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Purpose: A Strategic Task and Finish Group were asked to identify the major areas of 
competing priorities, investigate, scope solutions and make proposals for action to 
maximise time available to academic members of staff for the delivery of activities 
core to the university strategy in education and research.

Recommendations: High level recommendations, as detailed within the document, identify areas where 
time could potentially be released for core academic activity as well as highlighting 
key opportunities to protect academic time. Senate is invited to discus and prioritise 
these recommendations.

Action requested: Discussion 
 

Background: 

The initial findings were discussed again by Education and Research Committees and by UEC in 
autumn 2012. They are being discussed with Senate by a sub-panel of the Group, in advance of any 
wider consultation, to ensure that implementation is consistent with other strategic activities, to 
identify priorities within the suggested actions, and to identify any further opportunities. 

Key Risks: 

n/a 

Next Steps: 

To be confirmed following Senate’s discussion. 
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 DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

Maximising Time for Core Academic Activity 
Discussion Document for Senate 

 
 

SUMMARY 
 
A strategic Task and Finish Group to consider the maximisation of time for core academic 
activity1

 The Group was asked to identify the major areas of competing priorities, investigate, 
scope solutions and make proposals for action to maximise time available to academic 
members of staff for the delivery of activities core to the university strategy in education and 
research. 

 was commissioned Easter 2012 jointly by University Education and Research 
Committees, chaired by PVC Research.   

 In order to ensure input from across the university community the membership included 
academic staff, departmental administrators and central academic and research support 
services. 
 The initial findings of the group from its work during summer 2012 were discussed again 
by Education and Research Committees and by UEC in autumn 2012.  The main areas of 
opportunity were identified as: 

 
• trust, accountability and coherent setting priorities in delivering university strategy. 

• professional support available to departments to ease the academic workload 

• education and opportunities for innovation including timetabling 

• research and enhanced support for PIs in Grants, HR, Finance 

• role of faculties in supporting the release of academic time 

• planning process and appropriate scope 

 
The findings and suggested actions presented here take account of the consultations with all 
those groups.  They are being discussed with Senate by a sub-panel of the Group, in advance 
of any wider consultation, to ensure that implementation is consistent with other strategic 
activities, to identify priorities within the suggested actions, and to identify any further 
opportunities. 
 

BACKGROUND  
 
1. By its very definition, core academic activity should be central to the business of academic 

staff.  Time-allocation should be proportionate and representative of the importance of 
research and education within the institution. 
 

2. However, time – a primary (and limited) resource for members of academic staff – is 
persistently eroded by internal and external pressures.  Active measures need to be taken 
to sustain these core activities. 

 
3. While recognising that some “service” activities are essentially delivered by academic 

staff, these are subsidiary to education and research. 
 
4. Following faculty consultation, and dissemination of the Academic Workload 

Management: Principles for Good Practice in Workload Allocation Models for Academic 
Staff in Epiphany 2010, Research Committee has monitored the implementation of 
workload principles within the faculties. 

                                                           
1. NB The project is not aimed at “freeing up academic staff time” – but at maximising its availability for core academic 

activities or education and research.  
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The Task and Finish Group was established to build on this foundation; taking a high-level 
strategic approach to academic responsibilities and considering not how time should be best 
allocated but how competing pressures should be managed and prioritised. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The following high level recommendations identify areas where time could potentially be 
released for core academic activity as well as highlighting key opportunities to protect 
academic time. Some examples and evidence for the recommendations are included as 
footnotes.  Possible actions for discussion and prioritising are suggested. 

 
1. Trust, accountability and priorities
 

  

Trust and concomitant accountability is critical to the running of the University and a 
greater proportion of decision making should be delegated to a) the lowest level of 
approval commensurate with risk and b) individuals rather than groups or committees, 
unless there is a clear need for the decision to be taken by group or committee.2

 
 

1.1 The formal (and informal) committee framework, operation, and culture would 
benefit from rationalisation at department, faculty, and University level. 3

 
 

Action 1.1: Examine current decision-making processes;  
identify and apply simplifications. 

 
1.2 The University strategy asks for high levels of performance across a wide range of 

activities and their metrics; with limited resources in both academic and service 
departments it is hard to generate a sense of priorities.  Requests are often made of 
staff without an account of the time taken away, in consequence, from core 
academic activities. 

 
Action 1.2: Develop clear prioritisation for departments and individuals. 

 
 
2. 
 

Professional Support 

The group noted the benefits of the development of partnership working between 
administrators and academics and the importance of accessible, accurate, and targeted 
guidance to support academic activities.  However, there is considerable variability of 
departmental administrative support in terms of quality and availability.  Even when support is 
available, current arrangements are not risk-free.  Examples cited included the extension of 
maintenance deadlines and unresolved seasonal utility issues. The group identified a lack of 
adequate IT systems to support, for example, the research grants process. Dedicated, shared 
systems would reduce duplication and generate considerable efficiency savings.  Technology 
investment would bring departments up to a comparable standard allowing shared processes 
and supporting the sharing of good practice.  The group recognised that the centralisation of 
core support activities could introduced significant time savings within academic departments, 
and welcomed the consideration being given to the centralisation of admissions. 
 
