
October 2013

Dear Member of Senate

We are writing to you to ask for your support at the Senate meeting on 16 October. 

The University and College Union has grave concerns about the strategic wisdom of the
proposal to withdraw the university’s PGCE programme. This issue is drawing national
attention, with more than 1,000 academics having signed a petition rejecting the university
management’s proposal.

UCU also has serious concerns about the process used by the university management to
push forward its proposal. We believe that the university management’s actions raise
important questions about academic governance at our university.

We would urge you to read the union’s briefing note here as a matter of urgency ahead of
the Senate meeting and please support our call for the Senate to call in the proposal for
review.

Yours sincerely

Marie Morley, President, University of Bath UCU 

Steve Cooper, Convenor, University of Bath PGCE Science Tutor

Sally Hunt, General Secretary, UCU

www.ucu.org.uk
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At its meeting on 16 October Senate will receive
minutes of the meetings of Academic Programmes
Committee that took place on 24 July  and 25
September. At both meetings, there was discussion
of a proposal from the Deputy Vice Chancellor to
withdraw the PGCE programme. The matter was 
subject to a process of formal consultation, and UCU
was one of many organisations and individuals that
took up the invitation to respond to the proposal. 
We have not yet been informed of the outcome of
the meeting of 25 September, so we are writing to
you to express our concerns about this decision 
and the way in which it was reached.

The proposal to withdraw the PGCE has been made
against the background of a wider set of proposals
for the future of the Department of Education.
These are outlined in a document called ‘Vision for
the Future of the Department of Education’. A major
driver of the specific proposal to close the PGCE
appears to have been fears about the effects on
recruitment of the Government’s School Direct policy.
The effects of School Direct have, however, been
overstated in the proposal to close the PGCE at
Bath. School Direct is a contentious policy and is
still being discussed in Parliament. In fact the 
proposal to withdraw the Bath PGCE was mentioned
several times at a meeting of the House of
Commons Select Committee on Education on 11
September. Members of the Select Committee ques-
tioned Schools Minister David Laws about the threat
to Bath’s ‘outstanding’ (OFSTED rating) PGCE and he

made clear that the Government would prefer Bath
not to withdraw. 

We draw your attention to this to make the point that
the proposal is clearly a matter of ‘significant interest
or the subject of significant debate’ as defined in
Senate’s Standing Orders 18 (iii). It is clear to us, 
as it is to others, that the matter has attracted sig-
nificant interest not only for its local implications,
but also because it is seen in the context of the
future of initial teacher training nationally.  However,
none of Bath’s peers in either the Russell Group or
the 1994 Group have reacted to increased levels of
uncertainty about the effects of School Direct by
closing their PGCE programmes. Many prominent
members of staff in these universities have supported
the petition that will be presented to you at your
meeting on Wednesday.

Nationally there has been a vigorous defence of the
idea that universities should maintain their role in
training the next generation of teachers, while
acknowledging that this role may have to change.
In his foreword to the University of Oxford’s Annual
Review for 2011, Sir Andrew Hamilton highlighted
the importance of the PGCE course to Oxford’s 
educational mission. This idea is set out more fully
in an important new book by Professor John Furlong,
former Head of Education at Oxford University, who
argues that teacher training ought to have strong
links with universities to ensure that it benefits from
being undertaken in a broader liberal rather than



purely instrumental educational environment – and
that practice is informed by rigorous theory and
research produced in the same institutions and,
where possible, by those engaged in teacher education
itself. This is the argument used by most research
intensive universities for maintaining a strong 
presence in teacher education even in the present
policy context. Indeed, it was used by Professor
Geoff Whitty, a former Director of the University of
London’s world-renowned Institute of Education 
and now a professor in Bath’s own School of
Management, who argued in a strategic review of 
the Department of Education commissioned by the
Vice-Chancellor that the PGCE could be further 
integrated in the wider work of the department and
the university.  

One of the reasons put forward by the Deputy Vice
Chancellor to support the withdrawal of the Bath
PGCE is that it is no longer financially viable. We 
dispute this claim, but in any case urge you to 
recognise the point being made here that narrow
constructions of ‘financial viability’ are not the only
consideration when the purpose and mission of a
university is being defined. Bath’s recently adopted
strategy for 2013-2016 explicitly values ‘equality,
diversity, inclusivity and accessibility’ and celebrates
the ‘virtuous circle of research and teaching 
excellence’ that is a distinctive feature of Bath’s
academic offering. The strategy goes on to identify
one of its own components as ‘Working with partner
schools and colleges to raise the aspirations of 
talented young people and ensure that they have 
the pre-requisite knowledge and skills to benefit
from our provision will help us to achieve our 
widening participation goals.’

We support this aim, but we ask you to consider the
impact that the withdrawal of the PGCE will have on
the chances of it being achieved. One of the less
visible, but nonetheless important advantages to the
university of retaining its PGCE is that it has been
one of the best ways, if not the best way, of fostering
links with partner schools. Partner schools clearly
value the links too, as is amply demonstrated by
their responses to the consultation process about
the proposed closure of the PGCE. Where they have
responded it has been to make the point that they
would like to see the university retain its role in 
initial teacher training.

The Deputy Vice Chancellor also justifies the propos-
al to withdraw the PGCE on the grounds that it has a
‘poor strategic fit’ with the vision of the university
outlined in the University Strategy. The Vision for the
Future of the Department of Education expands on
this by proposing that the department should focus
its research to those areas where there is demon-
strable potential to generate research and consul-
tancy income. The Vision document acknowledges
that this will be difficult because ESRC funding for
educational research has been reduced.  

Opportunities for consultancy have also been declining
as local authority budgets have been cut. Schools
are, however, turning to other providers for support,
including private providers and universities and if the
university abandons its role in initial teacher train-
ing, and the links with partner schools fostered by
that role, it will miss out on these new funding
opportunities. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion
that the financial viability of the Department of 
Education will be called into question if the university
is not involved with schools through initial teacher
training. Rather than abandoning its role, the university
should consider a different future that provides
greater security and fulfils the aims of its own 
strategy. This future could consider the following
options:

● engaging increasingly closely with local schools in
the context of School Direct

● pursuing specific engagement opportunities with
teaching school federations as well as maintaining
links with existing SCITT schemes (but helping to
enhance their quality)

● renewing its past engagement in CPD and 
practice-based research

● establishing a University Training School, possibly
in partnership with Bristol University or Bath Spa
University.

All of these options were put forward in the Strategic
Review of the Department carried out by Professor
Whitty earlier this year.  We do not understand why
they were not put before your Academic Programmes
Committee at its meeting in July so that it could
make its decision on the basis of the best informed
and most comprehensive assessment of the future
of the Department of Education, including the PGCE.   
The exclusion of the evidence and recommendations

A UCU BRIEFING OCTOBER 2013



of the review from the papers put to your Academic
Programmes Committee represents a serious flaw in
the Committee’s decision-making process, one which
is damaging the university’s reputation. The committee
was, in any case, being asked to make a decision
well before the end of the consultation process, call-
ing the integrity of the process into question. It was
also asked to leave the final decision to the Chair 
of the Committee, which would have violated the
requirement in Senate’s Standing Orders that 
members of the Committee would be consulted,
either by correspondence or in a special meeting,

before any decision be taken. By holding a special
meeting on 25 September,  the Committee may well
have observed the letter of Senate’s standing
orders, but it has not observed their spirit, which is
to allow free, open and informed debate on matters
of significant interest.

Senate is the supreme academic authority of the
university, and we call on you to defend that authority
by calling in the decision to withdraw the PGCE 
programme for review.

www.ucu.org.uk
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