Oxford Brookes University UCU Branch

Minutes of the Meeting on Wednesday 15 November 2017

Minutes of the meeting of February 1, 2017: These were accepted as an accurate record of the meeting. The AGM minutes of 10 May 2017 were presented to the meeting in draft form for information only but were held over for approval until the next AGM

Matters arising from the minutes not covered elsewhere on the agenda: It was noted that the pay offer previously under dispute had now been accepted.

Workload Planning Report: Maia Pal and Alan Reeve reported on the university workload planning (WLP) group meeting which they had attended. Maia emphasised the links that exist between faculty WLP groups and the university group and encouraged members to get involved in faculty groups. New software for WLP is currently being purchased by the university which should improve the transparency of plans and make it easier for UCU to compare practices across faculties in areas where devolution is allowed. Alan stressed that an important area for further discussion is that of what recourse is available for staff in cases where they are not happy with their workload plans, other than that of taking out a grievance.
    Members raised the issue of the allowances available for electronic marking (which in some cases would substantially increase the time needed for assessment). Members were encouraged to e-mail Alan Reeve with any comments or issues that they wanted to raise on WLP issues, especially assessment related issues in order to provide the basis for a report to the next university WLP meeting.
   It was suggested that concerns about WLP could be raised in the staff survey. There was a discussion about management proposals to shorten the staff survey in order to concentrate on the areas which they felt were of particular concern. It was emphasised that UCU representatives had opposed these proposals since they would lessen the opportunity of making comparisons between staff satisfaction levels now and previously and across institutions – comparability would be reduced.
   It was reported that there are ongoing discussions taking place about sabbaticals involving both the criteria for allocation of sabbaticals, what is required of those on sabbatical (in terms of remaining responsibilities at Brookes) and what is required of those covering for staff who are on sabbatical. 

NSS Report: There was a discussion about the impact of NSS results on staff. A number of negative effects of the NSS were highlighted and the impact of NSS on staff morale was considered. It was emphasised that UCU would oppose any attempt by university management to use the NSS as a basis or excuse for scapegoating or pressurising either individual members of staff or course teams.

Membership: The importance of individual contact with non-members for encouraging new members to join was highlighted. It was also emphasised that social events were a very good way of encouraging people to join and that these did not have to be large-scale events – informal low-key events like meeting for an early evening drink also worked well.

JSC Report: Maia Pal, Andy Kilmister and Alan Reeve reported back on the JSC meeting which they had attended on Thursday 19 October. It was pointed out that a large proportion of the meeting had been spent discussion concerns from both UCU and Unison about the way in which management was approaching these meetings, encompassing issues such as the way the meetings were conducted, the short time allocated by management for the meetings and the increasing tendency for management to present oral reports without prior circulation of paperwork or information – making it very difficult for us to respond in an informed and considered way. This discussion was extended into a more general consideration of the changing culture of the university and the attitudes towards the recognised unions which seemed to be part of this `new’ culture. It was agreed that we would not be able to respond effectively to the negative impact of these developments simply by carrying on in the way we have done before and there was general support for the idea of broader strategy related meetings (in addition to the normal branch and executive meetings), perhaps involving outside speakers, in order to discuss appropriate responses to the difficult climate which appears to be developing 

Report on Meeting with Students Union Officers: Maia Pal and Andy Kilmister reported on the meeting they had had with Diko Blackings (SU President) and Harriet Cherry (SU Vice-President). It had been very helpful and constructive. Among the key students union campaigns in the upcoming period were `Oxford Broke’ (focusing on the high cost of living in Oxford), action on well-being and mental health issues and clarification of the role of academic advisers. It had been agreed to meet again with SU officers in January.

Associate Lecturer Policy: We still have not sent the Associate Lecturer policy off for ratification because there are two remaining areas where we need further discussion with management:

	The issue of the grade to which Associate Lecturers will transfer if they move onto a fractional contract. The UCU position is that this should be the lecturer grade not the lower `university teacher’ grade which has been proposed in some cases

We still need to find out from Oxford Brookes management why the university continues to have so many more associate lecturers than comparable institutions (currently over 700 staff are in this category)

Alan Reeve is raising the issue of continuity of hours and employment for those associate lecturers who do not take up fractional contracts with management. There have been cases where associate lecturers who have been employed for more than four years and have permanent contracts have had work removed from them without due reason.

UMP Combined Honours: There was a lengthy discussion about the future of combined honours programmes within the university. An important issue is the clarification of exactly at what level decisions regarding such programmes have been made and to what extent courses are being threatened as a result of university policies or faculty decisions. In some faculties combined honours courses are being converted into interdisciplinary single honours degrees (including in a few cases cross-faculty degrees of this kind) but in other faculties this does not appear to be happening. In particular there appear to be specific problems in the TDE Faculty affecting Publishing and Mathematics (and possibly other subjects) and managers have talked about the possibility of redundancies in some cases. Alan Reeve had a meeting scheduled with Sean Wellington from TDE on Wednesday 22 November and will raise the concerns expressed by TDE staff over the combined honours issue at that meeting. Alan asked for someone else to go along to the meeting with him but it was not clear that anyone else was available at the time specified.

Management Relations in one Department in TDE: A number of UCU reps had received anonymous letters from a member of staff in a particular department in TDE saying that their head of department was putting staff under considerable pressure as a result of NSS concerns, for example by asking for 36 itemised questions in module evaluations. Alan Reeve had raised the issue with Alison Cross but it was difficult to take it further given the anonymous nature of the initial letters.

The meeting closed at 1.50 pm It was agreed to schedule meetings in future for two hours to avoid any need for the suspension of standing orders.



