
 
Minutes of meeting 

 

 

   
 
Meeting:   CONVOCATION 
    Fifty-second Annual Meeting 
 
Date and Time:   15 June 2020 at 11.00am  
 
Place:    Digital meeting 

 
Present: 

Roger Whorrod  Pro-Chancellor, in the Chair 
Professor Ian White  Vice-Chancellor and President 
Professor Jeremy Bradshaw Pro-Vice-Chancellor (International and Doctoral) 
Pamela Chesters Chair of Council 
John Preston Treasurer 

 
And 94 other members of Convocation. 
 

In Attendance: 
Molly Southwood Director of Development & Alumni Relations 
Emily Commander Secretary 
Karen Gleave Administrator 
Charlotte Murphy Administrator 

 
 
 

  ACTION 

1. 
 

WELCOME AND OPENING REMARKS 
 

 

 The Chair, Mr Whorrod, welcomed members to the fifty-second annual meeting of 
Convocation and observed that the digital format had allowed many more people to 
attend than previously. He noted that he, too, was an alumnus, having graduated with a 
degree in 1966 in electrical engineering. 
 
The Chair explained the etiquette for a digital meeting of a significant size. 
 

 

2. MINUTES 
 

 

 The minutes of the fifty-first meeting of Convocation held on 12 June 2019 (Paper 
CN19/20-01) were approved as a correct record of the proceedings. 
 

 

3. 
 

MATTERS ARISING 
 

 

 There were no matters arising. 
 

 

4. REPORT FROM THE VICE-CHANCELLOR 
 

 

 The Vice-Chancellor and President, Professor Ian White, provided an update on the work 
of the University in 2019/20 and the development of a new University Strategy. 
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He thanked the alumni for attending in such significant numbers, and registered his thanks 
to the Chair of Council, the Treasurer and Council members for their support and advice 
during a year of considerable change. He also offered his congratulations to Roger 
Whorrod, who had recently been elected by Court to serve a further one-year term as Pro-
Chancellor, and to Ruth Foreman and Jason Gardener, both of whom had been newly 
elected as Pro-Chancellors for three-year terms. 
 
Bath continued to perform well in University rankings. It had maintained its sixth position 
in the Guardian UK league table, and, at ninth, was in the top ten universities in the 
Complete University Guide. It performed very well in some subjects at international level: 
it was 11th in the world for sports, and 46th for social and political sciences. In the coming 
years, the University would continue to focus on its performance in international rankings. 
 
Student satisfaction was very important to the University, which was fortunate to have 
such outstanding students. Bath’s completion rate was ranked third in the UK after 
Oxbridge. The Vice-Chancellor was delighted to announce that, in the latest National 
Student Survey results, published earlier that day, the University of Bath had moved up 
from 17th place to joint seventh place. Given the different fee regimes, Scottish universities 
tended to score more highly in the Survey: if they were discounted, Bath came in joint 
second in England, after Loughborough. 
 
It had been a very tough academic year, with strike action and coronavirus presenting 
significant challenges. To have scored so well on student satisfaction at such a time was a 
tribute to the excellent staff, who had all worked extremely hard to achieve such a positive 
result. 
 
The future remained uncertain, as it was for other institutions, but the Vice-Chancellor 
was pleased to note that application numbers remained strong: undergraduate 
admissions were on target to increase by 8% from the previous year, and postgraduate 
admissions by 25%. However, these numbers were fragile, and it was difficult to make firm 
predictions. 
 
The University had expanded its online offering considerably, providing courses in Wiley. 
Bath also led the Institute for Coding, which had more than 0.5 million learners. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor paid tribute to the students who were at the heart of the University, 
and who had won national and international prizes and accolades, from presenting their 
work in Parliament to developing new award-winning techniques for private companies. 
 
The academic staff had also won a number of new prizes and fellowships. The Vice-
Chancellor singled out in particular Professor Saiful Islam who had won the 2020 American 
Chemical Society Henry H Storch Award in Energy Chemistry, and Professor Cathryn 
Mitchell who had won the 2019 Edward Appleton Medal and Prize and the Royal 
Astronomical Society’s Chapman Medal. A series of significant research grants had also 
been awarded, including for the Centre for the Analysis of Motion Entertainment Research 
and Applications (CAMERA). 
 
