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REF 2014  
 

So w hat  d id  w e learn from  the REF?  

CUCD has been ga thering  feedbac k and  op inions. 

So have we a ll. These thoughts are not intended to dup lic a te the many loc a l 

enquiries by senior management teams, or the flurry of responses tha t followed  the 

pub lic a tion of the results, let a lone some pretty ha rd  hitting  ana lyses in the Press. 

Instead  these a re simp ly a  few observa tions about wha t REF d id  to our d isc ip line, 

and  wha t the pub lished  results mean for us. 

Some of this c omes out of d isc ussions a t Stand ing Committee and  elsewhere, some 

is based on materia l in the pub lic  doma in, and  of c ourse none a t a ll derives from 

panel members, bound  as they a re to HEFCE by the most frightful Omertà .  The 

forma l feedbac k from the panel c ha irs has a lready been pub lished , inc lud ing the 

Classic s entry (on pages 58-68) from sub-Panel 31, our panel. It is genera lly upbeat 

and  help ful and  g ives a  very positive ac c ount of the strength of researc h in c lassic a l 

sub jec ts. It is c learly essentia l read ing for those a lready preparing for the next REF 

about whic h we still know very little, not even the da te, exc ep t for the 

announc ement about Open Ac c ess requirements. This a rtic le is less authorita tive, a  

persona l view from someone who has been c lose to the gossip  and  fa r from the 

work of REF 2014.  

How we prepared 

Preparing  for REF felt like muc h more work than p reparing  for RAE.  

One reason was the need  to c omp ile impac t c ase stud ies, on whic h more below. 

Another reason was the generous resourc es of c ash and  sta ff time whic h university 

senior managers were p repared  to spent on mini-REFs, a lleged ly a lso on ghost-writers 

for environment and impac t sta tements, and  on externa l c onsultanc y. Senior 

ac ademic s, former RAE panellists, (and  in a  few c ases c urrent REF panellists, 

a lthough I d id  not hear of any c ases in Classic s) were rec ruited  to vet d ra fts, to 

assign marks to outputs, and to advise on inc lusions and exc lusions. Anec dota l 

evidenc e suggests this was muc h more luc ra tive and  muc h less work than 

c onventiona l externa l examining. 

The most expensive c omponent of these dummy runs was the time and  energy and 

nerves of the poor dummies being sent on their p rac tic e laps. Attempts a re being 

made to estima te the tota l c ost of REF2014: one estima te has it between £0.5 and £1 

b illion, perhaps around ten times the c ost of RAE2008. Another estima te is tha t it c ost 

a round £1.2 b illion: tha t is about the same amount of QR fund ing tha t is d istributed 

eac h year by HEFCE. And  then there is the opportunity c ost: how muc h more of 

wha t was being measured  c ould  have been written if it was not being measured , or 

if it had  been measured  with a  lighter touc h? 

Another c ost is less easy to measure. Goodwill and  c olleg ia lity. 401 ind ividua ls were 

submitted  to REF 2014, tha t is 60 less than were submitted  to RAE 2008. The figures 

look d ifferently in term of FTEs with a  sma ller d rop  from 415 to  383. Yet CUCD sta tistic s 

http://results.ref.ac.uk/Results/ByUoa/31
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/expanel/member/Main%20Panel%20D%20overview%20report.pdf
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/expanel/member/Main%20Panel%20D%20overview%20report.pdf
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201407/
https://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/academic-estimates-real-cost-of-ref-exceeds-1bn/2018493.article
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show there was a lmost no c hange in the number of sta ff emp loyed  in Classic s 

departments between 2008-9 and  2012-13 (the la test figures tha t a re ava ilab le). For 

wha t it is worth, the figures were 510 ind ividua ls in eac h year and  a  shift from 445 to 

443 FTE. So there has been a  signific ant inc rease in the number of c lassic ists not 

submitted . This figure c onc ea ls b ig  d ifferenc es between departments. Som e 

departments submitted  everyone who was elig ib le, others dep loyed  a  deeper c ut. 

