to express in the strongest possible terms our grave reservations about several features it is proposed to introduce for the first time in the forthcoming REF.

•
The use of a new description and definition of research (i.e. of  ‘new insights effectively shared’) at this very late stage in the research cycle seems to us to be deeply regrettable, making research planning infinitely more difficult for both researchers and HEIs, with the result that research will be evaluated according to new, prescriptive criteria essentially different from those according to which it was first undertaken, completed, and disseminated. We believe this shift in approach will seriously distort the REF’s assessment of the strength, depth, and diversity of the research contribution made by work in French Studies (and in other cognate disciplines). 

•
Although the document recognises that what it terms ‘impact’ may include ‘cultural and quality of life impacts’, and although ‘social’ is defined to include ‘cultural’ and ‘quality of life’ components, we note with concern that the language of  ‘economic and social impact’ predominates: in the consultation document as a whole the words 'economic' and 'social' appear 21 and 25 times respectively, and 'cultural' and 'intellectual' only 7 and 4 times respectively. We fear that this bias reflects a reductive and instrumentalised view of research that, in the case of French Studies and the Arts and Humanities in general, is likely seriously to underestimate the broader, sometimes indirect cultural, social, political, and economic impact made by research in these disciplines. 

•
We note too with deep concern that ‘impact’ in the document is seen in narrowly national terms. The UK is a member of a multinational, multilingual economic and political entity (the EU), not to mention the larger international and global context of which it is also a part. Research into Modern Foreign Languages makes, in our view, an absolutely essential contribution to an awareness and critical understanding of this global context, without which the cultural, social, and economic well-being of the UK is likely to be seriously damaged.

•
We view as entirely regrettable, even nonsensical, the notion that ‘impact’, as defined in the proposals, is restricted to research ‘users’ existing outside the academic community. A significant proportion of research users in French Studies, as in other Arts and Humanities subjects, are other researchers, including graduate and undergraduate students, working in a wide range of disciplines in the Humanities and social sciences. We are astonished to find that these persons are not classed as ‘users’. Researchers in many disciplines benefit in numerous direct and indirect ways from work being carried out in languages other than English, which enriches the cultural, social, and economic fabric of the country in ways that are likely to be seriously undervalued if this inexplicably narrow, prescriptive definition of research use is not substantially revised. Graduate and undergraduate students taught in a research-led environment likewise acquire skills, knowledge and critical and innovative ways of thinking which they will take into wider sectors of society and contribute in their own way to the cultural, social, and economic health of the community. 

•
The proposals envisage that panels will contain representatives of such non-academic research ‘users’. It is far from clear in the case of French Studies (or other modern language subjects) who these persons might be. There is a significant risk in our view that outputs published in a language other than English, or dealing with material that is not accessible to monolingual speakers of English, will as a result be downgraded and discriminated against by this narrow and tendentious definition of research users.

•
We are concerned too that the proposals (unlike RAE2001 and RAE2008) make no distinction between impact (due to research excellence) and exposure beyond the academic world (due to research novelty). In our view the two are not synonymous, and there is real danger that the definition of impact will promote work that is likely to have short-term non-academic appeal instead of fundamental, cutting-edge research which is often inaccessible to many outside the academic world, but on which the UK’s reputation for international research excellence is founded. 

•
As HEFCE will be aware, the main funding bodies in our discipline, the AHRC and the British Academy, require researchers to describe the potential ‘impact’ of their projects. Only token attention appears to have been paid in these REF proposals to these alternative definitions of impact, which seek to address the distinctive contribution made by the Arts and Humanities in more appropriate and consistent terms. We believe it is essential that there should be some coherence of approach across these different agencies. 
•
The British Academy, the Langford Committee, the Council for Industry and Higher Education, and the Russell Group have all recognised that the broader benefits of research in the Arts and Humanities cannot always be readily measured in social and economic terms, and we have no confidence that the REF proposals have resolved the underlying structural problems of devising a robust, workable, and verifiable methodology for assessing the quality and extent of cultural, social, or economic impact in French Studies (or other cognate areas).

