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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
 

QUALITY AND STANDARDS SUB-COMMITTEE 
 

25 February 2015 
 

A meeting of Quality and Standards Sub-Committee was held at 9.15 am on Wednesday 
25 February 2015 in Palatine Centre, room D/PC005.    
 
Present: Professor T. Clark (Chair), Dr A. Millard, Mr A. Rennie, Miss L. Spanner, Dr J. 
Wright, Professor G. Love, Dr G. Campling and Miss A. Bird (Secretary).  
 
Apologies: None received.  
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MINUTES 

 
Part A:  Strategic and Policy Issues 

 
 

44. Annual Report on Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s Progression and 
Completion Rates 
 
Considered: the annual report on undergraduate and integrated master’s progression 
and completion rates;  

Document QSSC/14/50 
 
 

Reported:  
 
(a) that the annual report analysed the Undergraduate and Integrated Master’s 

progression and completion rates, divided by ‘standard’ and ‘non-standard’ 
outcomes. These outcomes were all representative of decisions made at Board of 
Examiners with the exception of two ‘non-standard’ outcomes which represented 
outcomes arrived at during the course of the academic year;  
 

(b) that previous reports had included concessions to suspend studies as a negative 
outcome. This was not necessarily the case; such concessions could be an 
important means of student support that enabled students to succeed in the future. 
Therefore, at the request of QSSC, the report did not include data on concessions 
granted to suspend studies. This data had been considered within the annual 
report on concessions and appeals considered by QSSC in Michaelmas Term 
2014;   

 
(c) that the report had not yet been considered by FECs (Undergraduate) which 

permitted QSSC the opportunity to feed into the content of the report;  
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that the committee would receive an additional report on Undergraduate and 

Integrated Master’s progression and completion rates analysing the data by a 
variety of demographic variables. This would be considered at a future meeting of 
QSSC;  
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(b) that whilst the number of non-standard outcomes was the highest recorded in the 
last five years, this was a consequential impact of the increase in student numbers, 
and thus was not considered to be a cause for concern in itself. The committee 
noted that the percentage of non-standard outcomes for 2013/14 was identical to 
the five-year aggregate percentage;  
 

(c) that the report highlighted that Pharmacy had a very high percentage of students 
who were required to withdraw from the University, compared to the University 
average. However, the committee noted that the cohort of students studying the 
programme was small, and that the data presented within the report only 
represented one year’s data. It would therefore be premature to draw any 
conclusions without comparative data. The committee noted that there would be a 
value in future annual reports focusing on the progression and completion rates 
within Pharmacy to enable to University to monitor any emerging trends;  

 
(d) that the committee recognised that the Pharmacy programme was undergoing a 

multi-stage accreditation process by the General Pharmaceutical Council and had 
most recently been reviewed for Step 5 of the accreditation process;  
 

(e) that the committee was aware that the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health 
had experienced some initial challenges in recruiting to the programme in 2013/14, 
the first year in which the Pharmacy programmes were offered. . It was recognised 
that the accreditation process outlined in Noted (d) would be concluded after the 
successful completion of Step 7 and that this would likely have a positive effect on 
recruitment to the programme, as would the growing reputation of the School;  
 

(f) that the report had highlighted the high number of ‘non-standard’ outcomes for 
Computer Science compared to Engineering specifically, as the source data 
permitted the separation of the two sections within the School. The committee 
noted that Computer Science had a particularly small cohort of students and 
therefore did not present an immediate concern for the committee;   

 
(g) that ‘non-standard’ outcomes at Queen’s Campus for the Department of 

Anthropology were higher than those at Durham City. Whilst the committee 
recognised the difference in the progression and completion figures, the 
programme at Queen’s Campus had recently been relocated to Durham City. The 
committee felt that it was important to evaluate and monitor the impact of the 
relocation to Durham City in future annual reports;  

 
(h) that QSSC had considered the Foundation Centre Departmental Review in 

academic year 2012/13. The committee recalled that the Foundation Centre 
maintained its own student records to track student performance throughout their 
study at Durham University, using data supplied by departments once students had 
progressed to BSc/BA programmes. This was due to the fact that students transfer 
on to a different course code when they are enrolled onto their main degree 
programme and whilst it was possible to extract the data from Banner manually 
doing so was time and resource intensive. The committee further noted that the 
report did not include data on those students who had completed a degree award 
at another institution. The committee felt that there would be a value in isolating, 
and exploring the data of those students who had progressed from the Foundation 
Centre to, and completed, a Durham University degree programme;  

 
(i) that it was important to recognise that the Foundation Centre was highly important 

in supporting the entry of non-traditional students into the University’s programmes, 
whose qualifications did not allow immediate entry onto their chosen degree 
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programme, or for those students who have been out of education for a number of 
years. Whist the report highlighted that the Foundation Centre has a high 
percentage of ‘non-standard’ outcomes at both Durham City and Queen’s Campus; 
it was not clear from the report whether these outcomes related to academic or 
personal circumstances. The committee recognised that external influences, such 
as financial and dependant responsibilities, that might affect those students 
studying at the Foundation Centre more acutely. The committee also noted that in 
some circumstances, progression to the degree programme would not be in a 
students’ best interests and therefore a ‘non-standard’ outcome might be most 
appropriate. Therefore, it was felt that the high percentage of ‘non-standard’ 
outcomes recorded did not necessarily present cause for concern. Nonetheless the 
committee noted that this should be monitored in future reports; in particular, the 
committee noted the value of exploring the data further in comparison to other 
institutions with Foundation Centres, in order to support the discussions at Faculty 
Education Committees and QSSC;  

 
(j) that whilst the report was useful, the committee felt that there would be value in 

exploring the relationship between entry performance and progression and 
completion rates. The Strategic Planning Office (SPO) should be asked to provide 
a graph demonstrating this relationship in order to support the discussions at 
Faculty Education Committees and QSSC. Time permitting, the committee felt that 
this could be usefully considered alongside the additional report exploring 
demographic data splits;  
 
 

Agreed: 
 

(a) that, for future reports, there should be a particular focus on those matters 
highlighted by the committee as indicated in Noted (c), (g) and (i);  

