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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

3 December 2014 
 

A meeting of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee was held at 9.15 am on Wednesday 
3 December 2014 in Palatine Centre, room D/PC005.    
 
Present: Professor T. Clark (Chair), Mr A. Rennie, Professor G. Love, Dr A. Millard, Miss L. 
Spanner and Miss A. Bird (Secretary).  
 
Apologies: Dr G. Campling and Dr J. Wright.  
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
19. Annual Report on Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Degree Classification 

 
Considered: the annual report on undergraduate and integrated master’s degree 
classification; 

Document QSSC/14/24 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the report highlighted a decline in achievement of good honours degrees in 

Physics. Whilst External Examiner reports consistently indicated that the 
programme was in line with comparable institutions, the committee felt that, where 
possible, there would be value in investigating the trends at other institutions;  

 
(b) that it was important to recognise the sensitivity in comparing programmes and 

assessments across departments and, in particular, faculties. The committee noted 
that the nature of the assessments in science-based subjects were typically very 
different to those in the arts and humanities;  
 

(c) that there were similarities in some subjects that might lend themselves to inter-
disciplinary comparison via additional internal moderation. For instance, the 
committee noted that there would be value in considering whether colleagues in 
Maths could moderate comparable assessments in Physics to ascertain 
comparability;   

 
(d) that whilst the data was useful, the committee felt that there would be value in 

analysing the data at a module level in future. The Strategic Planning Office (SPO) 
should be asked to present future iterations of this data as box plots in order to 
support the discussions at Faculty Education Committees and QSSC in the future. 
The report could usefully include the raw data and tests for statistical significance;  

 
(e) that the report indicated that the gap in attainment between overseas students and 

home students remained. However,  the report provided more granular detail which 
indicated that the issue was potentially more  complex than a simple distinction 
between home and overseas students,  as certain nationalities were more likely to 
receive a ‘good honours degree’ than others. The committee felt that it would be 
useful to investigate this further;  
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(f) that it was unclear from the report what subjects overseas students were studying 
and that it would be helpful to establish if the programme studied had an impact on 
the attainment gap;  
 

(g) that, whilst the report had highlighted the difference between home and overseas 
students, work was being undertaken in this area. The International Office had 
developed a Learning Support Programme, and the University had completed 
follow up work to implement the principles for Diversity in the Curriculum had been 
adopted. There were also a number of activities being undertaken in the area of 
induction and transition to and within higher education at the University, such as 
the annual review of departmental and college induction, as well as the inclusion of 
induction as a key theme in the Education Strategy 2015-20. Individual 
departmental strategies also focused on supporting international students through 
their studies. However, the committee noted that the impact of these activities 
would not been seen immediately, in that those activities introduced at that start of 
this academic year would impact students graduating in or after 2016/17;   

 
(h) that the relationship between overseas students and good honours degrees was 

complex and multifaceted and that further work should be undertaken in order to 
disaggregate the data;    

 
Agreed:  

 
(a)  that, for future reports, further analysis should be undertaken by the Strategic 

Planning Office as indicated under Noted (d), (e) and (f). In addition, there would 
be value in exploring whether there would be capacity within SPO to undertake 
further analysis of this data;  

Action: TP 
 

(b)  that the FECs (Undergraduate) should consider the report and identify any areas of 
concern at faculty and departmental level, and provide assurances to QSSC that 
these have been followed up where appropriate;  

Action: FEC Secretaries 
 

(c)  that further consideration should be given to piloting a comparative assessment 
and marking exercise across subjects.  