•
Given the specific challenges of assessing work written in a language other than English or dealing with material inaccessible to monolingual speakers of English, we regret that the proposed pilot studies investigating the methodology for assessing impact do not include at least one pilot study in a Modern Languages field. As a consequence, we are forced to conclude that certain aspects of these proposals are entirely premature, and, in particular, that it would be unwise to allocate weightings at this stage, even before the outcome of the planned pilot studies is known, and especially for a discipline like Modern Languages which, because of the international nature of the likely impact of research, is importantly distinct from many other fields. Ideally, we would ask that one of the Modern Language UoAs be included in the pilot scheme. Because of the inevitable uncertainties affecting impact assessment, we would wish panels to be allowed discretion in establishing subject-specific weightings to be allocated to the different elements.  
•
Although in RAE2008 the category ‘esteem’ carried only a small weighting, we were nevertheless convinced of its importance as a means of assessing the international significance and impact of work done in the UK by individual researchers within particular departments or other structures. We find it difficult to see where this important element finds a place in the REF proposals, and yet activities such as journal editing, reviewing of both published and unpublished research outputs, and organising conferences, are vital for the future health of research.
Consultation question 2: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to assessing outputs? If you disagree with any of these proposals please explain why. 
Comments are especially welcomed on the following proposals:

· that institutions should select research staff and outputs to be assessed

· for the categories of staff eligible for selection, and how they are defined 

· for encouraging institutions to submit – and for assessing – all types of high-quality research outputs including applied and translational research
· for the use of citation information to inform the review of outputs in appropriate UOAs (including the range of appropriate UOAs, the type of citation information that should be provided to panels as outlined in Annex C, and the flexibility panels should have in using the information)
and on the following options:

· whether there should be a maximum of three or four outputs submitted per researcher

· whether certain types of output should be ‘double weighted’ and if so, how these could be defined.

•
The proposals seem to encourage HEIs to consider returning fewer research staff, or a lesser proportion of its researchers, than those employed to carry out research. We find this a worrying development and believe that if an institution is receiving income from HEFCE or another body to pay a member of staff to do research, then that member of staff should be returned as a researcher. Without this information it will be impossible for reviewers properly to assess the strength and depth of the research culture in a submitting unit. We also feel that, if HEIs are allowed to select the researchers whose work is returned, this is likely to have damaging implications for early-career researchers or those on fractional contracts; HEIs might be tempted to play safe by not returning them, with serious consequences for the career development of these staff and for the future of research development in general. We would favour requiring HEIs to return all those who are employed in any capacity as researchers.

•
We are in favour of returning category C staff under 'Environment' only. We would however stress the importance of making a place for them; if this is not done, honorary fellowships risk disappearance, and the publications of often retired yet still research-active colleagues, their expertise, and the important general contribution made by them to research culture in the field will be lost from view.
•
We welcome the decision not to impose bibliometrics on Arts and Humanities.
•
We agree that a maximum of three outputs will be sufficient to allow assessors to evaluate research quality in a research unit; it will to some extent lessen the workload of panels, though for reasons explained below we believe that under these new proposals panels are likely to be significantly under-resourced.

•
We take the view that it would be preferable for the submitting HEI to identify what it considers to be a double-weighted output, and to give appropriate explanations on the basis of clear published criteria applicable to all panels. In principle, any research monograph or scholarly edition should be eligible; we are anxious however that the relevant criterion should not be word or page length of outputs, but rather the time needed to complete the research project and bring outputs to publication. 
Consultation question 3: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to assessing impact? If you disagree with any of these proposals please explain why. 

Comments are especially welcomed on the following:

· how we propose to address the key challenges of time lags and attribution
· the type of evidence to be submitted, in the form of case studies and an impact statement supported by indicators (including comments on the initial template for case studies and menu of indicators at Annex D)
· the criteria for assessing impact and the definition of levels for the impact sub-profile

· the role of research users in assessing impact.
On the evidence of the draft proposals, the REF in our view is in danger of shifting focus away from research as an intellectual endeavour and towards an unhelpfully narrow socio-economic programme. This is evident for instance in the proposed draft definitions of impact levels in the slippage from the language of research excellence to that of products and processes having more relevance in the industrial field. As mentioned above, we also feel that the document has failed to understand, for French Studies in particular but for the Arts and Humanities in general, the key distinction between exposure and quality.

•
We believe that the methodological issues which arise from the introduction of the new and so far unproven category of ‘impact’ have not been adequately thought through, especially again for foreign languages. The identification of users, the role of such users on panels, the mechanisms of robust measurement in fields which are not easily quantifiable, the assessment of the broader dissemination of ideas across national and disciplinary boundaries, all this remains unhelpfully vague. Until such issues have been properly tested and piloted, and the inherent methodological problems resolved, thoughts of measurement seem to us to be premature, and it would seem more logical and more coherent to allow panels discretion in interpreting the relevance of impact and limit assessment of it to the environment section of the research profile.

