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.

Respondent’s details

	Are you responding:

(Delete one) 
	On behalf of an organisation 





	Name of responding organisation/individual
	Association of University Professors and Heads of French

	Type of organisation (Delete those that are not applicable)
	Academic association





	Contact name
	Professor Lucille Cairns

	Position within organisation 
	President

	Contact phone number
	0191 334 3426/ 07976936904

	Contact e-mail address
	lucille.cairns@durham.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.

Broadly speaking, yes. However, we have two major concerns.

· We note that the emphasis on ‘impact’ is a major change from RAE. We are not clear precisely how it is to be defined or calibrated, particularly in relation to arts and humanities disciplines. This is a cause for concern, shared across the field (and indeed across the whole academic community). The proportion of importance accorded to impact is far too high in the light of the uncertainties surrounding it. We are anxious to avoid a reductively utilitarian view of research which, in the case of the arts and humanities, could ultimately and perversely lead to an impoverishment of cultural well-being and sustainability in the long term. At the same time, we recognise that the broader cultural impact is unlikely to be readily measurable. It should be acknowledged that, since some outputs clearly adapt themselves more readily to public engagement than others, the knowledge-transfer agenda has variable implications for academic workload. It is easy to see how an archaeological discovery might be publicised in the media and attract public attention; a new understanding of a philosophical concept or a literary sub-genre (for example) takes more time to render ‘saleable’.  Colleagues working on complex, theory-based projects may find that knowledge transfer to a wider public, though desirable, is yet another obligation to take on board, and one which needs add-on time and add-on funding to achieve. 

· We maintain that the proposed weighting of 60% for outputs is aberrantly low, and should be increased to 70% at the very least (see also our response to question 5 below).
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.

· In response to the proposal ‘that institutions should select research staff and outputs to be assessed’, we are unsure whether or not the REF is asking for greater selectivity than the RAE (see paragraph 28). If it is, then this has new implications for individual careers and needs open discussion. 
· Given the time frame, three rather than four outputs seem appropriate. Even if the time frame is extended - an adjustment which we consider imperative (see response to question 12 below) - a total of three rather than four outputs seems appropriate in order to ensure that a careful scrutiny of outputs is facilitated. However, it should also be said that for researchers who have produced more than four outputs, there will be particular problems in selecting the best four, involving a second-guessing of the panel in making that selection – with no guarantee of getting it right. Any reduction in the number of outputs would exacerbate that problem, and double weighting would lead to a further concentration of eggs in a single basket. On the other hand, the suggestion that a good monograph is worth no more in terms of quality than a good article is equally clearly not reasonable. Playing the numbers game in this way means that scant allowance is give for productivity. If any recognition at all is to made of productivity, an obvious candidate for ‘double weighted’ outputs would be the single-authored monograph, which represents a far greater investment of time and effort than a journal article or a chapter in an edited volume.

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.