Action: AR 
  

20. Concessions and Appeals 
 
Considered:  
 
(a) the annual report on undergraduate and integrated master’s concessions and 

appeals; 
Document QSSC/14/25 

 
(b) proposals to create music and theatre concessions;  

Document QSSC/14/26 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that whilst the total number of concessions had increased, the majority of these 
were permitted on personal or medical grounds and thus were considered as an 
important mechanism for supporting students, and not as a matter of concern;  

 
(b) that the report would be considered by the FECs (Undergraduate), which would be 

asked to identify any areas of concern at faculty and departmental level, and follow 
these up as appropriate;  
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(c) that the high proportion of concessions in the Natural Sciences programmes was 

due to the structure of the programme. The majority of the concessions in Natural 
Sciences were to permit students to take modules despite having not studied a pre-
requisite module (typically such students would have previously completed a 
module(s) comparable to the stated pre-requisite(s), and would therefore be 
adequately prepared for the chosen module), though concessions had also been 
sought to permit students to take modules outside the regulations; 

 
(d) that the committee had considered the request for an exemption to the University’s 

adjacent rule arising from the Natural Sciences Departmental Review. The 
committee had recommended that Education Committee should not approve the 
proposal and that individual student cases should be dealt with by concession 
instead. The committee noted that if this recommendation was approved by 
Education Committee, it was likely that concessions in Natural Sciences would 
increase;  

 
(e) that the University would be conducting a review of concessions;  

 
(f) that all three faculties had recorded a decrease in the number of appeals and that 

this had resulted in an overall decrease in appeals across the University. The 
committee noted that departments would be asked to provide assurances on how 
appeals against the ‘decision not reasonable’ indicator would be addressed and 
monitored in the future to ensure that their practices remain robust; 

 
(g) that whilst QSSC had previously noted that it would be useful to get a sense as to 

whether faculty appeals generated Senate-level appeals, there was no direct link 
between senate-level appeal information and  faculty-level information held within 
Banner. Consideration would be given to aligning the two record management 
systems in the future, as part of the ongoing review of the appeals process;  
 

(h) that the proposal for music and theatre concessions would permit students taking 
part in major regional, national or international event or those who take a lead role 
in major University productions to be granted concessions;  

 
(i) that the comparable policy for sporting concessions did not permit students who 

were engaged in intercollegiate sport to be granted a concession. It was unclear 
from the proposed policy on music and theatre concessions what would be 
categorised as a ‘University production’. The committee felt that it would be useful 
to include reference to, and a definition of, ‘professional University productions’ in 
order to better support colleagues when making concessions decisions;  

 
(j) that the University had a commitment to support the development of graduate skills 

through opportunities outside of a student’s formal learning environment, 
particularly though sport, culture and community engagement. The committee was 
broadly supportive of the music and theatre concessions policy as it would help 
underpin the expansion in music- and theatre-related opportunities for students;   

 
(k) that whilst there might be other activities or opportunities available to students that 

could be considered a valid concession, such as standing in Durham Students’ 
Union election or attending a job interview, such activities were too varied to 
capture under one similar policy and that these should be considered at the 
discretion of the department, as currently permitted within the Learning and 
Teaching Handbook;   

 
 Agreed:  
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(a) the annual report on Concessions and Appeals should be submitted to the 
January FECs (Undergraduate) for consideration, and to provide assurances to 
QSSC where indicated in the report;  

Action: FEC Secretaries 
 
(b) that the committee’s comments should be shared with the Dean of Experience 

Durham, and a revised proposal should be submitted to Education Committee for 
consideration. 

Action: AB/PW 
 
21. Accredited Provision 

 
Considered: the annual update on accredited provision (including the updated Register 
of Accredited Provision); 

                                                        Document QSSC/14/27 
 
Noted:  
 
(a) that the Academic Support Office supported departments undertaking the 

accreditation process. Relevant staff in ASO were in contact with those 
departments seeking accreditation or re-accreditation in 2014-15; 
 

(b) that all but two accreditations reports received by QSSC in 2013/14 were of a 
nature that follow up was minimal or not necessary by the School or Department. 
However, the inclusion of a summary of the status of accreditations and follow-up 
activity within the Annual Report of Accredited Provision was useful nonetheless, 
and should be formally incorporated into the report from this point onwards;  
 