•
The use of case-studies to document and assess research impact sits uneasily within our discipline. Certain types of research inevitably have more impact than others, which may unfortunately cloud the clarity of the assessment which should, we believe, focus on the longer-term significance and impact of excellent research, but which may be misled into considering the more visible and more easily measurable short-term appeal of research produced. 

•
We see no plausible or credible way in which the question of time lags can be overcome. The assimilation of new knowledge takes time, and the take-up of important and significant insights that may prove later to have major cultural, social, or economic impact is contingent on many factors beyond the control of researchers themselves, and often having little connection with the quality or potential of that research itself. In our view, the stress laid by the REF on short-term impact gives an unhelpfully mechanistic and distorted account of research process as a whole.

•
The document seems to suggest that the case-studies should be in some way representative, but this is difficult in a discipline where research groups are relatively unusual, and where research is quite often the work of a single individual or one interacting with fellow researchers across national and institutional boundaries. We are therefore not convinced that one or two case-studies can plausibly represent the ‘impacts achieved across the full range of the submitted unit’s research activity and appropriate contexts’, a provision which rests on the assumption that research is collective or that it is at least carried out by a research team working within the same HEI.

•
Virtually all the impact indicators listed in Appendix D apply much more closely to the sciences or the social sciences and offer little guidance to researchers in Arts and Humanities. The Arts and Humanities community is currently engaged in reconceptualising the concept of impact in its own disciplines, but has recognised that to quantify this will be difficult, especially within the time allowed for REF consultation, and will require much further analysis. It will be particularly difficult for French and other Modern Languages where impact will often extend beyond narrow national boundaries, making it impossible to measure in any methodologically rigorous, credible, or verifiable manner. The French Studies research community is likely to have little confidence in the procedures and outcomes informed by such unreliable and speculative methods.

•
As a result, we believe that the proposed 25% weighting for impact is disproportionately high, and that panels should be allowed discretion to set subject-specific weightings.

•
Many of the proposed definitions contained in the REF are at best inappropriate, at worst entirely meaningless for our discipline. References to products and processes, to process innovation, or to incremental improvements, do not reflect the priorities or imperatives of research work which is analytical, historical, interpretative, philological, or textual in approach.

•
The draft definitions of levels (¶73) suffer from some of the same problems as the definitions used in RAE2008, and allow for the same inevitable and irreducible differences of interpretation. Their language is often unhelpfully circular: how, for instance, is a panel, or assessor, to rate something as ‘not quite ground-breaking’? We concede that it is impossible to define levels exhaustively; the document nevertheless pretends to a precision it cannot possibly achieve.

•
We welcome ¶75, which seems to recognise the problems raised by definitions which hope to embrace all fields of academic research. Nothing in the present proposals, however, suggests that measurement for fields like our own is likely to be robust or reliable.

•
As already indicated, the decision to disregard all academic or scholarly research users, including all researchers in the UK or elsewhere working in the same, related, or quite different disciplines, in our view lacks all logic and credibility, and risks seriously undervaluing the contribution made by research in French Studies (and other modern language areas) to an awareness and understanding of the global, multilingual, multicultural, social, economic community of which the UK is a part. As far as this UoA is concerned, it is entirely unclear what persons or organisations the REF intends to recruit to represent these so-called non-academic research users.

Consultation question 4: Do you have any comments on the proposed approach to assessing research environment? 
•
We note with concern that, notwithstanding the unresolved methodological difficulties associated with it, the criterion of ‘impact’ is in fact being considered three times over in the proposed framework: in respect of actual outputs, in respect of research activity in general, and as part of research environment.  This is little doubt that this over-emphasis on an unproven and in our view unworkable criterion will undermine the clarity, reliability, and credibility of the framework as a whole. There seems to be little recognition of the specific nature of ‘engagement with the public’ in a discipline dealing with work and materials in a language other than English.

 •
It should also be recognised, in our view, that excellent or ground-breaking research making an important contribution to the cultural, social, and economic fabric of the country does not necessarily require mechanisms for engagement with the public (any more, say, than the direction of research into subatomic particles should be dictated by the scientific understanding of the public at large…). 