The University community had been active in thinking about the climate crisis, developing 
a Climate Action Framework and declaring a climate emergency under which it set out 
goals that the University believed it could work towards in clear ways, including a target 
for a zero carbon campus, including class three emissions such as personal behaviour and 
transport. This was already having an impact on policy, in the construction of new 
buildings and repositioning of energy sources. 
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The University also believed it could make a global contribution to climate action, both by 
working locally to share best practice and by means of its major achievements in research, 
such as recent work to improve diesel engine performance through software updates, 
which was predicted to make in-year recurrent savings of two million tonnes per annum. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor set out the University’s ambition to continue to build global excellent 
by being locally pertinent and relevant, for example through work to support elderly 
people within the communities with initiatives such as inter-generational living and 
measures to combat loneliness. 
 
The 2019/20 academic year had, arguably presented the greatest challenges in the 
University’s history. Coronavirus had obviously played a major role in that, bringing up 
issues of health and safety, fear and financial sustainability. The University’s approach had 
been to ensure the health, safety and wellbeing of students and staff; making the student 
experience as good as it possibly could be, both on and off campus; and facilitating the 
continuation of all other activities as far as was possible within government guidelines. 
 
Many students had returned home when the UK went into lockdown, with many overseas 
students leaving before then. The University had endeavoured to provide them with the 
best possible support. It had moved at pace to deliver learning, teaching and assessment 
online. Within the first 48 hours, students had watched 5,000 hours of lectures online. 
Over 30,000 pieces of work had been submitted for assessment during the six-week 
assessment period. The student satisfaction rate at the end of that period was comparable 
to levels before the lockdown. 
 
Some students had remained on campus for a variety of reasons including travel 
restrictions and vulnerability. The University had taken rapid action to provide these 
students with support, for example by providing three free meals per day. This had 
generated strong recognition, even at an international level. The Students’ Union had 
been outstanding in developing initiatives to support students. A lesson on the need for 
clear, frequent communication had been learned the hard way: it was easy to focus, for 
example, on students on campus or online, but staff working at home needed additional 
support, too. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor noted that the University was beginning to scale up laboratory-based 
research activities, with more than 60 laboratories now up and running. Library facilities 
were gradually opening up more, although the space had never entirely shut down, 
allowing students to access computers and printers. 
 
Attention was very much focused on preparations for the coming academic year, including 
by preparing accommodation in new ways to take account of social distancing, and 
working on the possibilities for public transport. An adapted curriculum was being 
developed, which would be called the Bath Blend. Larger lectures would continue to be 
taught online for reasons of social-distancing but there would be a strong focus on small-
group teaching and student-centred learning, which students had emphasised as being of 
critical importance to them. The University was also exploring ways to enrich lectures, for 
example by finishing early for group discussion, or an opinion from an expert located 
elsewhere in the world.  
 
The University had contributed expertise and resources to tackling the coronavirus crisis 
within the community. The Faculty of Engineering and Design had contributed more than 
100,000 items of personal protective equipment to the local NHS trust and more widely. 
It was grateful for donations in cash and kind that had enabled this work to go ahead. 



  

Page 4 of 6 
 

Vacated student rooms had been made available to NHS workers. Research was being 
applied in new ways, for example, a photonics group was using an advanced sensor to 
detect damage caused to the lungs by the virus. The University was also playing a key role 
in economic recovery bodies, both locally and regionally. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor noted that, in many ways, coronavirus had enabled organisations to 
accelerate change that would previously have been unthinkable. In Bath, it had acted to 
confirm the University’s direction of travel and provided increased focus and impetus to 
achieving strategic goals that had already been identified. 
 
The Our University, Our Future project earlier in the academic year had enabled the 
University community to think about the future. It had taken account of over 3,000 pieces 
of feedback provided across a whole series of media and events. The outputs showed that 
students really did understand the importance of Bath being a respected University with 
quality research and teaching and strong evidence on employability. This underlined the 
importance of the blended approach. Staff prioritised building a community of 
outstanding people, and staying relevant by tackling key global issues, both of which 
underlines the key ethos of the organisation. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor recorded his thanks to all the alumni who had contributed to the Our 
University, Our Future exercise. More than 3,000 response had been received from them 
in a very short period of time. The two big messages were just how important their 
education at Bath had been to them in their later roles, and how important placements 
were. Placements continued to be a real highlight at the University, with over 70% of 
students taking part. The alumni survey emphasised the fact that Bath students were well-
taught, well-qualified, well-experienced, well-rounded and well-grounded. These five 
characteristics of a Bath graduate were a major factor in their demonstrable employability 
and underscored the continued distinctiveness and relevance of the education at Bath. 
 