(c) that the EQUIS re-accreditation had only been recommended for three years rather 
than a possible five years, and that the re-accreditation report had discussed 
concerns and recommendations which had been raised in the previous EQUIS 
report. Triple accreditation status, which only a small number of business schools 
worldwide held, was important to the School, and any potential loss of that status 
represented a significant risk to the School and the University; 
  

(d) that the accreditation visit for the Health and Care Professions Council in the 
School of Applied Social Sciences had taken place earlier in the Michaelmas Term 
and the report would be considered y QSSC in due course. The committee noted 
that accreditation in this area was essential for students to register as approved 
social workers; 

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that an update on the Business Schools progress in addressing the concerns and 

recommendations from the EQUIS re-accreditation report should be requested and 
considered at a subsequent meeting of QSSC;  

 Action: ECHu 
 

(b) an annual statement confirming the status of outstanding actions from accreditation 
processes and reports should be considered by QSSC as part of the annual Report 
on Accredited Provision;  

Action: AR 
 

(c) that the Register should be published in the Learning and Teaching Handbook;  
Action: AB 

 
(d) that FECs should be asked to consider the register, and to check whether any 

programmes or areas of accreditation had been omitted from the Register.  
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Action: FEC Secretaries 
 
22. Pre-Sessional Provision 

 
Considered:  
 
(a) a proposal to amend L&TH guidance to stipulate distinct entry points for 

programmes (with/without 4 week pre-sessional provision); 
Document QSSC/14/28a 

 
(b) a proposal to amend core regulations to integrate current pre-sessional provision 

within main academic programmes of study;  
 

Document QSSC/14/28b 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that, currently, the 4 week pre-session programme offer could only be made in 

conjunction with unconditional offers for main programmes of study. However, 
Departments and Schools had requested to use the 4 week pre-sessional course 
as an entry condition for main programmes; 
 

(b) that, currently, as the 4 week pre-sessional programme and the main degree 
programmes were treated as separate admissions points, students who undertook 
the pre-sessional programme applied for two separate visas and two separate 
CAS;  

 
(c) that the UKVI does permit institutions to issue a single CAS covering pre-sessional 

and main degree programmes for those students with IELTS qualifications of less 
than 5.5. As the University requires IELTs of more than 5.5, Durham was not 
eligible to issue a single CAS to students under these circumstances; 

 
Noted:  
 
(a) that, under the proposal, students would be permitted to undertake the 4 week pre-

sessional course if they did not meet the entry requirements for the main degree 
programme. Satisfactory completion of the 4 week pre-sessional would become 
necessary for progression to the main degree course;  
 

(b) that integrating the pre-sessional programme as a formal entry point for any 
undergraduate or postgraduate programme, with the successful completion of the 
pre-session course as a progression point, would remove the requirement for two 
separate visas and two separate CAS;  

 
(c) that it would be important to formalise the progression point between the pre-

sessional programme and the main degree course. The committee noted the 
Academic Support Office would support the work undertaken in this area;  

  
(d) that following a recent policy change by UKVI, students would be required to make 

a new Tier 4 application before they were permitted to enrol onto the main degree 
course with the same institution. This would reduce the time available to students 
to make this application by approximately two weeks;  

 
(e) that there were a number of benefits to the student experience and the University 

to integrate the pre-sessional programme with the main degree programme and 
issue a single CAS. It would facilitate enhancements to academic induction, and 
free up staff resource which could be focussed on education rather than 
administration. Removing the need for a second visa application would also result 
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in a direct saving to the student and the University, and students would not have to 
take time away from their studies to either apply or wait for the additional visa. The 
committee noted that programmes would be also become more attractive to 
students; 

 
(f) that, if approved, there was a possibility that the University would need to re-issue 

offer letters to students. The committee noted that it was important to ensure that 
students were informed as early as possible of any changes;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the committee was supportive of Option 2, as outlined in paper 28a and the 

revised regulations as outlined in paper 28b;    
 
(b) that the proposals should be amended in line with committees discussion and 

recommended to Education Committee;  
Action: AR 

 
Recommended: that Education Committee consider the proposal to amend the 
core regulations to integrate current pre-sessional provision within main 
academic programmes of study and amend the Learning and Teaching 
Handbook guidance to stipulate distinct entry points for programmes with and 
without the 4 week pre-sessional course.  

