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OPINION

The headline-grabbing resignation 
last week of University of Bath 
vice-chancellor Dame Glynis Break-

well after intense opprobrium over the 
size of her salary was another sign of 
how far UK universities have slipped in 
public perception in recent months. So, 
what can we do to redress the situation?

If we believe that higher education is  
a force for good, we must make every 
effort to explain ourselves to the widest 
possible public. That obvious point has 
been made more than once recently. But 
to conclude that the attacks are merely 
the result of an ill-informed public, a 
mendacious media or tawdry politicians 
– as some UK vice-chancellors have done 
– risks providing further ammunition for 
those characterising university leaders as 
overpaid, arrogant and out of touch. The 
real danger is that even if wider society 
knew all the benefits of higher education 
as precisely as vice-chancellors do, we 
might still have little support.

If we are truly self-reflective, we might 
plausibly conclude that we’re on the 

wrong side of history. For the past two 
decades or more, universities have been 
defining themselves as archetypal inter-
nationally orientated organisations, 
producing globally facing graduates with 
borderless skills. This is at odds with the 
resurgence of nationalist populism, 
polarisation and protectionism, fuelled 
by sentiment rather than fact.

This is an even worse predicament 
than being misunderstood because it 
cannot be resolved simply by more 
rigorous communication. It is more 
fundamentally that the widespread 
resentment of existing authorities, in the 
form of multinational corporations, 
banks, the media, politicians, experts 
and so on, extends to higher education, 
too. Massification of the sector has 
made it less elitist in terms of the 
number of students it admits, but it has 
also made it more visible to those it 
excludes – and, hence, has only stoked 
their resentment.  

In response, we must accept a need to 
change. We must accept that society at 
large, via its elected leaders, has a right 
to question our conduct and point to 

Are we open to change?

problems. We perhaps need to whisper 
it, but sometimes the politicians even 
have a point. While there are examples 
of success, we can be atrocious at acting 
together to resolve our problems. For 
instance, despite widespread concerns 
about degree classifications and attempts 
(such as the Higher Education Achieve-
ment Report or grade point average) to 
offer a response, we have consistently 
failed to implement a sector-wide 
scheme that addresses a legitimate 
public interest in the comparability of 
awards between institutions and over 
time. It is precisely because what we do 
is so valuable that we have an obligation 
to address issues such as this, rather 
than dismissing them as unwarranted 
intrusions into academic and institu-
tional autonomy.

Only once the need for change has 
been accepted in principle can we agree 
what changes are required. I certainly 
don’t have all the answers. But improving 
our image probably needs to start at a 
local level. We need to extend our exist-
ing efforts to be good neighbours and 
work in partnership with local author-
ities and businesses on boosting local 
growth and quality of life. We also all 
need to be truly accessible to our local 
population, for study and other purposes. 

Resurgent nationalism is fuelled by a 
sense that an elite class is benefiting 
from opportunities that are more gener-
ally unavailable: a good way to combat 
that would be to demonstrate that every 
university, no matter how elite, is 
engaged in delivering benefits to every 
part of their local community. That 
means recruiting locally from the full 
spectrum of abilities – using as much 
effort as we do to recruit students from 
across the planet – and ensuring that we 
support all students through their 
courses to successful completion.

I am not suggesting that we give up on 
the things that we hold dear: just that we 
evolve to come to terms with the needs 
of a very different world from the one 
that we’ve been used to. The good news 
is that although we are sometimes slow 
and unsure in doing so, UK universities 
are good at evolving. We have a centu-
ries-long track record to prove it. We 
can, once again, take the kernel of what 
makes universities such special places 
and reinvent that spirit for a new age.

Matthew Andrews is university secretary 
and registrar at the University of 
Gloucestershire. He writes in a personal 
capacity.

Universities must meet the new world of populism  
and protectionism halfway, argues Matthew Andrews

Books often constitute a scholar’s greatest achievement, but 
strategists discourage their production, says Bruce Macfarlane

With the rules now finalised, UK univer-
sities are busily making preparations 
for the 2021 research excellence frame-

work. Mock-REF exercises are taking place 
across the country, passing judgement on the 
quality of researchers’ work.

