HEFCE REVIEW OF RESEARCH – RESPONSE BY THE RESEARCH AND TEACHING GROUP

1. This is the response to the report of the Review of Research1 of a group of colleagues who are interested in the relationship between research and teaching in higher education.

Summary

2. The Group welcomes the fact that the Funding Council Review has at least started to address the relationship between research (both disciplinary and pedagogic) and teaching, although this is only partially reflected in the Review report, and the recommendations will only take us a small way forward in enhancing the relationship.  The Group was also pleased that the role of scholarship in higher education has been raised, albeit in a very narrow fashion.  The Group stands ready to help take forward the discussion of how the notion of scholarship, as a fundamental activity underpinning all teaching and research, can be developed and promoted.  Overall however the Review represents a missed opportunity to improve the relationship between research and teaching and other higher education activities.  This must be a concern to the Funding Council with its responsibility for promoting all institutional activities  The Group suggests that the Learning and Teaching Committee should give advice to the Council about the appropriate response to this aspect of the Review

Analysis

3. Although one of the main claims made for the Review is that it is “above all…backed up by evidence”2, it seems to have had something of a blind spot when it comes to evidence about the relationship between research and teaching, including material commissioned by the Review itself.   

4. The Consultants’ Report prepared for the Funding Council on the interactions between research, teaching and other activities states:

There is a strong presumption throughout much of higher education that research is necessary for teaching.  Whilst this is true in some circumstances, there is no evidence of a particular synergistic relationship which is present in any general sense across all institutions, disciplines and levels of study.3  


Elsewhere the Report states:

The evidence for any necessary relationship between research and teaching is poor.4

5. This Finding is consistent with the evidence from studies in Britain, the United States, Australia and New Zealand, many of which are referred to in the Consultants’ Report.  Yet the Review Report states:

The evidence we have received suggests a strong relationship between good research and good teaching.  This relationship is not simple or uniform…. But in general over the sector as a whole such a synergistic relationship does exist.5

6. As papers presented to the HEFCE – supported seminar organised in January 2000 by Southampton Institute6 made clear, although the research evidence is by no means conclusive, there are indications that staff research can have both a negative and a positive impact on student learning.  So it is at best disingenuous for the Review Report to say “it would be wrong to allow teaching issues to influence the allocation of funds for research”7.  Given the Funding Council’s strategic aim of funding high quality, cost effective teaching, as well as research,8 it is to be hoped that in considering the responses to the consultation the Council, through the relevant committees, will consider this broader impact.  It is indeed to this broader consideration that the rest of this response is devoted.  The Group’s responses to the relevant questions in Annex M of the Report is given in paragraphs 23 to 27 below.

7. The main points are:

· whilst the Report acknowledges to a limited extent some of the detriments of the present means of funding and assessing research, especially the devaluing of teaching, it offers no suggestions for dealing with this (this stems from the a priori approach mentioned above);

· similarly, the Review Report recognises the potential value of research for teaching but provides no mechanisms for assisting with this even though the Consultants’ Report made a number of suggestions to this end;

· the Review Report rightly recognises the central role of scholarship for all lecturers but provides a totally inadequate mechanism and funding to ensure that this is supported;

· the Report also takes a very narrow view of the means through which the quality of research may be demonstrated and assessed;

· finally, the Report is completely silent on the failure of the RAE hitherto to value pedagogic research in higher education.

8. The view of the Report, explicitly stated in paragraph 23, is that research is cardinal to scholarship and scholarship in turn to teaching.  However we would argue that scholarship:

critical reflectivity as a habit of mind, scrutiny by peers as a modus operandi, inquiry as a motivation9
is cardinal to all activities worthy of having the term “higher education” attached to them.  Scholarship is not an activity, it is about the way in which academics demonstrate and achieve professionalism in how they do things (as is to some extent recognised in the Research Transparency Exercise.

Minimising the detriments of staff research for student learning

9.
One of the presentations to the Southampton Institute Seminar itemised some of the actual or potential detriments of staff research for student learning, drawing upon a considerable body of evidence from both the UK and abroad10. Much of this evidence was reflected in the Consultants’ Report.  HEFCE itself has acknowledged the negative impact of the RAE on teaching at least since 199211.  More recently the Manager of the 2001 RAE has acknowledged “the divisions and tensions between teaching and research”12.