•
Development of a template will be welcome, but we would still wish to argue for the panels to have discretion to apportion scores for ‘impact’ and ‘environment’ in a flexible manner appropriate to their particular disciplines.

Consultation question 5: Do you agree with our proposals for combining and weighting the output, impact and environment sub-profiles? If not please propose an alternative and explain why this is preferable.  

•
We believe for the reasons given so far that weightings proposed should not be immutably fixed for all disciplines. Disciplines have many distinctive features and characteristics and we are not persuaded that one size should be made to fit all. In so far as no clear mechanisms are yet available for measuring in rigorous and credible fashion the cultural, social, and economic impact of research in Arts and Humanities subjects in general, we believe that to allocate 25% to such a methodologically problematic and poorly defined criterion as ‘impact’ is rash at best, and will undermine the credibility and reliability of the REF outcomes. In our view, actual research outputs should be allocated a minimum of 70%, and, in the light of our experience in RAE2008, mindful that it reflects the level of support given to research by HEIs (in respect of structures, staffing, research students, and research strategy), we feel that it would be sensible to rate research environment at 20%.
•
One further point: there is some uncertainty whether the REF plans to return to the practice of RAE2001 in returning a single score for each submission. We would favour graduated profiles of the kind released in RAE2008 as more accurate, reliable, and informative.
Consultation question 6: What comments do you have on the panel configuration proposed at Annex E? Where suggesting alternative options for specific UOAs, please provide the reasons for this.

•
As far as Modern Languages in general are concerned, the proposal shows limited understanding of the sheer range and diversity of the field. Expertise or even competence in one language area or in one research area within a particular language or culture cannot be presupposed from expertise in another.  The proposals envisage fewer specialist panel members from each language area, and it is hard to see how such a small number of assessors will have (and be able to demonstrate) the expertise necessary to be able to consider all research outputs on an equal footing. We fear that as a result panel-members may not be able (as we did in RAE2008), to engage in second reading of a representative selection of outputs to ensure consistency across the UoA as a whole. We are concerned that for these reasons alone the exercise will not command the respect of the subject communities whose activities it will be assessing. We believe that the logistical problems posed by a relatively small panel charged with ranging over such a diverse range of outputs and submissions have been underestimated by the REF. Unless they are properly addressed, they are likely to compromise the credibility of the REF.

•
We note also that the number of outputs to be assessed will, under the new proposals, be reduced by 25%, which we welcome; the number of panel members, however, seems likely to be reduced by around 40%. We are unconvinced that the REF document has adequately taken account of this discrepancy, and believe that more specialist panel members will be needed to guarantee the reliability of the REF and its credibility in the eyes of the national and international research community.

•
Some of the difficulties of coverage may be resolved (as in RAE2008) by recourse to specialist readers, though we note that the REF aims to limit the number of these. At any event, widespread recourse to ‘associate members’ and ‘specialist advisers’ (as we envisage will be necessary) will accentuate the problems of consistency between language areas by fragmenting the work of the panel, with the result that reviewers will lack a proper context within which to measure one set of outputs against another or one submission against another. It is likewise unclear how the ‘informal sub-groups’ proposed by the REF will ensure their conclusions are consistent with those of other such groups.

•
We are deeply sceptical about the use of user members alone to review so-called impact and believe that this suggestion should simply be abandoned as unworkable.

•
As to the distribution of subjects and panels, we would propose that European Studies, in so far as its methodology is that of the social sciences, be allocated to Area Studies rather than to European Languages and Studies (though a strong case could be made for allocating those outputs embodying research of a literary or cultural kind to ELS); and that Linguistics (see Annex E) as a discipline remain within the remit of the European Languages and Studies sub-panel.

Consultation question 7: Do you agree with the proposed approach to ensuring consistency between panels?

•
We welcome the promise of greater clarity and guidance. 

•
We would stress, however, that what carries credibility within a subject community such as our own is informed specialist peer review. It would be most unwise in our view, and detrimental to the credibility of the whole exercise, if the REF’s emphasis on standardisation were to erode the authority of independent academic judgement.

•
We would stress the importance of the timely exchange of information during the REF process not just within but between panels or sub-panels; the processes involved in RAE2008 left too little time for a proper exchange of emerging profiles. 

