University of St Andrews

Research Staff Forum

Report on the meeting of the Research Staff Forum held on Tuesday 10 February 2009.

Attendance: Professor N Richardson, Dr R Neiland, Dr N Ridge, Mr G Thompson, Ms L Milne, Dr A Gibson, Ms C Wilson,  Dr U Schwarz-Linek, Dr S Purdie, Dr D Borchers, Dr L Burt, Dr C Peters, Dr S Lister, Dr A Pandey, Dr J Clark, Dr M Koschate, Mr C Little

Apologies: Ms M Stewart, Dr P Hibbard, Professor H Chambers, Dr R Aspden, Dr G Smith
Agenda

1.
Introduction by Professor N Richardson

Professor Richardson introduced himself as the new convenor of the forum as part of his role as Vice Principal (Research).

2.
Approval of Previous Minutes

The minutes of the meeting held on Tuesday 21 October 2008 were approved.  

3.
Matters Arising

It was observed that the previous minutes recorded that Human Resources would issue statistics relating to research staff contracts, this was to be dealt with by item four on the agenda.

Dr C Peters enquired as to whether her comments on the redundancy and redeployment policies had been received; it was observed that her comments had been received by Human Resources and incorporated into the redrafted policies.  These polices were being reviewed by the Office of the Principal and the Unions.  It was confirmed by Human Resources that there is equal treatment between those researchers on fixed term contracts, standard contracts, externally or internally funded, when it comes to the issue of redundancy or the opportunity for suitable alternative employment.  It was observed that there was ambiguity in the draft policy over this issue.  Louise Milne would speak to Mairi Stewart, Director of Human Resources over the progress of the redundancy policy and when it would be approved by the Unions.

It was also observed that researchers on standard contracts were not informed of when Human Resources contacted their Principal Investigator regarding the end of any funding.  It was agreed that Human Resources would copy the email to the researcher. 

The previous minutes noted that Human Resources would circulate guidance of teaching requirements of research staff; this guidance has been circulated. However, there seemed to inconsistencies in regard to the guidance.  It was agreed that Human Resources would establish the correct version of the guidance and distribute it to the forum members.

4. An update of the use of open end contracts within the University
The statistics show that, even for those staff with more than four years service, the number on fixed term contracts remains high. This has arisen from difficulties in Human resources and inconsistent application of the four year rule. The procedure for dealing with the four year rule within Human Resources has been redesigned and staff are receiving training on its application.

It was highlighted that the guidance related not just to those with four or more years service but also to limit the number of fixed term contracts and increase the use of open ended contracts.

It was agreed that Human Resources would provided stats at every forum meeting so that the use of fixed term/open ended contracts can be monitored. In addition Human Resources would provide stats on the 47 researchers who are still on fixed term contracts in regard to their length of service

5. The Concordat – A discussion about how it applies to research staff in Schools

The forum was informed by Dr Peters that the Concordat gave the perception that being a post-doc was a step between a PhD student and a Lectureship and not a career in itself. Therefore it does not reflect the aspirations of career researchers.

Professor Richardson responded stating that the Concordat recognises the need for career development to cover employment beyond the HE sector Professor Richardson highlighted that within the UK but also internationally there are non-HEI but nevertheless publicly funded laboratories, where research can be continued as a life-long career. 

Dr Schwarz-Linek commented that the success of Universities as the basis of fundamental research is dependent on new blood and fresh ideas. However, he noted the value of long term stability provided by career researchers although opportunities to establish such positions are rather rare.

The forum noted that the Concordat had not been distributed directly to all research staff and especially new researchers, therefore it was agreed that Human Resources would put a link to the concordat into the research induction pack.

Dr Neiland highlighted that a Concordat implementation event would be held in Scotland on 11 March 2009. The launch would be hosted by the Scottish Funding Council and RCUK and would focus on how to apply the principles of the Concordat in Scotland.  The launch would be open to PI’s, Researchers, HR, Heads of School but, given the limit on the number of attendees, it was not possible for all research staff to attend. Dr Neiland and Louise Milne would circulate an invitation to reps asking for volunteers to attend.  
6. Staff Development Update

The Mentoring scheme, run in conjunction with the University of Dundee, is active but Catriona asked the research staff reps could highlight the scheme to those in their Schools as there is a lack of mentees.

The PI network events are continuing and the next event would have Professor D Paterson, Head of Biology speaking.  Catriona asked forum member for topics or speakers.  The new research staff induction is now in place and research staff received a list of resources/contacts with their contract to help then adapted to life inside and outside the University. 

The Academic Female Networking group, which has had a lack of attendees, would hold their next event on 20 May 2009 when Dr Louise Richardson, Principal of the University of St Andrews would be speaking.

7. Feedback from the Postdoc and Teaching Fellow Symposium
This event was held on 28 January 2009, following the postponement of the event in October. It was attended by 70 people including research staff from Dundee, Strathclyde and Edinburgh.   The event had a number of presentations on working in industry, funding opportunities and developing business skills.  The event received positive feedback and was very informative on alternative careers outside academia.  Dr Lister commented that he appreciated the event but felt that there could have been better attendance.  Dr Neiland highlighted that the attendees are usually 60 to 100, the event represented the views of multinational organisations and also provided advice on setting up your own business.

Professor Richardson commented that there are many opportunities for research staff that are not in a specialist area, such as working in government, patents, media or journalism sectors.

Dr Clark commented that many of the topics at the research staff events are not relevant to Humanities and Arts students; in response it was observed that there are very few Art postdocs and ninety percent of postdocs are from Science Schools. 

8. Update from GradSkills
Dr Neiland highlighted a number of events that Gradskills were running or involved in and these included the Research Futures Conference on 29 May 2009 and also the Scottish Crucible, which is open to senior postdocs with more than three years experience and Academic Fellows or Lecturers in their first position.  The Scottish Crucible will be held in Edinburgh, St Andrews and Aberdeen focusing on issues relating to effective research policies, research collaborations with others and commercial links; the event will be an opportunity to build connections with other academics, learn new skills and improve a CV.  In order to attend the event there would be an application and selection process, details had been forwarded to all forum members. Professor Richardson commented that it would be a very prestigious event to attend and places would be in high demand.

9. General Update from Vice Principal (Research)
Professor Richardson provided an update on the results of the 2008 Research Assessment Exercise and also commented on the history of the RAE.  It was noted that there has been huge change in the research landscape since the start of the RAE’s in 1980.

The University of St Andrews submitted outputs in 26 of the 67 units of assessment, the largest units submitted were Biology and History.  Overall within the University approximately two thirds of subject areas were rated as above average and the total number of staff submitted was up by 37% on RAE 2001. 

The forum was informed that the University of St Andrews was ranked between 14th up from 19th in 2001 within the United Kingdom.  Edinburgh is the highest place Scottish University ranked two places above St Andrews.

It was observed that overall the University had performed well however there were still some Schools for whom the results were disappointing. The funding implications of the RAE results will be decided in April 2009.

10. AOCB

The issue of promotion for research staff was raised. The forum was informed by Louise Milne that researchers on grades 5, 6 can apply for regrading and that promotion is for researchers on grades 7 or 8.

Mr Gary Thomson encouraged research staff to use the Careers Centre as it had a wealth of information for them ranging from career prospects, links to Industry and attend any Career Events, which would be published by the Friday memos.

Professor N Richardson

Convenor
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