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NEWS

Falling membership at the Univer-
sity and College Union will prompt 
a “tough debate” about where the 
body should focus its resources, its 
general secretary has warned.

In an interview with Times 
Higher Education, Sally Hunt said 
that the UCU was braced for a sus-
tained period of job losses in the 
sector that was likely to reduce its 
membership and financial resources.

The UCU was formed by the mer-
ger of the National Association of 
Teachers in Further and Higher Edu-
cation and the Association of Uni-
versity Teachers in 2006, with its 
membership reaching about 122,000 
in late 2011, Ms Hunt said. How-
ever, this figure has fallen by about 
4,000 over the past year, with retire-
ment and redundancy taking their 
toll.

Increasing numbers of academics 
on fixed-term contracts have also 
affected recruitment because they 
are less likely to join than those with 
greater job security, she added.

“We have started what will be 
the worst two- or three-year period 
of public sector job losses in history, 

and our sector has been affected, 
too,” Ms Hunt said. “Universities 
and colleges are changing the way 
they employ staff, so we have a more 
casualised, factionalised workforce.”

She said that the UCU had 
“bucked the trend” for falling 
 membership seen at other unions 
over the past few years, “but we’ve 
noticed changes over the past 
12 months with these small-scale 
redundancies and retirements”.

Efforts to bolster membership are 
under way, although recruitment 
remained strong, she added. 

There also needed to be a “tough 
debate” about whether the UCU 
was focusing too much on the 
 interests of some members at the 
expense of others.

“The hourly paid lecturer or 
researcher on a fixed-term contract 
might not be so worried about pay 
but by job security,” Ms Hunt said. 
“The 58-year-old academic con-
cerned about their final pay and 
 pension is worrying about different 
things than the 23-year-old trying 
to get on the ladder, so we need a 
real debate on what the union does.”

Ms Hunt said she would assess 
the UCU’s 200-strong workforce – 
its “major area of expenditure” – to 
make sure that resources were avail-
able for other activities.

“A one-day strike costs tens of 
thousands of pounds [to organise], 
while fighting a strategic legal case 
can cost as much as £300,000, so 
there needs to be pretty tough debate 
on what we want to do in future,” 
she said. “I am trying to be as open 
and honest about it as possible.”

Ms Hunt confirmed that all loans 
relating to the purchase of its  Carlow 
Street headquarters in  Camden 
Town, which stood at £9.5 million 
in 2011, had been cleared after the 
sale of its old premises in  Britannia 
Street, central London.

This follows criticisms in THE 
last month by former UCU trustee 
Fawzi Ibrahim, who wrote that 
property deals have cost the union  
at least £3 million because of falling 
commercial property prices.

The Britannia Street sale – 
awaited since 2009 – leaves the 
union with a £1.5 million surplus, 
although capital gains tax and other 
commissions have yet to be paid, 
the union said.
jack.grove@tsleducation.com
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UCU set for tough talk over resources and strategy, 
general secretary Sally Hunt tells Jack Grove 

Union steels itself 
for hostile future

BEST IN SHOW: MORE TOP DOGS IN DEGREE PACK 

The regions from 
which international 
students come to the 
UK for study have 
changed considerably 
in  
the past decade, 
a report by Univer-
sities UK has shown.

According to Patterns 
and Trends in UK Higher 
Education 2012, 
published on 
14 December, since 
2002-03 the number of 
students entering the UK 
from the Middle East and 
Asia has risen by more 

than 80 per cent. 
Meanwhile, the numbers 
coming from Australasia 
and North America 
increased by just 14 and 
32 per cent respectively.

Much of the  
overall expansion  
in the number of  
international students 
(which grew from an 
8 per cent share of the 
total UK student 
population in 2002-03 
to a 12 per cent share in 
2010-11) has come 
from a significant 
expansion in demand for 

master’s-level 
qualifications from 
overseas, it adds.

The number of  
non-European Union 
students coming to 
undertake taught 
postgraduate study in the 
UK has more than 
doubled since 2002–03, 
with the  
largest percentage growth 
being in engineering and 
technology, mathematical 
sciences and subjects 
allied to medicine.
Elizabeth Gibney

A predicted rise in the number of 
academics being put forward for the 
2014 research excellence framework 
is likely to ease concerns that the 
removal of funding for 2*-rated 
research will lead to institutions 
being highly selective in who they 
submit. 

According to the funding 
 councils’ survey of submission 
 intentions for the REF, published 
earlier this week, UK universities 
intend to enter 54,269 staff – a rise 
of 3.6 per cent on the number 
 submitted to the 2008 research 
assessment exercise. 

The largest increase – 10.6 per 
cent – is predicted for physical 
 science and engineering, with 
 numbers in the humanities and in 
life sciences declining slightly. 

Final numbers will not be known 
until after the REF submission dead-
line in November. 

But the survey, carried out to help 
panels recruit enough additional 
assessors to meet demand, appears 
to belie concerns that the removal 
of 2* (“internationally recognised”) 
research from the quality-related 
(QR) funding formula would 
prompt  universities to submit only 
researchers with at least one 
3*-rated paper.

This would yield an inaccurate 
perception that the UK’s research 
base has shrunk since 2008. 

Some, such as Kevin Schürer,  
pro vice-chancellor for research and 
enterprise at the University of 
Leicester, have also expressed con-
cerns that some universities that 
already receive little QR funding 
could be prompted to submit only 
their very top researchers in the hope 
of maximising their position in the 
league tables. Such action could 
 create a false impression of their 
research prowess.

