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I became Head of the Department of Mathematics and Statistics at the University
of Melbourne in 2005. In those days, the University had a very comprehensive
support program for new and prospective heads of department, and I had the good
fortune to benefit from it. Before I became Head, I was one of twelve prospective
heads from across the University who were in a program that took up about
fifteen days spread over the whole year. We discussed such things as the way the
University was organised, what you had to do if you wanted to get something done,
and how you should go about it. We also spent time learning about leadership and
self-awareness, talking about current issues in the higher education sector, and
shadowing senior members of the University.

Some of the above was useful, but the best part for me was that, as a relatively new
staff member at the University of Melbourne, I had an instant network of twelve
people from around the University that I got to know well. Within our group we
had people from Nursing, Early-Childhood Education, Management, Land and
Food Resources (including staff from campuses that the University no longer has),
Social Science, Philosophy, Performing Arts, Information Systems, Architecture
and Medicine. I don’t recall there being anyone from Law or Engineering.

The major take-home message for me was that the University is an extremely
diverse place: issues faced by one part might have very little relevance in another
part. One small example of this was the anxiety experienced by academic staff
in Performing Arts and Nursing resulting from the pressure to produce ‘research
outputs’, when many had little experience in doing so. I contrasted this with the
attitude in the Department of Mathematics and Statistics where, to be honest,
many staff would be happy to be relieved of all teaching and administrative work,
and be left to do research one hundred per cent of the time.

Despite this, university managers and bureaucrats tend to like ‘tidy solutions’ and
seem to be fond of proposing comprehensive schemes for managing and assessing
anything from teaching quality to administrative efficiency to the standing of
research output. I have found myself more than once arguing that ‘in a university
of the size and diversity of the University of Melbourne, one-size-fits-all is never
the right answer’.

I’ve been musing on the question of ‘one-size-fits-all’ since the announcement of
the ARC’s rankings of the discipline-specific research quality and activity within
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Australian higher education institutions. (The announcement was made at the end
of January; see http://www.arc.gov.au/ERA/era 2010.htm for more details.) In
conducting the ERA, the ARC had the task of managing a ‘one size fits all’ exercise
across a range of universities having vastly different sizes, access to resources,
student populations and missions. Compromises necessarily had to be made, for
example, between giving credit for ‘volume’ and giving credit for ‘quality’ (however
this is measured).

Most of us would have been looking at these rankings through at least two prisms,
that of our home institution and that of our discipline. From the point of view
of the mathematical sciences as a whole, I am still not sure what to make of the
outcome. There is some good news, but I’d like to have seen the overall ratings
slightly higher. Also, the number of universities that did not reach the publication
threshold in four-digit and even two-digit categories is a concern, confirming a fact
that we already knew: the mathematical sciences are struggling at many smaller
universities.

Confidentiality surrounds the panels’ deliberations, but rumour has it that across
many of the Field of Research (FoR) Codes assessed by the ARC (but not 0101
Pure Mathematics), a university’s empirical citation distribution in a given FoR
code was compared with the ‘world empirical citation distribution’ in the same
FoR code, and that there was very little wriggle room for panels to adjust the
outcome.

I’ve also heard that the number of research outputs produced by an institution,
either on an absolute or on a per capita basis, was not taken into account. Rather,
it was the proportion of high-citation or high-ranking publications that determined
the outcome. So an institution that had a similar number of ‘high-quality’ research
outputs as another institution, but also had some ‘lower-quality’ outputs, could
end up being ranked below the second institution—an outcome that is at least
open to question.

Overall, the ARC is to be congratulated for paying attention to discipline
diversity on a number of levels. There was an acknowledgement of diversity in
that discipline-dependent citation rates were used, but there was a one-size-fits-
all approach in that the within-discipline relative citation distribution was still
considered to be a good measure of comparative performance in that discipline.

Furthermore, a strong reliance on crude quantitative measures imposed a de facto
one-size-fits-all approach within a given FoR code. This is clearly problematic in
an FoR code with diverse citation cultures, such as 0104 Statistics, which includes
pure probability at one end and applied statistics at the other.

As mathematicians and statisticians, we work with quantitative data and I think
we understand their limitations better than most. If the rumours are correct,
and the ERA outcomes were primarily dictated by ‘the data’, even when they
might have contradicted the expert judgement of the panels, then the situation is
unsatisfactory and the ARC should consider changing its methodology.

http://www.arc.gov.au/ERA/era_2010.htm
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A few years ago I was a coauthor of the IMU/ICIAM/IMS-sponsored report
Citation Statistics, with John Ewing and Robert Adler (see, for example, Gazette
35(3), p. 166). A major recommendation of this report can be summarised as:

Bibliometric measures are nothing more or less than statistics. They
do contain information, which can be understood via a proper analysis.
However this analysis ought to be carried out within the context of a
properly-defined statistical model that takes due account of variability.

It is not clear to me that the information provided to the ERA panels was presented
in such a context. As part of the mathematical science community, we should be
arguing strongly for improvements in this area.
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