	
[image: image1.png]University and College Union




	Newsletter

Produced by Queen’s UCU
Issue No 13
November 2006


For Whose Benefit is This University Run?

Certainly not for the students or the teaching staff!  Staff around this university are up in arms at the ridiculous deadlines now being set for submission of examination papers.  Allowing for the time needed for co-ordination and internal checks and to get approval of the paper from the external examiner, an examination paper would have to be set before the module has even begun.  This is bad practice for teaching and assessment and the students will suffer.  New lecturers (especially if they do not have experience of teaching in UK universities) always have difficulty in knowing at what level to pitch the teaching material, let alone the exam.  Now they will not have the opportunity of revising the material and the examination in light of actually having seen how the students perform.  The same applies with more experienced lecturers starting to teach a unfamiliar topic or experimenting with a new approach to teaching.

To meet the deadline staff have to send their papers electronically to the examinations office where it will sit in a computer for two and a half months until it is used.  This is ample time for hackers to perfect their skills.  Has anyone considered what damage leaked examination papers would do to the reputation of this university and its graduates?

Despite the fact that by Statute the Academic Council has the duty “to direct and regulate the instruction and teaching within the University and the examinations held by the University”, the decision on examination deadlines was taken by the University Management Board.  And in doing so they showed scant regard for teaching, students, external examiners or staff.  This is yet another example where decisions are being taken by out of touch individuals for their administrative convenience instead of allowing the proposal to be debated in a forum (e.g. Academic Council) where people with current practical experience can have an input.

UCU Officers

School and University Pay Compared

Several years ago our primary and secondary education colleagues fought a bitter, but largely successful, campaign to earn the pay they are entitled to.  We all know about teachers’ long holidays, but let us see how their pay compares to that of staff at Queen’s, now that our employer is a member of the “elite” Russell Group.  [QUB figures as of Aug. 2007; the teaching scales (confirmed by INTO) are those in operation in GB, but yet to be confirmed in NI.]  It is not a pretty picture.

Point 36, the top of the non-discretionary part of Academic 2/Grade 7, pays £31,525.  It is likely that someone on that point has taken at least 10 years from graduation to reach it.  Academic-related staff would have spent three years in ALC Grade 1 and, assuming promotion to Grade 2, which was not always automatic, a further 7 years working up Grade 2.  Similarly, researchers starting without a PhD will spend three years in Academic 1 and may then spend 7 in Academic 2, but progression, and even having a job, will depend upon external funding.  Lecturers will normally reach point 36 three years after appointment; but, in order to be appointed, they will have spent several years in insecure research appointments and at least 3 years as a research student.

In just over 5 years a teacher reaches the top of the Main Scale and is paid £28,707.  This is close to QUB point 33 (£28,850), which would take at least an extra year to reach.  Progression through the Main Scale is automatic, unless a teacher is deemed unsatisfactory.  A teacher is then eligible to enter the Upper Pay scale, through the process known as the “Threshold”, activated by the applicant and which sees their portfolio approved by the principal and assessed by an independent evaluator.  This is not a difficult hurdle, as the success rate is 98%.  This Upper Scale, starting at £31,098, contains three points in two-year steps.  It is completed virtually automatically in four years.  With the introduction of PRSD this year, movement through this Upper Scale will be automatic (unless a teacher is deemed unsatisfactory).  Thus a teacher’s basic salary after 10 years is £33,444.

Moreover, it is not unusual for teachers to receive allowances for “Management and Leadership” worth up to £10K.  The first two points in that category add an extra £1.7K and £3.4K respectively to salary. Special Education Needs allowances, although less common,  may add £1.8K or £3.6K.

Queen’s nearest equivalent to the teachers’ Upper Pay scheme is the much-beloved (of management) “Contribution/Discretionary Awards”.  These are awarded at the discretion and initiative of management, and individuals cannot apply or make their own case.  This means that in most areas almost no one gets an award.  However, let us suspend reality momentarily and assume that (somehow), an ALC employee at Queen’s manages to penetrate into the three-point “Contribution” band above the main part of Grade 2.  Each point is worth about £1K.  There is no automatic movement through these points: to gain an additional award requires another recommendation concerning a new achievement or extra duties.  We do not have any new data as to how many staff have contribution points.  Under the old grading scheme there were 195 ALC staff in Grades 1 and 2; only 21 of these had one discretionary point and 6 had two.  This situation is unlikely to be improved upon if management takes the same miserly attitude as they have displayed in the recent discretionary pay round for academic and research staff.

