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Dear Matthew, 

 

RESPONSE TO S.B.C.S. RESTRUCTURING PROPOSALS 

 

I am writing as part of the Formal Consultation concerning the proposed restructuring of the School of Biological 

and Chemical Sciences at Queen Mary.  Being, almost certainly, the only member of academic staff within SBCS to 

have gone through a departmental closure elsewhere (Chemistry, University of Exeter, 2005), I feel that perhaps I am 

uniquely placed to comment both on the proposals and also their potential outcomes. 

I would like to begin by stating that I fully support the College’s overall ambition to be a ‘top 10% in everything’ 

University.  I think that everyone would like to work in such an Ivory Tower environment.  However, I shall begin with a 

short anecdote: on Monday 30
th

 January 2012, I was at UCL, acting as a PhD internal examiner, for a student jointly 

supervised on a project between their departments of Chemistry and Neuroscience.  Over lunch, the grilling started, as 

both the supervisors had heard vague rumours of what was going on at QM.  Tactfully, I tried to explain, simply in 

outline, what was going and the College’s stated ambitions, without going into any details, saying we were still in a 

period of consultation.  The response I received was surprising, and not what I expected.  It was simply the comment 

‘Don’t try and play with the big boys’.  I pushed this a little further and received the following explanation. ‘How many 

neuroscientist PI’s are there at QM?’, I was asked.  Not being my field, I couldn’t say for certain, but responded 

probably four or five in SBCS, and made a pure guess of probably about the same or a few more in the medical school. 

Maybe 15-20 in total across the college.  ‘Well,’ the response came, ‘we have over 200 PI’s in neuroscience at UCL.  

How is your minor tinkering and restructuring going to help you compete with that?’.  I have a feeling that this 

scenario is probably repeated across SBCS and the medical school. I took a large gulp of wine! 

My first point is this – yes, absolutely we should aspire to the best that we can, but we also have to be realistic 

given the arena we work in, and the massive gulf we would have to bridge to really be able to compete effectively. 

We don’t need to revisit all the circumstances surrounding the closure of chemistry and music at the University of 

Exeter, it is sufficient to say that it was simply a quick-fit exercise to bail-out a university which, at the time, was in 

huge financial peril and close to bankruptcy.  I have seen many of the same phrases being used in connection with the 

SBCS restructuring that were used during the ‘Imagining the Future’ exercise at Exeter:  ‘bigger’, ‘better’, ‘top 20%’, 

‘top 10%’ and so the list goes on. More worryingly, the same promises are being made to staff in SBCS that were made 

to the biology staff in Exeter, if they supported the closure of chemistry – namely investment in new laboratories and 

equipment, new high calibre staff, etc.  We are currently being told that there will be investment in SBCS once the 

current cohort of ‘research no hopers’ staff have been removed.  As an aside, it is odd, that going through PGCAP, you 

are taught that the modern academic has to fulfil three equal roles, research, teaching and administration.  I would 

strongly urge the college senior staff to consider using all three as a basis for their decision making. 

There is no doubt that the Biological Sciences are highly competitive in league-table terms.  Where was biology in 

Exeter before the closure of chemistry? Consistently mid-to-low 30’s, irrespective of the metric or particular league 

table used.  Of course, the closure of chemistry took place, biology received a brand new refurbished building and 

recruited heavily – over 40 new academic staff, taking the school total to well over 70 (over 90 including independent 

research fellows).  In this respect, the university stayed true to its word. 

So the key question, was this exercise a success?  There is no doubt that there has been a vast improvement in 

Exeter as a University, with it being ranked around 10
th

 overall in most league tables (although it should be noted that 
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it is an Exeter organisation that helps compile the league tables!).  The Vice Chancellor has since pretty much admitted 

that closing chemistry was a big mistake.  And the key point – where now is biosciences at Exeter – still languishing 

down at 25
th

 in all the league tables (http://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/league-

tables/rankings?s=Biological+Sciences), only 2 places currently above QM!  So even 7 years on, more than enough 

time for the ‘bought in megastars’ to perform, the restructuring still isn’t a success!  The bought in stars promoted it 

from mid-30’s to 25
th

; in football terms, the manager probably wouldn’t have survived!  I understand, anecdotally 

from friends still in other departments within Exeter, that biosciences is still seen very much as a weak link within the 

university and, as one deputy Vice-Chancellor put it, ‘We could have had a first rate chemistry department by now, for 

the amount of money thrown at Biosciences’! 

