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THE SENATE 
 
Minutes of the 350th Meeting of the Senate, held on Wednesday, 11th November 2020 (by 
Videoconference) 
 
PRESENT: Professor Alec Cameron (Chair) 

 Jawad Ahmad Safa-Atiya Ahmed  
 Dr Leonidas Anastasakis Professor Ruth Ayres 
 Dr Luciano Batista Professor Pawan Budhwar  
 Dr Daniel Cash Helen Curtis  
 Professor Lauren Devine Professor Andrew Devitt  
 Dr Panos Doss Dr Ruth Edwards 
 Professor Claire Farrow Dr Raquel Gil-Cazorla  
 Dr Joanne Gough Professor Simon Green   
 Saskia Loer Hansen  Professor Helen Higson  
 Professor Anthony Hilton Saira Hussain  
 Alison Levey Dr Peter Lewis  
 Dr Robbie Love Dr Jörg Mathias  
 Dr Lucy Rackliff Professor Edik Rafailov  
 Gurpal Singh Rai Professor Gertrud Reershemius Dr 

Johan Rewilak Neil Scott  
 Harry Sheppard Professor Edward Sweeney 
 Professor Nicholas Theodorakopoulos Dr Eirini Theodosiou 
 Professor Paul Topham Professor Ivan Wall 
 Dr Sylvia Wong Dr Stephen Worrall 
 Dr Uwe Wunderlich Professor Yuchun Xu  
  

APOLOGIES: Dr Raj K. Singh Badhan  Professor George Feiger 
 Professor Sarah Hainsworth Professor Francisco Leyva-Leon 

Professor Gill Nicholls Dr Goudarz Poursharif  
     

IN ATTENDANCE: Gary Hughes Alice Hynes  
 Mark Smith John Walter (Secretary)  

 
WELCOME 

 
20/1 RESOLVED: 

 
To join the Vice-Chancellor in welcoming to the Senate Alice Hynes who was leading the review 
of Senate’s effectiveness on behalf of Council and was attending this meeting as an observer.  
 
FOR REPORT AND APPROVAL 
 
Constitutional Matters 
 

 Senate Membership 2020/21 
 
20/2 RECEIVED: 
 

Paper SEN-20-3078-A setting out the Senate Membership for 2020/21, noting that vacancies 
existed for: a Professorial representative from BSS; six vacancies for representatives of the 
Academic Assembly (the Chair of the Academic Assembly had proposed to defer filling these 
until the outcome of the Senate Effectiveness Review was known); and a representative of the 
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undergraduate students and a representative of the post graduate students (the Students’ 
Union expected to complete the election process shortly). 

 
20/3 NOTED: 

 
Secretary’s note: the corrected diversity information for the current Senate membership was: 
37% women and 20% BAME. 
 
Senate’s Schedule of Business 2020/21 

 
20/4 RESOLVED: 
 
 To approve the Senate’s Schedule of Business 2020/21 (Paper SEN-20-3096-A), noting that:        

i) this was a working document which was likely to be revised in the light of strategic 
developments and priorities; and ii) that consideration of the Senate’s Annual Report to Council 
would be deferred to the March 2021 meeting. 
 

 Senate Effectiveness Review Interim Report 
 
20/5 RECEIVED: 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3079-A, the Senate Effectiveness Review Interim Report. A Senate Effectiveness 

Review Group has been established and at its first meeting had confirmed the scope of work 
and timetable for the work. An online questionnaire has been distributed to members of Senate 
and its sub-committees, and made available to staff more generally – members of Senate were 
encouraged to complete the questionnaire even if they were relatively new to the work of 
Senate. The results from this would inform more detailed questioning at focus groups and one-
to-one discussions with key stakeholders. These would take place in late November/early 
December. Alongside this activity, a review of processes, paperwork and procedures would also 
be undertaken to include looking back at key incidents and learning from mistakes and good 
practice to feed into the operation of Senate in the future. The Group would meet a further 
three times and the work would culminate in a final written report and recommendations being 
presented to Senate and Council in January 2021. 

 
20/6 RESOLVED: 
 
 To endorse a recommendation from the Group that a new section be added to the scope of the 

Review: “Effective reflection of the University Strategy and Culture”, to take account of advice in 
the new version of the Committee of University Chairs (CUC) HE Code of Governance.  
 
Minutes 

 
20/7 RESOLVED: 
 
 To approve the minutes of the 348th and 349th meetings of the Senate, held on Wednesday, 3rd 

June and 22nd October 2020. 
 

