REF Peer Review Panels
RESPONSE FROM AUPHF (Association of University Professors of French and Heads of Departments of French in the United Kingdom and Ireland)

As you are no doubt aware, HEFCE is in the process of drawing up the key features for the Research Excellence Framework (REF). At stake are the types of indicators to be used in the REF, the expert review processes to be included, the make-up of the quality profiles the REF will produce, and the subject structure for assessment. HEFCE is working with Expert Advisory Groups to decide upon these questions during the first half of 2009. Further information on the policy development currently taking place at HEFCE is available at http://www.hefce.ac.uk/research/ref/develop/eag/.

Of particular importance in Modern Languages is the composition of the peer review panels. The representation of individual disciplines and subject areas in Modern Languages has yet to be determined. However, it is widely anticipated that there will be a move to fewer Units of Assessment and panels in the REF. Given the vulnerable status of languages (as SIVs – see below), and the fact that due to declining numbers and relatively low Grade Point Averages in RAE 2008, languages along with subjects such as European Studies figure at the bottom of league tables showing how much QR funding has been allocated to different disciplines, it seems fair to assume that languages may be regarded as an area where regrouping might be considered. There are clearly competing considerations in terms of developing a “light-touch” peer review process for the REF on the one hand, but retaining adequate subject and language specificity on the other. The University Council for Modern Languages (UCML) is uniquely placed to gather opinion on such issues, to lead debate and campaign on behalf of the languages community as a whole. UCML would therefore like to canvas opinions of subject associations within modern languages to determine their views on some of these questions. We would be grateful, therefore, if you could respond by Tuesday 21 April to the following questions:

1. How important do you consider the need for subject-specific and language- or area-specific representation on the REF peer-review panels? 

It is unclear if ‘representation’ here refers to panellists, or to subject briefs. It would be desirable to have both language-specific and area-specific representation on REF peer-review panels. Given the sheer critical mass of French studies - the work of 418 researchers was assessed by our sub-panel in RAE 2008 - we would expect to have our own sub-panel in 2013 (by contrast, German and Spanish each assessed around 240-250). The 2008 RAE sub-panel report - an ‘état critique’ of the current discipline - demonstrates how appropriate and inclusive representation on the sub-panel was.  No structure is perfect, but in terms of sub-panel coverage we were well served. In REF peer-review panels it will be imperative to retain the representation of different historical periods, of linguistics, and of different media (for example, both literature and visual arts). Allowance should also be made for comparative and interdisciplinary perspectives.

2. Which areas of specialisation would you most wish to see represented in the composition of the REF peer-review panels?

With respect to French specifically, and as mentioned above, we would argue for retention of the broad coverage characterizing the French sub-panel in RAE 2008. More broadly, there should be provision for Modern Languages research in any area which has robust international visibility and which publishes its findings in languages other than English (although not excluding English).

3. Are there particular concerns or considerations you would like UCML to
consider and raise with HEFCE regarding the key features of the REF?

Yes: the importance of retaining a separate (sub-)panel for French; transparency of feedback; and peer review - we would be very troubled by any system of evaluations based (disproportionately) on metrics or on publication league tables.
4. Would your subject association be willing to attend a meeting, organised by UCML, to develop a representation to HEFCE on this question?

Yes, we would be very happy to attend such a meeting.

Strategically Important and Vulnerable Subjects (SIVs), and Power-ranking
Modern Languages are classed as SIVs, and this status provides a degree of protection in the areas of recruitment and ELQ (Equivalent or Lower Qualifications). However, whereas for STEM subjects (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths), SIV status contributed to more generous funding as a result of RAE 2008, languages have not received such support and have suffered financially. How should UCML and the subject associations be taking forward this issue? 

Languages Schools or Departments often cover a range of languages and disciplines, and consist of a number of relatively small groups. They also rely on a relatively high proportion of teaching-focused staff to deliver the language programmes. Some Schools are already coming under pressure in their institutions to work towards targets of, for example, 85% of all staff to be research active. UCML would like to canvas the opinions of subject associations within Modern Languages to determine whether this is an issue you consider might be usefully raised. We would be grateful, therefore, if you could respond to the following questions:

1. Would you support a campaign emphasising SIV status in research assessment?

Yes, but with the caveat that the expression ‘strategically important’ needs careful scrutiny. Whose strategy is at stake? Does ‘strategically important’ equate to ‘easily able to attract external funding’? And what about vulnerable subjects which are not perceived (by some, and/ or at a particular point) to be strategically important? The term ‘strategically important’ should always refer to the health of the overall area - i.e. involving a strategy that protects the vulnerable subjects.
2. How widespread a problem is the issue of relative power ranking within institutions for Modern Languages? 

At present this does not seem to be a significant problem, but it may become so once the full repercussions of the QR allocations have been worked through across the sector. Historically, HEIs have tended to accept that Modern Languages may require a small number of teaching-only staff, to meet the labour-intensive demands of language teaching. Should it become the case that senior management in HEIs start to view such staff unfavourably, then what will become crucial to our holding our ground is the health of the particular Modern Language in question, in terms of undergraduate and postgraduate recruitment. Such recruitment will need to be studied in relation to issues such as core curriculum in schools; sustained government support in publicising the importance of language learning.
3. Would your subject association be willing to attend a meeting, organised by UCML, to develop a representation to HEFCE on this question?

Again, we would be very happy to attend such a meeting.

Please send your responses to these questions by email to the ucml email address: ucml@soton.ac.uk .  We would welcome responses by Tuesday 21 April so that these can be collated and used to determine next steps.  
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