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The talk draws on data from an ESRC-funded project based at Lancaster University in the north of England.  
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This is the project team. 


Theoretical perspectives

Writing practices as:

e sustained through participation in a social
context

e socially and institutionally situated

(Barton, 2007; Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic, 2000;
Tusting, 2003)
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Barton, D. (2007) Literacy: An Introduction to the Ecology of Written Language. Oxford: Blackwell, Second edition.

Barton, D., Hamilton, M. & Ivanič, R. (eds.). (2000). Situated literacies: Theorising reading and writing in context. Abington: Routledge 

Tusting, K. (2012) ‘Learning accountability literacies in educational workplaces: situated learning and processes of commodification.’ Language and Education, 26 (2), 121-138. 





Audit and accountability
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The REF is the UK’s national research evaluation system, used to rate the research of every department in the country.  

Every 5 years, each department in every university in England has to submit selection of its research output to be assessed by panel (national, government, independent)

Only the “best’ research will be selected

Each piece of research output is given 1-4 star rating

The scores achieved on this exercise are used to distribute national research funding.  

These ratings, along with other metrics, are used to rank institutions in league tables which are important for student recruitment.

Given the significance of these exercises for the income of universities, institutions and departments all have strategies around the numbers and publication venues of research outputs, such as for instance identifying criteria for target (prestigious, high impact factor) journals and rewarding publication of articles in these.  
 
These institutional strategies do not always map well onto the values systems of the disciplines in which academics have been trained and within which they locate themselves.  There are also tensions between the multiple kinds of writing academics are expected to engage in: writing for teaching, administrative, 'impact' and publicity purposes, in addition to the traditional research genres of monograph and journal article




In terms of significance, rigour and quality

* * * * World leading
* * * Internationally excellent

* * Internationally recognized

* Nationally recognized
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Just for reference, this is what the star ratings mean

1-4 star (4 being the best “world leading”)

3 Star – internationally excellent 
2 star – recognised internationally in terms of significance, rigour and quality 
1 star – nationally recognised 



Impact beyond academia
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Isaac Newton struggles towrite the economic impact section of his ‘gravity proposal.
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REF includes (since 2014) a need to demonstrate impact – this means an effect, change or benefit” beyond academia, in areas such as the economy, environment, policy, culture, health, or society at large . So this is different from a perceived impact factor of a journal, measured through citations, for example. 

Impact accounts for 20% of REF score.

So the REF imposes demands in terms of quality and quantity of research outputs (usually journal articles in supposedly high-quality journals). The impact part of the REF, which was grafted on to it later, imposed different demand to the extent that it involves different networks and types of publication (writing for non-academics, e.g. policy statements, reports for business or government, websites, blogs, documents or artefacts to be used by practitioners or the general public, etc.)



Research questions

How are academics’ writing practices shaped by
socio-material aspects of their situation,
including recent changes in HE in the UK?

How are managerial practices shaping and
coordinating writing work?
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Our overall research questions focus on socio-material aspects which shape writing practices; digital communications technologies; managerial practices; and academic identities [RQs slide].
 
Today I focus in on data from the phase 1 interviews, exploring how people talk about their work, and the different systems of value and prestige which they draw on, at the level of day-to-day writing decisions, and in relation to disciplinary and managerial values systems. 





Research design

MARKETING | HISTORY MATHS TOTAL

19 15 15 49
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Interviews with 17 academics, across 3 institutions and 3 disciplines


Holding our disciplinary ground

Marketing
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The results presented in this paper show that academics’ writing practices are under pressure from the demands of this research evaluation exercise. This affected academics’ feelings (in all disciplines) about how much they should publish, as well as where and what to publish, as we’ll see. I’ll start by talking about Marketing, as it the discipline where the shadow of the REF loomed more ominously over the working lives of our participants. 

Starting from the beginning of their career, the REF determines what academics try to publish, because it’s written into job contracts. 




I'm on probation at the moment, a four year
probationary period. During that time | have to
publish two papers at three star.

Emma
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Emma was in her first lecturing job. It was written into Emma’s contract that she HAD TO publish a certain number of journal articles and they had to be of a certain calibre. 

Even a new lecturer has to publish 3-star quality research – that means research that is internationally excellent in terms of significance, rigour, and quality

But there was a feeling that, at least at some institutions, the criteria had become tougher….


Now back when | started it was “Just get a
couple of twos, maybe a couple of threes, if you
get included in the REF that’s brilliant.” Now you
need, as a junior member of staff or any
member of staff in this department, you need to
be able to get a four star journal.

Charles
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Charles had been in his role for around 10 years, and felt that it had got harder. Inclusion in the REF used to be a bonus, a kind of side effect of doing good research. But now it was seen as a target in itself. 

Now it is written into contracts that you must publish in a 4-star journal. Even for Charles who had already done this, this was a source of some anxiety, because he talked about not being able to keep it up. 

Interestingly, you’ll notice here that Charles refers to a four star journal, nor a four star paper. The REF evaluates papers, not the journals in which they are published. But of course not all researchers in the department are included in the REF. At department level, a decision has to be made about which research should entered into the REF. The department does not have the resources to read and rate every paper/ book / research output, so how do they decide which ones are the best? 

Well, in some cases, they have a guide to help them …[the Chartered Association of Business Schools….]



s ASSOCIATION o
BUSINESS SCHOOLS

ACADEMIC
JOURNAL
GUIDE

2015
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ABS (UK-based Association of Business Schools) published academic journal guide (a list of what it considers the top quality journals in each sub-disciplines of business / management e.g. accounting, organizational psychology, marketing, economics, based on average quality of all articles published in them. This essentially ranks journals in all areas of business and management, with a 1-4 star rating.