Incomes in a family known to one of us are as follows: person A, teacher, BA PGCE, 6 years’ experience, basic salary (Aug. 07) £32,253. Person B, QUB ALC staff, BA (+ 2 PG Dips) PhD, 18+ years’ experience, full salary (Aug. 07) £32,796.  Has slogging for qualifications and self-development in QUB been worth it? Emphatically NOT!  These figures speak for themselves and demonstrate a feeling amongst many UCU members at Queen’s that the pay problems are far from over. Can anyone say, then, that HE pay for support or research staff compares favourably with other educational sectors?

Patrick McWilliams and Paul Hudson
More on Possible Changes to USS

There are no plans to end USS or to increase employees’ contributions.  The Chief Executive of USS has said: “We would also like to reassure USS members that there should be no concern that the existing benefits are to be cut, or indeed that there should be worries over the strength of the scheme.”  During the stock market slump USS, like other pension schemes, would have been under-funded if it had to sell all its shares at that point.  However the stock market has picked up, and most of the theoretical under-funding has disappeared.  Moreover, since USS is an expanding pension fund, USS was buying shares at the market low rather than having to sell them.  Many people believe that the investment problem will be cured by the passage of time.

There are various proposals to shift some of the high costs of early retirement onto the employing institution or the individual rather than spread the cost over everyone through USS.  There are also plans to address long-term funding problems due to improved expectation of life and changing salary patterns.  Together these proposals are designed to reduce or avoid a need to increase the employers’ contribution by the order of 2%.  (The employers’ contribution is currently 14% of salary, but for many years it was 18%.)  The pros and cons of these  proposals will be debated within USS and some may not transpire.

The Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006, may force other changes quite quickly.  For new joiners after 30 November 2006 the legislation requires that unreduced retirement benefits may not paid for retirements before age 60.  The actuarial reduction could be considerable. There is a possibility that this requirement could be extended to existing members of pension schemes so anyone who plans to retire before age 60 should urgently check with USS whether their plans need to be revised or brought forward.

If you retire at the request of your employer or are made redundant you can draw a USS pension from age 50 (55 from 6 April 2010).  Your pension is not actuarially reduced despite the early payment.  This is a large financial burden on all the members of USS, but the spreading of the cost has proved very useful in situations of large-scale redundancies.  The fact that the institution in trouble does not have to fund the early payment of the pension means that inducements, such as added years, can be included in the early retirement package on offer.  This usually has resulted in enough voluntary redundancies.  One of the proposals is that institutions would be charged the full cost of a retirement before the age of 60 (excluding ill-health retirements).  This would greatly increase the cost to an institution with redundancies so inducements would likely be curtailed.   Early retirement would be less attractive and compulsory redundancies could result.  This is why UCU is strongly opposed to this proposal.  Many institutions also value the mutual insurance aspect of the present arrangement.

In the short term USS does not intend any changes to take into account the higher expectation of life.  [USS does not appear to take account of the various forms of doom being prophesised.]  In the long term the retirement age may be raised, but the present proposal is that for new joiners only the normal retirement age may be set at 65.  (Presently members can choose to retire from age 60 with unreduced benefits.)  Such a new member would not be able to retire of his/her own volition with unreduced retirement benefits before age 65, although it may be appropriate to allow members to retire after age 60 with actuarially reduced benefits (or on unreduced benefits at additional cost to the employer).

As your USS pension is based on your pay at or near retirement, while your contributions to USS depend on your pay over all of your career, any big pay rise just before retirement is expensive for USS.  One proposal is to disregard any pay rises in the five years before retirement which average out to be more than 4 or 5% above inflation.

The recent pensions legislation means that you will no longer need to suddenly switch from working to retirement.  You should be able to have a transitional period in which you combine some employment with drawing some your pension.  This is a welcome option.  USS will introduce cost-neutral rule changes to facilitate flexible retirement for all scheme members (perhaps from age 55) subject to employer consent.

Paul Hudson based on USS documents

Northern Ireland Regional Council of UCU

This was set up at a meeting on 18 October which elected its officers.  Its main purpose is to deal with UCU matters that are specific to Northern Ireland, such as dealing with the Northern Ireland government.  For most purposes it will operate as separate groups for Further Education and for Higher Education, and there will be specific meetings for these groups.  This is particularly important for FE as the national pay negotiations for England and Wales do not automatically extend to Northern Ireland and a negotiation body is needed here.  (This the reason for the current pay dispute and periodic one day strikes in the FE colleges in the province.)  University members have wider horizons and in particular want to know what is happening at comparable universities in GB.  For that reason we are maintaining links to our Hale (Manchester) office and Brian Everett and Richy Carrothers.  We will also send observers to HE meeting in the North West of England.