At least some of the ranking  must have been a ffec ted by stra teg ies of exc lusion 

(assuming the ‘ right’  c olleagues were exc luded). Dec isions on how inc lusive to be 

will ra rely have been taken a t the level of departments: but judgments over 

p rec isely who to exc lude muc h mostly have been made loc a lly. CUCD should  

perhaps wa tc h out for the long term c onsequenc es of these tac tic s.  

What did we write? 

Suc c essive Classic s panels have tried  to define the sub jec t as inc lusively as possib le. 

The sub-panel 31 report c elebra tes the d iversity of sub jec t ma tter and  format in the 

submissions. 

As before, the range of outputs was quite wide. Just over 30% were monographs 

and  most universities asked  for these to be doub le-weighted . Almost every request 

made (98.8%) was agreed  to. Unless the rules c hange dramatic a lly, tha t means we 

should  p robab ly a ll request tha t our monographs be doub le weighted  next time. 

Journa l a rtic les made up  about 25% of submissions and  book c hap ters just over 30%. 

The rema ining 12% or so inc luded ed ited  books (8.4%) and  va rious other kinds of 

outputs. Sc holarly ed itions made up only 1.9% of the outputs submitted  whic h might 

ring  a  few a la rm bells. 

How was it read? 

We were luc ky, onc e aga in, to have a  sub-panel of our own. 

The a rc haeolog ists had  to c ohab it with the geographers, and  a lthough our panel 

was the sma llest it had  an impressive range of expertise. It was good  to see tha t 

most of CUCD’s nomina tions for membership  were taken up . Two rec ently retired  

c olleagues were c a lled  on in the fina l stages to help  meet the dead lines, and  they 

generously agreed . As a  d isc ip line we should  be gra teful for the time panel 

members ded ic a ted  to read ing and  to p roduc ing  c arefully c onsidered  feedbac k. 

There is no need  here to repea t the reports they made on the hea lth of va rious 

subd isc ip lines. Those reports were broad ly positive, not just about wha t has been 

ac hieved  but about the future too, noting  the emergenc e of new spec ia lisms and 

the presenc e exc ellent submissions from early c areer researc hers. The p ic ture their 

report p resents is of a  d iverse and  vib rant researc h c ulture in UK Classic s. All this is 

good  news. 

Everything submitted  to sub -panel 31 passed through the hands of c lassic ists. But not 

a ll c lassic ists were submitted  to sub-panel 31. A number will have been submitted  to 

the History panel or perhaps Arc haeology. This is why in the results for Panel 31 there 

a re no entries for a  number of CUCD members inc lud ing  Birkbec k, Card iff, Leic ester, 

Roehampton and  Swansea . It is a lso why KCL submitted  29.9 FTE while UCL 13.00 FTE 

(UCL anc ient historians being in history and  their c lassic a l a rc haeolog ists in 

a rc haeology). As in previous exerc ises it was possib le for panels to refer items they 

d id  not feel qua lified  to judge. It would  be good  to know how effec tive c ross referra l 
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rea lly was. It is surprising  to read  in the report from Ma in Panel D tha t only 4% of 

outputs were c ross referred . It is a lso c lear some sub -Panels exported  a  lot more 

outputs than d id  others. On the fac e of it, it seems likely tha t many researc hers from 

CUCD departments had  some of their work assessed  by other panels. 

What else have we been up to? 

The b road  levels of grant inc ome and  its d istribution look fa irly simila r to tha t of 

p revious years. This perhaps unsurprising  g iven the limited  number of funders, and 

a lso how well we have done in the past. We still c ompare quite favourab ly with 

many other humanities d isc ip lines. We a re a lso produc ing more doc tora tes than 

ever. There a re other questions tha t might be asked  about this, and  some tough 

answers have been proposed . To the c red it of sub -panel 31 a ttention is d rawn in 

their report to growing c asua liza tion, to the p light of early c areer researc hers on 

tempora ry and / or teac hing only c ontrac ts, and  to the fa ilure of some of us to think 

ha rd  (or a t least to write c oherently) about how our researc h stra teg ies take 

ac c ount of them.  

What about Impact?  

This was the ma jor innova tion of this exerc ise. Preparing  for it devoured  vast amounts 

of time and  energy, pa rtly ga thering  da ta  we never knew we would  need , and 

pa rtly trying  to understand  the c omp lex definitions and  rules about elig ib ility. A few 

departments evidently fell foul of the la tter, either bec ause it was d iffic ult to link the 

pub lic  engagement and  outreac h work they have been engaged  in to spec ific  

researc h outputs, or bec ause good  examp les were ruled out bec ause sta ff had 

moved  sinc e the orig ina l work was done.  