Matters Arising 
  
20/8 RECEIVED: 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3080-A, a summary of actions taken in response to matters arising from the 

previous meeting. 
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PR and Communication Issues arising from the Food Distribution Centre in the Students’ 
Union (M19/90) 

 
20/9  NOTED: 
 
 That since the last Senate meeting, both the SU and the University had been cited in any PR 

about the foodbank. During the judging process for the recent Aston Achievement Award 
winners, it became clear that a number of nominations had been made in specific reference to 
the current COVID-19 situation and it had been agreed that there would be an extra award this 
year, entitled “Leadership in a Time of Crisis”, reflecting some of the outstanding work that had 
been undertaken to help the University community deal with the many challenges being faced. 
The Aston University Foodbank, and in particular Christina Matthews (Student and Academic 
Services) and Ellie Chambers (Aston Students’ Union) were recipients of the award. 

  
 Muscat University (MU) – Partnership Agreement Change (M19/95) 
 
20/10 NOTED: 
 
 That Council (17.6.20) had approved the proposed changes to the partnership agreement with 

MU and the cessation from 2020/21 of intakes to the three collaborative taught programmes. 
 
 Support for Postgraduate Research Students during the Covid-19 Pandemic (M19/96)  
 
20/11 NOTED: 
  
 That the PVC Research had spoken with Professor Corinne Spickett about the concerns raised 

about support for PGR students during the pandemic. The Graduate School was continuing to 
communicate with PGR students in a number of ways, including Town Hall meetings. Aston’s 
new Research Development Advisor, Dr Eren Bilgen, had now overhauled the provision of 
information for PGR students, and, since October, Dr Eleni Tseligka had joined the Graduate 
School as Professional Development Advisor to provide additional capacities in this regard. 

 
Embedded Academic Centre (M20/8) 
 

20/12 RECEIVED: 
 
i) A report that the Finance and Infrastructure Committee (FIC) met on 23rd October when 

they had considered and commented on a progress report on the negotiations with the 
Cambridge Education Group (CEG) over the proposed establishment of an Embedded 
Academic Centre on Campus, and noted the key terms of the proposed contract and the 
extensive due diligence that had been undertaken. Subsequently, the FIC met on 4th 
November and approved the contractual proposals and authorised the Vice-Chancellor and 
the COO to proceed to sign the contract.  

ii) A progress report: “Closing the Loop” prepared by the DVC Engagement on actions taken 
since the Special Senate meeting of 22nd October. 

iii) An oral report from the DVC Engagement that the Vice-Chancellor had now signed the 
contract with CEG. There was still a considerable amount of work to be done in 
collaboration with CEG to establish the EAC; Senate would receive reports and be consulted 
on these developments going forward. Proposals were being prepared for an Integrated 
CAS (Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies) which were scheduled to be submitted to the 
March 2021 meetings of Senate and Council for approval. 
 

Council 
 

20/13 RECEIVED: 
 
 The minutes of the Council meetings of 17th June and 21st July 2020. 
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 International Strategy Committee  
 
20/14 RECEIVED: 
 
 An oral report from the DVC Engagement that the International Strategy Committee had agreed 

to set up a number of regional sub-groups which would focus on the core regions for 
international recruitment. 

 
 Learning and Teaching Committee  
 
20/15 RECEIVED: 
 

i) The minutes of the Learning and Teaching Committee (LTC) meetings of 23rd June, 20th and 
27th October 2020. 

ii) An oral report from the PVC Education highlighting the recent important work of the LTC, 
which was detailed in the minutes. This included a) the need for timely feedback from 
students on their experiences of the recently introduced blended learning approach which 
was being achieved via regular Pulse surveys; b) LTC approved the scope of a project, to 
support External Examiner recruitment, induction and report management across the 
University; c) LTC considered and endorsed the draft Degree Outcomes Statement. 

 
 Admissions Steering and Strategy Committee  
 
20/16 RECEIVED: 
 
 The minutes of the Admissions Steering and Strategy Committee (ASSC) meeting of 15th July 

2020.  
 
 The DVC Engagement reported that Universities UK had recently published a report on its Fair 

Admissions Review which identified post-qualifications applications, post-qualifications offers 
(PQO) and post-qualifications decisions, with PQO emerging as the preferred option to be put 
out to further consultation. Any new system would be unlikely to be implemented until the 
2022/23 cycle. 

 
 Research Committee   
 
20/17 RECEIVED: 
 
 The minutes of the Research Committee (RC) meeting of 21st October 2020. 
 
