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Major changes to our sector, threatening both 
the quality of our provision, and pay and terms 
and conditions, are contained within the govern-
ment’s legislative plans - first the Green Paper, then 
the White Paper, and now imminently the Higher    
Education Bill announced in the Queen’s Speech.

While the Bill only applies to England, it will if      
enacted have a destabilising effect on HE elsewhere 
in the UK, and have implications for HE in FE also 
-  issues covered in the Congress fringe meeting on 
the Green Paper on 1 June. 

It is fitting that 13 of the 57 motions before Confer-
ence (HE6-8,10-19) deal with various aspects of the 
Green Paper/White Paper/Bill, including:

The proposed Teaching Excellence Framework • 
(TEF), based on flawed metrics, and threatening 
to undermine collegiality, academic freedom 
and the links between teaching, scholarship 
and research.

The further threat from the TEF of discrimina-• 
tion against members in the 4 equality strands.

The linkage between the TEF and student fees, • 
raising the spectre of institutions being driven 
to closure.

The reduced regulations for private providers • 
to charge tuition fees, obtain degree-awarding 
powers and call themselves universities.

The threat that existing HE corporations could • 
dissolve themselves into for-profit providers, 
with the potential for takeover by corporate 
asset-strippers.

The likelihood of increased casualisation, par-• 
ticularly among the ‘for profit’ providers.

Implicit in all this of course is a threat to national 
pay bargaining.

There are several worthy motions, proposing cam-
paigning against the Bill, including: developing the 
understanding of members, students and the wider 
communities; working with the NUS and other 
bodies; and organising a national demonstration 
and lobby of Parliament.  Given the weakness of 
the government at the moment, there is everything 
to play for.

However, there are a couple of points that Confer-
ence should be wary of endorsing:

HE7, point e resolves to ballot immediately for 
industrial action “in line with other unions”.  It is 
not yet clear that other unions are going to do any-
thing, or that there is the lawful basis for a trade 
dispute.

HE11, point 3, calls on UCU nationally to organise a 
boycott of the TEF.  That would be industrial action, 
requiring a ballot.  The call in HE12 for organising a 
campaign for a boycott is much better.
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Perhaps for the first time since UCU was founded, 
Conference is meeting in the wake of an opening 
intense salvo in what is expected to be sustained 
national action over pay.

It is certainly the first time that there has been a 
2-day strike to start a pay campaign in the HE sec-
tor, with the promise of more to come, as well as 
an ASOS campaign in which the pressure will be 
ramped up over time.

The employers didn’t expect this strategy.  They 
thought we would impose an assessment ban, and 
calculated that they would defeat it at this time 
of the year.  Such a ban is arguably our strongest 
weapon, and we must be prepared to use it.  But 
successful industrial action campaigns commonly 
rely on holding back on the strongest sanctions 
until there is no alternative, meanwhile building 
support among the members, other trade unions 
and the wider public.

It is all too easy to criticise the HEC, as motion 
HE2/HE2A.1 does, for delaying the implemention 
of its will, and for not fully implementing its time-
table.  This ignores the general mood of pessimism 
that there was in the wake of the election of the 
Tory government, as reflected in the poor returns 
in the consultative ballot last June.  It’s wishful 
thinking to imagine, as does HE3, that a longer  
notice before opening the e-ballot would have 
made a significant difference.

In fact the June 2015 HEC did not abandon the pay 
campaign - it decided that more work needed to 
be done. The message of the September briefings, 
which were part of that work, was that pay was 
important but the majority of branches were con-
cerned about being able to deliver the necessary 
sustained and escalating strike action, combined 
with an assessment boycott.  The October 2015 
HEC therefore decided to develop a campaign 
from then on, and to run it through to the build-
up to the 2016 negotiating round, but seeking to 
submit a joint claim in January.  It agreed at the 
same time on “possible ballot or action in April or 
May or ballot over the summer for action at the 
start of new academic year, autumn 2016.”

And that is a strategy which has paid off.  We are 
taking action now because we had a ballot with a 
good turn-out and substantial majorities for both-
strike action and ASOS.

Point 4 of HE3 engages in the sort of “When did 
you stop beating your wife?” approach, wrongly 
implying that national negotiators have ever con-
sidered negotiating over performance related pay!