So where does that leave SBCS at QM?  We have done spectacularly well at recruiting undergraduates to our 

degree programmes.  We have increased the quality of our students, and the value-added that they receive is amongst 

the best anywhere.  For my own small part, and at the request of the previous HoS, I took on chemistry and then 

school-wide admissions.  During this tenure, I have given over 200 outreach talks (chemistry-specific, careers, SBCS 

open days etc), travelling widely in London and the south-east.  I even arranged my honeymoon around clearing!  A 

phenomenal effort, I am sure that you will agree (and recognised several times with letters from the VPs, but alas not 

so within SBCS.  More rewarding has been the whole box file of thank you letters from schools.).  Building these good 

relationships with schools/colleges has been a major factor in our improved recruitment and increased UCAS 

tariffs/Unistats scores.  Working jointly with Dr Le Comber in recent years has further improved the process, and I am 

sure if word does not get out about the restructuring, that he will continue this good work.  We have repeatedly been 

asked by the college during clearing to take additional students into the school, again something only we in the sector 

have been able to do without compromising grades.  I have performed this work wholeheartedly, and at the detriment 

of my research, yet passionately and committed, knowing how essential it was to everyone in SBCS.  So where are my 

thanks or reward? Studentships over the years? No. Financial bonus? No. Any sign of appreciation at appraisal? No. 

Redundancy because I’ve not devoted so much time to research as I would like? Almost certainly.  You could argue 

that I fail level 1 financial criterion as (according to the figures circulated last week), I’m £9938.00 pounds short (I 

dispute this, but that’s a different matter, as I have not received the data yet).  I would argue that I have more than 

exceed this amount in two ways.  First if I added up all the money I’ve personally spent buying things and travelling to 

schools to give talks and which were never claimed (as I was always told that there was no budget for these things).  

Second, all the chemicals for the schools talks came off my research grants (not changing the amount I brought in, but 

reducing what was available for actual research).  Finally, bringing in >400 students, bang on target, every year for the 

last 4 years, each paying around £3000 tuition fees, plus securing the SIVS money etc, would, even using these crude 

figures show I’ve brought in over £1.2M each year!!  Surely enough to push me over that slight Level 1 shortfall? But 

no!! Apparently two of the three traits that PGCAP uses to define academic life are not being considered in the 

restructuring.  I strongly believe that they should be and other members of staff, I am sure, will have similarly strong 

arguments for their inclusion. 

We are told that we are suddenly a School in deficit.  From what I can ascertain, this is from lack of recruitment to 

ISEFP for 2011-12.  Recruitment to this programme has always been out of the control of the SBCS admissions tutors 

and performed centrally.  We are told that one of the reasons for this was the restructuring of the International Office 

going on centrally in the college, and therefore no one was actively recruiting on to this programme.  Therefore SBCS 

should not be penalised financially and the shortfall should be borne centrally.  Even this simple example shows the 

damage restructuring can do! 

I move to my last key point – the forgotten victims of the chemistry closure at Exeter, and the most likely victims of 

the restructuring at QM – the students!  I feel completely responsible for the students that I (and others) have 

admitted to QM, and am appalled that they would (and do) question that I knew something about this process at the 

time they were admitted.  It was the students that suffered the most in Exeter.  As many as possible were transferred 

to other universities – Bath, Bristol and Southampton – to continue their education, with a suitable financial bribe to 

go away and never come back!  In most cases, this worked out.  Some, for various reasons, could not leave Exeter, and 

these were the true victims.  Their education suffered.  The chemistry staff had gone.  The university tried to buy-in 

teaching fellows to cover the remaining courses for these students but these could not be recruited!  They attempted 

to buy-back former staff (as is being suggested within the restructuring at QM) to deliver modules – they all refused.  