For this reason, Professor Schürer 
welcomed last week’s announcement 
by the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency that, unlike in 2008, it will 
publish data on the number of 

 eligible staff in each unit of assess-
ment within a week of the release 
of the REF results. 

This would allow the compilers 
of league tables to  introduce a 
weighting for the proportion of staff 
submitted, with highly  selective 
institutions being  penalised. 

‘Inevitable’ narrowing
However, Myra Nimmo, pro vice- 
chancellor for research at Lough-
borough University, and  Trevor 
McMillan, pro vice- chancellor for 
research at Lancaster University, both 
argued that the removal of funding 
for 2* research meant that higher 
selectivity remained “inevitable”. 

Professor Nimmo added that the 
publication of the Hesa statistics 
should be accompanied by a warn-
ing that “many more staff than those 
returned are research-active”, but 
conceded that this would be a 
 “difficult message to portray 
 accurately to the public”. 

Professor McMillan said that 
while a “valid” measure of “research 
intensity” was valuable, the Hesa 
statistics would be useful only for 
flagging up units of assessment  
that had been highly selective or 
inclusive. 

“In the middle ground, the nature 
of the data will be such that much 
less sensible conclusions will be 
drawn and therefore league table 
compilers will avoid their use,” he 
said.

He also expressed a fear that 
Hesa’s decision to count only those 
with “research” in their contracts 
could prompt universities to 
“manipulate their research staff 
numbers by changing staff 
 contracts”. 

However, Professor Schürer said 
that changing academic contracts 
was “far from being a straight-
forward process and may not be 
completed successfully if hurried or 
not fully justified by factors other 
than the REF”. 
paul.jump@tsleducation.com

Rise in staff submissions predicted despite 
tightened funding formula. Paul Jump reports

REF survey eases 
fears of selective 
game-playing

A book by leading Tory modernisers, 
including David Willetts,  advocates 
a state-backed loan  system for post-
graduates supported by undergradu-
ates repaying more, and describes 
student protesters as “misinformed”.

Tory Modernisation 2.0: The 
Future of the Conservative Party 
was published on 16 January by 
Bright Blue, a group that campaigns 
for the party to implement “liberal, 
progressive policies”. The book may 
offer signals as to Tory manifesto 
commitments on universities if the 
modernisers hold sway.

Bright Blue’s advisory board 
includes Theresa May, the home 
 secretary, and the book’s foreword 
was written by Francis Maude, 
 minister for the Cabinet Office.

Ryan Shorthouse, Bright Blue’s 
director and a special adviser to 
Mr Willetts, the universities and 
 science minister, when he was in 
opposition, contributes a chapter on 
education reform.

It is “untrue” to say that “too 
many people go to university”, he 
writes. “It’s the complete opposite”, 
with higher-level skills “essential for 
UK competitiveness”.

He goes on to argue that income-
contingent loans make university 
affordable despite the trebling of 
fees. “The student protesting…[in 
2010] was misinformed,” he adds.

But he notes that public subsidies 
to the loans system mean that under-
graduate numbers remain capped. 

“Until the cap goes, we won’t 
have a real market which gives stu-
dents value for money,” he writes. 
As a solution, he proposes to 
“extend the loan repayment period 
or reduce the repayment income 
threshold”.

Mr Shorthouse suggests that 
“maybe universities, whose balance 
sheets are healthy…could contribute 
to reducing the loan subsidy”.

He warns that postgraduate 
study, increasingly demanded by 
employers, comes with “eye-water-
ing fees” that are “truly off-putting 
to those from modest backgrounds”.

He adds: “Reduce the subsidy on 
undergraduate student loans…and 
extend government loans to post-
graduates. Do it now.”

A chapter by Mr Willetts cites the 
coalition’s science funding policy as 
an example of “the creative power 
of government”. 
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

Tory 2.0 plans: 
undergrads can 
pay for postgrads

Illustrated man
On the hustings, some 
modern heads of state 
are marked men – but 
not in this manner. 
Vladimír Franz, professor 
of dramatic arts at 
Prague’s Academy of 
Performing Arts, stood 
for election as president 
of the Czech Republic, 
despite not conforming 
to the grey political 
stereotype: 90 per cent 
of the 53-year-old 
academic’s body is 
covered with tattoos. But 
the Czech public was 
not ready to break with 
convention: he dropped 
out of contention  
after polling fifth in the 
election’s first round.

The number of 
students gaining 
first-class degrees 
has risen by almost 
50 per cent over the 
past five years, data 
from the Higher 
Education Statistics 
Agency have shown.

Between 2007-08 
and 2011-12, the 
 number of firsts awarded 
by UK univer sities 
increased at a faster rate 
than the overall number 
of degrees, which rose 
by 16.8 per cent.

According to the 
 figures, published on 
10 January, the number 
of students gaining 2:1s 
rose by 20.3 per cent 
during the period 
 measured, while those 
gaining 2:2s increased  
by just 5.4 per cent. 

There was little change 
in the number of thirds 
awarded or unclassified 
degrees.

The data show that in 
2011-12, full-time stu-
dents were more likely 
than their part-time peers 

to gain the top grade,  
with 16.2 per cent of  
the former achieving  
firsts compared with 
12.3 per cent of the 
 latter.

Although women were 
more likely than men to 
achieve one of the top 
two grades in 2011-12, 
a slightly greater propor-
tion of male students 
achieved firsts (16.2 per 
cent compared with 
15.4 per cent of female 
students).

Elizabeth Gibney
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