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Introduction 
The use of fixed-term contracts (FTCs) has become a widespread employment practice in the 

higher education sector, particularly in relation to contracts for posts such as Demonstrators, 

Teaching Associates (TAs), Teaching Fellows (TFs) and Researcher (PDRAs, Research Fellows, RAs 

etc) who are employed to work projects that are usually fixed-in term and rely on external 

funding. While these contracts may be appropriate in some situations, their overuse and misuse 

have raised significant issues for staff on these contracts who face job insecurity, unfavourable 

treatment, and are blocked from the same protections afforded to fellow staff who have 

permanent contracts. 

  

This report examines the misuse of fixed-term Contracts in higher education, with a specific 

focus on the cases of TAs, TFs and Researchers at Queen Mary University of London. 

  

The report argues that fixed term contracts are currently being misused in the Higher Education 

sector which is leading to poor working conditions and hardship for many staff, as well as 

impacting on teaching and research performance and the workload of permanent staff. It  will 

cover the legal frameworks that govern part-time and/or fixed-term contracts, the ways in 

which staff on fixed term contracts are being treated less favourably than their full-time 

permanent colleagues, and also propose a series of changes and improvements to the 

management of of fixed-term contracts by permanent staff and improvement to the experience 

and working conditions for staff on fixed-term contracts, when they are genuinely justified. 

However this report will also present evidence to show that in many cases where the work is 

ongoing, the use of such contracts in situations is unjustified and leads to inefficiencies, poor 

employment practice, hardship and career stagnation. In these situations outlined below we 

have proposed solutions and ways to replace unnecessary fractional contracts with substantive 

academic contracts that offer meaningful career development opportunities. Above all the 

solutions are aimed to ensure that no detriment is experienced by current or future staff. 

  

What is a Fixed Term Contract? 
A fixed-term contract is supposed to be the appropriate contract for employers to offer when a 

role is required temporarily, for example to cover maternity leave or for projects of a fixed 

duration. In Higher Education fixed term contracts are used for this purpose and also for 

research posts which are generated by research grants that have a fixed duration of funding.  

  



However increasingly many universities, including Queen Mary, are using fixed-term contracts 

beyond their intended use, as a supposedly cheaper and arguably more flexible way to cover 

teaching and administrative and research requirements that are ongoing. 

  

While there has long been a certain amount of fixed term contract misuse in universities, the 

growth in their misuse began in earnest in the early 2000s, when universities saw a huge 

increase in PhD programmes producing qualified academics. HE employers viewed this growth 

as a huge labour surplus of highly qualified academic workers that could be easily exploited by 

creating a system where only a proportion of these workers would ever be offered full time 

academic posts, with a significant research and teaching load left to be covered through casual 

fixed-term and part time hourly paid contracts. 

  

Teaching Associates and Teaching Fellows 
Instead of creating and advertising posts for academic lectureships that include career 

progression, TAs, TFs are generated with a lower grade and often fractional posts. Teaching that 

should be covered through the creation of a permanent academic post that would start at 

approximately £40k pa, are increasingly being replaced by contracts that are fixed-term (often 

fractional) posts that only cover specific teaching duties at a cost to the employer can be as little 

as £4-15k pa. These roles are being offered to academics with the same qualifications as a 

permanent academic staff. Moreover, by placing these posts outside of the academic family in 

2016 during the Assimilation Agreement academics who take up these fixed term fractional 

posts have no means of progressing to permanent academic posts and limited if any 

opportunities for any career development. 

  

Researchers 
There are over 10 different posts that qualify as a research post. Many research posts are 

created as a result of externally funded research projects. Because these contracts are often 

tied to specific research grants it is easy for employers to claim that these contracts need to be 

fixed in term. 

  

The pressure facing researchers at Queen Mary has led to some questionable practices. For 

example, QMUCU have been informed that some research staff who have four or more years of 

continuous service have been told that they can only continue to work at Queen Mary if they 

agree not to assert their right to a permanent contract. The inference is if they do attempt to 

assert their right to permanence, they will be made redundant. 



