Report on NAMHE conference, University of Wolverhampton, 2 May 2006 

The 2006 conference was entitled ‘RAE 2008: Strategy, submission and survival’ and comprised an initial presentation by Professors Bruce Brown, chair of Main Panel O (Art and Design, History of Art Architecture and Design, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts, Communication Cultural and Media Studies, Music) and Andrew Wathey, chair of the Music sub panel (67), followed by questions and further presentations by Professors Eric Clarke (University of Sheffield), Edward Gregson (Royal Northern College of Music) and Derek Scott (University of Salford).  After lunch two separate groups considered issues relating to musicology and analysis, and performance as research. Both ‘break out’ groups generated questions on which Bruce Brown and Andrew Wathey contributed in general discussion. 

The conference was hosted by the University of Wolverhampton, and included a cordial welcome from the Vice-Chancellor, Professor Caroline Gipps, and was well attended by representatives from nearly all of NAMHE’s member institutions.

Opening Presentation

A number of points were made which will be of interest to NAMHE members starting with Bruce Brown noting that though research assessment may be moving towards a more metrics-based methodology, his assumption was that RAE 2008 would go ahead as currently planned; he also speculated that there may be a metrics exercise shadowing RAE 2008 and also posed the question — is it possible for metrics to measure quality as well as volume, and what might they be?

The following points arose during Bruce Brown’s part of the opening presentation (they are described in more detail in the Main Panel O Criteria and Working Methods pp 65-73):

· He expressed the personal view that teaching and research should be partners in the HE experience with research helping to stimulate a vital spirit of enquiry that unites both teachers and students;

· there is sufficient latitude in the sub panels’ working methods and criteria for submissions for the sub panels to be responsive to a range of descriptions of types of research, their varied forms of output and different types of research environment (whether big or small);

· in assessing whether an output meets the standard required to be 4*, the panel will take account of the three main indicators of significance, originality and rigour. These need not each be exhibited in equal measure, and in all cases the panel will test their judgement against the definition of the quality levels – i.e. it is world leading because it ‘has been or is likely to be and essential point of reference for work being undertaken across its field and influential upon that work’

· research income may be a matter of volume and/or esteem; in the latter case the toughness of the competition for funds would be taken into account (for example, if a relatively modest grant of £12K for a PhD studentship were gained against fierce competition, this would be viewed favourably in terms of the esteem generated by such success);

· the RA5 text would be the starting point for the panel, thus their preliminary overview based on the RA5 was very important in helping the sub-panel to contextualise the submission as a whole and to set the agenda for the assessment (e.g. it may help to identify specialist advice needed for the assessment);

· the normal expectation for category A staff is that they will submit four outputs (exceptions result from, for example, illness, maternity leave [involvement in senior management responsibility does not count as grounds for exemption!]; full details p. 22 para. 33 of the criteria). Part-time working is a legitimate reason for submitting fewer than four outputs.   In all cases the reasons for submitting fewer than four outputs should be explained in RA5b.

· if there is good reason for the submission of less than four outputs then this will have no effect on the quality profile, either positive or negative — should there be no good reason evident for the submission of less than four outputs then the ‘missing’ outputs will be registered as unclassified and so be included in the quality profile;

· each research output submitted may be accompanied by a 300-word commentary which could include links to a range of further information where the research imperatives and the research significance of the output might further be made evident, although this is not mandatory; also, a scholarly portfolio can support work, for example a dramatic performance that may be ephemeral or is one of a number of connected outputs (pp 66 para 13 of the criteria);  

· esteem indicators will not be entered as a profile that is spread over the quality levels but as one 10% at a single quality level and so retain a moderating influence on the quality profile overall;

· category C staff includes bona fide independent researchers connected to the submission but will not, for example, be employed by the institution but, say, be an independent performer funded by an Arts Council research grant where funding goes directly to the researcher and not through the institution;

· Bruce Brown offered the view that in RAE2008 it may be important to not only produce good research, but to tell it just as it is, and to avoid gamesmanship.

