
Consultation question 1: 
Do you agree that for 2012-13 we should increase the value of the RDP supervision fund, by up to £35 million?
Yes.
At first sight the answer to this question appears easy: yes, of course the injection of more funding into the RDP supervision fund seems welcome. However, MURG notes that this 'extra' funding comes at the same time as savings in QR funding are being made by the removal of research rated as 2* from the formula used to calculate mainstream QR funding, and its injection to the RDP supervision fund appears predicated on the application of thresholding measures which will potentially see complete removal of RDP support from many departments in Modern Universities that are currently making substantial contribution to educating the next generation of researchers.

MURG's response is therefore as follows:
1. Provided that the thresholding measures proposed in the consultation document are NOT introduced, then the addition of 37M from the savings made in QR funding through the removal of weighting for 2* rated research is acceptable.
2. If the thresholding measures proposed in the consultation ARE introduced, then the additional funds would be far better reinvested in QR mainstream funding.


Consultation question 2: 
Which of the options we have described for linking the allocation of RDP supervision funding to quality (a threshold, or a quality weighting) best meets our aim of encouraging the supervision of students in higher-quality research environments? Why?
Quality weighting.
Prior to answering Consultation Question 2, MURG wishes to make the point that the premise in the Secretary of State's  instruction to HEFCE quoted in the consultation document that success in developing the next generation of researchers is directly related to the quality of research as adjudged in RAE 2008 is fundamentally flawed. 

Numerous international studies have shown that the most critical factor in the success of research students is the quality of research supervision. The same studies do not identify the quality of the supervisor's research outputs as being the key factor determining the quality of the supervision or the success of the students but instead highlight understanding and execution of the supervision process, in particular as essentially a teaching activity which fosters and enhances learning, research, and communication at the highest level, as being the most important factor in ensuring successful high quality completions.

Further, there is much anecdotal evidence – in particular from Heads of Graduate Schools - that researchers who are the best publishers are often the least good supervisors. Further, it is patently not true that publication quality is a prerequisite for supervision quality and quality of graduates in UoA’s where there are a high number of research based Professional Doctorates. It is worth noting that it is these UoAs who are often most strongly linked with industry and the professions, and they provide research training of real value.

It is therefore not at all clear that either of HEFCE's proposals for linking the allocation of RDP supervision funding to quality as measured by the RAE will encourage the supervision of research students in environments which provide best quality of supervision and opportunity to successful completion. The situation is far more complex.

MURG is deeply concerned that removing funding from 2* research departments may affect the development of emerging research fields as well as interdisciplinary research.

Of the two options presented, the simple application of a threshold is potentially the most destructive. Under this proposal, it is entirely possible that some supervisors in a UoA, which gains no funding, may nonetheless be producing research rated as internationally excellent and so this proposal does not even follow HEFCE's own policy of funding excellence wherever it is found. A threshold would work to the detriment of newer universities, smaller departments and emerging fields where new research communities (often in new fields) are being established. With the exception of the question of the efficient use of facilities in some STEM subjects, there would appear to be no evidence to support the notion that a high-quality research environment is automatically secured once a certain threshold number is met either by an HEI or a department.

The second proposal of weighting 4* and 3* research in calculating RDP funding is slightly better, but still potentially destructive. It will inevitably set up a multi-tier  perception of quality between subjects and – further – it appears likely that there will be very small probability of moving between tiers once they have been created. This proposal will effectively set up rankings of research student training not based on the quality of supervision and training but based on the published outputs of the supervisors (as judged by RAE panels) – with the pitfalls mentioned above.


Consultation question 3: 
If we used a quality score, as described in paragraph 22, to achieve differentiation by quality does a ratio of 1:2 seem appropriate?

No, it is inappropriate. As we have mentioned above, it is not clear that application of the principle of distribution of RDP funding based largely on supervisor outputs will achieve the aim of providing a high quality research supervision environment in any case. We have also pointed out the pitfalls of the creation of a multi-tier perception of quality between subjects. 

To apply this ratio as proposed implies that a clear distinction in supervision quality can be made between the parts of the research environment of departments which achieve a quality score of 3* and those parts with a score at 4*. Furthermore, in terms of support systems and processes, the quality of the research environment which students experience is frequently maintained on an institution-wide basis rather than just at the departmental level. The ratio should be maintained at 1:1.


Consultation 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?

No, this is not a useful indicator of sustainability. MURG feels that HEFCE should be encouraged to continue its policy of funding excellent research in any department, in any university. One of the principles underlying the allocation of QR has been to recognise excellent research wherever it is found. To operate RDP allocations on the basis of the value of an institution’s QR grant would be a very crude mechanism: it would reward poorly-performing departments in institutions with a large QR grant and penalise internationally excellent and world-class departments in those HEIs with smaller QR grants. It would also unfairly penalise HEIs that, as a matter of strategic policy, chose to focus on developing select areas of research strength, with the result that they have achieved outstanding results in certain research fields. 