Life was toughest for sma ll departments bec ause eac h impac t c ase study had suc h 

a  d isproportiona te impac t on the profile as a  whole. There a re stories of ind ividua l 

researc hers being exc luded not on the qua lity of their work, but bec ause the ir 

inc lusion would  ra ise the size of a  department to the point where another impac t 

c ase study would  be required . Muc h of this is invisib le in the eventua l results. 

The fina l sc ores were on the whole less terrifying  than many had  fea red . Overa ll 

41.4% of impac t c ase stud ies were 4*, c ompared  to only 29.4 % of outputs. If 4* and 

3* a re added , as in some pub lished  tab les, the c ontrast is even sharper: 88.2% of 

impac t c ase stud ies were judged  in the top  two c a tegories, as opposed  to 70.4% of 

outputs. Perhaps there is not muc h point c omparing  suc h d ifferent kinds of 

assessment, exc ep t tha t they end  up  being worth the same when the fina l p rofiles 

a re c a lc ula ted  arithmetic a lly.  

All 59 Classic s impac t c ase stud ies c an now be read  on the HEFCE site  . They a re 

quite va ried , but nowhere near a ll of our subd isc ip lines a re rep resented . A c rude 

c ount suggests tha t a rc haeology fea tured  as the ma in element in about ha lf the 

c ase stud ies. A quarter made signific ant use of d ig ita l resourc es and  about a  fifth 

were based  rec ep tion stud ies (the c a tegories do overlap ). Anc ient philosophy 

fea tured in surp rising ly few impac t c ase stud ies. Find ing ways to demonstra te the 

impac t of philolog ic a l researc h or litera ry c ritic ism p roved  more d iffic ult but a  few 

c ase stud ies were based  on Greek d rama, and  a  few emphasised  how researc h 

had  had  an impac t on educ a tion in sc hools and  universities. It o nly bec ame c lear 

pa rt way through the period  of p repara tion tha t p roduc ing pedagog ic a l ma teria ls 

https://hortensii.wordpress.com/
https://hortensii.wordpress.com/
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/Results.aspx?UoA=31
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or c hang ing educ a tion in other ways was regarded  as a  leg itima te form of impac t 

(so long as it was not our own students who were benefiting  from our researc h).  

As the newest c omponent of the REF, impac t will p robab ly c hange most in the next 

exerc ise. For now we know we need  to ga ther da ta , and  build  impac t into researc h 

p rojec ts from the start. Perhaps c lassic s departments without arc haeolog ists or 

d ig ita l humanists should  hire a  few? 

Winners and Losers 

RAE and  REF have a lways been p resented  as based  on absolute measure s of 

researc h qua lity. There is no ra tioning of 4* grades. We c ould , in p rinc ip le, a ll get top  

marks. The Classic s panel d id  not feel tha t the 400 odd ind ividua ls whose work was 

assessed  c ould  easily be sorted  into  4*, 3*, 2* 1* or unc lassifiab le researc hers. This 

obviously has imp lic a tions for the effec tiveness of exc lud ing ind ividua ls as opposed 

to c hoosing whic h outputs to submit. The p rofiles of every department ha d  some 4* 

elements and  most had  a  little 1* as well. Compared  to many other sub jec ts, Classic s 

d id  not seem to have muc h of a  ta il. 

All the same league tab les were a t onc e p roduc ed , based  on 4*, 4*+3* or GPA and 

there has been a  na tiona l deba te over the whether researc h intensity, researc h 

power or market share is the better measure of virtue. One well informed  former-VC 

told  me tha t from looking a t websites he rec koned  there a re now about 35 UK 

universities in the top  10. And  depend ing on the ranking method adop ted  some 

universities shoot up  and  down the tab les. University R is 38, 27 or 19 ac c ord ing to the 

measure app lied , University B is 14, 35 or 34 by the same measures, and  so on. 

