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Named and/or shamed?
The article on citation counting (“A measure
of humanities?”, 5 November) mentions two
reasons why this method is ill-suited to
assessing the quality of work produced in the
arts and humanities: disregard for non-English
publications, and the preference for books
over journals. But it did not mention a more
fundamental reason why this method simply
doesn’t work as a measure of worth.

Scholars in the arts and humanities cite
work as much to expose failings as they do to
commend excellence (indeed, perhaps rather
more). A reference to a piece of research may
therefore indicate that it is hasty, ignorant or
foolish as much as that it is thorough,
scholarly and intelligent. It is slightly
surprising that this situation doesn’t also
occur, to some degree, in the sciences; but be
this as it may, only someone who does not
really read much research in the arts and
humanities would suppose that bibliometrics
reflects brilliance.
Richard Serjeantson
Trinity College, Cambridge

Unequal treatment
Keith Burnett’s appointment as the new chair
of the Universities and Colleges Employers
Association comes at a critical time for the
sector and we had hoped that a new face at
the helm would usher in a new approach to
industrial relations. Therefore it was rather
disappointing to read such provocative
comments from Professor Burnett (“Hanging
tough”, 29 October).

Like Professor Burnett, we have concerns
about the difficulties facing the sector, but it is
the way of dealing with those concerns where
we differ. For a start, we believe Professor
Burnett would be better off sorting out the
problems on the employers’ side, rather than
attacking the unions in the press.

Our recent concerns around who exactly
Ucea receives its mandate from and whether it
has the ability to speak for its members are
well documented. The unions are operating in
good faith, but are understandably annoyed at
the failure of Ucea to hold up its side of the
bargain. The dispute procedure states that
“the employers will not impose a resolution...
until the procedure has been fully exhausted”.
The institutions that have imposed the
0.5 per cent pay deal have broken that
agreement and it is them that Professor
Burnett should be taking a “hard line” with,
not the unions.

The employers’ conduct throughout the
negotiations has been questionable. By trying
to dictate what can and cannot be discussed,
the employers are acting as if they are the
senior partners in the relationship. They are
not; the trade unions are equal partners.

It is time for Ucea to rethink its approach
for the good of the sector. In recognising the
concerns about job security, Professor Burnett
talked about the need to share “best practice”.

He is right. However, to give any confidence
that the employers are serious about
addressing the concerns of the thousands of
employees who are anxious about their jobs,
there has to be a national recognition about
the central role played by the trade unions.
Michael MacNeil
National head of higher education
University and College Union

Giving them space
With reference to Kevin Sharpe’s opinion piece
(“Quiet, please”, 5 November), we’d like to
make a number of points.

Librarians within higher education are
trying to address a multitude of needs and are
generally in close touch with the requirements
of students (through student union
representative contacts, surveys, etc). As more
and more student learning and assessment
requires a group approach, appropriate spaces
– accessible, flexible and technology enhanced
– are at a premium. As such space is often
deficient elsewhere on campus, libraries have
sought to fill the gap.

What is really needed is a coherent,
well-informed and holistic cross-campus space
strategy that fully underpins the university’s
academic strategy. This will result in spaces
being identified appropriately, both for
distributed learning and research, in a way
that meets all needs.
Library senior management team
University of the West of England, Bristol

Have librarians gone too far trying to shrug
off their “Shhh!” image? As Kevin Sharpe
acknowledges, the traditional library needed
to change. Many readers now prefer to consult
our resources online in their studies, labs and
halls. We know we can’t please all our readers
all the time, so librarians walking the “reader
satisfaction” tightrope are keen on research
into what people think of their library. For
many years, a set of higher education libraries
(including Professor Sharpe’s Queen Mary) has
invested in a co-operative, transatlantic library
quality study. The perfect library may still
elude us, but the current results show that
academic staff perceptions of library buildings
are the highest ever.
Toby Bainton
Secretary
Society of College, National and University Libraries

As simple as ABC...
Michael Worton finds a lack of a “clear and
compelling identity for modern foreign
languages” (“Speak up to keep languages
alive, review says”, 22 October). He also notes
a recent change of identity, with the traditional
focus on ancient and modern literature being
replaced by modern cultural studies. Oddly, he
doesn’t mention the most obvious focus of all
for a language department: language. Some
innovative departments take language
seriously, but in most departments language

skills are taught by non-research staff, and
there is hardly any place for teaching about
the language – about its history, its varieties,
its structure, or even its link to culture.

At the same time, he argues that language
departments are important because the
country needs expertise in languages, but
without asking how the study of literature or
culture may promote expertise and interest in
language. The joined-up thinking that he calls
for surely suggests a rather simple answer to
the problems of both the language
departments and the nation.

If language departments really were
departments of language, their identity would
be clearer and the nation would see how
important they were in language education.
Richard Hudson, FBA
Emeritus professor of linguistics
University College London

Visas and scholarships
I thought that Melanie Newman’s article (“A
funny sort of welcome”, 29 October) did an
excellent job of highlighting many issues
around the new visa system. “A parent’s
story” particularly rang true since I have seen
the same issue with a new PhD student who,
despite an official offer of a full fees and
maintenance scholarship, still had to prove
that he had enough money in his bank account
to cover the majority of his first year here.

While the intention may be to ensure that
we only “welcome” those who already have
funds of their own, charitable foundations
generally aim to support those with ability but
without the means to study in the UK.

We need a mechanism by which genuine
recipients of UK scholarships can be logged so
that the funds they will receive on arrival here
count towards the points they require for
receiving their visa. Times Higher Education
would be performing a great service if it were
to lobby for such a system.
Christopher M. Thomas
Professor of molecular genetics
University of Birmingham
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