HE4 makes the false claims that “the assessment 
boycott was called off by HEC each time it was 
approaching a period when it would have had the 
greatest impact” (point 3) and that “the failure 
to implement UCU policy by challenging punitive 
pay-docking with national strike action has under-
mined many members’ belief in ASOS” (point 4).  
In the first place, “the greatest impact” requires 
the greatest number of members carrying it out, 
and being prepared to stand up to pay-docking; 
HEC’s assessment was that we were far from that, 
and would have taken the union down the road to 
disaster.  On point 4, there has to be a legitimate 
basis for lawful national industrial action, and that 
does not apply if only a handful of institutions 
have actually implemented pay-docking; and, in 
any case, the most effective place to stand up to 
pay-docking, by taking indefinite strike action, is in 
those universities which are imposing the docking.

What is most important is that Conference comes 
out of this debate with a united policy to take to 
both the employers and members.  Statements 
which demean in members’ eyes the leadership of 
the HEC and the negotiators, and the action that 
members are already taking, actually undermine 
the union’s ability to pursue the dispute success-
fully.  Members need to be congratulated for what 
they have done so far, and given every encourage-
ment to engage in tougher and sustained sanc-
tions, should they prove necessary.

Unity in the pay battle is essential 



The afternoon session at Conference is scheduled 
to deal with 52 motions and 11 amendments, 
including those on the Green/White paper, in 240 
minutes, so simple arithmetic suggests that it is 
going to be difficult to complete the business.  It 
will require restraint, self-discipline and perhaps 
prioritisation.

HE20 addresses threats to academic freedom from 
the research ‘impact’ agenda in universities and, 
very importantly, the  ‘anti-lobbying clause’ which 
is planned to be included in all new government 
grants.

Motions HE21-25 concern the movement away 
from the National Framework Agreement (NFA) on 
the part of many employers, including de-skilling 
and grade drift.  HE23 draws particular attention 
to the treatment of academic related, professional 
staff, a matter which comes up again later on, in 
HE39. The only problematic matter in this group of 
motions is point 3 of HE22,  which calls for nation- 
al industrial action if the terms of the NFA are not 
implemented.  With most HEIs still implementing 
the NFA, such action would almost certainly be 
unlawful.

HE26-31 address the important issue of perform-
ance management, including the increased use 
of metrics, lecture capture, individual research 
funding targets and the growing culture of student 
complaints.  Later on in the agenda, motion HE54 
from Newcastle University branch seeks solidarity 
over the branch’s resistance to the imposition of 
targeted research performance measures.

Motion HE32, on technology-enhanced learning, 
and motions HE40-43, on workload stress, focus 
on risks to members’ health.  HE41.A1 draws 
particular attention to the impact on ‘protected 
characteristic’ groups.

Gender pay inequality, and the consequent need 
for employers to institute Equal Pay Audits and  
Action Plans, is picked up in HE33;  while HE34  
correctly argues that the Race Equality Charter 
should have the same funding levers as the Ath-
ena SWAN charter, intended to advance the uni-
versity careers of women in STEM subjects.  

HE35 points out that cuts to HE research grants 
threaten further to marginalise LGBT research, and 
calls on the union to continue the LGBT academic

and activist conferences organised since 2008.

Casualisation in the sector remains an important 
issue for the union, and motions HE37 and 38 
highlight the need to campaign against, and bar-
gain over, the use of precarious contracts; while 
HE37A.1 deals with the additional discrimination 
faced by women on casual contracts.

Continuing on the equality theme, motion HE57 at 
the end of the agenda deplores the cutting of the 
Disabled Students’ Alliance, and calls on the HEC 
to initiate joint campaigns against it.

Motions HE44 and 45 deal with the government’s 
announcement of the removal of bursaries for 
health care students.  On the next page of this 
bulletin, in an opinion piece, health educator Paul 
Errington addresses this issue in detail.

Governance, democracy and transparency -  or 
the lack thereof - in universities are dealt with in 
motions HE46-51.  In Scotland, as HE46 notes, the 
passing of recent legislation signals a big advance 
in this area.  Elsewhere, the situation is going in 
the opposite direction.   It took Freedom of 
Information requests from UCU to get figures for 
vice-chancellors’ pay and perks - ammunition for 
the current HE pay campaign - but 24 institutions 
refused to respond and now the Russell Group 
unversities want to be exempted from the FoI Act 
provisions.  Hardly surprising, given the huge dis-
parities in pay between VCs and the bulk of their 
staff.  But such secrecy also suggests that other 
unsavoury business may be afoot.  As in Scotland, 
opening up governance, and in particular having 
reserved places on governing bodies for trade 
union representatives, would be a start towards 
democracy, accountability and transparency.