The 2015 guide assessed 1,401 publications, awarding 84 of these 4* ratings, and 312 of them 3* ratings.  Marketing had only five 4* rated journals (https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/abs-ranking-reveals-world-elite-of-business-journals/2018722.article).  

This list has been criticised on several fronts: that it is primarily US oriented; that it privileges large-scale positivist research; and, particularly, that it is used inappropriately by those who manage business schools as a measure of performance, and treated as a proxy for success in the REF, when the REF process itself is based on peer review and does not include journal rankings as a measure of quality

Mimics the nomenclature of REF with 1-4 star. 



So because of the research I do [...] 'm not a
positivist, | don’t do modelling. | have no way of
engaging with that world [...]. Now | target

management journals, which is one way of
hitting a four star.

Diane
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Diane also did mainly qualitative research, so struggled to engage with that disciplinary community, so she felt under pressure to publish outside her discipline. She described gaming the system and getting four star publications by targeting management journal, instead of marketing journals. 

Participants felt a lot of anxiety, talked about the death of the discipline.


Holding our disciplinary ground

History
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The historians that we spoke to oriented to a very clear narrative about what were the important kinds of writing for them, as historians.  But again pressures related to the REF were affecting the extent to which this core cherished genre could be done. 

 


There’s quite a high premium, on the
monograph that literally is a monograph, so
written by a sole author

Verity
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There is a particular genre which is privileged in this production of history as a discipline: the scholarly monograph.

Verity, a senior academic historian at another research-intensive university, agreed that "there’s quite a high premium, on the monograph that literally is a monograph, so written by a sole author", and that therefore collaborative writing work in history is relatively rare. 

 



[the monograph] is regarded as the core part of
our discipline, and what it is to write history, and
to do something creative with our discipline, is
under attack, because people don’t appreciate
the amount of work that goes into it, the length
of time it takes. If it takes that much time to
produce then they want it to be proportionately
more impactful.

Rebecca
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Rebecca described the monograph as “a core part of our discipline” 

Monographs based on intense archival research, which take years to produce, may be the most highly-valued genre for the historians we spoke to, but they also need to write articles to be producing enough published work to be returnable for the REF. 

Again we see the tension between the perceived need for a discipline to display its value in measurable, countable terms, rather than using the frameworks which make sense within the discipline itself. Are we writing these texts because they are important for knowledge creation, because we value them in their own right? Or because they are counted and measured?



Increasingly, because we’re encouraged to think
about impact, we’re being stretched away from

the monograph.

Rebecca
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Rebecca goes to to say that the need to demonstrate impact is pushing historians away from the monograph. 





Holding our disciplinary ground

Mathematics
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Our Mathematics participants seemed in general to express a much lower degree of threat and tension in the ways they talked about the REF. The REF was mentioned by some of the Mathematics participants as one of the features of their world, but generally this, along with other managerial pressures, seemed less salient to them than the tensions and pressures expressed by our participants in the other two disciplines. 


but they did talk about the challenges of trying to disseminating complex mathematical findings to a lay audience beyond academia 



| mean, for mathematicians, hardly anybody can
understand what our research is about.

lan
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Ian, a lecturer in Pure Mathematics, for example, when asked about his approach to impact, said this. He didn’t blog or tweet 
 
 or try to communicate with the general public about his research.


I've been vice president of Institute X anc
there's a policy side of what | do as well.

SO
also
nart of

do popular maths things. | see that all as
the same job.

Robert
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At the more applied end of the discipline, Robert, a professor (most senior academic rank in the UK) in Applied Mathematics, saw promoting mathematical knowledge in society in general as an important part of his role. For him this involved policy-level decision making and writing maths books aimed at non-experts:
 
While Robert felt that universities had a social responsibility to communicate beyond academia, the extent to which this responsibility could or should be taken on by any individual academic was influenced by their career trajectory. He went on to say that he wouldn’t recommend writing books aimed at a lay audience for academics just starting out. It could only be done, in his view, once one had established oneself.


A lot of the work is grey literature where people
have written blog pieces. | think that's opened
my eyes to what's possible in that area but yes,
if there's time — | think it's always a question of
time. Again, that work is not valued by the
university as far as | can see.

David
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David also saw value in getting involved in grey literature, but as this sort of writing does not contribute directly to promotion criteria, is not peer reviewed, so not prioritized 

in other words, he might be able to influence the terms of the debate and saw this – communicating research findings to a wide audience as something the university should be doing. However, doing this sort of writing is not easy – it’s a different genre to his usual research writing aimed at an expert audience. It’s time consuming and it takes times away from the high-value work of writing high-impact journal articles. It doesn’t count for anything in the REF unless tangible action results by practitioners and/or the general public.

Thus, we see a tension between what the university measures and rewards (4 star publications in peer reviewed journals) versus what they say they value in terms of “Making a difference, being transparent, reaching out to society beyond academia”. 



Summary

 REF places very tough quality and quantity
demands on academics’ writing

* Impact element of REF can conflict with the
rest of REF

 Academics expected to find time for writing
new genres for new (lay) audiences
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The REF itself upped the ante in terms of forcing academics to produce more and more higher and higher quality. These were experienced as unreasonable or impossible by the academics in our study.

The impact element of the REF, which was grafted on in 2014, pushes them in somewhat conflicting directions. They either have to chose, and they have to do both.

Writing for lay audiences, writing for news media, writing online in tweets and blogs does not sit well with everyone’s skill set, nor sense of identity as an academic. Some see it as demeaning or trivial,  and some see their ID as lying in their work and not in the promotion of their work. 

Either way, the demands on their time and effort have increased. 


Conclusions

 Managerialist imperatives around what kinds
of writing are most highly-valued are not
always coherent with disciplinary values

e This tension can, in the worst cases, be a
source of serious anxiety
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