  Schedule of Research Grants and Contracts 
 
20/18 RESOLVED: 
 
 To approve Paper SEN-20-3081-A, the Schedule of Research Grants and Contracts, and that the 

following members of staff be congratulated on attracting substantial awards: 
  

Applicant(s) 
 

College Sponsor 
 

Award Value 
£ 

Wladek Forysiak, Paul Harper EPS Engineering and Physical Sciences 
Research Council (EPSRC) 

978,032.8 

David Webb EPS Ministry of Housing, Communities & 
Local Government 

763,974.6 

Xuming Zhang HLS Medical Research Council (MRC) 474,768 

Mujibur Rahman EPS Engineering and Physical Sciences 
Research Council (EPSRC) 

471,200 
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James Wolffsohn HLS NuVision Biotherapies Ltd 244,000 

Benjamin Clegg, Donato Masi BSS Innovate UK 196,721 

Carolyn Keenan BSS Ministry of Housing, Communities & 
Local Government 

189,668.1 

Jane Waite HLS CEREBRA 187,112.5 

Prasanta Dey, Oscar Rodriguez-
Espindol, Prasanta Dey, Sian Joel 
Edgar 

BSS UKRI 154,016.7 

Timothy Baines, Alinaghi Ziaee 
Bigdeli 

BSS Innovate UK 110,050.8 

 
 Annual Report on Student Complaints 
 
20/19 RECEIVED 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3083-A, the Annual Report on Student Complaints for 2019/20, which included an 

appendix showing the actions taken by the Graduate School in response to recommendations 
from a University Complaints Committee which had considered a complaint from an EPS PhD 
student. 

 
20/20 NOTED: 
 
 The following points raised by Senate members: 
 

• The number of formal complaints submitted to the University remained relatively low. 
Financial compensation had been offered in respect of two specific complaints. Both had 
been referred to the OIA due to dissatisfaction with the outcome within Aston and a 
decision from the OIA was awaited. 

• Senate members asked if figures were available on the number of complaints that were 
considered and addressed via informal processes. The Director of Student and Academic 
Services reported that these figures were not currently collected and collated. 

• Senate members agreed that the level of complaints submitted was not necessarily a good 
lead indicator of student satisfaction levels. The work of the LTC and Colleges in developing 
and using regular pulse surveys and other internal surveys was more likely to provide 
reliable lead indicators of student satisfaction levels.  

• The Students’ Union Officers reported that the SU’s Speak Week aimed to provide a picture 
of how students were feeling about their education and experience. The survey had been 
brought forward to the Autumn term this year due to the Covid-19 situation in order to find 
out how students were feeling about the new blended learning approach. Initial results 
suggested that some students did not feel confident enough to come on to campus with 
the current pandemic to attend “touchpoints”. Some students, who did feel confident and 
booked onto one of these touchpoint sessions indicated that were frustrated that these 
could be cancelled if there were insufficient students in attendance. Additionally, there was 
a mixed response regarding the blended approach, as some students believed they were 
not receiving the approach that was originally promised by the University. When a session 
was asynchronous (recorded) they were not able to ask certain questions when they were 
not familiar with something within the lecture. Others stated that there was ‘too much 
asynchronous’ content and that much of it was repeated in the live sessions.  

• The SU President reported that students generally understood the need to provide a 
blended approach to maintain the health and safety of staff and students. Students in 
residences were much more concerned about the approach being taken by Unite towards 
providing rent refunds to students who wished to return home, and they felt locked into 
contracts. Students had asked if there had been any progress in requesting Unite Students 
to be more lenient with releasing students from their contracts. The University had raised 
the student concerns about being locked into contracts with Unite. 
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• The SU Advice and Representation Centre provided professional advice and support to 
students who felt they had not received an adequate service from the University and 
wished to lodge a complaint. 

 
20/21 RESOLVED: 
 

To endorse for submission to Council the annual report on student complaints for 2019/20.  
ACTION: Secretary and Provost 

 
Annual University Prevent Duty Report to Council 
 

20/22 RESOLVED: 
 
To endorse for submission to Council the Annual University Prevent Duty Annual Report to 
Council for 2019/20 (paper Report (SEN-20-3084-A), which provided: i)  a narrative 
accountability statement that the OfS required Council to sign to show that Council had been 
assured that the University was undertaking its required duties; ii) an updated  University 
Prevent Risk Register and Action Plan addressing any issues identified. Appended to the report 
was the annual Prevent data template to be submitted to the OfS.  

ACTION: Secretary and DVCE Engagement 
 
 Appointment of Emeritus Professors 
 
19/23 RESOLVED (nem con): 
 
 To approve the appointment of Professors Paul Furlong and Stefano Seri from the College of 

Health and Life Sciences; and Professor Sahar Al-Malaika, Mike Wood and Lin Zhang from the 
College of Engineering and Applied Science as Emeritus Professors following their retirement 
from the University. Their appointments were supported by their respective Executive Deans 
and all the candidates met the criteria for appointment set out in Ordinance 1.9. 

