
‘‘Vision’’ in HE 

From Lexico.com: 

vision /ˈvɪʒ(ə)n/  

the ability to think about or plan the future with imagination or wisdom.  

"the organization had lost its vision and direction" 

synonyms: imagination, creativity, creative power, inventiveness,          

innovation, inspiration, intuition, perceptiveness, perception, breadth of 

view, foresight, insight, far-sightedness, prescience, discernment,     

awareness, penetration, shrewdness, sharpness, cleverness 



‘‘Vision’’ in HE 
 

This has been an eventful year at the University of Surrey, with 

 

- a Continuous Improvement Programme launched early in the year by 

Senior Management, 

- an extensive Enhanced Voluntary Severance Scheme, 

- a Student Referendum about satisfaction with the University leader-

ship, and 

- an all staff Vote of No Confidence in the VC and Executive Board. 

 

In response to these events, Surrey UCU ran a member survey in July 

looking for constructive routes for moving forward.  

 

We asked: 

Is the Continuous Improvement Programme good; bad, or a little bit 

Kafkaesque? What is the University’s plan and ‘vision’? What do you 

think the vision should be? 

In these unusual times since the announcement of the Enhanced Volun-

tary Severance Scheme in February, we are interested in your views 

and constructive proposals that address the challenges currently faced 

in the HE sector. 
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Where there is a continuous need for a 

role, and excepting maternity cover,   

permanent contracts rather than fixed-

term contracts should be offered. UCU 

raised concerns about the increasing use 

of fixed-term contracts, e.g. for teaching 

where a course is expected to continue 

for the long term. UCU at a local and   

national level takes the casualisation of 

academic contracts very seriously: the 

proliferation across the sector of tempo-

rary and zero-hour contracts is very   

damaging to the security of academic 

staff employment. 

Senior managers at the JNCC acknowl-

edged our concerns and a separate 

meeting was proposed between the    

University and UCU in order to discuss 

these concerns further. On the subject of 

fixed-term contracts, the University   

stated that such contracts are necessary 

for legitimate business reasons. The UCU 

Branch voiced its concerns over the    

potential misuse of fixed-term contracts, 

particularly where extensions are repeat-

edly used instead of staff being offered a 

secure, permanent contract.  

For more information on the issue of                

casualisation within academia please 

visit:  

https://ucu.org.uk/stampout 

 

On another note, in the interests of    

ensuring a fair and democratic process, 

UCU officials requested that the Universi-

ty withhold strike communications whilst 

UCU was still balloting over national pay 

negotiations, as it is the role of UCU itself 

to communicate direction and advice to 

members concerning potential industrial 

action. 

 

 

Fixed-Term and Hourly-Paid  

Contracts 

UCU and Industrial Action 

 If you have any questions regarding 

JNCC meetings, would like access to 

JNCC Minutes, or would like to get    

involved in any way, please do not 

hesitate to get in contact with us:  

Colette Maxfield, UCU Branch         

Administrator 

cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

www.surrey-ucu.org.uk 

www.ucu.org.uk 

www.surrey-ucu.org.uk 

...The Voice of UCU 
 1. In light of recent events, what institutional 

changes or action do you think would restore 

the confidence of staff and students in the    

senior university management?  

 

In response to this question, many members reported that trust has  

broken down to a considerable extent.  Approximately half the partici-

pants considered the level of trust to be so low that it is “irretrievable” 

given the current make-up of the Executive Board. Many members    

stated that trust could only be restored by the resignation and removal 

of key Executive Board members, in addition to the VC. 

Many members also reported that University of Surrey’s key values have 

been lost, that the stated values need to be reviewed, and that as a    

result they do not feel appreciated as staff members. For example, one 

comment was that the University needs to “realise our staff are an asset, 

our mantra, and never forget that ever again”. 

In terms of action that would help restore confidence, we received    

comments to the effect that there is a “serious need” for a long period 

of stability, for example, “a clear budget plan that is made available 

would help so as to see that the next 5 to 10 years are planned in a    

reasonable and understandable way, without ‘surprises’ (and this would 

include knowing if there are plans to cut budgets/departments further)” 

and that there needs to be proper consultation processes in place in  

order to protect staff terms and conditions (e.g. in the form of 

“protecting our Pensions”). 

https://owa.ucu.org.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=3Vu1FLQThwmJEe8LbLO5WorvYJXF3a-wpgtmqYrBdflafB-2L6DTCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fucu.org.uk%2fstampout


 4 

 

www.ucu.org

www.surrey-ucu.org.uk 

The element of ‘peer’ in peer observation 

cannot be overstated: an essential       

element  of a successful strategy is to 

maintain an equal power balance. This 

opens up questions as to the ‘pool of   

observers’ proposed by Surrey University; 

how this will be constructed, who will be 

included, and how trust and collegiality 

can be maintained within the peer obser-

vation process to maximise its benefits to 

staff. It would be absurd to implement an 

As the University sets an appraisal target 

of participating in the peer observation 

exercise, we review what makes a 

worthwhile peer observation scheme… 

and what threatens it. 