  

The widespread use of fixed-term contracts in the sector has raised concerns about the 

precarity and insecurity experienced by staff who are required to continually renew their 

contracts without any guarantee of permanent employment. While universities may argue that 

these workers are employed on fixed-term contracts because of the nature of funding (e.g., 

externally funded research grants or fluctuating student numbers), the misuse of fixed-term 

contracts often leads to the exploitation of staff who have been in post for years without any 

offer of permanent employment. 

  

While the rise of the fixed term contract for academic workers has meant some cost savings for 

employers it has also led to unfair working practices, often extreme hardship experienced by 

casualised academics on low pay, a huge amount of extra work required to issue such a large 

number of contracts, significant and regular delays in payment and the issuing of contracts, 

confusion for permanent staff, and a large cohort of what are often referred to as ‘casualised 

staff’ who instead of reasonably expecting a full and varied academic career are more likely to 

be spending years if not decades working on a series of fixed term contracts, often at different 

institutions or different departments, just to make ends meet. 

Methodology 
The methodology for this report includes analysis of the data available to us on the number of 

fixed term contracts at Queen Mary. Where possible we have also included a review of existing 

UK employment legislation, academic literature on fixed-term contracts in higher education, 

and case law where the misuse of fixed-term contracts has been challenged. 

  

What has been missing until now is a clear idea of what it is like to work at Queen Mary on a 

fixed term contract. A cornerstone of this report is a number of case profiles made of staff 

members at QMUL who are or have been on the receiving end of these contracts. This report 

references them as Staff Members A-H. The experiences of casualised staff have not only 

informed our reports of the misuse of fixed-term contracts at QMUL, they are the evidence 

behind our key proposals to resolve this. Our work collecting case profiles is ongoing and we will 

be adding more case profiles from staff on fixed term contracts AND also adding reports from 

staff who are tasked with administering fixed-term contracts as we continue our negotiations. 

  

Data on Fixed Term Contracts 



The use of fixed-term contracts for teaching has been rising year on year at Queen Mary as 

shown in the graph below, except for a drop during Covid. The level of fractionalisation of these 

posts is extreme. As shown in the data for 2022, Queen Mary is employing 1862 people for the 

equivalent of 214 full time posts. Most of these jobs result in salaries of approximately £4-15K 

pa. While some of the post holders are also PhD students receiving stipends, hundreds of staff 

have already received their doctorate and have no other source of income, unless they hold 

more than one contract, at Queen Mary, or another institution. These employment contracts 

are not sufficient to live on. 

  

  

Year 2017/2018     

Role Headcount FTE Mean FTE 

Teaching Associate 559 68.79 0.12 

Teaching Fellow 210 47.49 0.23 

Demonstrator 609 26.87 0.04 

Total 1378 143.15 0.10 

  

Year 2018/2019     

Role Headcount FTE Mean FTE 

Teaching Associate 546 71.25 0.13 

Teaching Fellow 421 94.73 0.23 

Demonstrator 712 27.29 0.04 

Total 1679 193.27 0.12 

  

Year 2019/2020     

Role Headcount FTE Mean FTE 

Teaching Associate 591 79.6 0.13 

Teaching Fellow 489 112.07 0.23 

Demonstrator 654 24.89 0.04 

Total 1734 216.56 0.12 

  

Year 2020/2021     

Role Headcount FTE Mean FTE 

Teaching Associate 553 65.94 0.12 

Teaching Fellow 446 105.08 0.24 

Demonstrator 532 22.99 0.04 



Total 1531 194.01 0.13 

  

Year 2021/2022     

Role Headcount FTE Mean FTE 

Teaching Associate 679 64.42 0.09 

Teaching Fellow 570 121 0.21 

Demonstrator 613 29.34 0.05 

Total 1862 214.76 0.12 

Fixed Term Contracts and Casework 
In a data analysis of 288 cases supported by QMUCU at Queen Mary between Jan 2021 and 

June 2023, around 40 percent involved staff on fixed-term contracts and 20 percent involved 

TAs and TFs or demonstrators. 

  

As part of QMUCU’s analysis we identified the primary and secondary issue in each case. 