ACTION:  Secretary and Provost 
 
 Appointment of External Examiners for Research Degrees 
 
20/24 RESOLVED: 
 
 To approve the Annual Report on the appointment of External Examiners for Research Degrees 

(by institution) 2019/20 in paper SEN-20-3086-A. 
  
 UNIVERSITY STRATEGY 
 
 Vice-Chancellor and Chief Executive’s Report  
 
20/25 RECEIVED: 
 

An oral report from the Vice-Chancellor and Chief Executive and the following points were 
noted: 
 

• As a consequence of excellent work from staff across the University during the Clearing and 
Confirmation process resulting in strong home undergraduate recruitment despite the 
significant challenges faced (including the government’s U turn on centre-assessed grades), 
the University was now in a much stronger financial position than had been anticipated 
when the budget (medium case scenario) had been prepared (also refer to minute 20/48). 

• A high priority had been to fulfil the commitment to existing students to enable them to 
progress or to complete their programme last year, including the implementation of 
alternative student assessments, as traditional examinations could not be conducted on 
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campus, whilst ensuring that the University continued to follow the advice of the OfS and the 
QAA. Examination Boards had taken place and degrees had been awarded to students, giving 
those who had had to miss assessments the opportunity to take them in late August if they 
wished. External examiners and professional bodies had been consulted and had endorsed 
the approach adopted by the University.  

• The Aston Students First Group had developed recruitment and marketing; learning delivery 
and assessment; support; technology; and communications strategies for the 2020/21 entry. 
The Group had been guided by the Critical Incident Response Team (CIRT) on issues relating 
to social distancing, cleaning and best practice in response to the Covid-19 situation. The 
academic and professional services support had worked extremely hard to ensure that the 
move to on-line provision was implement quickly and effectively. The offer to students for 
the autumn term included a quality blended learning offering which included interactive 
lectures and larger group work online, sessions for 20 students or less on campus, together 
with laboratories and clinics, and a series of extra “touchpoints” on campus such as sessions 
at the Learning Development Centre, Careers and Placements, and with personal tutors. An 
additional January intake was offered for PGT students in the BSS and EPS, with a unique 
opportunity to take a CIM diploma in term one before they arrived. Aston Online provision 
increased opportunities for students who could not physically attend the campus (eg if they 
were vulnerable or shielding or they were overseas) to study at a distance. 

• Aston was continuing to effectively manage the safe return to campus and protecting the 
health, safety and well-being of staff and students. The University now produced rolling 
seven-day aggregate statistics on Covid-19 cases which were published on the Aston website. 
The number of active cases of Covid-19 at Aston University had continued to decline steadily 
and remained low. 

• The new academic College structure had been implemented and they had consolidated 
strengths in Business, Health, and Engineering.  

• The new research strategy had been launched with four key themes: Impact; Collaboration; 
Excellence; and Sustainability. Four Aston Research Institutes had been established which 
were now the major focus of investment and research activity. Research grants won had 
increased from £20 million to £30 million in 4 years to 2020. Aston was now very well-placed 
for 2021 REF. 

• The Vice-Chancellor had been asked by Council to review and refresh the Aston Strategic 
Plan in the context of the impact of the pandemic. He was confident with the positioning of 
Aston as a focussed technical University with disciplinary strengths in Health, Engineering 
and Business; and as a University which was pragmatic and applied, and sought to make a 
real impact outside academe, and measured itself on the outcomes that it achieved. Aston’s 
beneficiary orientation continued to be appropriate, including the identification with the 
three beneficiary groupings of students, external organisations, and the region and society. 
Aston was likely to maintain its position as a mid-tariff institution, which excelled at value-
add for its beneficiaries, and retained a strong social purpose. The impact of Covid-19 had 
been to reinforce the major themes of the University Strategy to focus on the needs of 
beneficiaries, and to prioritise investment in the areas of strength. There was a need to 
continue to review the impact of Covid and how this might influence the nature and pace of 
the delivery of aspects of the Strategy, eg increased investment in digital services over the 
development of the estate. There might be new areas of activity that the University should 
now consider.   

• The Vice-Chancellor felt that this had been at the same time one of the worst years (eg in the 
negative impact of Covid-19 on the health and well-being of people, and employment and 
the economy) and one of the best years (eg in the amazing way that colleagues had 
responded positively to the challenges, including to moving rapidly to working effectively on-
line and from home). 
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Student Recruitment 2020 & Financial Implications 
 
20/26 RECEIVED: 
 