Action: TP  
 

(b) that further analysis should be undertaken by the Strategic Planning Office as 
indicated in Noted (j), and submitted to a future meeting of QSSC;   

Action: TP  
 

(c) 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 
 

(d) that the Foundation Centre should consider the committees comments under 
Noted (h) and (i) that a report should be submitted to a future meeting of QSSC;  

Action: Head of Foundation Centre  
 
 

45. Annual Report on student exchange activity   
 
Considered: the annual report on student exchange activity 2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/51 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the committee expressed its thanks to Emma Pearce and Dr Fiona O’Carroll 

for their work in producing the report. The committee noted that the report provide a 
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helpful overview and outlined some very positive developments in student 
exchange activity;  
 

(b) that there was a complex relationship between the number of agreements and the 
number of places offered within agreements to generate the target number of 
overall exchange opportunities available at Durham University;  
 

(c) that the report outlined a number of promotional activities designed to raise 
awareness of student exchange opportunities at Durham University. The committee 
was pleased to note the continued use of Study Abroad Student Ambassadors and 
the work being undertaken to establish a clear role description of the duties and 
responsibilities of departmental exchange coordinators. The report also outlined 
plans to introduce an additional Study Abroad event in June, prior to the annual 
event in October. This would provide students with additional time to consider the 
opportunities available to them and seek support and guidance in making their 
application. It was positive to note that all departments were represented at the 
Study Abroad Fair in Michaelmas 2014;  

 
(d) that there was an increase in the number of postgraduate taught students 

undertaking part of the dissertation element of their programme while located at a 
partner institution. This was expected to increase further in 2015/16. This was 
considered to be a positive development in providing broader and more varied 
opportunities to students;  

 
(e) that Table 1 within the report presented the targets, set by the International Office, 

for the number of outgoing Erasmus students for academic years 2013/14 – 
2017/18. These targets excluded students studying in MLAC as the University had 
recognised the importance of increasing student mobility outside of the School of 
Modern Languages and Cultures;  

 
(f) that Annex 1 to the report highlighted that across the University, Erasmus 

agreements were not recruiting to capacity. There would be a benefit in 
encouraging departments to review their departmental exchange programmes to 
establish any opportunities that might into Faculty or institutional wide agreements. 
It was felt that, in some instances, exchange arrangements could be best managed 
at Faculty level to coordinate a strategic approach to the promotion of, and 
recruitment to, student exchange opportunities. This could help to maximise current 
capacity across the University and expand the potential for those departments with 
low capacity or a low number of agreements;  

 
(g) that there would be a benefit in translating the International Office targets as 

agreed in Table 1 to Faculty targets. The committee felt that this would support the 
delivery of these targets and ensure additional Faculty oversight. These targets 
could be considered as part of the annual planning round and monitored through 
the FECs, where appropriate. The International Office should liaise with the Deputy 
Heads of Faculty to consider the suggested approach;  

 
(h) that the University had committed to creating an additional year student exchange 

opportunity for all programmes. The committee noted that whilst there were a 
number of programmes who had not yet created such programmes, departments 
had provided appropriate reasons for doing so to the University. For instance, the 
Department of English had planned to undertake a structured review of its 
programmes and that the development of student exchange opportunities would be 
considered alongside this work;  
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(i) that the committee was asked to consider the use of a national grade conversion 
table, as opposed to an institutional specific grade conversion table, as previously 
suggested by QSSC in 2013/14. A national grade conversion table was common 
within in the higher education sector and would need to identify only if the grade 
given resulted in a pass according to Durham University standards;  

 
(j) that the University had a category for discretion related to the Additional Placement 

Year. The discretion criteria related to student performance where the additional 
year (e.g. industrial placement, year abroad) formed part of the degree programme, 
and was therefore assessed, but which did not contribute to the marks for the 
classification of degree. The committee noted that careful consideration would 
need to be given to the definition of strong performance within a conversion table 
that only mapped pass/fail to ensure that the use of discretion was applied 
appropriately. Consideration would also need to be given to how best support 
colleagues in its use. This should be considered by the International Office with 
support from the Academic Support Office;  

 
(k) that the Durham University equivalent mark range should correspond with the 

current classification range at Durham, (i.e. 10 mark range), and that the example 
provided from the University of Southampton was most appropriate; however, this 
should be adapted in line to ensure that the range showed performance at the 
different classification boundaries, to facilitate the operation of discretion;  

 
(l) that the additional year abroad structure, where grades do not directly contribute to 

the classification of degree would allow for the development of a national grade 
conversion approach, as outlined in Noted (i) and (k);  

 
(m) that clarification should be sought from the International Office as to whether or not 

the promotional activities as detailed in section 4 of the report were organised at 
Queen’s Campus;  

 
[Secretary’s Note: The Study Abroad Fair was held in Durham and students from 
Queen’s Campus were invited to attend. The Exchanges and Study Abroad Team 
organise events at Queen’s Campus for those students interested in exchange 
opportunities and are present at Open Days based at Queen’s Campus] 

 
 

Agreed:  
 
(a) that the committee supported the proposal to use a national grade conversion table 

and that this should be implemented in line with Noted (i) and (k);  
Action: F’OC 

 
(b) that the International Office should liaise with Deputy Heads of Faculty to consider 

Noted (e);  
Action: F’OC 

 
(c) that the Secretary should liaise with the International Office to seek clarification in 

Noted (m) 
Action: AB 

 
46. Review of Discretion  

 
Considered: the report on the review of discretion; 

Document QSSC/14/52 
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Reported:  
 
(a) that QSSC had requested a detailed review of the operation of discretion during 

the academic year 2014/15. The report presented an overview of the 
implementation of the revised policy on discretion which came into effect in the 
academic year 2011/12;  

 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that QSSC would receive and consider the Chief Examiner’s report on the 

operation of meetings of Board of Examiners during the academic year 2013/14, at 
its 18 March meeting. The report would need to be taken into account when 
considering any possible changes to the University’s policy on discretion;  
 

