                                University of St Andrews

Research Staff Forum Minutes

Report of the meeting of the Contract Research Forum held on Wednesday 24 January 2007.

Attendance: Prof. A Miller, Mrs L Sillar, Dr H Nefs, Dr C Peters, Ms C Wilson, Dr N Ridge, Dr R Armstrong, Dr M Spurr, Dr P  Hibbard, Dr C Sparling, Dr C Ryan, Dr P Cruickshank, Dr L Burt, Dr G Smith, Dr S Purdie, Dr R Neiland, Dr F Davey, Ms X Schmidt, Ms L Milne, Ms J Campbell.

Apologies: Prof. M Bird, Prof. I Mathews, Dr R Hoyland, Dr D Borchers 

1 Minutes of Previous Meeting

A discussion of the previous minutes took place, sections –

4.  Paragraph 5 – The sentence referring to ’10 days of generic training per day’ was questioned as to whether or not this referred to standard contracts also.  Professor Miller confirmed that this would refer to anybody on a research council funded project, it was an indicative amount rather than a prescriptive amount.  This applies to researchers on standard contracts as well as those on fixed term ones.
4. Paragraph 6 – The sentence – ‘Most researchers employed on fixed term contracts will go on to work in commerce and industry’, was questioned as to where the facts for this came from. Professor Miller confirmed that this could be deduced by looking at the number of academic posts advertised.  However, it is difficult to get data on this and it was agreed that the minutes should be changed to say ‘most researchers will leave academia’.
6a. Paragraph 1. – The sentence – ‘PIs may change the focus of their research part way though the grant and need to employ a different researcher with different skills’ was questioned.  It was discussed and Professor Miller explained that if a Principal Investigator received a grant for 5/6 years then different skills may be required for different periods during the project. It was discussed as to whether this change should be added to the advert if there is to be a planned change of focus/emphasis part way through a grant.  Perhaps PIs should consider adding this information to adverts if it is known at the time.
6b. Use of continuous short term contracts. Concern was raised that a researcher may not get support from the University if they made a complaint.  It was agreed to change the minutes to reflect this sentiment.

Louise Milne confirmed that there is a process in place to check extensions in a particular School before the paperwork is sent out but so far no problems have been identified.
7.  Clarification of whether post docs on standard contracts can apply for grants.  The rules of the ESRC have been checked and it is possible for a post doc to submit an ESRC grant application but the University does need to acknowledge the submission and confirm that it will provide accommodation and facilities for the applicant.
2
Matters Arising

a)
Professor Miller confirmed that the University would support research staff being secondary supervisors for PhD students.
b)
In a discussion of the role analysis of researchers positions, the results of which are due to be announced next month the relevance of the words ‘exceptional circumstance’ were debated as many felt that this should be more specific.

c) It was questioned as to why the form that leavers get to specify any outstanding holidays had stopped being sent to fixed term researchers.  Louise Milne explained that there is no money in the grants to pay for untaken annual leave, therefore researchers had to ensure that they took their allocated holidays throughout the period of their contract.
Louise also confirmed that responsibility for taking holidays applied to PIs as managers and to researchers themselves as now there is a clause added to researchers’ contracts which indicates that they must take all of their annual leave unless there is a specific exceptional circumstance that prevented them from doing so.  The University would expect that the only exceptional circumstance would be long term ill health.

There was surprise that being paid for untaken holidays was a legal right which reinforced the need to manage annual leave appropriately.

Louise mentioned that the Working Time Regulations will shortly be changing and raising minimum holiday entitlement to 28 days per year.
All staff members on standard contracts who carry over holidays to the new holiday year will lose them if they have not taken them by December.
3
Update on the Mentoring Scheme

Catriona Wilson and Ruth Neiland met with their counterparts at Dundee University to discuss how the scheme was going to work in practise.  A mail shot outlining the mentoring scheme has gone out and there is currently a 50/50 split between St Andrews and Dundee University, so their will initially be 20 pairs up and running shortly.  There will be a further e-mail sent out to current lecturers within St Andrews at the beginning of the week seeking more potential mentors, and Catriona hopes this will result in 5-6 extra pairs.  It is hoped that there will be a pool of surplus mentors and mentees created and as the year progresses, and new mentors and mentees join the scheme, more matches can be created. Three briefing sessions for all participants will be held in St Andrews and Dundee in late February/ early March. 

The first Research Staff Networking meeting is to be held at the end of March, and Ruth Neiland and the Gradskills team in Dundee will take the lead in organising this.