Among the top five primary and secondary issues combined across all cases  were contract 

problems (25 percent), pay/salary issues (13 percent) and permanency (10 percent). 15.5 per 

cent of staff across all cases (45 people) identified discrimination and equality as a primary or 

secondary issue. 

  

In this current academic year:​
Of the 129 cases analysed from March 2024-December 2024, 30 percent involved issues of 

continuity, dismissal, contracts, pay or permanency. 

Gaps in Data 
While the above table gives some indication of the level of use of fixed term contracts, we still 

have significant gaps in data - as shown in our FOI request below. Of note though is Queen Mary 

does not have a particularly robust student staff ratio in comparison with other universities who 

are higher up in the League Tables. 

  

According to Data from FoI request, submitted 29/08/24, received 27/09/24 the following 

questions could not be answered: 

  

  

1.​ Of the number provided at (1), please provide me with the details of the number of 

Fixed-Term staff who have been continuously employed (either under single fixed-term 



contract or a series of such contracts) for four years or more and were then re-engaged 

on a fixed-term contract without continuity of employment between the old and the 

new contract(s) being broken. 

  

20. Please note, it has not been possible to identify whether the four-year period was on a 

permanent or fixed-term contract of employment within the appropriate limit. Therefore, this 

number will include people who were on a permanent contract before moving to a fixed-term 

contract. 

  

2.​ Of the number provided at (1), please provide me with the details of the number of 

Fixed-Term staff who have been continuously employed (either under single fixed-term 

contract or a series of such contracts) for four years or more and were then re-engaged 

on a fixed-term contract with alleged continuity of employment between the old and the 

new contract(s) being broken. 

  

Five. Please note, it has not been possible to identify whether the four-year period was on a 

permanent or fixed-term contract of employment within the appropriate limit. Therefore, this 

number may include people who were on a permanent contract before moving to a fixed-term 

contract. 

  

3.​ Of the number provided at (3), please provide me with the most common number of 

months of the alleged break in continuity. 

  

This number has been suppressed using the HESA Rounding Methodology. Averages will not be 

provided when based on a small group of people (7 or fewer). 

NB: this answer states that averages can’t be provided when based on 7 or fewer people - but 

the number given at (3) was 20. 

  

4.​ Of the number provided at (3), please provide me with the number of Fixed-Term staff 

who have an express clause in their contract citing date of commencement of 

continuous employment in 2019. 

  

10. Please note, it has not been possible to confirm the exact wording of each contract within 

the appropriate limit. Instead, this information is sourced from our HR system. 

  

5.​ Of the number provided at (3), please provide me with the number of Fixed-Term staff 

who have an express clause in their contract allowing for incremental pay progression 

year on year. 



  

20. Please note, it has not been possible to confirm the exact wording of each contract within 

the appropriate limit. Instead, this information is sourced from our HR system. 

  

6.​ Of the number provided at (3), please provide me with the number of Fixed-Term staff 

who received any training during the alleged break in continuity before their new 

contracts started. 

  

This information is not held. 

  

Staff/student ratio in each department of the university for academic 2023/24 

  

Level 2 Level 3 Student Staff Ratio 
Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

Economics and Finance 12.8 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

Geography 8.0 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

History 9.7 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

Politics and International 
Relations 

13.6 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

School of Business and 
Management 

16.3 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

School of Law 12.5 

Humanities & Social 
Sciences 

School of the Arts 5.8 

Medicine & Dentistry Barts Cancer Institute 3.9 
Medicine & Dentistry Blizard Institute 6.9 
Medicine & Dentistry Institute of Dentistry 4.5 
Medicine & Dentistry Institute of Health Sciences 

Education 
29.9 

Medicine & Dentistry William Harvey Research 
Institute 

5.7 

Medicine & Dentistry Wolfson Institute of 
Population Health 

4.3 

Science & Engineering Biological & Behavioural 
Sciences 

15.0 

Science & Engineering Electronic Eng and 
Computer Science 

13.9 



Science & Engineering Engineering and Materials 
Science 

17.0 

Science & Engineering Mathematical Sciences 16.4 
Science & Engineering Physical and Chemical 

Sciences 
5.3 

  

  

7.​ Please provide me with the details of the number of Fixed-Term staff who have had their 

contract renewed for the 2024/25 academic year. 