Andrew Wathey added a few points of emphasis as follows:

· the music sub panel is clear that it will not be giving priviledging one type of output over another;

· all ouputs will be assessed against the published indicators of quality and no particular form of research would be privileged over another;

· the fact of publication in (e.g.) a world-leading journal will not replace the panel’s judgement, which would be applied in the same way whether an output is published in a world-leading journal or a very different kind of journal, conference proceedings, website, etc., ;

· the panel anticipates that submissions will be made across a very broad range of types outputs (software, performances, compositions etc.);

· the research environment should ensure development; a structure that locks a department into a fixed state of development would not meet this expectation;

· the panel would examine what is being done to develop future researchers and what is in place for those yet to come; 

A digest of the questions raised from the floor and their subsequent discussion.

There was a request for more information concerning electronic publication. — the sub-panel’s criteria make clear it will have no preference for any particular medium, all forms of output will be treated equally and electronic submissions will be on a ‘level playing field’ with any other mode of publication.

Could a work which had been accepted for publication in, for example, October 2007 but which would not appear for a year be accepted as an RAE submission if placed on, for example, a personal website? — again, research outputs are defined in the criteria as “any form of publicly available, assessable output embodying research as defined for the RAE”. The form of some outputs may be such that they are only available in digital form and others may be deemed most appropriate in such form.

How might a journal editor best advise an author in the case of an article that has been accepted, copy edited and is present on a publisher’s website? Also, what of a piece of work that has been accepted, but may not be copy edited? Could this be placed on a personal website if the publisher agrees? — Yes.

Should the 300-word statement explain why a piece of academic work has not appeared in a conventional form? — not necessarily, this is a matter of judgment and the sub-panel’s criteria provides full details on the 300 word statement and how it can help elucidate the research output (p. 66 para. 13-14).
Concerning the status of ephemeral work: might software developed during a project be counted in some way? Could a supporting portfolio include an article about this software? — Yes, and the portfolio has been included to ensure that scholarly and other materials essential to an understanding of the research can be available 
Does any moderation take place beyond the sub panel so that there is an opportunity for ‘added value’ before the main decision? — Strictly speaking the final decision rests with the main panel, which must confirm the recommendations of the sub-panel.  The main panel may look, for example, at a number of factors (e.g. a high number of missing outputs) and ask that the sub-panel reflect on their assessment in the light of such issues.

Concerning interdisciplinary outputs; will these be put before the main panel or ‘sliced up’ between sub panels (e.g. Music and Drama)? — The research submission as it is provided will be submitted to a ‘home’ sub-panel that will be responsible for making the assessment. Cross-referral can be requested but is not an automatic right (see p.65 para. 6 of the criteria). Sub-panels may also enlist specialist advice to assist their assessment of a submission (described in p. 19 para. 10-12 of the criteria).

What about two individuals who might submit an output to two different panels? — It depends how the output is described; two researchers can submit to two different panels and use the 300-word statement to explain the situation. Where a single output has a number of authors it can be submitted as many times as it has authors though it may also be relevant to submit a range of outputs that demonstrate the richness and diversity of the research environment.

What about world leading outputs that are not widely accessible, for example an

 article or book on Welsh music published in Welsh?— An output does not have to be universally accessible to be world leading, i.e. the issue is quality not geography; (table 2 on p. 20 of the criteria) the criteria for assessment are ‘significance, originality, rigour’; this could certainly be applied to an output in Welsh about Welsh music, e.g. is it an essential point of reference in its field and been influential upon that field?

Might the output being in Welsh reduce its impact? — No. It is not the size of the field but the influence within that field through the significance, originality and rigour of the research that matters.

Concerning clarification on intellectual sustainability: structure at a material level may not guarantee intellectual sustainability; for example, how does anyone know that a project founded in 2008 will have intellectual vigour in 2010? — This distinction arose in order to indicate that not just resources (e.g. equipment or a building) could define sustainability; there could well be further discussion regarding the definition of intellectual sustainability; it might be defined as ‘responsiveness and capacity for development’; it might also be defined as a ‘sense of creative and intellectual environment’ as well as equipment or the presence of research groups; where ‘new blood’ is invested in there must be a strategy for developing these researchers and for how the continuity of the environment in which they work is managed. Also, intellectual sustainability does not necessarily mean doing more of the same research; there may be instances where fundamental innovations have altered the course of the research and so ensured its sustainability.