Paper SEN-20-3097-A, summarising the outcomes of the latest financial forecast reflecting the 
current position on returning students and new student recruitment. The latest forecast 
suggested a total net intake surplus of £7.5 million versus the budget target (medium case 
scenario). Returning and repeating students were forecast to be £4.6 million better than budget 
due to a change in the mix of returning UG students, rather than an increase in numbers (ie 
more students were entering their final year rather than taking a placement year). Overall, 
there had been a £10.0 million improvement to income versus budget. £3.75 million of this 
would be released to operating budgets to help maintain student: staff ratios and the student 
experience.  It was proposed to make a number of strategic investments to the value of £3.4 
million within the 2020/21 academic year which were aligned to strategic priorities, notably 
increasing capacity in growth areas. The capital plan had been updated to reflect some 
additional small estates projects, increased spending on fire safety and revised phasing. The 
digital capital plan had also been re-phased due to changing priorities. These changes resulted 
in improved cash over the 5-year plan, ending with an additional £6.6 million cash by 2024/25. 
A £5.0 million operating surplus was forecast for the year which would provide some cover 
against additional risks that might arise due to the current environment.   

 
Aston Students First Initiative 

  
20/27 RECEIVED: 
 

Paper SEN-20-3098-A and an oral report from the Provost, which summarised progress with the 
Aston Students First Initiative. This had adopted a holistic life cycle approach to encourage 
students to enrol with Aston, to thrive and to transform their lives. Its aim had been to 
maximise the number of new and returning students enrolled in 2020/21 by being proactive in 
introducing a high-quality student learning and support experience which was flexible in 
meeting the needs of different groups of students and fit for the new future in next year and 
beyond. This had provided a balance between the priority to protect staff and students in the 
ongoing presence of the Covid-19 virus, whilst seeking to provide some “in-person” elements 
for all modules, to meet students wishes and expectations. This had involved a major and 
successful cross-University initiative to redesign modules in this new mode, develop the 
requisite on-line content and small group activities, and address the necessary estates, 
timetabling, and cleaning arrangements.    
 
Phase 1 of the initiative was nearing completion, the remaining work involved maximising the 
January PGT starts; implementing the no detriment policy in relation to assessment and 
exceptional circumstances arrangements; and logging lessons learned and good practice. Phase 
2 was now commencing with a focus on blended assessments and the future of the student 
experience, and embedding the Aston Approach into a Learning and Teaching Strategy. 
Adaptations were being developed and implemented in the light of changing lock down 
arrangements, including personal tutor meetings in Week 7. Attention was being given to the 
provision of appropriate Library services and study spaces (eg to provide space for students to 
leave small rooms in the residences and for those whose home environments were not suitable 
for study); protocols for disruptive behaviour online and on-campus; protocols for 
communication to students from within Colleges; and the commencement of marketing and 
recruitment for 2021/22. 
 

 Issues raised by Student Representatives and the Students’ Union Senate 
 

20/28 RECEIVED: 
 A report from the Students’ Union in paper SEN-20-3099-A, together with a brief oral report 

from the VP Education summarising recent news of the work of the Students’ Union in 
supporting students. 
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20/29 NOTED: 

• Over 500 students had signed up as student representatives which was a positive sign 
demonstrating that students wish to be engaged in providing feedback. 100 representatives 
had engaged positively in the first training session which was conducted on Blackboard 
Collaborate. The Student Voice team and the VP Education were working to create a set of 
resources for student representatives to ensure they remained engaged in the process (eg a 
calendar with all the relevant meeting dates specific to each College; and a student 
representative handbook). 

• 200 students had attended a virtual Union Council meeting. There had been lively discussion 
on a number of issues and motions were voted on. It was the first virtual Union Council and 
clear areas for improvement were identified, such as how voting took place, but feedback 
was very positive overall.  

 
Issues Raised by Academic Assembly Representatives 
 

20/30 RECEIVED: 
 
 An oral report from the Chair of the Academic Assembly (AA). The AA elections had been held 

and a meeting of the AA Steering Committee was scheduled for the next week. AA would be 
contributing to the Senate Effectiveness Review, and the AA Chair would be leading an AA focus 
group to this end. 

 
 Annual Research Strategy Review 
 
20/31 RECEIVED: 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3100-A and a presentation from the PVC Research on the Annual Research 

Strategy Review for 2019/20 and the following points were noted: 
 

• Covid-19 had a major impact on ongoing research activity, especially in laboratory-based 
subjects and especially for PGR students. 

• Notwithstanding these challenges, £30 million research awards had been won, which was 
Aston’s highest ever total. The Vice-Chancellor thanked and congratulated all staff involved 
in this excellent achievement for Aston. 

• University Research Institutes (URIs: AIPT, EBRI, AIFL and ANI [now: AIHN]) accounted for 
one-third of Aston’s awards total 

• Aston was performing strongly in Knowledge Exchange (KE), with KE in its various forms 
accounting for £9.1m awards. Based on 2019/20, Aston had secured its best ever HEIF 
income (£1.6m). 