As colleagues may have noted in the   

recent appraisal documents for the 

2016/17 academic year, peer observation 

of teaching is now a target for academic 

and teaching staff. Although the final  

details of the scheme have yet to be    

revealed, UCU commend a scheme that 

encompasses the following elements: 

 No ‘score’ is generated that relates to a 

fixed appraisal threshold or target 

 The feedback is confidential: there is no 

mandatory requirement for any of the 

feedback generated to be formally    

recorded or reviewed by a line manager 

- just that the observation has taken 

place 

 Staff have a say in who observes them, 

and which session is observed 

Scholarly reviews of peer-observation 

describe well-managed schemes as gener-

ating trust and collegiality. The 

‘ownership’ of the peer observation    

process, including the observee having 

the power to choose their observer, 

should be a priority because participants 

need to be able to take control of a     

process within which they could other-

wise feel threatened. 

 

Peer Observation of Teaching... 

 2. Please suggest some constructive,        

positive proposals for the University of   

Surrey that engage with the challenges 

that HE faces at present  

 

Many members recognised that the University of Surrey faces     

challenges. However, comments revealed frustration that instead of 

engaging with these challenges by championing and defending      

education, the University is concentrating on more “superficial”     

activities. Members said that it would be more constructive if the 

University would openly “start lobbying the government to properly 

fund institutions, openly challenge the Augar review (as it               

fundamentally destroys the moral principles of educational equity)” 

and “avoid engaging with large projects” and “spending on        

buildings”. 

Members would prefer to see “that corporate decision making is 

open and honest and takes account of operational activities”, as well 

as better consultation practices and “a central library of lessons 

learned from various endeavours to avoid repeating mistakes”. 

Many comments noted that staff should be celebrated and should 

be incorporated into decision making processes, in order to create a 

culture of trust. 

Members also saw “funding for enough staff” as a priority, so that 

the university does not “simply overwork staff, assuming that 

we should work over our  contracted hours”. 
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management tool in recent years calls 

upon us to be vigilant towards potential 

future processes. It is essential that we 

protect the systems and practices that 

can be used constructively and with a 

certain degree of flexibility, which contain 

in-built mechanisms of choice and which 

are supportive of staff.  

The UCU Committee will be interested to 

hear your views as the scheme begins to 

be unrolled over the course of the next 

appraisal year. We will raise any common 

concerns at future JNCC Meetings. 

The White Paper itself, released earlier 

this year, sets out the ethos behind the 

TEF: 

'Clearly, good quality teaching makes a 

difference. But for too long, we have 

funded teaching on the basis of quantity, 

not quality...Measuring teaching quality is 

difficult. But it is not impossible…And we 

recognise that metrics alone cannot tell 

the whole story.’ 

The subversion of the focus of module-

evaluation questionnaires into a blunt      

...The Score 
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 3. What is your vision for the 

University of Surrey? 
 

It is important to stress that the comments we received in answer to this     

question were remarkably similar and in tune with each other. Members       

reported on a vision of Surrey that would be “a true academic institution that 

realises the need to take a transdisciplinary approach in delivering the 

knowledge it offers to support a modern world”, where the arts and sciences 

are valued equally, as well as there being parity of recognition for teaching and 

research. In order to achieve this, “It would have to be that management        

recognise the commitment of staff, the amount of time that staff put into      

enabling an amazing environment of learning for students, as well as a strong 

research environment (even while the lack of support is so obvious).” Another 

comment described the route to this as “a University led by senior managers 

who have the humility to recognise that they’re the equal colleagues of Surrey’s 

staff and students and then behave accordingly, working in a real partnership 

with staff and students to grow the University sensibly. In brief, a University 

that’s rid of a clique of senior managers who think Surrey is their own private 

business, something to be used to satisfy personal and corporate greed.” 

Comments also mentioned the role of students, hoping that the University 

could become a place where “students and staff will want to come to study and 

work because of the stimulating, nourishing, productive, inclusive and safe    

environment, and for us to be famous for being a desirable place to work”, as 

well as a place where “engaged students” could take “responsibility for their 

learning journey.” 

Comments also reflected the feeling that Surrey is currently a long way from 

this positive vision, for example: “My vision of the University is the opposite to 

the above, I would liken us to a factory” and “CIP measures are never 

going to create a “vision” as they’re generally punitive and provoke  grg   

too much anxiety about their lack of transparency.” 
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Academic Appraisals:  2016-2017 

Earlier this year UCU representatives     

welcomed the invitation from the Univer-

sity Executive Board colleagues to be       

involved in discussions about the          

proposed targets for the 2016-17 appraisal 

round. Surrey UCU members were sent 

draft appraisal documents and were      

invited to give feedback via an anonymous 

survey. 

Concerns from UCU members centred on  

research — although there remains wari-

ness of the bluntness of the MEQ as a tool 

to measure teaching quality, we  welcome 

that there has been no increase in the MEQ 

threshold in the appraisal for this year. 