· With respect to ‘time lags and attribution’, it is right and proper to take account of earlier research work if impact is to be assessed, but unclear what the time frame of this might be. 
· While we appreciate the recognition that impact in many disciplines cannot be measured, the use of case studies to assess impact raises a number of worrying questions. One of these is whether the impact concerns a specific output, an individual, or the submitting ‘unit’ (with the added complication that, given the timelag accepted for impact but not for outputs, guidance needs to be given as to whether a unit could take credit for the impact of work published in an earlier RAE period by a member of staff who has since left). A more problematic one is the representativity of the case studies. It is difficult to see how one case-study that is explicitly meant to represent 10-20% can effectively provide evidence of ‘impacts achieved across the full range of the submitted unit’s research activity and appropriate contexts’.  
· Almost all impact indicators as presented in Annex D apply much more evidently to the sciences and/or social sciences, and thus appear to advantage these subjects. Arts and humanities subjects do have impacts, and it will be useful to try to define these more explicitly; indeed, we are currently engaged in reconceptualising the whole notion of impact in the arts and humanities, rather than rejecting the notion in knee-jerk fashion. However, the impact we have will clearly be difficult to quantify. It is crucial that definitions be broad and thoughtful enough to capture the positive effects and consequences of research in the arts and humanities, particularly where the focus of study is not the UK. Additional ‘quality of life’ benefits might include the following: the transmission of ideas, scholarship, and cultural production across the boundaries of national cultures; interventions in significant public debates or in the production of knowledge outside the UK, for example in EU partner nations; the enrichment of the mainstream/popular cultural space through the dissemination of research findings in accessible form e.g. film festivals, exhibitions, inclusive academic events opened to the wider public, media appearances. (However, even benefits such as these are inappropriate measures for some specialist research that adds to human knowledge in significant ways but is unlikely to attract wide attention. To attach a high percentage of the grading to ‘impact’ on the basis simply of some case studies may lead to unfair results.) 
· Research outputs may have an impact on publishing, particularly if those outputs appear in book form (single-authored or otherwise). Impacts of this kind, such as ‘financial benefits for publishers and a new cultural experience for readers’, appear in the AHRC’s document ‘Examples of Economic Impact from AHRC-funded projects’. Yet the draft menu of impact indicators seems to make no provision for such effects. 
· Paragraph 39 states that ‘Outputs will be assessed against criteria of “rigour, originality and significance”. By “significance”, we mean the extent to which research outputs display the capacity to make a difference either through intellectual influence within the academic sphere, or through actual or potential use beyond the academic sphere, or both’. This seems to suggest that ‘actual or potential use beyond the academic sphere’ is not posited as an absolute condition. However, paragraph 39 later on states that  ‘Panels will also be guided to recognise that while research of the highest quality must meet all three criteria, individual outputs may do so to varying degrees’. This final formulation is opaque and requires urgent clarification. Does it mean that the general research profile of a submitted unit, as distinct from individual outputs, must meet all three criteria to be deemed of the highest quality? What is unequivocal is that impact is being imported into a different category, that of outputs. 
· Paragraph 53, (b) states that ‘Within the “impact” element we do not intend to include impact through intellectual influence on scientific knowledge and academia – this is fully recognised within the “outputs” and “environment” elements of the REF’. This ignores the fact that a rule of double jeopardy seems to apply to the assessment of impact: for instance, with reference to the research environment, ‘Indicators of impact’ in paragraph 64 include ‘indicators of research income generated from key categories of research users’; and paragraph 79 (c) affirms a need to ensure that ‘arrangements are in place to support staff working with research users and the public in a way that builds on or draws upon high-quality research activity’. 
· Further to 53b, there is no clear consideration of the potential for impact in education – at any level, including the tertiary – as opposed to academia (which seems to be understood as HE research, but which is not defined precisely or explicitly).
· Finally, the proposed 25% weighting for impact seem disproportionately high, particularly for Modern Languages subjects in which impact may be felt less in the UK than in the countries of the foreign languages studied. If impact is to be accorded such importance, then its interpretation should take into account our membership both of the European Union and of a globalized ‘community’ (to which the reference to ‘national well-being’ in paragraph 10 seems oblivious). (An important question here is whether or not translations of foreign-language texts into English would be regarded as a legitimate instance of impact, and if so, whether the rejection of translations as outputs worthy of previous research assessment exercises would continue.)
Consultation question 4: Do you have any comments on the proposed approach to assessing research environment? 

     
Impact is effectively being counted thrice, not only just in its own right as a component worth 25% of a total profile, but also as a factor within the research environment and within outputs. With respect to its presence in the evaluation of research environment, paragraph 79 presents as good practice ‘arrangements that are in place to support staff working with research users and the public’, and to ‘engagement with the public’; but a good research environment does not aprioristically require engagement with research users and the public. 
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.  

If impact is to be accorded as much significance as 25%, it must be defined in a way that acknowledges the different relationships between scholarly fields and the possibility of direct or measurable interventions in contemporary society. It is not yet clear that this is feasible. Given the uncertainties surrounding the assessment of impact, we strongly urge that its weighting be lowered, at least for this first exercise. We suggest that weightings of 70% for outputs, 15% for impact and 15% for environment would be more appropriate.
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.