  

It is not possible to provide this information within the appropriate limit. 

  

8.​ Please provide me with the details of the number of PhD students who were issued with 

a contract of employment for the 2023/24 academic year. 

  

It is not possible to provide this information within the appropriate limit. 

  

9.​ Please provide me with the details of the number of PhD students who have been issued 

with a contract of employment for the 2024/25 academic year. 

  

It is not possible to provide this information within the appropriate limit. 

  

Legal Framework for Fixed-Term Contracts 
Under UK employment law, fixed-term contracts are subject to specific legal provisions that aim 

to protect workers from being kept on precarious, short-term employment arrangements 

indefinitely. The most relevant legislation in this regard is the Fixed-Term Employees 

(Prevention of Less Favourable Treatment) Regulations 2002 (often referred to as the 

“Fixed-Term Workers Regulations”), which are designed to ensure that fixed-term employees 

are not treated less favourably than comparable permanent employees. 

Key protections provided under these regulations include: 

1.​ The Right to Equal Treatment: Fixed-term workers are entitled to the same terms and 

conditions as permanent employees doing the same job, unless there is an objective 

reason for different treatment (e.g., project-based work or temporary funding). 

2.​ The Right to Permanency after Four Years: After four years of continuous service on a 

fixed-term contract, the worker automatically acquires the right to be offered a 

permanent contract, unless the employer can justify continued use of a fixed-term 

contract. This is known as the "four-year rule." 



3.​ Objective Justification: Employers can justify the use of fixed-term contracts for certain 

reasons, such as specific funding for research projects or fluctuations in student 

numbers. However, these justifications must be objectively reasonable, and the 

employer must demonstrate that it is not practical to offer permanent employment. 

  

Many workers on fixed-term contracts are also employed on a fractional part-time basis. The 

Part-time Workers (Prevention of Less Favourable Treatment) Regulations 2000 are supposed to 

protect part-time employees from being treated less favorably than full-time employees in the 

same organization. This means that part-time employees should receive the same or similar 

benefits as full-time employees, such as: 

●  ​ Pay 

Part-time employees should receive the same hourly rate and enhanced pay as full-time 

employees. 

●  ​ Holiday entitlement 

Part-time employees should receive pro-rated holiday entitlement. 

●  ​ Benefits 

Part-time employees should have access to the same benefits as full-time employees, such as 

health insurance, staff discounts, and subsidized mortgages. 

●  ​ Sick and maternity pay 

Part-time employees should receive the same contractual sick and maternity pay as full-time 

employees, pro rata. 

  

In theory, employment legislation requires that the burden is on the employer to provide a good 

reason why the employee shouldn’t be deemed a permanent employee, i.e. that the fixed-term 

arrangement serves a specific and business critical purpose. 

  

How QMUL manages its obligations to justify the 
misuse of fixed-term contracts 
While the law is clear that a fixed-term contract is not suitable for work that is ongoing, Queen 

Mary have simply introduced policies that offer a workaround to enable the continued misuse 

of fixed-term contracts. 

  

Business Demand of Fixed-Term Contracts 



At Queen Mary, when contracts are not renewed the most common ‘objective justification used 

for Teaching staff, is that the ‘student or other business demand can be clearly demonstrated as 

particularly uncertain’. For the last 10 years student numbers have only been rising for most 

institutions but more recently, thanks to a falling school roll, imposition of unusually high grades 

at QMUL and restrictions on international student numbers, student numbers are falling to 

some extent. A recent additional justification added in 2024 is that ‘the post is one in which the 

University offers work to a succession of its current students on the grounds that this will offer 

valuable work experience; or support the student during their studies; or is convenient for the 

University.’ 

  

The Student Numbers Argument for Teaching Staff 
For Teaching Associates, universities often justify the use of fixed-term contracts based on the 

fluctuating number of students enrolled in courses. While this may be a valid reason for some 

temporary academic positions, it becomes problematic when it is used as a blanket justification 

for all teaching staff on fixed-term contracts. 

