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All colleagues will recently have received a booklet on offers that are to be made to applicants for 2012. Entitled Communicating the University of Brighton Offer for 2012, the booklet details the complex arrangements for fees, bursaries and scholarships. Colleagues will find these arrangements of interest, and all members of the UCU, and members of staff generally, are urged to consider these arrangements and their implications. 

Clearly, it is important for the University that it meets its obligations in respect of undertakings to the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), and to the Office for Fair Access (OFA). Universities charging more than £6k pa were required to demonstrate how they will ensure progress on ‘fair access’, including the provision of waivers, bursaries and scholarships, and to reduce the ‘drop-out’ rate. The University will, naturally, be concerned that no applicants be misled by statements made either in its marketing materials on websites or in prospectuses, or by remarks from employees acting on behalf of the University (e.g. at Open Days or in interviews). Hence the dissemination of this information to all staff is an important corporate protection in law for the University.

What is also the case, however, is that that the implications of this for the contractual terms of staff have not been discussed with the UCU. There has been no discussion, consultation or negotiation over the responsibility of staff, if any, for understanding and explaining these detailed arrangements, or over the legal and contractual implications, if any, were the arrangements to be misunderstood or misrepresented.

Until there is clarity on these matters, therefore, members are urged not to give any undertakings to applicants about the University’s provision of waivers, bursaries and scholarships, about repayment rates or about liabilities, etc., but rather to refer any such enquiries to the appropriate colleague in Registry, or to your line manager (your Head of School or Department). Nor should you allow yourself to be put in a position in which you are repeatedly deflecting such questions from applicants.

Those colleagues who have already read the booklet will have noticed, moreover, that it does not simply contain factual information. In sections 2.5 and 9, the booklet provides the skeleton of an argument in defence of a tuition fee of £9k pa, and an argument to the effect that a university degree from Brighton is value for money at £9k pa. The implication is that staff engaged in the marketing of courses should not only be providing factual information about Brighton and its course provision and facilities. They should also be engaged in the competitive marketing of this provision against that of colleagues in other institutions, and should be defending the imposition of fees of £9k.

As a number of UCU members in different branches in Brighton have already observed, such a defence of the Government’s higher education policy, and such competitive corporate marketing of courses, are not part of our duties as contracted tutors and researchers. While the University decision to charge the maximum fee, in the light of Government policy, may make sense for the University from a corporate point of view, that does not make the policy right, and nor does it mean that the fee represents costs of delivery or ‘value for money’. Those are tendentious political and corporate arguments. They are not arguments to which any employee of the University is obliged to assent by virtue of her or his employment, and much less are we obliged to propagate such views. 

Colleagues are strongly urged, therefore, to explain the nature of their course provision, to defend its quality and its relevance as has always been done, but not to make any remark about the justifiability or otherwise of the fee structure, or about the comparative value of Brighton provision in comparison to that of other institutions, or about the value of higher education at Brighton in relation to its total cost.
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