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Glasgow Caledonian University branch of UCU Scotland response to the 

Education and Culture Committee on the Higher Education Governance 

(Scotland) Bill 

We represent academic and academic related staff in Glasgow Caledonian 

University, and are the largest of the four unions recognised by the university.  

We are happy for this submission to be made publicly available and shared in 

the usual ways. 

If it was helpful to the committee we would be delighted to expand on our 

response and give further evidence in person. 

We have answered the questions asked by the committee in order below. 

 (1) What do you consider to be the existing problems (if any) with higher 

education governance, particularly around modernity, inclusion and 

accountability? 

 

Although the implementation of the new governance code (undoubtedly impelled 

by the public and Governmentat scrutiny following the publication of the Von 

Prondzynski report into governance), has led to some modernisation in the way 

university courts work, there remains much more to be done. For instance more 

regular publication of minutes etc, the appointment of more female Chairs of 

Court (from a situation of zero at the time of the original report), is to be 

welcomed but it is hardly adequate to the taks of creating modern governance 

for universities in the twenty first century. 

Much of this was (too long) overdue, and there still remains the need for 

substantial improvement in the way courts work, position themselves in relation 

to the universities and communities they serve, and their operation as inclusive  

bodies. 

 

These problems are structural, and not reducible solely to bad judgements or 

actions by individual members of senior management of universities or indeed of 

individual university principals (although failures in current structures and modes 

of operation are often the mechanism that allows such misjudgements to 

regularly occur). 

 

The examples unfortunately are legion of university courts that have tolerated 

and acquiesced in management strategies that a more robust governmental 



   

structure could have challenged - thus leading to more effective use of money 

provided by the public purse, and essentially, less misuse of staff time.    

 

Although the Scottish government and the STUC has signed memoranda 

regarding the useful role played by Trade Unions in a modern Scotland – a 

position acknowleged by University Scotland, the failure by management to 

involve Trade Unions in meaningful discussions about managing change, when 

change is necessary has been at the root of the majority of recent local disputes 

in Higher Education. In almost all of these cases, university courts have not 

adequately scrutinised the positions adopted by management, thus allowing a 

wasteful period where staff are forced to oppose policy change dictat, which 

could have been prevented had adequate scrutiny by university courts, and 

involvement of the wider university community taken place. 

 

One reason for this inadequate scrutiny is the lack of adequate direct 

representation of the wider university community within governing bodies 

themselves. Nominated representatives from Trade Unions and a Chair of Court 

directly elected by staff and students would help ensure that views wider than 

what can in effective be a narrow sphere of interests would be brought into 

debate and considered when performance is scrutinised.  

 

With the best will in the world, it can be very difficult for lay members of court to 

be able to interrogate the narrative given by senior management, unless a wider 

perspective is also present. Trade Union nominees and elected chairs would be 

one element in helping provide this. 

 

 (2) The extent to which the bill: 

 

(a) will improve higher education governance, particularly in the areas  above. 

 

The extent to which the majority of staff at universities tend to see courts as a 

talking shop, or a forum from which their voices are excluded can be seen by the 

customary low turn outs in elections where these exist for ‘staff’ governors. Even 

where a high turnout can be achieved, the fact that individual staff (who are not 

nominated by Trade Unions) have little mechanism to ‘report back’ or consult 

with the constituency that elected them, means little confidence exists in the 

current system. At Glasgow Caledonian, where some efforts have been made to 

increase dialogue with staff through a yearly ‘open meeting’ of staff 

representatives with their constituency, the meetings over the last four years 

have been deemed ‘successful’ if 20+  staff attend (of a possible cohort of over 

1500). This low turnout is perhaps a reflection of the general disengagement of 

staff from the current governance set-up in Higher Education. 

 

 

(b) may alter the higher education sector’s current level of autonomy 



   

 

 

We see no threat to academic autonomy from the current Bill’s proposals for a 

change to governance.  We believe there is a difference between autonomy for a 

university and ‘licence’ for management to operate in a manner that has little 

accountability to the wider university community and the Scottish public. 

 

In past years, the main threat to academic autonomy has been through 

academic senates or courts acting more like a rubber stamp, than being 

challenging partners in wider university activities.  

 

(c) may affect lines of accountability between the Scottish Government, relevant 

public bodies and the higher education sector. 

 

We do not see that this will arise at all.  

 

The Bill is part of a wider package of recent reforms to higher education 

governance, including the development of a Scottish Code of Good Higher 

Education Governance. 

 

(3) Has the correct balance been struck between legislative and non-legislative 

measures?  Are further measures needed? 

 

We believe that experience has shown (even with the ‘voluntary’ code of 

governance, that legislation is necessary to ensure effective change). 

 

The Bill proposes a number of specific changes to higher education governance: 

 

To require higher education institutions to appoint the chair of their governing 

body in accordance with a process set out in regulations made by the Scottish 

Ministers. 

 

We are strongly supportive of the chair of court being elected by all staff and 

students. Detailed comment would depend on the actual proposals, which may 

vary slightly of course due to the different historical practice in different parts of 

the sector. 

 

To require HEIs to include various persons within the membership of their 

governing bodies. 

 

We strongly support Trade Union and student nominees, who are seen as 

representative in other aspects of university life such as collective bargaining.  

 

For further information please contact: 

 



   

Brian Pillans, Secretary  UCU @ GCU Tel 0141 331 3424 (dl) r.pillans@gcu.ac.uk 


