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The seminar was chaired by photographer and RAE panel member Professor Paul Seawright (University of Ulster) and introduced by Dr Francis Corner (London College of Fashion), chair of CHEAD

The day was designed to look at the key issues pertaining to next year’s RAE assessment. This is important to all institutions teaching higher level courses as the outcome of the forthcoming exercise is likely to set the pattern for future developments in art and design research. The RAE is essentially a peer-group assessment of research excellence within the sector, it is not a funding exercise and the HEFCE (Higher Education Funding Council) have yet to announce how the RAE will translate into funding for the period 2008-14. 

The initial presentation  by Professor Judith Mottram (Nottingham Trent University) and Professor Chris Rust (Sheffield Hallam University) outlined a series of recommendations made on behalf of CHEAD to the AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research Council) regarding (Arts) Practice –Led research This paper is, at the time of writing, unpublished but it is clearly designed to facilitate a smoother interaction and mutual basis for understanding between those of us seeking funding for practice–led research in the visual arts and the rather frosty AHRC which to date has proved a difficult organisation through which to secure funding for visual arts research and practice.  There are some signs that the AHRC is beginning to listen to concerned and excluded voices within our sector.

The development of the PhD is viewed as of crucial importance here as throughout the UK there a relatively few academics with this level of qualification across the whole range of art and design subjects. The figures as presented suggest that fine artists comprise the majority of completed PhDs. Photography is not mentioned at all within this context presumably being subsumed within design or fine art. This would provide a useful audit that could be of relevance to our members. PhD qualifications are clearly not for everyone, a straw poll analysis would suggest that approximately 20% of academics within our institutions are ‘AHRC’ compatible. 

MA programmes were identified as crucial in developing research degree competencies. During the research the key question “What does it mean to be an academic?” continually resurfaces. Another one is: How do artists create new knowledge? Answers on a postcard… Our scholarly infrastructures are seen to  be undeveloped and fragmented with low peer-group cohesion. It was, I think, Antonia Payne (Author of the Arts Council most recent photography policy review) who asked the interesting question “What is the position/ function of Artists within our Art Schools?’ That’s another one for the pub quiz then. 

The day continued with Professor Stuart Evans outlining the programmes for the training of research supervision at the Centre for Learning and Teaching at the University for the arts. Clearly appropriate training needs to be give to new supervisors of Doctoral programmes and much thought has been given to the courses at UoA. Stuart is happy to send an details of his courses to any interested party and can be contacted at: s.evans@csm.ac.uk
One question that occurred to me at this stage was how many PhD students constitutes a reasonable workload? Stuart himself is responsible for 8 students although the institutional norm at UoA has been agreed as a maximum of 6. This of course, masks the real issue which is the fact that ‘training’ for research supervision qualifies no-one to supervise a research degree, the real work is about bringing substantial subject expertise to support students and to develop knowledge in the subject.

 Supporting research in an area as unspecific as ‘photography’ is impossible and it is to be hoped that by pooling our expertise and experience (possibly through the APHE) we are able to offer realistic contexts and subject-specific expertise through which to engage future PhD students. One thing is clear, however, there is an urgent need to develop the academic infrastructure of photography through more photographers becoming involved in the process. Far too many students are being supervised by individual who are unqualified in this capacity and this inexorably undermines our position and credibility.

The afternoon sessions were presented sequentially by Professor Paul Gough

 (University of the West of England, Bristol), Chair of the RAE 63 (Art and Design) panel and Professor Bruce Brown (University of Brighton), Chair of the RAE panel’0’ (main panel). The current document with the catchy title is “RAE 2008’.This document outlines the basis on which the exercise will be carried out. This document is freely available from HEFCE if it is not already a part of your bedroom bibliography.

The main point of interest is that the RAE will take place as planned…..

It is an audit of quality research in Art and Design and is viewed as a calibration tool not a funding one. It will be based on the following considerations:

Individual Research outputs (up to 4 ) for full time academics or pro-rata for proportional staff from Academic Staff in post on the assessment date and also prior to the assessment date. Individual research outputs from other staff in place as above. These outputs are weighted at 70% and judged on the basis of Significance, Originality and Rigour

Research Context/ Environment 

The quality of this is assessed on Strategy, People and Structure and is weighted at 20%

Esteem

Weighted at 10% and based on Recognition, Influence and Benefit.

The scoring system is a four point profiling scale that grades the information as being

World leading, International, National but of International significance or National in significance. It also has an unclassifiable scale point which is to be avoided as outputs considered unclassifiable adversely affect he overall profiles. The exercise is to assess “Professional research within the Academy” not “studio practice” and evidence will be sought which clarifies as appropriate. Applied research is fine although in all cases it would be wise to use the allowed 300 word statement that can accompany your submissions to underpin your outputs. The outputs will themselves be assessed rather than the prestige of the gallery, publication etc that made them available to their audience, although it is difficult to see, in practice how this would operate.  All outputs are also considered equal. The judgement seems to value the intellectual scale of the achievement rather than its physical scale and it is here that the 300 word text can be useful in addressing the key concerns of the panel. 

In addition the calculations will use metrics significantly for the first time. These measurements are quantitive indicators such as esteem, scale of environment etc; postgraduate student data i.e. PhD completions, scholarships, students etc; Research income; Bibliometrics i.e. esteem, citation of papers, web hits etc. This kind of data is likely to become increasingly used in the future. The overall principle of an RAE based on peer review, supported by metric data however will be retained for the forthcoming exercise and the one after.

I am aware that this is the briefest outline of the territory covered and my memory does not always serve me well, I can only reiterate that the point was strongly made that the document RAE 2008 would be closely followed and that this should be your point of reference for the detailed information required.  The panel is broadly representative of the sector (nobody from the North East though) and we are very fortunate in having Paul Seawright on the panel with his specialist knowledge of and commitment to our subject.
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