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NEWS

It is still difficult to win funding 
grants for interdisciplinary study 
from the UK’s research councils 
despite “lip service” to the contrary 
because academics who assess 
proposals are “nervous” about 
approving projects outside their 
areas of expertise.

This is the view of Ian Goldin, 
director of the Oxford Martin 
School, which recently announced 
£6.4 million for work into six 
“challenges of the 21st century”. 

The school, founded in 2005 by 
a $100 million endowment from 
James Martin, the computing pio-
neer and author, concentrates on 
“impact-orientated” research that 
combines many disciplines. 

Professor Goldin said that he 
wanted the research councils to  
fund more interdisciplinary study, 
although not necessarily as a “sub-
stitute” for specialist work.

“I think the funding councils are 
giving increasing lip service to 
multidisciplinary [research]” while 
emphasising the need for impact, he 
said. “But in practice, in our experi-
ence…it remains extremely difficult 
to get support for interdisciplinary 
work.”

He said this was particularly 
because of the “nervousness” of 
research council assessors reluctant 
to approve funding outside their 
expertise, which on a multidiscipli-
nary proposal might make up the 
bulk of the application. 

“The disciplines have evolved 
over time and are becoming more 
specialised,” he said. “The question 
is…how do you come out of these 
seams [of knowledge] to solve real-
world problems?” 

Scholars at the Oxford Martin 
School bid for research council 
money as well as drawing on funds 
from Dr Martin’s endowment and 
foundation grants. 

The six projects, which will 
involve 70 scholars in 17 depart-
ments, will look at: viral infections; 
resource stewardship; quantum 
technology; vaccines; human rights 
for future generations; and improv-
ing the resilience of global systems. 

Professor Goldin said that around 
15 per cent of the applications for 
the £6.4 million had been approved, 
and that successful bids had dem-
onstrated how they would have an 
impact within roughly 10 years. 
david.matthews@tsleducation.com 

The number of university academics 
collaborating with the Ministry of 
Defence on research is increasing 
and is set to rise further, the MoD’s 
outgoing chief scientific adviser has 
said. 

In an interview with Times 
Higher Education, Sir Mark 
Welland, also head of the Nanoscale 
Science Laboratory at the University 
of Cambridge, said the rise was 
being enabled by a shift in the 
MoD’s culture of secrecy. 

“It’s important to us because 
academics largely don’t want to go 
through the process of doing classi-
fied work because it’s restrictive,” 
he said. 

Sir Mark has instigated a policy 
that will be taken forward as part 
of the National Security through 
Technology White Paper, published 
in February. 

It calls for the “obstacle” of 
security classification to be reduced 
by extracting the core science from 
projects and passing it to academia 
as well as small businesses.

“In the past, if you were design-
ing a car and part of the steering 

wheel was classified, we probably 
would classify the whole car as top 
secret. But you need to be clear 
about what is fundamentally secret 
and what is not,” he said.

In 2010, just 10 to 15 per cent  
of applications to the Centre for 
Defence Enterprise – a part of the 
MoD’s Defence Science and Tech-
nology Laboratory that specialises 
in launching rapid-response calls for 
research – came from academia. 

But interest is rising, and across 
social science and healthcare as well 
as in the more traditional defence 
fields, Sir Mark said. 

Last year, the Defence Science 
and Technology Laboratory also 
launched an open PhD scheme for 
up to 100 students, while applica-
tions to the centre increased from 
300 in 2008-09 to more than 1,000 
in 2010-11. 

“It’s hugely oversubscribed, as is 
the PhD programme,” Sir Mark said.  

A specialist team has also been 
set up at the MoD to develop a more 
structured approach to relationships 
with academia.

The policy of collaboration has 

been driven in part by significant 
cuts to the MoD’s budget, Sir Mark 
explained. Science and technology 
spending has fallen from about 
£800 million to £430 million over 
the past 10 years. 

“We carried out a review to 
ensure we had an efficient, well-
managed and organised system  
and also looked for much more 
collaboration to get more leverage 
from the reduced money that we did 
have,” he said. 

The nanoscientist added that he 
hoped such budgetary issues would 
be resolved by a provision in the 
White Paper that sets the MoD a 
minimum spend on science and tech-
nology of 1.2 per cent of its total 
budget. Regardless, the process of 
opening up defence research will 
continue, he said. 

The ministry has appointed 
Vernon Gibson, chief scientist at the 
petrochemical giant BP and visiting 
professor of chemistry at Imperial 
College London, as Sir  Mark’s 
replacement as chief scientific 
adviser. 

Professor Gibson will take over 
on 2 July while Professor Welland 
will return to working full time at 
Cambridge. 
elizabeth.gibney@tsleducation.com

The number of students challenging 
punishments handed out for cheat-
ing and plagiarism has quadrupled 
in just three years.

Eighty-two students registered 
complaints over the handling of 
academic-misconduct charges 
resolved by the Office of the Inde-
pendent Adjudicator in 2011 – up 
from just 20 cases in 2008, accord-
ing to the ombudsman’s annual 
report, published on 14 June. These 
cases comprised 6 per cent of the 
1,443 complaints closed in 2011.

Of the total complaints made, 
5 per cent were upheld and 11 per 
cent were partially upheld. Most con-
cerned academic grades, assessments 
and appeals, with 10 per cent relating 

to alleged breaches of contract 
between universities and students. 
The OIA did not disclose the propor-
tion of misconduct complaints upheld.

