BIOTECHNOLOGY AND BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES RESEARCH COUNCIL

2005 INSTITUTE ASSESSMENT EXERCISE

STUDENTSHIPS AND FELLOWSHIPS TRAINING (SFT) ASSESSMENT

VISIT TO THE BABRAHAM INSTITUTE: 10 NOVEMBER 2004

INTRODUCTION

1. The Babraham Institute was visited by a BBSRC Studentships and Fellowships Training (SFT) assessment panel on 10 November 2004. The SFT assessment forms part of the Institute Assessment Exercise (IAE). The SFT panel comprised two members of the Committee on Studentships and Fellowships (CSF): Professor David Rice (University of Sheffield; chair) and Professor Mary Bownes (University of Edinburgh). The panel was accompanied by staff from BBSRC Swindon Office: Dr Ian Lyne (Head of Postgraduate Training and Fellowships) and Dr Bill Eason (Evaluation and Policy Unit).

2. The visit was informed by a background paper prepared by the Institute, which provided the basis for a meeting with senior Institute staff with designated responsibilities for postgraduate and postdoctoral training. The panel subsequently met with groups of postgraduate students and postdoctoral fellows from Babraham for an informal, free-ranging and confidential discussion about their experiences and expectations of the training provided by the Institute. In addition, the panel viewed examples of laboratory and office accommodation used by students and fellows at Babraham, together with some of the site’s specialised facilities. 

3. In assessing its provision of postgraduate training, the panel had regard to Babraham’s effectiveness in meeting the requirements of the Joint Statement of the Research Councils Skills Training Requirements for Research Students (http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/funding/training/skill_train_req.html) including:

· Research skills and techniques

· Research environment

· Research management

· Personal effectiveness

· Communication skills

· Networking and team working

· Career management

In making its assessments the panel considered a range of factors which contribute to the delivery of the requirements set out above, including the environment and facilities; links with universities; supervisory practice; generic training and pastoral care and the student community.  

4. The panel provided an overall assessment in three key areas:

· provision of research-based training

· provision of generic, non research-based training

· the quality of the training environment

5. Each aspect was assigned to one of three broad categories

(i) good

(ii) adequate

(iii) unsatisfactory

PROVISION OF RESEARCH-BASED TRAINING

Overall rating: Good

6. The panel noted that the Babraham Institute was widely recognised as a leading centre for biomedical research. Research was focused on the biological events associated with genetic, developmental and signalling events in normal and abnormal cell function. Babraham used the latest technology to study conditions such as cancer, neurodegenerative disease and foetal abnormality. On-site was the associated Babraham Bioscience Technologies Ltd (BBT) BioIncubator housing over 20 companies. Students benefited from the Institute’s geographical proximity to a number of key organisations including Addenbrooke’s Hospital, the MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, the Sanger Institute Wellcome Trust Genome Campus as well as the University of Cambridge. 

7. At the time of the visit, there were approximately 60 students at Babraham. Of the 19 students in the 2004 intake, most were funded by Research Councils (10 by BBSRC and 5 by MRC). One student (due to start in January 2005) was to be funded through a Dorothy Hodgkin Postgraduate Award and one by the Gates Cambridge Trust. Two further students had transferred from other universities. Of the BBSRC studentships six were part of the Babraham Research Quota, two were Quota CASE and two were Research Committee studentships. 

8. Institute senior management indicated that Babraham had the status of a recognised postgraduate institution within the University of Cambridge. All students had joined a College at the University and were registered with the Faculty of Biology, with Babraham staff recognised as University supervisors and the Director as the equivalent of a Head of Department. Babraham students made up 6% of the total postgraduate population within the Faculty. The Institute had full representation on the supervising committee of the Graduate School of Biological, Medical and Veterinary Sciences. The Graduate School coordinated and provided training, networking and career support for all postgraduate students in the biological sciences registered with the University. Babraham followed the postgraduate training and supervision guidelines of the Graduate School. As Babraham had already been running a well-established Graduate Programme, it had been proactive in the development of the Graduate School and its associated policy. The Institute had an agreement with the University whereby it received 50% of the university fees (approximately £1000 per student per year), but did not receive any of the associated HEFCE funding. In the view of the panel it was clear that Babraham’s relationship with the University was critical to its Graduate Programme strategy and that it was benefiting considerably from the relationship in addition to the receipt of fees. Although students cited project choice as the main reason for applying for a studentship at Babraham, most were also clear that there was added value from registering for a degree at the University of Cambridge. 

