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Vision Amended at Academic Council


‘A country’s universities are primarily about research – about discovery not pedagogy’. ‘The most important researchers are our real teachers, even if they mutter in lectures and get dire teaching evaluations from undergraduates….’ So says Andrew Oswald, an economics professor at Warwick. Professor Oswald is clearly in tune with the kind of thinking behind the new Queen’s vision, but that is as far as it goes.  Professor Oswald thinks that universities should be run by academics and former academics, and not by target setting non-academic managers.  Most academics, he thinks, believe that hierarchy sucks.  They do not want to be given well defined tasks to do.  They want to be able to define their own tasks.


In this respect academics at Queen’s are no different from academics elsewhere as many of them made clear at last Wednesday’s meeting of Academic Council.  The meeting was called to discuss the proposals for a new management structure to implement the new research-led vision for the University.  Opening the discussion, the Vice-Chancellor told us that the proposals were designed to address the disconnects between the centre and the schools and between academic and academically related staff which had been brought to his attention during various listening exercises since his appointment.  They were also intended to increase the influence of the academic community in the management structures, to facilitate the identification of key strengths and to create an environment which fosters creativity.  The V-C assured us all that, if the proposals placed in front of the meeting seemed top down, this was a reflection of the conventions relating to the reporting structure, but not the spirit of what was intended.  He also told us in his introduction that details relating to research groups would be fleshed out in the next phase of the implementation of the Vision.


In the main, academics entering the debate at Academic Council declared their support for the objectives and principles of the Vision while questioning both the nature of the proposals in front of them and the order in which it was proposed to implement them.  Key concerns expressed included the centrally driven nature of what was proposed; that there seemed to be little scope for staff who were not part of the line management structure to have their voices heard; that it was unclear what would happen to the functions currently performed at Faculty level; that there seemed to be inadequate representation of academic staff in the various task groups; that the timetable for change was overambitious; that the education (teaching) function had inadequate representation at School Management Board level; that there seemed to be insufficient recognition that different types of research groups might be appropriate in different disciplines; that the appointment of directors of research clusters could destroy some existing democratic models which worked well; that the role of the new School Manager was unclear; that it was not clear how the new proposals would impact on women; and that the apparent downgrading of the role of the Academic Registrar seemed to imply a downgrading of the academic viewpoint.


Many of the concerns raised in discussion were commented on (but not always addressed) by the V�C, Pro-Vice-Chancellors and the Registrar.  Sections of the document were then put to the vote and a number of amendments were proposed and reassurances sought. The amendment which caused most excitement was one suggesting that each of the new Faculties should elect one member of staff to each of the University Management Board and the Operating Board.  On a show of hands, the vote seems to have been too close to call but, instead of moving straight to a re-vote with tellers, the debate was reopened. PVC’s, some Deans, the Registrar and the Vice-Chancellor spoke passionately against the motion.  It was difficult to understand exactly why they were so worked up since, given the structure of these committees, three staff representatives could at best provide a veneer of democracy.  When eventually the second vote was called, the motion was lost by a margin which suggested that much of the huffing and puffing against it had been quite unnecessary.  It is possible that people changed their vote because they found the arguments put between the two sets of votes so convincing!


The other amendments proposed related to strengthening the provisions for elected members of the School Management Board and the re-instatement of staff input into the selection of the Head of School.  These were carried overwhelmingly.  Assurances were given that there would be additional consultations with respect to the role of the School Manager.  Assurances were also given that Directors of Research would neither be imposed centrally nor by heads of school.


It was clear from the debate at Academic Council that most ordinary members of staff and a good many Heads of School are uncomfortable with what they perceive to be a continued weakening of collegiality.  Collegiality matters not just because academics like being their own masters or mistresses, but because the mentality required for high class research involves a complex attitude to authority.


Professor Oswald’s remark that the most important researchers are our real teachers is true at a global level.  Even he recognises that in the UK system with 100 odd universities, different universities have different missions.  Recent research on the contribution of universities to regional development suggests that the role of universities should be that of linking use with fundamental knowledge through people and publication.  The most important part of the people bit is undergraduate and postgraduate education but it also encompasses various outreach and consultancy type activities.