•
The tiered structure of RAE2008 was, we believe, harmful to the consistency of the exercise; it is important that the REF process allow time for cross-panel discussions, not merely between panel or sub-panel chairs.

•
We would add, once again, that the increased use of ‘associate members’ and ‘specialist advisers’ is likely to make the problem of consistency considerably more difficult. We are unclear as to the ways in which they will be integrated into the panels, and we do not understand what quality mechanisms will be in place to regulate their contributions.

Consultation question 8: Do you have any suggested additions or amendments to the list of nominating bodies? (If suggesting additional bodies, please provide their names and addresses and indicate how they are qualified to make nominations.) 

We are happy with those listed, though it is not at all clear or feasible how the REF proposes nominating non-academic research users in this UoA.

Consultation question 9: Do you agree that our proposed approach will ensure that interdisciplinary research is assessed on an equal footing with other types of research? Are there further measures we should consider to ensure that this is the case and that our approach is well understood?    
To a degree, the drastic reduction in the number of panel-members allocated to each language is likely to make this more of a problem than in RAE2008. French Studies (like other Modern Languages subjects) is by its nature interdisciplinary, and the virtue of the larger sub-panels of RAE2008 was that they allowed for a range of specialisms to be adequately represented. The REF proposals may mean the need for a very much larger number of specialist advisers, with the attendant problems outlined under (6) and (7) above.

Consultation question 10: Do you agree that our proposals for encouraging and supporting researcher mobility will have a positive effect; and are there other measures that should be taken within the REF to this end? 

The transfer of researchers between the HE and other sectors is not a prominent feature of this UoA.
Consultation question 11: Are there any further ways in which we could improve the measures to promote equalities and diversity?
•
It is essential that the REF be in a position to recognise the international context, address, and impact of research carried out in the field of French Studies and other modern languages. The REF’s implicit (and unexplained) emphasis on national economic and social impact is likely to have the negative effect of disadvantaging research written or dealing with material in languages other than English. We feel it is essential for the continuing success and high international profile of research in the UK that due account is taken of international diversity and the ability of researchers in the UK to engage productively with a broad international, multicultural and multilingual research community.

•
We would welcome more attention to the problem of assessing impact in so far as it affects ECRs and staff with special circumstances; both categories may have significant difficulties in achieving and demonstrating impact as currently defined, and this is likely adversely to affect departments with a higher proportion, for instance, of ECRs. Ensuring consistency in this area will be vital in promoting equality and diversity as legislation requires.
Consultation question 12: Do you have any comments about the proposed timetable?
•
The research cycle in French Studies, as in other Arts and Humanities disciplines, where the emphasis falls more strongly on major monographs or scholarly editions often requiring five years or more to be completed successfully and to high standards of international excellence, is slower than in some science or social science subjects. For our purposes, the timetable as currently proposed, with a submission date of 2012, is unrealistic, and risks producing a distorted picture of research quality in the field. We propose postponing the exercise by one, if not two years, with submissions taking place in 2013 or 2014. The 7-year time-span incorporated in RAE2008 allowed a fair representation of the research cycle in French Studies; we would also point out that the results of the planned pilot studies will need to be properly assessed before being absorbed into the process, and the many outstanding methodological issues associated with impact be satisfactorily resolved for each discipline assessed by the REF. 

•
In the light of our experience of RAE2008 we would strongly recommend that the time allowed for the assessment process itself be lengthened by at least six months. Because the parameters of the REF exercise will be new, and under the current proposals the number of peer reviewers significantly lower, it is vital that the panels be allowed ample time for reading (and second reading) of all outputs and submissions and for proper discussion and consultation at all levels of the process.

Consultation question 13: Are there any further areas in which we could reduce burden, without compromising the robustness of the process?
•
As indicated above, it is proposed that the numbers of outputs to be assessed will be reduced by 25%, whereas the number of panel-members seems likely to decrease by some 40%. At the same time, the length and complexity of HEI submissions are likely to increase. This will create a significantly heavier workload for assessors. If as a result panels were to be forced to resort to sampling only some of the outputs submitted, we believe it would seriously jeopardise the reliability and credibility of the exercise as a whole.

Consultation question 14: Do you have any other comments on the proposals?
We think it essential that the language and terminology of the REF be revised to reflect the priorities and concerns of the whole community of researchers employed in HEIs, and not just that fraction of researchers whose work falls into the field of applied, largely technologically driven research.
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