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This meeting of the Standing Conference was called to discuss the potential implication of proposed changes in university funding for the higher education sector in general and upon teaching and research in Economic and Social History in particular.  A list of delegates can be found at Appendix 1.

The following documents, all published in recent months, were the focus of discussion:

The White Paper on the future of higher education (http://www.dfes.gov.uk/highereducation/)
The HEFCE strategic review of funding (http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2003/03_12.asp)
The Report of the Roberts Review of Research Assessment (http://www.rareview.ac.uk/reports/roberts.asp)
In addition, Professor Floud drew attention to a further policy document on Dual Support and Sustainability (http://www.ost.gov.uk/policy/invest-innov.htm#innovationsupport), published recently by the Office of Science and Technology. This adds considerable weight to the general drift of policy, particularly insofar as this affects the extent and distribution of research funding.

The White Paper and the HEFCE review relate only to England, though they may have implications for the rest of the UK; the others are at UK level.

The main issues were raised by very useful introductory presentations by Professor Roderick Floud, President, Universities UK and by Professor Rick Trainor, Vice Chancellor, University of Greenwich and Honorary Secretary of the Society.

Roderick Floud emphasised the perceptions that have directed recent policy proposals. The Sustainability Review is premised upon the notion that research in this country has not been properly funded largely because it has been under-priced (including work done for research councils and government departments). For this reason research infrastructures have been neglected. It is thus argued that research in future must be priced to cover fixed capital and other overheads as well as variable costs. This will result in fewer projects being funded but the Review stresses that too much research has been done in the past and that quality is required rather than quantity.  In order to achieve higher quality and sustainability the thrust of the proposal is for greater concentration of research at international standards of excellence. This would involve some separation of research from undergraduate teaching (at a time when other countries that have research-only institutes seem to be moving away from them).

Professor Floud emphasised that British research is already more concentrated than anywhere else in the world. There is much talk of emulating the USA but one could only achieve US levels of dispersal of research by scrapping QR funding and giving all of the money to the research councils. And it would not be possible to emulate the level of funding of the top US universities unless we reduced the entire UK university sector to one institution (six in the whole of Europe)!

Rick Trainor assisted the audience in finding their way through the various documents and their implications. At the crux of them all, and most controversial in fundamentally influencing the underlying concept of a university, is the proposal to separate teaching from research. There is differentiation already but no university rejects research and none rejects teaching: they are there in different mixes and there is overwhelming support for their inseparability despite these proposals.

It is proposed that higher education teaching should increasingly be seen as a career in itself and that some institutions should move away from research entirely, in some cases increasing their role in knowledge transfer (though it is not clear how effective or up to date knowledge transfer would be where it takes place from teaching-only institutions). The policy is described as one of mission diversification and differentiation in which the introduction of differential fees, of two year foundation degrees and of a new way of evaluating research output via a new form of the RAE, would all play a part.

Discussion

There was lively discussion in the remainder of the morning session and after lunch when renewed debate was assisted by short introductions from Nigel Goose (on teaching) Richard Hoyle (on research) and Mary Morgan (on the implications of the proposed Roberts reforms). There was a general consensus of opposition to the majority of the proposals and recognition that their impact on the university sector in general and upon the arts and social sciences in particular was likely to be very negative.

Many points were covered but the focus repeatedly returned to three aspects in particular:

1. The extent to which the proposals are based on a science model of university funding, teaching and research and upon a misunderstanding of how the arts and social sciences function within the higher education sector and in relation to wider society. There was unanimous support for maintaining a dispersed model of research in the arts and humanities in general and in our field in particular. This was seen as the best model to encourage both more and better quality research from a variety of perspectives and for a variety of purposes. It was seen as important to raise the profile of arts and social sciences in such a way as to highlight their distinctive contribution to social welfare and civil society as well as to innovation and wealth creation.  The emphasis upon immediate and purely utilitarian and pragmatic outcomes for research, particularly in terms of wealth creation, naturally foregrounds the science model.

Partly (but not wholly) because of the science orientation the policy proposals also see knowledge as product or content, produced in big centres and disseminated by a specialised distribution network (knowledge exchanges in White Paper and HEFCE Strategy) and received/used by consumers. Yet current teaching and learning thinking and policy see knowledge as a process. This is in line with a research model of learning, which emphasises skills and understanding rather than the transmission of concrete knowledge on the Roberts model. The best teaching – concerned with transmitting knowledge as a skill and a process – is informed by both research findings and research process, and therefore requires research-active staff.

The assumption that there are large economies of scale in research is not proven even in science and there is little evidence at all in social science and the arts. We do not have good models for the growth of science and it is irrational to try to control a system which is poorly understood. Current (dispersed) research performance is good by international standards (arguably it was even better before the government began to set targets).