The Officers of the Regional Council are:  Chair, Terry McKnight (UU); Vice-Chair, Terry Keenan (Belfast Institute); Secretary, Wesley McCann (Belfast Institute; Treasurer, Paul Hudson (Queen’s).  The Council has decided that the Chair and Vice-Chair should alternate between the two groups.

Closure of Physics at Reading

After initial proposals by Reading management for closure of Physics, Reading Senate and Council approved a clear strategy for continuing Physics in March this year. Yet now managers are again proposing to close the department.  The closure of a highly successful department, so soon after it was declared viable will have a corrosive effect on staff morale more generally. The Institute of Physics has said that ‘to close Reading university’s physics department would threaten the jobs of talented researchers, threaten significant numbers of students in this important subject and will waste millions of public investment in a department that has a crucial role to play in training the physicists of the future.’  The Physics department has won millions of pounds in grants and is a partner in a scheme to promote excellence in teaching and learning in Physics across the country.

UCU is deeply concerned that yet another science department is being threatened with closure.  Over 70 science departments have been lost in the last seven years.  The university Council meets on 20 November to consider the proposed closure and your UCU colleagues need you to help us to exert maximum pressure on the university.  Please:

• Sign the petition to the university council now:  http://www.ucu.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=1727

• Write to the Vice-Chancellor: PA to the VC (Prof. Gordon Marshall) - j.v.hattrick@reading.ac.uk

• If you are a member of a professional association or learned society, please use any influence you have to urge them to write a letter of protest to the Vice-Chancellor or take a public position against the planned closure.

Earlier this year, the Select Committee for Science and Technology was highly critical of Sussex University’s attempt to close its Chemistry department. That university’s management also claimed that Chemistry was not recruiting enough.  A joint campaign by students, staff and a wave of public and political criticism saved the department, which is now recruiting new staff and students again.  A £18M package funded by HEFCE to tackle the crisis in university science and technology was unveiled on 10 October by Bill Rammell, the Higher Education Minister.  In the 2006 Budget statement the Government said it was committed to doubling the number of students studying physics by 2010.

HQ circulars

Snippets

Russell Group  We agree with the V-C’s statement on the radio that Queen’s staff deserve recognition for all their hard work over the years.   What we have in mind are the better pay-scales in use in many of the Russell group institutions.  The membership, aims and objectives of the Russell Group can be viewed at www.russellgroup.ac.uk   The objective of the Russell Group is to form common positions on a wide range of Higher Education issues.  As we are being admitted at this late stage the common position has already been taken on many issues and Queen’s will be expected to comply.  Not all these positions would have widespread support in the Queen’s community.  When pressed on radio about the Russell Group’s campaign for increased top-up fees the V-C was evasive.
Women’s TUC  We are seeking women members who are interested in attending the Women’s TUC in Scarborough from Wednesday 14 March to Friday 16 March as part of the UCU delegation of 16.  The delegation meeting will be held on the morning of 14 Mach  so delegates would need to be there from late Tuesday evening to Friday lunchtime.  We would normally dealt with this matter at our local meeting of Women members (17 January), but, for reasons known only to the new UCU headquarters, we must send nominations to them by 15 November.  Besides your name and contact details you should write 100 words about your service to the union.  The delegation will be selected  by the Transitional Arrangements Committee (the executive body during the merger) after recommendations by the national group for women.  UCU will book hotel accommodation and pay for all expenses.

Black Workers’ TUC  We are seeking black members who are interested in attending the Black Workers TUC in Bristol from Friday 20 April to Sunday 22 April as part of the UCU delegation of 16.  The delegation meeting will be held on the morning of 20 April so delegates would need to be there from late Thursday evening to Sunday lunchtime.  We would normally dealt with this matter at our local meeting of Black and Ethnic Minority members (23 January), but, again, we must send nominations to HQ by 15 November.  Besides your name and contact details you should write 100 words about your service to the union.  The delegation will be selected by the Transitional Arrangements Committee after recommendations by the national group for black members. UCU will book hotel accommodation and pay for all expenses.

Thanks  I would like to thank all those who came to my retirement lunch and/or gave to my retirement collection.  It was good to see so many people with whom I have been associated over the years.  Part of my presentation was the equipment for me to start a new hobby of bee-keeping.  I will probable not obtain a swarm of bees until next summer and the rest of the money can be used to build up thereafter.  As for my work for Queen’s UCU, it is my hope to fade away only gradually.

Paul Hudson
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