 
[Secretary’s Note: This would be considered at the 10 December meeting of Education 
Committee]  

 
 

23. Programme Learning Outcomes on DUO 
 
Considered: proposals to publish the programme learning outcomes in duo; 

Document QSSC/14/29 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that in June 2012, QSSC had considered a paper on the UK Quality Code, Part C: 

Information about higher education provision. The paper recommended that 
consideration might be given to making the programme learning outcomes 
available via Durham University Online (DUO);  
 

(b) that information relating to programme learning outcomes was already published 
and made available to students via other mechanisms such as programme 
specifications. The committee noted that the programme specification webpages 
also included archives of previous academic years and that these webpages were 
managed centrally by the Academic Support Office;   

 
(c) that, under Part C of the Quality Code, the University had a responsibility to ensure 

that information was trustworthy. The committee noted that there was potential risk 
in creating another location for this information, which would require regular 
maintenance and updating. The committee felt there would be more value in 
signposting students to the already published information on programme learning 
outcomes;  

 
(d) that it was important for students to be aware of their programme learning 

outcomes for their personal and professional development, and to enable students 
to articulate clearly to potential employers the skills and knowledge developed 
whilst studying at Durham University;  
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 Agreed: 
 

(a) that programme learning outcomes should not be published on DUO, but that 
students should be directed to existing information;  

 
(b) that the Personal Development Working Group should consider the committee’s 

comments under Noted (d).  
Action: AB/TF 

 
 

Part B: Routine Business 
 
24. Minutes of the Last Meeting 
 

Confirmed:  
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 8 October 2014; 

Document QSSC/14/30 
 

(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of QSSC held 8 October 2014. 
                     Document QSSC/14/31 

 
Reported: that the report from the 8 October 2014 meeting of QSSC will be considered 
at the 10 December 2014 meeting of Education Committee. A minute extract for this 
item will be submitted to the 14 January 2015 meeting of QSSC.   
 

25. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 
Received:  the QSSC action log;               Document QSSC/14/32a 

 
(b) Minute 15: Programme Approval: LLM Corporate Law and LLM International 

Law and Governance  
 
Considered: revised documentation in relation to the proposed LLM Corporate Law 
and LLM International Law and Governance programmes; 

Document QSSC/14/32b 
 

Noted:  

(a) that the LLM Corporate Law and LLM International Law and Governance 
programmes were considered by QSSC at its last meeting. QSSC had 
requested that the School provide assurances that, where appropriate, the 
issues raised by the external specialist were considered and addressed; ensure 
that the terminology used in the learning outcomes reflects the expectations of 
a Master’s degree and that a specific learning outcome related to research-led 
education should be developed for the dissertation assessment; 
 

(b) that ‘SSK1’ did not specifically reference the development of subject specific 
knowledge. However, QSSC felt that their concerns had otherwise been 
addressed; 

Agreed: that the proposed programmes be approved, subject to the minor revision 
in Noted (b). This should be communicated to the School of Law and to Education 
Committee;  

Action: AB/EC 
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(c) Matters of report 

 
Received:  a report of matters arising for information.  

Document QSSC/14/32c 
 
26. Chair’s Business 

 
Considered: any items of Chair’s business; 
 
Reported: that whilst QSSC had previously agreed to submit a summary report of 
Department Reviews to Education Committee for consideration, Senate was still 
ultimately responsible for Departmental Reviews. The Senate Review Group was 
considering how best to report the recommendations arising from the Departmental 
Review reports to Senate in order to share good practice across the institution.  
Consideration was also being given to Senate receiving additional reports such as the 
Chief Examiner Report and the Annual Reports on Degree Classifications.  

