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Dear Professor Gaskell and others, 
 
This is a note to comment on the potential outcomes of the proposed SBCS 
restructuring. Issues such as the suitability of the selection criteria for 
consideration for redundancy are being addressed elsewhere: what I want to 
consider is the implications for the future quality of research and teaching in 
the department. Restructuring a large department like SBCS is expensive, it is 
very disruptive and it has a considerable impact on staff morale. We need to 
be certain that the final result will be what we all want, a high-performing 
department with all staff engaged in world-class research and teaching. After 
a lot of thought I have reached the opinion that at best the present proposal 
will fail to lead to improved research outputs, and that there is in fact a 
genuine and substantial risk of it causing a significant decline in research 
quality. I am also convinced that our teaching will inevitably suffer, in the short 
term from the disruption and shortage of staff that will arise from the 
restructuring and in the long term because the performance management that 
will be imposed takes no account of teaching, so staff who do the absolute 
minimum necessary will be advantaged. 
 
Research 
 
For this restructuring to result in a substantial improvement in research 
performance we need 1) a good environment for research so that staff who 
are currently good, active researchers have the time and facilities they need to 
do the best research that they are capable of, and 2) we need to recruit the 
very best new staff to replace those that will be lost under the restructuring. 
The latter is unlikely to succeed under the current proposal, and the first is 
simply not addressed.  
 
Carrying out high-quality research in SBCS as it is now is difficult. As we all 
know, the student:staff ratio is far higher than our competitors and the 
teaching loads are also high: in the whole organism field this is a particular 
problem because a number of staff have retired in recent years and have not 
been replaced, meaning that current staff have had to take on extra teaching 
to compensate. This combination of heavy teaching loads and large numbers 
of students means that we face a constant stream of demands on our time, 
making it impossible to achieve the degree of immersion in the subject that is 
needed for genuinely original research. From a personal point of view, I know 
that I am not producing the standard of research that I am capable of, simply 



because I do not have the time that is required to read and to think about the 
field in order to produce really good, original thinking.  
 
The environment in SBCS is also poor from the point of view of facilities and 
technical support. My lab, like many others, is not of an acceptable standard 
and like many colleagues I currently receive no technical support whatsoever 
for my research. Morale amongst active research staff in SBCS has been 
eroded by the continuing centralisation of decision-making and resource 
allocation in the college. The most serious and obvious example of this is the 
way that college PhD studentships are now allocated: this has simply caused 
despair among staff in SBCS.  
 
None of these problems: the high number of students, the quality of the 
facilities, the provision of technical support or the possibility of allocating 
college studentships in a simple, transparent and fair manner are addressed 
in the current plan. I know from conversations with the HoS that there are 
some plans to refit some labs and to revise the way that technical support is 
allocated but these are vague and it is not clear if any extra resources will be 
available for these. What is clear is that the current plan simply ignores the 
most important and fundamental problem of all, the student:staff ratio: in fact, 
with the increase in MSc teaching that is intended the problem will get worse 
rather than better. On top of this, in the short term the restructuring process 
itself is likely to consume much of the remaining time available to those staff 
whose jobs are not under threat, both in dealing with the consequences of the 
restructuring (as an example, I am already spending a considerable amount of 
my time in trying to plan teaching programmes that we will be able to deliver 
with the reduced number of staff available under the proposed new structure, 
and this is only going to get worse as the process proceeds) and in covering 
teaching that would otherwise have been done by staff who have been lost. 
The research environment in SBCS, which is already poor, is therefore likely 
to degrade further, and it is against this background that it seems that we are 
expected to produce research outputs comparable to those achieved by 
researchers at universities with dramatically better facilities and with much 
lower student:staff ratios. 
 
Opportunities for good research in SBCS will also be reduced by the way the 
criteria proposed for selection for redundancy and performance management 
will deter people from entering into any form of collaborative arrangements. 
This has been dealt with in detail in Caroline Brennan’s letter, but very briefly 
the very restrictive definition of “significant authorship” on publications (far 
more restrictive than those proposed for the REF, it seems) and the idea that 
only main supervisors should have successful PhD completions counted for 
performance management or redundancy criteria will strongly discourage staff 
from entering into any sort of collaborative arrangements with colleagues 
either in SBCS or elsewhere. This can only be bad for research quality. 
 
Moving to the idea that we will be able to recruit high-quality researchers to 
replace staff lost through the restructuring process, the obvious question is 



whether we will succeed in this. Recruiting new staff is not going to be a 
problem: there are always going to be people available no matter what the 
position. Recruiting really top-quality researchers, however, will be difficult if 
not impossible. Our competitor universities have been recruiting heavily in 
order to boost their 2014 REF submissions for the last year or so, meaning 
that by the time we are in a position to advertise, the very best staff will 
already have positions at other institutions: we are already too late. 
Furthermore, QMUL will not be an attractive option for the reasons discussed 
above - high student: staff ratios and heavy teaching loads, plus the intrusive 
and harsh performance management system that is proposed. Why should 
someone of the calibre that we would wish to employ accept an offer to work 
in SBCS when the environment is so inimical to research? 
 