Protests over the penalties 
imposed for cheating, connected 
largely to easy access to essays 
bought on the internet, were a grow-
ing concern, said Rob Behrens, the 
independent adjudicator. “We are 
only seeing the tip of the iceberg – 
universities are dealing with many 
times the amount we see,” he said.

Institutions needed to give clearer 
advice to students on the dangers of 
copying others’ work and ensure they 
had fair, consistent procedures for 
breaches of academic integrity, he said.

“Several of our complainants 

admitted they behaved inappropri-
ately, but felt the punishment was 
excessive,” he said. “For others, they 
want to use whatever means are 
available to get the punishment 
overturned. For instance, plagiarism 
is a very serious matter for law stu-
dents. Solicitors can be damaged for 
the rest of their careers unless they 
manage to get any mention of it 
removed from their records.”

The extent of permitted assis-
tance for postgraduates, particularly 
foreign ones, was fraught with 
uncertainty, Mr Behrens added. 

He said he had given evidence on 
policy to the Woolf report, which 
investigated whether Saif Gaddafi 
had cheated on his PhD thesis at the 
London School of Economics. 

Mr Behrens welcomed the devel-
opment of a reference tariff for 
plagiarism, which could be used to 

compare regulations between 
different universities and ensure a 
degree of consistency.

“Sometimes universities that get 
it wrong are those isolated from 
these networks, as they don’t have 
a perspective on whether their pun-
ishments are proportionate. A tariff 
does not bind universities, but it 
makes them aware of good practice.”

The annual report also details 
how appeals to the OIA increased 
by 20 per cent year on year, although 
complaints are expected to soar even 
higher when tuition fees rise to up 
to £9,000 in September.

The OIA awarded just over 
£184,000 in compensation to 
students, with the highest award – 
£10,000 – going to a postgraduate 
who was unfairly denied a PhD 
place by an unnamed university.
jack.grove@tsleducation.com

Multidisciplinary 
study gets ‘lip 
service’, not cash

Scholars join up as veil of secrecy lifts, outgoing  
MoD chief scientific adviser tells Elizabeth Gibney

Complaints over penalties a growing concern  
for the sector, says OIA. Jack Grove reports

That information is 
no longer classified

Cheats? Us? Disputes quadruple – 
and that’s just ‘tip of the iceberg’

State-school entrants: the Oxbridge boat race on access waters

Throughout most of the 
20th century, student 
intake from state 
schools was generally 
higher at the University 
of Oxford than at the 
University of Cambridge, 
although the latter 
overtook its ancient 
rival in 1988, a House 
of Commons Library 
briefing on Oxbridge 
“elitism” has found.

According to the brief-
ing, published on 21 May, 
while the proportion of 
pupils from state schools 
(as opposed to independ-
ent ones) attending 
Oxbridge has slowly crept 
up, absolute numbers 
peaked in 2002 in Oxford 
and 2008 in Cambridge.

The report, which looks 
at entrance to the prestig-
ious universities throughout 

the 20th century, cites a 
study published in 1938-
39 as the first comprehen-
sive survey of entrants’ 
school backgrounds. It 
found that 24.2 per cent of 
home entrants to Oxford 
and 19.3 per cent to Cam-
bridge started their educa-
tion in public elementary 
schools. The equivalent for 
all other universities was 
54.8 per cent.

A survey carried out in 
1961 found that 34 per 
cent of students at Oxford 
and 27 per cent at Cam-
bridge had attended state 
secondary schools, 
compared with 63 per 
cent across the sector.

The briefing shows  
that by 2011, the figures 
for both universities stood 
at about 56 per cent.

Oxford’s access agree-

ment with the Office for 
Fair Access does not 
include a simple state-
school target, but Cam-
bridge’s agreement aims 
to increase the proportion 
of UK state entrants to 
62-63 per cent by 2016.

Oxbridge colleges  
also vary greatly in the 
number of students  
they recruit from non- 
fee-paying schools. At 

Oxford, between 2009 
and 2011 this varied 
between 45 per cent at 
Trinity College and 70 per 
cent at Mansfield College. 

At Cambridge, in  
2011 Trinity College had 
the lowest share of state-
school students (46 per 
cent), while Peterhouse 
had the highest (74 per 
cent.)

Elizabeth Gibney
Source: Oxbridge ‘elitism’ standard note, House of Commons Library, 21 May 2012 (for data 1989-2011); House of Commons Hansard, 5 December 1988 and House of Lords Hansard, 5 June 2003 (for data 1980-88)

State/non-fee-paying schools includes FE colleges. Independent schools include direct grant schools (abolished in 1982). Admissions from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are not counted prior to 1986. Overseas students are also discounted.
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A drop in the ocean

A Welsh-language  
version of a film docu-
mentary that followed 
a team of Swansea 
University glaciolo-
gists on a field trip  
to Greenland had its 
premiere last week.

Glimpse: Greenland’s 
Disappearing Ice was 
shot, edited and pro-
duced by the Swansea 
Glaciology Group in  
collaboration with 196  
Productions. Among its 
highlights are dramatic 
time-lapse footage of a 
huge iceberg-calving 
event, a wild storm and 
a close encounter with  
a polar bear.
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