Student morale was destroyed.  When they did eventually manage to find some, the bought-in teachers were, mostly, 

inadequate and did not care about the students.  Knowing that they only had 1- or 2-year contracts meant that they 

didn’t make a great effort with the teaching!  I fear the same will happen at QM – if I was told, given the hours of 

service that I have devoted to the college, that I wasn’t good enough for them, purely based on my research, to 

remain in the college employment, but that they would like me to stay for a year as we can’t find anyone else to do 

the teaching – well, it would be a very short reply!  The students will suffer.  NSS scores will suffer.  We will drop in 

league tables. 
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You do not have to take my word for the consequences on the UG population – there are some ex-Exeter 

chemistry students, who went through the process, currently at QM.  They could easily tell you how bad and painful it 

was.  And I repeat my earlier point – did it achieve anything, getting Exeter Biosciences to 25
th

? 

The popularity of our degree programmes has lead to a steady improvement in the qualifications of our students 

on entry.  UCAS tariff scores have improved year on year.  We have developed an excellent reputation for our 

teaching, allowing us to compete with the UK’s most prestigious universities for the best students.  Our open-minded 

admissions policy means that we lead the way in promoting Widening Participation.  We have initiated a scholarship 

programme, aimed at recruiting top students, that is now implemented across the whole of science & engineering.  

Our control panel is a leading innovation.  We lead the college in forward thinking in teaching and administration in so 

many ways.  And it’s fantastic that, in addition, researchers across the world hold all parts of SBCS in high regard. 

But, from a PR perspective, the whole restructuring is about to come out, one way or another.  It will not only 

destroy admissions in 2012, an absolutely critical year for recruitment, both for fees and also at the AAB level, but the 

knock-on effects will be felt for years to come.  Current students are already informing their siblings and word is 

getting out through student Facebook campaigns and other means, amongst our typical catchment area.  After the 

attempted closure of chemistry at QM, followed by its restarting chemistry, it has, as I’ve already described above, 

taken me the best part of 5 years to rebuild the chemistry admissions and to restore public faith in the ‘Chemistry at 

QM’ brand.  We now risk doing the same again, not only to the chemistry programmes, but also the biology and 

psychology programmes.  These events and stories live long, and students will be particularly wary, given that they will 

be paying £9000.  A drop in student numbers and/or entry grades and the subsequent fall in NSS score will only 

further damage the school in league tables, irrespective of how well the research is progressing. 

I have strong feelings that the criteria being used to judge the research of academic staff are unfair, but will not 

address these here, as these points have been raised in other documents, including the one from the Chemistry staff 

group.  Instead, I would encourage the college along an alternative path: it has a fantastic opportunity to show faith in 

the staff that have already worked tirelessly in making SBCS a success over the last 10 years, since its formation.  Why 

can it not continue to show faith in the staff that it has recruited?  We haven’t become bad overnight!  Yes, by all 

means go and recruit additional new staff, using the budget allocated for this; such an act would help address the 

staff:student ratio problems.  But give the current staff the resources it needs to get the School into the top 10%.  We 

are all capable of doing it.  We’ve shown we can do it in our teaching; give us all the opportunity to do it in our 

research.  Without repeating arguments had elsewhere, our commitment to teaching our students, looking after them 

pastorally, to recruitment, outreach, administration and being ‘good citizens’ has held us back, but has also made us a 

strong, close School.  It was chemistry at the University of Birmingham which I think is a fantastic example – given the 

choice of restructuring or investing, they put faith in the staff that they had and, getting ready for REF, gave all staff 

studentships from the money that they could have used for restructuring and buying-in new staff.  How is that for an 

exciting new strategy for restructuring SBCS – use the redundancy money to fund us all, unclip our wings and let us all 

fly; we will reach the top 10%!  This would also ensure that another generation of students do not suffer the same fate 

as the ones at Exeter did, which will certainly help me sleep more easily at night. Let’s look after our most valuable 

asset. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dr Adrian Dobbs 

 

cc Professor Simon Gaskill, Professor Jeremy Kilburn, UCU 