The University would need to emphasise strategy more than it had done in the past in 
order to navigate a challenging national and global environment. As a small example of 
this, the capping of student fees meant that each year Bath had £3 million less for its 
teaching, which quickly had an impact as this accumulated year-on-year. 
 
The Vice-Chancellor paid tribute to all those members of the community who had died in 
the past year, noting their contribution to the life of the University. 
 
He thanked the staff, students and alumni who had engaged to help the University come 
through a very challenging period. 
 
The Chair took questions from members of Convocation, as follows: 
 

1) Are the placements linked to the research and development work of the 
University? (Many small companies have little in the way of research and 
development). [Colin Gamble] 
 
The Vice-Chancellor noted that some placements were linked to the research and 
development work of the University. Many students regarded placements as an 
integral part of their course, and a form of career development, allowing them to 
think through what they would do in their futures. The University would continue, 
therefore, to welcome placements both from companies with a research interest 
and from those with a more general interest. 
 

2) I'm really enthused by the university's commitment to climate action. My question 
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would be, how can the alumni community contribute to this? Personally, I have 
recently been working towards a more collaborative approach between industry 
and the university, sharing best practices etc. [David Starley] 
 
The Vice-Chancellor said that the University wanted to work on how alumni could 
best contribute. It was hoping to find improved ways to share all its research 
activities with alumni, but particularly those linked to climate. A series of 
committees had been established as part of the Climate Action Framework and 
these would begin to communicate as their work was rolled out. He hoped that 
there would be a number of activities and debates open to alumni, and their 
expertise would be greatly welcomed. 
 

3) Looking at the achievements and league tables-congratulations, excellent results; 
what are the key strategies or policies that most contributed to that? [Paul W] 
 
The Vice-Chancellor stated that this varied from league table to league table. 
Rankings undoubtedly depended on the quality of the student intake, which was 
extremely high at Bath. The University needed to continue to attract the best 
students, recruiting as widely as it could, a goal that would be supported by the 
excellent work being done on widening participation. Quality courses were 
required with real relevance, and the interaction between students and staff was 
key. Bath was at a disadvantage in research terms in terms of scale and 
recognition, but work was underway to promote its excellent work at an 
international level to help improve its position. 

 
The Chair thanked the Vice-Chancellor for his report and thanked everyone for their 
questions and noted that those questions for which there had been insufficient time to 
answer would be answered in writing after the meeting. 
 

5. REPORT FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF DEVELOPMENT AND ALUMNI RELATIONS  
 

 

 The Deputy Director & Head of Alumni Engagement, Molly Southwood, provided an oral 
report on the work of the Department for Development and Alumni Relations in 2019/20. 
 
The 2019/20 academic year had been a very different year for the department as well as 
for alumni. Nonetheless work had continued to ensure a strong connection with Bath’s 
118,000 alumni living in 171 countries. A further cohort of 3,700 would join with the class 
of 2020, and work was underway to offer this group an enhanced package of support. 
 
At the start of the year there had been a number of successful events, including Get 
Connected and the first ever Black Student Alumni event. Since March, 20 events had been 
hosted online with over 1,000 participants in total. 
 
The University’s online mentoring platform, Bath Connection, had 5,000 users, including 
1,500 mentors and all the alumni present were encouraged to sign up. 
 
The next annual edition of BA2 magazine would be out shortly and would feature, amongst 
other things, a section on the Climate Action Framework and a discussion piece on the 
BAME attainment gap. 
 
Fundraising remained a key part of the Department’s activities, and £2.5 million had been 
raised that year, including £45,000 to support student hardship and donations for the 
manufacture of PPE. Gold scholars remained a key focus and provided invaluable 
assistance to students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
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The department hoped to restart face-to-face activities in 2021. 

   

6. APPOINTMENTS TO COURT 
 

 

 In view of the need for consistency at a time of considerable change and uncertainty, 
Convocation agreed to re-appoint Mr Derek Brewer, Mr Graham Dennis and Mr Trevor 
Elworthy as its three representatives on the University Court for the period from 1 August 
2020 to 31 July 2023. 
 

 

7. ANY OTHER BUSINESS  

 

 

 The Chair invited members of Convocation to provide feedback on the digital meeting to 
strategic-governance@bath.ac.uk. 
 

 

8. DATE OF NEXT MEETING 
 
To be confirmed.    

 

 
The meeting concluded at 11.55am. 
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