Motion HE52, on defending London Metropolitan 
University and the CASS Faculty of Art, is an im-
portant one for the union. Compulsory redundan-
cies are bad enough, but the targeting of branch 
officers is a disgrace. Truly, this is an issue of 
national importance, since it could easily become 
the shape of things to come elsewhere.  Already, 
as HE53 points out, the University of Brighton has 
closed its Hastings campus. The last NEC meet-
ing sent photo messages of support to members 
at LondonMet, and HE Conference should do the 
same.

Motions HE36 on USS, HE55 on postgraduates, 
and HE56 on national ratification, complete the 
agenda.

SELF-DISCIPLINE NEEDED TO 
DO JUSTICE TO THE AGENDA



By Paul Errington
There are already major concerns that HE loans 
will lead to the poorest paying most for their 
education.  George Osborne’s main funding solu-
tion appears to be loading more and more debt 
onto students. Next year, health care bursaries 
are to be replaced by loans. This cannot be good 
for newly qualified health care professionals, who 
will be burdened with high levels of debt, in jobs 
which have seen their pay fall dramatically due to 
pay constraints in the name of austerity. 

Just one week before this annual HE Conference, a 
report into the impact of scrapping the health care 
bursaries was published. Commissioned by Unison 
and the National Union of Students,  the  report 
predicts that the £800m cut will see around 2,000 
fewer student entries each year from 2020.

In a clear threat to our members’ jobs, universi-
ties will be between £57m and £77m worse off 
per student cohort intake, with some universities 
dropping health care courses altogether.  Further-
more, with fewer students graduating to work in 
the NHS, any savings made by axing the bursaries 
will be more than wiped out by an increase in 
spending on agency staff and overseas recruit-
ment costs, to the tune of £100.3m per student 
intake.

The professions and the public need to know that 
those who want to train to be health care profess-
ionals have a caring outlook and have achieved a 
level of education which allows entry to university.  
That entry should not be just based on an indi-
vidual’s ability to pay. 

Many students who are at present funded through 
bursaries struggle to make ends meet - especially 
the mature students who have given up paid 
employment to train.  Clearly, what is needed is 
a strong and sustainable system of public funding 
which ensures that education remains accessible 
to those who need it, and that cost is not a barrier 
to anyone fulfilling their potential. 

A recent UCU survey of health educators found 
that members are battling to balance the com-
peting demands of their academic workloads , ie 
teaching, research and clinical practice, as well as 
getting time and funding to achieve higher qualifi-
cations for their own professional development 

- with consequently a poor work-life balance. 

Although 71% of respondents had time allocated 
in their contracts for research or scholarly activity, 
many reported struggling to take that time be-
cause of the ever increasing workload demands.  
63% said they were not happy with their academic 
workloads, mainly due to rising student support 
requirements as well as administrative duties.

The survey also revealed that many academics 
worked hours which went unpaid. Most were con-
tracted for 35-37.5 hours per week, but the survey 
indicated nearly 47% worked 42-50 hours and 17% 
worked 50-60 hours.  Not surprisingly, one-third of 
respondents wouldn’t recommend health educa-
tion as a career, saying that: their professionalism 
was being eroded; pay, pensions, workload and 
professional opportunities were poor; and there 
were better opportunities for professional devel-
opment in clinical practice.

Grave concerns exist regarding the future of the 
profession, with the age of health educators
skewed towards the over 50s. In fact, nearly 60% 
of respondents were in the 50-59 age range, 
increasing the concerns about the number of 
staff who may be planning to leave health educa-
tion in the next few years.  With the perception 
that the reputation of the educational profession 
is being continually eroded, this could result in 
fewer younger entrants being attracted. Worry-
ingly, respondents felt that succession planning in 
the higher education sector and the professions 
in general is nonexistent, something which needs 
to be urgently addressed by all of the professional 
bodies.

There are  issues around staff shortages and staff 
to student ratios, which are already high, while 
staff are already leaving the profession in increas-
ing numbers, expected to rise further in the next 
few years. This all begs the question of who will 
educate the future generations of health care 
professionals that the NHS will badly need as our 
elderly population continues to grow?

A  concerted effort is needed by health care  
professions and unions like UCU to address some 
of the key issues that face colleagues who work 
in health education, in order to ensure that HEIs  
continue to produce clinicians who are fit for 
purpose.

Paul Errington is a health educator at Teesside 
University and an incoming member of the NEC.
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