10.
So the Review Report’s acknowledgement (in paragraph155) that the present funding arrangements for research have been detrimental to teaching and other activities such as knowledge transfer hardly comes as a surprise.  What is perhaps more surprising, if not totally unpredictable, is the subsequent claim that it would be wrong to alter these arrangements for this reason.  Is HEFCE serious about redressing this imbalance in esteem or not? Instead the Report recommends that other systems of reward should be developed to promote teaching.  No argument is presented in support of this, which will simply continue the separation of the two activities in terms of the experience of which staff have of the demands the two activities make upon them.  It is not clear why the Review came to this conclusion, but it is to be hoped that the Council itself, when it comes to consider the matter, will question this.  Otherwise the onus to develop the relationship will have to come from the side - teaching - which continues to be the weaker in terms of prestige and esteem.

11.
There is the further point here that the Report appears to be operating with a limited understanding of teaching.  Teaching is not just about the transmission of information, it is also about the reflective practice of one’s own discipline as a teacher.  The proposal for the separation of rewards for teaching without reference to the scholarship of teaching implies that teaching excellence does not include evidence of the teacher’s ability to investigate, critically evaluate and reflect on their teaching practice ie teaching as a research-related activity.  This is a further argument in favour of making a proper link.

 Maximising the benefits of research for teaching

12.
It  also seems clear from the literature that the potential benefits of research for teaching just do not occur naturally or spontaneously but have to be realised through conscious action13.  HEFCE itself acknowledged this in its Council Briefing of May 2000:

teaching benefits from research and scholarly activities; conversely teaching contributes to development of research.  To exploit this synergy, the relationship between teaching and research needs to be actively managed.

The Consultants’ Report contains a number of ideas about the conditions for maximising the benefits of research for teaching. They mention in particular:

institutional mission and culture: management, planning, human resource management and reward systems; the nature of the academic programme; discipline or subject; motivation and workload of the typical student; student level; motivation, interest and indeed participation in teaching of academic staff engaged in research teaching methods; and evaluation and assessment of the impact.

13.
The Funding Council is currently putting a lot of effort into encouraging institutions to develop effective learning and teaching strategies.  A number of institutions have highlighted the need for a link between these strategies and those for the development of research, and to establish how this functions in practice.  It will be a very great pity if it became harder as a result of the Review Report for them to take this seriously.

14.
So it is very disappointing that the Review Report  includes no recommendations about how the link can be strengthened.  Supplementary to the ideas of the consultants, such actions could include:

· requiring institutions, as part of their overall submission to the RAE, to state how they manage research to ensure that teaching at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels benefits from staff involvement in research including research into teaching; how any possible negative consequences such as staff absences on sabbaticals etc are minimised; and how effective synergies are developed between the institution’s research and teaching and learning strategies; and

· requiring institutions, in each unit of assessment, to state how they manage research to ensure that teaching at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels benefits from staff involvement in research including research into teaching; how any possible negative consequences such as staff absences on sabbaticals etc are minimised; and how effective synergies are developed between the institution’s research and teaching and learning strategies.

15.
Finally, it would be worth incorporating into the methodologies for both Academic and Institutional Review questions designed to explore how research underpins teaching, possibly along the lines adopted in new Zealand.14  It might be that the ILT and the LTSN could also consider incentives and other constructive mechanisms for strengthening the link.