Teaching 
 
There has been a very strong push from the centre over the past few years to 
improve teaching metrics in SBCS, especially the NSS score. Staff have 
responded to this and our scores have increased. This is a consequence of a 
considerable effort by the majority of staff in the school, and if the proposed 
restructuring goes ahead it is inevitable that this effort will cease. Teaching 
standards are likely to drop substantially during the restructuring period itself, 
and after the disruption from the restructuring is over they are unlikely to rise 
much. 
 
While the restructuring is happening, it will be necessary to cover a substantial 
shortfall in teaching cover. The eight “teaching and scholarship” staff will not 
go very far in making up for the other staff who will be lost, for two reasons. 
Firstly, staff who are moved to these positions are likely already to have very 
high teaching loads, so it will in fact be difficult for them to take on enough 
extra teaching to cover the shortfall, and secondly the teaching and 
scholarship staff will not have the expertise to cover all of the teaching that will 
be necessary. The plan (or more accurately, the hope) appears to be to rely 
on bought-in teaching and on staff who have agreed to voluntary severance 
arrangements being retained on contract to cover the shortfall (what one 
member of staff has memorably described as the “teaching zombies” option). 
Neither of these is desirable. We have no idea how many of the staff who are 
currently threatened with redundancy will be available to be brought back on 
contract, but we can make two reasonable predictions: those who are the 
better teachers will be the quickest to find work elsewhere, and the number 
available for contract teaching will decline over the 18 month to two year 
period that they will be needed for. We will therefore have a declining pool of 
less-and-less able teaching contractors to draw on, and amongst those that 
we do manage to retain morale will be low and they will not be motivated to 
teach as best as they are able.  
 
Using bought-in teaching to cover the holes that cannot be patched with 
retained staff on contract is not going to lead to good teaching either. We have 
had to use quite a lot of bought-in teaching recently to cover the shortfalls that 



already exist in our teaching from staff retirements, and there are a variety of 
problems with it. It is difficult to find suitable people to employ, and they are 
often not available for all of the time that they are needed. They are unpopular 
with the students, who think (often correctly) that they are getting a second-
rate deal and that their teaching should be done by proper academic staff 
members. Quality control is especially difficult with bought-in teachers, and 
they will not be able to give students the level of support and contact that full-
time staff provide because they are not going to be available to students 
outside of their contracted teaching hours. 
 
When things go wrong with bought-in teaching staff, or with staff retained on 
contract, existing staff members will have to step in to cover for them. This is 
likely to happen on a regular basis, leading to even greater demands on staff 
and on even more disruption to the already disturbed teaching schedule.  
During the restructuring period, therefore, teaching standards are likely to 
drop significantly and substantially. Remembering that the disruption caused 
to our teaching will be at its peak as our first cohort of full fee paying home 
students starts, this seems a risky and potentially disastrous intervention to 
make. 
 
Once the restructuring process has finished, what will happen to the quality of 
our teaching? The proposed criteria for deciding whether staff should be made 
redundant make no allowance for teaching activities, and are focussed 
entirely upon (very problematical) research metrics. It seems that the intention 
is to continue to use similar metrics for performance management following 
the restructuring. One of the many unfortunate consequences of this is that it 
gives a clear message to staff that their efforts in teaching are not regarded as 
important by the college. Any member of staff who is in any doubt at all about 
their ability to meet these research output requirements should make a point 
of putting the absolute minimum amount of effort into teaching possible, in 
order to free up their time for research. This will undoubtedly put an end to the 
SBCS culture of pastoral care for students, and to the teaching ethic that 
gives a “small department” feel despite the very large numbers of students 
that we have to deal with. It is hard indeed to see how this regime, with 
pressurised staff scrabbling to fulfil research output requirements while 
simultaneously having to teach large classes of students for which they will 
receive no recognition from the college, will be compatible with the high 
standards of teaching quality that are such an important component of the 
QMUL strategic plan. 
 
Discussion 
 
The interventions described in the current proposals for the future of SBCS 
are the management equivalent of kicking a faulty TV set. It might work and 
somehow make things better, but the most probable outcome is that it will just 
make things worse. The two biggest problems are firstly the very short time 
scale and secondly the complete failure to address the most serious problem 



threatening both research and teaching quality in SBCS: the appallingly high 
student:staff ratio.  
 
If the very strict time limits that seem to have been placed on the restructuring 
process were relaxed then many of the worst consequences could be 
avoided. Underperforming staff could be eased out gradually through 
performance management, reducing the degree of disruption to teaching and 
enabling replacements to be recruited with a great deal more care, from a 
much larger pool than will be available if we do this on the short timescale 
proposed. Taking away the urgency will allow staff to be appointed who are 
not only good researchers but who will fit in with the other staff in the school, 
fostering a more collaborative environment and genuinely leading to 
improvements in research quality. 
 
If QMUL senior management are genuinely serious about improving the 
research output from SBCS then any plan for the School’s future must 
address the research environment, in particular the facilities and the 
student:staff ratio. This last, in my opinion, is the critical issue that more than 
anything else makes the current plan likely to fail. There is a simple trade-off 
in how staff allocate their time, meaning that you can have good teaching and 
good research, but not huge numbers of students, or good teaching and lots 
of students but not much research. The current proposals raise the disturbing 
prospect of poor research, poor teaching and declining numbers of good 
students, which is not a desirable outcome for anyone apart from our 
competitor institutions in London. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Robert Knell 