9. The panel considered that the presentation made by the Graduate Studies Tutor was excellent. The Graduate Programme at Babraham was managed by the Graduate Committee (GC), which was chaired by the Graduate Studies Tutor and included 5-6 Project Leaders covering key areas of the research programme. In addition, senior management was represented by the Head of Personnel, the Head of Corporate Affairs and a senior member of the Commercial Affairs Office. The four student representatives on the GC were full members with voting rights except in relation to individual student matters when the GC was limited to Babraham staff. The GC was responsible for: 

· all operational and policy matters, including student recruitment, training, supervision, assessment and pastoral care; 

· (with the Institute Personnel section) the development and implementation of the training programme; 

· managing the relationship with the University. 

10.
The panel was impressed by the clear and strong management structures in place; it felt that the GC was not only committed to ensuring that all aspects of the Graduate Programme were working effectively at an operational level, but also that regard was given to further development of both operation and policy. The panel was also impressed by the importance attached to the GC, made clear by its wide-ranging remit, the commitment of senior Institute staff to monthly meetings and clear lines for student representation. Robust safeguards were in place regarding student project selection, with equally robust mechanisms should problems subsequently arise. 

11. Recruitment procedures were managed by the GC. Every January potential students were invited for laboratory tours and interviews. Data tabled during the visit indicated that studentships were strongly oversubscribed each year. The GC selected the best students and then matched students to the most appropriate projects. Students reported that every effort was made by the Institute to match them to a suitable project. The panel was impressed by the quality of the students at Babraham. It was reported that around 60% had a 1st class degree from leading UK universities. Significantly, in the view of the panel, it was also reported that 70% had some previous industrial and/or laboratory experience: effective selection procedures were clearly contributing to highly motivated and capable students, resulting in submission rates (typically 80-85%)  that were above the average for the University of Cambridge in the Faculty of Biology. 

12. Students were located in one of ten Laboratories at Babraham. Each Laboratory consisted of a group of Project Leaders, and supervisors had to be Project Leaders. All new supervisors and those new to Babraham had to attend a University Supervising Symposium; no Project Leader could have more than three students at any one time. Although there was no mandatory training for existing supervisors, the panel was satisfied by the role of the GC, which had the authority to decline a studentship if it felt the quality of supervision would not meet required standards. 

13. Each student had a Personal Committee, comprising: a supervisor responsible for the day to day supervision; a mentor, usually from the same Laboratory, who had a good understanding of the project; and an assessor, from a different Laboratory, to provide an independent input to the review process. Students had a clear understanding of the roles of, and confidence in, each member of their Personal Committee. Mentors were often postdocs in the same Laboratory and were particularly helpful in the first few months, and also provided a sounding board to discuss the student’s work. Students reported that the assessors provided a different perspective on their work and were particularly useful in a critical examination of their progress at key reporting stages (see paragraph 14). Students also reported that they would approach the Graduate Studies Tutor and/or other members of the Graduate Committee if they felt that any issues could not be dealt with by their Personal Committee. The panel was satisfied that the Personal Committee represented a sound model for student supervision and mentoring. It was clear it had the full support and confidence of the students. 

14. Students had to produce an introductory feasibility report after 2 months, to identify the main hypothesis-led strategies the student would follow in their studies. At 8 months an upgrading report was required before the student could be registered for a PhD. At 24 months students produced a thesis plan, with further formal reviews at 30 and 36 months, by which time all laboratory work was expected to be finished and thesis writing completed or well under way.  For four-year studentships all laboratory work was expected to be completed by 42 months, with thesis completion by 48 months. All reports had to be approved by the GC. Other aspects of assessment recently introduced by the GC included termly self-assessments completed by supervisors and students, intended to flag up problems as soon as possible; an annual survey of student seminars, attendance at meetings, prizes awarded, etc; and exit interviews to get feedback to improve the Graduate Programme. All assessments were recorded in student files. In addition a record was made (and signed by student and supervisor) of all progress meetings, in an individual personal progress log (PPL). 

15. Research skills training was mainly undertaken in the Laboratory where the student was based, but students also gained new skills by working in other Laboratories on site (and in some cases at other sites where there was a joint project). The Institute ran workshops on core facilities (e.g. fluorescent activated cell sorting) and techniques (e.g. experimental embryology) some of which were organised by Senior Research Associates (SRA). The SRA scheme provided an alternative career route for postdocs who did not want to become independent group leaders or senior fellows. It was clear to the panel that students were receiving excellent levels of research skills training and support from the Institute. It singled out in particular the innovative use of SRA staff to provide advanced training for all staff and students in the use of key facilities. 