• REF preparations were progressing well, especially building Aston’s outputs submission and 
developing impact case studies. 

• This was the first full year of Aston’s relaunched Early Career Researcher Network. 

• Aston had been re-accredited under the Vitae framework until 2021. 

• PGR support had been restructured into the enhanced Graduate School, including a new 
Professional Development Advisor for PGRs and ECRs. 

• The new Ethics portal would be launched early in 2020-21. 

• Aston’s research financing system (ARCP), revised bid processes and Active Bid. 
Management would help to increase the sustainability of Aston’s research. 

• There was now common use of Research Institutes, Centres and Groups across Colleges. 

• The end of the Brexit transition period on 31st December 2020 would cause funding issues. 
Even if the UK at some stage were to associate with Horizon Europe, Aston would need to 
reduce its current reliance on EU funding. However, the overall funding picture remained 
positive: 
o  The UK Government remained committed to spending 2.4% of GDP on research, which 

would mean an extra £1.5 billion per annum. 
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o There was a growing imperative not just to allocate this to the South-East (‘Golden 
Triangle’): as part of the ’levelling up’ agenda. 

o There were several new funding schemes: Strength in Places, Shared Prosperity Fund, 
UK ARPA 

o There were some major opportunities for Aston in relation to “Grand Challenges”: AI 
and data, ageing society, clean growth and future mobility 

    Looking ahead, Aston would need to get better at interdisciplinary research 
 

Academic KPIs 
 
20/32 RECEIVED: 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3101-A and an oral report from the Provost on the current status of the five KPIs 

within the Senate’s remit which were a subset drawn from the Council’s 10 beneficiary KPIs to 
measure performance and three financial KPIs, noting: 

 
 KPI 1 – Undergraduate Outcomes - Highly Skilled Employment or Further Study (GOS): Actual – 

81.3% Target – 80% 
 KPI 2 – High Quality Teaching: Satisfaction with “Teaching on my course”: (NSS) Actual – 82.64% 

Target – 89% 
 KPI 3 – Student Satisfaction: (NSS) Actual – 83.37% Target - 89% 
 KPI 4 – Postgraduate Taught Student Experience: “Satisfaction with my course” (PTES) Actual – 

Second Quartile Target – Upper Quartile 
 KPI 5 – Undergraduate Retention and Continuation (HESA T3a) Actual - 95.7% Target – 97%. 
 
 The paper set out the actions planned to achieve or exceed the targets. A proposal was to be 

made to Council that the targets for both KPI 2 and KPI 3 be changed to a target of 2% above the 
sector average for both these KPIs. The sector average for teaching on my course was currently 
83.7% and for student satisfaction 82.6%. 

 
20/33 NOTED: 
 
 Senate members asked if it would be possible to circulate Aston’s PTES results at programme or 

subject level. It was reported that since the student populations were too small, it would not be 
possible to obtain subject or programme level results. 

 
 NSS 2020 Results and College Action Plans 
 
20/34 RECEIVED: 
 
 Paper SEN-20-3102-A setting out the NSS 2020 results and the College actions plans. 
 

Finance and Planning Issues   
 
20/35 RECEIVED:  
 
 A report from the Provost that the University had recently submitted important HESA Staff and 

Student returns. The HESES20 student return and the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) 
return were under preparation. 

 
 UNIVERSITY STRATEGY THEMES 
 
20/36 RECEIVED: 
 
 An oral report from the Vice-Chancellor that in line with the operating methodology agreed by 

the Senate, the membership would next split into four breakout groups to discuss the following 
strategic themes: 
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i) To consider the draft Degree Outcomes Statement and to make a recommendation to 

Senate and Council (paper Statement (paper SEN-20-3103-A) – led by Professor Ruth Ayres, 
PVC Education. 

ii) To Review Covid-Related Regulatory and Assessment Changes and to make a 
recommendation to Senate (paper SEN-20-3104-A) – led by Professor Chris Langley, Chair 
of Regulation Sub-Committee. 

iii) To consider and comment on a revised Student Protection Plan (paper Plan (paper SEN-20-
3105-A) – led by Professor Helen Higson, Provost and DVC Academic 

iv) To review and comment on the PRES 2019 Results and College Action Plans (paper SEN-20-
3106-A) – led by Professor Gertrud Reershemius, Dean of the Graduate School, and Alison 
Birch 

  
 Degree Outcomes Statement 
 
20/37 NOTED: 
 
 That the Breakout Group noted that the Office for Students (OfS) had stipulated a new 

requirement for registered universities to publish a Degree Outcomes Statement (DOS) on their 
website in 2020/21. OfS had issued clear guidelines on what should be included in the DOS. The 
Breakout Group considered the content and presentation of the DOS, and the process by which 
it had been developed. The following points were noted: 

 
• A first draft of the DOS had been developed in 2019/20 and this was scrutinised via the 

University LTC. The advice of the Independent HE Adviser to Council was taken at this 
stage, and, as a result, two further processes were undertaken over the summer. Firstly, 
the Internal Auditors were asked to undertake a developmental audit, and secondly, an 
independent external assessor from another university, was commissioned to undertake a 
review. The document was revised in the light of the internal audit recommendations and 
advice from the external advisor.  The revised draft was sent to and endorsed by both the 
independent assessor and Council’s HE advisor. The version that was submitted for 
discussion at Senate had been discussed by the University LTC and amendments made as a 
result. 

