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How Probation Works in QUB

UCU is concerned about the state of the academic probation system across QUB. It has become evident that the hurdles to be jumped for confirmation in post are being raised, with targets being imposed in a retrospective manner (which is illegal). Other concerns are a lack of proper mentoring and failure of probation committees to meet or report as required by the regulations.  Because of widespread concerns about these issues, UCU recently held an open meeting for staff on academic probation.  As with many specialist meetings, we were expecting a relatively small turnout. Much to our surprise, over 60 people turned up and i
t became evident that even UCU had underestimated the extent of problems.  The following issues were raised:

· Most staff on probation were completely in the dark as to the University procedures and requirements of the University profile for confirmation in post.  When faced with problems, they were unsure to whom they could turn for help.

· In many areas, the mentoring and the ad hoc system simply are not functioning.

· Some staff on probation have no clear targets being set for their confirmation in post during their entire probation period.

· Some staff on probation are given significant administrative tasks and full teaching loads contrary to the probation agreement.  When it comes to confirmation in post, the extent to which these are offset against other areas is doubtful.

· The Central Probations Committee often had a different interpretation of the required standard to that given in the School, especially concerning scholarship.  (One suggestion was that the Central Probations Committee could tell staff annually about their progress towards confirmation.)

· Feedback from the Central Probations Committee to probationers having trouble is perfunctory.

In response to the concerns expressed at the meeting, UCU have written to the Director of Human Resources and the PVC for Education and Planning to highlight our concerns about the extent of the demands being placed on probationary staff and to emphasize the need for a more rigorous approach from the University in implementing the support structures which are supposed to exist.  It appears that the University is tightening up on the need for probationers to fulfil the profile for confirmation without tightening up on ensuring the policies and procedures are followed.  We will make it clear that it is in nobody’s interests if promising academics are not getting the necessary support to fulfil their potential.  While we would still expect the vast bulk of staff to get through the probation process, the current approach seems to be causing much needless anxiety and confusion.

Help London Metropolitan University

A series of disputes have been taking place at London Metropolitan University over the past few years.  In August 2006, this escalated when it became the only university in the UK not to continue recognition with the newly formed UCU.  It asked the UCU to reapply for recognition, with only the minimal legal recognition rights to be granted.  In May, a formal dispute was declared and a motion was passed at UCU Congress to give management until September to recognise the Union or else face “greylisting”.  The situation deteriorated further when, in June, the university announced 60+ redundancies without any consultation with the UCU branch.  In response to this, at the national Higher Education Committee, a motion was passed to bring forward the action that was due to begin in September.  In addition, as part of this, an on line petition was set up http://www.petitiononline.com/lmufight/ and this can be accessed from our local website.  We strongly encourage members to sign this and to take greylisting action as advised by Headquarters.  

Jimmy Donaghey

Regional Meetings

On 20 June UCU held the Regional AGM, the Regional Conference and the Regional HE Sector Committee meeting at the Tullyglass House Hotel, Ballymena.  (Very efficient – just keep rearranging the chairs and the hats.)  The following were elected unopposed as regional officers: Chairperson, Terry Keenan (FE) Newry; Vice-Chairperson, Lyn Fawcett (HE) Ulster; Secretary, David Limb (FE) NW institute; Treasurer, Paul Hudson (HE) Queen’s; Equality Officer, Monica Goligher, (FE) Belfast Institute.

Our National President, Linda Newman (Sussex) addressed the Conference and covered some topics arising from the recent national Congress.  There was an extensive debate about how the Israel boycott issue should be handled, and the Conference passed a motion urging that the boycott issue be decided by a ballot of the members.

Our AGM

About 30 members attended our AGM on Jun 27th 2007.  Our new local Rules were approved without dissent.  As they were unopposed the Officers and Committee Members set out in our last Newsletter were duly elected.  The outgoing officers gave reports, and the good news is that the main rate of the local subscription will remain unchanged.  The discussion about how QUB is deciding on entry to the RAE only produced conflicting stories.

The National Treasurer, Alan Carr led a discussion on current national issues.  Two issues were discussed which the meeting felt should be reported to UCU HQ:

1. A ballot of members should be held as early as possible on the issue of a boycott of Israeli universities and of universities in the occupied territories.

2. UCU Executive should resist any attempt to move towards single table bargaining for pay.

The meeting expressed unanimous support for these views..

Paul Hudson

RAE

We understand that UMB has now approved the ‘final’ submission for RAE 2008, that decisions have been communicated to heads of school and that they will be communicated to individual members of staff before the 6th of July. The deadline for appeals is set as 17th of August 2007. Information on the later stages of the selection process, grounds for appeal and the appeal process are available in the updated RAE Code of Practice. (The updated code also contains information about the recently introduced  ‘third and final stage’ of the RAE process which was presumably written after the event). We understand that in reaching its final decisions, the UMB sought to achieve an average rating of  2* per item entered and that this has resulted in a submission rate of approximately 80% across the university. 

As you will all be aware the RAE process in Queen’s has been at best opaque. UCU will be seeking an urgent meeting with the University to discuss what information will be made available to staff to enable them to formulate appeals particularly against ‘strategic’ omissions and appeals on equal opportunity grounds. The logistics of providing support to members during the holiday period obviously presents a challenge for the local officers. We are setting up a special email address 
ucu-officers@qub.ac.uk which you can use to communicate with us on RAE matters. We will also endeavour to provide updated information through the UCU website so please check it regularly. 
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