16. In their first year students had to present a seminar to their Laboratory and present a poster on the Institute Student Poster Day. A further seminar was reviewed by the GC, and in their final year all students had to give a seminar to the whole Institute. In addition, students gave seminars on a more frequent basis at Journal Clubs and at Laboratory meetings. Students reported that they were funded to participate in at least one international conference and were encouraged to apply for funds to attend more. This was all recorded in the PPL. Babraham also ran a weekly seminar series with external speakers and in-house seminars almost daily. Students had access to seminar programmes at the University and other nearby organisations. Students were clearly well motivated to attend seminars, and they always attended seminars of other students. Student ability in communicating science was also formally recognised in the new Credits for Transferable Skills Training (see paragraph 22). It was clear to the panel that most students were taking full advantage of the scientific opportunities offered at the Institute and further afield. The panel endorsed the recognition of science communication in the new Credits systems. 

17. Babraham had introduced four-year studentships for all eligible BBSRC funded students for the 2004 intake. The Institute had modified its assessment schedules accordingly (see paragraph 14). Institute senior management made it clear they would like to see more students funded for four-year periods, but they were concerned about the different models of student funding that were being developed. Other BBSRC studentships and all MRC studentships were still only funded for three years. Most students reported that they were not able to complete their studies within three years, with particular difficulties where projects involved transgenic animals. Students welcomed the idea of funding beyond three years. At the time of the visit students reported considerable financial hardship when writing up. Students also expressed concern about the possible tensions that would arise by mixing three and four-year studentships in a single cohort year. The panel was sympathetic to these potential problems and felt that the Doctoral Training Account (DTA) should be used for additional funding of three-year studentships to facilitate writing up.

18. Postdoctoral training and career development strategy was outlined in a separate presentation to the panel. Institute senior management reported that there were around 100 postdoctoral researchers at Babraham, including nine senior fellows. The panel met seven senior Fellows and three Career Progression Fellows (see paragraph 20) during the visit.

19. Since 2000 Babraham had been host to 16 senior Fellowships (six BBSRC David Phillips Fellowships; five MRC Senior non-clinical Fellowships; three MRC Career Development Awards; a Cancer Research UK Senior Fellowship and a Senior National Kidney Research Fund Fellowship).  All fellows new to Babraham had access to over 30 training courses, some of which were compulsory for all new entrants (e.g. induction training, team working, equal opportunities, harassment awareness). Other parts of the training programme were also compulsory, but previous training or experience could allow exemption (e.g. technical writing, computing); remaining components were optional. Fellows cited the excellent research environment as one the main reasons for choosing to work at Babraham. This included access to fully supported facilities including those supported by the SRA scheme (see paragraph 15).  

20. Two of the senior fellows at Babraham had benefited from the Career Progression Fellowship scheme run by the Institute. The CPF scheme was intended to act as a bridge assisting postdocs at Babraham early in their career including the move towards obtaining either a senior fellowship or project leader status. Current and previous CPFs, seen by the panel, were very supportive of the scheme. It had provided them with an opportunity to begin independent research and provided the necessary boost for progression to either a senior fellowship or Project Leader.  

PROVISION OF GENERIC, NON RESEARCH-BASED TRAINING

Overall Rating: Good

21. Generic skills training requirements were set out clearly in the PPL. Most course-based training was carried out at the Institute rather than the University.  The student cohort was of a sufficient critical mass to make this feasible and time-efficient. Most courses were run by Babraham staff; some courses were run by the BBSRC (e.g. technical writing).  Students reported that they could attend courses run at the University if these fitted in better with other activities. All training was monitored and had to be signed off by the supervisor, and was recorded in the PPL. Non-attendance was penalised: the student’s laboratory had to pay the attendance fee if the student did not attend. Compulsory and optional training elements were set out clearly and students understood what was expected of them. The panel was impressed by the training content. Induction training included ethics, intellectual property and science in a commercial environment. In year 2 students had to attend training on research management including grant preparation. Students reported that the courses were generally of a good quality. BBSRC-run courses on technical writing and presentation skills were singled out for praise by students. Students had made suggestions about adjustment of timings of certain courses and had made a request for more statistics training, both of which had been acted upon by the GC. The panel was satisfied that the generic skills training programme at Babraham was closely aligned to the needs set out in the Research Councils Skills Training Requirements for Research Students. The training was very well managed, clearly set out, and understood by students. There were good levels of student feedback and evidence that this had been acted upon. In the view of the panel the Institute was to be congratulated on the very professional way it organised its training programme. 

