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THEY think it’s all over. It’s not now. Thousands of students could fail to graduate this summer, or do so with only provisional degrees, as the lecturers’ boycott of exams, marking and assessment begins to bite, according to findings from an exclusive Education Guardian survey of British universities.

It has the inevitability of watching a car crash in slow motion. When two lecturers’ unions, the Association of University Teachers (AUT) and Natfhe, flexed their muscles in early March over employers’ unwillingness to accept their pay demands, few universities or students appeared that bothered. Quite simply, nobody expected much trouble.

“We’d been down this route before,” says a university insider at a west country university, who asked to remain anonymous. “The union makes demands and threatens all kinds of disruption and then we get together and strike a deal before anyone need do anything drastic. It’s a very British approach to industrial action.”

This year, though, the form book has been ripped up. The AUT and Natfhe appear to have got fed up with what they see as repeatedly broken promises by the Universities and Colleges Employers’ Association (Ucea) to make good the real-term decline in lecturers’ pay, and with vice-chancellors getting the bumper pay deals universities were saying they could not afford to offer other members of staff. They want universities to stick to assurances made when top-up fees legislation was introduced, when a hefty proportion of the new income was pledged to fund academic salaries. Last week, the unions turned down a “final offer” from Ucea of 12.6 per cent over three years — they want 23 per cent.

So, as March turned to April turned to May, the universities have looked on in increasing disbelief as AUT and Natfhe have rejected deals offered by Ucea, still somehow expecting — or rather clinging to the hope — that the situation would be miraculously resolved by the time the exam season kicked in.

That moment has now passed and the EducationGuardian survey reveals widespread chaos, with institutions forced to make up contingency plans on the hoof. Replies were received from 63 institutions.

As one university spokesperson put it: “We hope we can keep the disruption to a minimum, but it would be very foolish for us to base all our decisions on that assumption. Support for industrial action appears to be hardening and the simple fact is that we just don’t know how many members of our staff intend to take action — we sent a survey to all AUT members asking them their intentions, and we got very few replies, so department heads are now asking their staff individually.

“But even then we probably won’t know just how good or bad the situation will be until the exams have taken place and the papers come back marked or unmarked.”

Some universities, including Bradford, Birmingham and Northumbria, are now threatening to dock pay from lecturers who refuse to take part in the exam and assessment process. This is likely to have two effects — neither of them particularly helpful to students. It will make it even less likely that academics will inform their department head of their intentions not to mark, and harden the resolve of those who might have been considering backing down. Natfhe members at Northumbria are already proposing to vote for “all-out, continuous strike action”.

In a few universities, such as Oxford and Imperial College, London, where union membership among academic staff is non-existent or negligible, there will be little to no disruption, with exams, assessment and graduation taking place as normal. Elsewhere, the picture is more complicated, with many universities expecting the greatest disruption to take place in subjects such as history, sociology and education, where academic staff tend to be the most unionised.

Liverpool University has already cancelled 20 exams, though it hopes this figure will not increase. Aberystwyth has cancelled 17 due to take place this week. Nottingham University is advising students to check its website, which will be updated each day, with candidates being notified of any cancellations two days in advance. Most universities, though, believe all or most exams will take place as scheduled, and have made contingency plans by hiring external invigilators.

The biggest impact of the industrial action — felt by virtually all universities — could be to leave many students with no idea of what grades they have achieved or, in some cases, whether they have even graduated. At many universities, coursework has remained unmarked since March, so students will not have a clear picture of what marks they need to gain in their exams to reach the required grade. What’s more, they will be unlikely to get their exam marks within the usual timeframe to confirm degree classifications.

Where possible, universities are trying to prioritise final exams. But this has a knock-on effect on some courses, where a certain standard of assessed coursework or exam pass is required to be met before moving on to the second or third years, students may not be aware if they have the right grades to come back in the autumn.

Most universities appear to accept that some students will be unable to graduate as usual, and are desperately hunting for alternative options to reassure students (and parents who may have already forked out large sums of money to attend graduation ceremonies). Durham University says: “If the dispute runs on and results are not available at the normal time, we shall hold our ceremonies in the cathedral scheduled for the end of June, but use them to celebrate achievement, rather than to confer degrees.”

The responsibility for the award of degrees lies with higher education institutions themselves, which have autonomous powers. The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has no power to approve or not approve an institution’s decision to alter the way it decides to confer its degrees. Unsurprisingly, there was more than a hint of desperation in the statement issued last Friday by the QAA: “Before deciding on any particular course of action in respect of the current difficulties, institutions will be expected by QAA to take into full account both the interests of students and the need to protect academic standards.”

But universities have been forced to come up with a variety of contingency plans — some based on invoking existing ordinances — ranging from allowing students to graduate but deferring the award of an actual grade until a later date, to allowing students to be granted a full degree based on their work so far. In some cases, students will be offered the chance to graduate this summer before their marks are in, with the proviso that when their papers are formally marked, their grades can be boosted if necessary. Others, such as City University, insist: “We will not compromise the integrity of the assessment process by basing decisions on partial evidence.”

The fallout may well continue for a great deal longer. Students themselves are now split over the support offered by the National Union of Students Nus) for the lecturers’ pay claim, though the Nus has now called on staff to abandon their marking boycott. While still behind their pay claim, many individual student unions have lost patience with the tactics employed and the effect the action is having. Some vice-chancellors are privately admitting they are terrified of students taking legal action against their universities for breach of contract.

A number of universities are now trying to break the national boycott by implementing their own local pay deals. St Andrews, Dundee and Aberdeen have all taken steps towards local deals, based on the Ucea offer of 12.6 per cent, and some time back, Huddersfield became the first English university to plan something similar. “As there appears to be no solution to the national dispute,” said the vice-chancellor, Professor John Tarrant, “we believe there is an obligation on us to do everything we reasonably can to bring the dispute at Huddersfield to an end, in the interests of students and staff.”

An additional threat now that degrees awarded in 2006 will lack credibility because of the way they were awarded is one that is being taken seriously by students and universities alike. Oxford Brookes is one of those attempting to reassure students that their job prospects are still rosy: “If we are not able to determine your overall result by the normal date, we will provide you with a complete transcript of your results as we have them, and a letter to any prospective employer explaining the situation. As this is a national dispute, there are likely to be significant numbers of students across the UK in a similar position. Employers’ organisations have indicated that they would expect students to be treated sympathetically.”

Employers, however, are not known for their sympathy towards what they might see as a slip in standards. As Gillian Howie, a lecturer from the University of Liverpool, said that there is a danger that employers will view degrees awarded this year with suspicion. “Students are going to be asked if they graduated in 2006,” she said. This is everyone’s worst fear. — Dawn/Guardian News Service

