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Durham University 
Policy to Mitigate the Educational Impact on Students of UCU Industrial Action 

15 November 2019 
 
 
 
Background 

The national disputes between Universities UK and UCU on the future of the USS pension scheme 
and between UCEA and UCU on pay and conditions has led to industrial action in the form of a series 
of strikes and ‘action short of a strike’ (ASOS) across the sector, including at Durham.   These are 
difficult issues for the whole University community.  On the one hand are concerns about staff 
compensation and benefits, and about the valuation of pension scheme assets; on the other hand 
are worries about the effects of the planned actions on the student educational experience.  All 
members of the Executive understand the depth of feeling across the University.   

Students have a reasonable expectation that the University will fulfil its duty to enable them to 
progress in their studies and complete their awards.  This policy’s objective is to find a pragmatic 
way to meet these expectations as far as is reasonably possible.  All members of the University 
community are asked to help implement it. 

This document is necessarily pitched at a high level.  Further guidance on specific issues, such as 
assessment and examinations, will be shared with staff and students in the near future. 

The Durham Students’ Union has been consulted in the drafting of this policy.  The Students’ Union 
supports the position of UCU and is working alongside the University and UCU to mitigate negative 
impacts on students. 

 

Programme Requirements 

The Statutes of the University determine that awards are made to students who have completed an 
approved course of study and passed the relevant examinations in accordance with University 
regulations [Statute 21].  Programmes are approved on the basis of a statement of intended learning 
outcomes for the programme which are delivered through the programme modules and assessed in 
corresponding summative assessments.  Year-on-year progression is determined in the same way.  
Programme learning outcomes, as listed in Programme Specifications, are set at a relatively high 
level.  The purpose of mitigation is to ensure to the best of our ability that all students receive the 
necessary educational opportunities to enable them to meet the learning outcomes of the 
programmes on which they are registered. 

 

The Probable Scenario 

Not all members of Durham academic and related staff are members of the UCU, and in previous 
industrial action not all of those who are members participated in day of the strike.  Many classes 
will proceed as usual.  This policy thus focuses on measures to mitigate a partial cessation of 
teaching during strike days.   

The strikes are planned for 8 days from Monday 25 November to Wednesday 4 December and are 
likely to affect the teaching of academic staff who are members of the union.  If the dispute is not 
resolved by the 25 November, the following scenario will arise: some students, possibly the majority, 
will experience the cancellation of classes.  These cancelled classes may include lectures, seminars, 
tutorials, laboratory classes and individual supervision.  Some assessment arrangements may be 
affected.  Some research students may experience disruption through cancellation of PhD viva voce 
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examinations.  Department offices should remain open (support staff up to grade 6 have different 
union arrangements).  The library, and the study spaces in the Teaching & Learning Centre, will 
remain open. 

UCU’s ‘Action Short of Strike’ (ASOS) will also commence on a continuous basis on 25 November 
2019.  ASOS involves the following measures: working to contract; not covering for absent 
colleagues; not rescheduling lectures or classes cancelled due to strike action; not sharing materials 
relating to lectures or classes cancelled as a result of strike action; not undertaking any voluntary 
activities; and setting and marking no work beyond that work which they are contractually obligated 
to set and/or mark.  For students, the most significant of these measures is the expectation that 
striking staff will not reschedule lectures or classes cancelled due to strike action.   

Striking staff are not obliged to inform their head of department about their strike intentions in 
advance, and thus the University will not know until after a class was due to take place that it has 
been cancelled.  Staff who are intending to strike may elect to inform their students of their 
intentions.  Absent this information, I ask all students to act on the assumption that classes will be 
held as scheduled, and that assignments can be submitted as usual.  

Mitigations 

After a strike day, staff will be asked to confirm whether they have participated in strike action.  
They will also be directed by their Head of Department to take measures that will enable students to 
complete the learning outcomes for the module.  While respecting the right of staff to strike, this 
will also minimize its impact on students by focusing on what is required to enable students to 
complete their programme.  This activity should take priority over all others. 

There are a number of options available to staff seeking to cover the content of classes and 
supporting the learning and development of our students.  Some combination of the following 
should be used: 

1. Reordering module content to ensure that the priority material is covered within the
remaining scheduled classes;

2. Directed reading;

3. Directing students to library resources;

4. Directing students to public on-line material;

5. Rearranging individual supervisions;

6. Rearranging vivas;

7. Using Duo’s Discussion boards to discuss reading material with students;

8. On-line video conferencing using Vscene;

9.

When the ending of Action Short of a Strike permits

10.

Prioritising the marking of coursework;

11.

Posting a video, a PowerPoint presentation with an audio overlay, or lecture notes on DUO;1

Any other reasonable measure.

1 According to Senate policy, the University will not use lecture capture recordings to cover staff exercising 
their legal right to take industrial action. 
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If the dispute is resolved, and UCU’s ASOS is brought to an end, there may be a high demand for 
rescheduling classes.  If this happens, then we will work with Heads of Department to ensure that 
the high-priority learning outcomes are met first. 

Inevitably, in prioritising these measures staff may not be able to complete other areas of normal 
work.  Durham’s institutional policy is that mitigating the impact of the strike on students is the 
highest priority. Each Head of Department should advise their staff on tasks that might need to be 
set aside.   Central PSS departments are also asked to determine whether any activities may be 
temporarily set aside to support this policy. 

Heads of Department will be asked to keep a log of which modules are affected by the strike and 
whether they will have an impact on programme learning outcomes.  This information will be 
invaluable for colleagues – especially Boards of Examiners – later in the year.  The Academic Office 
will provide a template for this log, and provide assistance when needed.   

Programme Learning Outcomes, as listed in Programme Specifications, are set at a high level.  It is 
unlikely that they will not be met.  Moreover, the completion of programme learning outcomes is 
not dependent on the completion of all module learning outcomes.  If compromises in module 
learning outcomes are necessary, they can be taken account of in examinations and assessment. 

 

Examinations and Assessment 

Further advice will be issued in relation to examinations and assessment once we know the specific 
consequences of the strike. 

 

Conclusion 

This policy is intended to provide a pragmatic route between the right of staff to take part in an 
industrial action, and the needs of students to fulfil the learning outcomes specified by their 
programmes of study.   I ask that all members of the University community support this policy to the 
best of their ability. 

All the best, 

 
Alan Houston 
Vice Provost (Education) 