 
27. Common Awards 

 
Considered: a report from the Common Awards Management Board;  

Document QSSC/14/33 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the inaugural meeting of the Common Awards Management Board had been a 

positive and constructive meeting;  
 

(b) that a report on the progress of the nomination and appointment of the new 
external roles for the Common Awards programmes was considered and that 
External Examiner nominations would be submitted for consideration and approval 
on behalf of QSSC in due course;  

 
(c) that the Common Awards Management Board was responsible for annually 

agreeing the entry requirements for Common Awards programmes. QSSC would 
be asked to consider recommendations on minor amendments to the entry 
requirements for 2015/16 following consideration at the Common Awards 
Management Board in January 2015;     

 
(d) that consideration of how the TEIs might share good practice was positive;  

 
(e) that the Management Board had approved a Penalties for Over-Length Work Policy 

with immediate effect, though those TEIs who had a strong justification for 
continuing to implement existing policy would be permitted to do so for the 
remainder of 2014/15. However, a revised draft of the policy, taking into 
consideration feedback and additional amendments, would be considered at a 
future meeting of the Management Board with a view to implementing this for the 
2015/16 academic year.  

 
28. Departmental Review: School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health  

 
Considered: the report from the Departmental Review of the School of Medicine, 
Pharmacy and Health; 

Document QSSC/14/34 
 

Noted:  
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(a) that there were a number of University recommendations that should be shared 
with colleagues;  
 

(b) that the report had highlighted that the recommendations made in the School of 
Medicine, Pharmacy and Health Faculty-led Research Review 2014 should be 
achieved. QSSC endorsed this recommendation;  

 
(c) that some students within the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health were 

accommodated in Reed House. The committee were aware that there had been 
some issues with the internet provision; however, these had been addressed;  

 
(d) that the University recommendation relating to the provision of MCR facilities for 

postgraduate students was related to the fact that the MCR in Stephenson College 
was used by postgraduate students across the Colleges at Queens Campus as 
there was not a dedicated MCR in John Snow College, due to the low student 
numbers; 

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the programmes in the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health listed in 

Annex 2 be revalidated for a period of six years, and that this should be reported to 
the school and to Education Committee;  

Action: AB/ EChu 
 
(b) that the report should be shared with Human Resources for consideration of the 

University recommendation in 1.6.5 and 1.6.6; 
Action: AB 

 
(c) that the report should be shared with the English Language Centre for 

consideration of the University recommendation in 1.6.4;  
Action: AB 

 
(d) that the report should be shared with Learning Resources Management Group for 

consideration of the University recommendation in 1.6.1; 
Action: AB 

 
(e) that the report should be shared with Colleges Deputy Head (Student Experience) 

for consideration of the University recommendation in 1.6.3. 
Action: AB 

 
29. Departmental Review: Durham Law School 

 
Considered: whether to sign off the Departmental Review of the Durham Law School 
as being satisfactorily complete;  

Document QSSC/14/35 
 

Noted: that the report indicated that a number of recommendations could be signed off 
by Chair’s action; however, it was not always entirely clear that this Chair’s Action had 
been taken; 

 
Agreed:  
 
(a)  that the Departmental Review Follow-Up of Durham Law School should be signed 

off as satisfactorily completed, and that this should be reported to the Department 
of Anthropology and Education Committee;  

Action: EChu/AB 

 



 

Academic Support Office Quality and Standards Sub-Committee Page 10 of 12 
 3 December 2014 

(b) that confirmation would be sought that Chair’s Action had been taken in relation to 
each of the relevant actions. 