 

2.1 Administrative support available to HoDs and other academic leaders at 
departmental level is currently highly variable.  Significant academic activity from 
potentially very productive people is being lost in consequence.  Each department 

                                                           
2 Examples: Treasurer sign-off of all commercial contracts (rather than a risk-based approach) and approval of concessions by 
departmental groups (rather than Programme Directors) 
 
3 Example: the multiplicity of Working Groups and Task and Finish Groups established by formal committees of Senate rather 
than identification of an academic and administrator to lead the activity 
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(at every site) should have access to high level specialist administrative support in 
both research and education.4

 
 

Action 2.1. Compile an audit of existing support available to HoDs; 
Implement research and education support to maximise productivity. 

 
2.2 Professional support services should recognise and assess their impact, whether 

positive or otherwise, on core academic activity5

 
. 

Action 2.2. Implement a standard “time audit” to actions requested of departments; 
Set targets to reduce such administrative time request. 

 
2.3 The potential gains to be made by centralisation of the undergraduate admissions 

process should be considered fully. 

Action 2.3 Consultation and Task and Finish group on admissions. 

2.4 Considerable gains in efficient delivery of administration could be won by improving 
the IT support of data-handling, communication and learning provision, minimising 
additional requests for information. 

 
Action 2.4 Draw on history of information requirements to inform new IT structure. 

 
. 
 

 
3. Education

 
  

Notwithstanding the declared aim of the project to deliver academic time for education and 
research, the group found that activities within those headings had room for considerable 
efficiencies in time.  Within education, three areas were identified. 
 
4.1 The diversification of assessment methods (already approved by Senate in the 

Curriculum Principles) still has room to increase both quality of assessment and 
reduce time-intensive methods, ensuring that moderation requirements in 
departments meet but do not normally exceed University requirements. 

 
Action 3.1: Comprehensively review efficiency and quality of module assessment. 

 
4.2 Programmes, modules, and pathways should be rationalised6

  

, and minimum student 
numbers (approved by the faculty) should be set for taught modules. 

Action 3.2: Programme and pathway review, either selective or comprehensive. 
 

4.3 Provision should be made for staff performing Academic Advisor roles; the new 
framework reviewed for impact and effectiveness following a complete academic 
cycle;  and a senior member of academic staff act as gate-keeper for any proposals 
for institution- or faculty-wide expansions to the role. 

 
 
4. Research7

 
 

See above under section 6. Under the research heading the group found two areas of 
currently poor efficiency and one potential “win” for time-planning.  

                                                           
4 Dedicated, single points of contact for research and education would support the development of professional expertise, facilitate 
information exchange between departments and central services, and underpin the establishment of standard operating 
procedures for example appointment of research fellows 
5 Examples: data gathering, completion of building/ maintenance work within departments, and availability of IT support systems 
6 Combined Honours and Natural Science programmes were identified specifically as creating disproportionate constraints on the 
timetable. 
7 These recommendations overlap with those of current proposals in support of Research grants. 
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4.1 Research administration can be arduous for PI’s, who currently need to coordinate 
the contributions of different University support departments in HR, financial, 
reporting aspects of their awarded grants. 

 
Action 4.1: Create a structure of post-award case officers in support of grant portfolio; 

Improve IT support of financial information to PIs on research grants. 
 

4.2 Many sources of research support demand increasingly time-intensive activity not 
directly related to the academic content of related research grant applications.  
Other research-intensive universities have created effective research development 
managers to assist academic staff in the negotiation and administration of complex 
research grant applications. 

 
Action 4.2: Create research research business development managers/facilitators who 

work via research office with academics to manage major grant applications. 
 
4.3 Finding time for “research conversations” with groups of key Co-Is in the preparation 

of collaborative research and related grant proposals is proving increasingly difficult; 
especially in term time (often external deadlines require this however). The group 
identified considerable gains to be made if a regular half-day each week were 
timetabled such that academic staff would be free for research discussions.  

 
Action 4.3: Reduce the number, length and size of administrative meetings on Wednesday 

afternoons so that this time is also available for research planning groups. 
 

 
5. Faculties  
 
The group found that faculties were perceived as sometimes imposing considerable 
administrative burdens on academic departments, particularly in terms of information gathering 
and reporting initiatives.  This can arise when the locus of responsibility for setting strategy 
and implementing/managing it is blurred. 
 

4.1 faculties should assess the impact of any policy or procedure changes on academic 
time against overall targets to reduce administrative time-burdens8

 
.   

Action 4.1.  Include faculty offices in the “time audit” of new actions and requests. 
(see action 2.2) 

 
6. Planning Process 
 
The annual planning round places a significant and increasing burden on members of 
academic staff, particularly those in senior positions, with limited strategic delivery as a result..  
Departments approach planning responsibilities in different ways and the involvement of the 
broader academic community is variable;  
 

5.1 departments and professional support services should prioritise and actively pursue 
the maximisation and preservation of academic time for delivery of core academic 
activities through their annual plans  

 
5.2 the planning round should be streamlined and departments supported to minimise 

the administrative burden on members of academic staff 
 

Action 6.1: Streamline planning process towards increased delivery of strategic priorities. 
 

Maximising Time Task & Finish Group/PVCR 
December 2012 

                                                           
8 Gold plating of University requirements (for example requiring all undergraduate modules to include formative assessments) and 
initiatives not required by the University (for example additional named departmental roles) should be minimised 


	S 12 46 Maximising Time a
	Senate
	Maximising Time for Core Academic Activity


	S 12 46  Maximising Time b