(b) that the training for Secretaries and Chairs of Boards of Examiners had been 
revised in line with feedback from the Chief Examiner and those who had attended 
the training sessions. The training placed an increased emphasis on discretion and 
the Serious Adverse Circumstances (SAC) process. The committee noted the 
positive feedback from the training sessions, which included those who had 
attended training sessions under the previous approach;  

 
(c) that the committee was satisfied that the review report had not highlighted any 

concerns that the University’s policy on discretion was not applied consistently and 
appropriately. The policy offered a clear framework for academic staff and Boards 
of Examiners to operate within;  

 
(d) that whilst the review of the operation of discretion did not indicate that the 

institutional approach to discretion required modification, the report suggested a 
number of proposals for consideration;  

 
(e) that the report highlighted that a small number of examiners had suggested that the 

policy on discretion be removed. The committee noted that the purpose of 
discretion was to enable academic staff to exercise their professional judgement. 
The University’s policy on discretion was clearly linked to programme learning 
outcomes and therefore ensured that disciplinary differences could be taken into 
account whilst ensuring that students were treated equitably;  

 
(f) that whilst the committee noted that the removal of the policy could reduce the 

workload for Boards of Examiners and individual academics, the committee had no 
desire to abolish the institutional policy on discretion;  

 
(g) that the University had four approaches to discretion; predominance, 

dissertation/major project work/fieldwork, trajectory and additional placement year; 
 

(h) that the trajectory criteria for discretion permitted Boards of Examiners to consider 
student achievement where lesser performance, related to a specific programme 
learning outcome, was demonstrated by a student through a higher performance at 
a later level of study;  

 
(i) that the First Year as Transition working group had proposed at an additional 

strategy be considered, related to student performance at level 1. The committee 
noted that it was important that students focus on their first year of study at Durham 
University. Whilst marks at level 1 do not contribute to the final degree 



Academic Support Office Quality and Standards Sub-Committee Page 7 of 23 
 25 February 2015 

classification, the first year of study was aligned to the overall programme learning 
outcomes, and was designed to support the development and attainment of skills 
and knowledge to ensure success at later levels of study;  

 
(j) that the committee felt that the proposal to include level 1 marks, when considering 

discretion, was in conflict with the concept of trajectory at later levels of study. 
Therefore, the committee had no desire to introduce a discretion approach that 
related to the consideration of level 1 performance;   

 
(k) that the format and regulations for the classification of postgraduate programmes 

made the operation of discretion at postgraduate level more complex; 
 

(l) that the University had revised its regulations for the classification of postgraduate 
degrees in 2010/11. The University award of distinction now required a mean 
average of at least 70%, with a mark of at least 70% in the dissertation. This 
change reflected comparator practise and importance of the dissertation to Durham 
University awards. These changes pre-dated the introduction of discretion;   

 
(m) that the dual requirement of a mean average of 70%, and a mark of 70% for the 

dissertation creates two zones of discretion. The guidance for discretion for 
postgraduate programmes therefore states that, to be considered for discretion, a 
candidate must have one mark (either overall mean or dissertation) within the 
discretionary zone, and must otherwise meet the criteria for the award;  

 
(n) that, given that the decision to revise the regulations for the classification of 

postgraduate programmes was taken before the introduction of the institutional 
policy on discretion and the introduction of the Principles for the Development of 
the Taught Curriculum, both of which place an emphasis on the importance of the 
dissertation, the committee supported the proposal to review the current 
regulations on postgraduate classification, or reconsider the dual-zone of discretion 
which the regulations had necessitated to date;  

 
(o) that whilst trajectory can be clearly demonstrated by improved performance 

between levels 2, 3 (and 4 for integrated master’s) for undergraduate programmes, 
the identification of trajectory at postgraduate level was more complex and was 
usually demonstrated in year. The committee noted that departments were 
supported with the institutional approach to discretion at postgraduate level through 
training and guidance and that possible approaches could be utilised across the 
programmes as a whole, and within modules where there were multiple 
assessments; 

 
(p) that the criteria for the application of trajectory, as approved by Senate, made 

specific reference to higher student performance at a later level of study. The 
committee noted that was important to ensure that the trajectory criterion was 
clarified to encompass the use of the trajectory approach within year for 
postgraduate programmes. The committee noted that this would be helpfully 
considered as part of the work under Noted (n);  

 
(q) that the current discretionary zone was set at two percentage points. This was 

approved following consideration of a comparator analysis, and the mean average 
of students typically promoted under the previous guidance on discretion. The 
report had proposed that the zone of discretion could be reconsidered. The 
committee noted that it would be important to undertake additional analysis, similar 
to that outlined above, to support the discussion. The committee noted that the 
report had suggested that the proportion of students who are promoted under 
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discretionary criteria with a mean average of 68-68.99 compared to those with 69-
69.99 would be a useful starting point. Whilst the committee noted that reducing the 
zone of discretion would likely reduce staff time spent on considering discretion 
decisions, the committee had no desire to reconsider the zone of discretion at this 
time;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that that University’s policy provided an appropriate framework for the 

consideration of discretion. The policy ensured a consistent approach to the 
decision making process and ensured that students were treated equitably. The 
committee was satisfied that the policy also permitted the consideration of 
disciplinary differences, and that such differences were clearly linked to the 
programme learning outcomes;  
 

(b) that there was no desire to remove the University’s policy on discretion;  
 

(c) that there was no desire to introduce an additional category of discretion related to 
student performance in level 1 modules;  

 
(d) that there would be a value in reviewing the current regulations on postgraduate 

classification, or in otherwise reconsidering the dual-zone of discretion which the 
regulations have necessitated to date, as in Noted (n); 

 
(e) that the review report should be amended in line with the committees discussion 

and submitted to Education Committee for consideration. 
Action: AR  

 
[Secretary’s Note: The report was amended in line with the committees discussion and 
considered by Education Committee at its March 11 meeting] 

 
47. Annual Review of Research Degree Programmes 

 
(a) University Overview 

 
Considered: the University overview of annual reviews of research degree 
provision, 2013/14;                     