Action: EChu 
 
30. Report from Accrediting Body: EAB  

 
Considered: an accreditation report from the Engineering Accrediting Board; 

Document QSSC/14/36 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that the documents contained a number of potentially contradictory statements 

from the Engineering Accrediting Board (EAB) that outlined the appropriate way the 
School of Engineering and Computer Sciences should report the accreditation 
status of its programmes. The School had requested clarification on this matter;  

   
(b) the requirements under section A1, ‘Programme Specifications’ arising from the 

report related to Engineering-specific the UK Specification Code;  
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that the committee congratulated the School of Engineering and Computing 

Sciences on the accreditations approved by the Engineering Accrediting Board;  
 
(b) that the formal notification letter on the outcome of the accreditation process 

undertaken by the Engineering Accrediting Board, in relation to the Engineering 
provision delivered by the School of Engineering and Computing Sciences, was 
considered by QSSC at its last meeting;  
 

(c) that the reference to a ‘requirement’ in the report were actions necessary by the 
School in order for the Professional Engineering Institution (PEI) to confer the 
accreditation and that these must be completed within a given timeframe;  

 
(d) that the reference to a ‘recommendation’ in the report were suggested actions 

designed to support programme enhancement and do not require implementation 
in order for the accreditation to be conferred;  

 
(e) that there were a number of different timescales attached to the requirements and 

recommendations and that it was important that the School monitored these 
carefully; 

 
 

Agreed: that the School of Engineering and Computer Sciences should provide 
assurances on the requirements and recommendations arising from the accreditation 
report to the Faculty PRAP. Confirmation that these actions have been taken forward 
should be provided for a subsequent meeting of QSSC. 

Action: NMB 
 
31. Report from Accrediting Body: EMT Network 

 
Considered: an accreditation report from the European Masters in Translation Network; 

Document QSSC/14/37 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the committee congratulated the School of Modern Languages and Cultures 
on the accreditation by the EMT Network and the positive feedback from the 
academic assessors;  
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(b) that School of Modern Languages and Cultures had designed the programme with 

explicit reference to the EMT competences and as a result the report was brief in 
its response;  

 
(c) that the report highlighted no specific recommendations for the School to address, 

which accordingly did not require follow up by the School or the Faculty PRAP. The 
School should be commended on this achievement;  

 
Agreed: that the report should be submitted to the School and the Faculty PRAP for 
information.  

Action: AB/PA 
 
 
32. Subject Benchmark Statements  
 

Considered:  
 

(a) the revised subject benchmark statement for Theology and religious studies; 
  Document QSSC/14/38 

 
(b) that revised subject benchmark statement for Earth sciences, environmental 
      sciences and environmental studies; 

Document QSSC/14/39 
 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that subject benchmark statements were considered as part of the development of 
new programmes and as part of the departmental review process;   

 
(b) that the QAA had published the revised subject benchmark statements for 

Theology and religious studies and Earth Sciences, environmental sciences and 
environmental studies in October 2014;  

 
(c) that a number of colleagues had been involved in the development of the revised 

subject benchmark statements in their capacity as individual academics. Formal 
university responses to the revised subject benchmark statements were not made;   

 
(d) that the two subject benchmark statements would be considered by the 

Departments of Theology and Religion and Earth Sciences as part of this year’s 
curriculum and annual review cycles, to ensure that the curriculum and programme 
specifications remained in alignment;    

 
(e) that the Common Awards Management Board had considered the revised subject 

benchmark statement for Theology and religious studies at its most recent meeting 
and agreed that the revisions made to the subject benchmark statement did not 
require any amendments to be made to the Common Awards programme 
specifications. This was not surprising, given the input made by staff associated 
with the Common Awards to the development of that statement. 

 
Part C:  Items for Information 

 
33. Matters of Report 

 
Received:  a report of action taken by the Chair on behalf of QSSC. 

Document QSSC/14/40 
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34. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported: that further meetings of QSSC will be held on the following dates:  

 

Date     Time Room 
Wednesday 14 January 2015 2: 9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 25 February 2015 2: 9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 18 March 2015 2: 9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 29 April 2015     9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 
Wednesday 27 May 2015  9  9.15am Palatine Centre, D/PC005 