  

The argument that "student numbers go up and down" is not necessarily a sufficient 

justification for keeping staff on fixed-term contracts for extended periods. Given the ongoing 

need for teaching staff in many higher education institutions, the use of fixed-term contracts 

can be seen as a strategy to avoid offering permanent contracts and the associated costs, such 

as pensions and benefits. 

  

The Objective Justification of Externally Funded Research 
One of the primary justifications offered by higher education institutions for using fixed-term 

contracts is the external funding of research projects. Research funding often comes in the form 

of grants that are limited in time and scope, which institutions argue necessitates the use of 

fixed-term contracts. However, this rationale can be questioned on several grounds: 

●  ​ Long-term Continuity of Research Staff: Many research projects are multi-year 

endeavours, and research staff often remain in post for extended periods, even 

when the specific grant is completed. As a result, their roles and responsibilities may 

evolve into positions that are no longer tied to a specific project or grant. 

●  ​ Repeated Use of Fixed-Term Contracts: The continual renewal of fixed-term 

contracts for workers who have been employed for several years on the same or 

similar projects raises concerns about the abuse of fixed-term contracts. In such 

cases, the justification for fixed-term employment becomes increasingly tenuous. 



  

Transferability of Skills and Knowledge: Researchers working on externally funded projects 

often accumulate significant institutional knowledge and experience. Their roles often become 

integral to the continued success of research programs, suggesting that their employment 

should not be limited by the duration of a specific grant. 

  

In the context of research staff on externally funded research projects, the justification for using 

fixed-term contracts often hinges on the nature of the funding itself. Here the objective 

justification offered is that ‘there is no reasonable prospect of funding being renewed or 

becoming available.’ Moreover ‘Where funding has already been renewed, continuing use of 

the fixed-term contract would need to be justified by objective reasons’. While research funding 

is often time limited in scope, it is nevertheless the case that when one project ends, another 

begins. There is no reason why research staff in a specific department working on one project 

can’t be redeployed onto future projects in the same department, provided they fit the job 

description. 

  

Yet despite these supposed objective justifications, overall the work being carried out by 

fixed-term staff continues year in and year out. It is clear from the data below that such 

justifications are not genuinely objective but are merely there to allow universities to cut costs 

by avoiding offering substantive roles and permanency rights to affected staff. 

  

The Right to Permanency 
Despite attempts to justify the misuse of fixed-term contracts, some staff who manage to jump 

through the obstacles and obtain four or more years of continuous service obtain the right to an 

indefinite contract. However further challenges exist for staff even if they successfully claim 

permanency. This is because, as seen in the tables above, most of the fixed-term contracts are 

made up of tiny fractions sometimes less than 0.2FTE. 

  

Because Queen Mary will only allow staff to claim permanency for their existing role, the hours 

are calculated as an average over their years of continuous service. There is currently no 

pathway allowing these staff to move onto the substantive full-time roles they are qualified to 

hold. This has led to the creation of part time fractional teaching and research roles in the 

sector that are permanent but exist outside of the outside of the main academic framework – a 

significant number of staff at Queen Mary are now existing on fractional permanent roles offer 

no career progression, and limit the number of hours worked so there is no chance the member 

of staff can earn enough money to cover their day to day living expenses. If their teaching is 



spread out over the week it is also unlikely that their work will cover their travel expenses and it 

also means they are unable to take on other work on the same day as their teaching duties at 

Queen Mary, even if that is only one or two hours a day. No system exists to ensure that these 

staff can compress their roles into one or a half day. 

  

Breaks in continuity of service 
As mentioned previously, the right to permanency also hinges on continuous service i.e. 

working without a break. Typically work is considered to ‘continue’ if a contract covers two 

semesters a year. This means that when a member of staff enters their fifth year of continuous 

service they can write to their employer to state they consider their role to be permanent. 

Increasingly Queen Mary are now instructing departments to only issue contracts for one 

semester/term in order to avoid any claims to permanency. This has led to a series of unfair 

dismissals, and redundancies of staff who should have had the right to permanency upheld. 

Even if they are not dismissed, it means that these members of staff are condemned to 

continue working on fixed-term contracts despite many years of service to Queen Mary. 