Could part-time staff be submitted by two institutions (e.g. UCE Birmingham

Conservatoire and RAM)? — So long as the individual does not add up to more than one FTE they can be submitted.

Ensemble performances can contain exciting and innovative features which could be

returned; how would the panel view a performance, e.g. by the London Sinfonietta,

in which only one performer was to be submitted? — It can be assessed if the significance, originality and rigour of the performance is evident and the contribution of the individual to these indicators of excellence is clearly and convincingly described.

Is 1 January 2001 an absolute cut off? What would happen in the case of a journal dated 2000 that did not appear until late in 2001? — Yes, it is a cut-off.  See Guidance on submissions, para. 100: “If the date of imprint differs from the date of actual publication, and one of these dates lies outside the publication period, the variance must be noted…institutions may be required to provide evidence…such as a letter from a publisher.”  The  date at which it became publicly available is the key issue. In this context, attention was drawn to the earlier discussion of outputs put in the public domain in digital form.

See paragraph 100; the crucial thing seems to be the date by which an output is publicly available. —An output is submissible when it is publicly available; the printed publication date will very usually, though perhaps not always, be that at which the publication was first made available; the panels would react badly to attempts at gamesmanship. 

Concerning gamesmanship, is there anything to prevent an institution from employing people two months before the census date? — No, there is nothing to stop them, though contract dates will be evident from RA1 and 0 and will be one factor amongst many in informing the sub-panel’s assessment of the overall quality of a submission.  Also the contribution to the research environment of someone who had only recently arrived might be limited.
What might be the consequences? — It will be inevitable that some institutions may employ people in October 2007 and there is nothing to stop them concentrating investment. The presence of short-term contracts for example, around the census date, arranged for high profile researchers, perhaps from abroad, may or may not cause a sub-panel to reflect upon issues such as the research environment’s stability and sustainability, or look for particular innovations that have attracted such recruits.

What about the overlap of items? E.g. a chapter that duplicates an article – it is after all in the nature of scholarship to overlap. — If the substance and form is different in these outputs they will be accepted as part of the research’s developmental process. Multiple counting of substantially the same research outputs however should be avoided.  Contribution from chair: the 300 words might help to explain the nature of the overlap and how this adds to the research’s development (see para. 29 of the generic statement).

Concerning early career researchers – would a junior research fellow who has 

moved into a lectureship count as an early career researcher? — Where there is doubt in such cases the RAE team would consider the status of A or A* staff [in relation to a situation such as this]. The number of outputs submitted for an early career researcher is set out in the guidance; the panel must make a judgement concerning how the submission of a number of outputs smaller than four is arrived at. Also, there might be a situation where someone has, after a long career spent exclusively as a teacher outside HE, recently started a research career — in this instance, provided it could be documented, they might be described as early career researchers.  However, if they previously had a contract which rendered them eligible to be submitted as Cat A (i.e. on the payroll of an HEI, primary role teaching and/or research), then the beginning of that contract is when they first become eligible as an early career researcher.
If someone comes from another country, where research imperatives and culture 

might be different, to a UK institution, should they be seen as an early career  

researcher? —There may be a case where people have worked outside the HE sector who had also published – in such a case the panel would have to make an appropriate judgement. It is impossible to legislate for all circumstances – a judgement must be made, but it is not the sub-panel’s intention to create disadvantages from such instances where there may be doubt. Overall, they will be looking to find excellent research wherever and however it is produced.  
When two authors are collaborating (which may indicate the richness of an

Environment) for example on  a music theory book, might they be penalised for submitting the same item? — No. It is important that those who prepare the submission take care to make such instances clear in helping the sub-panel to form a fair and objective judgment.