The response to the Mentoring Scheme had been poorer than hoped, but it was agreed that in the first pilot year this was perhaps to be expected and it is hoped that with further publicity and word of mouth, numbers will increase.  It is also planned to advertise the scheme at the Induction, Grad Skills and Staff Development courses, on the Friday Memo and in the Standard.  A leaflet will also be added to staff induction pack for researchers.
4
Feedback from RS-TF Skills Group


Dr Ruth Neiland (GRADskills Coordinator) reported from the recent meeting of the Research Staff and Teaching Fellow Skills Working Group which took place on 19 January 2007, as follows:

(i) Postdoc-TF Symposium, 20th October 2006
The group reviewed the most recent Symposium which had been on the topic of “Research Funding”. Around 80 post docs had attended, including several from the University of Dundee. External speakers included representatives from the European Science Foundation, BBSRC and the Royal Society of Edinburgh who talked about European, UK and national funding opportunities, as well as fellowship holders and grant review panel members from St Andrews who were able to give useful tips and guidance to postdocs on strategies for success in fellowship applications and applying for grants. Feedback from participants at the Symposium was extremely positive, and the group decided that another Symposium should be scheduled for October 2007, again on the topic of research funding since this is likely to be of most interest to the postdoctoral community. 
The organizational details will be discussed at the next RS-TF Skills Working Group meeting to be held in April, 2007.

(ii) Induction.

A specific Induction event for new Postdoctoral Research Staff and organized by Ms Catriona Wilson (Staff Development) was held for the first time on the same day as the Symposium.  The RS-TF Working Group considered that although there was a disappointingly small attendance at this first induction, it was a good idea to offer this opportunity to new research staff. Ideas to promote the induction further to Postdocs that are being considered include changing the name from “Induction” (as there are several other Inductions for new staff) and issuing the new Postdocs with personalised invitations to the event and a welcome lunch (e.g. invitation cards). 

(iii) Destination data and Alumni Project
The RS Skills Working Group had considered that it would be desirable to collate information on the career destinations of Postdocs from St Andrews in addition to what is collected through HR exit interviews.  GRADskills has proposed that a Researchers Alumni Network could be established and aims to discuss the project with Careers and the Development Office.  A Researchers Alumni would provide a means to invite past research staff back to the University to discuss their career pathways in different sectors and to act as role models and/or mentors to current post docs.

Prof Alan Miller (Vice Principal Research) explained that it is a perception of Government/potential employers that early stage researchers (PhDs and Postdocs) leaving universities lack the necessary generic skills to make a smooth transition to working in other fields outside academia (e.g. in Industry).  To assist with further development of the GRADskills programme, it is planned to set up an External Advisory Group with members drawn from business, commerce and industry to advise on the most appropriate sorts of training and development opportunities that should be provided for researchers at the University to widen their future employability. 

(iv) Update on Units’ Postdoc-focussed activity.

a) GRADskills…. In addition to organizing events such as the Research Funding Postdoc-TF Symposium, Supervisor Update Session (next on 7th February), and the Research Futures Conference, GRADskills has scheduled 50 training courses for Postdocs (20 in the 1st semester, 30 in the 2nd semester).  These include courses on career development, web design, project management, team working, and communication skills.  Also there will be a “mock research application panel” for Postdocs in March delivered by EPSRC University Liaison Manager, Dr Prabhat Sakya.

RN explained that GRADskills was considering whether to restructure the scheduling of its courses (e.g. perhaps offering evening, weekends, or intensive 2-3 days courses every few weeks) to try to increase attendance at Postdoc courses.  Although repetition of the same course in both working hours and the evening might be desirable, it would have to be justified by higher attendances as this would incur additional costs especially when  external speakers are used. It was suggested that a simple questionnaire could be issued to Postdocs to canvass their opinion as to the most appropriate topics and timetabling of courses, and the Postdoc Reps present offered to assist in publicity and collection of feedback.

 Prof Alan Miller explained that GRADskills is funded by RCUK, and at the recent UK GRAD Policy Forum he and RN had attended in Manchester (Jan 2007), it had been confirmed that funding for generic skills training and development for early stage researchers would continue for the foreseeable future.  But the Government does want to see that  improvements in terms of provision of training for researchers’ employability have been made, especially before the next Comprehensive Spending Review when continuation of “Roberts’ funding” will be reviewed.  RCUK will be looking to measure the “impact” of such training in the future. 

b) SALTIRE…. is not offering any specific courses for Postdocs this year, but researchers can join any courses it runs for all staff such as Web CT training , Tutoring & Assessment courses and the “Introduction to Teaching” conference for new lecturers in September. It is also running some School-based activities which Postdocs may be able to attend.

c) Staff Development ….has been organizing the new Inter-institutional Mentoring Scheme for Research Staff with the University of Dundee.

d) Research & Enterprise Services (RES) ….has run a number of “Learning Lunches” on specific research funding-related topics to which all staff are invited.

