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Consultation on allocation method for postgraduate research funding from 2012-13
The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union and professional association for academics, lecturers, trainers, researchers and academic-related staff working in further and higher education throughout the UK. We welcome the opportunity of responding to the HEFCE consultation on the allocation method for postgraduate research funding from 2012-13. Our response focuses mainly on the funding strategy of greater research concentration.  
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?
UCU welcomes the increases in the amount of funding allocated to the RDP supervision fund (paragraphs 15-17), although we regret the fact that this money stems from the removal of funding from 2* RAE research. We believe that “investment in training postgraduate researchers” is an important element in ensuring the quality of the research base, although the trebling of tuition fees, the decline in academic salary levels and the continuing use of fixed-term contracts, will make it increasingly difficult to attract the “next generation of researchers”.   
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?
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?
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?
At the same time, UCU is concerned about the remainder of the consultation document, and in particular, the various proposals to concentrate doctoral funding in a small number of institutions (consultation questions 2-4). For example, in relation to the proposal for an RAE ‘quality weighting’, it is not clear that the presence of 3* and 4* RAE outcomes in a department (let alone an institution) automatically leads to a high-quality research training environment for PhD students, particularly in the arts, humanities and social sciences (paragraphs 20-22). Similarly, the relationship between institutional levels of QR funding and the quality of postgraduate supervision at the subject/departmental level is a complex one that defies easy schematisation. For these reasons we are also unconvinced by the idea of institutional threshold levels for the allocation of RDP funding (consultation question 4). If implemented the funding threshold could have a negative impact on the diversity of postgraduate research provision, e.g. by limiting access to doctoral research for those students who are less mobile and/or choose to study part-time. 
Taken in conjunction with other changes to HEFCE’s QR funding (e.g. the removal of funding for 2* research), as well as the policies enacted by the Research Councils, we are witnessing a policy of ‘hyper-concentration’ being introduced by stealth. UK research funding, however, is already highly concentrated in a relatively small number of institutions. Further concentration of core research funding would carry with it the risk of reduced research capacity for some regions, greater difference in experiences for students and a reduction in the diversity of the UK's research base.
Current government policies, including the ones proposed in the PGR consultation, point towards an increasingly stratified system for research. In the absence of a White Paper on Higher Education, this is occurring without a proper debate. As John Scott, pro vice-chancellor for research at the University of Plymouth, has said: "The recreation of a binary system is happening across the board without this clear and obvious goal being stated or admitted by those responsible."[footnoteRef:2]  [2: Paul Jump, ‘Binary creep spotted in research funding plans’, Times Higher Education, 7 April 2011.  
] 

UCU recommends an open, evidence-led debate on the future of UK research and postgraduate research funding, including the current drift towards ‘hyper-concentration’.  
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