Where history specifically is concerned dispersal of research has positive advantages not just in encouraging a plethora of approaches, and new ideas and methods but in encouraging work on local and regional history and regional networks between archivists and historians to the benefit of both. Research concentration in history would discourage such research and associated relationships.

2. The mistaken understanding about how research and teaching combine and the value of that combination. The need to defend the integration of teaching and research was viewed as a priority. Apart from the intellectual merits, the proposal to separate the two (and particularly to create universities which do not have research degree awarding powers) goes against all the progress towards European integration and collaboration between HEIs, embodied in the recent Bologna Declaration. Teachers, for example, need to be able to distinguish between good and bad information and can only do so by being involved in research.

Teaching should not be seen as mechanical whilst research is creative: both are both mechanical and creative in combination. Some of the major improvements in undergraduate history teaching in recent decades have been due to the introduction of dissertation work based on primary as well as secondary sources.  Practical skills in the location, identification and analysis of primary evidence are the most important transferable skills in history teaching at all levels. The analysis of texts and gobbets, together with historiographical and bibliographical skills cannot be taught without a research culture. Skills such as analysing evidence, decision making based upon evidence, team working, interactive learning, personal initiatives, are all transmitted in the context of research activities. The very nature of the teaching of history is testing the validity of explanations which can only be done with reference to the evidence i.e. research. Good teaching in history in particular is about giving students direct access to sources, artifacts, live debates. Cutting edge thinking about teaching in history meshes with a research based model of learning. This is able to take advantage of the current drive, backed by state and charitable funding, towards making archives and sources accessible to a wider public via the Web, digitisation etc, which in turn strengthens the links between historians, archivists and archive users. Such access to sources and professional links makes for excellent teaching and learning in history.

The concentration of research resources into a few institutions is likely in the arts, and in history especially, to lead to intellectual stultification and orthodoxy rather than to new perspectives. Pluralism and dispersal are the contexts in which innovative new ideas are most likely to flourish.

Finally, the separation of teaching from research (together with the introduction of higher fees and foundation degrees) runs in the face of policies against social exclusion that the government advocates.  The rhetoric suggests that many institutions will specialise in excellent teaching and be encouraged to extend their widening access policies but such proposed teaching institutions are not necessarily those described as leading or best practice in teaching quality assessments currently. Those students able to pay high fees will continue to opt for undergraduate courses in research-intensive institutions. Thus a small group of elite students (generally from privileged social backgrounds) will continue to be educated in research-intensive institutions and will emerge with qualifications that have higher status than the mass of students who will be trained in teaching-only universities. Degrees in teaching-only universities will not only be impoverished through not being taught by research-active academics but they will also be devalued by the hierarchical and elitist nature of the policy proposals combined. Students from poorer backgrounds who have opted for institutions with lower fees (which will generally be the teaching-only places) will have fewer opportunities for later advancement.  In terms of academia as a profession ‘excellent researchers’ will continue to be predominantly white, male and middle class.

3. The extent to which the proposed policies of research concentration and of separating teaching and research will result in the destruction of existing and future human capital in academic life by abrogating implicit contractual commitments and by truncating career prospects for many. The policy proposals are mainly concerned with the allocation of expenditure flows with little concern for the assets of higher education and especially the capacity to regenerate human capital. Human capital takes a very long time to build up but is likely to be rapidly dissipated under the current proposals.  The withdrawal of research funding from most universities will mean writing off a large proportion of the human capital and will be particularly destructive of the many individual, high level researchers working in departments which have low research ratings.
Government defection from the implicit contract which it made in persuading individuals to invest their abilities in academe, will make it much more difficult and expensive to recruit new academics. Academic careers will become much less rewarding and much more risky. The brain drain will accelerate and reasons for choosing a career in academe vis à vis other sectors will evaporate. If 80% of the profession are told that their work will in future almost entirely be in teaching this will intensify the struggle, identified in the White Paper, to employ the best academics. If the only research openings are to be in a restricted number of research universities, then committing to an academic research career will become too much of a gamble for most young people to make.

Some knowledge of the life cycles of individual researchers would assist in seeing the medium and longer-term impact of the proposed policies upon human capital formation. There is a great deal of variance over time in academic performance. Highflying scholars often start off in low ranked departments and only arrive at the top well into their careers. Individuals have periods of high and low productivity. Departments and universities rise and fall. By restricting research to a small number of locations these dynamics will be restricted to those institutions alone while locking out the majority of active scholars from any prospect of progression and improvement.  A young academic whose first post is in a non research-intensive university would find it very difficult to move to a research active institution.  It is likely that students who graduate from teaching-only institutions will have lower premiums in terms of salary than graduates from research universities even if they enter the university teaching-only profession. Graduates from teaching-only departments will also find it difficult to transfer to do research at postgraduate level compared with their contemporaries who graduate in research institutions so there will be little scope for encouraging bright graduates from non-research universities to consider an academic research career.