(v) GRADskills RESEARCH FUTURES Conference 

RN explained that the next GRADskills RESEARCH FUTURES Conference is scheduled for 11 May, 2007 and that it will again include sessions on research careers and funding policies/opportunities. It will feature many invited speakers from the Research Councils, funding bodies, industry, business, careers organizations, publishers and the media, including the Leverhulme Trust, the Royal Society, BBSRC, UK GRAD, NESTA, UKRO and EU DG Research (Fellowships), and ScienceCareers.org. Prof Philip Esler, Head of AHRC will be one of the keynote speakers and Mr Quentin Cooper (BBC) will be chairing some session. This year the conference will also feature more engagement with employers from outside academia, such representatives of multi-national companies involved with R&D including Nokia and Pfizer.


The Forum went on to discuss whether there are any skills training sessions for Research Staff Managers (Supervisors/Principal Investigators) on how best to manage/supervise Postdocs as part of research teams. Although appropriate training in such topics as Supervising Staff, Best Practise and Project Management was thought to be desirable as a way to give PIs the skills to avoid conflicts from happening with Postdocs, the Forum considered that it attendance by PIs might be low. Staff Development already offer some courses, but it was thought that all new academic staff should be targeted as perhaps part of their initial probation period and that perhaps a new course more specific to Principal Invesigators and academic management would be useful. Mrs Louise Milne (HR) and Ms Catriona Wilson (SD) volunteered to investigate what might be available.

5
 Results of Physical Working Conditions Questionnaire.  

Louise Milne had done an initial analysis of the results and would compile a spreadsheet in due course so that Research Staff Reps could feedback to their constituencies.  64 questionnaires were returned and there were no major issues, however there was reasonable amount of people reporting that they work in overcrowded and noisy offices but this is a general issue within the University and not specific to research staff.  Answers to the specific questions were summarised as follows :–

1  
1 person did not have their own desk

1b)
19 people said office traffic stopped them from retaining concentration levels.
1c)
15 people said their office was overcrowded (this was the biggest negative issue)

2
2 people said that their desk/chair was not of an adequate standard
3
3 people said that when they started at the University, they were not shown where their work space would be
4
9 people did not have access to a computer, 8 had reasonably good access, 1 had no computer.  1 person reported having to buy own computer.

5
3 people said they had no access to the equipment required to do their job.
Some of the negative comments relate to - no office windows; lack of desk space; lack of internet points; no privacy; unsuitable furniture; drafty and cold.  A common complaint appeared to be that at certain times of the year honours student are put into the offices which greatly increased the number of people in the offices 

Professor Miller did say that the open plan offices had been a conscious decision to produce a culture of interaction.  The Forum was of the general opinion that this may work if everybody in the office had the same focus but when people were working on different projects and had different needs this created problems.

Professor Miller acknowledged the problem with space, much of this he thought was due to the University’s success in the RAE 2001 and its subsequent expansion.  He confirmed there are plans for a medical building to be built on the North Haugh but that this would not be ready for several years.

Professor Miller indicated that he would take the spreadsheet to the Principal’s Office so that they are aware of the issues raised.
6
Draft Paper to Heads of School/School Councils

Louise Milne will work on a paper to be discussed at School Councils which will include specific issues relating to annual leave, the process for renewing/extending fixed term contracts, the misuse of short term contracts, etc.  The paper is intended to promote good management practice.

It was requested that a single page of important bullet points should be included.

Professor Miller indicated that he would also take this to the Principal’s Office for information and would highlight the main issues at a subsequent Supervisor Update Session.
7
Communication of School vacancies.

Although all positions are advertised on the University’s vacancy page, there appears to be a problem with postdocs not finding out what vacancies are arising within their own schools until interviews take place.  The Forum would like Heads of Schools to e-mail all adverts to members of the School beforehand as a courtesy.  

Louise Milne agreed to investigate if it would be possible to create a link from the Friday Memo to the vacancy page.  Also it may be an option to create a link from the vacancy page to the front page of each School’s website containing there own specific adverts.
8
  Draft Harassment and Bullying Policy

Louise Milne introduced the draft policy which she has been working on.  The student procedures are not included as yet as Student Support Services will be working on them.  It is important that the student and staff elements of the policy work well together.
The Harassment and Bullying Network will be revamped and individuals in the Network will be contacted to ascertain whether they wish to continue and undertake further training.  It would also be useful to attract new members to the Network so that there is a good representation of different groups of staff.
The Forum in general thought this policy to be very good.  It was felt, however, that the policy appeared to be imbalanced in that it was geared towards the individual bringing the complaint and not enough was written about the support available for those accused of harassment or bullying.  The emphasis on formality was also questioned, the Forum feeling that the importance of informally defusing the situation should feature more prominently.

The next stage will be for Louise to circulate the paper to the Unions prior to the Equal Opportunities Committee on 13 February in order that it can be presented for approval.

9
There was no further business. 
10
The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday 15 May 2007 at 2.30 pm in Seminar Rooms 3/4, Gateway Building.  Sub-Group meetings will be held on Tuesday 20 March and Tuesday 1 May at 3.00 pm in the Hebdomadar’s Room.  
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