Note of a meeting with Rick Rylance  from 11.00 a.m. to 12.45 p.m. in Stewart House Basement Room 8. 

Present: Sylvia Adamson (Philological Society), Tony Bradney (Society of Legal Scholars), John Gaffney (University Council of Modern Languages and Association of University Professors of French and Heads of Departments of French in the United Kingdom and Ireland), Tom Gretton (Association of Art Historians), Vanessa Harding (Royal Historical Society), Frank James (British Science Association, History of Science section), James Ladyman (British Philosophical Association), Judy Loach (Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain), MM McCabe (British Philosophical Association), Robin Osborne (Council of University Classical Departments), Ian Ralston (Standing Committee for Archaeology), Thomas Schmidt-Beste (NAMHE).

Robin Osborne welcomed Rick Rylance (RR) and thanked him for his willingness to meet on a Saturday morning. Robin apologized to everyone for the confusion over the organization. Those present introduced themselves. 

Rick said that his preference was to talk frankly, but that he did not desire to see what he said in the pages of the press. It was agreed that all present would treat the details of what was said as confidential and that Robin would prepare a note of meeting which would be agreed with RR before distribution to the members of A-HUG.

A
National issues

1
ERIH and possible replacement bibliometrics

RR said that this was an issue on which he was happy to be unequivocal: the AHRC will play no part in ERIH; AHRC is not being represented at the European meeting in March to consider the future ERIH, because it has no confidence in the methodology. Involvement even in European meetings by the AHRC would mean investing money – and it was not possible to justify that. The project to create a bibliometric database as a successor to ERIH had had no AHRC input. 

RR drew attention to the following: 


i)
only 40% of work to the English Sub-panel in RAE 2008 was in journals, so an assessment of journal publications was never going to answer assessment needs (and a parallel system for monographs was impractical and implausible);


ii)
A watching brief was needed: ‘fast and dirty’ research assessment methods tended to recommend themselves to those who tended to discount the cost of setting them up;


iii)
the European context is complex: a) British opposition to ERIH is thought to be xenophobic, which is one reason why those in Modern Languages tend to be more sympathetic to ERIH; 



b) smaller nations/accession states need ERIH to get evidence for funding; they lose out to the larger nations and need ways of establishing their own credibility.


It was noted in ensuing discussion that ESF was not united behind these initiatives. Humanities people in ESF want an ungraded list. 

AHRC funding was involved in HERA, from which the UK receives more than it gives (as is generally true of EU schemes). Europe recognises Britain as the best in the research business, because of the statistical evidence, and the UK is looked to for a lead on research projects and assessment. Only Britain has a separate Arts and Humanities research council. Shearer West to be chair of HERA.

2
Impact/REF: RR noted that impact is an absolute political necessity, and will remain so as long as current government administration is in place, regardless of the party in power; the Treasury is behind it and there is too much at stake to drop it. The Conservatives say they will suspend REF for two years, if they come to power, because they have no confidence in the methodology for impact assessment. Labour remain wedded to current proposals.

Politically the worst thing is for the academic community not to engage; it can only lose. HEFCE would welcome help with the impact agenda – hence the pilot programmes. Important for the academic community to take ownership, and say what will work. We must articulate the public service benefit.


RR expressed the view that one positive feature of REF is the methodology of assessment of impact is departmental not individual. This means that departments should think about how to respond at that level. 

In discussion the following points were made:


It was emphasized that the objection to impact is to the way of measuring the value of what we do; we ought to be about students and publishing etc. Price Waterhouse report shows the return on investment to be high. 


It is highbrow academic work that attracts students and gives us a reputation. There are dangers of selection within the academy for the wrong kind of thing as a result of mistaken understandings of impact. Generic impact statements are becoming a game. Our academic function is to be critical, to explain e.g. the nature of value. Important that principled objections are not silenced. Sociology of science shows what scientists do is not what they say that they do. 


If impact goes through funding will be distributed according to judgements of impact, but incoherence means that there won’t be any basis on which those funding judgements can be based and they are very likely to be open to legal challenge.


Pilots need to be challenging the method. They are best bet in getting the message through. But those doing pilots get caught up in trying to do well.


25% reckless when methodology problematic. It is hard to see justification for Treasury micro-management.

In response RR reported that he will join the pilot group for English to develop it. That group meet in May, but no operational descriptors have come from HEFCE yet. 


Impact is not a peculiar arts and humanities problem. Cf. Maths or Astrophysics. Even people in biomedical science are opposed, they report that from ‘bench to bedside’ takes on average 17 years; a value chain that long makes attributing contributions difficult. 


In terms of its own research funding, the AHRC has to use a common system along with the other research councils; there had been a lot of discussion as to whether to talk about impact planning, or impact proposals, or impact pathways? Of these RR believed impact proposals to be the right thing to ask of researchers.


Britain is good at a rather limited range of things and HE is a massive player in the economy. £2–3 billion earned annually by overseas students in Arts and Humanities alone. One third of high quality research in Arts and Humanities comes from UK. Massively ahead of the world in return per £ spent. 


The AHRC move to Swindon will put the AHRC into the conversation with RCUK and the other research councils and enable the AHRC to place people more effectively on the committees and get input earlier. 


RR reported that he had strong views:


i) that we have got frightened of big words – ‘meaning’ ‘civilization’ etc. – and that we need to engage with issues of the nature and value of society. We are out of practice with engaging with these issues and as a result such engagement as we do have tends to be relatively low quality; we need to start addressing that. How do we define our field of endeavour? 


ii) government says we too often make assertions without evidence (cf. astrophysics’ claim that it attracts people into science); we need to get the evidence to show these things and having got them we must repeatedly present them to government. Important to get on and produce the evidence rather than deflect discussion into question of appropriate nature of evidence. 


iii) while there is a problem of getting heard, it was important to establish dialogue since conflict situations are not good situations in which to attempt to educate the warring party. 

The AHRC will run open forum sessions with HEFCE on impact issues in the humanities and will look to people to contribute to this.

3
Relationship between STEM and non-STEM funding:


Extrapolation from last month’s funding letters is that QR income in arts and humanities and soc. sci has dropped by 11%. This a high proportion of overall funding base, given the importance of QR funding in arts and humanities. STEM disciplines have gained about 16% - 27% shift. This at a time when there are more researchers than ever before in arts and humanities. But there is more to be lost than gained from a turf war with STEM; arts and humanities need to point out the quality of their research and to need to stand together with the sciences. It would be good to talk to more physicists…

B
Cuts issues

University cuts in relation to AHRC funding 

RR emphasized that:


AHRC funds projects not people or departments. AHRC can have a view about capacity within the research-base, not on particular departments. 


AHRC was due to be in discussion with HEFCE over endangered subjects (HEFCE phrase). Modern languages were at issue here. AHRC was much more able to act if alerted to national crises by subject associations than when alerted to local crises from within a single university. 


Interdisciplinarity was widely paid lip service to but not done very well, but it depended on having the discrete disciplines to begin with.

C
AHRC issues

RR uncovered some of the complex issues arising in connection with the AHRC office move and noted that the shutdown of operations was a necessary precaution when it is unclear how easily the adaptation to a radically new structure can be made.

RR was warmly thanked for being willing to talk to the subject associations and for the manner in which he had done so. The hope was expressed that it might be possible to hold similar meetings in future to maintain the dialogue.