  Document QSSC/14/53 
Reported:  
 
i. that the University requires all academic departments to undertake an Annual 

Review of Research Degree Provision, and submit evidence of this review in the 
form of a SWOT analysis. The University overview report is based on an 
analysis of the evidence submitted by departments via the SWOT report form. A 
summary of the action taken in response to last year’s report is also provided to 
QSSC;  

 
Noted:  

 
i. that all reviews had been completed and submitted. All departments had 

confirmed that students were involved directly in the review process; however 
the report highlighted that the approach taken to engaging students in the 
review process was varied. The committee felt that there would be value in 
circulating the summaries of the responses to Student Engagement to the 
FECs in Easter Term;  
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ii. that the report had highlighted that departments had reflected upon the results 

of the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) 2013 and identified 
actions in response to the feedback, as necessary;  

 
iii. that some departments had considered student engagement in relation to the 

PRES 2013, with specific reflection upon the question related to valuing and 
responding to student feedback. The committee noted that there would be 
value in focusing on this question within the planned analysis of the PRES 
2015 results; 

  
iv. that the Annual Review process normally included the specific consideration of 

a topic decided upon by the Chairs of FEC and QSSC. Whilst consideration 
was given to equality and diversity as the topic for reflection in 2013/14, 
departments were not asked to discuss this explicitly. The report, instead, 
proposed that the University request specific information on the operation and 
review of departmental support for students who teach and asses;  

 
v. that the University had undertaken a Review of postgraduate students who 

teach and asses in 2012/13, and that the review of the implementation of that 
Review was timely. The committee felt that this was appropriate and that the 
Academic Support Office should consider how best to gather information from 
departments;  

 
vi. that the majority of issues raised in the section of the report summarising 

issues of University policy continue to be departmental or faculty specific. The 
committee noted that the report form was revised in 2013/14 to highlight that 
issues should be discussed at faculty level in the first instance. The faculty 
overview template was also revised to ensure that such issues were captured. 
The committee felt that the annual review report form and the faculty overview 
report should be revised further to ensure that issues raised were considered 
explicitly at department and faculty level in the first instance;  

 
vii. that the strengths highlighted within the report included advances in training 

and support structures for research degree students, supervision and the 
value of supervisory training for staff, and the existing progress system;  

 
viii. that both the weaknesses and threats highlighted within the report broadly 

centred on perceived lack of funding and space. External factors or influences, 
such as the UKVI, were also cited as threats;  

 
ix. that the opportunities identified within the report related to DTCs and new staff 

appointments. The committee also noted that all departments had outlined 
their commitment to continuing improvements in PGR training;  

 
x. that there would be value in matching weaknesses and threats identified by 

one departments with complementary strengths and opportunities by others;  
 
xi. that further guidance within the Core Regulations and Learning and Teaching 

Handbook on the process for seeking extensions to the continuation period 
was provided in response last year’s University overview of research degree 
provision. The committee noted that the report had highlighted that this matter 
had not arisen as a substantive issue within the current cycle of annual review. 
The committee noted that no further action was required in this area;  
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xii. that the committee was satisfied with the actions taken in response to the 
issues raised in last year’s annual review of research degree provision, as 
detailed in annex I;  

 
xiii. that the committee was pleased to note that the report had concluded that 

submission and completion was no longer considered as a weakness in the 
majority of departmental annual reviews, with most reviews noting an 
improvement in this area; 

 
xiv. that the Academic Support Office had provided support and advice to 

departments in relation to the five specific issues of University policy raised 
within departmental report forms;  

 
[Secretary’s Note: QSSC discussed some of these issues further under Minute 47b] 
 
xv. that a number of departments had requested that the perceived need for 

additional scholarship funding be considered by the University to improve 
recruitment. Funding considerations were outside of the remit of QSSC;   

 
xvi. that the implementation of the progress review system should continue to be 

monitored; 
 
Agreed: 
 
i. that the summaries of the responses to the question on Student Engagement 

within the annual review of research degree provision should be circulated to, and 
considered by, the FECs (Postgraduate); 

Action: FEC Secretaries 
 

ii. that the results to the question “My institution values and responds to student 
feedback from research degree students” should receive particular attention in 
the analysis of the PRES 2015;  

Action: AB 
 

iii. that information on the operation and review of departmental support for students 
who teach and assess should be requested from departments to inform the 
review of its implementation; 

Action: AR 
 

iv. that the annual report form and faculty overview report form should be revised;   
Action: AB 

 
v. that summaries of matched weaknesses and threats to complementary strengths 

and opportunities should be circulated to the departments for consideration;   
Action: AR  

 
vi. that the implementation of the progress review system should continue to be 

monitored; 
Action: AR     

 
 

(b) Faculty Overviews 
 
Considered: faculty overviews of annual reviews of research degree provision, 
2013/14;            
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Documents QSSC/14/54-56 
 
Noted:  

 
i. that the Faculty of Arts and Humanities overview report had highlighted that a 

lack of funding, particularly for overseas students, had impacted upon 
postgraduate research recruitment, following the decreased funding available 
through the Durham Doctoral Studentship scheme. The report also highlighted 
a concern regarding the timing of offers made to applicants. The committee 
noted that the Faculty had responsibility for setting the deadline for 
applications and making admissions decisions;  
 

ii. that the Department of Philosophy had outlined that the restriction on 
postgraduates as markers for summative work beyond Level 1 was likely to 
have an adverse effect as academic members of staff would be required to 
take on additional marking. The committee noted that exemption was only 
permitted by exception and would be granted by the Chair of FECs 
(Undergraduate). The committee noted that guidance on this matter had been 
provided to the department from the Academic Support Office;  

 
iii. that the Department of Theology and Religion was working with the Academic 

Support Office in relation to the new progression review system; 
 
iv. that the Department of English had raised concerns regarding the timeliness of 

the APN procedure. The report noted that the department felt that the 
procedure was too slow between the departmental warning being issued and 
the APN being issued, and also the time between the issuing of the APN and 
the confirmation of the suspension of studies.. The committee reiterated that 
the APN procedure was an important mechanism for supporting students and 
that 4 weeks was an appropriate length of time to encourage re-engagement 
and monitor performance;  

 
v. that the Department of English had raised concerns that the policy of open 

access to completed PhD theses could damage students prospects of 
publishing work related to their thesis. The committee noted that a thesis 
which was supported through funding from the RCUK was subject to a 
maximum embargo of 12 months. In other cases, the embargo could be 
extended for up to 5 years. Embargoes were permitted where students were 
actively seeking to publish work related to their thesis;  

 
vi. that the Department of English had highlighted the matter of PhDs being a 

three year programme in the context of an international market. The committee 
noted that whilst the PhD was a three year programme of supervised study, 
research students may move onto ‘continuation’ whilst completing the write up 
of their thesis. The University permitted a ‘continuation’ period of up to 12 
months for PhD students;   

 
vii. that the Faculty of Social Science and Health overview report had highlighted 

a concern with the timing of progression reviews for ESRC-funded 3.5 
students. The committee noted that the Faculty had responsibility for setting 
the timing of progressions reviews;  