One of the now familiar mantras of those 
tasked with REF strategy, such as associate 
deans for research and departmental coordin-
ators, is that books are essentially inferior to 
journal papers, or simply “don’t count”.  
Their only question is: “What papers are you 
putting forward?” If you suggest to them that 
one of your best “outputs” is a book, they 
look at you with a mix of pity and scorn.

In theory, the REF does not differentiate 
between types of outputs, so books count the 
same as journal papers. This seems the very 
least one would expect given that writing a 
60,000- to 80,000-word book can involve 
considerable scholarly time and effort. Indeed, 
the 2014 REF permitted requests for books to 
be double-weighted in assessment. However,  
in many subject areas, relatively few such 
requests were made; in many humanities and 
social science disciplines, such as history and 
geography, the submission of books and book 
chapters actually fell in 2014, compared with 
the 2008 research assessment exercise.

The first problem is that a “book” comes in 

many forms, carrying implications about  
relative status. Student textbooks or chapters 
in lightly edited collections from minor 
academic conferences are bottom of the  
pile, while single-authored academic mono-
graphs with prestigious publishers sit at the 
top. But even the last, often the result of  
many years of work, can be unfavourably 
looked upon.

One reason is that the humanities and 
social sciences are increasingly expected to 
adopt the cultural norms of the hard sciences, 
whose latest findings are published in jour-

nals. Critics claim that books don’t contain 
sufficient originality and replay previously 
published work. But much the same accus-
ation could be levelled against many journal 
papers. Another argument is that books are 
not subject to peer review in the same way as 
papers. But there is an exaggerated faith in  
the integrity of peer review. In fact, it tends to 
reinforce rather than challenge disciplinary 
norms and is not immune from academic 
cronyism. Besides, any reputable book 
publisher will ask for a proposal and seek out 
suitable reviewers. Getting a contract with a 

good publishing house is as competitive a 
business as any other aspect of academic life.

There is an important intellectual case for 
people to write books, too. A few thousand 
words might be suitable for reporting data 
from an empirical study, but it is not enough  
to develop a deeper conceptual argument.  
A good monograph is much more than a 
synthesis of the taken-for-granted or some form 
of outmoded personal indulgence. Being able to 
sustain an argument based on theoretical and/
or empirical resources over several hundred 
pages is no easy task. Carrying it off success-
fully is an indicator that a person has genuine 
intellectual capability. Most importantly, mono-
graphs often play an important role in putting 
forward fresh and controversial perspectives.

The major figures in the humanities and 
social sciences have always written books and 
most see them as their major works. The 
citations to my own books are modest by 
comparison but outstrip those to most of my 

journal papers and I also regard them as my 
main intellectual achievements.

All the talk now is about impact but this  
is an area where books can do better than a 
paper. A book is likely to reach a wider audi-
ence than a paper in a journal read only by 
other academics. Books attract reviews that 
assess their value, and there are other meas-
ures of their influence, such as sales.

I am concerned that spreading a negative 
message about books in the REF is having a 
damaging effect on newer researchers. 
I recently completed a study analysing the 
autobiographical profiles of three generations 
of scholars in the higher education research 
field. Those who started their careers in the 
1960s tended to publish at least as many, if 
not more, books, book chapters and reports as 
journal papers. By contrast, the most recent 
generation have long lists of journal papers in 
their CVs and not much else.

As long as the REF survives in its current 
form, this might be a sensible strategy. 
However, we need to remember that the REF 
is a parochial British exercise based on blind 
faith in peer review. If UK-based researchers 
ever want to work overseas, what counts is to 
have publications that are well cited and 
appear in a good journal or with a respected 
publisher. Employers will be interested in your 
h-index, not your contribution to the REF.

The people dismissing the value of books 
tend to have one thing in common: they have 
never written one. Perhaps they should go 
away for a year or two and try.

Bruce Macfarlane is head of the School of 
Education at the University of Bristol. His 
latest book, Freedom to Learn, is published by 
Routledge.

The REF is mistaken: 
monographs are not 
inferior to papers

Even if wider society knew all the 
benefits of higher education as 
precisely as vice-chancellors do, 
we might still have little support

The citations to my own books  
outstrip those to most of my journal 
papers and I also regard them as  
my main intellectual achievements
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