Developing staff scholarship

16.
Instead of a policy along these lines, the Report’s favoured route to clarifying the linkage is through the concept of “scholarship”.  Paradoxically, however, the rather narrow definition of scholarship chosen – centring upon the interpretation and reinterpretation of the knowledge base – serves to separate teaching and research further.  It also contradicts much of the guidance given by the Funding Council itself to the RAE subject panels where the interpretation  and reinterpretation of existing work in the public domain can count as research for RAE purposes 15 and where scholarship is seen as being a criterion of research excellence16.
17.
Based upon the dubious claim that research and scholarship are clearly distinct activities, the Report recommends that research funding should not be directed towards scholarship.  In this way the Report justifies refusing to accept any responsibility for enhancing a mutually supportive relationship.  Indeed by not funding scholarship, as defined in the Report, the Review recommends a move away from the guidelines and criteria adopted for RAE 2001 towards ones which are even more restricted in their definition of research.
18.
Given all the information available to it, and bearing in mind the problem previously acknowledged by the Funding Council, the Review should have come to the opposite conclusion, namely that research and scholarship are closely related, that separating them is particularly unproductive, and that research funding should therefore be directed toward scholarship as an aspect of research.  This would have served to enhance the link between teaching and research and would have provided a much more effective policy and funding environment for pursuing the objective of enhancing teaching through scholarly activity.  Evidence of such a link is contained in a recent paper presented to the ESRC Teaching and Learning Programme Conference 2000.17
19.
Alternatively, the Funding Council could adopt a much broader view of scholarship as an activity which underpins and links both teaching and research, and which is therefore funded under both “pots”18.  The way in which such scholarly contributions could be monitored through a single assessment regime covering all the activities of the relevant academic unit has recently been outlined by one of the Group’s members19.  Such an integrated       evaluation regime would do more to enhance the relationship between research, scholarship and teaching than any other single measure, and certainly more than anything emerging from the Review.20 

Assessment of the quality of research

20.
One of the longest standing criticisms of the RAE is the adverse effect it has had on outputs of scholarship in the disciplines, particularly the production of learning materials, including textbooks and e- based learning software.  Nowhere in the Review is this issue addressed.  It is perhaps implicit in sections of the Consultants’ Report (7.4 – 7.14), and explicit in one section of 3.18.  Yet effective materials are clearly central to a mass higher education system, and there is evidence that the RAE has resulted in their production being devalued21.  This point is also relevant to the projected e-university: to support the scholarly underpinning for this project must be a priority if it is to establish a reputation for excellence.  One attempted solution to this problem has been adopted in the Hong Kong RAE where the definition of support has been widened to include such activities22.  This approach needs closer inspection.                                                                        

Valuing pedagogic research

21.
Another longstanding criticism of the RAE is the failure to value both generic and discipline- based pedagogic research23.   The Funding Council has now accepted this, which is a very welcome step (i.e. disciplinary-based pedagogic research) however it remains to be seen how it will be treated by the various panels in 2001.  The Review should have provided both a clear signal and further guidance for future exercises.  One specific issue in this context is the problem of those specialists on generic research in higher education having their work considered as part of an education unit of assessment which is dominated by work on compulsory education.

Conclusions  

22.
Against this background the Group’s answers to the relevant questions in 

Annex M are as follows.

Question 16: Do you agree that quality of research should continue to be the sole 

basis for assessment in the RAE?

23.
No.  As a minimum institutions should be required to submit pedagogical impact statements both as part of their overall submission and in each unit of assessment for which they are entering. 

Question17:  Do you agree that RAE panels should recognise to a greater extent 

that different disciplines have different characteristics of excellence?

24.
Measures need to be built into the RAE system to encourage the production of quality textbooks and software.

Question 21a: Do you agree that scholarship is an activity that can be 

distinguished from research?
25.
The answer depends on what is meant by “scholarship”.  If the definition in the report is to be used, the answer is a clear “no”.  Research and scholarship are related and overlapping activities which it makes no sense to distinguish.  If a broader definition is to be used, which would be Group’s preference, then funds for scholarship should be found from both the T and R “pots” or found separately.  There is a very real danger that scholarship, as the basic underpinning activity for all academic activities, will be even further squeezed out by the demands of research assessment, teaching assessment, administration etc, than it already is.

Question 21b: Do you agree that scholarship should be required of all academics  who teach?

26.
Yes, whichever definition is used.  The research evidence is very clear on the importance of the teacher’s knowledge of their discipline, of their being involved in or aware of current developments in that discipline, and also in the teaching of that discipline, as being central to the quality of student learning23.   In this context it is interesting that whilst the RAE procedures explicitly recognise the needs of “end users”, it is not clear whether these include non-research active academics or students in higher education.  These equally depend upon research which supports their roles and activities.

Question 22: Do you agree that funds for teaching are the right source of support for scholarship?

27.
Not exclusively, research funding should also support scholarship.
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