 
 
viii. that that some departments were experiencing difficulties with the online DUO 

monitoring systems for postgraduate research student annual review. This 
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matter had also been highlighted in the Faculty of Science overview report. 
The committee noted that this was currently under review as noted under the 
committees discussion on Item 4;    
 

ix. the Geography Department had requested additional support in relation to the 
marketing and recruitment of its programmes. The committee suggested that 
the department liaise with University Marketing and Communications and the 
International Office in the first instance;   

 
x. that the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Health and Durham University 

Business School had raised the matter of the postgraduate research student 
experience at Queen’s Campus. The committee noted that this was related to 
the fact that the MCR in Stephenson College was used by postgraduate 
students across the Colleges at Queen’s Campus as there was not a 
dedicated MCR in John Snow College. This was due to low student numbers. 
There were also queries raised as to the availability of generic training 
provision for students on Queen’s Campus. The Chair would liaise with the 
Director of the Centre for Academic and Researcher Development to consider 
the latter issue;   

 
xi. that the committee noted that space available for research degree students 

had increased substantially in recent years, and it was pleasing to note that 
concerns relating to space had changed; however, the faculty overview reports 
still outlined that some departments had highlighted a perceived lack of high-
quality office and desk space for postgraduate research students, particularly if 
research student numbers were to grow. More recent space surveys indicated 
that the effective management and use of existing space within the University 
remained a challenge. The committee was aware that not all departments had 
utilised their ‘allocation’ and that departments should be encouraged to do so. 
The committee also reiterated the use of ‘hot desking’ as a method of 
maximising the use of space;  

 
 

Agreed:  
 

(a) that Department of Geography should be advised liaise with University Marketing 
and Communications and the International Office in relation to Noted (j); 

Action: EC 
 

(b) that the Chair should liaise with the Director of CARD to consider the availability of 
generic training provision at Queen’s campus;  

Action: TC 
 

(c) that the committees comments should be shared with the FEC’s (Postgraduate) 
and that FECs should continue to monitor the matters raised in the reports;  

Action: FEC Secretaries  
 

48. Annual Reviews of Taught Provision 
 
(a) University Overview 
 

Considered: the University overview of the annual review of taught programmes, 
2013/14; 

Document QSSC/14/57 
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[Secretary’s Note: this paper will be considered by QSSC at its 18 March 2015 
meeting] 

 
(b) Faculty Overviews: Undergraduate 

 
Considered: the faculty overviews of annual reviews of undergraduate and 
integrated master’s taught provision;            

Documents QSSC/14/58-60 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that the Arts and Humanities Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) had 
noted, when considering the Combined Honours annual review, that the 
proliferation of pre-registration in departments seemed to be driven by 
departmental interests, but that it was not certain that this was in the interests of 
students. This statement was of great concern to QSSC, and it was not clear 
whether it was accurate. The position previously expressed by departments was 
that pre-registration was a necessary tool for supporting departments in managing 
the anticipated number of students on the module and the student academic 
experience, whilst ensuring, where possible, that student choice was not 
compromised. The Faculty of Social Sciences and Health had also highlighted the 
matter of variant module registration practices across departments; 

 
(b) that the committee recognised that in some instances, particularly for modules with 

practical elements, such as those within the School of Earth Sciences and 
Department of Geography, early registration was crucial to ensure the effective 
management of resources for students within the department;  

 
(c) that the pre-registration of modules was also a useful tool for students to manage 

their own studies. For instance, permitting students the opportunity to choose 
modules that might suit their career aspirations was a positive enhancement. The 
committee noted that early communication between departments, particularly in the 
case of Combined Honours, was essential to ensure such co-ordination and a 
consistent approach to the student experience;  

 
(d) that there was a need to ensure that joint and combined honours student were not 

disadvantaged by pre-registration processes, and for departments to provide 
information on pre-registration to all students, not just single honours students. 
Communication was, and would remain, a crucial issue; 

 
(e) that the Faculty of Social Science and Health overview report had highlighted the 

potential negative impact on students and the student experience as a result of the 
variation in departmental practices in relation to induction week and pre-
registration. The committee noted that this had been captured in the work being 
undertaken by the First Year as Transition working group;  

 
(f) that the Faculty of Science overview report had highlighted that there a concern 

with the operation of the Principles of Student Engagement. It was indicated that 
this primarily related to the Staff-Student Consultative Committees. The committee 
was aware that this might also relate to the use of Module Evaluation 
Questionnaires. The committee felt that these matters could be helpfully 
considered in the University overview of the annual review of taught programmes;  

 
Agreed:  
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i. that the FECs should liaise with the Directors of Combined Honours and Natural 
Sciences to consider how best to capture the schedule of pre-registration for 
each department. FECs should consider whether pre-registration periods could 
be harmonised more effectively; 

Action: FEC Secretaries 
 

ii. that the FEC (UG) Arts & Humanities should consider whether the process of 
student registration was of value to students; 

 Action: PA 
 

iii. that the operation of the Principles of Student Engagement should be explored 
within the University overview report of the annual review of taught 
programmes;  

Action: AR 
 
(c) Faculty Overviews: Postgraduate 

 
Considered: the faculty overviews of annual reviews of postgraduate taught 
provision, 2013/14;  

Documents QSSC/14/61-63 
 

Noted:  
 
i. that the Faculty of Arts and Humanities overview report had highlighted few 

common themes within the report. However, the report had noted that the late 
allocation of research leave had affected departments as modules that were 
offered has to be withdrawn at a late stage and students were required to chose 
alternative modules. One department had introduced team-teaching on modules 
to mitigate this risk. The committee noted that this matter would be monitored by 
the Faculty Education Committee;  
 

ii. that the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health had highlighted few common 
themes within the report. There were a number of matters that had been 
highlighted that were specific to departments, and not necessarily across the 
Faculty. However, the committee noted that these matters would be monitored 
by the Faculty Education Committee;  
 

iii. that the Faculty of Science overview report had highlighted no specific issues or 
common themes within the report. 

