History UK Plenary Meeting, 12 November 2005. 

THE 2008 RESEARCH ASSESSMENT EXERCISE

Prof Pauline Stafford, Chair of the History Panel

[Secretary’s note: this item, which was circulated after the plenary, has obviously been overtaken by the issuing of revised guidance, particularly the December 2006 History Panel update. It is circulated as a record of the state of discussion at the time, much of which remains relevant, and as part of the formal record of the Plenary].
Prof Stafford outlined the principles of the exercise, explained the changes in the guidance that are underway in response to the recent consultation, and answered questions. It was stressed that everything said here was provisional; the final guidance may differ owing to the need for consistency between panels and legal checks. With this in mind, the main points that emerged were as follows.

Principles.

For 2008, consistency and convergence across panels has prevailed over continuity with previous exercises. 

The RAE assesses work, not individuals. 

There has been no pressure for consistency on grading between panels or for profiles to be “normalised” – the subject panels are in charge of quality judgements (but of course have no influence over funding outcomes). 

The History panel sees itself as responsible both to the RAE and to the discipline, and is anxious to ensure the future health of the discipline and anxious to avoid the distorting effects of assessment. 

Appointment of panels and their composition

The panel has been chosen “to reflect the diversity of the history community” (RAE 03/2004). Specialist advisers will also be needed, partly for specialist fields and partly to cope with the sheer volume of work in certain fields. Where work is cross-referred to other panels, History panel criteria will be applied and specialist advisors and cross-referees from other panels will be trained accordingly. 

Drafting criteria statements. 

Five new areas were addressed compared with 2001:

1. Relative weighting of the three factors of output/environment/esteem (80/15/5 for History); 

2. Definition of the 1*-4* ratings (with four quality levels replacing the “national” and “international” criteria of 2001)

3. Assessing outputs, especially giving value to bigger works.

4. Assessing “research environment” and “esteem”.

5. Equal opportunities: new researchers, maternity etc.

Consultation

There were 56 responses to the consultation, mostly from subject associations and departments, a few from individuals. Representations from Northern Ireland have led Irish history to be listed as a field in its own right, rather than subsumed by implication under Europe. There have been several revisions and clarifications proposed by the panel, which remain to be confirmed.

1. The panel intends in practice to read all outputs, not “virtually all: “virtually” is intended as a legal caution (para 78). Doubts have been expressed over whether the panel will have time to read everything; they will have around eight months to do so, compared with four last time round (when there were some 93 departments and 1,700 individuals entered).

2. No management roles will be allowed to justify fewer than 4 outputs, so paragraph 22b is likely to go. (Secondment may do so however). 

3. Weightings: there was overwhelming support for 80/15/5 output/environment/esteem. This actually represents a greater overall role for “research environment” than in 2001, when it was only brought into play for marginal cases. 

4. Assessing research environment and esteem. 

(a) “Research environment”. The panel regards the variety of departments in History as an asset and does not intend to give any particular type of department an advantage.  The star ratings will probably therefore refer to what is exemplary/good etc “for a unit of that size and type”. 

(b) It should be possible for smaller departments to score highly for “research environment”, by activities such as are open to all – for example, work on subject committees, training postgraduate students, planning, mentoring, appraising and supporting research, sabbatical schemes, and work on editorial boards. (Paras 66, 67, 73, 75)

(c) The criteria will be applied flexibly, such that the panel may give credit for factors such as postgraduate numbers and research income. The intention is to credit achievement rather than to penalise omission. A perusal of submissions in early 2008 will enable the panel to refine their approach.

(d) Esteem will not just be about honours and awards but about contributions to the discipline.

(e) RA5 submissions should be organised around the panel criteria (paras 71, 33-52), especially for “research environment”. Accounts based around individuals will not be helpful to the panel, although individuals may be a relevant frame of reference for “esteem”.

5. Quality levels and their definition. There have been fears that the 4* level is set too high, that there is a hidden quota for such work, and that the selection of fields of reference will be the critical factor (para 65).

(a) 4* should be attainable. The panel has no preconception about what proportion of work will be 4*. 

(b) The descriptive list of historical fields in paragraph 4 is not a statement of the appropriate fields to be applied in assessing the quality of outputs. What matters is the “relative field” to which the output belongs, and this will be judged by the panel.

6. Weighting of outputs – the “superbooks” issue – has caused more comment, and caused more discussion in the panel, than anything else. Only Main Panel N is trying to address the weighting issue. In 2001 the History panel’s method was to ascertain the best item for each individual, and then rate that individual accordingly. This is not possible in 2008 as individuals are not rated, and all outputs must be considered. This raises the issue of weighting individual items. The panel’s first solution of elective double weighting of up to two items has met with criticism: if the panel does not accept the double weighting, the individual will be left one output short of a full submission. Options are under review.

7. Early career researchers, equal opportunities etc. (paras 29-30). These provisions have been overwhelmingly welcomed. They are consistent across panels. Points:

(a) The baseline for early career researchers and remission outputs is likely to be moved from 1 January 2001 to 1 September 2003. Those in post before this date will need four outputs.

(b) Remission is permissive, not mandatory: if an early career researcher has four outputs, they can all be submitted. 

(c) The time in post will be measured from when the person becomes eligible for entry as category A: first contract for teaching and/or research (including part-time contracts), or becoming the named holder of a research award or post-doctoral fellowship (as opposed to a paid investigator on a project headed by the named applicant). 

(d) The option of submitting someone with no outputs may be ruled out; at least, any such submission will have to be very carefully justified. (History was alone in allowing nil output submissions in 2001).

The assessment period, 2008
Assessment of outputs will take place from early 2008 to September 2008. Outputs, not individuals, will be farmed out to panel members. Specialist advisors will be appointed, chosen where possible from the lists of panel nominees, and trained. In September 2008 the whole panel will meet to assess institutions, with a team of three panel members leading discussion for each institution. 

Questions

In answer to questions from the floor, a number of points were clarified.

“Department” is understood to be the unit of assessment (UOA). The department is whoever is submitted. It is accepted that administrative arrangements vary. There is no need to concoct “virtual departments” for RAE purposes. 

“Esteem”, counting for only 5%, is likely to involve a single star rating. “Research environment”, counting for 15%, is likely to be broken down in the same way as the category of outputs, with (say) a 2* rating for planning, 3* for contribution to the discipline, and so on. The categories are not yet decided. 

Textbooks can be entered but should be glossed in 2A. They should demonstrate original research and/or a synthesis which moves the subject forward. Textbooks can in principle be 4*.

Dual authorship will count for both authors in the same way; the (reasonably equal) contributions of dual authors should be explained in 2A.

There was concern that the proposed need for authors of big books to show four outputs offered an incentive for authors to hive off chapters just to meet the RAE requirements. Guidance on overlap may be issued. Essays that work towards a big book will be acceptable, simple repetition will not impress. Again, this can be explained in 2A.

Current thinking is that an 80-100,000 word academic monograph would be double weighted. RA2.a should be used to identify works of great weight, enduring value, wide significance, or which represent a great investment of research resources and effort.

The case was raised of staff with both academic and professional interests (such as historians who were also research-active teacher educators) who might not have four publications in either field but who could only be entered once. Work which fits the history panel criteria will be considered as such; the panel expects much more work on teaching and learning to be submitted than in 2001. Work purely in education should also be included, but will be submitted to the education panel for specialist advice. 