  

Outcomes of the use of Fixed-Term Contracts at 
QMUL 
This report has previously noted some of the issues arising from the misuse of fixed term 

contracts. The following is an overview of the key issues caused by the misuse of  fixed term 

contracts at Queen Mary provided by the members of staff who are on fixed-term contracts. 

This is not an exhaustive list and we will be adding to this list as we continue with our 

negotiations. 

  

Late pay and missed work 
Using fixed term contracts every year for the same role is not what fixed term contracts were 

designed for but at Queen Mary this occurs repeatedly. Without fail, the additional admin of 

this constant re-enrollment leads to staff not receiving their contracts on time and also not 

being paid, on a number of occasions across different departments. For example in  Autumn 

2024, TAs in the School of Geography weren’t paid on their first payday in September, in fact 

they were not paid until late November, with one member of staff not paid until January.  The 

same occurred in the School of Mathematical Sciences in Spring 2024. Also, in Autumn 2024 the 

School of Mathematical Sciences only paid Staff Member A for a whole term’s worth of 



teaching once the term had ended, along with several others. This was only resolved when their 

supervisor intervened on their behalf with HR. It previously took 4 months for the same staff 

member to be paid for 20 hours of marking. Staff Member H has consistently had low income, 

delays in issuing contracts and significant delays in receiving pay. 

  

Contract detriment 
Workers on fixed-term contracts have little to no say in whether their working conditions are 

changed. Staff Member B has had their teaching conditions changed substantially to their 

detriment over the last few years. Their paid prep time was slashed in half after their school 

overpaid on new software, and paid marking was cut completely. This affected all 36 

TAs/Demonstrators in the School of Mathematical Sciences. This year, rather than teaching a 

module in a 50 minute class, they now teach two modules in only a 90 minute window. Staff 

Member C was only offered teaching as unpaid experience, despite teaching being a key part of 

being a researcher and crucial to developing an academic CV. Their line manager is technically 

the grant holder, not within the department, unlike most teaching & research posts. They do all 

the work but are unsupported to develop their own research. 

  

Uncertainty and precarity 
Workers on fixed-term contracts live in uncertainty about wages they rely on to live. Offers of 

work come extremely last minute, and they are unable to plan their terms around it. Several job 

offers come incomplete, and workers have to point out the discrepancies: for example, Staff 

Member D was offered teaching without any prep time in October 2024, and paid prep time 

was only added to their offer when they raised a complaint. Their offered working hours were 

then altered, but the staff members noticed that there were 10 hours missing from their 

contract compared to their teaching offer, which was only made up after they chased this. At no 

point during the term did their contract reflect the hours they were employed to work. This 

affected 4 staff members in the School of Mathematical Sciences. Staff Member E is asked to sit 

on various committees involved in future planning, but due to the precarious nature of their 

work they don’t know if they’ll be here to implement. Staff Member H has had a low income 

  

Permanency and Substantive Roles 
The work carried out by staff on fixed term contracts for the most part continues every year 

with only minor variance. Yet fixed-term contracts are only supposed to be used for a ‘fixed 



term’.   Under regulation 8 of the Fixed-Term Employees (Prevention of Less Favourable 

Treatment) Regulations 2002, employees who have been continuously employed for four years 

or more on a series of successive fixed-term contracts are deemed to become permanent 

employees in their current roles unless the continued use of fixed-term contracts can be 

objectively justified. In 2016 the assimilation agreement aimed to bring Queen Mary in line with 

the national framework agreement. Staff on fixed term contracts were brought into the grade 

and pay spine of the university. Contracts were supposed to be annualised. In order to prevent 

staff accruing the rights to permanency, Queen Mary has consistently undermined this change 

and increasingly departments are being encouraged to only offer shorter one semester 

contracts as this breaks continuous service and therefore staff are less likely to accrue the right 

to permanency. 

  

Staff Member E will have been working as a full-time lecturer for 4 years by the time their 

current fixed-term contract expires, and yet has been given no information on permanency. 

Staff Member C is a Postdoctoral research assistant on a 5 year project, but cannot move to 

Postdoctoral research associate within the period of the contract, which is on a higher spinal 

point/grade. 