Renee Prendergast


Funny Things Words!


Have you ever noticed how words seem to mean different things to different people? When my children were young and asked me to ‘lend’ them money they seemed to assume the word meant ‘give’.  When some students read the words ‘compulsory course element’ they understand it as ‘do this if you feel like it’.  When I tell my mother that ‘everything is all right’ she seems to hear ‘my life is a disaster’.  Recently the word negotiation seems to have acquired some rather confusing definitions in certain parts of the University.  I (and the Collins English dictionary) would define it as ‘to settle by dealing or bargaining’, but some individuals seem to think it means ‘spin out procedures’, ‘force concessions’ or ‘gain a short-term advantage’.


This may just appear to be a matter of semantics, but for anybody working in a university the word ‘negotiation’ when linked to ‘local’ is going to have some very profound effects on our lives in the near future.  The national Framework Agreement and any subsequent agreements affecting our pay and conditions of service will be implemented by a new procedure.  Rather than a nationally agreed interpretation being hammered out between unions and employers, a distinctive conclusion will be reached in each institution.  Now many of us within AUT have serious concerns about this process, and certainly I am not sure that I wish to be responsible to agreeing my colleagues terms and conditions (too many of them know where I live).  However, more importantly, if local negotiations are to become a feature of university life we need to fully understand what the word means, and both unions and employers must accept the same definition.  It requires both sides to be fully prepared and have established their respective positions within the process including what they want and what they will concede if needed.  It requires both sides to accept that agreements made during such negotiations are binding on both sides and cannot be altered by others.  (Although formal ratification may be needed.)  Those undertaking negotiations must have the authority to make such commitments.  It requires trust and commitment by both sides and a serious desire to reach agreement.


Do we have this structure now?  I, for one, do not think we do, and we need to develop this structure as a matter of extreme urgency!


John Lynch


£15.6M for Science Infrastructure


Barry Gardiner MP, Minister with responsibility for Employment and Learning, last week announced details of round three of the Science Research Investment Fund (SRIF 3).  SRIF 3 will boost the research infrastructure of the Northern Ireland universities through an investment of £24 million between 2006 and 2008.


“University-based science research is key to our economic future in Northern Ireland,” said the Minister. “I am determined that, as we encourage more children to take up the challenge of university life, we in Government must equally face up to our challenge of addressing past under-investment in the physical research infrastructure.  SRIF 3 takes us one step further along that route.”


SRIF 3 is a joint initiative funded by the Office of Science and Technology (£15.1M) and the Department for Employment and Learning (£8.4M). The programme will enable QUB and UU to renew physical facilities including buildings and equipment.  Queen's University has been allocated £15,620,715 and University of Ulster £7,943,001.  Recipient institutions are also required to invest a minimum of 10% of the total cost of each project.  So QUB will have to find about £1.72M in order to benefit by ten times that amount.   This is a conditional allocation, and QUB must submit detailed proposals by 30 May in line with the objectives and criteria for SRIF 3.


Based on DEL press release


AUT Meeting with NIHEC


This was an informal and exploratory meeting on 11th January to determine the continuing role of NIHEC (the body which advises the Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) on university funding).  Tony Hopkins continues to be Chair of NIHEC and was accompanied by two officials from DEL.  AUT was represented by Brian Everett (Regional Officer) Alan Carr (Open U), Mary McCullough (UU) and Paul Hudson (QUB).


Issues raised by AUT were tuition fees, research funding and the future of NIHEC.  It was clear that NIHEC has been giving confidential advice to DEL about tuition fees.  AUT urged that NIHEC takes on the role of tracking fees money in the two institutions, looks at the situation of funding of part-time students, and raises awareness in the two institutions about the market for academic staff in relation to the current pay negotiations.


These proposals were taken on board and would be considered within NIHEC.


