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Item 17.3) 

HEFCE CONSULTATION ON ALLOCATION METHOD FOR POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH FUNDING FROM 2012-13

Question 1

Do you agree that for 2012-13 we should increase the value of the RDP supervision fund by up to £35 million?
Even although the matter is not within the remit of the present consultation we must register our concern at the removal of funding for 2* activity on the grounds that it will exert a disproportionately serious impact on post-92 ITE providers, which worked extremely hard to reach the lower rungs of the funding ladder in 2008.  Given that that decision has been made, it is fair and prudent to use the funds released by the change to the funding of 2* activity to increase the overall size of the RDP supervision fund, thus recognising the importance of training the next generation of researchers.

Question 2

Which of the options for linking the allocation of RDP supervision funding to quality (a threshold or a quality rating) best meets our aim of encouraging the supervision of students in higher-quality research environments?
Neither. The question, like the consultation paper as a whole, fails to acknowledge that there is a distinction to be drawn between a high-quality research environment and a high-quality research training environment. RAE 2008 and the proposed REF both assume that, in reaching a view of the quality of research in a UoA, there is a need to focus on the quality of outputs and to make a separate assessment of the quality of the research environment.  It is clearly possible for a UoA with a high rating for the quality of its research outputs to provide, nevertheless, a less than distinguished environment for the training of researchers. It would seem appropriate, and in line with HEFCE’s own thinking,  to fund the supervision of RDPs in departments or units judged to provide the highest quality research training environment. It is also the case that such departments should offer a rich multi-professional context that is so vital for the cultivation of a doctoral training programme in Education. There is a strong case for stipulating a threshold level for research quality then rewarding units and departments that offer the strongest research training environments.

In UCET’s view, it is laudable to seek to provide the best training environment for future researchers. We also appreciate the argument for higher selectivity in funding RDP supervision. However, HEFCE needs to bear in mind the needs of part-time research degree students. A policy of intense concentration, by inevitably restricting access, runs the risk of disadvantaging those who wish to pursue a career in research but to qualify for such work through part-time study. There are two reasons for this judgement. First, there is a geographic argument to the effect that participation is likely to be restricted if the distance of travel to the nearest provision is too great and if there is a dearth of local provision.  Second, there is a widening participation argument which claims that the more exclusive RDPs become the greater the disincentive for aspiring professionals like teachers to progress from master’s to doctoral study.

A further difficulty is that the consultation paper assumes that UoA and department are synonymous. If the proposals in the consultation paper went forward RDP students would attract differential levels of funding depending on the UoA in which their supervisors were located.

Question 3

If we used a quality score as described in paragraph 22 to achieve differentiation by quality does the ratio of 1:2 seem appropriate?
Yes, but, as we have argued, the question is inappropriate: the aim should be to identify and reward institutions which provide the best research training.

Question 4

Do you consider that the value of an institution’s RDP grant relative to its mainstream QR grant provides a useful indicator of the sustainability of postgraduate supervisory activity at whole-institution level?
It does provide an indicator, but it is not the sole indicator of a high quality research training environment (as defined by reference to the RAE 2008 results).  An HEI might have some departments that receive relatively little QR funding through a quality audit, but have others that receive a great deal.  Thus the overall QR figure might be high (or, conversely, low), but the university might decide not to use central funds to create a high quality research training environment, leaving this responsibility to the faculty.  Conversely they might decide to fund research training centrally even where the faculty has relatively little QR funding.   The suggestion simplifies a very complex matter.
Gordon Kirk
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