22. The Institute had recently introduced new Credits for Transferable Skills Training in association with the Faculty of Biology at the University of Cambridge, and these were also clearly shown in the PPL. Students were expected to accumulate a minimum of 60 credits, equivalent to 10 days training each year. Although most credits were awarded for course-based training, a significant element was made up of credits awarded for skills development achieved through experience including seminars, journal clubs, poster presentations, attendance at conferences, demonstrations, committee membership, schools days and other science outreach activities. Each type of activity had an agreed credit rating attached to it, approved by the Faculty to ensure consistency.  In addition credits were awarded for the preparation of key progress reports (see paragraph 14). There were compulsory elements in the training in both course-based and experience-based elements, with mechanisms in place to prevent any abuse of the system (for example credits for seminar attendance were capped). The panel was thoroughly impressed by this approach, which rewarded students who had obtained a well-rounded training through both formal course-based study and through experience. It represented a model of best practice from which others could learn. 

23. Of the students the panel saw, about 25% reported attendance at a UK GRAD School. Students spoke favourably about the courses and had encouraged others to go. Some were, however, concerned about the time involved. Though attendance levels reported by the students reflected the average for most UK universities, the panel recommended that the Graduate Committee place a stronger emphasis on attendance, with the expectation that all students would attend. 

24. Students reported that they could obtain excellent careers advice from the University careers service, including a number of different advisors specialising in different fields. Students were able to subscribe to an email service on available jobs. Formal courses on interview skills and preparation of a CV were also available, and students reported that they were able to discuss career options with their Personal Committee. 

25. All but one of the students seen by the panel felt they wanted to continue with a research career. The first destination data supplied by the Institute showed that most went on to postdoc positions although almost a third went to work in industry. Students at the Institute benefited from the presence of the BBT Bioincubator on site. This housed over 20 companies employing some 150 staff, many of whom interacted with students and fellows on a daily basis through the use of shared core facilities at Babraham. Many students arrived with some industrial experience (see paragraph 11). Some returned to industry, including a small number who went to work for one of the companies in the Bioincubator. Students were also encouraged to participate in the Biotechnology YES competition run by the BBSRC. 

26. Fellows had access to a confidential Postdoc Mentoring Panel which provided confidential careers advice, independent of their associated Laboratory. The Babraham intranet provided information on jobs and training and development courses.  

27. The Postdoc Committee, established in 2000, comprised eight postdoctoral and four senior staff. It met twice a year and was the forum for discussion of all matters relating to the postdoctoral community, including fellows. This included input on career development issues. The Babraham Postdoctoral Conference Travel Fund, run by the Postdoc Committee, was open to all fellows and was an Institute-sponsored competitive source of funding to enable participation at international conferences.

THE QUALITY OF THE TRAINING ENVIRONMENT

Overall Rating: Good

28. All students and fellows had access to minimum levels of laboratory and desk space. No problems of access to scientific equipment or facilities were reported. Core facilities (e.g. FACS, mass spectrometry) were available to all staff and students. 

29. Students raised some concerns about the number of available computers. This appeared to vary significantly between Laboratories. Recent GC minutes seen by the panel, stated that the aim was to allocate one computer to each final year student. Students in other years would have, as a minimum, one computer between two. There were also a number of multi-user points where computers were available to all staff and students (the library, the Forum and the Computer section), although students reported that these were not always available (in the case of the Computer section), or were not apparently well maintained (in the case of the Forum). Institute senior management reported plans for an expanded multi-user facility in the library for 2006. In addition, students were able to bring their own computers on-site and have them maintained by the Institute. However in a document (Comments from the 2001 Institute Assessment Exercise on Studentships) tabled by the Institute, the panel noted that the previous assessment of training in 2001 had raised similar concerns about the availability of computers. The panel felt that insufficient progress had been made in the intervening period. Given the current need to share computers, the panel recommended that the Institute should ensure that quality and quantity of multi-user points was maintained. However the panel felt that each student should have access to a designated Institute-supplied computer. 

30. Students had access to excellent library facilities, which included networked computers. The Institute planned to move to an e-only journal system in 2006. 

31. The Forum was a central meeting point with tea or coffee available. It clearly encouraged people from different Laboratories to meet, and provided a further venue for students and fellows to discuss their research ideas with a wide selection of people. 

32. All staff and students had access to a recently refurbished refectory, which served meals at subsidised prices. Students, however, raised issues of provision of cooked food out of hours. Many students needed to work during the evenings and weekends and they understood this to be a consequence of the nature of the work, but complained about the lack of provision of on-site facilities out of hours, aggravated by the lack of suitable local facilities. The panel recommended that a high priority be given to student requests to overcome the practical problems associated with out of hours working. 