Advice about access had been given and there was to be no Offa in NI, but instead access matters and the overseeing of them would be embedded within DEL.  NIHEC’s advice had been that there was no need for overbearing access agreements, but that the two universities should work this out themselves in discussion with DEL who would then benchmark the two universities’ proposals with Offa.


It was pointed out that Queens was proposing that 25% of fees money would be used for access arrangements, and it was noted that the GB average was 30-35%.  It was reasonable to conclude therefore that this would leave more money available from tuition fees for other spending heads.


Tony Hopkins then re-visited something that had been raised by the AUT representatives earlier, namely the need for an enhanced role of NIHEC with greater accountability within the current political vacuum.  There was a generally positive response to this proposal as well as to the idea that because NIHEC was giving confidential advice and therefore had a very low profile, they should consider providing or arranging to provide an annual report on HE in NI for public consumption.


NIHEC had been raising issues about research with DEL, in particular the possible disadvantages to the NI institutions of the RAE market.  They had also expressed concerns about the constitution of the RAE panels.  They had reiterated the need to maintain a high-level research base across the province as well as to reward cross-university activity in research.  QR had been top sliced for strategic priorities in relation to economic research in NI providing £1.75m.  SPUR funds, which amounted to £94m, were being tracked.  It was pointed out that the NI funding model for research was different from that of England, specifically in order that basic research funding could be more widely spread between departments in the institutions.  It was reiterated that large amounts were going into the research base in comparison with institutions in England.


At the end of the meeting the current situation in Ulster, vis-à-vis the Vice Chancellor, was raised and interest was expressed.  It was suggested that any matters such as this, or whatever had led to the current situation, could be taken up with Ministers.  AUT argued that because of NIHEC’s confidential advisory role, there was no independent body in NI for issues of concern about HE to be raised.  AUT suggested NIHEC taking on a more enhanced role and this was not dismissed.


Based on Regional Officer’s notes.


Snippets


AUT Helplines.  After this service was outsourced to South Africa by the provider there were complaints about lack of UK knowledge.  We now have another provider who promises not to outsource and the new phone numbers are for legal issues: 01179 330642 and for stress counselling: 01179 342121.


No Smoking.  You have until 28 February to comment on the QUB proposed new policy on smoking: “Smoking is prohibited in all University building.  Smoking is not permitted in University owned vehicles.  This policy may be adapted to meet the needs of local management, for example, individual study bedrooms in University Residences.  Such adaptations must be explicit and information made available to those affected.”   For details see � HYPERLINK "http://www.qub.ac.uk/so/downloads/g-n-draftsmoke.doc" ��www.qub.ac.uk/so/downloads/gn-draftsmoke.doc�  If you wish to propose an adaptation which will not expose others to passive smoking you should raise it with your line manager immediately.  Alternatively, note that you are allowed time off to seek medical advice and that smoking cessation support will be available in an individual or group setting by the Occupational health Service, in working hours.


Clamping Cars.  QUB is now employing a private contractor to clamp cars on campus that are deemed illegally parked.  We have already had one complaint and would like to hear from any member who has had trouble.


Relations with Students.  QUB management is proposing a policy on romantic/sexual relationships between staff and students.  A copy of the draft proposals can be obtained from Paul Hudson (ext 3157) if you want to comment on them.  No gossip, please.


Bangor Library Needs Support.  Eight people at Bangor University are threatened with redundancy and the AUT there is launching a campaign ‘( to stop the dismantling of the library and to protect the professional service which is a crucial part of the academic family within HE.’  Contact Sheila Landy (ext 4302) or visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.aut.org.uk" ��www.aut.org.uk�  for details.


Evidence Wanted for Science Inquiry.  The AUT is to give evidence on 2 March to the House of Commons Science and Technology committee inquiry into strategic science provision in higher education, and seeks examples from members on the current situation.  The inquiry is examining the impact of student demand, the Research Assessment Exercise and teaching funding on the provision of science and engineering in English universities.  AUT HQ are asking members for individual examples that could illustrate how these issues and problems are affecting science and engineering provision in higher education.  Unfortunately, the committee wants only English examples!


Paul Hudson
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