· The main anxiety about this structure in an interdisciplinary field is the extent to which all outputs can be judged by sufficiently specialist assessors whilst maintaining consistency of standards. That is, a smaller sub-panel would have huge difficulty covering the field, but an army of ‘specialist advisors’ and ‘associate members’ would make it hard to ensure absolute consistency of standards. Further, the greater emphasis on integrated panels could have the unintended consequence of encouraging institutions to re-structure to produce integrated research units with ‘critical mass’. This would not necessarily be in the interests of students (on the learning/teaching side of our jobs) or of staff. 
· The decision to amalgamate the different language-based disciplines in one unit of assessment raises concerns primarily in relation to the assessment of outputs. Briefly, we are concerned that the issues previously encountered between sub-panels will now arise within sub-panels. While in every unit of assessment the proportion of outputs considered by assessors without a seat at the panel table (whether ‘associate members’ or ‘specialist advisors’) is likely to rise, this is likely to cover entire sub-disciplines in units such as the proposed ‘European Languages and Studies’; for example, there may be no panel member or no ‘associate member’ who is a specialist in the eighteenth century in French studies). This suggests that particular care will need to given to assessing such areas, for example by ensuring that sampling does not apply to them. 
· We strongly recommend that user members of panels not be involved in the assessment of outputs, as the purpose of their participation is to assess impact. To give them a role in assessing outputs would introduce an element of extra-disciplinary impact even in the category specifically concerned with academic excellence. 
· We strongly recommend changing the name of ‘European Languages and Studies’ to ‘Foreign Languages, Cultures, and Linguistics’. The use of the term ‘European’ is misleading, since it is proposed to examine within this panel non-European cultures, such as those of Latin America. Linguistics has its natural home in a panel assessing languages. If the word ‘European’ were changed to ‘Foreign’, this would also point to the advisability of including in this sub-panel those working in the languages and literatures of those countries currently placed under the separate sub-panel of ‘Area Studies’ (why, for example, would a specialist in modern Japanese literature fit better with ‘Area Studies’ than with ‘Foreign Languages, Cultures, and Linguistics’?). 
Consultation question 7: Do you agree with the proposed approach to ensuring consistency between panels?

RAE 2008 did not appear to guarantee consistency of grading across sub-panels, with some appearing to pitch their scoring higher than others. If the main panels can ensure such consistency, so much the better. Yet there is a potential danger that consistency will be very difficult to achieve given the extensive proposed use of ‘associate members’ and ‘specialist advisors’ in the assessment of outputs alone. How will their proper integration within the work of the panels and sub-panels be ensured? What sort of quality control mechanisms will be implemented? 
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.) 

The list of nominating bodies may be too diverse to be manageable. On the other hand, it omits one key category of users: publishers of monographs and journals. We are in agreement with observations made in the draft response of the ‘Council of University Classical Departments’ to these REF consultation questions. Publishers of monographs and journals are continuously assessing research quality as they make publishing decisions – decisions which themselves lead to knowledge transfer. No list of users of arts and humanities research can get off the ground which does not include all the major world publishers (starting with UK university presses but certainly not stopping there). These users provide a model also for who is most appropriately asked to assess (potential) impact: publishers themselves rely on bringing in expert advice, and they bring it in from the academic community. 
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?    
     
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? 

Researcher mobility is often reliant upon research grant funding, since HEIs themselves are, in today’s economic climate, less likely to fund such exchanges. With the increasing competitiveness of research funding applications, a high rate of researcher mobility should not be seen as a criterion in itself for assessing research environment. 
Consultation question 11: Are there any further ways in which we could improve the measures to promote equalities and diversity?

     
It would be useful to see an explicit statement on how the calibration of impact will avoid discrimination against early career researchers, given the relatively brief period of time their work will have had to achieve impact.
Consultation question 12: Do you have any comments about the proposed timetable?

A submission date of 2012 is premature. To guarantee publication by the end of 2012 at the very latest, a long monograph planned as a (possibly double) output would really have to be completed by 2010, to allow for a danger-free passage through the typical process of specialist reader’s reports being issued, revisions being made, and copy-editing taking place. In addition, there will be no time for the impact of an output published at such a late stage in the cycle to become discernible. These issues are particularly relevant to the impact that paragraph 39 requires of 4* outputs (see question 2 above). Further, since the results of the impact pilot exercise will only be available towards the end of 2012, the criteria will inevitably be defined only at the very end of the assessment period, leaving extremely little time for submissions to respond appropriately. Given that a staggering £0.5 billion of taxpayers’ money is scheduled to be allocated on the basis of impact, it is imperative that the assessment be implemented in such a way as to maximise the likelihood that it will meaningfully and effectively discriminate between submissions. 

Consultation question 13: Are there any further areas in which we could reduce burden, without compromising the robustness of the process?

     
Consultation question 14: Do you have any other comments on the proposals?

     
Paragraph 107 states that submitted units: ‘will be given credit for impact achieved where interdisciplinary research contributes to solving real-world problems’, and paragraph 109 refers to ‘movement of researchers between HE and other sectors’ as having benefits such as ‘harnessing research findings to real world problems’. These formulations appear to betray a myopic view of academia, as if it were not part of the real world but rather some kind of potentially dispensable adjunct. We find such a simplistic view deeply regrettable, particularly given the decision that the REF will exclude from the ambit of ‘impact’ the enormous contributions that submitted units make to the world outside the academy via its provision of articulate, analytical, multi-skilled graduates without whom the UK economy would collapse. And at least within research-intensive universities, teaching is research-led. 
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