 
49. Concessions 

 
Considered: proposals to create music and drama concessions; 

Documents QSSC/14/64 
 

Reported: that the proposal had been revised in line with the committee’s discussions 
and represented for consideration at QSSC. The committee had previously requested 
that the phrase ‘University production’ be defined within the policy. This has been 
reflected within the revised document;  
 
Noted:  

 
(a) that the underlying principle of professionalism was paramount within the policy. 

The committee noted that mismanagement of an event or performance would not 
be grounds to grant a concession;  
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(b) that clarification was provided within the policy as to which groups the concession 

would apply to. The policy outlined that a concession would only be granted to 
those students taking leading roles in productions or concerts that were organised 
by ensembles or companies that are members of Durham University Music 
Society, Durham Student Theatre or University Chapel Choirs;  

 
(c) that the Students’ Union representative was concerned that the societies and 

groups outlined in Noted (b) would limit the scope of the policy for the majority of 
students involved in music and drama productions, through the Students’ Union;  

 
(d) that the Students’ Union had members of employed staff who supported such 

productions as in Noted (c), and that, by virtue of being employed, might be 
considered to provide the professional support and input required by the policy;  

 
(e) that the committee felt that paragraph 2b should be revised from ‘through which 

these networks of support and mentoring are channelled’ to read ‘that have 
received professional support or an appropriate level of support or mentoring’;  

 
(f) that under paragraph 2d the policy outlined that the Dean of Experience Durham 

would have the sole responsibility for deciding on the importance to the activity of 
the ‘leading role’ being undertaken by the student;  

 
(g) that the Students’ Union could liaise with the Dean of Experience Durham to 

demonstrate how the activities that were not captured under the societies and 
groups outlined in Noted (c) were supported professionally, and therefore could be 
included within the policy. The committee felt that this should be reflected under 
paragraphs 2b and 2d;  

 
(h) that the list of societies and groups managed by the Students’ Union could be 

agreed on annual basis. The committee noted that it was likely that the Dean of 
Experience Durham would also be required to request amendments to the 
inclusion of certain groups or societies within the policy as their affiliation changes. 
For instance, the committee was made aware that some groups are in the process 
of voting  to remain with Experience Durham, as opposed to the Students’ Union;   

 
(i) that the proposal should be considered by departments, via the FECs, prior to 

consideration at Education Committee; 
  

Agreed: that the proposal should be amended in line with the committee’s comments, 
prior to consideration at Faculty Education Committee’s (Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate);    

Action: PW 
 

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

Confirmed:  
 
(a) the minutes of the meeting of QSSC held 14 January 2015; 

Document QSSC/14/65 
 

(b) the report to Education Committee from the meeting of QSSC held 14 January 
2015;                      
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 Document QSSC/14/66 
 

(c) the minute extract of Education Committee detailing consideration of the report 
from the meeting of QSSC held 3 December 2014;  

Document QSSC/14/67 
 

Reported: that the report from the 14 January 2015 meeting of QSSC will be 
considered at the 11 March 2015 meeting of Education Committee. A minute extract 
for this item will be submitted to the next meeting of QSSC.   
 

51. Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 

(a) Action Log 
 
Received:  the QSSC action log;               Document QSSC/14/68  

 
(b) Matters of report 

 
Received: a report of matters arising for information;  

Document QSSC/14/69  
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that the committee had requested clarification on the length of the college 
accommodation contracts for the academic years 2015/16, 2016/17 and 2021/22 in 
relation to the committees consideration of the proposal to standardise the 
postgraduate taught dissertation or project hand in date as the first Friday in 
September;  
 

(b) that the Accommodation Office had confirmed that the college accommodation 
contracts had been deliberately set to end after the final project or dissertation 
hand-in deadline and therefore the 49 week contract had been a by-product of the 
deadline date;  

 
(c) that college accommodation contract would be referred to as a ‘standard’ contract, 

and therefore remove any reference to 49 or 50 week contracts;   
 

(d) that that Accommodation Office had clarified that the move-out date should be on a 
Wednesday, not a Tuesday as originally proposed;  

 
Agreed: that the proposal be approved, and that this should be communicated to 
departments and Education Committee; 

Action: AB   
 

(c) Matters of consideration 
 

Received:  the minute extracts of Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) 
detailing consideration of APN, Concessions and Appeals;   

Document QSSC/14/70 
 

Reported: 
 

i. that the Science Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) had noted that 
its members considered that a centrally-run advice centre (whether in Durham 
Students’ Union or by the University) would be beneficial in offering students 
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specialist independent advice on appeals rather than, as currently through a 
large range of colleagues within student support teams in Colleges;  

 
 
Noted:  

 
i. that the Advice and Help Centre, based in the Students’ Union, was an 

independent advice unit, where students could seek independent and neutral 
advice, as well as support and guidance;  

 
ii. that the Students’ Union representative clarified that the advisors within the 

Advice and Help Centre would support students through the complaints and 
appeals process; for instance, providing guidance on writing the personal 
statement or attending the hearing meeting with, or on behalf of the student. 
Information would also be provided by the advisors on the circumstances 
under which it would be not be appropriate to pursue a particular course of 
action;  

 
iii. that the Students’ Union representative clarified that the advisors within the 

