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Gradline

Tracey Duncombe
interviews Grace
Alderson about her
career.

Q How does someone
without A-levels or an
Honours degree end up
as a Pro-Vice-Chancellor
(PVC)?

I left school at 16 
because my sixth form
courses did not work out
and due to issues at
home. I decided to look for 
a career where I could
continue studying whilst
working. I wanted 
to be a scientist and I 
was interested in biochemistry so I became a lab
technician in a local hospital. By studying in the
evenings and on day-release, I got an ONC in medical
laboratory sciences, followed by an HNC in clinical
biochemistry. My next move was to Newcastle
University as a microbiology research technician. I
needed more qualifications in this field and discovered
I could pass the equivalent of a degree by taking
exams to become a member of the Institute of Biology.
This took three years of part-time study and then I was
able to embark on a PhD and part-time teaching, and
eventually Bradford took me on as a lecturer – their
curiosity must have been aroused by my unusual CV!
Looking back to when I was working on my PhD I
thought becoming a university lecturer would be
impossible because of my unusual qualifications.

Q Do you have much time for research and teaching
nowadays?

I still see teaching and research as important in my
professional life. Although my prime responsibilities
are now in strategic and academic management, I
remain committed to systematic microbiology and 
still enjoy communicating some of my passion for the
subject to students. So I still teach a short course to the
final year and also have two research postgraduate
students working in microbial systematics. However
difficult, for me as a PVC, I think that it is important not
to lose contact with colleagues in my department and
the important issues in academic life. And I have 
been invited to contribute a research paper on
Rhodococcus equi to the symposium planned by the
Systematics & Evolution Group at the UEA SGM
meeting in September…

Q Women PVCs are still a rarity today. Do you see
yourself as a role model?

There are so few women PVCs and so few female
microbiology professors that it is inevitable that you

are more ‘visible’ as a
woman who has had
some measure of
success. So it is
unavoidable that you 
will be seen as a role
model for students and
staff. I welcome this
responsibility and try to
act appropriately –
participating in student
events such as ‘Welcome
Week’, Women in Science
and Engineering
seminars, etc. I often
introduce pertinent staff
development activities. 
In my strategic staffing
role I have introduced 

and encouraged mentoring and I act as a mentor for
three senior staff members.

Q As PVC you’re responsible for equal opportunities,
what does that entail?

Well it is definitely about more than simply policing
equal opportunities policy. It is about promoting and
celebrating equality and diversity for staff and
students. As PVC, I have been driving forward strategy,
policy and implementation, playing a pivotal role in
restructuring equal opportunities in the institution so
as to mainstream activities. I chair the new Committee
which is now an important ‘first tier’ joint committee of
Senate and Council. We are starting to embed equality
objectives into our planning and budgeting process. I
have been involved with a Racism Awareness Day that
led to action planning, with supporting ‘Disability
Access Audit’ and incorporating the principles into our
Estates Strategy, as well as initiating a Gender Project
Group. I continue to have both a professional and
personal commitment to lifelong learning and
widening participation and to equality of opportunity 
in its widest context.

Q The new A-levels have come under fire recently due
to the increasing pressure exerted on students, what is
your opinion of the new system?

I believe that the concept of Curriculum 2000 and 
the new style A and AS-levels is good. It is valuable 
to see an increase in subjects to broaden studies at
this level. I am concerned if we are putting real pressure
on students but we know that there are models of such
systems that work well in other countries. Nevertheless
all new systems have some teething troubles and it is
very early days for this one. A review and evaluation
would help inform what the real issues are and any
additional work that is needed to embed the system.
The University of Bradford certainly has incorporated
the new qualifications into its entrance requirements. 
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● If you have any
stories or news for
publication in
Gradline, or if you
would like to see
any topics featured,
please contact
Tracey Duncombe
at pa@sgm.ac.uk
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