• Following the external input, the team responsible for producing the DOS was satisfied that 
it now covered everything that was required by the OfS, including a description of the work 
undertaken by the University to ensure and enhance academic quality and standards and 
to reduce the risk of grade inflation (ie particularly the potentially unjustified award of first 
and upper second class degrees), and on closing the BAME attainment gap.  

• Members noted that the team producing the DOS had attempted to balance the meeting of 
OfS requirements against the need to make its content appropriate for an external lay 
audience. They asked if the DOS had been subject to pilot testing to ensure that potential 
students, students and other stakeholders would understand its content, and if not 
recommended that this be undertaken prior to publication 

• Members suggested that consideration be given to the inclusion of a statement to the 
effect that a student’s final module grade should not normally be awarded on the basis of a 
single individual’s assessment of all elements. 

• Members suggested that the University should lobby the OfS to adopt more consistent 
definitions of socio-economic and ethnic groupings to be used across the various OfS 
returns. 

 
 On the basis of the external and internal scrutiny undertaken of the proposed DOS, and subject 

to the above comments, the Breakout Group recommended to Senate and Council that DOS was 
now appropriate for publication on the University website. 
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20/38 RESOLVED: 
 
 To recommend to Council that the DOS was now appropriate for publication on the University 

website. 
ACTION:  Provost to submit the Degree Outcomes Statement to Council for approval 
 
 Review of Covid-Related Regulatory and Assessment Changes 
 
20/39 NOTED: 
 
 The Breakout Group discussed whether the COVID-related regulatory and assessment changes 

made in 2019-2020 had maintained academic quality and standards whilst ensuring that no 
students were disadvantaged. Overall, the Group was of the opinion that this had been 
achieved, but there were some key observations: 

 

• There was, especially initially, the tendency for student and staff communications to be 
overly complex. At times, the same overall message made via different channels used 
slightly different terminology, which could introduce an element of confusion. Some 
messages in relation to PSRB requirements had been confusing to students who were not 
on programmes covered by PSRB accreditation. 

• Linked to the first point was the issue that some students misinterpreted some of the 
assessment changes; for example, the automatic removal of lateness penalties was 
interpreted as a movement of the submission deadline. 

• Assessments were adapted well for on-line delivery and the more they moved away from 
simple ‘take-away papers’, the better they seemed to work. 

• A key point was made about the need, especially now that the initial acute phase had 
ended, for definitive decisions which do not change. For example, if we know that 
assessments will be on-line, these can be planned well in advance and time-lines 
established. 

• Some alternative assessments caused additional pressure for some students. For example, 
24 hour ‘take-away papers’, although designed to provide sufficient time for students to 
complete, taking into consideration other commitments, internet connectivity and global 
time zones, were interpreted by some students as requiring additional effort, owing to the 
increased time, and so increasing student assessment pressure. 

• Finally, it was clear that there were some excellent examples of how assessments were 
adapted for on-line delivery and it would be worth capturing and sharing this good 
practice. 

ACTION:  The comments of the breakout group should be referred to the Learning and Teaching 
Committee and Regulation Sub-Committee. Provost and Chair of RSC 

 
 Revised Student Protection Plan 
 
20/40 NOTED: 
 
 That as part of its registration as a University with the Office for Students (OfS), Aston was 

required to develop a Student Protection Plan. This must outline what Aston would do if it were 
unable to run specific programmes, subject area, or even if the whole University had to close. 
The University was required to review this Student Protection Plan annually. In 2019/20 the 
University undertook a review of its governance and as part of this an internal audit was 
undertaken of some key compulsory aspects of registration. The Student Protection Plan was 
part of this audit. The findings of this audit were appended to the paper, which had been used 
to inform the review and revision of the Student Protection Plan this year. A risk assessment of 
the Plan was also included. The Senate Breakout Group was invited to comment on the 
proposals and to make a recommendation to Senate and Council.  

 
 The Breakout Group discussed the following points: 
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• How can we effectively communicate to staff and students? It was agreed that an 
infographic would be the best method. It was further agreed that actually students do not 
need to know all the detail, but that staff did, so that they could advise students. 