Advice and Help Centre were trained. The committee also learned that the 
advisors regularly relied upon the Student Complaints and Appeals team in the 
Academic Support Office for support and guidance on interpreting the 
University’s regulations, policies and procedures;   

 
iv. that the Advice and Help Centre was referenced in University policies and 

associated guidance for students, as an independent source of support. For 
instance, the University’s Complaints Procedure for Students  encouraged 
students to seek support from the Students’ Union;  

 
v. that training is available for those who receive a complaint or appeal; those 

who support students through the complaints or appeals process; and those 
who manage the complaint or appeal;  

 
vi. that there would be a value in exploring the feasibility of introducing an 

assurance report on the implementation of the training as outlined in Noted (v);  
 

vii. that academic advisors do not provide advice on the complaints and appeals 
processes;  

 
viii. that the Faculty Education Committee’s (Undergraduate) consideration of the 

annual reports on Academic Progress Notices and Concessions and Appeals 
had not raised any concerns. The committee noted that the FECs had 
reiterated that the APN process was a mechanism of student support and 
monitoring student engagement;  

 
ix. that the Arts and Humanities Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) 

had highlighted that there was a growing pressure on departments to grant 
sporting concessions on a Wednesday morning. It was thought that this was 
largely due to the fact that some sporting events would require students to 
travel and thus might require a concession from academic activities in the 
morning;  

 
Agreed:  
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i. that consideration should be given to introducing an assurance report on the 
implementation of the training requirements for University members of staff for 
responsibility for complaints and appeals as outlined in Noted (v) and (vi);  

Action: AR 
 

 
52. Chair’s Business 

 
Considered: any items of Chair’s business. 

 
53. Common Awards 

 
Considered: a report from the Common Awards Management Board;  

Document QSSC/14/71 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the membership of TEI Boards of Examiners should include core staff, 

programme leaders and module leaders. The committee noted that the report had 
highlighted that some TEIs had included all staff as members of the Board of 
Examiners and that these TEIs had been asked to revise their membership lists as 
appropriate. The Common Awards Management Board had received membership 
lists for 12 TEIs, those outstanding were in the process of finalising their 
membership lists. The guidance in the TEI Handbook was to be revised to clarify 
the internal members of TEIs Boards of Examiners;  
 

(b) that that University had formally approved the appointment of all 8 external 
examiner candidates, and the appointment of the overarching external moderator;  

 
(c) that further revisions to the ‘Penalties for Over-Length Assessed Work Policy’ had 

been proposed and considered by the Common Awards Management Board. The 
policy differed, at the request of the TEIs, from the University’s standard policy, 
which permitted individual departments (or partners) to set their own policy (subject 
to approval) for penalties. The TEI-led policy would apply to all TEIs. The revised 
policy had been sent out for consultation with the TEIs and would be  considered 
by the Common Awards Management Board at its next meeting;  

 
(d) that the Common Awards Management Board had received an update on the data 

relating to the admission, enrolment and registration of the first intake of Common 
Awards students in 2014/15;  

 
(e) that the Management Board welcomed the student representative to their inaugural 

meeting. The student representative had been appointed at the TEI forum. The 
Management Board would consider how best to support the student representative 
in seeking student feedback. The report also highlighted that the mechanism for 
electing the student representative in the future would be reviewed to ensure that 
the process allowed for as much student input as possible;   

 
(f) that the Management Board had received one partnership change proposal, which 

was subsequently withdrawn. Further partnership change proposals were 
anticipated; 

 
(g) that QSSC was asked to consider the proposed entry requirements for 2015/16. 

The committee noted that the terminology used, for the proposed 2015/16 entry 
requirements, did not fully align with existing wording used by the University. The 
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committee agreed that ‘normally at least‘ should be revised to read ‘normally a 
minimum of’, and that ‘or equivalent’ should be added consistently, where 
appropriate;  

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the proposed 2015/16 entry requirements be approved, subject to Noted (g) 

and that this should be reported to the Common Awards Team and Education 
Committee;  

Action: AB 
(b) that the approved 2015/16 entry requirements implemented. 

 
Action: EM 

 
54. Postgraduate Admissions  Tutor Training  

 
Considered: an assurance report on the implementation of training requirements for 
postgraduate admissions selectors; 

Document QSSC/14/72 
 

Noted:  
 

(a) that the report provided an overview on the implementation of the training 
requirements for postgraduate admissions tutors. The report made specific 
reference to the UK Quality Code for Higher Education, specifically Chapter B2: 
Recruitment, Selection and Admission to higher education and Chapter B11: 
Research Degrees;  
 

(b) that the Student Recruitment and Admissions Office organised compulsory face-to-
face training for those members of staff who were new to the post of postgraduate 
admissions tutor. This was in the form of presentations covering all practical 
elements of the admissions decision-making process. The feedback from 
participants was positive. The committee concluded that the training programme 
was appropriate and that this should be continued in 2015. The committee also 
endorsed the introduction of a training session at Queen’s Campus to be delivered 
in Michaelmas 2015;  

 
(c) that a separate online refresher training module was offered to staff who had 

already successfully completed the initial training as outlined in Noted (b). This was 
hosted on DUO. Successful completion of the training module was a mandatory 
requirement, with non-completion leading to a tutor being unable to continue in that 
role. The online training module also included a short assessment which ensured 
that tutors were demonstrating compliance with the UK Quality Code for Higher 
Education;  

 
(d) that there would be a value in exploring the feasibility of introducing a DUO-based 

online refresher training for staff with responsibility for undergraduate admissions 
decisions;  

 
(e) that postgraduate admissions tutors were a mixture of academic and administrative 

staff;  
 

(f) that postgraduate admissions decisions required the sign off of two trained 
postgraduate admissions tutors. The committee noted that in some departments, 
notably Geology, Health and Classics, only two members of staff were trained as 
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postgraduate admissions tutors. The committee was concerned that this left the 
department open to an element of risk, should one member of staff be unavailable, 
as this could result in the delay of an admissions decision being made. Whilst the 
report had not highlighted that this was an issue, the committee felt that there would 
be a value in considering a minimum of 3 trained postgraduate admissions tutors, 
per academic department, to ensure that admissions processes were not impacted 
upon. Academic departments should continue to be encouraged to have more 
postgraduate admissions tutors, where time and resources permit; 