33. The panel was impressed by the sense of identity among the Babraham students. They clearly formed a strong community within the Institute, and students were very supportive of each other. Students had their own web site and organised regular sports and social events. Although students spent most of their time at the Institute, they could also benefit from their College community, which gave them access to additional events and activities. 

GENERAL COMMENTS

34. Students and Fellows were well served by the Babraham Institute, which provided an excellent intellectual and physical environment for training and research. This included access to excellent facilities and equipment. Students and Fellows benefited from the Institute’s association with the cluster of biomedical research organisations around Cambridge and from the links with the University. The Babraham Institute, recognised as part of the Faculty of Biology, also contributed significantly to the overall quality of the University’s postgraduate population, as evidenced by their above-average submission rates. 

35. The Graduate Programme at Babraham, in the view of the panel, represented a model of best practice for postgraduate student training from which other BBSRC institutes and the HE sector could learn. The panel was impressed by the clear and strong management provided by the Graduate Committee, which was maintaining the highest possible standards in almost every aspect of the Graduate Programme, from initial recruitment through to supervision, assessment, and training. The Graduate Committee had applied fresh and creative thinking in a number of areas, which was helping to keep the Graduate Programme at Babraham ahead of competitors. 

36. The panel was particularly impressed by the recently introduced training Credit system, which had been developed in conjunction with the Faculty. By allocating Credits in a controlled way for experienced-based training activities, such as committee membership and the communication of science, students were being encouraged to take a broad range of training. Individuals were developing high levels of transferable skills that would serve them well, whether or not they chose to pursue scientific research as a career. 

37. The panel was very impressed by Babraham’s approach to the training of fellows. Babraham had attracted and retained a significant number of senior fellows, which was further contributing to the vibrancy of the research environment. The Senior Research Associate (SRA) and Career Progression Fellowship (CPF) schemes were contributing to an excellent and supportive training and research environment and to the recruitment and retention of fellows at the Institute respectively.   

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 1

Students expressed concern about the possible tensions that would arise by mixing three and four-year studentships in a single cohort year. The panel was sympathetic to these potential problems and felt that the DTA should be used for additional funding of three-year studentships to facilitate writing up.

Recommendation 2

Though attendance levels by students at a UK GRAD School reflected the average for most UK universities, the panel recommended that the Graduate Committee should place a stronger emphasis on attendance, with the expectation that all students would attend.

Recommendation 3

The panel was disappointed with the provision of computing facilities, particularly given the comments of the previous training assessment. Given the current need to share computers, the panel recommended that the Institute should ensure that quality and quantity of multi-user points was maintained. The panel felt however, that each student should have access to a designated Institute-supplied computer. 

Recommendation 4

The panel recommended that a high priority should be given to student requests to overcome the practical problems associated with out of hours working. 

The following documents were tabled at the meeting:

Graduate Programme: Introduction

Graduate Studies Programme: Training needs analysis form

Graduate Studies Programme: Student-College-Tutor

Graduate Studies Programme: Students-Exit Interviews

Graduate Studies Programme: Graduate Education Committee for the School of Biological Sciences (Minutes)

Graduate Studies Programme: Graduate Committee Minutes (April-October 2004)

Graduate Studies Programme: Self Assessment Exercise (Students/Supervisors)

Graduate Studies Programme: Examples of Student Files

Graduate Studies Programme: Supervisor’s Training

Examples of Personal Progress Log

Comments from the 2001 Institute Assessment Exercise on Studentships

List of new initiatives taken since the last Visiting Group

Recruitment/Open Day pack including schedules

Induction pack

Reference Guide for PhD Students

Guidelines for Graduate Student Supervisors

Graduate Training and Development brochure

Statistics on student training for compulsory and optional Courses

Blank Exit Interview form for students

Information on students and submission rates since 2000 (in addition to OPI data)

List of student publications (1994 intake to 2002 intake)

Postdoctoral Training and Career Development: Introduction

Postdoctoral Programme Committee (Remit and recent minutes)

Postdoctoral Conference Travel Fund

Webpage: Postdoc Mentoring Panel

Webpage: Career Progression

Webpage: Sports and Social Club

List of recent new training initiatives with particular relevance for postdocs

Training and development for postdoctoral and fellowship positions 

Postdoctoral research careers at the Babraham Institute from January 2004

List of fellowships (both employees and visiting scientists) since 2000

History of Career Progression Fellows and Senior Research Associates

Advanced Research Training scheme

Induction pack

Postdoc Training and Development

Statistics on Postdoc and Fellows training for compulsory and optional courses since 1998

First destination data from Postdocs since 2000

First destination data for Fellows since 2000
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