  

Staff Member H has been teaching at QMUL since 2011, including as a personal tutor and 

advisor. They have applied to every available lectureship they were qualified for since then, and 

never once shortlisted, nor were they informed about the posts. They held a number of 

overlapping fixed-term contracts at QMUL since then, both research posts and as an Associate 

Lecturer. They have completed their AFHEA and FHEA. They are allowed to submit research 

proposals and when successful they are given a short fixed-term contract, but despite more 

than a dozen successful research funding applications they have not been offered a permanent 

substantive role that recognises their success and expertise. 

  

Contract Delays and Inaccuracies 
With TAs/TFs/Demonstrators on fixed-term contracts at QMUL, they need to be re-enrolled as 

staff twice a year, including Right to Work and visa checks. This has denied students work. For 

example, in October 2024 Staff Member F was given 24-hours notice to accept a teaching offer, 

but was unable to do so due to visa issues. They offered to miss the October payroll, as it would 

be the only way they could get teaching, but this request was denied and they went without 

work that term. This also leads to delays and inaccuracies in the contracts. Staff Member G has 

struggled to have their spinal point updated to the correct level, and had no staff ID card due to 

a late contract. Staff Member H has overlapping fixed-term contracts with no way of checking 



their accuracy, as they are not provided with any breakdown. This has led to significant issues 

related to their tax, working tax credit and other benefits they are technically eligible for 

because of their low income and family responsibilities. Contracts are often issued late and they 

are often put on the wrong grade in their contracts. 

  

Unfair and Unequal Treatment 
Staff Member E is a Lecturer on a fixed-term contract, whose 2 year post has been extended 

another 2 years. Applied for sabbatical, was told university guidelines were “unclear”. Research 

would suffer because they had been teaching continuously for 8 semesters with no research 

leave - this is a disadvantage compared to permanent colleagues. Similarly, there is no clarity 

about maternity leave. They have been blocked from certain admin roles due to impermanency. 

Staff Member H has had low income and failure to pay holiday leave at the of contracts 

(outstanding), as well as general workplace stress. They have had no career development for 14 

years, limited support for research initiatives and limited administrative support overall.  Their 

appraisals have been left empty for many years. 

  

Proposed Changes 

Fixing the Misuse of Fixed Term Contracts at Queen Mary 
We have identified some key changes to the current misuse of fixed term contracts that will 

improve working conditions for staff currently employed on fixed term contracts. These 

improvements will also benefit permanent colleagues who administer these contracts and who 

work alongside fixed term staff carrying out teaching and research. Our proposed changes are 

designed to end the late issuing of contracts, make sure people are paid on time and also 

ensure that the hours offered genuinely reflect the work being carried out. 

  

Further improvements are also proposed to allow staff to maintain their continuity of service, 

and when they do become permanent, allow them to be academics with substantive roles that 

bring them into the academic family allowing them access to the same opportunities for career 

development afforded to their permanent colleagues.  If implemented without detriment these 

changes will place Queen Mary at the forefront of best practice in the HE sector, allowing the 

university to gain in status and reputation, enable Queen Mary to remove the current  less 

favourable treatment of fixed term and part-time staff. And make the university a better place 

to work and study in for all staff and students. 



  

This document is a working document so these changes are not an exhaustive list but will be 

added to as our research and work with casualised staff continues. However to date these 

changes include: 

  

●  ​ The return of teaching staff to the academic family 

●  ​ The reinstatement of annualised contracts to prevent obstacles to obtaining the right 

to permanency 

●  ​ For eligible teaching and research staff entitled to permanency a clear promotion 

pathway through this university (Staff Members A, B, C, G, H). Specifically for 

Researchers to be promoted to Research Fellows etc. And for  Teaching Associates to 

be promoted to Teaching Fellows subject to fulfilling eligibility criteria. And for 

Teaching Fellows to be able to be promoted to Lecturers.  See UCL’s process that 

includes Teaching Fellows (who they have reverted to naming as Associate Lecturers) 

in the academic promotion pathway. A Teaching Fellow can be promoted to a 

Lecturer subject to fulfilling the promotion criteria. A Research Associate/Assistant 

can be promoted to Fellow, Senior Research Fellow, Principal and Professorial. 