It is not clear how much of an academic hinterland is required for a productive academic community, and whether a small number of departments made up exclusively of ‘Chiefs’ without any ‘Indians’, would be viable. The American system, which policy makers admire, has a great deal of both depth and breadth. Research takes place at every level, and careers are open to talent at every level – quite the opposite of the proposed reforms. If the UK is to move in the direction of ‘payment by results’, then in the longer term it will not be possible for universities to offer long-term employment contracts. The resulting casualisation of employment (already a problem) will further reduce the attractions of academic work. The USA, which has the most ‘flexible’ labour markets, nevertheless protects and cherishes the institution of academic tenure. Arguably the prospect of tenure makes it possible for aspiring scholars to make the long-term commitment to scholarship that is required to produce high-quality research.

Potentially positive elements

In addition to addressing the likely negative impact of the proposed policies, the debate also tried to address where there might be potential for economic and social history to take advantage of some of the more peripheral, but still important, policy elements if and when the new policies are introduced. It is difficult to know how much attention will genuinely be paid to ‘protecting pockets of high-quality research’ in non research-intensive universities, and how much such references are lip service to sweeten the pill of policies which pull strongly against this. If this is a genuine concern, the associated encouragement of collaboration between institutions ‘to ensure that isolated pockets of research secure funding’ might be assisted by the Society (see below). The idea is that more diversity of mission will make collaboration (rather than competition) easier. The Promising Researcher Fellowship scheme would provide opportunities for exchange and for movement of staff from one sort of institution to another. The establishment of 20 new knowledge exchanges to be exemplars of good practice in interactions between less research-intensive institutions and regional businesses and governments was noted but it is difficult to see how these exchanges would function to convey up to date knowledge, ideas and practices without their members being heavily involved in research.

The emphasis upon the need for closer regional and local links and knowledge transfer between HEIs and wider society could be exploited to justify more regional and local historical research, more links with archivists and museums which the Society might work to encourage.

Proposals for action by the Society

We should join with other like-minded organisations and societies to make forceful representations opposing the main thrust of the current policy reforms. In addressing the government on these issues it may be worth explaining our objections in terms of prospective scenarios of the likely outcomes if the policies are adopted. It is also important to emphasise the misunderstandings upon which the proposals are based (particularly the generalised assumptions of the science model of HE, the level of existing research concentration in the UK in international comparative perspective and the extent of dispersal of research and integration of teaching with research that characterises the US system). Another lobbying strength would be to point out the conflict between these proposals and other aspects of government policy such as equal opportunities, social inclusion, regional policy/devolution.

1. We should lobby forcefully against the separation of teaching and research employing the arguments above. We should argue that all HEI’s should continue to be assessed (in their research and teaching) in the same way.  The annexe to the Roberts Report, which includes a discussion of the responses to the initial invitation to contribute, points out that ‘ … most respondents expressing a preference agreed that all HEIs should continue to be assessed in the same way’ (p.81); and yet the Report proposes three cumbersome and divisive systems.

2.
We should continue to lobby against any further concentration of research funding using information above to make the case why this is not the best model for history.

3.
The Society should take part in the wider general debate about the future of human capital in the sector as a whole, the government’s defection from implicit contracts and the dismal prospects for recruitment of the best researchers, throughout the HE sector, in the future.

4. The Society should encourage and assist with collaboration between institutions and between researchers from different institutions. There is encouragement for this in the White Paper and HEFCE report and such collaborations may also assist in the RAE. Critical mass in the arts and social sciences is not dependent upon large institutions and research concentration but is facilitated by networks sustained through conferences, events, seminars and learned societies: the latter could play an even greater role.

5.
Concerning the Roberts review, the Society should be very wary of the implications of moving to far fewer assessment panels if this part of the Roberts proposals goes ahead. We should lobby the ESRC directly in response to the Roberts review for economic and social history to be included in the social science domain (either as a sub panel, or as an interdisciplinary panel). If we are not in the social sciences, the ESRC may ignore our subject whilst the AHRB has not fully recognised it so we may be left in a funding limbo. Also the choice of metrics for RAE assessment makes a big difference when economic and social history are compared with some of the other social sciences (e.g. books versus articles) we should argue that the sub-panel or interdisciplinary panel decides the metrics, not the main panels.

6.
The devolution debate may provide a context for advocating very different proposals based upon regional institutions (emulating the US system of state universities rather than Harvard or Yale).

This report was compiled by Pat Hudson but contains extracts and sections from written submissions from many of those who attended, including: Avner Offer, Helen Meller, Robert Poole, Louise Jackson, Richard Sheldon, Mary Morgan, Rosemary O’Day, Ray Stokes, Nigel Goose, Michael Sanderson, Alan Fowler, Neil Forbes, David Stead, Richard Hawkins.
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