 
(g) that whilst the report had not highlighted any concerns, the committee felt that the 

report presented the opportunity to seek further assurances that, the requirement 
that two trained postgraduate admissions tutors sign off on postgraduate 
admissions decisions, was applied consistently by departments;  

 
[Secretary’s Note: Postgraduate offers are not processed unless they have been signed 
by the appropriate authorised admissions tutors. The Learning and Teaching Handbook 
outlines that the decision to admit a candidate will not rest with one individual and that 
where two signatures are required, they should be those of two different members of 
staff. Within the Admissions Office, all offer sheets are checked at two separate 
occasions, and by one than one member of staff, to verify the signatures against the list 
of authorised and trained admissions tutors. ]  

 
(h) that the report was helpful in providing assurances that the training had taken place 

and that this was delivered in line with the University’s requirements. The 
committee felt that there would be value in introducing such assurance reports for 
Chairs of Board of Examiners training, and training delivered to members of staff, 
within academic departments and colleges, who provide advice on appeals and 
complaints. The committee noted that consideration should also be given to 
integrating such reports into one overarching assurance report for consideration at 
QSSC;   

 
(i) that the proposal within the report was to make postgraduate admissions training an 

annual and compulsory requirement for all staff involved in postgraduate 
admissions, including administrative staff, in line with the mandatory annual training 
currently provided for all staff involved in undergraduate admissions. The committee 
felt that this was appropriate and that this should be recommended to Education 
Committee for approval;   

 
Agreed:  
 
(a) that the implementation of the training requirements for postgraduate admissions 

tutors had been appropriately carried out and that this should be reported to 
Education Committee; 

Action: AB  
 

(b) that consideration should be given to introducing an assurance report on the 
implementation of the training requirements for Chairs of Board of Examiner 
training; 

Action: AR 
 

(c) that consideration should be given to introducing a DUO-based online refresher 
training for staff with responsibility for undergraduate admissions decisions;  

Action: SC 
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(d) that the current training programme for postgraduate admissions tutors was 
appropriate and that this should be continued for 2015. This should be 
recommended to Education Committee;  

Action: AB 
 

(e) that postgraduate admissions training should be an annual and compulsory 
requirement for all staff involved in postgraduate admissions, including 
administrative staff, and that this should be recommended to Education 
Committee; 

Action: AB  
 
Recommended: that Education Committee approve that the current format of training 
for postgraduate admissions tutors be continued during 2015  
 
Recommended: that Education Committee approve that postgraduate admissions 
training is made an annual and compulsory requirement for academic and 
administrative  staff with direct involvement  in the postgraduate admissions process  
 
 
 

55. Faculty Collaborative Provision Panel 
 

Considered: the report from the meeting of the Sciences Faculty Collaborative 
Provision Panels held on 10 February 2015;  

Document QSSC/14/73 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the Faculty Collaborative Provision Panel had confirmed that the partnerships 
remained appropriate in the context of the University’s strategy for collaborative 
partnerships, and that there were no specific items for consideration by QSSC;  

 
(b) that the postgraduate research collaborative arrangements with the Department of 

Earth Sciences and Macquarie University, Australia, and the University of Iceland 
had now concluded;  
 

(c) that the School of Engineering and Computing Sciences was reviewing whether or 
not to continue the BEng programmes offered under the agreements with Dalian 
University of Technology and Shandong University. This was due to a lack of 
interest on the BEng programmes and that the MEng appeared to be a preferred 
option for prospective students.  

 
 

56. Partnership Approval: Ghent University   
 

Considered: whether to recommend to Education Committee a proposed partnership 
between the Department of History and Ghent University to deliver a dual award PhD; 

Document QSSC/14/74 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the draft Durham Memorandum of Agreement had confirmed that students 
would be examined under the regulations of each party and specified that, should 
the student meet the requirements of one but not both parties, that party would be 
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permitted to make a single award. The Partnership Approval Panel had requested 
that this be reflected in the Ghent Memorandum of Agreement;  
 

(b) that under Article 15 of the Ghent individual agreement, students were permitted to 
file an appeal with the Institution at which the doctoral defence had taken place (in 
this case Durham University). The committee echoed the concerns of the 
Partnership Approval Panel, noting that it would be inappropriate for Durham 
University to interpret Ghent’s regulations and procedures. Given that Ghent 
University may make a single award, as in Noted (a), it would be more appropriate 
for each party to process appeals decisions that affect their own awards. This was 
reflected in the Durham University Memorandum of Agreement and Ghent should 
be asked to consider amending Article 15 in line with this recommendation;  

 
(c) that, subject to the amendments in Noted (a) and (b), the partnership seemed 

appropriate;  
 

Agreed: that the Memorandum of Agreement should be updated as indicated in Noted 
(a) and (b) prior to being signed;  

Action: SA 
 
Recommended: that Education Committee (via Chair’s action) approve the proposed 
partnership between the Department of History and Ghent University for the delivery 
of a dual-award PhD.  
  

 
57. Programme Approval: MA Consultancy for Mission and Ministry 

 
Considered: whether to approve the proposed MA Consultancy for Mission and 
Ministry in the Department of Theology and Religion; 

Document QSSC/14/75 
 

Noted: 
 

(a) that the programme was originally proposed under the title MA Theology and 
Ministry (Consultancy for Mission and Ministry). On the recommendation of the 
Programme Approval Panel is was changed to MA Consultancy for Mission and 
Ministry;  

 
(b) that this programme would be validated by the University and delivered via 

Cranmer Hall, and as such would require an amendment to the Memorandum of 
Agreement to ensure that the programme title was listed;  

 
Agreed: that the MA Consultancy for Mission and Ministry be approved, subject to the 
amending and resigning of the revised Memorandum of Agreement as outlined in 
Noted (b), and that this should be reported to the Department of Theology and Religion 
and Education Committee. 

Action: AB/PA 
 
 

Part C:  Items for Information 
 
58. Matters of Report 

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

Document QSSC/14/76 
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59. Dates of Future Meetings 
 
Reported: that further meetings of QSSC will be held on the following dates:  

 

Date     Time Room 
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 