Classic s rankings, for wha tever they a re worth, have been fa irly stab le through 

suc c essive exerc ises. It is c lear enough why this is. The c ull of Classic s departments 

during  the 1980s and  the effec t of suc c essive RAEs has removed low func tioning 

departments a ltogether as well as enc ourag ing  universities to support their 

researc hers better. Most c lassic s departments a re p retty simila r espec ia lly in terms of 

the kinds of universities where they a re loc a ted  (meaning b road ly simila r workloads 

for sta ff and  resourc ing for researc h). In REF terms most of us inhab it simila r 

environmenta l nic hes.  

The only very obvious d ifferentia tion is tha t the la rgest departments rarely do very 

bad ly and  the sma llest ra rely do very well, a lmost irrespec tive of the measure taken. 

No surprises here. Size b rings la rger lib ra ry resourc es, more gradua te students, better 

sta ff/ student ra tios and  often a  grea ter c apac ity to support researc h leave. Classic s 

degrees a re more c omp lex to run than most humanities degrees (a  wider range of 

subd isc ip lines, the need  to teac h languages, usua lly a t a  variety of levels) and  so 

members of sma ll departments often have higher administra tive burdens than their 

c olleagues in philosophy and  history etc . We a ll know this a lready. The results of 

REF2014 had  no rea l shoc kers for c lassic ists. Only five departments submitted  less 

than 10 FTE and  they were near the bottom of most tab les. The c orrela tion was less 

c lear a t the other end , but no la rge departments d id  very bad ly. Midd le sized  

departments were shuffled  a  little  – between exerc ises and  between tab les – but 

only bec ause these departments a re so simila r tha t any REF-based  rankings are 

sensitive to the slightest va ria tion. 
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Use and Abuse 

More serious for Classic s departments a re two less leg itima te means of c omparison. 

First, g iven the absenc e of muc h of a  ta il in our d isc ip line – taught in a round  30 

universities, of whic h only 22 made submissions to Panel 31 – it a rguab ly doesn’ t 

mean as muc h to be in the bottom quarter of the  league tab le as it does for some 

other humanities sub jec ts. The History panel looked  a t 83 departments, the Eng lish 

panel a t 89. Being the med ian department in Eng lish is not the same as being the 

med ian department in Classic s. All the same there a re signs tha t, as in a ll p revious 

exerc ises, the lower ranking Classic s departments a re being g iven a  tough time. 

Sec ond , universities are a lready produc ing interna l tab les tha t c ompare the p rofiles 

of d ifferent departments within the same institution. One has to have a  very high 

degree of fa ith in the c omparab ility of the standards d ifferent panels app lied  to 

think this sort of c omparison tells us very muc h. As a  former RAE panellist I c erta inly 

do not have tha t fa ith in the absolute equiva lenc e of grad ings p roduc ed . 

Unfortuna tely many senior ac ademic s do seem to suspend  their c ritic a l fac ulties 

when they join senior management teams, and  c ollec tively forget the limits of wha t 

the da ta -sets genera ted  by the REF c an tell us. We do not a lways help  remind  them 

of this. It is easy for us to g ive in to the tempta tion to  make those rankings seem more 

leg itima te and  sec ure than they a re when we boast of our tempora ry ac hievements 

in them. Na tiona lly Impac t Da ta  and  c ase stud ies a re being dep loyed  to show the 

c ultura l va lue of the humanities. Most of us b elieve in tha t c ultura l va lue (or just 

‘ va lue’ ) and  most want to share wha t we d isc over and  speak out for why it ma tters. 

But if we sign up  to impac t rankings as the best measure of va lue , we will have only 

ourselves to b lame if less impac tful ac tivities a re driven out of the Classic s. The sub-

panel itself was not c onvinc ed . To c ite their report (p .63 c h. 28) “ Sub -panel 31 

rema ined  doub tful whether wha t it was ab le to demonstra te in REF represented  the 

true impac t of d ifferent units adequa tely.”  

As a lways CUCD is g lad  to know of any threats to fund ing, departments or posts tha t 

might follow, and  will keep  tha t information c onfidentia l if nec essary until the point 

when any pub lic  ac tion seems help ful. 

Greg Woolf  

Greg.Woolf@sas.ac.uk  

mailto:Greg.Woolf@sas.ac.uk