A further concern is that targets do not 

take into account the very different nature 

of research outputs between academic 

disciplines. Monographs and single-

authored papers (which take longer to  

produce) are more common in Arts and 

Humanities and this is not reflected in the 

targets: a generalisation, of course, but one 

that highlights the limitations of a blanket 

target across an institution where people 

work in very diverse ways. We have also 

asked for greater clarity about the way in 

that grant income targets are set, and for 

transparency and a fair system for appeal-

ing decisions to address the subjectivity 

involved in determining judgement of    

outputs as 3* or 4* quality. 

University managers have suggested that 

they are keen to move away from recent 

practices where appraisals have been 

linked to Capability procedures. Having an 

appraisal target that is above a minimum 

expectation is not in itself a problem until 

targets begin to be treated as thresholds—

this is demoralising and demotivating when 

research funding bodies are cash-strapped; 

excellent ideas and grant proposals do not 

always get funding, and research does not 

always produce findings suitable for       

publication in the highest rated journals. In 

this respect UCU requested that the      

appraisal documentation included a clear 

statement that there would not be an   

automatic instigation of disciplinary proce-

dures should someone fail to meet a      

target, we were encouraged by the agree-

ment of HR to include a statement         

although unfortunately many members do 

not feel it provides the reassurance they 

needed. 

We are working towards resolving remain-

ing issues relating to the 2016-2017       

appraisal, and will be grateful to the       

University for keeping UCU involved in   

further decisions. 

As the 2016-2017 appraisal round gets  

underway, please send any feedback that 

you think Surrey UCU can address to: 

cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk  

www.surrey-ucu.org.uk 

4. What is your “vision” of a HE institution? 

 

Those members who preferred their comments to be summarised as part of a general 

piece reported that their vision of a HE institution would include prioritising respect for 

core values such as integrity, rather than money being the driving factor. They believed 

that the interests of staff should be at the heart of each University and that each      

institution should recognise its uniqueness within the HE sector. 

Some members agreed that their comments could be quoted verbatim.  These  include: 

I appreciate that the times are challenging, but a HE institution should be able to listen 

to its staff and realise that putting students first does not mean "bribing" them with 

sparks and glitter, but attracting them with high quality teaching. 

Inclusive, consultative, forward thinking, collegiate, kind. A place which takes its public 

service remit seriously. Speaks truth to power. Reaches out to its community. Seeks   

collaborative relationship. Listens to its constituents and stake-holders. 

A place to develop critical thinking, challenge the status quo, and generally advance 

knowledge. 

A place where teaching and research are both fully supported. 

A community of scholars, upholding timeless principles of truth & freedom while     

pushing the boundaries of knowledge and thought across a wide range of disciplines. 

Students and staff working together to generate new learning opportunities. 

I would like to become more like a family where we take care of each other. 

A supportive and open space for learning, where students are facilitated to broaden 

their knowledge and where they are able to engage with those who have been           

researching these topics for extensive periods of time. HE should support researchers/ 

academics/tutors in their research development as this is what makes the environment 

lively and  interactive. 

A place for learning, teaching, research, responsible in the community. 

A public good, not a business. Students are partners in learning, not customers.         

Academics are scholars, not entrepreneurs. All other staff jobs should be for the purpose 

of the public good. 

An HEI whose EB demonstrates leadership on public sector values - openness, honesty, 

transparency, humility, respect for tax payers and fee payers. 

A place where knowledge is increased and our students grow as scholars  

and people. 
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Members in Difficulty 

All Branches have a certain amount of 

casework that they balance with other 

Union work. ‘Casework’ is the term used 

to describe how we represent members 

on an individual basis. Staff can run into 

problems for a wide range of reasons, be 

it that a promotion refusal has not been 

justified; disciplinary proceedings have 

been implemented; or a post has been 

placed at risk of redundancy. 

UCU is currently organising in-house train-

ing on Casework and is inviting members 

with an interest to attend free of charge, 

with no obligations attached.  

Please contact Colette Maxfield, UCU 

Branch Administrator, for information or 

to express initial interest. 

Please note that you MUST be a     

member of UCU to gain access to UCU 

advice and representation.  

This is especially important as regards 

legal services which you are entitled to 

if you join the union as soon as you 

enter employment or within 30 days of 

starting that employment. Otherwise, 

legal services are only available to you 

after you have completed 90 days of 

membership of the union. However, if 

the dispute that you want to receive 

legal advice about started before you 

joined or occurred in the waiting     

period, you will not normally be       

eligible for legal services. Please visit 

the ucu.org.uk for more details. 

Representation 

www.ucu.org.uk 

www.surrey-ucu.org.uk 

Contact 

Please contact our  Surrey UCU Branch Administrator: 

cmaxfield@ucu.org.uk 

TU Office 38 AZ 04, University of Surrey, Guildford GU2 7XH 

Office Hours:  Friday 10:00 to 17:00 

Tel: 01483 68 2323 

Website: http://surrey-ucu.org.uk/ 

Twitter: @ucusurrey 

 

Surrey UCU: September 2019 
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