 ●  ​ Offers of employment that are consistent, reliable, on-time and correct and take 

into account visa and bureaucratic issues (Staff Member B, D, F, G) 

●  ​ Payment that is on time with a back-up emergency payment system established to 

cover for any delays 

●  ​ A consistent and fair Workload Allocation Model with appropriate hours for 

teaching, marking and preparation time (Staff Member B) 

●  ​ A clear and manageable system across the university that accurately monitors and 

acknowledges the length of continuous service since employment started regardless 

of number of departments worked (Staff Member B, H) 

●  ​ Training for line managers outlining what you are responsible to line manager for, 

and ensuring that time is factored in for staff’s own career development (Staff 

Member C) 

●  ​ Clearly managed and consistent access to the same benefits and support of working 

life the university provides for permanent employees - e.g. put on staff mailing lists, 

training, sabbaticals, moving package (other benefits), flexible working, tier visa - 

skill not global (Staff Member C) 

●  ​ For staff especially those working on more than one contract, a clear breakdown of 

pay for assurance of accuracy (Staff Member D) 

●  ​ More transparency around teaching offers and contracts (Staff Member F, G) 

●  ​ Clearer guidance and support for staff members who are also students clarifying 

roles (Staff Member F) 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/human-resources/policies-advice/academic-careers-framework-and-promotions-processes/academic-promotions-guidance


●  ​ Ending fragmented short contracts and roll all contracts into one substantive role 

(Staff Member H) 

●  ​ Assessing the introduction of a research ‘pool’ allowing researchers who are coming 

to the end of one externally funded project to move to another research project. 

Next Steps 
As mentioned above this is not an exhaustive list and we will continue to engage with our 

members to work together to find solutions. For staff experiencing these contracts it can be so 

confusing and alienating that it is difficult to navigate and understand what improvements could 

be made or are possible. Noted by Staff Member E that resolutions are hard to think about 

during your post. Lack of clarity around university guidelines, inconsistency between policy and 

implementation (for example, the caveat to the SED workload model for fixed-term contracts 

hasn’t been followed), lack of conversations, disparity in local versus university-wide treatment, 

all hard to think about solutions. 

  

We also acknowledge that a lot of the burden of administering fixed term contracts lies with our 

permanent colleagues, both academic and professional services and we need to continue to 

reach out to them for evidence of the issues they are experiencing. 

  

Building a Campaign for Permanent Contracts 
A successful campaign to challenge the misuse of FTCs could involve several key steps: 

  
1.​ Data Collection: QMUCU is gathering data on the prevalence of FTCs within the 

institution and document cases where staff have been employed on fixed-term contracts 

for several years without being offered permanent contracts. 

2.​ Engaging with Affected Staff: QMUCU is engaging with Teaching Associates and 

Research Associates to understand their concerns and mobilize them for collective 

action. This includes organizing meetings, surveys, and consultations to build support for 

the campaign. 

3.​ Legal and Public Advocacy: In addition to legal challenges, UCU needs to advocate for 

policy changes at the institutional and national level. This should include lobbying the 

new Labour government to end the misuse of FTCs in higher education. 

4.​ Solidarity Actions: A strong union campaign will foster solidarity among staff, including 

those on permanent contracts, students, and the wider public. This can help build 

momentum for changes in institutional policy and broader legislative reforms. 

5.​ Submitting a Motion 



6.​ Submitting a Claim 

  
The continued misuse of fixed-term contracts in higher education, particularly for Teaching 

Associates and Teaching Fellows on small fractional hourly paid contracts and Research 

Associates experiencing a series of short-term externally funded projects, presents 

significant challenges for job security and fairness in the sector. While UK employment law 

provides some protections for fixed-term workers, including the right to permanency after 

four years of continuous service, the use of fixed-term contracts remains widespread, often 

without clear or objective justification. 

  

The misuse of fixed term contracts affects all staff and students. Our working conditions are 

student learning conditions. We have to end the misuse of these contracts and improve the 

rights of workers in higher education. 
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