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'Talking Heads', Teaching and Research:
a View from the Chalk Face

LTSN-GEES

Introduction

D u ring the 2003 LTSN-GEES Residential Conference on linking teaching
and research and undertaking pedagogic research, in true Newsnight style,
the LTSN-GEES Subject Centre invited a number of guest panelists to share
their views with delegates on the conference themes .The four panelists and
Chair of the session consisted of current and fo rmer Heads of GEES
D e p a rtments from a range of UK HE Institutions. Between them, t h e
panelists deal on a day-to-day basis with a range of student numbers,
research and teaching loads and a diverse student intake, p r oviding a
snapshot of the present complexity of HE in the UK.

The session was chaired by Roger Lee [RL], c u r rent Head of the
D e p a rtment of Geography at Queen Mary, U n i v e rsity of London. T h e
panelists were: Sue Burkill [SB], Head of Educational Development at the
University of Plymouth and former Head of the Department of Geography
at the College of St. M a rk and St. J o h n , P l y m o u t h ; Carolyn Roberts [CR],
Head of the School of Environment, University of Gloucestershire; Gordon
Walkden [GW], Head of the Department of Geology and Pe t r o l e u m
Geology, University of Aberdeen; and Brian Whalley [BW], former Head of
the School of Geography, Queen’s University Belfast.

This manuscript is structured according to the key questions that Roger Lee
posed to the panel . Finally, this article provides only a summary of some of
the principal areas of discussion and is not intended to depict quoted
speech.

What does the linkage between teaching and research mean
to you as a Head of Department?

GW- Speaking as a Geologist working in HE, I would say that the link
b e t ween teaching and research has alw ays been there . It is a
fundamental link that we maybe take for granted,as most geologists are
used to incorporating research materials into their teaching.As in other
areas of science, geology teaching is example-based. T h e r e fo r e, a s
academics, we tend to select areas to teach that match our areas of
expertise  and draw from our own research experience.

CR- A culture of enquiry pervades both research, teaching and
l e a rn i n g , and we want our students to become invo l ved in this too.
Research is already deeply embedded into teaching and vice versa, with
teaching helping to raise new areas of enquiry, but we need time and
e f fo r t invested into institut ional and depar tmental practice to
strengthen this link and to convey this culture to our students .
Paradoxically, if a department consists mainly of researchers, then it is
harder to show a clear link between teaching and research: we need to
ask ours e l ves how we can foster synergy between such researchers
and the teaching academics.

SB- I don’t think we can ‘ u n l i n k ’ teaching and research. If you are a
researcher, but don’t want to communicate your research, then there
seems no point in doing that research.Teaching is a very important way
of communicating and young teachers need help to gain confidence in
their teaching and in linking their research.As a Head of Department,
we can help them see that the research they do is important and
interesting at all levels within the teaching arena.

BW-There is a historical legacy that links teaching and research, but this
is now being eroded.The RAE has become the main driver for funding
and kudos within HE and younger teachers often want only to do
research.Their areas of expertise, their interest in research is now being
brought into teaching only at Stage 3 or beyond.What we need to do
is feed this research in at all levels.

Does this shift in thinking on the link between teaching and
research matter with respect to the sustainability of
departments and subject disciplines or does it also affect the
future of HE?

SB - There will be implications for the career prospects of teachers; at
many teaching colleges staff are already encouraged not to carry out
a ny research. Despite this ‘ e n c o u ra g e m e n t ’ h owe ve r, staff still do
research,subverting the system,as it is essential for their career paths.If
you separate teaching and research in this manner, there is a possibility
that you will no longer attract staff into the profession if they can only
teach.

RL- I would like to add here that both the White Pa p e r2 and the
Roberts Review of Research Assessment4 split teaching and research
with an impl ic it dri ve towards research: u n d e rmining HE and
scholarship in the process.

GW- It is misguided to try and divide the wide spectrum of institutions
into teaching ve rsus research. With respect to CPD, t e a c h e rs should
have the chance to follow both teaching and research and should not
be forced down one path or the other.Their career will not start and
end at their first institution.
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Given this context, what are the roles of Heads of
Department at present?

CR- The roles of Heads of Department within an institution should be
seen as two fold:encouraging your staff and setting up a culture where
all academic staff are expected to be invo l ved in the full sweep of
scholarly activities; and encouraging our own institution to develop this
culture via policy decisions so that the right signal is sent out both
within the institution and to the outside world.

G W- To achieve research and teaching equalisation, we should
reconsider the use of the word ‘ e l i t e ’ . There will alw ays be elite
institutions at the top of research, but, for example , some of the new
universities are elite in pedagogy. This is never mentioned.This lack of
balance must be evened out.We need to see pedagogy as a potential
measure of "eliteness" as much as research.

CR- There are also issues of funding. For example, can depart m e n t s
a f ford to carry out pedagogic research as par t of their research
s t rategy? Where would an R.A.E. i n a c t i ve department get funding fo r
this type of research?

SB- There is a lot of money in teaching, but scholarship and pedagogic
research does not bring in funding.Much of the money that is available
is channelled into subject research. If this funding went to pedagogic
research, where it was originally intended, then that would be a start!