• It was agreed that Aston needed to keep things as simple as possible and aligned with the 
Business Continuity plan. 

• The Group noted that the pandemic had allowed Aston to see whether its SPP was fit for 
purpose. 

• The Group agreed that it would be a good idea to link up with local similar universities (as 
was being done), to support each other in difficult times. 

• The Group recommended to Senate and Council that the revised Student Protection Plan 
be approved for submission to OfS. 

 
20/41 RESOLVED: 
 

To recommend to Council that the revised Student Protection Plan be approved for submission 
to the OfS. 

ACTION:  Provost to prepare a final version for approval by Council. 
 
 PRES 2019 Results and College Action Plans 
 
20/42 NOTED: 
 
 That the Breakout Group had been informed that the PRES was held every other year. The PRES 

Results 2019 and College Actions Plans had been considered by the University Research 
Committee. Common themes across schools included research culture, resources and 
organisation. These included; marketing of events, administrative support for postgraduate 
research events (conferences etc), and attracting high profile invited speakers, and 
improvements in the research website.  

 
 The Breakout Group noted the following key points: 
 

• It was possible to identify some quick wins, including the PGR Tutor role and expansion of 
the scheme to allow students to approach a PGR Tutor from a different College. 

• A key issue for all HEIs was the quality of the research environment – linked to this was 
effective communications with students and supervisors 

• The pandemic had affected data collection in the field for a number of PGR students 
across disciplines.  Supervisor support was variable in these circumstances, and it could 
be difficult for students to modify their research plans.   

• Email addresses that used student numbers instead of names were not being recognised 
externally.  PGR student names were felt to be important for such recognition.  The 
Senate previous decision was relayed to the Breakout Group members, namely that PGR 
students should be given the option of alphanumeric email addresses.  

• It was felt that the University could do more to enhance the research environment in 
terms of developing aspects of equipment and culture without necessarily having to 
invest heavily.  HLS had been holding virtual seminars via Zoom which actually attracted 
larger numbers (c40) than when they were held on campus.  The speakers would 
probably have been of interest to colleagues from EPS.  So more effective 
communications and awareness raising of events was needed. The Graduate School 
wanted a portal where all of the information about seminars etc could be made available 
and colleagues could look for events on a specific day.  

• Students were currently invited to seminars in a number of Aston departments. Members 
suggested that there should be an expectation of attendance and students should be 
allowed to present embryonic research. 

ACTION:  The Graduate School would continue to oversee the implementation of the PRES action plans 
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 WHAT COULD WORK BETTER? 
 
20/43 RECEIVED: 
 
 The following suggestions from members 
 

i) Induction for Senate Members 
 
Senate members requested that an induction for Senate members should be arranged – 
this would be particularly helpful for staff new to Aston University and/or to committee 
membership. This should include an overview of University governance, the work of 
Senate and its sub-committees, and the role of committee members. It was suggested 
that a similar induction should be provided for all new members of staff, as part of the 
University induction programme. The use of infographics or videos could be helpful in 
conveying the key information to the wider Aston community. 

ACTION: Secretary and Provost and to arrange an interim induction programme for Senate members, 
pending any induction recommendations from the Senate Effectiveness Review 

 
ii) Senate Papers – Accessibility 

 
Senate members requested that Senate and other committee papers should follow the 
University’s document accessibility guidelines, particularly by using colour sparingly and 
not as the only indicator of meaning. Those with less clear vision or colour-blindness 
found that coloured backgrounds reduced contrast and made a document harder to read. 

ACTION: Secretary and Executive members to ensure that Senate papers are accessible wherever 
possible in future. 

 
iii) Blackboard Maintenance Issues 

 
Senate members expressed frustration that the upgrade of Blackboard Collaborate Ultra 
to provide critical improvements to stability and performance had taken place from 07.00 
-11.00 on Friday 6th November. The guidance from Blackboard was to avoid using 
Collaborate Ultra during this maintenance window, even if the site appeared to be up and 
running because any data created or updated during the maintenance window would be 
lost. This had impacted on scheduled online teaching activities during this period and the 
quality of the student experience. 
 
It was noted that the University had made representations to Blackboard about the 
timing of the maintenance and had been informed by Blackboard that the timing of the 
window had been optimal for the majority of its customers worldwide. Senate members 
suggested that the University should lobby via JISC for such maintenance and upgrading 
work on Blackboard to be undertaken over weekends in future. 

 
 DATE OF NEXT SENATE MEETING 
 
20/44 NOTED: 
 
 That Senate would next meet at 2:00 pm on Wednesday, 10th March 2021.              
 
 JGW/18.11.20 