RL- I’ll now ask the panel some questions brought up by our audience.

What are the barriers and links between teaching and
research?

RL- Can a Head of Department with serious RAE intentions allow their
academics to carry out pedagogic research?

BW- I thought that pedagogic research was considered as part of the
R A E . This brings to my mind a number of questions: if someone is
interested in pedagogic research, should we stop them?; is pedagogic
research really any different from subject research?; h ow can we, a s
academics, get this form of research accepted amongst our peers and
the policy make rs? We need to ask ours e l ve s : could a Head of
D e p a r tment carry out pedagogic research in a research proactive
department?

G W- We also have to consider where the impetus for carrying out
pedagogic research comes from. If  inst itut ions were pushing
departments in that direction, it would be easy for Heads to make that
m ove. But the RAE still  dri ves our wo rk , and there has been no
c l a ri fication as to how pedagogic research sits in this fra m e wo rk . I f
there is no place for this type of research within the RAE, then is it a
waste of our time?

CR- I would also like to ask whether departments that are no longer
RAE active are therefore banned from doing any research? Would this
ban, if it exists, include high level pedagogic research? If this is the case,
then carrying out such research appears to be a high risk strategy for a
d e p a rt m e n t . My feeling is that an institution that pushed pedagogic
research over eve rything else would not be successful, as there is
currently not enough funding in this area to make a financial difference.

As teaching practitioners, do we really need to do pedagogic
research as well as subject research?

BW- If there is a question and you don’t know the answer, then you
need to research it. I think that the recent research into the pedagogic
value of fi e l d wo rk is a good example. We have alw ays assumed
fi e l d wo rk was wo rt h w h i l e, yet we are still dealing with threats to
fi e l d wo rk funding. A scholarly approach to its use with students can
only help in building a case for its continued inclusion in the curriculum.

GW- As practitioners, we ask ourselves whether we can afford time on
pedagogic research. My answer to this is, if you want to teach better,

then pedagogic research is a tool for achieving this.We therefore need
to find ways to develop pedagogic research and place it in the public
domain.

So what are departments doing to encourage good teachers
and get staff interested in teaching?

GW- At a departmental level,Heads have no control over promotions.
In my institution, this is decided at a Faculty level.

CR- I see the ‘ p r o m o t i o n s ’ issue as an ‘end of pipe’ s o l u t i o n , o n c e
teachers have displayed excellence . We should also ask ourselves how
we can engender success in teaching.As Heads of Department we can
encourage at an individual department level, but these aims have to be
contextualized by the institutional and national climate.

Institutions are now looking for teaching criteria for
promotional paths.What should criteria be? Can we, as Heads
of Department, shape this?

SB- Most institutions now have at least some criteria for this type of
promotional pathway. But most Heads have no knowledge of their
institution’s  human resources policy. I have recently written an article in
the Journal of Geography in Higher Education pointing out a number of
examples in this area1 and Graham Gibbs has also carried out research
that may be of interest2,3.

CR- Excellence in research, teaching and management are the main
promotion criteria, with staff required to list two out of three. Having
said that, to be promoted to Professor would certainly require staff to
have hit research as one criterion, although this is not made explicit.

Regarding the Post-Graduate Certificate in Higher Education:
do you have one and is it any good?

SB- I would say that most individuals do take away benefits and soon all
new lecturers will have to go through it as a national standard.
However, I do wonder if it comes at a hard time in a teacher’s career.
We must be realistic about how we assess the course , how much work
can be managed by the academics on the course and how mu c h
training is actually needed.

BW- I don’t have a certificate. I’m too old! As a warning, I do think that
some staff gain the certificate and then think that that is all they have to
do:that they don’t need to reflect or develop their teaching any further.
As scholars we should constantly deconstruct and refo rmulate our
teaching and our views on learning.

In Conclusion

RL- I think that as Heads of Department sometimes teaching is at the
front of our thoughts, sometimes research. We are constantly dealing
with different Deans, d i f ferent committees and different demands on
our time.The current HE system is not organised to deal with teaching
and research as a combined par t of academic pra c t i c e : yet we, t h e
academics, have to live with this artificial rift. During this discussion we
have made certain presumptions.Have we taken too narrow a view of
teaching and research? As scholars , what are we doing about this
putative link between teaching and research? Is this split of teaching and
research the right one? 

The impression we have received from HEFCE is that funding fo r
pedagogic research will be crumbs from the table rather than solid
funding. We as academics need to be explicit with regard to teaching
and research links for political reasons: we want to encourage larg e -
s c a l e, well-funded pedagogic research into this area, not piece-meal
case studies that have not been carried out in a scholarly fashion. I will
l e ave you with a final question: h ow can we develop support and
funding structures when pedagogic research is still not valued at the
departmental, institutional or governmental level?
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LTSN GEES would welcome any comments you may have on the issues
raised in this article. If you have an interest in the subjects covered in this
discussion,please feel free to contact us. Finally, we would like to thank all
of our panel members who contributed to this discussion.
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